January 17, 2010                                                                    John 2: 1-11
Prayer: Dear Lord, Please go with us into the study of your Word. Make it live as vividly in our hearts today as when it was written. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.




Fine art, fine wine

A lot of people drop by Triune during the week, and ask if we can take a few moments to show them around. We are glad to do so.


A few weeks ago, I was showing some folks around, and we came to the Art Room on the second floor of the building next door. I was telling them all about how the Art Room came to be.


For those of you who don’t know, Karen Lucci came to us nearly two years ago and asked if she could start bringing art materials into the dining hall on Sunday afternoons. We said sure, and she set up her materials on the dining room tables along one wall. 
Her husband, Phil, sent in wooden crosses he made in his shop, and people painted them. Karen might have two people on a Sunday or she might have 10. 


People painted on the crosses and on plywood and on blocks of wood, and we began to hang their work in the dining hall.


A few months later, Karen asked if she could set up her operation in a more private room upstairs. We said sure, and gave her a huge corner room that looks out on Rutherford Street and Stone Avenue. She and her artist buddies came in and painted the walls with colorful jungle flora, and moved their art supplies in.


They brought in music and a rocking chair, and on Sunday afternoons and Wednesday mornings, you might find one person working quietly on a painting or you might find 12 people working on sculptures and drawings and carvings and collages and books and sewing projects. 


The inventory began to grow, and the artists overseeing the room taught themselves to mat and frame the work. They hung molding in the second-floor hallway to display pieces. They placed an easel next to our pulpit so we could showcase artwork on Sunday mornings.


They selected 12 pieces and made a Triune calendar. They then took five of those pieces and made note cards. Whenever I go to speak somewhere, I take the calendars and note cards to sell.


 They have turned me into a peddler for Jesus.


The artists soon realized that the church might not be able to hold all the art work being produced. So they staged an art show in the dining hall in November and invited the Triune artists to sell their work to support the church’s ministries. The creators of the work wore yellow T-shirts to identify themselves as Triune artists, and they talked to buyers during the show about their paintings and fabrics and walking canes and what-have-you.


The popularity of the show surprised us all. It was supposed to start at 6:30 PM. But by 6 PM, people were coming in, so we had to open.


By 7:30, the walls had been picked clean. People were lining up 10 and 12 deep to pay. When someone paid for a painting but left it out on a table for other people to see, we had more people try to buy it. We could have sold some pieces three or four times.


 My friend Liz, who is director of Meals on Wheels, said she was salivating because it was such a perfect, organic fundraiser – a fundraiser that grew directly out of our mission, which is “to share Christ’s love while meeting physical needs and providing life-changing opportunities.…”

 
We raised $4,000 that night to support our ministries.
          But Karen and the friends who help her run the Art Room weren’t finished. They began hosting tea parties before holidays. You’ve heard her stand up here on Sunday mornings and issue invitations. 

On the Wednesday mornings of the parties, the hostesses wear hats and bring their fine china and serve tea and scones and cucumber sandwiches. They invite all of you and all the people who are downstairs receiving groceries to join them.


The teas started out for women only, but we had so many men clamoring to get in that they are now open to everyone.


Well, I was telling all this to the little group who was touring the building that day. And one man said, “I don’t quite understand why you are doing all this when people don’t have food or jobs or homes.”


 I don’t understand why you are doing all this when people don’t have food or jobs or homes.


I wasn’t offended. I might have asked the same thing four years ago. But I have learned a lot during those four years. And now I better appreciate the work of art and gardens and clean and beautiful surroundings in the healing that goes on here.


So I told the visitor, “I make no apologies for our Art Room. We are doing what we can with food and jobs and housing. But what goes on in this room touches people in ways our economic help cannot.”


This morning, I want us to look at a well-known gospel story in the light of our Art Room. So as we read this story, be thinking of what it might mean beyond the obvious.


The gospel writer John is just about as different from Matthew, Mark and Luke as it is possible to be. He tells different stories. He tells of Jesus speaking in long discourses rather than parables. He tells of a different time frame. 


And he is almost never working on a single level.


John 2: 1-11.

2On the third day there was a wedding in Cana of Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there. 2Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. 3When the wine gave out, the mother of Jesus said to him, ‘They have no wine.’ 4And Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come.’ 5His mother said to the servants, ‘Do whatever he tells you.’ 6Now standing there were six stone water-jars for the Jewish rites of purification, each holding twenty or thirty gallons.

 
7Jesus said to them, ‘Fill the jars with water.’ And they filled them up to the brim. 8He said to them, ‘Now draw some out, and take it to the chief steward.’ So they took it. 

9When the steward tasted the water that had become wine, and did not know where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew), the steward called the bridegroom 10and said to him, ‘Everyone serves the good wine first, and then the inferior wine after the guests have become drunk. But you have kept the good wine until now.’ 

11Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him. 

Now you might well ask, “What has this story got to do with the Art Room? Are you guys serving wine up there?”


Not yet. But the comparison I am making is to the bounty and joyousness we have in this picture of a plentiful flow of wine. According to John, it was not just any ol’ wine, but a fine wine, so fine that the wine steward was confused because it had not been served first.


As I read this familiar story this week, I saw two things in it that I’d never seen in all my times of reading it. That’s John for you.

First, this miracle, or sign, as John calls it, occurred on the third day of his story about Jesus. The third day is no accident. It is a reference, a foreshadowing of the resurrection. 


This is a story of happiness, of grace, of abundance. And in John’s telling, it happened on the third day. On a third day in the future would come another story of grace, of abundance.

Actually, it’s a pretty funny story, too. Jesus and the disciples and his mom are a wedding in Cana, which is a small town in the middle of Galilee. The hosts run out of wine, and Jesus’ mother tells him, “They have no wine.” 


Scholars assure us that Jesus’ response in calling his mother “Woman” is simply cultural, not disrespectful. He says, “Woman, what concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come.”


Respectful or not, she totally ignores him. She doesn’t pay the slightest attention to what he says, but turns to the servants and says, “Do whatever he tells you.”

 Can’t you just see her directing the servants, and Jesus standing behind her back, going What did I just say? 

If God was determined to come to earth in human form, he was going to get a taste of a Jewish mother.          

Here’s the second part of the story I didn’t recognize until this week. Jesus told the servants to fill six stone jars with water. But these weren’t jars to drink from. They were jars for the Jewish rites of purification. In other words, they were hand-washing jars. The water in them was not for drinking but for washing, for cleansing.


That’s the water Jesus turned to wine. I read one commentator who said it would be like filling our squirt hand sanitizers with fine wine.


What Jesus did was to take a vessel of the old Jewish law and make it a vessel for free-flowing wine. What symbolism! Remember how often in the gospels Jesus deliberately breaks the laws of ritual cleanliness. He touches lepers and eats with tax collectors. He allows bleeding women and prostitutes to touch him. 


And in this early, early story in John’s gospel, he turns the water that’s supposed to be used for ritual cleansing into a fine wine that is one of the joys of our fleshly, human lives.


This a picture of extravagance. This is a picture of grace, not unlike the one that Luke paints when he tells of the woman who broke a jar of perfume over Jesus’ feet.


 There is a time for saving. And there is a time for exuberant, generous extravagance.


There is a time for feeding and finding jobs and locating housing. And there is a time for art.


Shortly after I came here, Alfred Johnson came to work for us. Alfred was an ordained Baptist minister and so he participated in worship. But he also worked as our facilities and security manager.

 Before long, I began noticing that he had lots of our people working around the church. They were carrying out trash and sweeping and mopping and making tea and unloading groceries, even on weekdays.

And I thought to myself, “Shouldn’t they be trying to find paying jobs?”


I really didn’t know what to make of it.


Well, time went on, and I thought it was probably a positive thing for people who ate here and got clothes and groceries to help a little, but I couldn’t figure out why they would volunteer so much time to the church. I knew they desperately needed money to live on.


And then my friend Elaine Nocks, who worships with us and sometimes preaches here, gave me a book called Take This Bread. I’ve mentioned this book before because of how it relates to communion. But like the gospel of John, it is many-layered.


The book’s author, Sara Miles, was an atheist who lived in San Francisco. She became a Christian at an Episcopal church that practiced open communion on a table in the church’s entrance. It would be as if we had our communion table out there in the narthex. The idea was you might find Jesus for the first time at the communion table, before you were a practicing church member.

Well, Sara was so taken with this idea of meeting Jesus in the bread and the wine that she wanted to open a food pantry. She and her church volunteers did exactly that. They opened a food pantry once a week … on the church’s communion table.


The people who began coming were the homeless, the mentally ill, Russian and Chinese immigrants, veterans. And after a few months, some of them began showing up not just to get food, but to help give it out.


And I read that and thought, “Yes, I get that. They want to be community.”


And then it hit me. That was exactly what was happening at Triune, and I hadn’t seen it. People were volunteering with Alfred because they wanted to be community. It was right under my nose, and I didn’t see it.


After that, our inclusion of volunteers became much more intentional. It is a good thing to offer food and help with jobs and housing. But it is a better thing to offer community. It is a better thing to offer a place to belong, a place to worship, a place to create. 


Mary and Jesus might have been squabbling a little in Cana, but they saw the value of opening wide the wine spigot at their friends’ wedding.

 In the same way, we see the value of opening wide our doors to art and beauty and community. 

 To some people, those things might appear extravagant and excessive in the face of the overwhelming needs that come into this place.

 But I hope to most, they look like God’s grace.

  Amen. 

