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A REJOICING GOD 

It’s not clear who first said, “You never get a second chance to make a first impression.” 1 However, whether one 

is first meeting a possible future employer or in-laws, those initial impressions count.  That’s why, at first blush, I 

found it odd that Jesus’ initial expression of ministry as told in John’s Gospel is for him to transform well over a 

hundred gallons of water into wine.  Something always goes wrong at a wedding, but the other gospel accounts 

focus on human problems that honestly seem more urgent than a wedding party that has run out of wine.  There 

are people who have life-threatening illnesses or those whose life and livelihood is limited because of an illness 

or physical challenge.  There are those who need something to eat.  There are the stories of when the boat holding 

Jesus’ closest followers was about to sink in a storm.  Those kinds of situations seem to be what would be 

pressing concerns for a compassionate God.  But who is this water-to-wine wizard that John tells us is God’s 

word in the flesh?  Someone who would be highly desired as a fraternity brother?  Elsewhere, John tells us that 

there were more stories about Jesus than could be included in the gospel account.  Why did this one make the cut 

and what does its first-in-line presence tell us about Jesus? 

It sounds like initially Jesus wasn’t going to do anything about the shortage of wine at the wedding banquet.  He 

was at the celebration in a nearby town named Cana with his followers.  His mother was also there and was the 

one who told Jesus there was a problem.  We’re not told whether the crowd ended up being larger than 

anticipated or if the hosts were not wealthy enough to have adequate supplies, but Jesus’ mother tugs on her son’s 

sleeve, saying, “They have no wine.”  Jesus responds to her saying, in essence, “It is none of our business.”  He 

then goes on to say that the timing is not right for him to be doing something splashy, so to speak.  It is pretty 

clear that he is reluctant to get involved.   

In today’s world, we see many needs, a large number of locations, even places in our own country, where there is 

a lack of clean, safe water, let alone fine wine.  On this weekend when we celebrate the birthday of a man who 

shared his dream for American life that would recognize the value of each and every person, we find ourselves 

still quite a distance from the realization of that dream.  In recent weeks in many places, there are so many 

families running from war and then the desperate parents have to tell their children, “The people of this country 

don’t want us here.” 2 We might be ready to tug on Jesus’ sleeve and say, “Hey, do something!”  It can make us 

wonder whether we have a reticent God or a responsive One? 

In spite of Jesus’ negative reaction to the strong hint that he should be doing something to save the hosts of the 

wedding from being social pariahs, his mother goes on to tell the servants working the event to be ready to do as 

he instructs.  There were six large empty stone jars that had been used to hold water for purification rituals there 

and Jesus tells the servants to fill them up.  How many trips to the well would it take to fill them with something 

between 120 and 180 gallons of water?  Perhaps the servants would be grumbling.  But they play a critical role.  

After all six jars had been filled to the brim, Jesus tells them to draw some out to take to the head of the 

celebration.  At some point along the way, the water gets transformed into wine.  When the chief steward tastes it, 

not knowing the source, he is surprised at its great quality and compliments the bridegroom.  But it was the 

servants who knew who deserved to be toasted.   

Those who would have first heard this story from John would have known of passages from Hebrew scriptures 

that describe the coming of the Messiah as a time when it would be as if God was setting forth a great feast of 

rich foods and luscious wine, in which the people would delight even while God eats up death, disgrace, and 

reasons for grieving. 3 Something more is happening here than just a frivolous act of provision for a huge party.  



We are reminded of our first scripture passage for today, where God approaches people who had known so much 

devastation that they had felt godforsaken.  But now they were being told that God was not just in their midst, but 

that God rejoiced in them and was ready to marry them to live out a loving committed relationship of blessing.  

At the wedding feast in Cana, there is a new host, a new spouse who is providing for the feast.           

Many people get the sad impression that God is a stern taskmaster more interested in strict obedience to a myriad 

of ancient rules than being One who delights in relationship with God’s people.  But here from the very start of 

this gospel account, we are invited to drink in the sense of the richness of God’s love and commitment, the 

abundance of the life that was desired for God’s people.  There is an extravagance about God’s heart that needs a 

bit of explanation.  This is not a Powerball kind of feast where 180 gallons of wine is split just among three 

people.   

Let me tell you what a God who rejoices in us is like.  The last several years, our congregation has been providing 

some meals for the women who find shelter at Rainbow Place.  On Valentine’s Day last year, our Presbyterian 

Women had signed up to provide the meal.  Knowing that this day of the celebration of love might well be a 

difficult day for the women, some of whom felt like they didn’t have a friend in the world, along with some who 

likely had experienced abuse or abandonment, the Warner women threw themselves into the evening.  It was 

snowing that evening.  There was some doubt that all who were involved with the Valentine’s plans would even 

be able to get there that night.  But with much effort, they did get there, bringing flowers for the tables and a 

delicious meal for all.  No, there were not any large containers of wine, but there were handmade Valentines and 

a gift of warm socks for each of the women.  More than that, there were musicians who came, not only to 

perform, but who invited the whole crowd of hosts and guests to join in singing together.  The executive director 

for Rainbow Place had gotten wind of the special plans and she came.  When this director was at a later Warner 

event, she spoke glowingly of the Valentine’s Night party that had left some women who had been battered by a 

variety of experiences feeling its afterglow for quite some time. 4 

Those who planned and carried out that event didn’t go into it having had a long relationship with the women 

who were at Rainbow Place that night, but they were confident that they were among God’s beloved people, 

those whom God cherished.  They filled the celebration jars to the brim and God did the rest to leave a lasting 

impression.  I hope we’ll get the clear and lasting impression that we are the ones who get to be like the servants 

at the wedding feast that needed its feastiness restored.  Someone tugs on our sleeve reminding us to follow our 

Lord’s instruction.  Sometimes that means making sure there is enough clean water for all and a warm welcome 

for refugees.  Sometimes that is working to fulfill a fitting dream of another kind.  Then at times, we simply get to 

fill celebration jars to the brim as we wait on God to do what is needed that will allow us to toast the world with 

the transformational good news of God’s grace and love.  And won’t it be a delight to get to say, “Here, here!”             

 

1 
The quote has been attributed to Oscar Wilde, to Will Rogers, among others. 

2 
Check out the news stories about Flint, Michigan and the stories of Syrian refugees. 

3 
Isaiah 25:6-9 is one among several passages with this imagery. 

4 
Thanks for Sue Burns for filling me in on details of this event.     

 

 

 


