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The songs that we chose for this morning paint wonderful, positive and warm pictures of the 
Divine: The Maker, the Giver, the Lover; the giver of grace, peace and hope; the spirit of 
kindness; healer, light and guide. All of these go straight to our hearts, to lift our spirits and to 
re-assure us. These images also cohere with the God whom Jesus embodied. 
 
Psalm 139 is my favourite psalm. The image and relationship with the Divine that it speaks of 
describes a warm, close and caring God, what we call an “immanent” God, “Immanu-el” - God-
with-us. This, says the psalmist, is the God who knows me inside out and has loved me since 
before I was born. This whole poem feels like a hug. I like this God. 
 
When I use this psalm as part of Sunday readings, though, I always leave out 4 verses toward 
the end of the psalm. In all fairness, I need to let you know what they say (verses 19-22): 
 

“O that you would kill the wicked, O God, and that the bloodthirsty would depart from 
me – those who speak of you maliciously and lift themselves up against you! Do I not 
hate those who hate you, O God? And do I not loathe those who rise up against you? I 
hate them with perfect hatred; I count them as my enemies.” 

 
Kinda ruins the mood for me. It doesn’t necessarily negate all those positive images of God, to 
be sure, but it reminds me that we have, throughout the eons, posited a God who, to put it 
bluntly, is as vengeful and judgmental as we are. That image is particularly present in the Old 
Testament. I know that we usually call it the Hebrew Scriptures now, but calling it the Old 
Testament reminds us that these are old ideas about God. When I say “old”, it’s pretty well 
agreed that the books of the Old Testament developed, first as oral tradition and then written,  
between about 1200 and 150 BCE. The Old Testament theology (or understanding of God), 
then, developed in a primitive and tribal society, a “my god is better, meaner, stronger than 
your god” society. Our ancestors tried to get God on “their side”, to hate those whom they 
hated, to dispense retribution to those with whom they didn’t see eye to eye, whom they felt 
had wronged them, or whom they judged to be less worthy.  Those, in short, who were not 
within the “tribe”, however that was defined in any era.  
 
Positing a tribal God has meant, too, that we have envisioned God as being very much like us – 
sometimes capricious, sometimes judgmental, and ready to smite those who “deserve” it.  
 
Unfortunately, that God has not disappeared. One thing that keeps the scriptures relevant is 
that, often, they hold up a mirror to us and we can see ourselves in it. Now, as then, our 
theology is bound up by social and cultural norms, and simply by our imperfect humanness. 
 
The passage from the prophet Jeremiah that we heard read talked at the end about a God who 
brings both good and bad to humankind, who “shapes evil… and devises a plan against” the 
people. The message here is definitely “God’ll get you!” This is not an image of God as all good 



or as a source of unconditional love. This is not the God that we witness in the life and 
teachings of Jesus. 
 
But let’s go back to the first part of the Jeremiah passage. The image of God there is of a potter 
patiently moulding and re-moulding, unwilling to discard the imperfect in the hopes of helping 
to shape something better. The theology of this part of the reading fits with a 20th-century 
theology known as Process Thought.  
 
With the development of quantum physics and an understanding of the universe as energy, 
Alfred North Whitehead, a mathematician and philosopher who lived in the second half of the 
19th and the first half of the 20th century, was the defining figure of the school of thought called 
process philosophy. As time went on, it found application in a variety of disciplines, including 
theology. Whitehead’s view was that the world is “a web of interrelated processes, so that all of 
our choices and actions have consequences for the world around us.” This has been 
popularized by “The Butterfly Theory” which says that a butterfly flapping its wings in Vernon 
contributes to a typhoon in Japan. 
 
John Cobb, a pre-eminent process theologian as well as a philosopher and environmentalist, 
carried on Whitehead’s thoughts. According to Cobb, “process theology may refer to all forms 
of theology that emphasize event, occurrence, or becoming over substance”. In terms of 
“Theos” – “God” - Process theology doesn’t deny that God is in some ways eternal (in the sense 
that God will not die) and immutable (in the sense that God is unchangingly good). However, it 
sees God as affecting and being affected by the world. Our choices, our decisions, our thoughts 
and actions affect God in terms not unlike the image of the potter. The occasions of our lives 
and the life of the world cause God to respond in luring us toward the good. 
 
In what ways is God, the potter, responding to us as lopsided, off-centre, imperfect clay? In 
what ways is God seeking to mould and re-shape us? We’ve spoken about some of those ways 
in the past few weeks. We are being lured, with ever-increasing urgency, toward a true and 
deep feeling of oneness with the earth. God seeks to touch our hearts with compassion for the 
marginalized in our very midst as well as those who are suffering and displaced around the 
world.  
 
As Christians, we see God through the lens of the life and teachings of Jesus. That God sits with 
the unloved and unlovable. That God feels a kinship with all. That God does not smite but builds 
up, and re-builds, and re-builds again, in love. Process thought reminds us that we are just that 
-  in process - and our relationship with God is an ongoing and dynamic one. Every occasion of 
our lives gives an opportunity for God to respond to us and for us to respond to God. The God 
who knows us inside and out lures us towards the best that we can be, with relentless and 
unconditional love. 
 
 


