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My daughter got married a few months ago. There was a year of planning and preparing, 
a year of discussions and decisions, a year of waiting and wondering and worrying and… 

And then the day arrived. Skies were blue and lightly sprinkled with puffy white 
clouds. Dresses and tuxes and flowers and candles were tastefully and gracefully 
appointed. With Vivaldi on violins, liturgy, laughter and love danced among us in 
the wedding ceremony. At the reception, food was abundant and drinks 
overflowed while the sun set over the lake in a breathtaking blaze of oranges and 
reds. And as Lauren’s and Sandi’s dreams were realized I couldn’t have been 
more grateful.  

 
I don’t know what the father of the bride is supposed to feel; I know that I had all the 
feelings. I was a complicated knot of love, loss, longing, gratitude, regret, joy, pride, 
insecurity, delight, relief, hope, and happiness. As the father and officiant, I worried that 
when I opened my mouth that knot of feelings would unwind as a bawling blubbering 
mess.  
 
But late that night as the reception rollicked and rolled along, the bartender kept coming 
up to me with an update on the bar bill. “Mr. Nelson this was our estimate; this is where 
we are right now. Do you want to continue?”  Gulp….   

Around me people were dancing and drinking. My daughter was in the center of 
the dance floor, my son-in-law was at the bar surrounded by the West Michigan 
chapter of Young Republicans, I don’t know what the father of the bride is 
supposed to feel, but shutting off the tap seemed in poor form.   

We needed a wedding reception miracle. 
We needed water into wine, or gin, or…  
Where is Jesus when you need him?  

 
Dear friends, it is remarkable to me that John opens his gospel with this story. Given all 
the troubles in the world, why rescue a wedding reception with what seems like a magic 
trick? John only includes seven signs or miracles in his gospel; why lead with this one?  
 
Let’s sit with the story for a few minutes. 
 
Jesus was at a small-town wedding in the Galilean foothills.  

Jewish weddings were colorful affairs that lasted seven days. There were rites and 
rituals and the transfer of dowries; there was merriment and meals and joyous 
good will. But, this reception ran out of wine and with no party store around the 
corner there would be no quick fix.  

Mary drew Jesus’ attention to the dilemma. He wondered why it was his 
problem. Where was the father of the bride? But, as only a mother can, 



Mary translated his hesitation as a willingness to do something and she 
told the servants to follow his instructions.  

 
Jesus spied empty stone jars that were used for ceremonial purification. If the wedding 
had been going on for a few days ~ these were the empties. These were the jars used up 
by all the rules for rigorous religious cleanliness. So, Jesus sent the servants to the well. 
“Fill the jars with water.”  
 
Six jars, at thirty gallons a jar, that’s one hundred and eighty gallons. That’s a lot of 
water. And shazaam! Jesus turned that well water into fine wine. That’s a lot of wine. 
The maître d’ confirmed the quality and pulled the bridegroom aside to voice his 
astonishment, “This is an unheard of extravagance! You saved the best till last! Let the 
dancing and drinking continue!”  
 
Now. We often read this story as a metaphor. Jesus is inaugurating a new covenant. The 
old laws and legalisms are empty; the new container overflows with grace. Edward 
Markquart puts it this way: 
 

Jesus took 180 gallons of Jewish laws, and rituals of purification, and 
transformed them. Jesus took 180 gallons of guilt, 180 gallons of laws, laws and 
more laws, 180 gallons of don’t do this and don’t do that, 180 gallons of laws that 
numbered more than 600 regulations, and he transformed them into a new 
religion, a new meaning, a new wine that would bust old wine skins….180 gallons 
of guilt are transformed into 180 gallons of grace.  

 
That’s a wonderful reading of this story.  
The old is gone; the new has come.  

There is no judgment,  
there is no wag of the finger,  
there is no picking of nits,  
there is no guilt;  
there is extravagant forgiveness. 

 
As John puts it,  

 
Out of his fullness we have received grace in place of grace already given. For 
the law was given through Moses, but grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.  

 
Thanks be to God. 
 
I’ve done a lot of weddings. I’ve done weddings in trailer parks, castles, cathedrals, and 
refurbished furniture factories. I’ve officiated on beaches and bluffs, in gardens and golf 
course clubhouses. I’ve been soaked by sweat and drenched by rain. I’ve yelled over 
passing freight trains and whispered through quiet tears. I am richly blessed to have been 
part of so many beautiful, hopeful, joyful moments.  



