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We often say how important it is to look at any Biblical passage in its
context. And when we say this we mean a number of things: we mean the historical
context of the story, the historical and social context of its author and also the
literary context of the passage within Scripture. Knowing all this, we are still
tempted to concentrate just on the story itself, especially in the case of well-know
stories in their well-known form with their well-known beginning and middle and end.
In the light of recent Biblical scholarship, we are beginning to realise that the Biblical
authors transmitted their stories with a clear theological purpose in mind, and they
used every literary tool that was available to them to achieve it. This means, that in
order to get to the fullness of their message, we have to look beyond the actual
stories, as well as within them. We have to look at what comes before them, and
what is behind them, what is above them and beneath them. And if this is true for
the Gospels in general, it is especially true of John's Gospel. Through the use of
symbols and metaphors, hidden and not so-hidden references this Gospel yields
layer upon layer of meaning and rewards its readers on many different levels.

For example, as | looked at the familiar story of the Wedding at Cana
before, it never occurred to me that it comes right after Jesus finds the first of his
followers, those men who would be his constant companions and hopefully would
make his message their own. Now, you would think that having recruited his co-
workers, Jesus would give them an intensive period of training, they would be taken
on retreat, there would be much teaching and praying, group work, maybe even
fasting to equip them for the task ahead. And of course, some of this did come later
on as Jesus' story progressed. But here we witness the first step of the ‘training’.
Jesus takes them to a wedding! One of those week-long affairs, where there is a lot
of eating and drinking, and singing and dancing and general jolity. Could it be that
Jesus does this because he wants to teach them the most important thing about
God's kingdom he came to announce: it is pure, unbounded joy? It is freedom and
celebration, it is about love and community, it is about giving and receiving, about
hospitality and kinship. We could say that whilst the other Gospel writers are more
impressed with Jesus' miracles and exorcisms, in John this wedding feast
constitutes Jesus’ manifesto

In the story itself Jesus, not only goes to the wedding, but when they run
out of drinks, he saves the day by changing water into wine. If we wanted to go by
the literary understanding, we could imagine how children would react to the story
without any additional explanation. They may come to the conclusion that ‘Jesus is

really cool!” but for all the wrong reasons: he loves going to parties and stay out late.
He is rude to his Mum; he does not forbid the drinking of alcohol, quite the opposite.
When most of the guests are already half drunk and there is nothing more to drink,
he says: ‘Don't worry! The drinks are on me!" And he does this amazing magic and
suddenly there is more wine about then anybody could cope with!

Admittedly, all this is in the story, but even in John's presentation there is a
short, but significant explanation added: “So Jesus performed at Cana-in-Galilee the
first of the signs which revealed his glory and led his disciples to believe in him.”
There is something behind this story, behind Jesus’ action something that points
beyond itself, reveals something; something that John’s own contemporaries would
have far more easily understood than those of us, who didn't grow up in the church
and haven't already heard a number of sermons about the ‘The Wedding at Cana’.
When we hear of weddings, we think of love and commitment and celebration, of
course, but we also think of the great expenses involved, the diplomacy needed to
accommodate the bride’s and groom's families and friends, or the exofic
honeymoon venues and so on. But they would have remembered some of the many
Scriptural references to weddings, among them perhaps the passage we heard
from the book of Isaiah, where the prophet encourages the Israelites with the vision
of their God coming to them

“As a young man weds a maiden, so will you be wedded to him,
who rebuilds you,

and as a bridegroom rejoices over the bride,

so will your God rejoice over you” (Is 62:5)"

God's presence, first and foremost, is to do with joy and fransformation and
rebuilding. It is even more explicitly spelled out in Psalm 16

“In thy presence is the fullness of joy,
at thy right hand are pleasures for evermore.”

They would have known the significance of the water-ars of purification, a hidden
reference to Moses’ Law about ritual cleanliness, which, together with the use of the
imperfect number 6, may have been John’s allusion to the inadequacy of that Law
in the light of Jesus' arrival
When it comes to the water in those jars, our thinking and theirs may not be that
different. We both hold that water is a basic necessity of life, but they perhaps would
have had a deeper appreciation of it as people who knew desert conditions in parts
of their country and who were hit harder in their livelihood by draught.

When we think of wine, the picture changes. There are those in our time,
who can only see the ruinous effect of drinking: talented individuals wastefully
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working hours being lost to the economy, NHS resources squandered at all our
expense. Seeing all this and because of very good, very Christian views some of
us refrain from drinking alcohol all together. Others, equally good Christians, feel it
enhances their lives and find nothing wrong with drinking it in moderation. John's
audience would not be thinking in those terms. In Scripture wine is the symbol of joy
and warmth and abundance and celebration. What's more it marks the realization of
God's long promised salvation. This is what the prophet Amos says about it:

“A time is coming, says the Lord,

when | shall restore the fortunes of my people Israel...
The mountains will run with fresh wine, and every hill will
flow with
They will rebuild their devastated cities and live in them,
Plant vineyards and drink the wine."(Amos 9:13)

And as the picture of the wedding in Isaiah, the extravagant abundance of wine in
Amos is also used to give a vision of God's future. They both speak of
transformation, of rebuilding and not just on the level of bare necessities, but as a
gracious, joyful, overflowing fulfiment.

| would like to conclude with two thoughts regarding our own situation, one
is global, the other is closer to home. As we have a world where still many suffer
from wars, poverly, injustice, disease and hunger, we cannot but see the great
contrast between that and the joy of the wedding at Cana. The passage urges us to
re-kindle again and again this vision of God's future. The prophets of old knew it,
and in our clearest moments we feel it too that it does not have to be like that. And
we also know that the real question is not “Why does God allow it?” but “Why do we
allow it?” God, in Creation and in the new creation of Christ has provided us with all
we need to make the divine vision a reality. If we listen carefully we can hear the
constant rhythm of God's knocking at our door, offering the help of the Spirit,
spurring us on to do what we can to change the world.

The other thought concems our life of faith, our own personal need for the
kind of transformation Jesus enacts in this wedding story. Tuming water into wine is
not the kind of transformation we normally think of in our Christian life. We have
learnt that we had to give up bad things, in order to be followers of Christ; That he
came to deal with our sins, and ‘to make us good’ as one of our old hymns says.
And it is true that God in his mercy can and does do that too. We have been talking
about angels at our House Group, and the fact that we too can become angels,
messengers of God. God can do that to us and with us. God can take our broken
lives and rebuild them

But this story is not about that. There is nothing wrong with water. It is
essential, live-giving and sustaining. In terms of our faith, it represents a basic
commitment, people like us, who are not great sinners, who try to lead a good
Christian life, and obey the commandments; who are good to our fellow citizens and
try to be helpful, wherever we can. But there is more to life than commandments
and obedience. Jesus has come that we ‘may have life more abundantly’. This is a
story of divine extravagance. Jesus reveals a God, whose name is not duty, but joy.
The true surprise of the Christian life is that as we approach it by coming to the
ritual water jar of sacred duty, we find instead the wine of freedom and abundant life
flowing out of it. In Jesus’ presence the water of our lives becomes vintage wine,
which can fill even the worst circumstances of life with such richness and depth that
it never had before. May we be helped to find this joy and to “delight ourselves in
the Lord" as Psalm 37 says.




