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Time and Grace

“Time and Grace”

Ecclesiastes 3:11-13
He has made everything suitable for its time; moreover he has
put a sense of past and future into their minds, yet they cannot
find out what God has done from the beginning to the end. 12I
know that there is nothing better for them than to be happy and
enjoy themselves as long as they live; 13moreover, it is God’s gift
that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in all their toil.
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John 2:1-11
On the third day there was a wedding in Cana of Galilee, and the
mother of Jesus was there. 2Jesus and his disciples had also been
invited to the wedding. 3When the wine gave out, the mother of
Jesus said to him, “They have no wine.” 4And Jesus said to her,
Woman, what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has
not yet come.” 5His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he
”
Now standing there were six stone water jars for the Jewish rites
of purification, each holding twenty or thirty gallons. 7Jesus said
“Fill the jars with water.” And they filled them up to the
He said to them, “Now draw some out, and take it to the
chief steward.” So they took it. 9When the steward tasted the
water that had become wine, and did not know where it came
from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew), the
steward called the bridegroom 10and said to him, “Everyone
serves the good wine first, and then the inferior wine after the
guests have become drunk. But you have kept the good wine
until now.” 11Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of
Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.
*************************************

In these last weeks we have celebrated the birth of Jesus, the
giving of gifts by the Magi to the young child, and the Baptism of
that child now grown into a man. And now his ministry begins. In
John’s gospel it begins in the midst of a celebration, a wedding, a
party to which all of the community would be invited, an
occasion that would last for days… for in Jesus’ time and culture
a wedding could last up to a week long.
So when we enter this story it looks as if the celebration is about
to fizzle out midstream, apparently there is a shortage of supply
and the wine is gone long before the party is over.
Our reading from Ecclesiastes speaks of God’s desire that all
people should be able to take joy in the gifts they are given, take
joy in both the work and celebrations that gives us life. But in
this short portion of the book of Ecclesiastes, one of the books in
the section of the Bible we call the books of Wisdom is also the
deep and abiding truth that in both our past and our future there
will be some things we do not fully understand…that we will not
always know what God is doing. And yet in this life we are
given now we are to live fully! This is God’s grace, God
given gifts that we are the recipients of.
But now in John’s Gospel we get a deeper expression of God
grace that is more than simply gifts freely given to us. It is a story
of God’s grace and presence with us as something lush,
exuberant, profuse, neither expected or deserved…and it is a
more than we can imagine abundance. This is what we are
hearing at the beginning of Jesus’s ministry on earth, this is the
image of the celebration, the sign that the water into wine story is
pointing us to.
Time and Grace. We are in the beginning of the year, a year that
will be filled with profound markers of events and time. This year

we will learn and celebrate more and more who we are and who
we are growing to be as North Shore Congregational Church. The
liturgical calendar is marked by the Easter celebration coming
earlier in the year which means we are rapidly approaching Lent
already beginning in the first half of February. It is an election
year and in this context we find ourselves in the thick of political
campaigns each of which seem by their very nature to point
toward what is wrong, what we have too little of in terms of
resources, security, and power…and what needs changing. Our
news feeds tells us what we should worry about. And even the
remembrance tomorrow of the life and work of Martin Luther
King Jr cannot help but remind us of the movement and attention
toward social justice that he proclaimed, but also of the
acknowledgement that it is not yet enough. And while the
process of an election year emphasizes the need for change or the
wrongs of others, the process of Lent traditionally emphasizes the
need for change within ourselves and the absolute necessity of
forgiveness in our lives. And we might ask ourselves, where in
our lives are we running out of celebration or even hope, running
wine,” or those things that signify God’s grace and
blessing?
For we must know that the need for change, the need for
forgiveness and reconciliation is not the only message for our
culture and more importantly of the Gospel. Underneath and
surrounding and supporting all of this is the reality of God’s
grace, God’s abundance that is more than we can expect,
imagine, or hope for! And that is what we hear today in the
Wedding at Cana where water is miraculously changed into wine,
tons of it, and better than all that had come before!
We need to remember the beautiful and significant ways that the
Gospel is told through the author we know as John, the layers of

