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Those of you on the internet will know that every so often you get sent jokes by friends.  Sometimes you read them before deleting.  I’ve got one to share with you today.
Joseph, Mary and Jesus were friends of the wedding couple in Cana, and they all had a good time at the wedding.  Jesus did something funny with the water, which seemed to turn it into wine, but frankly by the time it happened everyone was already quite befuddled, so no one really worked out what was going on.  Poor Joseph was very fragile the morning after and as he lay in bed nursing a poorly head he called down to Mary in kitchen, ‘Could you send up a drink of water, please?  And whatever you do, don’t let the boy touch it!’

Other than the fact that I wanted to share it with you, I think the joke nudges us to ask a few questions about this extraordinary story.  As you may know, it’s the first miracle which Jesus performed in St John’s gospel, so we need to ponder it in the context of setting a scene, of establishing something about the nature of this extraordinary man.  It’s designed to make us sit up and take notice and to wonder what on earth this man is doing.  And we are reading now in the season of Epiphany; the time of revelation, of making manifest this Son of God.  So we’re being invited to search this story for clues and hints as to who Jesus is and what he’s doing in the world.  It’s not just a good story, it’s a revelation about God.

And that’s where the joke comes in.  Because what does a miracle reveal about God, or about Jesus?  We might say that surely none of us is so credulous as to think this really happened in any objective, historical sense?  Don’t we tend to dismiss all the miracles nowadays, either giving modern explanations or discounting them as pious make-believe?  They’re surely far too far-fetched to believe, which is why they seem funny and make a good basis for a joke?  Well, you may feel that way if you think that the accounts of the miracles are intended to be simple accounts of events which demonstrate the overwhelming, magical power of a greater being.  But, if we understand the accounts of Jesus’ miracles, beginning with the wedding in Cana, in a more nuanced and reflective way, we will begin to find that we encounter some of the rich depths of mystery of God’s interaction with this world.

So what are these miracles about?  What are they for?  Why in the season of Epiphany do we consider the turning of water into wine?  It seems to me that all of the miracles, but especially this one, are about new creation.  The beginning of a new sort of living.  In theological language, they are concerning the coming of the kingdom of God, here on earth.  It’s what we pray for whenever we say the Lord’s Prayer.  The miracles do not establish this new kingdom, but they give hints about it.  Hints that it is coming, and hints of what it will be like.  Hints about the transformation which the kingdom can effect.  Hints about the wholeness and the fullness, the perfection of life, which is God’s intention for his creation.  In terms of Jesus’ presence and Jesus’ actions, I think it is right to be amazed and astonished, to feel perplexed and over-awed, but we need to think about where those reactions lead us.  The miracles weren’t intended to prove that Jesus was some sort of super-being, with power at his finger tips.  Nor were they intended to prove the existence of God (which is a very modern preoccupation).  They were about the ‘breaking in’ of this new kingdom.  The gospels, perhaps especially John’s gospel, present Jesus as unleashing an explosive force into the world.  It wasn’t what we, or the people who witnessed it, would call magic.  Which is to say that it wasn’t the manipulation of the natural world to suit his own ends, or simply for entertainment or to achieve fame or status.  It was the power of a totally obedient life given up to the kingdom of God.  A hopeful sign of the power of love, mercy and justice which characterises the kingdom of God, for which we Christians are striving here on earth.

And the water being changed into wine is indicative of this.  The miracle took place at a wedding, that symbol of joy and union, which is also concerned explicitly with a new beginning, a future of unity where previously there had been separation.  When two people are married, two families are joined together, a new family is created and the focus is on the future.  God’s kingdom is focussed for us on the future, it is a sign of a new beginning, of a time of joy and of unity, a time of fulfilment.  

And then Jesus turned the water into wine.  Water is such a potent symbol, the key element of life, and it is this element, the foundation of life, if you like, which Jesus takes and transforms.  And he transforms it into wine.  Wine which is associated with rejoicing; not just the basic provision of life, but the fruits of life.  Jesus is pointing to fulfilment and to fullness.  The kingdom of this world is supported by water, but the kingdom of God is supported by wine.  In this world our knowledge of God is elementary, but in the kingdom of God our knowledge will be perfected, and our joy will be complete.  The deepest longings within the human heart, for peace, security, stability and love will be met in the kingdom of God.  And so we pray, ‘thy kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven.’  Amen.
