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Twenty Third Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Jer. 18:1   The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord:  2 “Come, go 
down to the potter’s house, and there I will let you hear my words.”  3 So I 
went down to the potter’s house, and there he was working at his wheel.  4 
The vessel he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s hand, and he 
reworked it into another vessel, as seemed good to him.  

Jer. 18:5   Then the word of the Lord came to me:  6 Can I not do with you, O 
house of Israel, just as this potter has done? says the Lord. Just like the clay 
in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel.  7 At one 
moment I may declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck up 
and break down and destroy it,  8 but if that nation, concerning which I have 
spoken, turns from its evil, I will change my mind about the disaster that I 
intended to bring on it.  9 And at another moment I may declare concerning a 
nation or a kingdom that I will build and plant it,  10 but if it does evil in my 
sight, not listening to my voice, then I will change my mind about the good 
that I had intended to do to it.  11 Now, therefore, say to the people of Judah 
and the inhabitants of Jerusalem: Thus says the Lord: Look, I am a potter 
shaping evil against you and devising a plan against you. Turn now, all of 
you from your evil way, and amend your ways and your doings.  

Luke 14:25   Now large crowds were traveling with him; and he turned and 
said to them,  26 “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, 
wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my 
disciple.  27 Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my 
disciple.  28 For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit 
down and estimate the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it?  29 
Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who 
see it will begin to ridicule him,  30 saying, ‘This fellow began to build and 
was not able to finish.’  31 Or what king, going out to wage war against 
another king, will not sit down first and consider whether he is able with ten 
thousand to oppose the one who comes against him with twenty thousand?  
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32 If he cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he sends a delegation 
and asks for the terms of peace.  33 So therefore, none of you can become my 
disciple if you do not give up all your possessions.   

I. Once again this week we have a powerful pairing of  
 prophetic scripture from the mouth of Jeremiah with  
 the continuing narrative out of the Gospel of Luke. 
 A. During the long stretch of “Ordinary Time” which  
  takes up nearly 30 Sundays through the Summer  
  months, the church has, historically, asked the   
  question: 
  1. “So what? . . .  in the wake of Pentecost - how  
   will the coming of the Holy Spirit in power  
   change us so that we no longer conform to the  
   values and attitudes of a fallen world, and  
   more and more we become witnesses to the in- 
   breaking Kingdom of God which Pentecost  
   inaugurated?” 
 B. You can easily see how the scripture passages   
  chosen over the last months have challenged us to  
  have a long, loving, sustained engagement with this 
  question. 
 C. This morning - the 23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time  
  continues that process of asking hard questions of  
  the church and of us as individual disciples. 

II. The Jeremiah passage is a favorite. 
 A. “Go down to the potter’s house and I will speak to  
  you…” 
  1. What an odd instruction!  It would be   
   something like, “Go down to 32nd Ave West  
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   where they are widening the road west of   
   Sheynne and watch and there I will speak to  
   you…” 
  2. But this is a form of prayer that I and those  
   going on pilgrimage to Scotland in a few weeks 
   have been practicing for nearly a year. 
  3. As we do our daily walking in prep - we say,  
   “God - show me what you want me to see.”   
   and then we walk with our eyes wide open,  
   expecting God to help us notice something  
   ordinary which might just communicate   
   something extraordinary. 
 B. Jeremiah goes and what does he see. 
  1. A potter who controls the clay.   
  2. A potter who can change his mind about what  
   the clay will be. 
  3. A potter who does not give up on the clay even  
   in the face of failure. 
  4. AND he “hears” a word from God saying, 
6 Can I not do with you, O house of Israel, just as this potter has done? says 
the Lord. Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand, O 
house of Israel. 
  5. Oh - and BTW, what I am currently devising  
   for you is calamity because of your hard-  
   hearted disobedience . . . so tell then to   
   straighten up and fly right! 
  
