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"On the third day there was a marriage at Cana in Galilee . . . "  (Jn  2:1). 
 
Although the life of Faith is not linear . . . it can only be lived in a linear mode.  Today 
follows yesterday . . . and tomorrow will not come until today is finished.  The third day 
comes only after the second . . . we live, minute after minute, by the clock. 
 
We speak of the Six Days of Creation . . . and the seventh - the day God rested . . . follows 
those first six (Gen 1).  Like a child learning to count, that numerical sequence is reiterated 
again and again until it gets integrated into the memory system of every person of faith . . .  
and the events of those six days become part of our DNA.   
 
      Day 1:  Light/Dark 
      Day 2:  Heaven/Earth . . .  
      
and so on through land and water, sun/moon and stars . . . through living creatures and 
humankind. 
 
Then . . . in daily sequence . . . Sabbath. 
 
The Gospel of John . . . known as the Gospel of signs . . . has within it four verses which 
contain that singular phrase:  "the next day"  (Jn 1:29, 1:35, 1:43, 12:12).  Luke (9:37) and 
Matthew (27:62) each have one "Next day" verse . . . and the book of  The Acts of The 
Apostles contains 7 references to "the next day" or "until the morrow":  (Acts 4:3; 16:11; 
20:15; 21:8; 25:6; 27:3; 28:13). 
 
We also have 40 days aboard Noah's Ark, plus a few more to get the mud dried out and 
some shrubs growing (Gen 8:8ff) . . . day-by-day events on Sinai (Ex 19) . . . 40 days in the 
wilderness Mt 4, Lk 4) . . . the Seven Days of Purification to ready one's self for the Day of 
the Lord (Lev 14:8-9) . . . references to "In that Day" (Isa 7:17-20) . . . while many others 
speak of "The Day of the Lord" (I Thess 5:1-11) . . . Paul's Damascus Road experience, 
followed by his three days of blindness (Acts 9:1-9) . . . Daniel's days in the fiery furnace 
and the lion's den (Dl 3:19, 6:16ff). . . "sufficient to the day is the evil thereof" (Mt 6:34).  
 
Together with many timely, linear ways to identify events . . . "in the year that King Uzziah 
died . . ."  (Isa 6:1).  "Quirinius was governor of (Lk 2:1ff) . . ." Elizabeth's sixth month of 
pregnancy (Lk 1:26) . . . followed by:  "When the time came for her to be delivered" . . .  
(Lk 2:6).  
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Life, and the life of faith, can only be lived day by day . . . lived in linear fashion  
. . . tomorrow simply will not come until today has ended, no matter how often we, or our 
children, try to force an issue . . .  getting an allowance early or lying about one's age to 
enlist in the army . . . or wanting, in vain and against all odds, to open an early Christmas 
present. 
And we sing the popular song:  "Day by day, three things I pray" (Robin Lamont), as well as 
the hymn:  "Day by day, they mercies, Lord, attend me"  (Caroline Sandell Berg). 
 
The pressure is often on to shorten the time between now and then . . . to spend less time in 
the hospital than the doctor advises . . . or to magically diminish the seven days . . . or is it a 
week? . . .  to get over a cold.  However, saying so does not make it happen. 
 
If this seems elementary and frivolous, consider how often we say,  "I just can't wait until . . 
." or "are we there yet?"   
 
We can only live life . . . and we can only live faith . . . linearly . . . one day at a time.  By 
the clock.  No amount of magical thinking can make it otherwise.  Not even the president's 
daily lies will change this reality into fake news. 
 
However . . . we experience the life of faith in a non-linear fashion.  Faith has its ups and 
downs . . . its forwards and reverses . . . the life of faith is a topsy-turvy event of joys and 
sorrows . . . of hopes dreamed and hopes dashed . . . of absolute certainty mixed with 
absolute confusion.  Linnea Wong, potterer extraordinaire, describes throwing pottery 
simply as "one glorious mistake after another."  Which I see as a parable of living faithfully.  
An "aha" moment today likely took root anywhere from a few days to a few years ago.  
And, at that time, the event might well have been interpreted as a mistake.  Even, perhaps, 
a sin. 
 
