EPIPHANY 2 – YEAR C – SUNDAY 17TH JANUARY  2016

10.30 AM COTHA SERVICE AT AMERSHAM FREE CHURCH
John 2.1-11 – The Wedding at Cana

Alcohol, it seems, isn’t good for us and recommended consumption levels keep tumbling down.  A cartoon in last week’s Sunday papers  showed a chap settled in his armchair saying to his wife “I can’t come to church today – the communion wine will push me over my weekly limit”.    
Pity then, if you will, - or maybe you won’t - the poor Anglican priest compelled each Communion service to finish up all the wine which is left over.  [Well, that won’t happen today, of course, and] hopefully it didn’t happen at Cana, given that these six stone jars – each roughly the size of a wheelie bin – were full to the brim with finest wine, let’s say the equivalent of around 960 bottles!
But we probably need to back-track a little.  In contrast to Christmas, when the focus is very much on Incarnation, on Christ as human, a tiny baby, the season of Epiphany, as we know, reveals Christ as divine, God made manifest.   

On 6th January, we traditionally celebrate that Magi came from foreign lands and revealed Christ as King of all nations, Jewish and gentile alike.

The readings last week took us to Luke’s account of Christ’s baptism when God revealed the gift of the Holy Spirit on Jesus, empowering and enabling his ministry of healing, teaching and preaching to begin.

And this week, switching to John’s gospel, we hear of that divine ministry first revealed at a wedding in the small mountain village of Cana.
But we may well ask why this miracle story  - where no-one who is sick is made well, no-one who is hungry is fed, and no-one who is lost hears the good news of God’s Kingdom?   Yes, the story fulfils the general pattern of miracles, in that Jesus meets a human need with miraculous divine provision, but here he not so much meets a need, as supplies an extravagance.

For today we hear how wedding guests, who have presumably already drunk rather more than is good for them, are provided by Jesus with enough wine to keep them legless for a month of Sundays.  
Why have we heard this story?  To what purpose?  Surely if we are to see God’s divine power revealed in Christ  there are better stories to choose than this tale of a reluctant, off-hand Jesus, first refusing, then acquiescing, to save a bridegroom from the social disgrace of  falling short in his hospitality?  It is a miracle story like no other in any of the gospels and yet it has this primacy as part of our Epiphany journey of revelation.  
Maybe we can help ourselves answer that question by focussing not so much on the story as miracle but as symbol, and I think looking back to our Old Testament reading will help us out.

At the time Isaiah writes, the people of Israel are either still in exile in Babylon or, more probably, have returned and face hard times.  Israel shall be great, writes Isaiah, will no more be “termed Forsaken, your land no more termed Desolate”.  And then we get this marvellous wedding imagery, metaphor for God’s covenanted relationship with Israel “For as a young man marries a young woman, so shall your builder marry you, and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you.”  
Here we pick up on the Jewish imagery of God as bridegroom to Israel and the wedding metaphor so often used to depict the longed-for age of peace and restoration.  So when early Christians heard the words “marriage feast” in the story of the wedding at Cana they would have made a connection between that metaphorical imagery and Christ, the messiah through whom these hopes would be fulfilled, symbolised by his action of turning water into wine.   They would also have understood that, as Christians, they celebrated a foretaste of that wedding banquet of heaven when they shared bread and wine together, hearing in the story of the rich wine poured out at a wedding the remembrance of the outpouring of Jesus blood on the cross.

So these are some of the ways in which the Isaiah passage would have connected with our gospel text and particularly with 1stC readers.  But there are other details in the Cana story which would have been more easily understood then than they are now. 

 Small details matter in the gospel accounts, and quite often numbers are involved.  We are told there are six stone jars.  Six is, obviously, one short of seven but symbolically seven is the number of completeness and perfection and six an obvious falling short.  Hang on to that.  John also tells us what the jars are used for – so the people can make themselves ritually clean as they enter the wedding banquet.  Cleverer folk than me deduce from this that those six jars symbolise the old order which Jesus makes new as he fills them to the brim with fine wine, which means this is a story about the new covenant of God with his people through Christ’s death and resurrection – as our text says at the outset – all this is to happen “after two days”.  
And if much of that is lost on us today we can, perhaps, begin to see why this story is part of our epiphany journey.  At one level it tells us someone has made a bad miscalculation and the wine has run out.  At another much deeper level the old order – the order of the Law - has run dry and come to an end.  John’s message is that the richness and outrageous extravagance of Christ’s life and love, poured out for all, has arrived in the fine wine, full to the brim.   
 Symbolism aside, what does this story give us today, here in Amersham?  For a start maybe we could ask ourselves a question.  “What legitimate part does excess play in our lives?”  Do we connect it with waste – or with generosity?  The reading tells of extravagant celebration from a context where extravagance was not normal;  for most people then, as throughout history, daily life was a matter of eking out and getting by.  That meant that festivals – when eating and drinking was encouraged – were more sharply distinguished from daily life than they are for most of us – not all of us – here in Amersham who largely eat what we want, when we want - and then sometimes feel guilty about it.     So I wonder how differently this story sits with us, now that the 1stC sense of just getting by most of the time, and feasting extravagantly very occasionally, is lost to us?  And what if we ask that question of ourselves again but this time through the eyes of the vast majority of Christians throughout the world – those in Africa, South East Asia, the Middle East?   
But wherever we are in the world, there is no getting away from the message that Christ starts his ministry by putting joy and celebration at the heart of the community.  With this in mind I leave us to ponder a quote from theologian and philosopher Soren Kierkegaard : “Christ turned water into wine but the church has succeeded in doing something even more difficult:  it has turned wine into water”.  
To share the good news we have to be the good news, we have to be love.  So in a world where we so often see Christian denominations at each other’s throats – something we Anglicans can do all by ourselves, as this week’s meeting of Primates from across the world has shown  – its worth truly celebrating what we share here today, as Churches on the Hill.  Three denominations, one community enjoying together – in utter thankfulness – our fellowship in the one Christ, and our foretaste, here, today, of the outrageous generosity of the heavenly banquet.
Amen.

