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Readers’ Service

Transformation and Joy
by
Rev Barrie Heafford 


Number: 71

Originally written for the Local Preachers’ Office, London

CALL TO WORSHIP 

To be a Christian is to put yourself within the magnetic field of God’s love by which tasteless, bland, colourless life is transformed into a full bodied intoxicated life with its own distinctive fragrance and bouquet. 

HYMN: 243 HP / 335 StF Rejoice, the Lord is king 

READING: Psalm 36:5-10
 
PRAYER 
Let us pray. 

O Lord our God, when we least expect you, there you are and here you are. You illuminate the darkest corner. You people the loneliest outpost. You bring joy and happiness to the bleakest of situations. You bring tears of joy out of cries of sadness. And when all seems exhausted, you fill all things with your love, so that our lives are replete with joy and gladness. 

We praise you for your never-ceasing love. 
We praise you for your prodigality in loving us to the uttermost. 
We worship and adore you, for you are our God and we are your people. 
O Lord, open our lips 
that our mouths shall show forth your praise. 
O Lord, open our ears 
that our minds may comprehend your greatness and power. 
O Lord, open our hearts 
that our lives and our love may resonate with your being and your love. 

We thank you that you are present with us in our act of worship. 
We thank you that you will be with us when we leave this place. 
We thank you that you are always with us, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
Amen. 

THE LORD’S PRAYER 

HYMN: 267 HP / 503 StF Love divine, all loves excelling 

THE EPISTLE: Revelation 19:6-10 

THE GOSPEL: John 2:1-11 

HYMN: 30 HP As the bridegroom to his chosen 
OR
638 StF Through all the changing scenes of life

THE SERMON: see separate sheets 

HYMN: 77 HP / 330 StF Joy to the World 

PRAYERS 
Let us pray: 
Lord, forgive 
Christ, forgive 

Lord, forgive

Lord, forgive us that too often we have been responsible for changing wine into water, laughter into sorrow, promise into disappointment. 

Lord, forgive us that so often we fail to see the possibilities of life and are obsessed by its limitations. 

Lord, forgive us that we are so dependent on the resources which we control that we lose the confidence in those which are outside our control. 

Lord, forgive us that we only trust that which is measurable and weighable and have lost the joy of living in faith and by faith. 

Lord, we are human, and you know our humanity from the inside. So help us to live joyously, triumphantly and harmoniously, that our lives are transformed by your gracious and life-giving Spirit.  Amen. 

Lord, we pray for all those who are at the end of their tether and can see no way out. We pray for those who are tempted to end their own lives, or to seek oblivion to ease their pain and distress. 

We pray for all those who are to marry in the near future, or who have been married recently. We pray for their parents and parents-in-law and for all who have shared with them in their celebrations. 

We pray for those who have never had the opportunity to marry and for those who do not wish to marry. May each of us find fulfilment and joy in the lives we lead. 

We pray for those whose marriages are ending or whose relationships have turned sour. We pray for those who counsel and support them, whether formally or informally. We pray for those other casualties of broken relationships - children, parents and grandparents. 

Grant to us all new life, full and free and bubbling over. 

In the name of Christ.  Amen. 
THE OFFERTORY
 
Lord, for your overflowing goodness to us, we praise your holy name. Amen. 

HYMN: 364 HP As man and woman we were made 
OR 
615 StF Let love be real, in giving and receiving

THE BLESSING 
The blessing of God Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be upon us now and for evermore. Amen. 
TRANSFORMATION AND JOY

On the third day there was a wedding at Cana in Galilee. (John 2:1)

To some, Outlook Express may sound like a train adapted for sightseeing as it speeds along the French Riviera. Many of you will know it is nothing of the sort. It is a programme on a computer that enables people to send and receive emails. One of its facilities is an address book in which we may include the email addresses of family, friends and colleagues. 

When one composes a new letter, the first request that has to be dealt with is to indicate the name of the recipient of the letter. And so you type in JO and immediately the rest of the name and the email address flies onto the screen. It recognises faster than you can either type or think the name of Joy, a friend of the family. It reads the signs. It recognises instinctively what you are about. 

Some of you do not have computers, and some turn off at the very sound of the word, so let me try and illustrate the point in a different way. 

‘On the 3rd September 1939, Winston was sitting in the study in London …’  Most of the British members of this congregation will have immediately said to themselves, ‘I know what he is on about - it’s the war, it’s Churchill.’ The dates, the time, the location, the name when they are put together in a sentence like that are not accidental - they have meaning, and a meaning that carries far more weight than simply the beginning of a story. They evoke memories, they evoke fears, and they evoke aspirations. Even if you subsequently discovered that I was talking about a dog called Winston, the parallels with the stories of the war would still give that story added significance. 

And this is just what is happening in this second chapter of St John’s Gospel. The rather charming and colourful story of the wedding, at which the catering arrangements went awry, is for John’s readers a very provocative and evocative story. Practically every sentence in these first 11 verses carries words with overtones and undertones that are unmistakable to those who ‘know’. As always with St John, he is operating at two different levels at the same time - the here and now and the what shall be; the exterior and the interior; that which can be seen with the eyes and that which can only be discerned. 

Let us be more precise and look at the words and ideas which tumble out in mad profusion and which would trigger the imagination and faith of John’s community: Third Day; Wedding; Mother of Jesus; Wine; Hour (not yet come); Water; Six Stone Jars. No Christmas pudding has more goodies stuffed into it than this! 

Let me rehearse them one by one. 

