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A year ago this month, I had my first interview with the 
rector search committee at SPR. One of the questions 
they asked me was: “If we call you as our rector, how 
will you spend your first six months?” 

I said, “I would want to spend those six months getting 
to know the people, so that I could start to build a real 
vision for the parish. It’s hard to have a vision for people 
you don’t know.” 

Well, I hit that six-month mark last week. I’ve been 
privileged to get to know many of you, and excited to 
see so many new faces coming into the church. And 
after many conversations with the vestry and wardens, 
the staff, and so many of you who love this place, that 
vision is coming into focus. Together, we are discerning 
God’s vision for the next chapter at SPR. 

One way of asking this question—What is God’s vision 
for our church?—is to use the metaphor we heard today 
from the prophet Jeremiah. If God is the potter and we 
are the clay, how is God trying to shape us? How is God 
molding us and guiding us, and what is God hoping we 
will become? 

Importantly for us, God is not the kind of potter who 
starts with a finished product in mind and then chooses 
clay to suit. Instead, God is an artist who starts by taking 
a look at the raw materials and then begins to dream. 

So here is God, at the potter’s wheel. Here is the raw 
material of St. Paul & the Redeemer. What qualities are 
shaping the kind of church God hopes we will become? 

Over six months, here are a few that have stood out to 
me: 

SPR is welcoming. It’s true, we are friendly to 
newcomers—but, even more importantly, we are a place 
where people don’t have to attend for too long before 
they stop being “newcomers.” Whether you just walked 
in, or have been here for years, or are returning after a 
long time away, there is a place for you here. 

SPR is kind. We are a big church, but not so big that it is 
easy to be anonymous here. If you find yourself in the 
hospital, there is a team of parishioners who will be 
eager to come visit. If you are laid up for a while, 
casseroles will appear at your door. If your children 
make noise during worship, they will still be treasured. 

SPR is thoughtful. This is a church full of people who 
love ideas, who are eager to ask questions and wrestle 
with doubts and tackle something difficult to take it 
apart. I have never in my life had a longer list of reading 
recommendations than I do right now. 

SPR is faithful. Since arriving here, I have been so 
humbled by so many stories of how the goodness of 
God has transformed people’s lives, and how Jesus is 
real and present as a redeemer and friend. 



SPR is community-minded. We invest in relationships 
with our neighbors—at our weekly food pantry, the 
school across the park, the soup kitchen up the street, 
and a little farther away, at our partner church and 
school in Haiti. 

SPR is progressive. We turn a careful eye to the 
traditions we have inherited, even the traditions of the 
church, always asking who is benefiting from them and 
who might be harmed. And we do this not to affirm how 
evolved and sophisticated we are, but because we are 
faithful. A life in Christ demands no less. 

I could go on all day about the ways in which SPR is 
wonderful, because it is wonderful. But this would be 
missing the point. The best clay can have all the 
wonderful qualities in the world, but until it is in the 
potter’s hands, it’s still just a lump of clay. 

I believe God’s vision for our church is for us to seek 
new and bold ways to put our faith into action, in both 
our personal lives and our common life. God the potter 
is considering what makes us unique and deciding how 
to shape us into something beautiful, then polish us to 
a high shine. We can become—we are already 
becoming—a vessel that catches the light of Christ and 
reflects it so brightly that the whole city will be drawn to 
this little church tucked away on 50th and Dorchester. 

We will begin this year by exploring new ways to add 
depth and breadth to the ministries that thrive here, 
with more people engaged and more people served, 
which means each of us will have the chance to think 
about new ways to live into the church’s mission. 

And together, we will grow in our faith—and think about 
what it means for our faith to shape not only what we 
do, but who we are. Being a Christian truly can change 
your life, if you let it. Faith can guide you in making 
ethical decisions at work. It can offer hope where 

otherwise there would be only despair. Through 
worship, through small groups, through daily prayer, 
we will enter ever more completely into a common life 
in Christ. 

But as with any message from the Hebrew prophets, 
Jeremiah’s image also comes with a caution. It is not a 
sweet metaphor about God’s guiding hand; it is a 
warning that any kind of clay can be spoiled. 

And so it could be with us. Even with all our good 
qualities, we could forget what God wants us to 
become. Our welcome could become shallow, and our 
kindness could become cliquey and insider-focused. 
Our thoughtfulness could turn into academic posturing. 
Our community efforts could become paternalistic. Our 
progressivism could become nothing more than self-
congratulation, and our faith could wither away. 

If we want to avoid this fate, and be shaped into 
something beautiful instead of something spoiled, we 
have to look to today’s Gospel. 

I have to admit: If I controlled the lectionary, this is not 
the passage I would have chosen as we celebrate the 
start of a new program year. But the more I think about 
it, the more I believe Jesus is telling us something we 
need to hear. 

Yes, he is shocking his audience on purpose. But he is 
trying to shock each of them into asking: What is the 
cost of a life in Christ? What am I willing to give up? 

Following Jesus is not supposed to be comfortable—a 
truth that is easy to forget. It will not always feel good. It 
will inevitably force us into asking hard questions about 
how we spend our money and our time, and it may 
require us to give something up. 



So why bother? Why think about suffering and sacrifice 
now, at the height of back-to-school season, on what is 
supposed to be a joyous day? 

I’m reminded of another dire warning given on a joyous 
day, a commencement speech given by the great David 
Foster Wallace: 

In the day-to-day trenches of adult life, there is actually 
no such thing as atheism. There is no such thing as not 
worshipping. Everybody worships. The only choice we 
get is what to worship. And the compelling reason for 
maybe choosing some sort of god or spiritual-type thing 
to worship … is that pretty much anything else you 
worship will eat you alive.1 

He goes on to say: Go ahead. Worship money. Worship 
power. Worship your intellect, if you want to. See if it 
ever feels like enough. 

Or—worship something greater. A God who will 
challenge and unsettle us, who will demand great 
sacrifice, but will also offer incomparable rewards. 

I invite you to join me in living into this vision for our 
church. Not one that worships our success—although we 
have been very successful. Not one that worships our 
intellect—although we are very smart. 

But one in which together we worship a God who is 
already shaping us into something beautiful, 
transforming us for the whole world to see. 

 
1 These words are from Wallace’s address to the Kenyon College 
Class of 2005, later collected into the book This Is Water. 


