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You may have noticed, through travel or TV, that different cultures have 

different customs around food. Not just what people eat (chicken thighs or chicken 

brains), not just when people eat (early evening or late at night), not just how 

people eat (solitude or community, utensils or fingers, silence or a bustling 

market), but also why people eat. Eating & drinking are some of the most basic 

things we do, but we’ve got so many different reasons why. Whether you’re 

celebrating or grieving, curious or lonely, anxious or bored; depending on who you 

are and what’s happening in your life - they’re all good reasons to eat & drink.  

In fact, there are so many reasons for eating & drinking that sometimes we 

forget the most obvious reason of all: sustaining life. I don’t know if you’ve ever 

been with people, at home or abroad, who eat out of sheer necessity, but it can 

change the way you look at food. It’s both more practical, and also more sacred.  

About 20 years ago, I lived and worked at an orphanage in Cambodia. It was 

the first – and really, only – time I lived with people who ate and drank out of 

necessity. In a county still recovering from genocide, where most people existed 

near subsistence level, relatively few had the luxury of feasting, let alone grabbing 

a Snickers to feed their emotions. When you found food, you ate it, and moved on.  

I hadn’t quite figured out that culture when I joined a cafeteria full of 

children at the orphanage where I worked. I didn’t realize they had no concept of 

“playing with food”. In my world, if soup has chicken feet bobbing up and down, 
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or fish includes the entire face – it’s begging to be played with. I had a blast 

waving to children across the table with chicken feet and talking to my neighbor by 

moving the mouth of my fish. I learned two things very quickly: First, they thought 

I was strange; second, even though we were all in the same place, even though we 

were all eating the same food we had such different reasons for eating. 

 From today’s Gospel:  When the wine gave out, the mother of Jesus said to 

him, “They have no wine.” And Jesus said to her, “Woman, what concern is that to 

you and to me? My hour has not yet come,” (John 2.3–4). If you’ve ever wondered 

what Jesus was like at a party, this is the place to see (Jn. 2.1-11). It’s a wedding, 

and the party is in full swing. We don’t know why the wine ran out; whether it was 

some party animals who drank too much, or the bride and groom were poor and 

couldn’t afford enough. 

 What we know is that even though they were all in the same place, eating and 

drinking the same thing, as soon as the wine ran out, their reason for being there 

became very clear. First, think about the guests. For the guests, a wedding feast 

symbolizes abundance, fruitfulness & joy; the abundance & joy of God’s grace and 

the fruitfulness of married life. When the wine dries up their reason for being there 

is gone, because the main symbol of abundance, joy and fruitfulness is gone. What 

about the married couple? In addition to all the symbols of abundance, joy & 

fruitfulness, for them the ceremony was also source of social honor or shame. Bc 
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in a culture that took honor and shame much more seriously than our own, this 

kind of failure could be viewed as a bad omen for an unlucky or unfruitful couple. 

Maybe Mary, the mother of Jesus (who’s never called by her name in John’s 

Gospel), was thinking about all of that when she says, “They have no wine.” 

 And, what did she expect him to do? Was this miracle some kind of trick he’d 

been doing at home for years – unlimited booze for Mary & Joseph – every 

teenager’s dream? Or was Mary simply, as one female scholar suggested (let me 

repeat: a female scholar)… was Mary “more like an irritable menopausal Jewish 

lady kvetching to her unmarried, unemployed son.”1  

 We don’t know. What we do know is how Jesus responds. He says, “What 

concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come.” It’s a reply that we 

can hear a couple of different ways. You see, John’s Gospel specializes in multiple 

levels of meaning so we always have to listen at multiple levels. Maybe Jesus is 

annoyed. Maybe he’s saying, “Don’t bother me with that kind of thing!” Or 

maybe, he’s compassionate. Maybe she’s anxious and he replies by saying, “Don’t 

be stressed. It’s no big deal – what is this small problem to you & me?” We don’t 

know.  

 But whatever his tone, his response creates distance between Jesus and his 

mother. Whether he’s annoyed or compassionate, the distance between them lets us 

                                                 
1 http://www.christiancentury.org/article/2010-01/good-wine 
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know that his reason for being there is not the same as hers. Mary comes to Jesus 

with a problem and what she gets is kind of a stiff arm. Sometimes maybe we feel 

the same way. Maybe we feel like Jesus stiff-arms our prayer. Sometimes, the 

more we pray and nothing changes, the more distance we feel between us & Jesus. 

Some people stop praying altogether. Bc the more time goes by, and the worse our 

problems get, the easier it is to imagine that Jesus doesn’t hear us or doesn’t care.  

