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“Home Again”
Jeremiah 18:1-11 November 4, 2018

Nearly two centuries ago, a woman picked up and left her 
life in the South.  Unsure of what she’d find, and fearing 
what she’d left behind, she wrote a letter that began with the 
words, “Goodbye God, I’m moving to Indiana.” We laugh.  
That’s what Midwesterners do.  We laugh at ourselves, self-
deprecation a familiar tool of deflection.  We trust that 
God sees what is done in secret and that’s good enough.  
Yet, from time to time, it’s good to bring to the light what 
usually stays good and hidden.  Chris, you have come to a 
marvelous church and community, and you left one behind.  
We should honor that.  You embraced this as your church 
from day one; it may take some time before this feels like 
home, and there’s no need for anyone to rush that.  Chris, 
you’ve hung your pictures, cleared out your boxes, and set 
up your study.  Your heart will unpack on its own timeline.

If any of you are wondering, the letter-writer was wrong in 
her assumptions about this place.  Despite her conjectures 
about religious observance, church attendance was and is 
higher in the Midwest than the American South.  We just 
keep that, like so many things, good and hidden here.  

I say “we” because though I come to you from California, 
I was reared just 50 miles south of Indianapolis.  For a 
couple of years, Second was my church home.  Studying at 
what was then the Center on Philanthropy, I would find 
my way into the evening service in search of meaning and 
direction for my life.  I largely tried to hide.  Through the 
goodness of this church, God’s presence found me anyway.

It was several years later that I found myself in seminary 
and classmate to one Chris Henry.  Fresh out of Duke, he 
was eager, and he was brilliant.  I still remember a group of 
us gathering near the end of our first semester to study for 
our New Testament exam.  Chris literally paged us through 
the Scriptures, telling us what we needed to know from 
which book without the aid of a single note.  I nodded along 
with feigned confidence, trying to hide how frantically I 
was taking notes.  By now, you have no doubt encountered 
Chris’ great mind.  Don’t let it fool you; it is his heart that 
makes him tick. 

When seminary graduation came, Chris and I, and all the 
others, went our separate ways.  My first call was to Bryn 
Mawr Presbyterian outside of Philadelphia, a church a lot 
like this one, occupying a big and beautiful footprint trying 
to make a big and beautiful imprint on the city.  Two offices 
down from mine belonged to Sherri Hausser, former Lake 
Fellow here, whose sermons I still remembered from those 
evening services some seven years before.  Within a year we 
were married.  Now that is pastoral follow through. 

All of this is simply my way of saying, “I don’t just know 
Chris,” and “I know you,” and in all humility, I feel uniquely 
qualified to say that this is a good match.  We gather to 
celebrate this match, to thank God for it and ask God’s 
blessing upon it.  

Have you seen how many have shown up to join us?  You 
might need to turn around to see everyone, even shift your 
gaze, for in addition to all those seated, I don’t know if 
you noticed, but there has been a great cloud of witnesses 
streaming in all morning.  They’ve come to bear witness 
to this thing God is doing.  Do you think he’s here, Henry 
Ward Beecher, famed first pastor of Second, reminding us 
again to look to the Apostle Paul?  Beecher said Paul, “was 
made restless with the intensity of his feeling; and wherever 
he went he did not preach Christ as John would.  He did 
not preach Christ as Peter would.  He preached Christ 
as Christ had been revealed to him and in him.”i   I think 
he’s here, here to whisper to Chris to preach what has been 
revealed to him, not to lose Paul’s restless intensity and not 
be afraid of its unsettling effects.  The world sometimes 
needs to be unsettled so it can be reformed, for as the newly 
sainted Oscar Romero reminds us that a gospel that never 
unsettles is no gospel at all.  

Yet, these are already profoundly unsettled times, and so 
this moment calls for leaders who can rise above and bring 
people together around a higher purpose and the common 
good.  It feels impossible these days, but I believe it can 
happen.  In a moment in which people feel the need to take 
sides, pledge their undying allegiance, and do everything 
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they can to defeat the other side, the church can be different.  
I dare to believe that even in this present climate of vitriol, 
at the Second Presbyterian Church of Indianapolis, you can 
show the world another vision of how it can be, a vision 
where both sides can come together under the same roof 
to worship the living God, both IU fans and Purdue fans…
even with a Blue Devil in the pulpit.

I offer levity only because I am all too aware of the 
true weight of the moment.  We are not just divided, we 
are angry.  We have lost trust in each other because on 
some level, we are afraid.  We have become uncivil and 
committed to dragging one another down.  Can we let the 
great cloud of witness lift us up, calling upon the wisdom 
of the dead and the living saints among us?  I mentioned 
Beecher.  The pastor during my time here was Bill Enright.  
His commitment to the connection between the pew and 
the pulpit has left a lasting mark not just on peoples’ hearts, 
but on this city.  Lewis Galloway, who followed, I know 
primarily through reputation, the testimony of so many of 
my colleagues who served as Lake Fellows under him. You 
should hear how they glow when they speak of him.  We do 
not forget the rest of the staff, clergy, program and support 
alike, unsung heroes of this good work, and dedicated lay 
leaders—both visionaries and roll-up-their-sleeve workers, 
past and present—it’s good we have so much space in here 
for this great crowd of witnesses.

