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Mothers - eh! Still telling their sons what to do, even when they’re 30 years old! But “mother knows best”. 

But did Mary know best, was she right? Was she right to cajole, maybe even push Jesus into doing … 

something. What’s going on here? 

I know most sermons on the wedding at Cana focus on what Jesus does, and what it means – and I will 

come back to that. But I think it is worth looking initially at the first part of the reading, and setting it in a bit 

of context. So, going back almost to the beginning … 

We know that Mary and Joseph settled in Nazareth (Matt. 2:23), 50 miles or so up north from Jerusalem 

and out of harm’s way. We’re pretty sure they had other children, so that Jesus had at least four brothers 

and several sisters (Matt. 13:55-6). We know that Mary and Joseph used to go down to Jerusalem each year 

for the Passover festival (Luke 2:41), and we know that Jesus went when he was 12 because that’s the time 

he stayed behind and his parents had to make a dash back to find him (Luke 2:42-52). But after that event, 

we know nothing of Jesus except that He went back to Nazareth, was obedient to his parents and 

“increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favour” (Luke 2:51-2).  

The next we hear is that Jesus is about 30 when He begins His public ministry (Luke 3:23). What happened 

in those intervening 18 years? Well, we hear no more of Joseph after the fated trip to Jerusalem when 

Jesus was 12, so it seems likely that he died at some point. That would have left Jesus as the oldest child, 

and perhaps as the chief bread-winner as a skilled carpenter (Matt. 13:55). So it’s possible that he spent 

some, at least, of those 18 years being the head of the household. Would He have started His public 

ministry earlier had He had the chance? We can’t know. What does seem to be the case is that He would 

have come to know family life, village life, rural life and the religious life of the synagogue intimately in 

those years. People wondered about where He got all His wisdom from (Matt. 13:54) – well, a lot of it was 

gained from all those experiences in those formative years. And then, at 30, circumstances were such that 

He was able to leave home, begin to gather disciples, and launch His public ministry.    

What about Mary, all that time? Well, mostly being pregnant and bringing up small children, by the sounds 

of things! But also, of course, “treasuring all these things [about Jesus] in her heart” (Luke 2:51). Working 

out, in so far as she was able, who this miracle of a first son was. Watching Him, no doubt, and perhaps 

having some idea what He was capable of. And perhaps not at all surprised when He eventually left home, 

knowing that something like this would have to happen eventually, perhaps even willing it and encouraging 

it to happen, so that the prophecies about Him all those years ago could be fulfilled. 

And then, just after that has happened, there’s this wedding in Cana, another small village only a few miles 

from Nazareth. It’s possible that Mary had some kind of responsibility for it – certainly she feels the need to 

do something when the wine runs out. And there’s Jesus and the disciples He has by then (perhaps not all 

12), invited too. Now weddings in those times were major affairs. The whole village, and possibly 

neighbouring villages, were invited, and they went on for a week! And the guests, who weren’t usually able 

to afford wine, were treated to a real feast. The bridegroom and his family would have saved for a long 

time to put this on. 

So running out of wine was a social disaster and a disgrace, perhaps indicating poverty, perhaps being seen 

as a fateful sign for the future of the happy couple. And, perhaps feeling some sense of responsibility, 

almost certainly feeling the calamity of the situation, Mary turns to Jesus. And perhaps this situation 

focuses all that has been going on for her in those years of waiting. Does she think, “It’s really time He got 
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on with this ministry of His!” Is she cajoling Him, pushing Him? She certainly won’t take “no” for an answer, 

telling the servants to “do whatever he tells you”, even though Jesus has implied that He doesn’t plan to do 

anything. And what does she think or expect Jesus will do? Popping down to the local supermarket, and 

coming back with a trolley-full of plonk, clearly wasn’t an option. What did she know of Him, or suspect of 

Him, from all those years at home in Nazareth? And if He really was the “Son of the Most High”, as the 

angel had told her all those years ago (Luke 1:32), then was a small social disaster in a tiny backwater up 

north, really the moment to reveal that? 

But whatever the background and motivation, it’s worth noting four things: first, she does believe Jesus can 

do something, even if she’s not quite sure what. Second, she does go to Him and tell Him what the problem 

is. Third, she won’t take “no” for an answer. And fourth, she then has to wait on His response. She has done 

what she can, perhaps even more than she should have, and can now do nothing other than leave it in His 

hands. 

