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 I’ve mentioned that the church I grew up in was a conservative Evangelical congregation.  

It was all about interpreting the Bible in a very literal manner… if the Bible says God created the 

world in six days, then that’s exactly how it happened; and if it said that Jonah lived in the belly 

of the whale for three days, then by God, he did.  But by the time I was in high school I was 

noticing some cracks in the façade… it was more like, “We read the Bible literally when it suits 

us, but when it gets in the way of our moral assumptions we’re ready to read it a bit differently.” 

 This became clear to me when our Sunday School teachers taught us that when the Bible 

talks about wine it doesn’t really mean the kind of wine “some” people buy at the stores today or 

“some” people make in their garages… You see, the Bible wasn’t talking about the kind of wine 

that had alcohol in it, the Bible was referring to “New Wine;” wine that hasn’t had time to 

ferment… it was talking about grape juice…  “But why then,” a particularly obnoxious Sunday 

School student asked, “does Ephesians 5.18 tell us ‘Be not drunk with wine in excess wherein is 

debauchery…’?  How can someone get drunk on grape juice?”  And the teacher cleared his 

throat and told me not to waste the class’ time. 

 And that’s when it started sinking in that even the literalists in the crowd were willing to 

take a not-so-literal interpretation when it met their deeper needs.  In this case the deeper need 

was to promote abstinence from drinking alcohol, so it was okay to throw literalism under the 

bus for that.  But I don’t buy it. 

 In the Bible people drink wine with meals and at parties, and there are references and 

warnings about people overdoing it with their drinking.   There’s an understanding that drinking 

can make “happy the soul” but also that it can lead a person to ruin.  And I say all this because 

it’s important for us to note that when Jesus turned the water into wine he wasn’t just making 

Kool-Aid, he was making wine, he was gifting this wedding party with something that would 

bring the people joy and add merriment and life to the festivities.  What had been water—

certainly life-giving in its own right… but common and flavorless—was now given a new depth 

and richness… and that little extra kick that can lift the spirits.  

 And friends, please understand that I recognize the potential pitfalls and difficulties 

surrounding alcohol—and I in no way mean to encourage drinking… especially for those who 

are underage or have tendencies towards addiction—but there’s something here that’s important 

to explore as we look at Jesus turning water into wine at least in a metaphorical way. 

 You see, metaphorically, the church I grew up in was all about turning wine into water.  

That was one of their values, a rather large goal for them.  They wanted to denounce the use of 

alcohol and lead their members to abstain from it, and they were willing to do whatever was 

necessary to make that work… even if it meant taking liberties with another one of their values: 

a strict literal reading of the scriptures.  And I think many churches within that faith tradition do 

something similar.  But there’s something even more depressing about Christians turning wine 

into water: it’s the way that—in some traditions—there’s this huge push to drain the joy out of 

life; this oppressing idea that real Christians take life seriously, real Christians don’t have time 

for fun and humor and celebration—“no, no, no, wipe that silly smile off your face Sullivan—

we’re in church now and this is a grave business, a dour business, a solemn business.” 

 The assumption was that real Christians see through the whole charade of merriment—

real Christians know that it’s the work of the Devil, trying to get us not to take God and the work 

of Christ seriously and to remain captive to the pursuit of our own pleasures… and of course 

there can be a real danger there.  But the equal and opposite danger is that—in Christ’s name—

we abandon the good things God has set forth on this earth.  As though Christ would have us 

give up laughter and joy and every pleasure of this life in order to prove the depths of our 
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devotion to God… and that’s just misguided theology and it doesn’t reflect the life that Christ 

Jesus lived. 

 Sometimes we act like we think that God doesn’t want us to enjoy this life.  Sometimes 

we act like we think our primary mission as Christians is to judge and condemn those who seem 

to enjoy life a bit more than we think is proper.  But Christ Jesus claims that he came to bring life 

and he came to bring it in abundance.  That’s God’s grace in action!  Christ came—not to 

condemn the world and sap the life out of us—but to bring abundant life and joy and health and 

peace and healing to you and me and all people! 

 What he came to do was turn water into wine.  He came to find the common and turn it 

into something that would bring deeper life and richer joy.  And as I thought about that I 

wondered, “Are we a church that turns wine into water or water into wine?” I understand the 

human body is about 60% water… well is the love of Christ Jesus turning the water that is us 

into wine or are we digging in our heels and saying, “No way, Mr. Jesus, I’ll have none of it!  I’ll 

remain water—now and forever—if you don’t mind.” 

 But the thing is I think Jesus does mind.  I think Jesus came not just to bring wine to that 

wedding in Cana, but all the world.  What Jesus did at the wedding in Cana is for us a call to be 

the wine for our world, the wine for our neighbors, the wine for our families.  So, are you wine?  

I know darned well that many of you are!  Your presence brings joy with you—not just that 

happy-clappy silly stuff—but a warmth, a genuineness , a loving concern that’s both solemn and 

joyful at the same time.  Many, many of you bring the rich layers of compassion and 

understanding—and an honest resolve to share life with others—into every room you enter, 

every relationship you encounter… that’s wine; you are wine. 

 And your presence brings hope.  Your smile, your laughter, the twinkle in your eye, the 

sincerity of your welcome, the affirmation you bring even to those suffering and in the midst of 

life’s pains, that’s wine.  Sometimes our world needs to hear the solemn word—the word of 

judgement—wine can do that too; but wine also brings moments of peace, moments of release, 

moments of renewed hope.  When members of this congregation gather to make quilts for those 

in need, you are being wine for the world.  I’ve seen the thank you notes! I know that people’s 

lives are touched by your efforts and the gift—not just of the quilts but the knowledge that 

someone cares enough to take the time and trouble to make them fun, make them beautiful, and 

make sure they get into the hands that need them.  And when we pack Holiday Food Baskets, 

we’re wine for the world… I had a wonderful phone call after the boxes were delivered last 

Christmas.  A woman called to say thanks and she said, “It was just a miracle, God made sure I 

got exactly the right box because I’d promised my kids I’d make baked beans with this meal and 

there was a big can of beans in my box, and my son was having a birthday and there was just the 

right cake mix in the box!”  And she was elated… you were wine for her world! 

 And so many other examples I could give—but I’d run the risk of embarrassing people… 

and I certainly could never name every instance. 

 But the important thing here is that the miracle of the wedding in Cana isn’t just this one-

off “Yippee did you see what Jesus did that one time 2,000 years ago in a land far, far away!”  

The real miracle is that Jesus is still doing that miracle today as he takes the water that is us and 

transforms us into wine.  May you bring the party your family needs.  May you be the party your 

neighbor needs.  May you be the wine that Christ would have you be for the sake of those who 

have lost the joy, lost the hope, lost the faith that there is a God who truly loves them and really 

does want them to be filled with abundant life… now and forever.  Amen. 