I think of the cloud that has surrounded and formed 
Chris, well-known names such as Joanna Adams, pillar of 
the denomination from whom Chris absorbed so much 
about ministry and Will Willimon, who bridged the 
church and academy, as well as less well-known—unless you 
study Ugaritic—but no less important names such as Orval 
Wintermute, whose drives to a little country Carolina 
church planted in Chris a great big love for God’s work.  
There are too many to name, but we cannot allow to remain 
hidden the imprint of his family—the pastoral model of his 
father and the deep wisdom and spirituality of his mother.  
By now you have gotten to know his dear Sara, The Rev. 
Sara Hayden.  You know it is no slight when I say that at 
least you got the second-best pastor in his marriage.  I know 
the feeling.

Let us remember that this great cloud of witnesses doesn’t 
just watch over us; it guides us, prays for us, maybe even 
intervenes on our behalf because this great cloud touches the 
earth.  God reigns down here too.  Jesus walked this earth 
to remind us that we do not carry the weight of the world.  

Kindly remember that neither should Chris.  Please don’t 
let his innumerable gifts convince you that Christ is spelled 
without the final letter.  Chris is here to lead your worship, 
not be the object of it.  You are here to shape a life together.

Accordingly, I encourage you to cultivate the 
simultaneous qualities of being strong and malleable, 
because as the prophet reminds us, we have been called to 
be clay.  So, let us go down to the potter’s house, where God 
is at the wheel.  Hold in your mind’s eye the image of God 
leaning over, working and reworking the clay.  Are you close 
enough to see the lines on hands that have to be both strong 
and tender?  I say “working and reworking” because if you 
know a good potter you know the requisite ability to, from 
time to time, start again.  Maybe that’s why they call ours 
the Re-formed tradition.

I consulted a potter friend of mine about this passage and 
he had this to say about the process of making a good vessel:  
“A good potter is in co-creativity with the clay and never in 
domination of it.  A potter which forces the clay will end 
up in a losing battle even with all the faculties of a human 
and the limited faculties of the clay.  The clay will win.”  
You might say, to throw a good pot you have to be, well it’s 
obvious, centered on the wheel, lest you spin you and your 
clay out of control.  That potter friend of mine also happens 
to be a priest and the potter priest was adamant that the 
pastor isn’t the potter and the church the clay.  God is the 
potter and we are all the clay, co-creators with the divine 
every one of us.

Some wonder about the state of the pottery industry 
these days.  It all seems to be drying up, the cracks are 
starting to show, and people are waiting anxiously in the 
bushes to see if the potter is going to close up shop.  The 
culture does not support nominal participation in the 
church anymore (to dispense with the metaphor).  Church 
is no longer where you go to be seen.  I have one word to say 
about that:  Good.  God isn’t looking for people who are 
looking to participate for how it looks; God is looking for 
those who want to participate for how it feels, an authentic 
experience of the sacred in a world where so many are no 
longer touched by the faith of their inheritance.  God isn’t 
looking for those who merely want to be at Second, God 
is looking for those who strive to put God first, the other 
second and themselves third.  God isn’t looking for those 
who only want to fit in; God is looking for those who aren’t 
afraid to stand out in search of justice for the poor and 
marginalized, the vulnerable and exploited even though it 
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is unpopular and may even be dangerous, those who know 
it may lead to the cross…the cross from which Jesus hanged 
and was taken down, put in the ground for three days where 
he was among the clay until God could raise him up as a 
vessel for new life for all.  That’s what the potter does with 
broken pieces and we’re all a little broken, aren’t we? 

Whether it’s in this form or some other form, God isn’t 
finished working yet—don’t get it confused, though it’s 
easy to do.  

When the pastoral search committee was looking to fill 
the call that eventually fell to me, the daughter of one of the 
committee members said quizzically to her mother, “Why 
do we need a new pasture, p-a-s-t-u-r-e?”  If a clay vessel 
is one good image, then a pasture is another.  We think of 
pastors as tending a flock out on the field, but perhaps not 
enough as being fields themselves.  A pasture provides a safe 
space for grazing, wandering, and growth.  It is expansive, 
but not limitless.  Pastor as pasture may be an image for you 
to consider.  

As a Californian now, there has been a necessary sea 
change in my references, from agricultural to nautical.  
Sometimes, I sit mesmerized watching the huge freighters 
or elegant sailboats making their way in and out of the 
bay.  On some days there are tons of them, all on their own 
journey, and yet there isn’t chaos.  It’s a remarkable sight to 
behold, and it does not occur by chance.  The vessels have 
both the room and direction they need because out in the 
midst of the sea, playing a very important role are these very 
important…channel markers, showing where it’s safe to be, 
and simultaneously demonstrating both the direction and 
the freedom within the direction to make one’s way.

So many years ago, when I sat in your pews, I heard 
a sermon series comparing the Ten Commandments to 
channel markers, God’s law there not to eliminate freedom 
and have us fall in line, but to act as guides, room within 
the bounds of love and care, latitude to explore and still 
direction enough to stay on a good course.  And so, isn’t it 
lovely that we have all found ourselves here together today 
in this expansive place, with a clear sense of direction, all of 
us ready to chart a new and very old course?  Let us pray,

God of love.  God of calling.  God of equipping us for our 
calling, we offer this moment to you…Our hearts overflow 
with gratitude for the work of the search committee, the 
faithfulness of this congregation, and the dedication of 

Chris in his life and ministry.  And, O God, we’d be lying 
if we didn’t say our eyes have clouded with a few tears at 
the wonder of how it all comes together.  We pray for your 
church, O God.  We pray for its new pastor and his family.  
And, God, we pray with patience for the day when perhaps 
after a long journey, Chris finds himself in prayer, as if 
writing a letter to update the Almighty, and he begins with 
the words, “Hello God, I’m back home again in Indiana.”  
Amen.

__________________________
iHenry Ward Beecher, Lectures on Preaching (New York:  J.B. Ford and 

Company, 1872), 8.


