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I gotta admit, most days, I don’t think I understand Jesus. Don’t get me wrong, I love Jesus. But Jesus 
does things backwards or upside-down or, at the very least, out of the ordinary. I know he didn’t have much say 
in the matter, but even the way he was born didn’t make sense. He’s a human child gettin’ born where animals 
get born. He’ll grow up a little, but still, he’ll be a child, and yet he’ll teach the ones meant to be teaching. He’s 
meant to save Israel and the whole world, but he’s part of a powerless people. John says he’s the Word that was 
present at Creation, but then he makes John dip him into the waters of the Jordan. The man is a river of 
contradictions, flowing steadily downstream to a place of great triumph. But even that triumph doesn’t make 
much sense. Triumph shouldn’t look like crucifixion. Triumph shouldn’t look like a gruesome death. Triump 
should look like a shameful burial.  

Whenever I struggle to make sense of Jesus it’s usually because he’s not doing what I think he outta be 
doing. There’s an obvious problem there, right? I’m not really the one to decide what Jesus outta be doing. But I 
think that’s why Jesus’ life is so powerful -- he doesn’t do what we think he outta be doing. He sticks his neck 
out, troubles the waters, preaches hard truth to folks that need to hear it but don’t want to, and ultimately hands 
himself over, not the sign of weakness it sounds like on paper, but a sign of great, unconquerable strength.  

But even this wedding reception doesn’t make much sense. This is the sight of his first miracle, “the first 
of his signs,” as John describes it, and it’s in a backwoods village where no one important is gonna see what 
happens. On top of that, when Jesus performs his miracle, with the help of a little motherly cajoling from Mary, 
Jesus performs that miracle out of the way, hidden in the kitchens away from the raucous sounds of the party. I 
mean, I don’t want Jesus to steal the limelight at someone else’s wedding, sorta shoving the newlyweds out of 
the way so he can reveal his power, but you think he’d at least make a show of it. One more thing: when Jesus 
changes water into wine, there are some other people around, but it’s just the servants. No one of importance 
sees what Jesus does. Again, you’d think Jesus would at least make sure the steward saw, or the bridegroom, or 
whoever the most prestigious person in attendance was, but no, that’s not his style. Jesus performs the first of 
his signs in front of the folks that can’t do anything for him. He doesn’t gain anything now that these particular 
people know. And now that they know, the scene ends. No accolades, no gratitude expressed, just “his disciples 
believed in him.” 

Let’s imagine this story, for a second, if it were to happen in a way that makes sense by typical, worldly 
standards. I think it would go something like this: 
 

After networking with John the Baptist, Jesus, his mother, and his disciples pulled some strings to get 
themselves invited to a high-profile wedding in Rome. Somehow, the Romans ran out of their 
world-class wine. Mary announced her son’s party trick, and Jesus, feigning embarrassment, said, “Oh 
mother, I couldn’t possibly,” before dramatically tossing off his cloak and demanding the servants carry 
heavy stone jars filled with water into the very center of the room. He sent them away to their pitiful 
lives and, standing high on a table, eyed the emperor across the room. “For a seat at your right hand, I 
will save your honor and your dignity,” saith the Lord. The emperor, entertained but doubtful, allowed 
the scene to unfold. Jesus waved his hands high and far, roared histrionic incantations, and, with a cloud 
of smoke and a rumble felt throughout the empire, the water turned red, and even Bacchus bent the knee 
as the Son of God revealed himself to the known world. The emperor made good on his word and 
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brought Jesus to sit at his right hand, unaware of the plot churning in Jesus’ mind to one day take that 
very same throne. This was the first of his signs, and all the world believed in him. 

 
But while that’s not how the story goes, it’s closer to what we’d expect when somebody’s trying to make a 
name for themselves. So right away, we know Jesus is different. He’s not what we’d expect. There’s no 
grandeur, no longing for power, no sword rattling on his thigh. There’s only God, quietly and slowly showing 
the world that true power upsets sound and fury. And I don’t think we should overlook the little detail of Jesus’ 
audience. When he actually makes water into wine, the only witnesses there are servants. He has nothing to gain 
from them, but still, when he reveals his glory, he reveals it first to them. Just the quiet and inconsequential 
beginnings of a life that would change everything.  

I was talking with my buddy Steve about this the other day, and he made a connection that’s hard to 
ignore, particularly this week. With the memory of Martin Luther King swinging ‘round in the calendar again, I 
can’t help but agree. One of the greatest voices in recent memory, one of the greatest prophets of our time, 
didn’t speak from the highest office, not at first. He began in a seemingly inconsequential church deep in the 
South, far from the levers of traditional power. And when he began, he spoke to people no one else took notice 
of, as long as they stayed in line. Now, King did not turn water into wine, but he did bend a nation’s ear, made it 
hear its own follies and own up to its mistakes. Change came, thanks to that prophet, but there’s much left to be 
done. Just like Jesus, the truths he spoke back then still ring painfully true, even now. 

In 1968, King preached some truths just like those at the Episcopal National Cathedral, truths still 
ringing true. He said, “We must all learn to live together as brothers or we will all perish together as fools.  We 
are tied together in the single garment of destiny, caught in an inescapable network of mutuality.  And whatever 
affects one directly affects all indirectly.  For some strange reason I can never be what I ought to be until you 
are what you ought to be.  This is the way God’s universe is made.”  

God’s universe weaves all of us together, from the emperor in Rome to the servant sweating in the 
kitchen. And that which lifts up the servant, lifts up the emperor, too. But in spite of centuries of prophets 
telling us the same thing, it’s a truth a lot of us still find hard to believe. Many think of it backwards. They’ll say 
instead “that which lifts up the emperor lifts up the servant.” But folks, that’s not Gospel. It’s a jar of a different 
sort, and it does not hold theological water.  

Martin Luther King and Jesus spoke the same truths, inspiring and angering folks in much the same 
way. A prophet and a messiah, preaching counterintuitive ways forward in this universe that God has made. I 
may not always understand it, but I long for it to be made right. And I think this is where we come in. ‘Cause 
we can long for justice all day. We can hope and debate and pray. But when the snow clears and claims of false 
truths persist, we must make this universe right -- with no grandeur, no longing for power, no swords rattling. 
Just the quiet and inconsequential beginnings of lives that would change everything. Lives that would change 
everything for God.  
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