Epiphany IIC

All of us can probably remember a marriage ceremony that
didn't go as planned. Perhaps for some of you it was your own. In
my case it was a story told to me by my parents. Now the story was
told differently by both my mother and my father but the gist of it is
this: On my parent's wedding day two of my mom's aunts travelled
across the state of Ohio to be with her. The problem was this:
counting all adults and children who lived in my grandparent's home
there was a grand total of seven plus the two aunts made it a total of
nine. Now there was only one bathroom. Well, the story goes that
my dad was waiting at the church well over a half an hour and no
bride and no priest showed up. It seems my mom had to wait her
turn for the bath and so she was late. And the priest? Well, my
grandfather had to go over to the rectory to rouse him after a night of
one too many beers.

And here in this morning's Gospel we see Jesus embroiled in his
own soap opera of a wedding. | would recommend the movie titled
"Wedding in Galilee" if you really want to get the flavor of a
Mediterranean wedding; the film is shot in the occupied West Bank
but it offers a view into ancient customs of bathing and family
gatherings that were also important in the time of Jesus. You watch
as the family gathers around the couple, nervously separating them so
that the pre-marriage rituals can take place. Older women wash the
bride. And large quantities of food are prepared. You can almost



taste the food and smell the wine in the visual beauty of the film.

In Jesus' time a wedding party in a small Palestinian town would
have been the event of the year. People looked forward to a
marriage for months and the partying usually went on for a full week.
Rabbis abandoned their fasts and students their studies. The fields
could wait to be plowed. Everyone brought presents and the host
was expected to keep his guests well supplied with food, drink, and
all-around merrymaking. In fact, if guests were not properly provided
for, they could even sue the host and couple for damages. It was a
legal matter if a family disappointed guests. Therefore, it was a
complete loss of face to run out of wine. It was a social catastrophe.

And what is the context for Jesus? Well, a few days before,
Jesus had been baptized by his cousin, John. And in the next days
Jesus chose his first disciples. They were all probably at the feast.
And they were seeking to know who this person, Jesus, was. And
whatever Jesus does, he does not want to appear to be a wandering
magician. So, he turns his mother down. Yet she comes back, and like
a good mother tells the servants to listen to him. And wonder of
wonders, Jesus gives in. And he takes the water that the servants
bring and transforms it. Water becomes wine-120 gallons of wine,
enough to swim in! There is no reason for scarcity or hunger at this
party. The symbol of wine, of course, can be a tricky symbol if it is
misused but at its best it speaks of abundance- overflowing. Our
deepest thirsts will be quenched. What a turn of events- from almost



ruin to rejoicing!

What was John trying to do by transcribing this story? First,
John may have been countering the pagan feast of Dionysius that was
celebrated on January 6th. And the early church placed the reading of
this account of Jesus' first miracle on the feast of the Epiphany- also
January 6th. A coincidence? Perhaps but the story does have the
flavor of overriding joy that was in the liturgy of the Dionysius cult.
Listen to a poem that was used in that liturgy: "The wine of Dionysius,
when the weary cares of men leave every heart. We travel to a land
that never was. The poor grow rich, the rich grow great of heart."
Overflowing abundance!

Another take on the story was given by a group of Jewish
women who were reading John with a friend of mine. They were
utterly amazed at the Jesus that is portrayed by John. They saw the
water that was turned into wine as a story of liberation. Jesus, a
Jewish man, was turning the water that was in the purification jars
into the wine of freedom and blessing. In the Jewish ritual of
purification, a woman would be secluded and washed by other
women before she could be given to her husband. The form is very
ritualized and the need to be washed can symbolize the so-called
impurity of women. So, these contemporary Jewish women saw the
reading as Jesus saying that all are clean before God- all are purified.
They read the story as Jesus, a Jew, speaking to Jews.

Another theme of John's is that in ordinary things, extraordinary



things may be born. So that in John, miracles, called signs, are often
very quiet events. Only a few people witnessed the changing of the
water into wine. Most of the guests probably never knew what
happened.

A third aspect of the story is that all are needed if a
transformation is to take place. We, indeed, are the very matter that
turns water into wine. If not us, who? Dr. Martin Luther King, whom
we remember this weekend, once stated that any religion which
professes to be concerned with human souls and is not concerned
with the slums that damn them, the economic conditions that
strangle them, and the social conditions that cripple them, is a dry-as-
dust religion. We cannot assume that God will intervene without us.

There is a wonderful Nigerian folk tale that provides a very
human contrast to the story of the miracle at Cana. The tale tells of
how the tribal chief sent out his messengers to invite all the men of
the tribe to a great feast. "All of the food will be provided," they
announced, "but each man must bring one jug of palm wine." One of
the men of the tribe, Ezra, wanted to attend the great festival very
much, but he had no wine. He paced the floor trying to think of a
solution for his dilemma.

Finally, his wife suggested, "You could buy a jug of wine. It is not too
expensive for such a great occasion." "How foolish," Ezra cried, "to
spend money when there is a way to go free." Once again, he paced

until he came upon a plan. "Rather than wine | will carry water in my



jug. Several hundred men will attend the festival. What will it hurt to
add one jug of water to the great pot of wine?"

On the day of the feast the tribal drums began to beat early in
the morning, reminding the people of the great festival. All of them
came dressed in their finest clothes, gathering by midmorning at the
home of the chief. As each man entered the tribal grounds, he poured
his jug of wine into a large earthen pot. Ezra carefully poured the
contents of his container into the pot, greeted the chief, and joined
the dancers.

When all the guests had arrived, the chief commanded the music
to cease and ordered the servants to fill everyone's glass with wine.
As the chief spoke the opening words of the festival, all the guests
raised their glasses and drank. Suddenly a cry of disbelief arose from
the crowd, and they quickly drank again. What they tasted was not
wine but water. It seems each guest had decided that his one jug of
water could not spoil the great pot of palm wine.

Indeed, each person is needed for the miracle to occur. Itis
within the context of the community that transformation can take
place, that each person takes part in the miracle of turning water into
wine. The symbol of wine in the story of Cana is not for the wedding
guests but for us, the continuing community of disciples. And there
are questions for each of us if this is true:

How do | respond to John's vision of the Christian community as
a wedding party lavished with the wine of Jesus' Spirit? What choice



wine flows in my life? Whose spirit enlivens my spirit? “Do what he
tells you.” How are Mary’s words are reflected in my life? The life of
this nation? And how do | transform water into wine? And how am |
transformed into the wine that quenches the thirsty? And does
anyone who comes through the doors of Faith Church know that they
are guests at a wedding party? Will they see joy?

We are called to a wedding feast. And when we arrive at the
door Mary says to us, "Look around you. There are people here who
are hungry, they have run out of food. Look around you, there are
people who are thirsty, they have run out of drink. Look around you,
there are people who are shivering, they have run out of clothes.
Look around you, there are people who are despairing, they have run
out of hope." And the miracle will be each of us pouring into the pot
the gift of our abundance, so that the wedding feast will be for all
peoples. Amen.



