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Isaiah 62:1-5 

Psalm 36 

I Corinthians 12:1-11 

John 2:1-11 

 

Signs of life anticipating the hour to come 
 

 

This week a new book was announced titled “Understanding Paintings: Bible stories 

and Classical Myths in Art”.  The blurb says: “contemporary viewers of Renaissance 

paintings would have understood minutely the religious implications contained in 

them; educated Edwardians would have got the classical references.  Today few but 

dedicated historians of classicists would have a clue.” [Weekend Australian, Review p 

11]  There is a growing chorus of voices saying that we have lost contact with the 

traditions that have nurtured us, and we now have to be prepared to shift our 

imagination if we are going to be able to come to terms with the symbols and stories 

that form the basis of the Western Tradition.  This is no less true in the church, where 

there has been a weakening of commitment to the stories and traditions that have 

nurtured us.  In the church, we also have to be prepared to engage with a different 

imagination in order to have access to the nurture that comes to us through the Gospel 

and the traditions of our faith. 

 

The wedding at Cana teems with symbolism most of which requires explanation.  

This is an ancient text, not written for us, and we cannot assume it can be understand 

by reading it in our own terms.  The wedding is the first scene in John’s account of 

Jesus’ ministry and John presents us with a highly symbolic story, but it is also 

anticipatory, foreshadowing events to come.   

 

There are three things interpreters have spent a lot of time on, all of them associated 

with the letter “w”: wedding, wine, and the conversation in which Jesus addressed his 

mother as “woman”.   

 

The wedding at Cana is one piece in the great jigsaw that is John’s Gospel and only in 

the light of the whole will some things make sense.  For those who know the end of 

the story as John himself did, the clues lie in the first few words, as they do in every 

good murder mystery you watch on Television.  Three things are said: “a wedding” 

was held “on the third day” and “the mother of Jesus was there”.  The “third day” 

looks like a continuation from the previous section, but it is not.  The clue is given 

meaning by the link with the words “the mother of Jesus was there”.  The next time 

John uses these very words is at Calvary where Mary stands at the foot of the cross.  

That John makes this link between Cana and Calvary, gives the idea of “the third day” 

a particular meaning.  This story has to be read in association with the Paschal 

Mystery at the heart of which is the move between life, death and new life.  By 

beginning with “on the third day” John is sending a signal about the kind of 

imagination needed to read his story.  It is not about a rustic wedding it is a sign, 

something that for those who understand the clues reveals the deeper mystery of 

Jesus’ life-giving, saving presence amongst us. 



It is just as important that this was a wedding, which has long been used in biblical 

thought as a key to understanding the relationship between God and Israel.  And in 

biblical thought the presence of God’s saving activity in the form of the Messiah had 

long been be symbolised by a joyful wedding feast filled with an abundance of good 

things, including wine.  That John uses a wedding at Cana as the context for Jesus’ 

first “sign” symbolically suggests the long awaited messianic presence was amongst 

us in Jesus.  At this stage the deeper meaning of this was still ambiguous, but the 

presence of Jesus’ mother at Cana and Calvary suggests John is leading us along a 

path to “the hour of suffering” that was the Cross, which was answered “on the third 

day” by God’s gift of abundant life and power through the resurrection. 

 

The twist in John’s story is that the wine for the wedding feast has run out.  There is 

an irony here: this would mean, symbolically, that God is absent, but readers who 

know the secret understand differently.  The situation prompts the first words we hear 

from Mary in John’s Gospel: “They have no wine”.  The narrator has already given us 

this information and the question is, is Mary simply giving a report, or is she trying to 

provoke Jesus into taking some sort of miraculous action?  There have been no 

miracles so far in John’s Gospel so the idea that Jesus had special powers would be 

new.  As it stands, Mary’s words are a report but if we take them together with her 

“Do whatever he tells you” and what happens next, it seems more likely they are to be 

regarded as prophetic.  Here is a person who knew what it meant that there was no 

wine at the banquet, and who also knew the inner meaning of her son’s life to direct 

others to obey him.  Mary was a prophet, and an obedient disciple. 

 

Wine is a rich symbol of connected with the promise of joy, blessing and new life.  

And to drink wine, as we do every Eucharist, is an anticipation of the Messianic 

presence, which was to be life giving and transformative.  Given the capacity of the 

six stone jars, conservative interpreters have sometimes worried over Jesus as a 

purveyor of so much wine and whether or not it was intoxicating.  But the wedding at 

Cana is a platform for proclaiming something hardly any understood at the time, that 

Jesus embodied God’s extravagant, transforming love, given for the world.  In him 

the six water pots that belonged to the rituals of an old dispensation were superseded 

by a gift that is not only abundantly generous, but is unexpectedly of the finest 

quality.  There is promise here: what ever deprivation we may face in the present, 

what is present to us in Christ is some of the best there is, and there is far more to 

come of what he has to give.  In this way John’s story of the wedding at Cana is not 

about an incident in the past, it is a memory that points us to the gift of life that comes 

to us all, from the future. 

 

To some, the retort in the conversation between Jesus and his mother has been most 

vexing: “Woman, what concern is that to me or to you.  My hour has not come”.  Like 

the question of whether or not the wine was intoxicating, this conversation is a 

potential red herring.  What arouses interest is that he speaks to his mother like this, 

and in doing so seems to deny the request she appears to make, and creates some 

distance in their relationship.  Some interpreters point out there are no precedents for 

this style of address between a son and his mother in contemporary Greek or Roman 

literature.  But in the whole of his gospel John never uses Mary’s name, she is either 

“woman” or  “the mother of Jesus”.  And John addresses other women in the same 

way, as in the case of the woman at the well [Jn4:21], and when Jesus first addresses 

Mary Magdalene as she wept by the tomb.  [Jn 20:13]   



Ironically John’s picture of Jesus with his mother and the other women is not 

reductive, quite the opposite.  Although he rarely uses names, John is strong and clear 

about the presence of women amongst Jesus’ followers.  And if we think Jesus’ words 

display a fit of temper in which he alienates himself from his mother we are mistaken.  

Immediately following the wedding, we went to Capernaum with her and his brothers, 

and at Calvary Jesus gave her into the guardianship of the beloved disciple.  Jesus, the 

word made flesh, the light that enlightens all who was full of grace and truth had a 

mother, he had familial relations and at the end of his life, when “the hour” had come, 

he ensured that his mother, whom he called “woman” at the time, was cared for.   

 

What can be said about the vexing conversation is it may suggest Jesus’ mother had 

no controlling power in connection with his ministry.  Nor did any other, such as 

Pilate.  Rather than reducing the status of women, John consistently makes it clear 

that women were first to understand who Jesus is, and to worship him. 

At one level the wedding at Cana is not a story about weddings, wine or Jesus 

addressing his mother as woman.  All these are figures through which John proclaims 

Jesus as the bearer of unimaginably great gifts to the human race.  At Cana his 

presence forms a loving gift, which is anticipated in the amazing quantity of good 

wine the guests enjoyed.  Cana cannot be separate from Calvary.  There he drinks 

wine as he gives his most abundant gift, his life, through which he opens the Kingdom 

for us all.  

 

*** 

 