III. Luke gives us an extension of the narrative we have  
 been examining for weeks. 
 A. Having given instruction about mercy triumphing  
  over the legalisms attached tot he Sabbath, and  
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  then having warned us about pride in our social  
  interactions, and having clearly indicated that the  
  first will be last and the last will be first in the KoH 
  . . . he now turns to the cost of discipleship. 
 B. Luke begins this section by observing that “Large  
  crowds were following him.” 
  1. Jesus appears to conclude that though the  
   numbers are many, the number of deeply   
   committed are few. 
  2. This is the struggle of the church in every age 
   † We all want to see the church grow 
   † More people 
   † More money 
   † More influence 
  3. But it is not easy to grow when the true cost of  
   discipleship is put into stark relief. 

IV. Jesus warns of a kind of cozy, domesticated, and   
 unintentional discipleship which imagines that one can  
 be a disciple without a complete transformation of life  
 and values. 
 A. His difficult word: 
Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. 
 B. And to be sure we understand he offers parables: 
For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and 
estimate the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it?  29 
Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who 
see it will begin to ridicule him,  30 saying, ‘This fellow began to build and 
was not able to finish.’  31 Or what king, going out to wage war against 
another king, will not sit down first and consider whether he is able with ten 
thousand to oppose the one who comes against him with twenty thousand?  
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32 If he cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he sends a delegation 
and asks for the terms of peace. 
 C. And then he drops the mic and turns away with 
this zinger . . . 
So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all 
your possessions. 

V. This is a difficult word! 
 A. No way around it. 
 B. While Jesus clearly means this in an economic   
  sense — the word he has been using “cost” is only  
  used one time in the entire NT and that is in this  
  passage and it means “to pay what is owed for   
  something.” 
 C. It seems also clear that his examples are meant to  
  broaden that meaning of our “possessions” to   
  include all of the things we hold dear. 
  1. family, house, work, possessions…. 

VI. So I would feel like I had been unfaithful to the text if I  
 said nothing at all about the economic portion of this so  
 let me say one thing. 
 A. I am currently doing some work for the presbytery  
  of Northern Plains trying to figure out how   
  churches who are struggling financially can solve  
  the problem of financial viability. 
 B. So among the many lines of research I followed was 
to go to the State Government and look up the financial data 
from the most recent census and what I learned was this. 

North	Dakota	Household	Income	
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According	to	the	Census	ACS	1-year	survey,	the	median	household	income	for	North	Dakota	
was	$59,029	in	2014,	the	latest	figures	available.	Compared	to	the	median	US	household	
income,	North	Dakota	median	household	income	is	$5,372	higher.	

 C. So ND has a median household income roughly  
  $5000 higher that the national average. 
 D. So if you took that median household income and  
  did not even factor in that Presbyterians as a rule  
  often earn more than the median - and you   
  multiplied that by the number of giving units in a  
  congregation and then you took just a 5% tithe of  
  that number —- not even a tithe really (10%) but a  
  half-tithe . . . you solve the problem of    
  congregations with their financial viability. 
 E. Why?  because Presbyterians, I am ashamed to say, 
  give on average a mere 2-3% of their gross income  
  to the church. 
 F. At FPC Fargo that would mean something like a  
  shift in out annual giving from 650k to something  
  closer to $800k if we simply all chose to give 5% of  
  our income - a half-tithe. 
 G. What do you think God could do with us and   
  through us with another several hundred thousand  
  a year to work with? 

VII. But you know what?  No casual disciple is ever going to  
 give 5% to God - much less a 10% tithe to God. 
 A. For many of us this is a growing edge.  I invite you  
  to pray about it. 
 B. I also want to acknowledge that Jesus’ call to give  
  up possessions also includes many other things  
  which we hold dear. 
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VIII.    Today is my Son, Daniel’s birthday . . . reminds me of 
a moment when the cost of my discipleship became real . . . 
 A. Dad and his impulse to remain at work where he  
  was competent. 
 B. My discovery that I was doing the same thing 
 C. My mother’s loving-challenge
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