HOMILY for 2nd Sunday of Ordinary Time [C],  January 17th., 2010.

“You have kept the best wine until now”
Our reading of the Gospel of the marriage at Cana, once in the three year cycle, always coincides with the great Hindu feast of the Kumbh Mela which also occurs every three years, rotating between four different holy sites of northern India – a twelve-year cycle in all – in which pilgrims immerse themselves in the icy waters of the Ganges.   This year’s festival, which has just begun, is at Hardiwar, where the Ganges leaves the mountains – hence the icy water – and enters the plain.

The festival records the mythical battle between gods and demons over the pot, or ‘Kumbh’, of the nectar of immortality – can you see some parallel here with the Genesis story:  God, snake, tree? – during which battle, it is said,  drops of the nectar spilt onto these four places along the river.      The faithful believe that at a particular astrological moment the waters of the river become nectar, and bathing in them liberates them from the cycle of birth and death.

It is not a festivity for those who dislike crowds:  65 million pilgrims came to the last celebration in Allahabad, and Hardiwar is a city somewhat smaller than Southampton.    It is an enormous gathering of humanity:  sadhus or holy men, thieves and pickpockets, philosophers.   Many of the most  eager pilgrims will be elderly;  Hindus believe that one’s individualism is best expressed in old age after life’s duties have been performed.

So the waters become nectar, and the people are changed.   Not a Christian story, but does it suggest to us two stories intimately associated with the Epiphany:  the Baptism of Christ, and the miracle at Cana?

We can sense in this Indian festival something of the commotion which must have occurred when John the Baptist came preparing the people for an expected event:  the arrival of the Messiah.   A vast gathering – though hardly 65 million – trampling each other on the river bank.   Yet John was only a preparation;  the one who was coming would baptise with the Holy Spirit and with fire.     Jesus entered the water for his baptism, and what happened to the water?    It turned into … water, but a different water, a spiritual nectar, giving those baptised through it the sensation of being released from death and liberated into life.

St. John’s Gospel has many features of its own.   It does not tell us, for example, that Jesus distributed bread and wine – Body and Blood -  at the Last Supper.   Instead, it tells of the washing of the feet.    The Gospel does not mention Jesus’ baptism (though it does tell that Jesus performed baptisms).   Instead, in the appropriate place, it gives us this story:  the wedding feast at Cana.     Is this St. John’s way of making the same point?

A wedding.   A new commitment.    The prophet Isaiah repeatedly speaks of God’s new relationship with his people as being that of a marriage.    A marriage is an occasion for joy, and also a certain amount of happy chaos – just like our relationship with God, in fact.

The wine runs out.   Human joy has its limits;  to be sustained, it needs something greater than itself.   Most of us know of wedding receptions where there have been tensions – sometimes even fights – among the guests, even before the best man makes his tasteless speech.     Humanity is good, but it is not self-sufficient.

Jesus turns the huge jars of water into wine, wine that gives joy to the heart.    What did the people actually receive?   Could we dare say that, as at his baptism, Jesus changed water into … water?    Water is often taken for granted and to drink it at a celebration seems a poor thing.    But drinking water to live when one is dying of thirst is a wonderfully transforming experience, as the poor people of Haiti could tell us now.

In the Eastern churches’ celebration of our Lord’s Baptism, the water is blessed and then symbolically scattered within the church to the four corners of the earth.   It is a reminder of how Jesus, in his baptism, blesses all water, and gives a wonderful abundance of joy through that simple but essential substance.      So could we dare say the guests actually got water, the real water of life, the nectar of Christ?    And that the effect on them was overpowering?    And how appropriate that it is at a wedding, for marriage is a time for sharing what really matters – and if what really matters has not been taken into consideration, the marriage will fall apart.
You may, of course, prefer the traditional interpretation:  “water reddens into wine”.   Certainly wine is the drink of joy – “making glad our heart”. 

But let us remember that it is less important that Christ turns things into things than that he turns people into people.   Even in the Eucharist, where bread and wine become Christ himself:   this would be a pointless exercise if there were no people to receive it, to be changed by it.     [The Church frowns on, though it does not forbid, Mass celebrated by the priest alone.]   We cannot peer at those famous water-jars through a telescope, or analyse the contents in a laboratory;  let us simply celebrate what Christ intended to do, at Cana as at the river Jordan:  to turn lonely people into befriended people, joyless people into joyful people, people “not wedded to God” into people “wedded to God”.
