4

“Joy Is the Flag Flown from the Castle of One’s Heart 
When the King Is In Residence”


The Second Sunday after the Epiphany					        January 17, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									   Isaiah 62:1-5
Epistle Lesson									 I Corinthians 12:1-11
Gospel Lesson										     John 2:1-11


Today we’re going to focus on the turning of the water into wine, and the title of the sermon is:  “Joy Is the Flag Flown from the Castle of One’s Heart When the King Is in Residence.”

I’m going to begin by asking four questions about the Gospel Lesson.  First question is simply, “What Happened?”  What happened is that Jesus turned one hundred eighty gallons of water into one hundred eighty gallons of wine.  This is the first miracle done by Jesus, but be sure to note that John says, “It is a miraculous sign.”  This means that John was less impressed with the miracle itself then he was impressed with what the miracle told him about Jesus.  It’s not as though John is telling us that Jesus is Mr. Wizard the scientist, or David Copperfield the magician.  It is important that Jesus produced a huge amount of wine, and that is what John found significant.  Here’s one of the reasons why.  Among pious Jews of Jesus day, even though they normally drank their wine in a mixture of two parts of wine to three parts of water, and even though they considered drunkenness a terrible disgrace, a commonly known Proverb stated:  “Without wine there is no joy.”  If you had walked around the streets of any town in Jesus’ day, and you walked up to the typical person and you had said, “Without wine there is no . . .”  They would have said, “Joy.”  They knew the Proverb.  

So what really did Jesus do?  In a situation where the joy was to come to an end in embarrassment, for the hosts of a wedding, Jesus kept the joy going by restocking the bar with more wine than ten weddings would need.  Now we can try to dress this up in a lot of different ways to make it sound really religious, but Jesus’ first miraculous sign was in reality one of the first late night, beer-runs in the history of the world.  

When was it done?  Most people say it was done at a wedding at Cana.  But in reality, it was done at the wedding reception at Cana.  We aren’t told that Jesus read the lessons, preached the sermon, sang a solo, performed the ceremony, or pronounced a blessing at the wedding.  We are not told that he blessed a wedding.  We are told that he saved a wedding reception from being a flop.  

Where did this happen?  It happened at some poor person’s home in a little town way out in the sticks.  If Jesus lived today, we’d be talking about the American Legion hall in some town about ten miles from Hibbing.  

Why did this happen?  It happened to save some friends from the embarrassment of being poor hosts after inviting people to a wedding.  That’s why it was done.  Malice in human nature enjoys the discomfort of others, while kindness helps them avoid it.  That’s why it was done.  Because Jesus, in representing God to us, shows us how kind he is.  So this first of Jesus’ miraculous signs involved one hundred eighty gallons of wine to keep the joy going at a humble wedding reception, and it was done out of simple kindness to save embarrassment.  

Well, this might lead one to ask, “So where’s the significant religious message in that?”  But John says, “Seeing this people put their trust in him.”  What would that mean?  First of all, the Old Testament Prophets, Amos and Joel, had written, “When the Messiah comes there will be an abundance of food and wine for everyone—even the most common of people will have enough food to eat and have enough wine so there will be joy.”  By providing an abundance of wine in this common setting, Jesus is pointing to himself as the Messiah.  In John’s eyes it is the amount of wine that catches the people’s attention.  This amount of wine proved more than enough for many people, for a long time.  And for John it is a clear indication that Jesus is the Messiah.  And it is a clear indication that the concern of the Messiah was to express God’s gracious generosity to common people in humble settings, to increase their joy in living.  Happiness in basic hospitality is apparently a concern of the living God.  Beyond that, the water in the jars was there to help people follow the regulations and the laws for daily life.  It is this water that was turned into wine which would bring joy and make it impossible for them to follow the regulations.  Not only is Jesus the Messiah, he is telling us clearly that God is offering us the grace for joyous living.  And he is offering us the grace for joyous living in place of the burdensome laws of religious regulations.  In very simple terms, we are being told that God is the bringer of happiness and joyous living.  He is the bringer of happiness and joyous living, not the scowling face that brings a gloomy, “No!” to life, as a way to burden us.  

The third thing that’s being shown here is that we are to see that Jesus is connected to the creating Lord of the Universe.  It is similar to stilling the storm when the disciples ask, “Who is this that even nature obeys him?”  St. Augustine, perhaps the most influential Christian in the history of the world, who lived in North Africa in the late 300’s and early 400’s AD, wrote this when he was commenting on this text.  “As that water, which the servants put into the water pots, was turned into wine by the doing of the Lord, in like manner, is that rain which comes from the clouds, turned into wine by the doing of the same Lord?  But we don’t get excited about this latter process, because we have seen it year after year and so we no longer consider it marvelous.  We are amazed at a few pots of water turned into wine, when in fact the daily governing and regulating of the earth and the yearly production of the grape crop is a much greater thing.”  That’s an excellent point that he makes.  It’s a fabulous thing that God turns rain water into wine by producing grapes, and that we take for granted.  But we’re amazed when the Son of God does it quickly.  

