
 
  
 
 “I need a drink.” 
 
 I’ve heard that line, or something like it, at weddings. The bride whose father 
hadn’t spoken to his brother, her uncle, in twenty years, and now they are together at the 
wedding, standing at opposite ends of the venue, refusing even to look at one another. 
 
 “I need a drink,” she says. 
 
 The mother of the groom who summons me back to the dressing area where the 
best man is lying on the couch, having had a bit too much fun the night before, very sick, 
and the ceremony begins in thirty minutes. 
 
 “I need a drink.” 
 
 Or the time I was sitting at a table in the reception after the ceremony and a group 
of people I didn’t know sat opposite me. One of the women said, “That poem you read, 
about love, that was the most beautiful poem I’ve ever heard. I want that at my wedding. 
Did you write it?” The poem she was referring to was 1 Corinthians 13. 
 
 And now I need a drink. 
 
 Weddings have a way of doing that. There are back stories in most weddings, the 
hidden dramas that can make or break them, depending on how they are handled. In 
Cana, Jesus and his mother and disciples are attending a wedding and are thrust into a 
dramatic back story of their own. Who is to say why Mary gets involved? Maybe she 
knows the family well and doesn’t want them to be embarrassed. Maybe one of the 
servants is in a panic and she overhears. Whatever the reason, she whispers in Jesus’ ear 
the words that can kill a wedding party – “They’ve run out of wine.” 
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 Now if I was at a wedding with my mother and she whispered that to me, I would 
think either she’s sharing some juicy gossip or warning me that we need to get out of 
there. No wine, no party.  
 
 No wine, no party. That’s how it was in the first century. Weddings were a big 
deal. The hosts were expected to show hospitality as a sign of honor for the families. To 
run out of wine was to risk shame. All of that is true.  
 
 But Jesus seems not to care, really, about any of that. He says as much. “Woman, 
what does that have to do with us?” It’s not that he thinks she should mind her own 
business. It’s that the time is wrong. “My time has not come.”  
 
 And the story gets stranger. She doesn’t really ask Jesus to do anything. She just 
tells him what is happening. After he shuts her down, she ignores what he says and tells 
the servants to do whatever he tells them. But wait, didn’t he just tell her he didn’t want 
to get involved, that it wasn’t his time yet? Even so, he tells the servants to fill six stone 
jars to the rim with water, about thirty gallons worth. 
 
 It is at that moment, when Jesus turns the water into the equivalence of nine 
hundred bottles of fine wine, that we begin to sense this story is about so much more than 
a wine supply chain crisis.  
 
 It is a sign – the first sign. In John’s Gospel, there will be seven signs, all 
associated with miracles. From the healing of the sick to the feeding of multitudes, to 
this, turning water into wine, all the signs point not to the miracle, but to the glory of 
Jesus, which is the glory of God. But this is the first sign. It anticipates all the others. 
 
 What it reveals is the extravagance, the abundance, of God’s grace. God’s glory is 
precisely God’s grace, poured out for all. It is sheer gift, like water turned to wine. It is 
incarnational. John’s Gospel begins by saying “the Word became flesh and lived among 
us.” The sign is a celebration of everything that makes life meaningful – “community, 
hospitality, meals, family, celebration.” All those things come together in this story, and 
this sign is God’s blessing on these gifts. 
 
 From the beginning, the church was associated with shared meals and the 
celebration of life. Jesus himself was accused of being a “wine-bibber and a glutton” 
because of his habit of gathering around food and drink. Let’s face it – Jesus loved a good 
party. A party is a celebration of life, of the goodness of life, the joy of togetherness, the 
receiving and giving of hospitality. Wherever Jesus was, there was flourishing, there 
were thriving relationships, there was joy and wonder. 



 A few weeks ago we celebrated Nancy, Lucy, and Margaret, our cooks here at First 
Presbyterian. Whenever they provided a meal here on Wednesday evenings, or after 
weddings, or for a family after a funeral, it was an invitation to celebrate not only their 
good Southern cooking, but one another. They were facilitating the Body of Christ at 
table, where laughter and tears, playing and studying, celebrating and grieving all comes 
together into a sign, as sure as the one in Cana, of the glory of God.  
 