meaning that seep in and through its telling. The signs within it
that point toward the very nature of God.
I do enjoy the timeless humor that we can hear near the
beginning. A “listen to your mother” experience that some of us
here as mothers and grandmothers - but really all of us here as
children (or ones who remember being children) will recognize.
That moment when a mother comes to the child with something
that needs doing and she hears the response, “not now” or as
Jesus says more eloquently and with much deeper meaning,
hour has not yet come.” And yet the persistence of the mother
coupled with her sense of purpose and ability in her child seems
to bring the future into the present with an “I know you can do
this” understanding. There is something so human and divine in
this exchange. And I hope it makes you smile as it does me.
Because the rest of the story points to an ongoing celebration.
John’s gospel speaks of signs rather than miracles, that the
extraordinary, miraculous, grace filled events carried a purpose
beyond healing the sick, giving sight to the blind, providing
abundant food from a few loaves and fishes…changing water into
wine…these events point to who Jesus is, the character of God
they show you an abundance that is to be embraced and
celebrated!
The first sign is given in the opening words, “On the third day
Of course we’ve heard this reference before. W e can easily make
the connection between something about this wedding event
points to something about Jesus’ resurrection for we have heard,
“on the third day he rose from the dead.” And so our first sign
here prepares us that where Jesus is, anything is possible.
But now the second part of the sign that we hear about is the lack
of something, wine. And frankly in any time or place or culture,

to have an important celebration such as a wedding fall short on
refreshments would definitely be a social faux (pho) pas. But,
we have also heard there is plenty of water nearby- six stone jars,
each of which could hold between twenty and thirty gallons.
Picture that if you can, each jar must has stood almost as tall as a
person. And there are six of them. So this doesn’t seem like a
disaster, after all, the party has been going on for quite a while
and maybe tapering off isn’t such a bad idea, right?
Well no this signifies so much more. It signifies a breach in
hospitality, something that is both a blessing but deeply held
cultural obligation. But even worse is the understanding that the
wine itself represents the harvest, the abundance of God’s
blessings and in the midst of a celebration, a wedding no less,
there should be unlimited joy and overflowing blessings.
Prophets Joel and Amos both speak of an abundance of wine as
signifying and celebrating the coming of God’s new age. They
give voice to this image saying, “The Mountains shall drip sweet
wine, and all the hills shall flow with it.”
And as to those jars filled to the brim with water, we need to
know that this isn’t like a well of drinking water sitting there to
quench the thirst, it is basically ceremonial washing water set
aside for purification rituals.
Yet it is this that Jesus turns to, those huge jugs of water that
between the six of them already contain at least 150 gallons of
water and tells the servants to fill them to the brim. Now really,
just to help us picture this I note again that each water jug was as
tall as an adult, or maybe a better way to picture this is that this
would fill over 1,000 bottles.
And in this action what we see of God’s grace is way beyond
providing enough wine to sustain the wedding feast that day, or

even week, for this truly is a startling amount. And as we hear
from the Steward’s response to the wine he tastes, it is not the
expected cheaper version like a two buck chuck from Trader
Joe’s, nor is it even more of the same that they were already
enjoying, it is the best, the “good wine!” And this serves as a sign
pointing to what is most true about God.
And so this is our truth, this is our Good News, that God’s grace is
another very real dimension to this life that seems at times limited
by worry that we do not have enough, sorrow over losses, fear that
can overshadow joy, injustice that is very real, broken
relationships that tear us apart, because these very things can, are,
and will be awash with grace, infused by joy. And so we should
celebrate! Because every simple act of kindness is a sign that
points to God. We should show ourselves as the joyfilled
community that we are. One that does not deny sadness or grief,
that does not deny want or fear but responds with joy to provide
and give what we can of our time and resources, of our hope,
because we know something about God’s grace and abundance,
and because of Jesus, something about our nature follows God
nature…and that is and will be more than enough. Because we
are in God’s time and grace. Amen.

