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Of all the things that Jesus could have done for his first miracle1  – turning water into 
wine seems like a strange choice.  Imagine – if right out of the waters of baptism he’d 
immediately brought back Lazarus from the dead.  Now that would have drawn some crowds.   

 
But Jesus not only did not raise someone from the dead.  He did not restore sight to a 

blind person or help a lame person walk. He didn’t even walk on water. 
 
Instead he turned water into wine, which could appear to be rather self-serving since 

Jesus himself was a guest at this wedding and would be drinking that wine.  But something else 
was going on here that points to the very reason why Jesus came in the first place.2  It had 
something to do with saving people. 

 
///// 
 

In my humble opinion, the rest of the world is much better at hospitality than we are in 
the United States.   Yes, we are a prosperous and successful nation, but I’ve witnessed people in 
South America and Europe and Asia with much less than we have show much more generous 
hospitality. 
 
 Especially in the Middle East, hospitality is a matter of respect and holiness,3  and it’s not 
just about good manners and refinement.  Caring for one’s guests is a sacred responsibility. 
 
 When I was traveling in Jordan several years ago, our group stopped at the home of an 
elderly woman in a Christian village and it was clear that she did not have much money.  But she 
knew we were coming and she had made preparations.  
 

After we took our seats on the carpet of her living room, her grandson brought out 
individual bottles of Coca Cola for each of us.  [Since we were Americans, she assumed that we 
would all want a coke.]  She had even refrigerated them for us – the way she’d heard we would 
like them. 
 

We later learned that each bottle probably cost her about 3 Jordanian dinars  - more than 
$4 a bottle.  But she would have gone without food for herself to ensure that her guests received 
refreshment.  This was an issue of pride and respect for her. 

                                                           
1
 Unlike Matthew, Mark, and Luke, John calls them “signs” (semeia in Greek) instead of “miracles.” 

2
 I am indebted to Matt Pritchard, who -  in our discussions about the characters of the Christmas story – pointed 

out that the miracle at the wedding at Cana and Mary’s participation in that miracle were actually about saving 

face. 
3
 There are many Bible stories about hospitality including these: Genesis 19:8, Exodus 22:21; Exodus 23:9; Leviticus 

19:10; Leviticus 19:33; Leviticus 19:34; Leviticus 24:22; Deuteronomy 10:18 
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 If basic daily hospitality is a serious matter, imagine the importance something as 
auspicious as a wedding.   
 

A First Century Middle Eastern wedding reception was often a week long affair.  The 
bridegroom’s friends escorted the bride to the groom and everyone sat down for a wedding 
supper.4   Of all the celebrations of your life, you would want this to be a day of eating and 
drinking the best you could provide.  The bridegroom – in a display of gratitude for his new wife 
– would want the wine to be excellent and plentiful! 

 
But something went terribly wrong at this wedding.  They ran out of wine. 
 
It was “the third day”5 when this story unfolds, and scholars offer a couple of ideas about 

what was meant by “the third day.”   
 

• On the third day of creation, God began to create living things and – unlike the 
other gospels, John stresses that Jesus was there at the beginning of creation.6 
 

• Or maybe “the third day” was referring to the future  resurrection of Christ (“On 
the third day, he was raised . . .”) 
 

• Or maybe this was the third day of the wedding celebration. 
 

Regardless, there was a mortifying problem, a problem that could taint the bridegroom’s 
reputation forever.  He had run out of wine.   
 
 There are many things we can say about this miracle of Jesus.  We could go into why the 
extra jars of water happened to be there7.  We could go into why Jesus and his mother and 
disciples were invited to this wedding in the first place. 
 
 But what I’d like us to ponder is Mary’s role in all this. 
 
 Apparently Mary was one of the first to notice that the wine had run out, and she went to 
her son to help.  It sounds like Jesus is a little rude to her: 
 

“Woman, what concern is that to you and to me?  My house has not yet come.” 

 
 But what sounds rather cold to you and to me (calling her “woman” instead of “mother”) 
was actually a more respectful way to address her.  This is the same way Jesus would address his 
mother when he was dying on the cross8.   