But finally, do you know what is the greatest miracle here?  Do you know what is the greatest miracle in this whole story?  The biggest miracle is this:  Living in this messed up world, dealing with all that he had to deal with, Jesus was a joyful person.  That’s the greatest miracle.  God in the flesh was concerned with the refreshments at a wedding reception.  God in the flesh was concerned with humble people in their little village.  God in the flesh used his power to do something out of kindness to save some simple people from embarrassment.  We are not told that Jesus was trivial.  We are told that he thought these things were important.  We would never get the impression that Jesus was unaware of what is going on in the world, or unaware of how hard life is for people.  He was aware of it all, and in fact he experienced it all.  And here’s the miracle.  Through it all he remained a happy, joyful person.  And this is not a small point.  This is what John is talking about when he says, “And seeing this people put their trust in him.”  That in the midst of all of this he remains a joyful person.  This is what prompted John to remember that Jesus had said, “I have come that you might have life, and that you might have that life more abundantly.”  Every one of us would crumble under the weight of the life Jesus lived.  We would fall apart to have to live in the time in which Jesus lived.  But he lived it and he lived it in that time and remained a happy, joyful person.  A few years ago it was very popular to ask, “What would Jesus do?”  I can’t exactly say in every situation what Jesus would do, but this Gospel Lesson is telling me that whatever he would have done he would have had a good time doing it—because he was a joyful person.  

What are we to take from this Gospel Lesson?  There’s an old, old, old story about a boy standing in front of a plaque in his church--looking up at this plaque with a puzzled look on his face.  The pastor saw him and asked if he had a question.  The boy asked, “What is this thing on the wall with all these names on it?”  The pastor said, “That is a memorial plaque to remember all the members of this church who died in the service.”  The boy still looked very puzzled and he asked the pastor, “Pastor, was that the early service or the late service?”  What we should take from this Gospel Lesson is the fact that we should perhaps apologize, that that little boy had been so confused about the nature of the church.  We should notice the fact that where Jesus was there was joy.  And maybe to this day, where Jesus is there should be joy.  We should be rejoicing at the abundant generosity of God, not grumping our way through life.  We should take heart that the Son of God, who came to this earth to die for our sins and to be raised to life in his resurrection, took the time to have a good time at a simple village wedding reception.  We should rejoice that the power of God is made known in his great grace, which is a freeing power to live, not a restrictive legalism of a dry, wet blanket and restrictive religiosity.  

I’m going to read the last few sentences from a book entitle, “Orthodoxy” by the English Roman Catholic, G. K. Chesterton.   This is how the book concludes:  “Joy is the gigantic secret of the Christian.  As I read the Gospels, I get the impression that Jesus had to hold back a bit and hide something from us because we wouldn’t understand it.  Well, he never concealed his tears.  He showed them plainly on his open face at any daily sight.  Yet, he seemed to be concealing something from us.  He never restrained his anger.  He flung furniture down the front steps of the temple, and asked men how they expected to escape the damnation of hell.  Yet it seems that he concealed something.  There was something that Jesus hid from all people when he went up a mountain to pray.  There was something that he covered constantly by abrupt silence and isolation.  There was something that was too great for God to show us when he walked upon our earth.  And I have sometimes fancied that it was his mirth.”  Chesterton is saying that he thinks Jesus was so happy that he had to tone it down a bit much of the time, or people would get the wrong impression.  We all take for granted that no one can stand up to God’s wrath, so he never shows it to us fully.  Chesterton is suggesting that in a similar way no one could stand up to God’s happiness—so he never shows it to us fully.  

Many years ago I received a Christmas card—it’s about thirty years ago.  The Christmas card simply said, “Joy is the flag flown from the castle of one’s heart when the king is in residence.”  In the old days some kings had more than one castle.  So when they went from castle to castle, they would carry a flag along with them.  And when they got into the castle they were residing in, they would put the flag up in the air so people could see above the walls of that castle to let the world know that the king was there in that castle.  Still works that way in England.  If you drive through Windsor, and you look at the Windsor Castle if you see the right flag there you know, “Well, the Queen is here in Windsor.”  Thus the phrase, “Joy is the flag flown from the castle of the heart when the king is in residence.”  When I received that card, my first response was shame.  My first response was guilt, because I was reminded how much I had let the challenges and conflicts of life rob me of my joy.  I had been letting the annoyances of life get me down, and make me a glum and serious fellow.  And I looked at that Christmas card, and I felt bad.  I had gotten into the habit of forgetting that Christ has won, and that we have no need to be anxious or worried or afraid or defeated.  I had been forgetting what Nehemiah the prophet wrote, “The joy of the Lord shall be your strength.  The joy of the Lord shall be your strength.” 

So what do we do?  Do we tell ourselves a lot of jokes?  Do we paste a perma smile on our faces and go through life like this?  Do we pretend that nothing is ever bothering us?  No, what we do is we try with all of our heart and all of our will to remember that the King is in residence.  He is Lord of heaven and he is Lord of earth.  He is the joyous King of heaven, the joyous King of earth.  In the midst of all that is wrong, all that is challenging, all that annoys, all that is painful, he is still the joyful Lord of heaven and earth, who died for our forgiveness to make us children of God, who rose to give us hope and life, and still lives in us to give us hope and life--and well, joy as well.   

Now we’re going to sing the sermon hymn:  “My Life Flow On In Endless Song”

My life flows on in endless song; above earth’s lamentation,
	I catch the sweet, though far-off hymn that hails a new creation.
	No storm can shake my in-most calm while to that Rock I’m clinging.
	Since Christ is Lord of heav-en and earth, how can I keep from singing?

	Through all the tumult and the strife, I hear that music ringing.
	It finds an echo in my soul.  How can I keep from singing?
No storm can shake my in-most calm while to that Rock I’m clinging.
	Since Christ is Lord of heav-en and earth, how can I keep from singing?

	What though my joys and comforts die? The Lord My Savior liveth.
	What though the darkness gather round?  Songs in the night he giveth.
	No storm can shake my in-most calm while to that Rock I’m clinging.
	Since Christ is Lord of heav-en and earth, how can I keep from singing?

	The peace of Christ makes fresh my heart, a fountain ever springing!
	All things are mine since I am his!  How can I keep from singing?
	No storm can shake my in-most calm while to that Rock I’m clinging.
	Since Christ is Lord of heav-en and earth, how can I keep from singing?