But, I am also aware that weddings are remarkably unremarkable. Across class 
and culture, across race and religious inclination, for almost every people group in 
human history, weddings are part of life. While the rituals and rigmarole might be 
different, the essentials are similar: two people, surrounded by loved ones, a 
solemnization of the commitment, and then food, drink, and celebration. For all 
the investment in a special day there is something decidedly common. Weddings 
are an almost universal tradition. 

 
Which points back to our text.  

There is no mention that the bride or bridegroom knew who jump-started their 
reception with the good wine; there is no indication that Jesus did anything to call 
attention to what he did. The text reads that only the servants and disciples knew. 
As John puts it: 
 

What Jesus did here in Cana of Galilee was the first of the signs through 
which he revealed his glory; and his disciples put their faith in him… 
 

This story is more than a metaphor; this is an epiphany. And John, or Jesus, use the 
setting of this decidedly common-human-day to offer a glimpse of the glory of God.  
 
We typically associate glory with some sort of luminous transcendent presence, but here, 
rather than blazing clouds and smoke on the mountain, glory is Jesus helping keep a party 
going.  
 
Scott Hoezee puts it this way: 
 

Glory is big. Glory is bright. Glory is loud. Glory is a multisensory extravaganza 
that you will not miss if you are anywhere in glory’s neighborhood when it 
happens. But when Jesus quietly transformed water into wine in an effort to do no 
more than solve a social mishap that helped a family save face in front of their 
friends, this was somehow Jesus’ first revelation of no less than his glory. Indeed, 
this glorious manifestation was sufficient as to cause the disciples to put their 
faith into Jesus…. 

 
God as one of us ~ born of a woman, from a “s…-hole” town like Nazareth, dancing at a 
wedding, reluctantly obeying his mother ~ is the glory of God. The glory is not in shiny 
lights; the glory is in the incarnation. And that, dear friends, is the outlandish claim of the 
gospels: the fullness of God into the fullness of human life. As John puts it a few verses 
earlier: 
 

Now the Word became flesh and took up residence among us. We saw his 
glory—the glory of the one and only, full of grace and truth, who came 
from the Father. 

 
 
 



And this glory is first revealed at a wedding reception…. 
So, while this text may be a metaphor, it is also an affirmation of the created 
order. It is an affirmation of human life and love. It is affirmation of food and 
drink and dance and sexuality and the knot of emotions that would leave the 
father of the bride a blubbering mess. The gospels proclaim that God enters into 
this world, not to trash it or torch it or take us out of it, but to love, redeem, and 
reclaim it. And therefore, God enters into the beauty of a wedding, but also into 
the darkness and banality of human brokenness, suffering, and death….  
 

Irenaeus, second century church father, wrote that, “The glory of God is a human being 
fully alive.” And, this text is a picture of God emptied into the fullness of being human. 

And! As that is true, then hints, or glimpses, of God’s glory must still be present 
in this world. God wouldn’t create and enter in ~ only to abandon. The 
affirmation of the created order points to the mystery that God is present and still 
speaking into this world.  

 
Frederick Buechner puts it this way: 
 

If I were called upon to state in a few words the essence of everything I was trying 
to say both as a novelist and as a preacher, it would be something like this: Listen 
to your life. See it for the fathomless mystery that it is. In the boredom and pain of 
it no less than in the excitement and gladness: touch, taste, smell your way to the 
holy and hidden heart of it because in the last analysis all moments are key 
moments, and life itself is grace. 

 
Dear friends, while this story may be a metaphor that God is doing a new thing in Jesus 
Christ, it is also an indication that this world, these bodies, are the arena of God’s glory.  

It is ours to pay attention.  
It is ours to give thanks.  
It is ours to love and honor every image bearer of God ~ from Haiti, Africa, or 
Norway.  
It is ours to marvel at the mystery that God so loved the world that he entered in.  

 It is ours to look and listen for God’s presence ~ even today.  
 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen.  

 
 

Note: I’ve preached on this text a couple times. I tried to set those sermons aside and 
come at this text with new eyes. In that process, an essay by Scott Hoezee was very 
helpful.  