Peg Carlson-Hoffman, co-director with her husband, of Holden Village, writes about Hal 
Taussig, retired pastor and former prof at Union Theological Seminary.   In his self-
introduction at Holden, Taussig stated:  "I just love it when things fall apart."  Things at 
Holden had been falling apart for a few years, given the remediation work, which put 
Holden on hold for more than two years.  Peg was, therefore, not too impressed with 
Taussig's enthusiasm until she remembered the rest from Hal:  "I love it when things fall 
apart because it always leads to something new."   
 
Peg continues:  "We can never get to the new without the discomfort of the chaos.  When 
we cling, clutch and hold on to the old thoughts, institutions, ideas, relationships, etc., we 
keep the new at bay.  Holding loving space for the crumbling can help us not only deal 
with the loss, but the loss can help us find hope in a new way"  (Holden Village Voice,  
Winter, 2018-19, page 2). 
 
 
While serving as the mission developer of what is now Lutheran Church of the Resurrection 
in Roseville, there were days that I was absolutely convinced that the only two persons who 
wanted this thing to be planted and grow were God and me.  Most of the time I wasn't at all 
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sure if God wanted that church.  Which left me on my own to wallow in the mud of my 
despair.  50 years later I discovered that God had not abandoned me . . . not at all . . .  
I, arrogantly, filled with doubt, had wandered away from God.  The church was planted and 
grew because of, and in spite of, my waffling anxiety and fear.  The life of faith includes 
doubt and question.  The life of faith includes upsetting the status quo.  The life of faith 
questions the common wisdom.  (Bonhoefer:  "Who am I?  They mock me, these lonely 
questions of mine."   Mother Theresa:  Diaries, read posthumously, indicated many, many 
long dark nights of her soul.). 
 
We have just come through the Christmas Season . . . consider the many moments of 
confusion and uncertainty: 
 
Gabriel came to Mary:  "Hail, O favored one, the Lord is with you."  "And Mary was 
greatly troubled at the saying and considered in her mind what sort of greeting this might 
be."   
(Lk 1:28ff).  If this text had been written today, Mary's response might well have been 
"Whaddaya talking about?  Am I on Candid Camera?" 
 
After the shepherds left the barn, Mary was left to ponder . . . "I wonder what all this 
means?"  (Lk 2:19).  The answer came to her years later, but not until after she was 
confused again:  "Know you not that I must be in my Father's temple?"  (Lk 2:41-52).  
Today we ask the question:  "What Child is this?"  And, theologically, we already know the 
answer even as we sing the question. 
 
Then, back to living linearly:  At the end of eight days, when he was circumcised, he was 
called Jesus . . ." (Lk 2:21). Which derives from Yehoshua, meaning "Yahweh is Salvation."   
 
The one who proclaimed many times "Fear not" is the one whose parents, out of fear for his 
life and in obedience to the prompting of another angel, ran off to Egypt for a time of R&R 
in the safety of anonymity.  (Mt 2:13ff). 
 
Fast forward to anguish in prayer, asking three times:  "Father if it be possible, let this cup 
be taken from me . . . “(Mt 26:39ff; Lk 22:39ff). 
 
Which brings us to 150 gallons of water/wine.  The writer gives no clue as to where the 
water came from.  There may have been a drinking fountain nearby, powered by a reservoir 
or stream . . . I'm quite sure there were no hoses attached to a faucet . . . how long would it 
have taken how many servants to carry 150 gallons from wherever and pour them, asking 
no questions, into those six stone jars which were there for another purpose?  
Characteristically, a lot of messy details are left out of the story.  Nevertheless, that's what  
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signs are: shorthand for a much bigger story.  A story that's far more important than the 
signs which point to it. 
 
