
Dreghorn and Springside Church: Sunday 6th June 2021 

Introduction to the Bible reading  

Today in our Bible reading we turn to one of the greatest prophets of all time, Jeremiah who was 
called to speak God’s word to a people who would not listen and so they suffered the consequences 
of their willing deafness, their hard heartedness, and their inaction.  The General Assembly of the 
Church of Scotland has admitted that we have for too long stuck our fingers in our ears and failed to 
act, as a consequence real pain has come our way and is indeed now upon us.  We are going to 
reflect on Jeremiah’s words to the people of Judah and listen for what God is saying to us as 
individuals, as a congregation of Dreghorn and Springside and beyond in the wider church.  And then 
I pray that this reading and sermon for today does not disappear into the ether, like so many earnest 
words spoken before, but rather is a sculpting tool in the potter’s hand here among us.   

Before Jeremiah was born, he was being sculpted by God to be a prophet.  We read in Jeremiah 1:5 
God says to Jeremiah, “Before I shaped you in the womb, I knew all about you.  Before you saw the 
light of day, I had holy plans for you: A prophet to the nations— that’s what I had in mind for you.”   

Jeremiah was shaped in the womb to be a prophet, we are all shaped by God for his good purposes 
and way back at the beginning we remember that God, made us from dust.  Today we meet with 
Jeremiah in the Potter’s house, where dust, takes the form of clay being shaped by the potter.  Here 
we find a story of God and his people Judah, here we find a story of God and his people, his church 
today.   

Bible reading: Jeremiah 18:1-12 (The Message version) 

18 1-2 God told Jeremiah, “Up on your feet! Go to the potter’s house. When you get there, I’ll tell you 
what I have to say.” 

3-4 So I went to the potter’s house, and sure enough, the potter was there, working away at his 
wheel. Whenever the pot the potter was working on turned out badly, as sometimes happens when 
you are working with clay, the potter would simply start over and use the same clay to make another 
pot. 

5-10 Then God’s Message came to me: “Can’t I do just as this potter does, people of Israel?” God’s 
Decree! “Watch this potter. In the same way that this potter works his clay, I work on you, people of 
Israel. At any moment I may decide to pull up a people or a country by the roots and get rid of them. 
But if they repent of their wicked lives, I will think twice and start over with them. At another time I 
might decide to plant a people or country, but if they don’t cooperate and won’t listen to me, I will 
think again and give up on the plans I had for them. 

11 “So, tell the people of Judah and citizens of Jerusalem my Message: ‘Danger! I’m shaping doom 
against you, laying plans against you. Turn back from your doomed way of life. Straighten out your 
lives.’ 

12 “But they’ll just say, ‘Why should we? What’s the point? We’ll live just the way we’ve always lived, 
doom or no doom.’” 

Sermon: At the Potter’s House 

Jeremiah, attentive and sensitive to God’s direction was commanded “Up on your feet!  Go to the 
potter’s house, when you get there, I’ll tell you what I have to say.”  God’s task through Jeremiah is 
this:  How can I get these people to take me seriously right where they are?  How can I get them to 



see that I am working, right now, silently, and invisibly, but surely and eternally in their lives and in 
their history?  How can I get them to see the connections between what they are doing now, and 
who they will be in 10 years, in 20 years?  How can I get them to see the continuation between what 
I did in Abraham and Moses and David and what they are now?  How can I get them out of their 
tedious egos into my glorious will here and now?  (Eugene Peterson, Running with Horses, p72).  God 
has a point to make, and he picks the perfect place to make it, he says to Jeremiah, “Go to the 
Potters house”.   

It was in the potter’s house that Jeremiah heard the word of God and went to share it with the 
people.  God says, “tell the people of Judah and citizens of Jerusalem my message:  Danger!  I’m 
shaping doom against you, laying plans against you.  Turn back from your doomed way of life.  
Straighten out your lives”.  This is a plea from God, because our God is a God who can reshape the 
clay, he always wants to help reshape, because he always wants the best for us.  But we have to be 
willing to be reshaped, if we are inflexible, he cannot work with us… We see that God already knew 
what was in the hearers’ hearts, he knew their response would be, “’Why should we?  What’s the 
point?  We’ll live the way we’ve always lived, doom or no doom?’”   

As one Biblical commentator writes, “The clay can frustrate the potter’s intention and cause him to 
change it: as the quality of the clay determines what the potter can do with it, so the quality of the 
people determines what God can do with them”. (John Bright, Jeremiah, p125) 

God has been speaking to the Church of Scotland for a long time now.  We’ve cheered and equally 
ignored his prophets - like Peter Nielson and the Church Without Walls report in the past, will we be 
any more intend to listen and act to the voice coming from this year’s General Assembly?   

