24 January 2021; Epiphany 3

Week of prayer for Christian Unity

Genesis 14: 17-20; Revelation 19: 6-10

John 2: 1-11

1.
More lockdown – when will it end?
This week I took services in Stanley Wilson Care Home, and although most of the residents seemed quite cheerful, I was reminded of the comment made to me by a resident many years ago, saying: ‘it’s not much of a life, is it?’ For those in already reduced circumstances and now indeed for all of us to a greater or lesser extent, the opportunities to enjoy life have decreased in the past year, and now we may feel that nothing ever changes, and perhaps that nothing ever will, despite the hope given by the vaccine.
2.
God can change things

The message of our readings today is that, if we let Him, God can change things – even the most apparently intractable situations. Not always within the timescale we would like, or in the way that we would choose, but God can change things. This message is apparent in the readings we heard.
I am not going to spend long on that first reading from Genesis, but it is part of the long story of the growing relationship between Abraham (or Abram at this point) and God, during which Abram is led by God and tested by God and eventually learns to trust him. God works with him and on him to the point where Abraham becomes the Father of a new people. God gradually changes him.
Then in our gospel reading we heard of the first miracle performed by Jesus when he turned the water to wine at a wedding. It was a community event – Jesus was there with his mother and his friends. Of course the customs at weddings in the Middle East differ from our own – both then in Jesus’ time and now – but we can still easily imagine the scene from our own experience. Everyone was having a good time – at least, until the wine ran out. This incident is unusual – it is only mentioned in one gospel, and gives us a rare glimpse of what you might describe as an aspect of the ‘ordinary life’ of Jesus in the community. It reminds us that his life was much like ours – not all teachings or miracles, but also inviting and being invites, relaxing with his friends. It is a homely incident – even the miracle itself touches us as we can all identify with the crisis of running out of wine! Indeed, the church recalls this incident at every marriage conducted today, when we remember in the words of the marriage service that the institution of marriage itself was blessed by the presence of Jesus. So this incident is one that links our lives today with his life 2000 years ago. But why does the gospel writer include it in his account?

John has none of the stories of the birth of Jesus, and none of the parables – in other words, few of the elements of the Christian faith that are so familiar to us. His concern throughout is with demonstrating who Jesus is – God himself. The first verses of John’s gospel – familiar because they are read every Christmas – set out his agenda: ‘In the beginning was the Word…the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory…’ It is in the gospel of John that Jesus speaks of his divine role with his disciples. And the book is structured around seven ‘signs’ that show who Jesus is. The first of these ‘signs’ is the one we heard today – changing the water to wine at the wedding feast. The last is the raising of Lazarus from the dead. Each is followed by elaboration on the deeper meaning. There is a progression in these signs: from an almost private and certainly understated event at the wedding, to an event that caused so much public controversy and threat that John paints it as the event that led to the death of Jesus. At this, the first sign, few were aware of what had happened, but we are told that ‘his disciples believed in him’. Can you see the link between John’s gospel and this season of Epiphany, when we focus on the ways in which the truth about Jesus was progressively revealed?

In both our readings then, change comes from the actions of God – over time in the first case, and quietly through Jesus in the second. In each, the starting point is something or someone commonplace– a wandering nomadic leader without heirs and then water – that most commonplace yet essential substance. God takes ordinary, everyday people and things and brings out of them something new and extraordinary. 
To add to the readings that we heard is another, for tomorrow (25 January) the church remembers the conversion of St Paul who experienced change of a much more dramatic kind: One moment he was persecuting the early Church – the next he has joined them and will become their foremost advocate. It happened literally in a flash, on the road to Damascus. This story is one that has become iconic – we speak of a ‘road to Damascus’ experience to describe times when we ourselves might suddenly ‘see the light’. 

3.
Does God change things now?
So does God change things now, and what might it mean to say this? Surely the big change we are all waiting and hoping for will come through the vaccine, which has been the result of science and human endeavour, not divine interaction? Most of us would not sign up to the idea that the current pandemic is punishment from God, so how can we say that we look to God to change our lives? Surely we are not expecting a sudden miracle? Where does God come into it?
For me, God comes into it through the actions of ordinary human beings. It is in the kindness of friends and neighbours, and of overworked nurses and doctors that I see God at work today. Even in the dramatic stories we heard, there were ordinary people who acted in accordance with God’s leading and without whom the incredible changes would not have happened. In the story of the conversion of St Paul, there is a man called Ananias who is willing – when asked by God - to visit the man he sees as his persecutor to bring healing and welcome. Without Ananias and his courage and willingness to be used by God, the story would have been very different. In the account of the changing of water to wine, Mary, the mother of Jesus is involved, as are the servants at the feast. All do as Jesus tells them. And so must we, if things are to change – in our own lives and in our world. 
‘It’s not much of a life, is it?” These words might be spoken by someone facing deteriorating health and capacity; by a person struggling to make ends meet financially, by a young mother desperately trying to cope with home schooling four children. For some, life seems so empty that the temptation to end it becomes too much. But perhaps we all sometimes have that feeling. We need to look at what would make a difference to how we perceive our lives, even if we cannot always change our actual circumstances. We have all met people in identical circumstances who see only good. This is not just a matter of luck – whether we are people who see the world as half full or half empty – it is also a matter of resolve. God can change our mind-set – our hearts and attitudes.
And through us he can make a concrete difference to other people. Although our news bulletins are full of bad news, they also tell of individuals who are doing just that in the middle of this pandemic, even if they simply see their kindness as driven by human concern, not by God. 

4.
This needs our involvement

For any of this to happen, we need to be involved with each other and open to God’s working through us. In each of the stories of change from the Bible, God uses human beings. Are we open to listen to God when he speaks to us, and when he challenges us to work with him to bring change? Sometimes we are prompted to do things that are hard, but which feel to us to be right. We cannot do it alone, but in his power, all things are possible.

As Christians we believe that although our own efforts are important, and although much good can be done in the world through goodwill, this is not enough. It needs the power of God’s love working through us as human beings to see what change is needed and to give us the resources and fuel for the task. Too often we do not know what will make a difference in a given situation, and we cannot see the big picture. Our horizons are limited to our own life span and by our own capacity. But we have a deeper well to draw upon as we seek to do good. And we have the assurance that God can use our efforts even when they seem to be very small or even in vain. Like the servants drawing gallons and gallons of water for no apparent reason at all, and like Ananias who had the courage to visit a man whom he had every reason to fear, we too can serve God in our own time.


Amen
Songs of thankfulness and praise 
Dear Lord and Father of Mankind
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