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6th January 2008                                             

Aware of Miracles

Isaiah 60. 1-6, John 2.1-11
The morning after the wedding at Cana, Joseph awoke with a hangover.  Mary fussed around him, full of sympathy 

while he held his head in his hands and moaned.  “Oh I must have drunk too much wine, my head feels terrible”, 

“Oh poor Joseph what can I do for you?”  “Bring me a glass of water, that will make me feel better, but whatever you do, don’t let the lad get at it”.

In 1st Century Judea, weddings were a big deal.  The whole village would be invited, and the wedding feast could last for several days, the quality and quantity of food and wine were really important, and your social reputation was made by a good wedding, But if something went wrong it brought shame and disgrace on the family;  and also the superstitious fear that the couple’s marriage wouldn’t be happy or fruitful either.

At this particular wedding in Cana the unthinkable happened … the wine ran out. So Mary asks Jesus to help, 
you can almost imagine the weary look on Jesus’ face “Dear woman, why do you involve me?”  Why? What was she expecting?  He had probably performed many miracles, not publicly perhaps, but Mary knew what he could do.

But Jesus was reluctant to perform a public miracle at this stage.  He says “My time has not yet come.”  Jesus knew that a miracle now, was going to be the beginning of the end, his miracles, as well as his teaching, would ultimately lead to his death.  But Mary doesn’t take “no” for an answer, like most mothers she had her ways of making things happen and we get a glimpse of her character.   Instead of arguing with him … she just quietly turns to the waiters and says: “Do whatever he tells you”.  

Are there miracles today?  Some people still wouldn’t believe no matter what happened in front of their eyes.  
For them it’s easier to say “I don’t believe in miracles” than to risk uncertainty.  Because if you believe, then what?  What will be asked of you?  Will you have to change as a person?   Will you have to break with old habits?  Will you have to do something for God?  It’s probably easier in the short run to shake your head and decide it is less trouble to be sceptical, to take no risks, to look after No 1 and not bother. 
Isaiah says:  
“Arise, shine, for your light has come … 
Lift up your eyes and look about you …
        
Then you will see and be radiant,

your heart will throb and swell with joy”. (60:1, 5)
Being a Christian is looking up, it’s exuberant and joyful and selfless and thrilling, its about branching out and taking risks.  We don’t walk along in the dark, hugging the wall, fearing the unknown and expecting the worst, we extend ourselves, come out into the light and say, “bring it on!”  We celebrate the unknown future, the mystery, the joy of answered prayer, and radiant eternal life, lived in the here and now.
As Christians, our faith is based on God’s love for us and the miracles that Jesus showed us, and continues to show us today.  Turning water into wine was just the first public miracle, but it was followed by healings: 
the blind saw, the deaf could hear, the lame could walk, leap and dance for joy, lepers were cured, epileptics were healed, and the insane rendered in their right mind.  (We offer prayer for healing today during communion).
Jesus raised people from the dead, he fed 5,000 people from one small picnic, he enabled huge catches of fish, he calmed the storm and walked on water. And of course the greatest miracle of all: Easter day.  
In miracles heaven is opened and the transforming power of God’s love bursts into the present world.  It’s no good trying to pretend that the things that Jesus did (that are reported in the Gospels), didn’t happen.  In fact presumably there are many more things that Jesus did, that were not reported in the gospels.  Atheists would have us believe 
that these stories are just pleasant but imaginary legends things that didn’t actually happen but which just illustrate some supposedly deeper “spiritual” truth.  
The whole point of miracles is that they are moments when the barrier between earth and heaven is lowered.  They are moments when events on earth are changed by heaven’s touch, moments when we see God’s love in action, events which point the way from earth to a heavenly reality, moments that we know still happen today.

We don’t know how many people knew what had happened on that day at Cana, certainly the master of the banquet didn’t know, at least initially, but the ordinary servants did.  Most people probably only knew later on.
When the disciples knew, they began to realise that Jesus was not just a man of words, the words that had drawn them to him, he has he was also a man of action.  First they believed because of what he said, now they believed because of what he did.  John says, “Jesus thus revealed his glory, and his disciples put their faith in him”.

