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How far does pure faith and trust take you?  How long will you believe in something before you demand proof, examples, signs, evidence of its existence and reality?  The idea that seeing is believing is nothing new to any of us.  At 9 years old, my parents knew that my belief in Santa was waning.  Wanting to extend my childhood as long as possible, they knew that physical proof was the only way to solve this dilemma.  So, during Christmas Eve that year they sponge painted reindeer hoof prints all across the roof where we knew Santa to landed his sleigh.    This trick worked like a charm, perhaps even better than they dreamed, as I became an evangelist for Santa, spreading the news near and far:  he is real!  I have proof!   I must have believed for years thanks to those hoof prints.  That desire to have proof, to confirm what we hope as fact, fills the Bible as well.  We all know the story of Doubting Thomas, who demanded to see Jesus’ crucified hands and feet after the resurrection in order to believe.  But this happens long before Jesus resurrection as well.  Throughout the book of John we see Jesus’ identity as a miracle worker becoming apparent.  John is a book of signs, an account of both extravagant and practical miracles that revealed Jesus’ power and divinity and transformed those around him into faithful believers.  Cynics, agnostics and atheists may point to the lack of proof and evidence of a God for their doubts, but if we’re honest with ourselves, we’ve had moments of skepticism as well.  When prayers for a healing seem to fall on deaf ears, when a long period of joblessness leads to feelings of worthlessness and self doubt, when prayers for a restored relationship led to nothing, when a 3 year old boy wanders inexplicably into the cold in the middle of the night and later dies, when ISIS continues to massacre and terrorize Christians and non-Christians alike, we must admit that we too, like the disciples, need a sign of God’s presence.  Is God still a miracle worker, or did that only happen in the New Testament, during the days and times when Jesus himself walked the earth?    I would venture to guess that we’ve all had moments where we kept the faith even in spite of the doubt, suffering and chaos around us, but that there have also been moments when we’ve been pushed to the brink.  Why won’t God heal us, bring sweeping justice and peace to the world, and prevent inexplicable tragedies from happening?   Would it be so hard for the omnipotent God of all creation to send a miracle our way every once in a while, as a reminder that he’s still there, that he still cares?

Last week Shaun spoke about Jesus as the Living Water.  This morning, we’ll take a look at another facet of Jesus’ identity: the miracle worker.  The first miracle Jesus performs happens, of all places, at a wedding.  Jesus, his mother, and his disciples are all at a wedding party in Cana when the host runs out of wine.  Jesus’ mother encourages him to do something about it and, reluctantly, he does, transforming what amounts to 150 gallons of water into high quality wine.  The hosts are saved from shame and embarrassment, the chief steward is impressed by the hosts’ generosity, and the guests enjoy uninterrupted revelry and merriment.  Jewish weddings, it might be noted, were no simple dinner party but a seven-day wedding feast at the groom’s home.  You might think, as I have, that running out of wine at a party would certainly be a nuisance, but it’s a rather underwhelming occasion for Jesus to debut his talents as a miracle worker.  It wasn’t a life or death situation.  The miraculous result was surely beneficial to the hosts and their guests, but was it really necessary? Weren’t Jesus’ powers being undervalued or misused with such a mundane act?  Was it even worthy of Jesus’ attention at all?  For me, it’s reassuring that Jesus’ later miracles seem to have much greater significance and impact.   Soon after the party, Jesus heals the dying son of a royal official from afar, just by telling the desperate father “Go, your son will live.”  More and more people begin following Jesus because they hear of his healing powers with the sick and the dying.   Once, when a crowd of thousands gathers to hear him preach, he miraculously turns a few loaves and fishes into abundant food for thousands.  Later, Jesus gives sight to a man who was born blind, and perhaps most extraordinarily, in his final miracle in the Gospel of John, Jesus raises his friend Lazarus from the dead.  Surely these are acts worthy of God’s attention.  Surely these were miracles that were put to good use.

