
So here we are, suddenly, at a wedding.  On our giddy post-Christmas lectionary tour 
we’ve been ushered through Epiphany and the kings, then catapulted forward to Jesus’ 
baptism, and now here we are in the midst of a marriage celebration. 

If we know anything about the biblical themes of feasts, and bridegrooms and wine, this is 
of course a very suggestive story, with layered meanings, foreshadowings, and possible 
symbolism – the wine, the third day, the six jars. But more importantly, it’s the beautifully 
told story about two beginnings. As an unnamed young couple, full of hope and 
expectation, embark on their married life, so Jesus too is starting out on a journey – but a 
very different one.

***
According to John, the wedding takes place only days after Jesus baptism. And if you were 
here last week you may recall Tom helpfully mention John’s account of that, which marks 
the moment when Jesus sets out on his public ministry.  Still in chapter one of John, we 
read that the very next day, two of John’s disciples decide to follow Jesus. And then the 
following day, we are told, Jesus decides to return to Galilee. The Bible doesn’t say, but I 
wonder if he actually remembered that he was due back home for a family wedding. 

I realised on reflection that this somewhat domestic picture of Jesus feels slightly at odds 
with the one I have built up for myself over the years.  And I think that’s because, with the 
benefit of knowing Jesus Christ, a saviour for all people and all time, and with relatively 
scant knowledge of first century Palestinian culture, my mental image of Jesus life on earth 
tends, ironically, towards the divine aspect of his nature.  Jesus is the Son of Man, as he 
repeatedly reminds us, but I wonder if it’s harder to get our heads around that than to 
come to terms with the idea that he is the Son of God. 

In our Tuesday Bible study this term, we are working through the gospel of Luke. This 
week, feeling that we had probably done Christmas and the baptism, we began with the 
stories of Mary and Joseph bringing Jesus for dedication and then, twelve years later, 
finding him in the temple. We explored these stories both with our imaginations and with 
a small supply of useful historical details. And for me, it brought a real appreciation of 
what it meant for Jesus to be a child within a large, loving Jewish family – and indeed 
what it would have been like for his family to have what must have been quite an 
exceptional child. We noted, too, that Jesus grew in favour not only with God but with 
other people. This was young man was clearly popular and well loved.

Although not in the same gospel, these episodes provide vital background to today’s story. 
The wedding takes place in Cana, which is not far from Jesus’ home town of Nazareth, and 
it’s very likely that the couple were part of Jesus’s extended family.  So this, the first of 
Jesus’s miracles, took place close to home, when he was in the very midst of family and 
friends, eating and drinking and enjoying the occasion. He began right where he was, in 
the place he belonged, meeting an immediate need, with whomever and whatever was to 
hand.



***
Weddings, of course, are a time of lavish celebration. Today, often ridiculously so.  Some 
are more like a film production for all the organisation, glamour, hype and sheer expense 
that they entail. The pressures can be enormous, which of course creates all the more 
potential for embarrassment if anything goes wrong. My son-in-law once attended a fairly 
posh wedding where the couple had arranged a reception meal consisting of authentic, 
freshly-cooked pizzas from an on-site pizza oven. What no one seemed to have 
anticipated, was the fact that the Italian caterers could produce only one pizza at a time, 
and then fairly slowly. Pizzas were gradually issued to the top table, but hours went by 
before other tables got anything at all to eat. The guests became more and more restless 
and more and more drunk, and – shockingly but perhaps inevitably –  fights began to 
break out. 

It can all go horribly wrong. By these sorts of standards, the wedding in Cana might look 
relatively modest. But there would be certain expectations, and one of these was that the 
bridegroom would provide wine for everyone. This was almost certainly one of the 
concerns behind Mary’s observation. We don’t know why the wine ran out. Maybe the 
family was relatively poor; maybe there were more guests than expected. Whatever the 
reason, Jesus’s intervention was not simply about making sure that everyone had a good 
time; it would have spared the groom’s humiliation.

