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“CHRIST - THE VERY BEST VINTAGE”
REV. WAYNE F. KNOUSE

Scripture Background:	Isaiah 62 : 1 - 5; Psalm 36 : 5 - 10; 1 Corinthians 12 : 1 - 11;
				John 2 : 1 - 11

John 2 : 9 - 11	When the steward tasted the water become wine, and did not know where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew), the steward called the bridegroom and said to him, “Everyone serves the good wine first, and then the inferior wine...But you have kept the good wine until now.”  Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.

The story goes that a little boy was appearing on the celebrated Art Linklater Talk Show, “Kids Say the Darndest Things.”  The famous host asked him, “Do you go to Sunday School?”  “Yes”, the boy replied.  “And what are you learning in Sunday School?”, the host asked.  After a short pause the boy replied, “Last Sunday we heard about how Jesus turned water into wine at a wedding”  “And what did you learn from that story?” the host asked.  After thinking a bit, the boy said, “Well, if you’re going to have a wedding, make sure Jesus is there!”
I
It is so easy in a story like the Marriage Feast at Cana, placed so prominently near the beginning of this gospel (found no where else; I wonder if the story came from Mary originally as she is the only other person named), to get distracted and preoccupied by the question, “How did Jesus do it?” - how he managed the supernatural feat of changing water into wine.  Our scientifically trained and sceptical minds ask immediately, “Did he have a secret chemical formula, a powder like Kool Aid discreetly dumping 
into the jars of water when no one was looking? When we indulge in this kind of speculation we may well miss the larger picture and the deeper teaching embedded within the story. The message John wants to deliver to the early church and hence, to us, will almost completely escape us if we worry over whether this story is credible, and the miracle actually happened. Of course, the story contains truth; truth for our lives and the life of the church; truth that is eternal, that comes from God and is God.
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II
Notice first the way the marriage feast is reported, compared with what you might expect on the social pages. The bride and groom are not mentioned. The host families are ignored; no names (except for Mary); no presiding clergy, musicians, soloist; no word on what they were wearing, nor any mention of decoration like flowers.  The wedding itself is perfunctory and routine, an ordinary passage through the stages of life.  In Jewish religious circles it would not be anything but ordinary. Most likely it would have been an arranged marriage between two families, a purely legal covenant having most to do with property and the protecting of women, something other than feelings of love.											
The whole point of telling the story is that Jesus is there.  We sort of “parachute” into the middle of the event, learning that Jesus and the disciples are there, having been invited, very important to the spiritual meaning.  Imagine the “social” insult to the host families that the wedding is only worth reporting because a celebrity guest is present, that not even the bride and groom are worthy of mention.

The wine ran out - a major social crisis - for a thirsty, celebrative crowd, we want to say.  Wine was a daily beverage because of the vineyard industry, but also because of the chronic shortage of good water.  Much of the underground water was poisoned by alkaline salts.  Perhaps the crowd was larger than expected; could this be because people knew Jesus was going to be there?


The strict, but very open rules of Jewish hospitality apply here in an unspoken way.  Besides a policy of “open invitation” for the entire community, it was customary always to serve the best wine first, out of respect for one’s guests, and then to bring out the ordinary, second-best vintage later on when the crowd’s sense of taste had become rather dull, and they wouldn’t notice or be offended.

Now into this situation comes Jesus, and the ordinary event is transformed into something extraordinary.  By his presence and his response to the crisis he reversed the social convention, turns it upside down, and delivers the very best vintage at the end instead of the beginning; it’s the same as saying as recorded in the other gospels, in God’s sight, “The first will be last and the last first”.

John wants to say to the critics and the skeptics that Jesus provides the very best nourishment and satisfaction life can offer.  Jesus explodes the accepted rules of hospitality asserting that God welcomes and provides, not merely at the beginning of life when we are vibrant and strong, and so busy we don’t often know or acknowledge God’s presence.   God’s hospitality extends right through the journey, never abating, never running out; and with Christ at the centre of our lives we taste the very best vintage.

Some of us, perhaps many of us, wait a long time in life to finally accept him, to take Christ seriously, and welcome him into our lives, to see more clearly that he is the “True Vine”, the best vintage, the greatest hospitality we can enjoy. 
III
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What I think the story of the marriage feast is meant to portray is precisely the church gathered in worship and celebration, as we do on Sunday mornings.  And so, there is a contemporary religious song whose first line goes, “The church is like a joyous wedding feast.” That is, through a metaphor, a parable, or an event in the life of Jesus, what is really being imagined and depicted is the church gathered for worship.  A hall filled with people feasting and dancing with Jesus as the celebrated guest now becomes a church sanctuary where these same people are gathered to feast on the word of God and celebrate the presence of Christ in their midst.

When you and I come to church on Sunday, do we come expecting to find a joyous marriage feast, an experience as enjoyable and happy and satisfying and fun as attending a marriage feast?  That’s the analogy, I’m sure of it.  John is saying very pointedly that the marriage feast is joyous because Jesus is there, providing the very best vintage of grace to enhance our lives with love and understanding and power, all this and more gifts that will exhibit joy in us because of the hope and confidence and blessing we have received.

And then to go forth in that joy of the fellowship with Jesus at the centre, and to offer it, to carry it to the world we enter into our daily lives, enhancing relationships and other lives - persons we work with and serve, as a basic blessing of reaching out, but to do it “with joy”, that’s quite something of a blessing!

Thanks be to God.
To God alone be all the glory.                                                          