What then of Jesus and what He did? Well, again let’s start just a little way back. He’d left Nazareth and 

started on this public ministry, as we’ve seen. He’d gathered those first few disciples to him. What would 

you expect the first thing he’d do with them would be? Well, obviously, take them on a, probably dry and 

uncomfortable retreat, where they could pray together, learn the scriptures and be very holy(!) But no, 

apparently His very first destination with them is to a week-long binge of a wedding party! (The Aramaic 

word for “wedding feast” has the same root as the word for “drink”!)  

“The Word became flesh and lived among us” John’s gospel has told us (John 1:14). Absolutely – the Word 

of God, Jesus, became flesh and lived among those at that wedding party, joining in and celebrating that 

most joyous of human occasions where love was declared, given and received, a new shared life was 

entered into, the potential for the creation of new life was celebrated. Actually, where else would Jesus be? 

What else would He want to show His disciples that He was all about? 

And then the wine runs out, and a potential disaster looms. 

And Jesus’ first reaction is that His “hour has not yet come”. This is a phrase that recurs in John’s gospel, 

sometimes repeating that His hour has not yet come (e.g. 7:30; 8:20), and then Jesus acknowledging that 

His hour has come as the gospel moves towards the crucifixion (12:23, 27; 13:1; 17:1). But in Cana it then 

seems as if Jesus realises that, in some sense, His hour had come, here, in this northern backwater. All 

those years of waiting are suddenly focused on this event. And, He seems to change His mind, perhaps at 

His mother’s initiative – maybe mother does know best! 

And what happens next is transformative in a number of ways. First, He takes the six stone water jars, used 

for the Jewish rites of purification, and, having had them filled with water, He transforms the water into 

wine so that the jars of the old covenant contain the wine of the new covenant. This is a sign of things to 

come. In that way, He transforms a potential social disaster into a rip-roaring success. The party can keep 

going –and how! On a rough estimate, the six stone water jars containing 20 or 30 gallons each was the 

equivalent of somewhere between 700 and 1,000 bottles as we know them! There might have been quite a 

number of people, they might have been intending to celebrate for a week, but this was a phenomenal 

quantity of absolutely top quality wine! And no ‘please drink responsibly’ labels stuck on the sides of the 

jars either apparently! I don’t know about Mary, but my mother would be tutting at this point! “Too much 

wine, much more than they need or is good for them.” But yes, it’s an abundance, it’s overflowing – Mary’s 

request has been more than answered. 

But this is also transformative in another way. This is a “sign”, the first of seven such signs in John’s gospel. 

Signs, as Tom Wright puts it, are “moments when heaven is opened, when the transforming power of God’s 
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love bursts in to the present world”1 Not many at the wedding party probably got to know about the 

changing of water into wine – Jesus was often coy about revealing who He was. But a few did, including 

Jesus’ disciples. As Jesus “revealed his glory”, so His disciples believed in Him. For them, this was a 

transformative moment. 

What then of us? Well, clearly, if you’re a mother, there’s a message here for you, but I’ll leave you to work 

that out for yourselves! More generally, there’s something here for all of us in following Mary’s example. 

Believing that Jesus is capable of transforming situations, even common and garden ones in some 

backwater up north. Then telling Jesus about them, and doing what we can about them, before leaving 

them in Jesus’ hands. We might well have to wait longer than Mary did for an answer, but it seems that the 

answer might be even more than we expected when it comes. 

And that first step of believing that Jesus is capable of and willing to transform situations is helped by the 

evidence of this, and other examples, where Jesus actually does transform, heal, bring back to life. We’re 

helped to believe by seeing Jesus’ glory revealed. 

But then there’s something here for us as a church community in a small village up north. Economists have 

persuaded us to look at the world as one of scarcity. The problem, according to them, is how to allocate 

scarce resources to best effect. But the changing of water into wine not only tells us that situations can be 

transformed, but that God is a God of overflowing, indeed almost overwhelming, abundance. One 

commentator, not specifically on this passage I think, says this: “God gives everything his people need to 

follow him”.2  The church lives in abundance, God gives it too much. We might be thinking, as we enter this 

period of vacancy, without a priest-in-charge, and with a Diocese that’s pretty skint, that we are living in a 

time of scarcity. We might buy into the economists’ view. But let’s look instead at the abundance we 

already have, the gifts and resources which God has already poured out on us. And let’s pray that this 

period may be one not of standing still, but of transformative growth. And, like Mary, let’s not take “no” for 

an answer to that prayer.  

And, as with Jesus at the wedding at Cana, let’s drink to that! 

Amen 
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