But it’s not just that Jesus averted a catering fiasco and family shame. It’s the outrageously 
extravagant way that he did so. The new drink was, as the chief steward said, of excellent 
quality.  Well, I guess that makes sense – if you are able to change the water into wine, then 
you might as well make it a rare vintage while you’re at it. And given its exceptional 
quality, the quantity would have been even more remarkable. The stone jars that were filled 
with water would each have held between 90 and 135 litres. And in case of any doubt, 
we’re told that they were filled to the brim – which is actually above the level they would 
normally be filled. So if we do the maths, we discover that the extra wine amounted to 
over 800 litres – or just over 1,000 bottles. It’s so ridiculously generous that it looks rather 
careless or even wasteful. Just getting the servants to fill couple of jars would surely have 
done the job! Exuberant, extravagant, profligate abundance  It’s there in the first miracle, 
and it’s there in the leftovers after the feeding of the five thousand. It’s there in a smashed 
bottle of perfume and in catches of fish that break the nets. It’s there in the unimaginable 
vastness and limitless variety of creation itself.  It’s as if God cannot help himself. That is 
what it God is like, and that’s what happens when his abundant grace breaks in. 

It’s a truly wonderful, uplifting thought. But I wonder if that kingdom call to the abundant 
life might feel slightly out of step with the world we find ourselves in today?  Resources 
are increasingly scarce – be it global resources of energy and food, or personal ones of 
time, attention or money – and we know that human greed and wastefulness has 
contributed to the current situation. It can feel as though our options are closing down and 
our world is closing in, and then it becomes harder to draw on our own resourcefulness 



and creativity in response.  But maybe the knowledge that there is bigger picture, a God of 
abundance, a kingdom with a very different economy where there is more than enough to 
go round … just maybe that knowledge might set us free us from the spirals of worry,  free 
our imaginations and help us towards wise and generous response. 

***
And yet, despite its undeniable extravagance –  this miracle is also one of hiddenness. The 
Ta-Daa! moment of actual transformation, like the resurrection itself, is concealed within 
the dark of a stone cocoon. Even the telling seems to efface the actual transformation. We 
are told about it after the event, almost in passing. “When the steward tasted the water 
which had become wine …” And then the marvel is not the transformation, but the fact that 
good wine was saved to last.

And Jesus himself is working very much behind the scenes. There is good reason for this. 
Since it was the responsibility of the bridegroom to provide the wine, then for Jesus step in 
would be to assume the place of the bridegroom. That’s just one of many explanations that 
have been offered for Jesus’s rather abrupt reply to Mary, “what concern is that to you or 
me. My hour is not yet come”.  We know of course that Jesus will eventually be the 
bridegroom of the church, so that’s one possible way to understand this. But again, there is 
no reason to believe that this is not the story of what actually happened. And so Jesus 
could just be saying that his turn to be the bridegroom and supply the wine literally hasn’t 
come yet. He would certainly appreciate the possible embarrassment to the actual 
bridegroom. Either way, or both ways, Jesus instructs the servants to do the work, leaves it 
to the chief steward to reveal the exciting result, and allows the bridegroom to take the 
credit. 

It’s an interesting contrast to the way much of our world seems to operate. With all the 
jostling for power and public profile and social media presence, it’s often what we are seen 
to do rather what we actually do that seems to count.  I suppose it just makes me wonder 
how much more would be achieved if that were not the case. To quote Ronald Reagan, of 
all people, “It’s amazing how much you can achieve if you don’t mind who gets the 
credit.” 

 ***
Here we are, suddenly, at a wedding, and the start of a journey. Here we are, still very 
much at the threshold of new year, perhaps wondering with some trepidation about how 
it may unfold.  If we are feeling overwhelmed by global and national events, if the needs 
of the world and our own community press in on us, if we feel helpless or even hopeless, 
perhaps we have to simply start where we are, with what comes to hand, and perhaps in 
modest or hidden ways. But we can do so, in the knowledge of the abundant generosity of 
God – and who is always and already working behind the scenes.
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