The Church of Scotland General Assembly has just outlined the most radical changes for our church 
since the Union of the Free Church and Church of Scotland way back in 1929.   

We have paid lip service to the prophets of the past; we have talked radical for long enough while at 
the same time sticking our fingers in our ears, digging our feet in, and protecting our own interests, 
and because of this - pain is now upon us.  The union of 1929 gave us far too many buildings and too 
many congregations, we have got locked up in a cosy maintenance model of ministry, looking after 
our buildings and ourselves, while the world has moved on all around us, and we have become 
increasingly disconnected.  In some cases, we are but a poor parody of the world and in others we 
just retreated behind our walls.  In almost every case we have forgotten what it is to be missional, 
we have not been putting our neighbours’ and our worlds’ needs before our own.  

 The day for tinkering has now past, significant action is required, and that action is going to be much 
more painful than it would have been if we had previously been more open to God, flexible and 
forward looking.   

We are cutting paid ministries, that’s like the job I do, by 37% over the next four years, nationally the 
Church of Scotland is running £11 million pounds in deficit for this year alone, COVID is going to hit 
our local and national finances even harder.  We simply can’t afford to keep the church running as it 
is.  We hope at best to be able to hold on to 600 ministries, but that’s an aspirational number, in 
reality we also have about 40% of our ministers reach retiral age in the next five years.  If we manage 
to deploy 600 fulltime ministers and mission staff in five years’ time, it will be miraculous.  Just to 
put some context on this, around 15 years ago we had double this number of ministers, yet we 
expect the same and more from them.  We have been too slow to realise that our emphasis must 
not be on maintaining the same old, behaving like some sort of historical society.  The current graph 
is one of steady and progressive decline and we see this in our own congregation with membership 



and increasingly gaps appearing in essential positions.  To remain a living, witnessing community our 
emphasis must be on mission, ensuring that we are flexible enough to absorb and move with this 
shock, and reach out, welcome and grow new Christians.  That means that we must be adaptable, 
and our buildings must be flexible, the right spaces, in the right places.   

The ministry numbers allocated to our Presbytery of Irvine and Kilmarnock have again been reduced.  
Thanks to good local planning we are in a better position than the majority of Presbyteries because 
we have done a lot of the hard task of reducing our parish ministry numbers before this.  We have 
been investing our people in new mission projects, like Alison our Mission Pioneer with Crossing 
Together church, but we have more change to come - we will be part of a further redistribution of 
ministry and worship spaces.  And changes are also coming to our presbyteries, as so many 
presbyteries are no longer fit for purpose.  In the next 18 months Irvine and Kilmarnock presbytery 
will become part of a much larger presbytery of the South West of Scotland, the bounds of which 
will reach all the way from Largs in the north, to Stranraer in the south west and across to Langholm 
in the borders.  Change is coming, it is long overdue, and it is going to be painful.   “But we can 
choose our pain, the short, sharp pain of surgery with real prospects of recovery or the long, 
debilitating agony of chronic decline with no hope of things ever getting better.”  (Rev Rosie Frew, 
General Assembly 2021) 

This difficult message was a message that Jeremiah preached to Judah when he warned of coming 
disaster, and he appealed in vain for the nation to change, to turn back to God.  Events for Jeremiah 
and Judah were already set in motion, it was too late for them - Babylon was coming, for the 
generation hearing his message there would to be no turning back, the die had been cast.   

I believe that much of what we have known and loved of the Church of Scotland is heading for exile, 
like Judah faced in Babylon, but we can also begin to shape the way back out for a new generation – 
as God works on us, his clay for his eternal purposes.  And we have already begun to do this in our 
new church of Crossing Together.  Crossing Together as many of you know, is the planned new 
intergenerational church being planted in the Broomlands/Bourtreehill area with our sisters and 
brothers at Mure Relief.  Crossing Together is our shared child, a child that we will support and 
nurture and grow, and a child that that we, the parents, can already learn much from.  One of the 
core aims of Crossing Together is to get alongside and encourage and enable people to become 
disciples of Jesus, who in turn will then encourage and enable others to become disciples, and so the 
church of Jesus Christ continues to be an evolving, loving, living witnessing community.   

We live by faith in our wonderful God, we remember that faith is not a leap out of the everyday - 
into the reclusive sanctuary of a building, but a plunger into the depths of everyday in your home, in 
your street, in your community.  The life of faith is very physical – a matter of life, of being, of 
presence, of time and space and things.  Faith means forever being thrown on the potter’s wheel 
and being reshaped, our entire selves, what we have been, what we are, all being shaped into what 
are to become by God, into something useful and beautiful.  And when we are not useful and 
beautiful, we are reshaped, painful, yes, but worth it.   

 

Jamie Milliken 
6th June 2021 
 