‘On the third day …’ There is no doubt that John begins in this dramatic way intentionally. He is saying to his readers and hearers that this is a resurrection story - on the third day, he rose again. This is a new life story. This is the beginning of a new age story. 

‘On the third day…’ - and the hairs begin to stick out on the back of your neck - it’s that kind of story and that kind of experience. 

Unhappily, the version of the Bible which appears in most pews and the version of the Bible which many individuals prefer to read because of its supposed accessibility gets it all wrong. It totally ruins the story for it begins this chapter with the words ‘two days later’. That is in fact not a translation of the Greek. The spin-doctors have been at work. OK - you and I would talk colloquially about two days later, if we were simply telling a story, but John’s meaning is totally obliterated by such tendentious editing. There is a world of difference between ‘on the third day’ and ‘two days later’. 

On the third day there was a wedding. ‘Wedding’ speaks of God’s kingdom. It is a kingdom word. It’s the subject of some of the parables of Jesus. It appears in the closing chapters of the book of Revelation. The wedding feast is the culmination of all things. Weddings are not only occasions for celebration and rejoicing, they are also the time for the establishment of new relationships and new beginnings - you leave home and your erstwhile family behind and begin a new family. 

‘Mother of Jesus.’ John never uses her name throughout the Gospel - she is always the mother of Jesus. It’s as if he is indicating that the early ties which Jesus had are recognised but have passed their sell-by date. Now he is a Person in his own right. Surely this must be the reason for the words which Jesus addresses to his mother, literally ‘what to me and to thee’, translated in the NEB by ‘mother, your concerns are not my concerns’. In other words, he dismisses his mother by saying to her in effect, ‘You belong to the old age, I belong to the new age.’ Incidentally, the precise Greek words are exactly the same words with which the demoniac in Mark’s Gospel distances himself from Jesus as though to say, ‘Look, we belong to different worlds.’ 

‘The hour has not yet come.’ The ‘hour’ for John is the Passion, the Crucifixion and the Resurrection. There is nothing that the mother of Jesus can do or say that can bring that time forward. God the Father, determines what shall be. 

‘Six stone water jars.’ Water speaks of life. In an arid climate, water is the necessity for life and growth. Moreover, water was there at the beginning of all things until the Spirit moved upon the face of the waters and life emerged. 

But the six water jars carry significance too. Six. One less than the perfect number seven! One sandwich short of a picnic!! Within the Jewish purification rites and without messianic intervention, the water is available but not life-giving. But now in Jesus it has been transformed and the water becomes wine. 

‘Wine.’ This recalls the salvation feast of Isaiah 25:6-8. ‘On this mountain the Lord will prepare … a banquet of wines well matured and richest fare, well-matured wines strained clear. On this mountain the Lord will swallow up that veil that shrouds all peoples, the pall thrown over all nations. He will swallow up death for ever. Then the Lord God will wipe away all tears from every face and remove the reproach of his people from the whole earth.’ 

Blood red wine, which speaks of death as well as new life and joy and fulfilment. And the steward at the party sums it all up when he says, ‘Usually we serve the best wine when people’s palates are fresh and only then move on to the plonk; but here the best wine has been saved until the last. The best has come. The best is yet to be.’ 

We have spent rather longer on the text this morning than is usual, for almost every word carries a double meaning and we need to recognise the nuances that John’s readers would recognise. Some of it may appear strange and unappealing, but there are two things which emerge which need to be noticed - Transformation and Joy. 

‘Transformation.’ In the course of Rev Heafford’s car journeys (the author of this sermon), he listens to the radio. There was a programme about the proliferation of psychological theories and books about self-help. One of the contributors had just published a book indicating seven ways to improve yourself. She said, ‘I am absolutely convinced that people can change in an instant. All you need is to change your attitude.’ Well, some of us struggle a bit more than that. Nevertheless, she was highlighting the possibility of transformation. He found it fascinating that a confessedly non-religious person should speak in such a way. You can be transformed, she was saying. Amen to that, but first you need to recognise the need for change. Too many of us are content with the water in the jar that we don’t bother to taste the wine that is provided. In the next chapter, John tells the story of Jesus talking to Nicodemus and telling him that transformation is possible, but only if you leave the old order and embrace the new. 

Transformation. . . and Joy. In one of his plays, Ibsen makes Julian, the pagan Emperor of Rome, say, ‘Have you looked at these Christians closely? Hollow eyed, pale cheeked, flat breasted all; they brood their lives away, unspurred by ambition; the sun shines for them but they do not see it; the earth offers them its fullness, but they desire it not; all they desire is to renounce and suffer that they may come to die.’ 

We would like to think this is the ranting of someone with a chip on their shoulder, and it may well be. But we have to acknowledge that sometimes we can appear a joyless lot. Every opportunity is a problem, every cold is ‘flu. Every conversation begins with the state of our liver. 

John Wesley, to whom we owe so much, had his blind spots, as do we all. The school which he founded at Kingswood was no place for the feeble. No holidays for the boys. Once they started at the school, they stayed there until they left. Up at 4.00 am for prayers and an hour’s Bible study. Fasting on Fridays until 3.00 pm. ‘He who plays when he is a boy plays when he is a man,’ said Father John! Even Wesley, for all his great insights, seemed to feel that joy and happiness and fun were incompatible with faith. 
But our story is saying to us: Jesus is the bringer of joy, unlimited joy, for no party could possibly have consumed all that wine. It is without limit. Free and unconfined. 

On the third day. The intoxication of new life. Joy to the world …
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