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                                       “Water into Wine”
Text: John 2:1-11
In this morning’s lesson, Jesus performed his first sign, changing water into wine, at a wedding he and his disciples attended in a village known as Cana.

Cana was not far from Nazareth, which made it an easy trip for Jesus, his family, and his disciples to be there.

In the culture of ancient Palestine, weddings were important events, and they were announced well in advance, and most often the invitation to attend was open to the whole village & even those in surrounding areas.  Now, you gotta remember, folks didn’t have nearly as much going on 2,000 years ago – especially in a small village – and a wedding celebration was likely to have been the biggest & most exciting thing on most peoples’ calendars!
Following a public betrothal, which was a far more permanent arrangement than a modern-day engagement, the family announced the wedding date, and then elaborate preparations were made for a celebration that could last as long as a week.  These folks would have been appalled at the thought of a trip to Vegas, and a visit to a wedding chapel, with a ceremony officiated at by an Elvis impersonator!

Gift-giving was carefully considered, and not seen as just a simple gesture of goodwill or social propriety - but as a means of bringing honor to the couple and their families.  In fact, if the couple was not appropriately honored with gifts, it brought public shame on the couple.  

So this may give us a little more insight into the gravity of the situation here when they ran out of wine, while the celebration was still going on.  This was probably more than just an embarrassment – and much more like a crisis that had the potential and likelihood of bringing public dishonor to the host! 
Therefore, it might be a little less difficult for us to grasp the sense of urgency Jesus’ mother, Mary, conveys here – when she appeals to him to do something about this crisis that has all of a sudden developed. 
And, as we read, Jesus’ response to her request is, “What concern is that to you and to me?  My hour has not yet come.”  So what was this “hour,” or this “time” Jesus mentions here?  Most likely, Jesus is referring here to the time for his ministry and the revelation that he is the Messiah has not yet arrived.  I believe Jesus knew where he was ultimately headed, and I believe he didn’t want to do anything that might involve “getting ahead of God” in the divine plan He had in store for His Son.

However, for reasons you and I may never know this side of heaven, he went ahead to fulfill his mother’s request.  I guess the same thing may have applied in the first century near east that applies today – “If Mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy!”
Seriously though, Jesus, being a part of this first century, Palestinian culture, certainly understood the nature of the crisis here – and the honor that was at stake, over the supply of wine being depleted, mid-celebration.  So he had the servants fill stone jars with water, and then take some out to the chief steward – the guy who was in charge of the banquet, and all the food and refreshments.

And we know the rest of the story – the wine these servants presented to the chief steward was the best wine yet! … As opposed to the more inferior wine a host would have saved, until later in the celebration.  So the honor of the host remained intact!  He wouldn’t have to walk around the village with his head held in shame after all!!
You know, it’s easy to read this account from the life and ministry of Jesus, and get off on the wrong track, and emphasize the wrong things here.  For instance, some might see this text as a means to legitimize the consumption of wine by Christians, or see it as our Lord’s blessing on the institution of marriage.   And while I believe that this was really wine here, and not grape juice, and that Jesus certainly does approve of and bless the institution of marriage – I think if we leave here thinking either of these issues was the main point, we’re missing a lot!
Let’s take a moment to look at these stone jars here, which Jesus directed the servants to fill with water. Now, these weren’t just any ordinary, everyday stone jars.  These stone jars were vessels used to hold water for the Jewish rites of purification.  These jars were now being filled with “new” contents – just as God was doing a “new thing,” through His one and only Son, whom He’d sent into the world.  And vessels everywhere would be filled with this “new wine” which he would bring.

Religious rituals and practices, such as rites of purification – would lose their significance.  And one’s manner of relating to God was about to be completely transformed!  Amen?!

I’m thinking here of Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus, a Pharisee & a respected leader of the Jews, who came to him one night.  And Jesus told him that unless one is born of water, and of the Spirit, they won’t experience life in the Kingdom.  Old Nicodemus was trained in the long-established traditions of Judaism – and it was hard for him to grasp and understand that Jesus was speaking of “tasting of the new wine,” and being “born again,” by the power of the Spirit – enabling him to have a relationship with God that was real, and personal, and abundant, and eternal!

So, you might be thinking – yeah, preacher – but what does that have to do with us … “What concern is that of ours?” … we might even say.  We don’t live in the “spiritually unenlightened” 1st century near east – we live in the 21st century – and we know what it means to have a personal relationship with God, through His Son, Jesus Christ.

I agree.  But I think sometimes even we can stand to be reminded that we have rituals and customs that can get in the way of that relationship, and of our worshiping God in Spirit and in truth – if we’re not careful, and if we let them become habits, or what we might say, “going through the motions!” 

Some churches today have done away with most of the rituals & liturgical flavor of the traditional church – in their effort to “remove obstacles” that might obscure the basic message of the Gospel, and impede one’s entrance into a personal relationship with God in Christ.  And God bless these churches for the folks they reach for the Kingdom, and the lives which are transformed by God through their ministries!

But sometimes, I think the tendency has been to “throw the baby out with the bath water!”  Because, I believe, if we use the rituals, the sacraments, the liturgy, and the traditions of the church appropriately – keeping our eyes and our focus on Jesus – they can serve to enhance, enrich, and intensify our worship experience and our relationship with the Lord!  Amen?!
It’s interesting to note that as wonderful as the contemporary experience has been to reach folks who might not have come through the doors of a traditional church on a Sunday morning, reports indicate that young people, in increasing numbers, are exploring the “richness” of the liturgical, sacramental experience offered by more traditional communities of faith.
I believe the message we can take with us today from what John reports happened in the village of Cana, at a wedding, 2,000 years ago – is that Jesus has come to transform, enrich, and give new meaning to what may have become habit, or going through the motions, or doing something – not necessarily because it has meaning for us – but because we’ve always done it!

I believe the “new wine” he offers each and every one of us here this morning, as well as any who come to him seeking meaning, and purpose, and direction – is life in the Spirit.  Life that has meaning, and purpose, and power!  Life that infuses “new meaning” into old traditions, transforming the waters of repetitive and habitual practice – changing them into the “new wine” … The very best the vineyard has to offer – the “wine” of Spirit-filled, Spirit-empowered, fruit-bearing, and truly Christ-centered worship, fellowship, and lives of discipleship and witness in the world … once we leave this place, and enter into the mission field of the world outside these walls.
Are you ready to taste and experience the “new wine” Jesus offers us today?   Are you ready to move from that place of habit, and maybe “going through the motions” – and begin to allowing the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from the Father and the Son, to begin a process of transformation in your worship, your ministry, and your life?  Are you and I ready, today, for Jesus to change the water in our lives into wine – Not wine from California, or Australia, or France, or Italy – but the very best, from the vineyard of Almighty God! 

Let’s pray.  Almighty God – Father of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ -  deliver us from just “going through the motions” of being religious & fulfilling our duty.  Fill us with the “new wine” of your life-giving, enriching, empowering Spirit - so we might be transformed into those vessels we have the potential to be, for service in your Kingdom.  Thank you that you loved us enough to send your Son into the world to save us the way we are, but thank you for loving us too much to leave us that way!  Amen!!     