                                                           
4
 Raymond Brown, THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JOHN, V. 1, p. 98. 

5
 John 2:1 

6
 Genesis 1:9-13   this also points to the prologue of John’s gospel which refers to The Word was present in the 

beginning and “all things came into being through him.” (John 1:3) 
7
 They were to be used for purification in accordance with Jewish cleaning rituals. 
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 And that whole comment about “my hour has not yet come”?  That’s for another sermon 
altogether. 
 
 Imagine that Mary is sitting at the wedding feast, enjoying herself when she notices that 
the wine has run out – which is so much more than a refreshment issue.  This is an issue of 
potential shame which could impact the bridegroom’s reputation for the rest of his life.  Of all 
the people at the wedding, of all the servants and family and guests – how interesting that it was 
Mary who noticed when the wine gave out.  More than anyone else at that wedding, Mary 

knew something about shame.   

 

 Remember, this was the teenage girl who’d found herself “with child” before marrying 
Joseph – a shame that could have destroyed her.  Her reputation could have been ruined, forcing 
her to beg in the streets – because no respectable man would marry a woman who became 
pregnant before marriage (at least in those days.)  She actually could have been stoned to death. 
 
 But Jesus had saved her.  Maybe this was his first public miracle, but he had already 
performed at least one miracle in the life of his mother:  this is a woman who knew something 
about shame, but God had saved her. 

 

 And one of the peculiar blessings about going through personal crises is that – after 

we have experienced something – we are much more compassionate with others who have 

that same experience. 

 
 For example – people who have lost children are the best ones to know how to care for 
others when they lose a child.   Those who have experienced a heart-wrenching breakup have a 
special appreciation for a friend who might be going through a terrible breakup. 
 
 Of all the people at Cana that day, Mary knew what it was like to be shamed at your own 
wedding. 
 
 But she was not going to let that happen at this wedding, to this groom.  And so she went 
to the One who had saved her, because she knew he could also save this bridegroom.  “Do 
whatever he tells you,” she said to the servants.  She had full trust in Jesus.   
 
 Shame is a funny thing these days.  What shamed a person even 50 years ago, leaves 
many of us shameless today. 
 

• In many circles, having a baby without marriage is nothing to be ashamed of any more.  
Hey, Matthew Mc Conaughey is going to do it – along with quite a few other famous and 
not-so-famous people.  But there was a time when people carried great shame with them.   
 

• Going bankrupt used to be shameful, but today – in some circles – this is all part of  
figuring out your financial life 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
8
 John 19:26.  Also, when Jesus said, “My hour has not yet come” he was probably referring to his death.  “My hour 

is a term John uses many times:  John 2:4; 8:20; 12:23, 27; 13:1; 16:2, 25, 32; 17:1 
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Shame really depends upon culture and context.  For some, talking about our private 
relationships would be quite shameful.  For others it might mean a coveted slot on Oprah.   
 
 But I believe that there are things in our lives that still bring shame – things we would 
probably not want to tell our grandmothers, or our doctors, or our financial advisors, or maybe 
even our best friends: 
 

• Addictions that plague us in the dark of night. 

• Secrets that make us feel dirty. 

• Mistakes we’ve made that we would not want the church to know. 
 
Mary would probably also say to us:   
 

“Do whatever he tells you.   

You can trust God with your shame.  God will take care of it for you.” 

 

 On the third day, at a wedding in Cana, Jesus took care of this bridegroom’s shame.  
Mary went to Jesus for help because she knew he was the one who could help.  And Mary would 
know. 
 

 If there is anything of which you are ashamed, this is a good place to bring it.  This is a 
good place to confess it, to ask for help.   
 

Because Jesus performs miracles.  Many of them with with water. 

 
On this day, Jesus turned water into wine.  On another day, Jesus would walk on it. 

And even centuries later, God can still take purifying water and wash us with it.  God can turn 
ordinary water in a baptismal font into life-giving, enfolding waters of comfort and community. 

 
During the offertory music, as we share in the support of this church that turns shame into 

hope, take that time to reflect on your own lives and anything that needs to be washed away.  
And during our prayers this morning, we are going to pray for healing, that whatever has been 
spoiled in life might be redeemed through the Son of Mary. 

 
Mary would know something about shame.  But she also knew where to find help. 

 
 
 
 


