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Sermon                             Sunday 20 January 2019  
 
 
Lessons  Isaiah 62: 1 – 5  1 Corinthians 12: 1 - 11  
     St John 2: 1 – 11 
 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Spirit of God, bless our meditations.   Grant us peace, shalom and wisdom 
through Your inspired and holy Word.   Amen. 
 

 
 
On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place, 

Mount Moriah, where he was to sacrifice his only son, Isaac.   

It was on the third day that, released from the altar, Isaac 

was born again.   At Mount Sinai, the LORD said to Moses, 

‘Tell the people to be ready by the third day, because on that 

day the LORD will come down on Mount Sinai in the sight of 

all the people’.   It was on the third day that the stone was 

rolled away from the tomb and the Risen Christ ‘appeared’ 

to Mary Magdalene in the garden, the disciples behind closed 

doors, and Cleopas and his friend on the Road to Emmaus.    
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Today we enter and re-imagine the story of Jesus at the 

wedding in Cana of Galilee.   A village in the region of Galilee 

nine miles north of Nazareth, Cana was the home of the 

disciple Nathanael.   It was in Cana of Galilee that a Roman 

official from Capernaum sought out Jesus, wept before Him, 

and begged Him to heal his critically ill son.   Jesus, His 

disciples and the mother of Jesus were guests at a wedding; 

a wedding during which the wine ran out.    

 

The story is very present to us; it is one of the most vivid 

events in the life of Jesus.   It is not difficult to picture Jesus 

standing in the warmth and brightness of the sun, enjoying 

the happiness and joy of a Middle Eastern wedding.   Not far 

from Him were six large stone water jars set aside for Jewish 

purification, each jar capable of holding thirty gallons.   At 

the behest of His mother, Jesus instructed stewards to fill the 

jars to the brim and, having done so, He said, ‘Now draw 

some out.’   The stewards tasted the water:  it had become 

wine.   The bridegroom said that it was the best wine.   This 
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story, this ‘miracle’ or sign, took place on the third day.   The 

first words in this story are not incidental:  ‘On the third day 

there was a wedding in Cana of Galilee’.   This is a story 

about being born again, about the LORD appearing in the 

sight of His people, and it is a Resurrection story.    

 

In Judaism, wine is a symbol of happiness.   Blessings are 

recited over a cup of wine at weddings and circumcisions.   

In the days of the temple in Jerusalem, every sacrifice 

offered was accompanied by an offering of wine.   In the 

Jewish rabbinic tradition, from the creation narrative of 

Noah, it is said that Noah, a man of the soil, was the first 

person to plant a vineyard.   When the second temple was 

destroyed by the Romans in 70CE, the conquering armies 

denied their Jewish captives the right to plant new 

vineyards.   It was as if the victors were squeezing the life 

out of the Jewish people.   By contrast, the abundance of 

good wine at a wedding feast is a symbol of life, vitality, deep 

joy and love.    
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Standing in the village among the wedding guests, let 

yourself be lifted by the wine’s aroma.   Draw a deep breath.   

The story is intended to be spiritually intoxicating.   To first 

century Jews, the vine tree surpassed all others and Israel 

itself was described as a vine out of Egypt.   During the reign 

of Solomon, in a time of contentment and peace, Israel sat 

under the vine.   When Jacob blessed his son, Judah, he bid 

him wash his garments in wine and his robes in the blood of 

grapes.   Wine was a sign of well-being, prosperity and 

blessing.   These ancient themes are present in the wine’s 

aroma.    

 

At the centre of the story, there is a seemingly awkward 

moment between Jesus and His mother.   When she tells Him 

that the wine has run out, He replies, ‘Woman, what concern 

is that to you and to me?’   Not put off by that, she says, ‘Do 

whatever he tells you’.   It is then that Jesus instructs the 

stewards.   Almost unnoticed, what a profoundly spiritual 

sentiment:  ‘Do whatever he tells you’.   In the life of the soul, 
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in our prayers and meditations, we are to be present and 

receptive to Jesus.    

 

In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus is described as the son of Mary.   

In the Gospel of Matthew, Mary is mentioned six times, five 

of which are in the birth narrative.   In the Gospel of Luke, 

Mary is mentioned twelve times, all of which are in the birth 

narrative, and she is mentioned once in the Book of Acts.   By 

contrast to this number of appearances, Mary is mentioned 

seventy times in the Quran and described as the greatest of 

all women.    

