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I doubt that there is anyone here that doesn’t believe that God has a sense of humor. Dan tried to corner Charles and I to cover for him today but Charles was a bit more nimble than I was. I don’t normally look at the scriptures before I agree to preach which sometimes leads me to lessons that have a lot of polysyllabic Hebrew names of people that I can’t pronounce let alone knowing who they are. Most of you know that I make no bones about being an alcoholic. So what do I get this time for the Gospel lesson? I get Jesus’ first miracle of turning water into wine. Now, if I were still drinking…. That is another story however. But, I am sure that I heard God chuckling.

Today’s Old Testament lesson comes from the section of Isaiah that scholars refer to as “Third Isaiah” and was written after the return of the people from the Babylonian Captivity. It may or may not have been written by Isaiah as the custom was, at the time, for students of a prophet to continue writing in the prophet’s name and style even after the prophet’s death. So it is doubtful that it was actually written by Isaiah. We have all heard about a major earthquake somewhere in the world, most recently in Haiti. A huge tsunami engulfs the coast of an island. Tornadoes rip through a town. A long dormant volcano suddenly and violently erupts. We have all seen pictures on television or in magazines or newspapers of the destruction, death, and desolation that result from these events. We have all read the stories of what happens after these natural disasters. Our Old Testament lesson is the result such desolation and destruction; but it is, in this case, man-made not natural destruction. The desolation and utter ruin that the people of Israel returned to in Jerusalem compares to the results of natural disasters that we have all seen. Proud buildings reduced to piles of rubble. Homes reduced to hovels. Streets torn up and covered with grass and weeds. Wild animals wandered the city. The Babylonians leveled Jerusalem and it was left to rot for seventy years. We can only imagine the total despair, the lack of hope, and the sense of doom that the people felt when they saw what was left of Jerusalem. But God, in His faithfulness, offered a new beginning for Zion.

Isaiah offered to the people the hope that God had promised him. Jerusalem would be vindicated in all the nations. The former glory would return and Jerusalem would be a crown of beauty, a royal diadem for all the world to see. It would no longer be forsaken or desolated. The city, the land, and the people would be married to the builder, God. Why would this reference to a wedding be made at this low point in the history of Jerusalem? After all, a wedding is a time for great rejoicing and celebration and in Old Testament times the celebration went on literally for days. How could the people rejoice and celebrate while they were in the midst of the rubble of the city? Actually, it is relatively simple. A wedding is the celebration of the joining of two people. It is the joining of two lives into one new life. It is a new beginning for two people. So it was too with the people of Israel upon their return from captivity. God would marry the land and the people. They would be joined as one once again. It would be a new beginning for the people and the city. A new and hopeful renewed relationship would come to pass, not just for that time but also for all time to come. I can’t think of a better event than a wedding to symbolize this new beginning. We come together to celebrate and rejoice when two people are joined. The people of Israel and God came together to celebrate and rejoice over their new marriage, their new beginning.

Fast forward to a wedding celebration in Cana. Jesus and Mary are among the guests at the celebration. Disaster strikes when the wine runs out. Speaking from experience, that is an utter disaster. Mary nudges Jesus when she mentions this to Him, implying with motherly command that He should do something about it. But He tells her that the timing is wrong. So Mary, with that innate talent that mothers have of making their child do what they see as right, backs Jesus into a corner by telling the servants to do as He tells them. I can almost hear Jesus saying, “Maaaa, what did I just say?” then shrugging his shoulders and shaking His head a bit while He tells the servants to fill the empty water jugs. The jugs had been full of the water used in a purification rite, but they had fulfilled their purpose and stood empty. When Jesus had them refilled and had wine drawn from them He, in effect, gave them a new beginning, a new purpose. They now were to be used to celebrate and rejoice in the wedding feast. Jesus can also give us as His followers a new beginning. No matter how rotten, how perverse, or how evil we might have been at some point, when we turn to Christ as our Savior and accept Him in our hearts we have a new beginning. Our new purpose is to follow the teachings of Christ and spread the Gospel of His life and resurrection to all the world. We can begin a new way of living that gives anyone and everyone who sees who we are and what we do as followers of Christ hope for the future. This is a new beginning that is worthy of being celebrated and rejoiced in. When we surrender to Jesus’ will our life will begin to blossom as it never has before. We will begin to actually participate in life as our new beginning opens new ways of thinking and acting. Our self-will will turn into Jesus’ will. We will be reborn. When we are reborn to our new beginning we will be given the gifts that we need to fulfill the promise of our new life. As Paul says, we will each be given our gift from God and the Spirit. Some will prophesy, some will heal, and some will utter knowledge, which is to teach. There are many other gifts. We will each have our gift to use for God’s glory.

Our new beginning is just that, a new beginning. There will be more work to do as we move forward from our new beginning. We need to be aware of just what God and Jesus require of us and do our best to fit our life to their requirements. It is not an easy task but it is a task that is necessary for our spiritual health and, most importantly, our spiritual growth. Today is Human Relations Day and it offers us an opportunity to reflect on our connection with all of God’s children and if that connection is fulfilling God’s desire for us. Are we being truly righteous, protecting the weak, the powerless, and the marginalized? Are we truly accepting of all of God’s children, or do we have an “unless you are…” in there? Unless you are black, unless you are Hispanic, unless you are Asian, unless you are gay, unless you are an unwed mother, unless you are mentally challenged. The list goes on and on. Are we willing by thought, word, and deed to show the world that anyone and everyone matters to God and to us? These are not necessarily easy things to do. In my early sobriety I heard a man who later became a close friend say in a meeting that God required him to love everyone. He didn’t necessarily have to like them, but he had to love them. For some reason this struck a chord with me and has stuck with me ever since I heard it. It is not easy to do. As Christians we are required to love everyone. We must love all of God’s children. And all means all. Of course, there is always the possibility that doing the righteous thing is going to cause us some form of pain, spiritual, mental or physical. But if we have genuinely had a new beginning it is imperative that we start to do and continue to do the righteous acts required of us. Human Relations day traditionally falls on the Sunday closest to the celebration of the birth of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. His “I have a dream” speech at the march on Washington in 1963, while directed at the discrimination suffered by African Americans and aimed at galvanizing the civil rights movement, to my mind also speaks to the new beginning we all can have. His dream that his children would some day be judged on the content of their character rather than the color of their skin is a dream for a new beginning for all of God’s children. The close of the speech foreshadows just what can happen for all of us if we all have a new beginning. “Free at last, free at last, Thank God almighty, we are free at last.” Free not only from sin and death, but free of the unrighteousness that can so easily infest our lives. Free of the prejudice, the hatred, the uncaring “Me first” attitude, the feeling that we are better than anyone else; we can indeed have a new beginning. I would encourage you to take some time and think about some of the things I have said and, if you feel that you are wanting, ask for the help and guidance of Jesus to follow the path that He has set out for us. The day will come when all, and I do mean all, of God’s children will have a new beginning. 

