“Like Water into Wine”

John 2:1-11

It’s a wonderfully familiar story.  Jesus and his disciples attend a wedding in Cana of Galilee.  Cana is only nine miles northwest of Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth.  And Jesus’ mother is also a guest, so perhaps the wedding couple are close family friends or relatives.  It’s clear that Mary feels a strong sense of obligation for the reputation and dignity of the couple.  When the wine ran out, Mary intervened to help them avoid a major social faux pas.  Mary subtly makes a passing comment that clearly gets her unstated point across to Jesus.  “Oh, my goodness, they’ve run out of wine. (Hint, hint, hint.)”  The unstated implication is, of course, “Son, fix the problem!”  Obviously, Mary is well aware of Jesus’ extraordinary powers, and her subtle unstated point is heard loud and clear by Jesus.  “Don’t let me down, son.  Make your momma proud.”

Jesus’ reply may sound a little harsh to us, but basically the point I think that Jesus tries to get across to his mother is, “Mother, I’m a grown man, and I need to seek the will and direction of God for how, when, and where to use my gifts.”  I think that’s basically what’s implied by Jesus’ response.

Well, Mary was obviously a persistent woman, although, respectful of Jesus’ independence.  Jesus didn’t flatout say no, and Mary is 100% confident in Jesus’ ability to solve the problem.  So, subtly she says to the servants, “Whatever he tells you to do, do it!”

Now, it just so happened that there were six stone water jars nearby that were normally used in the Jewish religious ritual of hand washing before meals.  The ritual’s purpose, according to the Laws of Moses, was to maintain their religious purity.  But if you stop and think about it, this is a little strange.  That’s a lot of jars!  Granted there was a party going on, so maybe the thought was “six jars no waiting.”  But each of these jars could hold 20 to 30 gallons each.  These were really big jars!  And Jesus instructs the servants to fill them up completely with water.  And just as Mary had directed them, the servants followed Jesus’ instructions to the letter.  They filled the jars to the brim.

“Now fill your pitchers and take them to the head waiter,” instructs Jesus.  And once again, the servants do precisely as they are directed.  And that’s when the miracle is proclaimed.  The ordinary water had become extraordinary wine.

And the story concludes by saying that this was the first of Jesus’ signs that revealed his glory to his disciples.  And the disciples believed in him.

So, what does this story mean?  What lesson can we learn from it?  And why is it significant that this was Jesus’ first miracle—water into wine?  Actually, it wasn’t called a miracle.  It was called a sign, a sign that reveals Jesus’ glory.  Well, what does that mean?
It’s important to understand that wine is a significant symbolic metaphor throughout the Old Testament.  In the Psalms, wine was lifted up as a symbol of God’s gracious gifts to humanity, given “to gladden the human heart.” (Ps 104:15)  So, Jesus’ gift of the finest wine to the bridal party was symbolic of all the goodness that Christ brings into our world.
But more importantly, an overflowing abundance of wine in the Old Testament was symbolic of the coming Day of the Lord.  The Prophet Joel proclaims, “In that day the mountains shall drip sweet wine.”  (JL 3:18) And the Prophet Amos adds, “‘The time is surely coming,’ says the Lord, ‘when …[t]he mountains shall drip sweet wine, and all the hills shall flow with it…’”  (Amos 9:13) So, with his gift of somewhere between 120 to 180 gallons of wine, Jesus symbolically proclaims that the Day of the Lord is here.
Throughout much of the Old Testament, the Day of the Lord was understood to be the time when God would right all of the wrongs of this world when God’s justice and God’s right ways for living would finally prevail.  And as the story says, this miracle was a sign revealing the glory of Jesus who is bringing in God’s New Age.

Like water into wine, Jesus comes into our world and into our lives to transform us, to change us—to change the ordinary into the extraordinary.  Does everybody agree with that?  Well sure you do, but the friction comes when I begin to suggest specific ways God wants to change us.  I can preach a clever sermon on God’s love and God’s efforts and desire for us to be more loving.  And everybody’s happy and agrees that God wants us to be more loving.  But things get more dicey when I begin to give specific examples of what it means to be a loving person, to be a loving people, or a more loving nation.  Things get a little more heated when a preacher offers controversial opinions on controversial issues about what it means to live our lives according to the rule of God’s love—to live into God’s New Age.
Well, let me begin by confessing my own personal bias on the issue I’m about to present.  As many of you know my wife is a nurse who works in the emergency department.  She is a frontline worker in our nation’s medical care.  Early in the pandemic, she was lifted up as a hero.  People brought in meals to the whole department, and people would thank and praise frontline healthcare workers for their service.  Not anymore.  Hospital staff are accused of lying and distorting Covid numbers to make the pandemic look worse than it is.  Hospitals are becoming dangerously short on nurses, because so many are now out sick with Covid, or they have burned out and quit nursing.  But living in denial that Covid even exists, some patients get angry and even hostile when asked to put on a mask and to wear it properly.
To help me understand just how bad the situation is, my wife recently texted me a picture of a sign that hangs in the waiting room of her emergency department.  The sign reads, “Assaulting a healthcare worker is a crime.  In North Carolina, it is a felony to assault a healthcare worker.”  Like flight attendants, doctors and nurses are now in danger of being assaulted when they ask people to wear a mask.
There’s a darkness in our world today, marked by hostility, anger, aggression, defensiveness, and fear.  This darkness manifests in many ways, and the hostile aggression following a request to wear a mask is one example.  And this sermon would become far too long if I tried to unpack all the root causes.  So let me just lift up one root cause that I see.
It seems to me that there always needs to be a balance between our individual rights and freedoms and the good of our community or the welfare of our neighbor.  It seems to me that is also good Christian theology: “Love your neighbor as you love yourself.”  “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  Or as we hear Jesus say later in John’s Gospel, “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” (John 15:12-13)
Folks, this is not a Democratic issue.  This is not a Republican issue.  This is simply a national moral issue.  We claim to be a nation under God.  Well, as a nation and as individuals, we sometimes, sometimes need to surrender our will, our rights, our freedoms to the will of God.  And God’s will is that we love and care for each other.
What are you willing to have God change in your life in the name of love?  Like ordinary water transformed into extraordinary wine, what are we willing to have changed in order to live into God’s extraordinary New Age?  In my opinion, from my theological perspective, we can either be ordinary people who demand our rights, and demand our wants, and demand our freedoms, or we can be transformed into extraordinary people who willingly accept reasonable restrictions on our rights for the good of the nation and the safety of our children and the physically vulnerable.
Our scripture reading this morning concludes by saying this was the first of Jesus’ signs that revealed his glory to his disciples.  Jesus changed the ordinary into the extraordinary.  And the disciples believed in him.  The disciples believed in him.  The disciples believed in him.
This is God’s house, and we come here to learn the new way of life God so wants us to have, life in God’s New Age.  In our worship, the glory of God is revealed to us through scripture and sermons, in our songs and prayers.  And here in God’s house God shapes us and molds us.  Like water into wine, we are transformed—the ordinary into the extraordinary.
The disciples who were there that day at the wedding in Cana believed in Jesus.  And they left everything to follow him.
Do you believe?  Well, what are you willing to leave behind?
Let us pray:

Lord, we know that you seek to change us, to make us more Christ-like, to make us more loving.  Help us, as a nation, to seek your will, to know your will, and to speak out for your will.  Help us, Lord, to truly be a nation under God, under your Lordship.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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