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Yet, O LORD, you are our Father; 

    we are the clay, and you are our potter; 

    we are all the work of your hand. 

    -Isaiah 64:8 

 

This brief quote from Isaiah is really a prayer and response to the reading from Second 

Corinthians that Rick Ruenzel chose and spoke about.  I’ll speak more about what I call the 

“Clay Prayer” in a bit, but first want to comment on the reading Rick chose.  

 

Paul, in his letters, is a great one for encouraging and advising about behavior related to how to 

“be” church, or a gathered faith community. The portions we heard from in Second Corinthians 

this morning is less a type of instruction and more about an attitude or orientation, or perhaps 

better explained as an openness of heart to God’s power working within. 

 

At the point that this letter is written, Paul has known this community for a while. In fact,    

although it is called Second Corinthians it is really a compilation of probably the third and fourth 

letters he wrote to them.  And we should know, that as Paul writes this letter to the church in 

Corinth- he is experiencing more and more, some very painful conflict between himself and the 

community.   

 

You may remember that earlier this summer I spoke about the problems the Corinthian church 

was having when Paul wrote to them, about love being patient and kind etc. from his precious 

letter called First Corinthians. What I had pointed out then was that Paul was speaking to a 

church with internal problems, really a church and community of people in crisis- a lot of 

infighting, jealousy, boasting. They are a people divided by competition and tension between 

themselves, even arguing about who they wanted to claim as the right or best leader:  Paul, 

Apollos, or some other great preacher that’s come to town.  

 

Well by the time we get to this next letter - that we heard from this morning-  The church itself is 

more fractured than before, but now their tension and animosity is pointed at Paul himself.                                                                                    

They are disputing what kind of authority he has…questioning what kind of leader he is. And 
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Paul is very aware of this. A bit later in this same letter, Paul writes, commenting on what others 

have said about him, “For they say, ‘His letters are weighty and strong, but his bodily presence is 

weak, and his speech contemptible.’” (2 Corinthians 10:10) 

 

Knowing this - it is not hard to image that he may indeed have felt afflicted, perplexed, struck 

down. But he faces all of these things with the “but nots.”  But not crushed, but not driven to 

despair, but not forsaken, and by no means destroyed.   

 

Paul is talking about himself at this point, speaking in the plural “we” to fold his readers in.  But 

he may also be acknowledging the Spirit of God dwelling within him, for that is where any 

power he claims comes from. It is God’s light and grace that is his treasure 

 

And yes, we might have our own very real list of difficulties. And being resourceful people, we 

strive to fix, or at least match our difficulties with our own “but not” list.  Or, we might look to 

the hard news happening in other places and people and hold up the mirror to ourselves to say, 

“but I don’t have it as bad as they do.”  And that can always be true. We can try to put a shine on 

our clay-jarred life, patching up the cracks or turning the bad side toward the wall so no one sees 

it.  

 

But that is not at all what Paul is speaking to here as he writes about carrying the death of Jesus 

in himself, as something desirable and good. He is pointing toward vulnerability and humility,     

he is pointing to honesty and mutuality, and being able to see God’s work in all sorts of places 

and people.  Way beyond our own power and structure.   

 

The call to meditation this morning points to this idea saying, “If we don’t welcome our own 

wounds, then overconfidence in our own savviness, and fear of being taken advantage of, tempts 

us to despise the wounded.” We are all wounded. It is our imperfections that make us beautiful 

and perhaps more available to each other. 

 

I can’t help but think of the idea of imperfection - purposely placed in a beautiful Navajo Rug.  I 

read somewhere that as the rug is woven, there is an imperfection woven into a corner or line,     

and it is believed that God’s Spirit moves in and out of the imperfect spot. Islamic art and 

architecture are often made with some kind of break in the geometric pattern. This too is done to 

acknowledge that only God is perfect.    And, this is what I believe Paul is pointing to in himself, 

and invites us to see in ourselves; when he says, “we have this treasure in clay jars.” 

 

Now, we may, or may not, see ourselves as a church in the particular situation of the church in 

Corinth, with its internal division and questions about authority and leadership, but it is possible 

to see this is the situation of our world. We are more and more prone to question authority.                                                            

We hear of terrible scandals and hurt coming to light after years of suppression in the Catholic 

Church in Pennsylvania.    And it brings us to our knees in prayer for light and justice, for 

forgiveness and mercy - for all the people involved.                                                                                           

 

We question authority and trust - in so many aspects of our lives- and we may feel we have good 

reason to! 
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We see in this letter, Paul as a leader, acknowledging pressure from outside forces and internal 

struggle.  And we hear Paul stretching to claim the “treasure in clay jars” in his heart – for he 

does not lose heart as he looks to God for a more ultimate hope. 

 

And so we too hear, “Do not lose heart.”  All those imperfections and broken pieces are indeed 

part of all of our lives. The struggles, grief and pain are part of who we are,  but it is not all of 

who we are, because God’s not done with us!   

 

This week has been such a reminder of this. There were two memorials this week.  And we call 

these, “Celebrations of Life”    as we share stories of the loved one - as well as speak of God’s 

hope, God’s eternal now in our lives.  But we also know that there is grief and a great letting go    

that reminds us that as Paul said, “death is at work in us, but life in you.”                                                                  

 

We are called to not lose heart and by God’s Spirit we are renewed day by day.   

 

As I was planning for the Wisconsin Congregational Association Summit meeting last spring I 

had several occasions to speak with our presenter, Chris Rygh about his experience and wisdom    

that he would bring as the presenter. Chris spoke about the association of churches that he works 

with and their decision to seek God’s guidance and renewal starting with a specific season of 

prayer.  He said they started each day and each meeting praying simply: make me, shape me, 

break me, mold me. A prayer that embraces an openness to God’s creativity: make me, shape 

me, mold me.   

 

But also a prayer to “break me.”  A prayer that lays open the idea, that not only are we broken,    

struggling in a variety of things ranging from pride and boastfulness, to numbed contentment,   

difficult or abandoned relationships, struggling with lack of trust or humility, struggling with 

finances or health, addictions, stress, loneliness.  But the “break me” portion of the prayer also 

lays bare the unappealing idea that perhaps some things need to be broken, discarded or let go of. 

I found this story in a commentary called “Feasting on the Word” that illuminates this idea: 

“Where shall I find God?” a disciple once asked. “Here,” the teacher said. “Then why can’t I see 

God?” “Because you do not look.” “But what should I look for?” the disciple continued.    

“Nothing. Just look,” the teacher said.  “But at what?” “At anything your eyes alight upon,” the 

teacher said. “But must I look in a special kind of way?” “No, the ordinary way will do.”  “But 

don’t I always look the ordinary way?”   “No you don’t,” the teacher said. “Because to look, you 

must be here. You’re mostly somewhere else,” the teacher said.  

 

There is something about opening ourselves to God’s presence, simply being in God’s presence 

when we can pray what I call the “Clay Prayer.”  

 

So, let’s remember that as clay jars we are probably pretty imperfect, and certainly temporary… 

and yet we hold this awesome treasure- we are the containers that God chooses.  And we can 

pray, “O LORD…we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand.” 

Make me, shape me, break me, mold me. 