Nevertheless, that 150 gallons translates into about 700 bottles of fine wine, give or take a 
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few for spoilage and spillage . . . however we calculate, there's enough wine in this story to 
give every man, woman and child in Cana a whopping hangover lasting a week or more.  If 
it were all consumed, the whole town would, inadvertently, have had to shut down for a few 
days until the last headache was gone.  What might the WCTU have said? 
 
The interplay between Jesus and his mother is another part of the story . . . a part left for 
another homily.  There's enough water not over the dam in those 150 gallons, and there are 
also enough questions, to stand on their own. 
 
So my literal self tells me to leave it at that.  Don't ask questions.   Don't rock the boat.  
Water into wine.  Forget the "sign stuff".  Let the miracle stand on its own two feet. 
 
However, my doubting-Thomas, faith-full self, won't let me do that.  God works in a linear 
way . . . and God works in a topsy-turvy way.  However, does the God of Creation, who has 
made an ordered and orderly, day-by-day world, suspend God's own design just to impress 
the many, or the few, with a dazzling display of brilliant confusion, like the closing act of a 
fireworks show?  Enough noise . . . enough bang for the buck . . . and the agnostic will 
become a true believer?  If raising Lazarus from the dead doesn't do it . . . perhaps 150 
gallons of wine might convince the skeptic.  Or, even more simply, just walk on water . . .  
 
Or are those six stone jars, with their confusing contents and the confused steward of the 
wedding feast, a sign that points to something of far greater importance than some very 
happy guests?  Add in the fascinating - the sarcastic - dialog between Jesus and his mother, 
and we have a recipe for creating, and sustaining, the false foundation of the argument 
between science and faith. 
 
While leading a tour of The Holy Land years ago, Dr. Carl Segerhammar, former President 
of the nation-wide Augustana Lutheran Church and, later, of the Pacific Southwest Synod of 
the LCA, posed two penetrating questions to the group.  We can ask," he said, "Did this 
happen?"  And we can ask, "Does this happen?" 
 
We were standing at the base of The Mount of Olives, looking at a tree which would very 
likely have been growing in that same spot when Jesus was praying "Let this cup pass from 
me” (Mt 26:39ff).  We had just come from one of two places, each of which lays claim to 
be THE place where Jesus was born.  Before that, we had visited two other places which 
claimed at the time to be the site of the crucifixion.  We had been warned that tourism was 
one of the most profitable enterprises in the Holy Land . . . pilgrims, in faith, truly want to 
walk where Jesus walked . . . and the competition for their tourist dollars was intense.  Thus  
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the faithful, believing it may sound heretical, refrained from asking questions. 
 
However Segerhammar, also faithful, was willing to ask those two questions. 
 
The second can seem like a slippery slope.  And, indeed, it may well be.  It may also be the 
beginning of a new life of faith and faithing.  The motto on the cover of every issue of THE 
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CHRISTIAN CENTURY is "Thinking Critically.  Living Faithfully."  Thinking critically 
while living faithfully may indeed lead to things falling apart . . . which may then lead to 
something vibrant and new.  Something beyond our wildest faith-full imagination . . . 
something like one glorious mistake after another . . . something like, within the linear 
fashion in which we live by the clock, we also live the crazy-quilt Topsy-turvy-exciting-ness 
of faith.  
 
"Once to every tribe and nation comes the moment to decide . . ."  (LCA SBH, page 547.  
James Russell Lowell).  Today's heresy often becomes tomorrow's orthodoxy. 
 
Did this happen?  I don't know.  I know what the words say.  I ponder what the sign 
means. 
 
And I believe that this sign means at least this:  that there is more than enough of the grace 
of God to go around . . . there is enough of the love of God to spill over the brim of our 
stone-cold hearts and to make the whole world drunk with joy, together with the blessed joy 
which comes from experiencing the up-and-down nature of faith, and to revel in the 
freedom that is ours to doubt and to ask questions. 
 
When certainty falls apart . . . and when wonder prevails . . . something new is about to 
happen. 
 
Amen.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


