Bringing Out The Best
Sunday, January 19, 2025
John 2:1-11, and Psalm 36:5-10
By Rev. Dr. Chris Keating

Just about any group of pastors | know will tell you that they much prefer leading
funerals then weddings. That’s been my experience as well, including some of the
weddings I’'ve officiated at that actually felt more like funerals. Sometimes people
are surprised when | tell them this, but | typically say, “Well, maybe the only reason
Jesus turned water into wine at a wedding was the avoid talking to the relatives no
one likes.

There have been, for example, many occasions where the diplomatic efforts used
to create table assignments at weddings have meant that my wife and |, as pastor,
have been seated next to relatives who, for whatever reason, have brought some
degree of scandal to the family and are therefore not on speaking terms with anyone
else. There have been emotionally-taxing weddings where the bride’s choices for
everything from flowers to food have been vetoed by other family members. | have
been to weddings where the groom hired armed security guards to check photo IDs
against the guest list, and weddings where the musician and | were the only ones
who were sober. Once | led a wedding in a cow pasture in Colorado where the
hyperactive six-year-old ring bearer somehow lost the wedding ring before the
service ever began. There have been lovely outdoor weddings were thousands of
dollars of flowers were ruined by surprise thunderstorms, and weddings where the
groom was so anxious he ended up fainting before the ceremony started.

And then there is the story of the one-time Jesus and his mother were invited to a
wedding in Cana. It is one of the most famous stories in scripture, and even those
who know little about the Bible know this story. It’s an age-old story that has given
rise to stories like the one Jason Byassee tells of a woman who finds a $20 bill in a
parking lot. As she picks it up, she thinks, “What would Jesus do?” Instantly, she
decides to take it into storage and change it into wine.

Among some people, Jesus’ involvement with wine is a source of embarrassment.
They might have felt differently if Jesus had not changed so much water into wine.

Maybe he could have limited the miracle to a single bottle, and 800 or 900 hundred.
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The church has always danced around issues of alcohol and drinking. At the first
church | served, a family from church saw Carol and | having a special night out at a
favorite restaurant. The next morning, the senior pastor called me into his office to
tell me they had reported our dinner date to him. “They told me you were drinking
wine,” he said without a trace of a smile.

But it is ludicrous to imagine that Jesus provided that prodigious amount of wine
without even tasting it to see how it turned out. Some have tried to explain that by
suggesting it wasn’t really wine, just grape juice, but | think they might want to go
back and study science. This is indeed a story of water being changed into wine, and
it calls us to pay attention to the miraculous, abundant and life-giving gifts Jesus
provides.

Epiphany is a season of revealing, a time for telling stories of how God’s glory is
made manifestin Jesus. Itis atime of telling Good News of that great joy that is given
to all people. During Epiphany, we hear stories of God’s grace being extended to
people in new and joyful ways. Epiphany is a time of celebrating, and of discovering
the amazing promises of God’s redemption.

So, what does this epiphany story reveal?

It begins with a real crisis: the wedding party had exhausted the host’s supply of
wine. Running out of wine was a real social faux pas, a crisis that could bring shame
upon the host. No one ever wanted their wedding to be forever known as the wedding
that ran out of wine. Memories linger long in small towns, and few would ever forget
the host’s poor planning. No wonder people are in a panic. No wonder Mary has
overheard the gossip. “They have no wine,” she tells Jesus.

Of all of Jesus’ miracles, this one stands out for a number of reasons. First, Jesus’
response is prompted by his mother’s intervention.

It’s interesting — Mary, the mother of Jesus, appears only twice in John’s Gospel,
here in this story and then again when he is crucified. Yet neither time is she
mentioned by name. She is referred to only as “the mother of Jesus.” And, as Jesus
says to here, “Why are you worried about the wine?” Maybe she was a worrier, or
maybe she understood the real crisis at play. Whimsically | like to imagine that
perhaps she remembered the time when Jesus was 12 or 13 and was showing off his
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divine powers to the other boys in the village. “Watch this,” she overheard him tell his
friends. “Anyone want to try some wine?”

