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You know how weddings are, full of joy and tension.  Months of planning go into making sure everything will be perfect.  But inevitably everything is not perfect.

IT is a bad hair day for the bride. Her parents argue over who forgot to bring the bulletins to the church. The groom’s shoes are too small and one of the grandmother’s corsages is missing. Throw in a tired flower girl and anything can happen.

Whenever a group of ministers and church musicians gather you can be sure that eventually the conversation will come around to old wedding stories.  Tales ranging from veils catching fire to little old ladies crawling down the aisle on all fours to find a dropped ring bring gales of laughter and a “can you top this one” story from even the humblest among us.

Still, weddings are a time when those who gather rise to the occasion to make everything run smoothly.  The otherwise surly teen-age brother volunteers to run and pick up the forgotten bulletins.  The vainest of bridesmaids takes pins from her hair to help the bride look more beautiful, the best man endures hours of aching feet to switch shoes with the groom, and the florist appears apologizing with grandma’s corsage.

For 2 days before David and I were married we searched the city of Atlanta to find just the right wine glasses for our reception.  Our reception was held around a beautiful pool at the home of a dear friend. They had to be plastic, pretty, reasonably small, and hopefully reusable.  Finally, they were purchased and put in a safe place.  

The service went well, it was a joyous, worshipful event with hand bells, choir, the beautiful banner you see behind me, Lord’s Supper, family and friends gathered round.  We stopped briefly on our way to the reception to pick up our luggage.

As we arrived and rounded the corner towards the celebration we met David, Jr. leaving.  “You have run out of wine!” he explained as he walked.  “How in the world could that happen so soon?”  “Well,” he said, “all you have are those big cold drink cups and it is going fast.”  Alas, the pretty, plastic, small, reusable glasses had been left behind.    So good old son Dave, rose to the occasion and went to buy more wine before anyone at the wedding was the wiser.

In the gospel today we read about a social gathering, a wedding where Jesus, his friends and family are guests.   “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?’”   

Jesus is a guest along with the disciples, his mother and apparently a great many other folks.  It is an occasion of joy and tension, a celebration that will last 7 days according to custom.  Family members who rarely see each other traveled many miles and now sit together eating and drinking, telling jokes.  Parents of the young couple size each other up; friends of the bride and groom get to know each other and may even meet their future spouses at the wedding celebration.

So it seems that at the prodding of his mother Jesus is rethinking his initial response, “what concern is that to me?”  Mary with all the assurance of a good Jewish mother has already instructed the waiters, “do whatever he tells you.” There is no fanfare, no big deal made over this first sign revealing who in fact this Jesus is.  This water to wine for celebration is done quietly yet is full of symbolism.  The six huge jars used for ritual washing and cleansing are filled with wine an Old Testament symbol for abundance and good times.  We see here thirsty guests who are filled with good things, and a host who will not be embarrassed by scarcity.  In fact the wine steward calls the groom aside to say, “You sly dog you, keeping the best till last.”   And another thing happens with this first sign we see who Jesus is and so do his disciples, “and his disciples believed in him.”  

This was the beginning, a foretaste of what was to come. Not unlike a wedding which is only the beginning of a marriage this was the beginning of Jesus ministry.  Ultimately, after teaching and preaching, signs of healing and forgiveness, came the final sign of Jesus as the Lamb of God.  He gave himself, body and blood for his friends and for the world.  He made himself the bread and the wine, the best that could be given.  Jesus came to give us life, abundant life.

It is I believe not only at these times of new beginnings but in all kinds of situations that the church as the body of Christ feels the tug of the Holy Spirit to act out abundant love.  As Jesus mother tugged at his sleeve saying they have no wine so too the spirit tugs at us and as Christians we steps up to the plate with signs of love and care and compassion.  Something, someone like the mother of Jesus or the spirit of God prods us into action.   

Just last week Alice Smith died.  Her memorial service was originally scheduled to be held in the Chapel of the Prodigal on Saturday.  I drove by on Friday to see what the parking situation would be like the following day.  Out in that freezing 20degree weather was a dear grey headed gentleman chipping and shoveling the ice covered sidewalk.  I stopped to say, God Bless You and can I help? “No,” he said “this is just too dangerous for the service tomorrow and it needs to be done.”

The next day the service was moved to Gaither Chapel.  When the minister Rev. Ricks announced to an overflowing congregation that lunch would be served following the service my jaw dropped as I thought of this congregation undertaking such a huge task.  But there at the reception were tables overflowing with good things to eat and gracious hostesses refilling what appeared to be endless platters of food and bowls of punch.   “This is just what we do” Peggy Ann told me.  No fanfare, no big deal, but it was obvious that the body of Christ felt the tug of the Spirit and was working to provide abundantly for grieving family and friends.

We can hear the gospel story of water to wine as Jesus first miracle, as evidence of Jesus Messiahship, as sign of God’s everlasting love and abundant gifts, or we can hear it today as a matter of life and death in which we are called to tug as his mother did at Jesus’ sleeve and at the sleeves of each other.   

I don’t know about you but for me the scandalous part of all this business about abundant wine and food and life is, why some and not others?  Why is an abundant overflowing life present for some of us while for others every day is a struggle just to survive?  This past week when we were frequently warned by television commentators that these pictures may be too difficult to watch, what about those who are smelling the bodies decay, watching their children literally dry up, scratching through cement with their hands to find food? They cannot switch the channel.  Where is abundance for them?

What is it that the mother of Jesus would do today if she were in Haiti?  When she saw such overwhelming need what would she do?  What do you and I do?  Do we grab Jesus by the sleeve and say never mind the wine, they have no water!  They really have no water, or food, or medical care, there are no doctors to be found.  And if he replies to us, what is that to us or my hour has not come will we take that as an answer.  Will we argue with him, questioning, “what happened to all that big talk about I have come so that you might have life and have it abundantly?”  Get busy here Jesus! This is the time for us to pray, not sweet little Jesus prayers, as one of my seminary professors would say, but wailing, howling, complaints on behalf of our sisters and brothers.

Given the situation Mary might be telling others, “do whatever he, Jesus, tells you.”  Do what Jesus tells you, you churches, you governments, you non-government organizations.  Listen to what Jesus has to say about the brothers and sisters who are precious in his sight.  Fill those jars with water, haul those bags of rice and beans and plumpy nuts, put your money where your mouth is and send disaster responders.  

This is a time of mourning for the people of Haiti and it is time when surely the spirit is tugging on our sleeves calling us as the body of Christ today to share the abundance we have been given.    Near the end of John’s gospel we hear these words: Do you love me?  Feed my Sheep.  Do you love me?  Feed my lambs.  Do you love me? Feed my sheep.  God only knows whether there will be a new beginning for Haiti, but yesterday on public radio we heard some of the people of Haiti singing Psalm 113, in the streets even now.  “Who is like unto our God?  Raising up the poor from dust! Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord!”  Susan L. Denne