 We lay our troubles before God and it can feel like the response is, “What 

concern is that to you and to me?” It can feel like a stiff arm. So, his mother says to 

the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” The mystery is why. Was she trying to 

force Jesus’ hand? Or had he already agreed to do something for his own reasons? 

We don’t know. 

The events that follow are packed with symbolism: six Jewish containers 

(one number shy of the perfect seven); Jesus fills them to capacity and transforms 

them. In Matthew, Mark & Luke Jesus tells the ritual teachers of his day that they 

can’t put new wine into old wineskins. Here in John, Jesus makes new wine that’s 

superior to any of the old containers. The symbol is that Jesus himself is becoming 

the new source of life for God’s people. 

Bc this miracle at the beginning of the gospel happens “on the third day”, 

just like the Resurrection at the end of the Gospel. All these symbols (and others) 
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are worth exploring. They’re rich in meaning and they’re worth meditation. Like 

all of John’s Gospel they’re meant to be read and reread from beginning to end.  

Right now what’s important to see is the reason Jesus is there; the reason he 

keeps this party going. Everyone else was eating & drinking for their own reasons. 

Jesus was there for a different reason. He’s there to reveal divine glory. “Jesus did 

this, the first of his signs… and revealed his glory,” (Jn. 2.11). That’s why he’s 

there, eating & drinking. 

Ultimately the glory of Jesus - what he describes here as “my hour” - is 

going to be the cross & resurrection. And John says this story is the first sign. John 

says, don’t mistake the glory of the cross as a something different than the glory of 

abundant wine. They’re not different miracles. For John, and all the Gospels, the 

ultimate glory of Jesus, his death & resurrection, will be even more transformative, 

more fruitful, more abundant.  

And just like the miracle at Cana, the cross & resurrection will also be 

humble and unassuming. Because the way this story is told, hardly anyone sees the 

miracle; hardly anyone recognizes that Jesus is the one who did it – just his 

mother, a few disciples, and the servers. Jesus reveals his glory, and someone else 

gets all the credit. Instead of a performance that looks impressive, or feeds his ego, 

this kind of glory is both more practical and more sacred. The gift of abundant 

wine in Cana, and the gift of abundant life on the cross work the same way. As 
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Jane Williams says, "There is an inherent consistency in our encounters with God, 

[but] we will see it only if what we are looking for is the shape of Jesus;”2 the 

shape of sacred abundance & humility. 

As followers of Jesus, we’re invited to be a community where that kind of 

glory is revealed; not a selfish glory that’s concerned about image - but a glory 

that’s both more practical and more sacred. The church is called to be a community 

where God’s glory runs wild. As we hear today from St. Paul, “There are varieties 

of gifts, but the same Spirit; there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; 

varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone. 

To each is given [some expression] of the Spirit for the common good,” (1 Cor 

12.4–7). That’s how God’s glory gets revealed in our world. Through the 

community of God’s humble & loving people. It’s not about whether we can turn 

water into wine, thank God! God’s glory is never a performance. It’s more 

practical (for the common good), and more sacred (an expression of love). 

 We’re called to be a community of worship that looks like Jesus; a 

community of sacrifice and love. We’re not called to look impressive, or to use one 

another to feed our egos, thank God! Bc divine glory rejoices in gifts that allow 

others to flourish. It doesn’t care who gets credit or who has power as long God’s 

                                                 
2 Williams, J. Lectionary Reflections: Year C, p. 25. 
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glory is revealed.3 Truth be told, the reason most people leave church isn’t because 

they have unanswered prayer. More often than not, people leave because they just 

can’t see God’s glory in the people who gather week by week. People leave church 

when all they see is a group that cares more about who has power, who gets credit, 

and who gets rewarded. That’s why people leave church. 

 The good news is that we have a gift to save us from any of those pitfalls. Bc 

the center & climax of our worship is the divine glory of Eucharist. Eucharist is 

one of the most basic things we do – eating & drinking – it doesn’t get much 

simpler than that. And I know we’ve got all kinds of different reasons for being 

here. Whether you’re celebrating or grieving, curious or lonely, anxious or just 

bored; depending on who you are and what’s going on - they’re all good reasons to 

receive Eucharist. Bc Eucharist is God’s gift.  

But today we’re invited to remember the most obvious reason to receive 

Eucharist: sustaining our life with God’s glory. If you’ve ever been with people, at 

home or abroad, sustained by God’s glory – God’s loving & humble sacrifice – it 

changes the way you see church. When we’re focused on nourishing ourselves 

with the life of Jesus, our church becomes a community of love & humility. So 

today as we gather, let’s receive the Eucharist out of nothing else than the sheer 

necessity of sustaining our lives with God’s glory. Amen. 

                                                 
3 Williams, J. Lectionary Reflections: Year C, p. 25. 


