
 
 

  
Sermon for Sunday, January 20, 2019 

 

GRACE AND TRUTH 
 
 After having celebrated just a few weeks ago the fullness of the feast of Christmas, and having revisited 
the Gospel accounts of the shepherds, the angels, the manger, and the kings, today the Lectionary 
interrupts the narrative with a story from John’s Gospel about a wedding in the little village of Cana, 
about nine miles northwest of Nazareth where Jesus grew up. 
 Now John’s Gospel, we all know, is different—very different.  There is no account of the birth of Jesus 
at all, but rather a poetic prologue about his origin, declaring that Jesus is the One through whom all 
things were made, that he is the Word of God made flesh, that he is light and life, that his own people to 
whom he came failed to recognize him as their Messiah, but to those who did he gave power to become 
beloved children of God.  And from his fullness, proclaims John, we have all received, grace upon grace.   
 Then suddenly, after clarifying the role of John the Baptist, and Jesus calling a few disciples, we are at a 
wedding.  Seriously?  I mean, shouldn’t the story of Jesus’ ministry begin with teaching in the synagogue, 
or with healing someone, like it does in the other Gospels?  But no, not in John’s Gospel.  In John’s 
Gospel the ministry of Jesus begins—somewhat reluctantly it would appear—at a wedding.  And for his 
first act of ministry, and for the first sign of his Lordship that convinces his new disciples that he really is 
God’s Beloved, he doesn’t provide the food, or perform the ceremony, or say anything remotely profound.  
No, Jesus anonymously provides the wine for the reception—yeah, from water no less—but still, the first 
act of the Messiah is to bring the booze, so the wedding party doesn’t collapse in a heap.  This Gospel is 
different all right, really different. 
 I remember years ago when my father, a pastor, was in the hospital for surgery in Binghamton, New 
York.  Some kind parishioner brought him a gift of a bottle of wine to be consumed later when he was 
feeling better.  But my mother, after she had visited, was tasked with surreptitiously taking it home.  She 
dropped it in the hallway, of course, and broken glass and red wine went everywhere.  She could almost 
see the headlines.  “Pastor’s wife caught smuggling wine into the hospital!”  “Pastor and wife boozing it 
up in his hospital room.”  It wasn’t for a wedding at least.  But I don’t think anything like this is what 
John had in mind when he began his Gospel with this event in the life of Jesus. 
 The problem at the wedding in Cana was straightforward.  The bridegroom, who was hosting this 
shindig for the whole village, was unknowingly, running out of wine.  Without it, the celebration of a new 
covenant relationship between bride and groom, and the conviviality of a village feasting in joy over this 
new relationship between families, and the acknowledgement of the gift of life and love from God, was 
going to come to a sudden, and embarrassing halt.  So Jesus—well no, it’s not Jesus, it’s his mother who 
steps in and says, “Son! They’re running out of wine.  Do something!”  And though Jesus replies 
reluctantly, his mother—who, by the way, remains nameless throughout John’s Gospel—is confident that 
he will come through.  And sure enough, he does.  Six huge water jars are turned into wine—really good 
wine—and the celebration of life and love is saved. 
 Now it’s always a bit misguided to try and explain a narrative.  Most stories are best just told, and this 
one is no exception.  But we do need some help connecting to this miracle, because the context in which 
we hear it is a bit different, and the setup for this story’s meaning is earlier, when John declares at the end 
of his prologue that “The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus 
Christ.”  And it is Jesus who makes God known. 
 The law was given through Moses.  Paul referred to the law as a custodian for Israel; it was meant to 
keep them safe and secure until the Messiah came and replaced it with unbridled love, life, and 
abundance.  That’s what laws do.  In the absence of love, they frame proper behavior, restrict self and 
selfish indulgence, keep us safe, and keep us relatively secure.  But laws are, by nature, restrictive.  They 



 
 

place limits on behavior, in order to protect the common good.  Think speed limits, gun safety, and border 
security, to name a few.  How shall the law keep us safe? 
 But what we need to hear today, and what Israel needed to hear from God’s son, is that law is a response 
to scarcity.  Whenever we don’t have enough, we use the law to protect what we have.  It’s a legitimate 
use, by the way.  We need law, but only because we don’t have enough.  So we need law to protect our 
investments, because despite what we have; it’s never enough.  So we need law to curb the rapacious 
appetites of others, because despite what they have; it’s never enough.  And we need law to keep us pure, 
and holy, and sinless, and undefiled, because even though we have God’s promise of unconditional and 
everlasting love; it isn’t enough either.  The archetypal anxiety of our age, of every age, and of humankind 
in general, is that there just isn’t enough.  Scarcity drives us nuts, because we want it all, and we want it 
all of course, not for everyone, but for ourselves.  And when all we want is what we need and desire for 
ourselves, we need a custodian, a curb, a limit on our appetites, and we call that law. 

For the people of Israel, the law was given through Moses.  And the underlying message was 
simple.  Abide by the law, and things will go well for you.  But fail to abide by the law, and there is going 
to be hell to pay.  And that all started when Adam ate the apple, and we have been dealing with the 
awareness of scarcity and limitations ever since.  And the law just never proves to be a very good 
custodian, because humankind is always looking for a way around it, for a way to beat it, for a way to get 
all the good stuff for ourselves anyway. 

John declares, that though the law was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus 
Christ.  Grace and truth.  Grace is love, God’s love.  It’s forgiving love, unconditional love, fill you up to 
the brim love, never abandon you love, more than you ever dreamed possible love, give up my life for my 
friends love, die on the cross for you love, all you ever need love, everlasting eternal life love.  That’s 
what grace is.  And truth?  Truth is Jesus.  Truth is knowing that Jesus is God’s beloved, that he is the 
Word made flesh, that he is the incarnate presence of God, and that he is the way and the life.  And John 
tells us that if you just believe that, and I mean really believe it, you will never suffer from anxiety again.  
You will never fear scarcity, because you will lack for nothing.  You will be full, full of God’s glory. 

What John was and is trying to get across is this: we need law because we are afraid: of running 
out, of not having enough, of being unable to curb our selfish desires, or of the person who lives next 
door, and therefore we are afraid of our neighbor.  But if we follow the way of Christ, who is grace and 
truth, we will no longer need the law.  We will be full, and the celebration of life and love will never end.  
In short, we need law because what we lack is love.  But when we wed ourselves to God, we never lack 
love, and when the day comes that we love our neighbor as we love ourselves, the law will no longer be 
needed, and neither locks on our doors, or video doorbells, or speed limits, or guns, or a wall for border 
security. 

At the wedding party in Cana, when the wine of conviviality, celebration, and joy was running 
out, that is, when there wasn’t enough, Jesus took the water jars used by the guests for the rites of 
purification, for washing themselves clean as the law required, and turned those instruments of the law 
into the overflowing and unending fine wine of grace and truth.  Jesus saved the feast.  But let us also take 
note, that he did so at his mother’s behest.  She saw the problem and implored him to do something about 
it, not because she was afraid of scarcity, but because she knew, before anyone else did, that grace and 
truth abounded in her son. 

We too know in whom grace and truth abounds, and we have tasted the fine wine of salvation.  
Our part in the drama of the wedding between God and humankind, is to call upon Jesus when we are in 
need, and when we see a need like his mother did, and to testify that Jesus can, and will, save the feast. 
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