Stories That Shape Us: Imagining a New Possibility
John 2:1-11


The storyteller Robert Fulghum had a grandfather named Sam.


Sam liked small-town high school football. He was a fan of amateurs and small scale.

Some people are concerned about how it is that good things happen to bad people, and others are concerned about how bad things happen to good people. But Sam was interested in those times when miracles happen to ordinary people.


Here again, he liked small scale. Like when a nothing team full of nothing kids from a nothing town rises up with nothing to lose against some up-market suburban team with new uniforms. And the underdogs’ quarterback starts chucking hail-Mary bombs from his team’s own goal line. And the scrawny freshman tight end catches three in a row to win the game. That’s the kind of thing that did Sam’s heart good.


Grandpa Sam also believed that Murphy’s Law doesn’t always hold. Every once in a while the fundamental laws of the universe seem to be momentarily suspended. And not only does everything go right, but nothing seems to be able to keep it from going right. It’s not always something as dramatic as the long bomb or the slam dunk that wins ball games.
Ever drop a glass in the sink when you’re washing dishes and have it bounce nine times without even a chip? Ever come out of work to find your lights have been on all day and your battery’s dead, but you’re parked on a hill and you let your car roll and it fires the first time you pop the clutch? Ever pull out that drawer in your desk that had a ten-year accumulation of junk in it—pull it out too far and too fast—and just as it’s about to vomit its contents all over the room, you get a knee under it and stagger back, hopping and balancing on one foot, and you don’t lose it?

A near-miss at an intersection. The glass of knocked-over milk that waltzes across the table but doesn’t spill. The deposit that beat your rubber check because there was a bank holiday you forgot about. The heart attack that turned out to be gas. Picking the right lane for once in a traffic jam. Opening the door of your car with a coat hanger through the window on the first try. And so on and on and on.
When small miracles occur for ordinary people, day by ordinary day. When not only did the worst not happen, but maybe nothing much happened at all, or some little piece fell neatly into place. The grace of what-might-have-been-but-wasn’t, and it was good to get off scot-free for once. The ecstasy of what-could-never-happen-but-did, and it was grand to beat the odds for a change. Or the bliss of just what-was-for-a-day when nothing special took place, but life just worked.

As Grandfather Sam like to say, he blessed God each day when he went to bed having eaten and not been eaten once again.

Small miracles that occur for ordinary people, day by ordinary day.
The miracles we hear about in biblical stories often seem to fall outside that description. They seem to come complete with flashy special effects and dramatic sound tracks.

But John’s gospel, which is filled with stories of miracles and signs, may surprise us. Who would imagine that the first miracle we encounter in this gospel would be private, quiet, subdued?

Jesus is at a wedding near his home. An unthinkable social gaff happens. The hosts run out of wine. This could put an early end to the celebration—not to mention the gossip it would generate in the neighborhood.
Jesus’ mother, Mary, mentions the problem to her son. Even though Jesus questions the timing of what she’s asking of him, Mary has no doubt that her son can do something about the situation.
Without any fuss or fanfare, Jesus has some empty ritual washing jars filled with water. These weren’t Mason-jar size containers. Each of the stone jars held at least twenty gallons. So we’re talking about at least one hundred and twenty gallons of water.
And soon the contents of those jars would become one hundred and twenty gallons of some of the best wine anyone at the wedding had ever tasted. The head waiter even joked about his surprise at saving the good wine until so late in the wedding celebration.

But no one—except Jesus, Mary, a few servants, and Jesus’ disciples—seem to be aware that a miracle has taken place. It just seems to be one of those fortune times when a problem resolves itself. What might have been a social disaster works itself out, and the wedding guests come out the winners.

We could leave it at that. A time when Murphy’s Law doesn’t hold. When what-could-have-been ends up becoming what-a-great-thing.
And that might not be such a bad thing. Especially if it could remind us to be grateful for each of those moments we experience. To be thankful for all the small things that make life more enjoyable or more meaningful.
But miracles often point to something beyond themselves. And that’s always the case in John’s gospel. So maybe the miracle of water becoming wine has something more to offer us.

Maybe this story can help us see God’s willingness to respond to people’s needs. In John’s gospel Jesus reveals how God wishes to relate to us. And in this story Jesus doesn’t remain aloof to the need that’s brought to his attention. He may have been reluctant about the timing of Mary’s request, but his heart was bigger than the jars he asked to be filled. And ultimately he more than met the need.

And maybe that’s something else the story reveals. Maybe it reminds us that when we’re worried about scarcity, God reminds us of the abundance that’s available to us. One hundred and twenty gallons of the best wine speak not of a stingy God but serve as an extravagant symbol of the superabundance and joy of God’s reign.

This story also may remind us that God often works in amazing ways without taking out an ad in the paper or on television to announce it to all the world. Perhaps this quiet miracle invites us to look around us—in the ordinary moments of our lives—to see where God may be working.
And maybe this story calls us to imagine how our ordinary moments and our ordinary lives can be transformed into something new. Jesus uses containers intended for an old task for a totally new purpose. Instead of holding water for an old ritual, the jars now hold the symbol of a new and radical understanding of God’s reign.


It’s up to us what we do with this story. We can add it to the list of other biblical stories we feel we know. We can smile, even wink, at its quaintness. We can question how it relates to our life today. We can chalk it up as one more story that we hear and then allow to slip away without any real impact.


Or we can allow this story to somehow shape our lives. We can embrace its message of how God willingly responds to our needs, how God gives more abundantly than we could ever expect, how God works quietly but powerfully in the everydayness of our lives, how God offers to transform our ordinary moments and lives into something brimming with new promise and life.


And during this week of Thanksgiving perhaps we can be more like Grandpa Sam. Open to and grateful for the small-scale miracles that fill our lives.


May these words of the poet Mary Oliver inspire us to be both mindful and thankful this week:

Every day
    I see or hear
        something
           that more or less

kills me
    with delight,
        that leaves me
           like a needle

in the haystack
    of light.
        It was what I was born for—
           to look, to listen,

to lose myself
    inside this soft world—
        to instruct myself
           over and over

in joy,
    and acclamation.
        Nor am I talking
           about the exceptional,

the fearful, the dreadful,
    the very extravagant—
        but of the ordinary,
           the common, the very drab,

the daily presentations.
    Oh, good scholar,
        I say to myself,
           how can you help

but grow wise
    with such teachings
        as these—
           the untrimmable light

of the world,
    the ocean’s shine,
        the prayers that are made
           out of grass?
  Amen.
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