 The servants in Cana know what has happened. They were probably about to be in 
trouble when the wine runs out. The steward is shocked. But notice that when he 
confronts the bridegroom with the fact that the good wine has been saved for last, the 
bridegroom doesn’t correct him. He lets the steward believe this is his doing, and the 
servants – who know what has happened – also know their place. They remain silent. 
Jesus’ mother remains silent. Jesus’ disciples are silent. It is left to John, the narrator, to 
tell us that the disciples believe in him. They know the source of the abundance. They 
have seen the sign. 
 
 I’ve been hearing it from a lot of you recently – “I need a drink.” Just when we 
seemed to be emerging from the pandemic, more and more people eating in restaurants, 
traveling to visit family, having parties, right over the Thanksgiving break we heard 
about Omicron. We had been seeing pre-pandemic attendance at church, folks getting 
excited about gathering for Christmas parties, Wednesday Night Live was picking up, 
Wilson Hall once again alive with the sounds of eating and playing, singing and 
celebrating, and it all had to stop – again.  
 
 I hear the statistics that our children and youth in this county are facing significant 
mental health challenges and I know many of you feel you are at your wit’s end. It has 
been a tough going on two years now. I understand that we all need a drink. 
 
 Yet amid all this, you have not stopped being the church, you have continued to 
look for the signs, knowing that our Lord is faithful. You have walked alongside one 
another, sharing friendship in Christ, laughing with those who laugh and weeping with 
those who weep. You have lifted your voices in worship, whether on a screen or 
distanced in the Sanctuary with masks, offering your lives as a witness to God’s grace. 
And you have given of yourselves to this community, so that the most vulnerable among 
us, for whom this pandemic can be an existential threat, do not face it alone. The 
homeless and hungry, the grieving and isolated, all have been touched and transformed 
by your faithfulness.  
 
  
 



 Right before the pandemic took hold, we were in Beirut, Lebanon. We had no idea 
what would transpire in just a few more weeks, but it is nothing like the devastation that 
has occurred in Lebanon, with their currency devalued, a massive explosion, and 
continual political unrest on the verge of violence. And yet, because we made those new 
friends, we are able to join our prayers to theirs in ways that would have been impossible 
before.  
 
 At this moment, some of our members are in Alabama, coming to understand more 
fully the Civil Rights movement we honor this MLK Week, determined to be part of the 
solution to our ongoing racial reckoning in this country.  
 
 You have not stopped being the church, the source of the abundant grace of God.  
 

You have seen the water turned to wine, you have tasted the grace of God in Jesus 
Christ, and you have believed, you have trusted, in he who walks alongside us, in the one 
who saves the best for last. 
 
 Many of you knew Jeanne Pritchard. She came to our congregation late in her life 
and very soon became homebound. Many of you came to know her through visiting her, 
taking Communion, calling her during COVID to check in, caring for her. And all of you 
who were fortunate enough to do so came away saying that you felt better after visiting 
her because she cared for you, ministered to you, and most of all, inspired you. Jeanne’s 
faith was contagious and profound. She believed with all she had that God was as near to 
her as her next breath. In times of trouble and confusion, she wasn’t afraid to, as she said, 
shake God by the lapels. After all, if God was that near to her, God already knew how she 
felt.  
 
 It was that faith that was so captivating to everyone who visited. She was the one 
who, when trying to remember who someone was who had called her from the church, 
after saying she was old and her memory not so good, said, “Let’s just call them Jesus.”  
 
 I knew the effect she had on all of us, and on her family. But I did not know how 
wide her influence ranged. It was only after she died that I learned she received a 
personal shipment of sherry every week from Red Dog Wine and Liquor. And she would 
talk to the young men who brought it, welcoming them into her little apartment with the 
joyous hospitality we all knew. One time, as they were leaving, they asked if they could 
take her photo. They wanted to put her picture in the store, right behind the counter, on 
the top shelf, because, they said, she was a “top shelf” person.  
 



 I had been in Red Dog a few times. It is our go-to place. But I had never looked up. 
Had I, I would have seen our sister Jeanne, smiling down from the top shelf. You just 
never know where the sign is going to show up. 
 
 It never fails. No matter the back story, no matter how many times someone has 
said to me, “I need a drink,” when the couple stands before the congregation, right hands 
clasped, and vow to love one another no matter what, a reflection of the love of God, all 
the headaches fade away, the congregation gleams with hope and joy, it’s like the wine is 
poured, the best saved for last. May it be so for us and for this thirsty world. Amen. 
 
  