We don’t know what prompted Mary’s concern, but it is a fair guess that John is
reminding us of her unique role as a disciple. Where others saw this as a crisis, she
clung to the reminder of God’s promises. Somewhere in the depth of her being she
understood as only a mother can that her son would be the giver of extravagant gifts.
As Frances Taylor Gench observes, Jesus came that we might “have life,” and “have it
abundantly.” John has said that he came to bring grace upon grace—and here, Mary,
the very first disciple, understands that better than anyone else.

The second thing to note about this story is that this story is unlike other miracles.
There is no pressing injury, no great suffering to alleviate, no scourge of illness.
Instead, he comes to bring joyful abundance. He adds new joy to the ordinary
celebration of life. He makes people smile and laugh. It makes me wonder why and
how the church has lost this desire: why is it that the culture views us as a place of
stillness and silence? Why is the church not viewed as a place of celebration, a place
that brings out the best?

Last Tuesday, | was a few minutes late for chapel time with the mom’s day out
children. Miss Lisa, one of our stalwart veteran teachers, had already started Chapel
Time when | arrived. In my defense, | had stopped to buy donuts for the staff so there
were few reasons to complain. But | walked in, holding my Dunkin Donuts coffee
cup. Lisa was sitting in the middle of the sanctuary leading the songs. A little boy
noticed me, and shot straight up. He ran over to Lisa and tapped her on the shoulder.
“Miss Lisa! Miss Lisa! You can go now. Mr. Coffee is here.”

Where have we forgotten that the primary mission of the church is to provide
abundant, life-giving joy?

| remember visiting Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama a few
years ago. It was the church that Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., served as a pastor when
he was just 25 years old. It was from that pulpit that he summoned his congregation
to participate with him in the Montgomery bus boycott, a decision that drew him into
the nation’s ongoing engagement with civil rights. | was struck by the ordinariness of
the church - it is not a cathedral, but an ordinary Baptist church where even today

hymns are sung and sermons are preached. And when | walked outside, | realized
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that each time Dr. King stepped out of his church, he would come face to face with
monuments to the Confederacy. A statue of Jefferson Davis was just across the
street—a reminder of a long legacy of joyless racism and segregation.

But in that place, Dr. King preached sermons of joy. He poured out the rich
abundance of God’s sweet, life-giving grace. He spoke of justice and inspired people
to seek a life free from the constraints of injustice. He pointed to the sign of God’s
love in Jesus Christ.

In this story, Jesus doesn’t seem pleased with his mother. In fact, some could say
he is downright rude in his response. But there is more here: he is reminding her that
he has not come to be the entertainment at a wedding. He comes to do what God
had asked of him.

And so, she tells the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” Right from the
beginning of his ministry, it becomes apparent that disciples are called to the work of
listening to Jesus.

And even today, that is our role. To point to the life-giving abundance that God
provides. Others will try to keep the church from proclaiming this message, to
holding this hope. But our work is simply to do what he tells us. For, as the Psalmist
says, in his light we see light. Amen.
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abundant, life-giving joy?

| remember visiting Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama a few
years ago. It was the church that Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., served as a pastor when
he was just 25 years old. It was from that pulpit that he summoned his congregation
to participate with him in the Montgomery bus boycott, a decision that drew him into
the nation’s ongoing engagement with civil rights. | was struck by the ordinariness of
the church - it is not a cathedral, but an ordinary Baptist church where even today

hymns are sung and sermons are preached. And when | walked outside, | realized
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that each time Dr. King stepped out of his church, he would come face to face with
monuments to the Confederacy. A statue of Jefferson Davis was just across the
street—a reminder of a long legacy of joyless racism and segregation.

But in that place, Dr. King preached sermons of joy. He poured out the rich
abundance of God’s sweet, life-giving grace. He spoke of justice and inspired people
to seek a life free from the constraints of injustice. He pointed to the sign of God’s
love in Jesus Christ.

In this story, Jesus doesn’t seem pleased with his mother. In fact, some could say
he is downright rude in his response. But there is more here: he is reminding her that
he has not come to be the entertainment at a wedding. He comes to do what God
had asked of him.

And so, she tells the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” Right from the
beginning of his ministry, it becomes apparent that disciples are called to the work of
listening to Jesus.

And even today, that is our role. To point to the life-giving abundance that God
provides. Others will try to keep the church from proclaiming this message, to
holding this hope. But our work is simply to do what he tells us. For, as the Psalmist
says, in his light we see light. Amen.
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