But here’s the thing.  Whether it was turning water into wine or bringing someone back from the dead, those who witnessed Jesus’ miraculous signs were transformed.  They saw and they believed.  They believed and then they shared the incredible news that Jesus the miracle worker, Jesus the Son of God, Jesus the Messiah they have been waiting for, has finally arrived.  You see, the Book of John refers to these miracles as “signs,” being performed not JUST for the benefit of those receiving them, but perhaps more importantly to teach us something about Jesus.  They are the workings of God for the purpose of bringing about belief.  And that is exactly what happens at the wedding of Cana.  It’s not part of today’s text, but the story of when Jesus calls his disciples immediately precedes this story.  As you well know, the disciples leave their humble homes, jobs, and their families, to follow Jesus. They go on faith, with little doubts and questions, suspecting Jesus to be the Messiah.  Perhaps Jesus knew that they needed more, that as they prepared for their ministries, they needed an extravagant and sure sign to hold onto.  That as they spread out across the land on their own, sharing the gospel near and far, they would be able to say without a shred of doubt: Yes, Jesus is the Messiah, Yes, we saw him perform miracles before our very eyes, yes, he is the true sign of God among us.  We have seen so that you can believe.  So in a way, this miracle is for the disciples.  It may have benefitted the host and his guests, but most people in the passage remain ignorant of the source of the wine.  In fact, most of them don’t even know a miracle happened at all.  The servants know what has happened, the steward is amazed, but the disciples they witness and are transformed.  

At the end of this story the disciples believe in Jesus.  And it may be true that the intention of this miracle is more important than the substance of the miracle.  But this event, it happened.  Jesus turned water into wine.  God could have chosen any event to introduce the disciples to Jesus’ miraculous powers.  God chose this, an ordinary and extraordinary, understated and extravagant act, to reveal his glory.  I believe that it’s the substance of this event and what that reveals about God that has the most relevance for us.   You see, all the images of Jesus that we are exploring this Lent, miracle worker, living water, bread of life, remind us that God cares about us right now, here in this life.  That we not go hungry, that we never thirst, that we experience abundance and joy, pleasure and happiness.  Prompted by his earthly mother, Jesus turned water into wine to point us to his heavenly Father, a God who loves to hear the laughter of people celebrating.  Yes, God desires service, faith, acts of justice, love and compassion, but he also desires that his children experience joy.  

After a year working as a missionary on the U.S. Mexico Border, I was in a rough place spiritually.  My eyes had been opened to the extent of pain, suffering and injustice in the world and my call as a Christian to respond.  When I left and began seminary in Georgia, the disconnect between those two worlds was unbearable.  I was unable to experience joy.  How could students, people studying to be pastors, for God’s sake, play tennis, go out for coffee, or do nothing on a Saturday when there were migrants dying in the desert to have a better life?  It was an exhausting, overwhelming, and ultimately life-draining state to be in.  I moved from compassion fatigue to anger and my calling to seek justice became an inescapable cage of bitterness, in which no one, not even myself, was worthy of grace.  It took over a year me to emerge from this unhealthy place, which I now know is a common experience for people serving in the mission field.  For me, Jesus’ miraculous sign came through a visit to an amusement park of all places.  On a day filled with whitewater rafting and rollercoasters, I surrendered my insufferable grief and soul crushing feeling of responsibility back to God, the only one who could really do anything about the world’s injustice anyway. It was a day or pure recreation and fun.  I finally gave myself permission to feel joy.   Through that experience, I recognized that God desired goodness and grace, joy and abundance for me too, just as he desired that for the people I served.  I never knew that healing could come in the form of a rollercoaster, but for me it did.  It was a sign just for me, just when I needed it and in a manner that was so commonplace, so mundane, so ordinary, that those around me saw it as just another day.  The sign at Cana tells us that Jesus served a God who puts joy into life, who thinks it’s a miracle to keep the party going as we celebrate two people getting married.  God does not want our faith or religion to be too holy to be happy in.  Throughout his life and ministry, Jesus celebrated people-people getting married, people being healed, people enjoying meals together.  Wherever he went Jesus proclaimed a God of mercy and peace and joy.  This joyous feast at Cana is still a sign to the church that we are to rejoice in the people of God and to share the amazing good news of grace with the world.  This news is especially welcome to hear during the season of Lent, but also for us personally.  It helps us to remember that even Lent leads us to the most joyful, extravagant, miraculous event of all: the resurrection of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.   It reassures us that even when we are walking through a dark or dry season in our own lives, God’s final word is abundant and joyful life.  Whenever you wonder where God is in your life, whenever you wonder where the signs of God’s presence are that we so desperately need, remember this Jesus’ very first miracle and know that what it reveals about God is still true.  That this event was a worthy miracle because it manifested the glory of God-the very God who wants even now for the community of faith to celebrate life in all its wonder, extravagance and joy.  Now that is a God worthy of belief.  Amen.  

