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January 24, 1999, Epiphany III
At the beginning of the Prayer Book's service of Holy Matrimony, the priest reads off a list of reasons, taken from the Bible, which explain why we have weddings in the church. We say that God established marriage in the Garden of Eden; we note that the New Testament teaches us that the relationship between a husband and wife points to the unity between Christ and the church; and we cite St. Paul's general endorsement of the whole idea.
We also read these words which refer to the event St. John describes in this morning's gospel: "Which holy estate Christ adorned and beautified with his presence and first miracle that he wrought in Cana of Galilee." The point there is that if Jesus did not think marriage is a good thing he would never have gone to a wedding in the first place -- and he certainly would not have performed his first miracle at the reception.
The miracle he performs is a friendly, cozy sort of miracle -- not quite at the same dramatic level as the creation of a new planet or the healing of an illness or the resuscitation of a corpse. The miracle at Cana covers up a social embarrassment -- the host of the wedding reception has run out of wine at the height of the party.
When Jesus' mother informs him that they have no more wine, he has a somewhat icy exchange with her, and then he changes an enormous amount of Water into an equally enormous amount of wine.
The miracle of Cana is an epiphany of Jesus as God. God the Father makes water into wine in nature through a series of steps. Jesus starts with water and ends with wine, but he short-circuits what normally happens in between. That reveals that he has control over natural processes, and that makes him God. So St. John reports, "This beginning of miracles did Jesus in Cana of Galilee, and manifested forth his glory" -- that is to say, the miracle showed that he is God.
The story of Cana brings up two of the most powerful forces -- for good and for ill -- that human beings deal with -- namely sex and alcohol. God created both of them, he thinks both of them are good, and he has also given us guidelines to help us get the maximum amount of use and pleasure from them.
His guidelines about sex are quite simple -- either sex within marriage or no sex at all. The New Testament's view of marriage is somewhat different from that of the Old. In ancient Hebrew culture, it was thought that everyone should marry. People who were not married or who were married but childless were considered not exactly normal.
St. Paul says that God doesn't care whether you are married or not. The way to figure out which category you are in is to ask yourself, "Do I have a sexual drive that would be difficult to suppress forever?" If so, get married. If not, don't bother. God is happy with you whichever you are. Later trends in the church which suggest that it is somehow more holy not to be married have precious little Biblical substantiation.
Alcohol is a bit less black and white and a little more of a judgment call. The Bible speaks in both the Old and the New Testament of the pleasures of drink, but warns in both against the dangers of drunkenness. Generally speaking, the Bible doesn't want us to do anything which would get in the way of our being able to make rational moral choices.
If you are going to drink alcohol, the godly way to approach it is to have a good sense of what your limitations are. Drink with full awareness of what amounts of alcohol are likely to impair you in what ways.
I don't in any way suggest that just because the guidelines are simple that they are equally easy to follow. There are very few family pastoral problems that I deal with that are not somehow connected to alcohol or sex or both of them. The key, as always, is to want to do God's will in these matters and then actually try to do it.
As St. Paul tells us, "Abhor that which is evil; cleave to that which is good."
The Collect: Almighty and everlasting God, mercifully look upon our infirmities, and in all our dangers and necessities stretch forth thy right hand to help and defend us; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle: Romans 12: 16-21 
The Gospel: St. John 2: 1 - 11 