 

Last week and before, I said that, with the emergence of each 

Gospel and the evolving theology within them, the baptism 

of Jesus was handled differently.   The baptism of Jesus for 

repentance and forgiveness of sins in the first Gospel was 

slowly re-worked so that by the time of the last Gospel Jesus’ 

baptism was omitted altogether.   In the Gospel of John, the 

mother of Jesus is mentioned only twice:  firstly, at Cana in 
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Galilee and, secondly, at the foot of the cross.   On neither 

occasion does the Fourth Evangelist mention her by name.   

If we only had the Gospel of John, we would not know the 

name of Jesus’ mother.    

 

At the foot of the cross, we again hear Jesus address her as 

‘Woman’.   Standing together with the Beloved Disciple, 

Jesus said to His mother, ‘Woman, here is your son.’   To the 

Disciple, He said, ‘Here is your mother’.   We are told that 

‘from that hour the disciple took her into his own home’.   

Over the centuries, commentators have struggled to account 

for the manner in which Jesus addressed His mother:  

‘Woman’.   It is stark and cold or, at least, it is stark and cold 

if it is historical.   This is the spiritual or mystical Gospel.   

What if there is more to this story than meets the eye? 

 

In the Roman Catholic tradition, it is said that the woman 

who appears in the Book of Revelation at chapter 12 is Mary.   

It is a dramatic vision of a woman and a devouring dragon.   
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The woman gives birth to a son, the messiah, who will rule 

over the nations.   The child is taken to God and the throne of 

God.   It is not a book or story for the faint-hearted.   What is 

significant is that the woman is clothed with the sun, with 

the moon under her feet and on her head a crown of twelve 

stars.   She is simply ‘the woman’.   But, in the Hebrew Bible, 

there is a woman mentioned alongside the sun, moon and 

stars and there are numerous times in Jeremiah, Isaiah, 

Ezekiel, Hosea and Micah when the metaphor of a woman is 

explicitly mentioned.   In the Hebrew Bible and in Paul’s 

Letter to the Galatians, the woman is Israel.   St Paul said, 

‘Jerusalem is our mother’.    

 

Is it possible that the ‘mother of Jesus’ mentioned in John is 

not Mary, not His biological mother, but Israel?   Israel was 

His mother; it was she who gave birth to Him.   It was from 

her the messiah came.   In the Gospel of John, Mary is not 

named.   At the foot of the cross, the Beloved Disciple is 

present but not named.   The Beloved Disciple was the first 
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person to believe in Jesus, in the Resurrection, the first 

person to see that eternity was to be tasted now, in this life.   

At the foot of the cross, Jesus said to His mother, ‘Woman, 

here is your son’.   To the Beloved Disciple, He said, ‘Here is 

your mother’.   The Evangelist said, ‘From that hour the 

disciple took her into his own home’.   Is this moment the 

birth of a new Israel, a new start for an older religion?    

 

As a terribly bad Presbyterian, I find immense spiritual 

depth and reward gazing into icons of the Orthodox 

tradition, many of which portray Mary with Her Child.   The 

icons reveal closeness; spiritual closeness we are to emulate.   

I have no difficulty in reading the account of Mary at the foot 

of the Cross as historical, as a moment of immense tragedy.   

I find sculptures and paintings of the pieta, of Mary holding 

the dead Christ across her knees, a depiction of the deepest 

human suffering.   But, equally, the Word of God is eternally 

fertile and so I can also see in the account of John, both at the 
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cross and at the wedding in Cana, the mother of Jesus as a 

symbol of Israel.    

 

At the wedding, it is the mother of Jesus who initiates the 

ministry of Jesus.   A first century hearer would know what 

was intended by the word ‘woman’.   Jesus was born from 

the womb of Israel.   In the very next chapter, Nicodemus 

asked Jesus, ‘Can one enter a second time into the mother’s 

womb and be born?’   Read literally, these stories are clumsy 

but, as spiritual truth, they point us to renewal, re-birth, and 

the beauty of God in Jesus.   Water is turned into wine.   For 

the followers of Jesus, Judaism is renewed in Christ. 

 

Amen. 

 
 
 


