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See the Need
(John 2:1-11; sermon 3 of 4 in series “We Would See Jesus,” Epiphany 2C)

1. An unnecessary miracle.  This January we’ve been following a series called “We Would See Jesus.” Just as the wise men came at Epiphany looking for a king, and were astonished to find a messiah in toddler Jesus, age 2, we are looking for the surprising places we find Jesus.

Perhaps none is more surprising than the wedding at Cana. It surprises us because we think of Jesus as a serious dude, scolding Pharisees and forgiving sinners and confusing disciples. Close your eyes for a second and imagine the face of Jesus. Is he smiling? …

Now open your eyes and take a look… Here at the beginning of John’s gospel, we find Jesus at a party, smiling and laughing and joking!

What’s more, he performs a wholly unnecessary miracle. I mean, nobody is sick, or blind, or lame. Nobody is about to be stoned to death. Nobody has died, for crying out loud! All we have is a simple failure of the caterers – a wedding party where the bar has just run dry.

Jesus’s mom does the classic mom thing: “Jesus, son, child of mine… they have run out of wine… nudge, nudge.” Jesus does the classic son thing: “Mooommm… (eye roll)” And then he quietly changes wash water into the finest wine so the party can keep on rolling. (And thereby posed my teetotalling Methodist forebears a formidable preaching challenge…)

2. A miracle of joy.  By the standards of the world, this is an unnecessary miracle. Sure, the party would wind down to an early end, and the new bride and groom would be embarrassed. 

But modern, practical-minded us thinks, “Jesus didn’t need to do that. Wouldn’t his time and effort have been better spent helping the poor and the sick?” His disciples would say, “Jesus, we don’t have enough money to feed these people.” Or, “Jesus, that was expensive perfume she just washed your feet with – shouldn’t we have sold it and given the money to the poor?”

Just like the disciples of old, we want to count the cost and measure the effect. How many people benefit from this mission project? How many people did we feed? Did we save a life? Was this an efficient use of our time and resources?

In the grand scheme of Jesus’ ministry, this water-into-wine miracle seems kind of unimportant. Yet John chooses to place it first in his account of Jesus’ life, one of only seven miraculous signs John tells us about. Clearly John wants us to learn something from this.

I think John wants to show that first and foremost Jesus brings joy to people. Far from being unnecessary, joy is very necessary to the Christian life. If you think about it, joy might be one of the biggest miracles of all. The harder we chase happiness, the more fleeting it seems.

3. No half-baked miracles.  The other thing we should notice about this first miracle in John’s gospel is the abundance of it. Jesus starts with six jars of water holding 20-30 gallons each. Do the math… carry the one… that’s 120 to 180 gallons of wine! (Better hope that Jesus also miraculously multiplied the outhouses, or there will be some long line out back later on…)

And this wine is not Two-Buck Chuck or Milwaukee’s Bestest, Cheapest. The steward tastes the new wine and turns to the groom, saying, “Most folks serve the good wine and save the cheap stuff for when the guests are too drunk to notice, but you’ve saved the best for last!”

There is nothing half-baked or incomplete, nothing grudging or skimpy or penny-pinching about this. What we might discount as an unnecessary miracle, off the grid and out of the public eye, Jesus treats as a lavish, loving blessing – the best and most abundant possible. 

4. See need, bring joy.  What can we learn from this? For Onalaska United Methodist Church, 2019 is our year for community connection. When we look at our neighbors, who do we see? What do they need? How can we not just meet their basic needs, but bring them the joy of Jesus Christ?

Take the community dinner, for instance. This is a great ministry we’ve been doing for years. Each month, we serve an abundant meal for pennies, thanks to great volunteers and food donations from the Hunger Task Force. Each month, we round up enough volunteers to cook the meal and clean up. And each month, we count the number of meals we serve – because we like numbers, right? It’s efficient. 

What these folks need more than food – they need love. Some of them are our neighbors, come to connect with each other. Some of them are hungry and appreciate the free, hot meal. Some of them are lonely or elderly and come just to be around other people. 

So I love sitting and visiting with the people who come to eat. Have you ever done that? By the time we get to a slice of homemade dessert and I’ve heard about their grandchildren or shared a new joke, I see smiles and I see joy. … So then I get another dessert and move to another table.  

Or take our mentoring program in the elementary schools. When Gunderson pioneered this in La Crosse, the doctors involved wanted to measure outcomes and do the numbers. How efficient is this project? But here in Onalaska, we’re all about the one-on-one. When our mentors show up and see the smile on a child’s face, that’s all the miracle we need.

Often we go a step beyond. One of our mentors took a picture with her child and tucked it in the kid’s desk to help her remember she has a friend. Last week, I played kickball before school with my boy and watched his ears turn red in the cold. He’s a Patriots fan, so I just ordered him a Patriots hat to keep his ears warm. Can’t wait to see his joy next week!

5. See Jesus.  Do you want to see Jesus? Then feed the hungry and give drink to the thirsty, welcome the stranger and clothe the poor, visit the sick and the prisoners. As Jesus says, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me” (Matthew 25:40).

Do an unnecessary, extravagant kindness. If we’re serving Jesus, we shouldn’t do it grudgingly, half-heartedly, or half-baked. Everything we do, we should do to the best of our ability. Everything we do should bring some element of joy.

Remember our vision statement? We “LOVE unconditionally; PREPARE our hearts, minds, and hands; SERVE in all the ways we can…” 

And we do this all so that we can… “CELEBRATE GOD in all we do.”

After all, people are watching us, looking for joy, looking for signs of Christ in the Christians, just as Jesus’ followers took note at the wedding: “Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him” (John 2:11).

Or as someone more recent put it, “I would totally hang out with Jesus if he was doing the whole water into wine thing!”

See Jesus, see your neighbors, and seek to bring them joy. And may your neighbors see the glory of Jesus Christ revealed in you… so that all may come to believe and celebrate.

- Amen.