Now we must continue to embrace those Biblical accounts as the wild, uncensored, passionate stories they are, 
of ordinary people like us, experiencing the living God.  And we can continue to experience his miracles every day, 
perhaps we don’t always see them at the time, but when we look back we see God at work in the ordinary, the every day, the commonplace.  We also see Him where we expect to see him, in answered prayer, in sunsets and rainbows and frosty mornings, in the whole glorious riot of nature; or simply in the lives of people around us.

This is the time of year when I have already broken my New Year’s resolutions.  I read somewhere that it’s easier if we only make one, and be determined to stick to it.  Apparently we are more likely to succeed if we are not too ambitious.  Well perhaps I should do that…  (Maybe that will be my resolution next year!)  But I think I take the scatter-gun approach, making lots of resolutions in the hope that I will succeed in one.  Also they are always pretty much the same. Go to bed earlier, get up earlier, eat more vegetables, drink more water, take more exercise…well… you get my drift ..no fun at all…  and it lasts for about a week when I return to being the slobby person I was to begin with.  I think that making a resolution or two isn’t a bad idea though.  The best resolutions are very vague, “be nicer to people”, “pray more” and so on are sort of standard every year… and seem to work.  

It’s also quite good to have a review of the year just past, like they do in the media, all those quizzes and programmes devoted to looking back, trying to see common themes, and taking stock of the year just finishing, 
I do that: … “What mistakes have I made?”,  “What was OK… but could have been better?”, “What worked well?”… and so on.  For years now I have kept, what’s rather grandly called a “Spiritual Journal”, in my case it isn’t grand at all… its just a book with my ramblings in it.  
But there’s is a section at the back for prayers prayed on January 1st each year, like an annual snapshot of my ordinary prayer diary.  It’s interesting looking back over a whole year, over five, ten and fifteen years, and seeing all the prayers that have been answered, and putting a tick by them. …. Very satisfactory, and to see over the years the overwhelming number of prayers that really have been answered, and sometimes more than answered, answered with lavish generosity, far beyond my expectation.  Now that’s what I call a miracle…. Not dramatic, or obvious, or spectacular at the time, but there, solidly, year after year, prayers that I had thought impossible, prayers I had almost given up on.  If I look at my weekly prayer list it is sometimes a bit discouraging, I can’t always see the light at the end of the tunnel.  But looking back in retrospect each January… WOW.
I don’t know but perhaps the disciples had weeks where nothing much seemed to be happening, and it was only later when they thought of particular events that they thought … WOW.
Isaiah said “Open your eyes and look about you…”  (60:4).  
God is constant, faithful, always present, always there;  we are the ones who occasionally show up.  But when we do He can transform us and our prayers from water into wine.  He takes our ordinary-ness and makes us special… 
if only we let him, if only we are obedient to him.  When he asked the servants to fill the jars with water, they didn’t say “well we would rather not”, they did as they were told, and so they were involved in the miracle, not just a few bottles of any old wine, but 450 bottles of the very best wine.  Jesus lets the servants take their part, they do their bit. 
When we look back over a year we notice that we all have disappointments and failures in life, sometimes recurring ones.  And perhaps in thinking about this story, we might bear Mary’s words in mind, “Do whatever he tells you”.  
Our prayers can be very self-centered we tell God what we want and what we think, but sometimes the best is listening prayer, when we are asking Him what He wants and what He thinks, and then … being obedient to him.
This year let’s show up, let’s experience the joy of believing in miracles and noticing the daily miracle that is our own lives, the joy of being able to pray ambitious prayers, and having those prayers answered.  Each new year is like an unopened present, we don’t know what the future holds, thank goodness it is always a surprise.  
We could view this unknown gift with fear and suspicion, or we can launch forward towards new plans, with the optimism of our faith, looking forward to seeing new possibilities, and good things in ordinary places.  As Robin said last week, we must be observers of God’s work in the world around us, looking at what He is doing:  in the world, in your life, and in the church …… and offering to join in. 
May God give you the eyes of hope as you look at this new year.  May you search for, and see, the miracles around you, and find the treasure that is His love. 
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