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A sermon preached at  
St Andrew’s Parish Church, Headington 

 
By Rev Darren McFarland  

 
 
Reading: John 2:1-10 

  
Over the past two weeks, our observance of Epiphany, of God’s manifestation of himself to 
the gentiles, has focussed on the star-led visit of the Magi and the baptism of Jesus in the 
Jordan.  Today this manifestation moves on again in time and space as we are propelled 
forward to gather at a wedding banquet, to keep a feast of generosity – divine generosity; 
reckless, unlimited, incredible generosity.   
 
In this morning’s readings the psalmist sings of this bounteousness as an expression of God’s 
steadfast love: ‘Your love, O Lord, reaches to the heavens, and your faithfulness to the 
clouds’. The prophet Isaiah can hardly contain his enthusiasm as he marvels at the new deeds 
of great and astonishing mercy which have been brought about by Israel’s God: ‘For Zion’s 
sake I will not keep silent, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest’. 
 
In his first letter to the Corinthians, St Paul reminds the members of this quarrelsome, 
fledging church of the overflowing gifts of the Spirit which they have received and which 
require of them a generous response: first, by confessing their faith in Jesus as Lord, but also 
by exercising a variety of services for the benefit of all: ‘To each is given the manifestation of 
the Spirit for the common good’. 
 
In St John’s Gospel, the challenging miracle at the wedding in Cana shows Jesus to be the 
generous giver par excellence.  He answers the emergency of a depleted wine supply with 
provisions that both in quantity and in quality go beyond what the original host could supply, 
an act which has provoked many a Biblical commentator, to interpret this miracle as a 
symbolic rather than historically accurate account!   
 
But, this morning, I would like to suggest that such generosity has important things to say to 
us who are in the middle of yet another Week of Prayer for Christian Unity and will gather as 
the Churches Together this afternoon at Headington Baptist Church. It is a week which 
encourages us to be honest, realistic and repentant about the painful divisions which exist 
within the Body of Christ; and also calls on us to work and to pray for healing and 
reconciliation both between and within individual denominations.   
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Although St Paul’s words about ‘varieties of gifts’ but ‘the same Spirit’ are obviously 
relevant here, our first reading from the prophecy of Isaiah also speaks to the ecumenical 
situation in which we find ourselves today; a situation which is described by some, in rather 
pessimistic terms, as an ‘ecumenical winter’. 
 
The context of the Isaiah passage is freedom from oppression.  Their exile ended, God’s 
people have returned home to Judah and have begun to re-weave the fabric of their nation’s 
life in a devastated and forsaken land.  Their exuberant joyfulness in face of so much hardship 
is quite remarkable.  The prophet is well aware of the great gulf which separates what has 
been from what will be, and the manner in which he contrasts the painful reality of the past 
with the expectant promise of the future is one of the sources of hope within the passage.  For 
the reason why he will not hold his peace or keep silence is that a wonderful transformation is 
about to take place: ‘You shall no more be termed Forsaken, and your land shall no more be 
termed Desolate;… for the LORD delights in you, and your land shall be married.’ 
 
And what of our gospel reading.  Six stone jars are filled to the brim with water, producing 
something like 800 litres of wine. That in itself must have been a pretty impressive miracle 
and was perhaps an over-the-top response by Jesus. They may have run out of wine at a 
relatively early stage in the wedding celebrations, but to be short by 800 litres would indicate 
a very serious miscalculation indeed. And anyway, what wedding feast in a small village 
would ever need that amount of wine – it was a reckless act of over-generosity.   
You will remember that when Jesus fed the 5000 there was more than enough – in fact there 
were baskets of food left over. In the Eucharist we celebrate day by day and week by week 
God’s greatest act of reckless generosity when he gave his son to die for the sin of the world. 
 
Of course I am not suggesting that we are able to live up to or match these examples. We do 
not have God’s capacity for generosity. Society encourages us to value ourselves according to 
what we own and what we earn.  There are endless opportunities to spend what money we 
have and with the spending come the promises of fulfilment and happiness.  And as a result 
we live in a time when the combined debt of UK citizens is 1.6 trillion pounds, with the 
average individual having debts of £58 540. 
 
So to emulate the generosity shown in today’s gospel is not easy and no one is saying that it 
is. The challenge of the gospel is that we work on living in a way that is more generous.  
More generous with our time for others, more generous with our love for others and yes, more 
generous with our money.  The diocese recommends the 1% challenge – encouraging us to 
give away 1% more of our net income each year – giving us all time to adjust, to plan ahead 
and think through how we might live with a little less money.  Our generosity needs to 
become purposeful and engrained, so that we can in some small way become evermore like 
the generous God who created us. 
 
This prophecy of Isaiah reminds us that, in the relationship between God and his people, we 
respond to God’s initiative.  God always makes the first move.  And it’s for that reason that 
the prophet is brimming over with excitement, not for himself, but for God’s people who, 
from the depths of tragedy and despair, are about to be transformed: to be ‘called by a new 
name, which the mouth of the Lord shall give’; to become a ‘crown of beauty in the hand of 
the Lord, a royal diadem in the hand of your God’.   
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These are not the achievements of men or women or divine rewards for human faithfulness.  
These are the generous, unmerited acts of God, for which the prophet rejoices.   
 
But these acts of transformation which Isaiah foretells do not occur in a vacuum.  Rather, they 
are the result of a new relationship.  The language of marriage which is used towards the end 
of this passage speaks of the intimacy between God and his people being like that between a 
groom and his bride.  As the prophet proclaims that ‘as the bridegroom rejoices over the 
bride, so shall your God rejoice over you’, it becomes clear that the reason for all this joy – 
God’s joy and the prophet’s joy – is that a new day is about to dawn in the relationship 
between God and his people. 
 
Those who receive Holy Communion receive this gift without having to do anything, for 
God’s grace is freely given to us in the sharing of bread and wine. When we hold out our 
hands we receive that which is God’s gift to us – the gift of God whose love is extravagant 
and reckless in its generosity. 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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