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‘And the third day there was a marriage in Cana of 

Galilee.’ 

 

There can be little doubt that, by the time the Fourth 

Gospel was being written, toward the end of the first 

century, the words ‘the third day’ would ring bells in 

Christian minds, bells which reminded them of that 

greatest of all ‘third day’ events, the Resurrection. 

We do the writer of St John an injustice if we do not 

assume that by using ‘the third day’ to introduce the 

turning of water into wine he was deliberately making a 

connection between this sign of new life and the great act 

of new life which is the mystery of Easter. 

 

But other, personal, local connections can be triggered by 

well known passages from Scripture, as they can from 

stories and memories of many and varied sorts.  When 

this passage was being read in an other church some 

years ago, the reader pronounced the name of the place 

Canna. Now that is probably how it is pronounced in 

many languages, though not in English, where Canna is a 

small island, one of the four known as ‘the small isles’, 

the other three being Rum, Eigg, and Muck.  And I 



 

 

without effort transferred the marriage, and the miracle, 

to the isle of Canna. 

 

But I then transferred them further. Not long before, I 

had heard from friends about a wedding they had 

attended on the Isle of Eigg, where everybody on the 

island was present, and the wedding reception was 

produced by islanders cooking and baking and providing  

together. It was a lovely picture, and it was almost as if 

St John had rewritten his second chapter. 

But the story had another chapter. The day after the 

wedding, on the Isle of Eigg, a storm arose, and nobody 

was able to leave the island - not the newly married 

couple, not the relatives who had come to the wedding, 

nobody; and so they had another wedding reception for 

everyone on the day after the first one, with larders being 

cleared and griddles back on the stove, and a good time 

held by all. 

 

All that went through my head just because the reader 

said Canna instead of Cana.  The picture is, I think, 

worth sharing, and may say something about what you 

might call marriage merging into life.  I can’t think they 

had professional caterers in Cana of Galilee. I suspect 

that wedding was more like the one on Eigg, the island 

near Canna. 

 

St John’s second chapter follows his first chapter, and the 

first chapter begins with some verses - fourteen of them - 

which are often called the Prologue, in which he 

introduces his book and what you call his principal 

theme.,To summarise the Prologue rather brutally, John 

says that the word from whom all  creation came was 



 

 

made flesh in the life of Jesus of Nazareth.  

 

‘All things were made by him; and without him was not 

any thing made that was made.’ 

 

Christ and creation should be at the heart of our faith, 

and indeed of our worship; and Christian faith should be 

more concerned with our response to all life than with 

our dealing with the area of life you might call religious. 

 

 

Too often in Christian piety, or so it seems to me, 

redemption has taken precedence over creation - the 

sorting out of things ranked above the things that are 

sorted out, salvation replacing providence. 

 

 

Forty years ago I was travelling on an American train 

when I got into conversation with a young woman who 

said she was am avant garde drama student in New York 

city. I said I was a minister from Scotland. I guessed that 

her drama involved choosing the direction of a 

performance, in a sort of existentialist way. She accepted 

with enthusiasm, but when I said I didn’t think we chose 

as greatly as was sometimes thought she challenged me, 

‘Did you say you were a minister? How can you play 

down the importance of decision and choice?’  I sort of 

sensed that much religion did indeed seem to elevate 

choosing, deciding, committing, and the like; b ut here 

was I, challenged about my lack of enthusiasm for all 

that.  I answered with what came into my head. ‘Have 

you heard about the doctrine of providence?’  No, she 

said, what is it?  In a nutshell, was my reply, providence 



 

 

means that life is gift more than it is achievement.  I 

think we parted happily, at Birmingham, Alabama. 

 

I still think that religion and salvation need to be infused 

with providence and gift. 

 

The old water pots at Cana represented religious ritual, 

conformity, uniformed behaviour. Saint John presented 

the incarnate source of natural life offering a route 

towards the living of life in its fulness. That is what the 

wine represented. 

 

If the life of Christ is presented as the expression of the 

source and heart of all creation, then it fits with that to 

say that the effect and consequence of Christ’s life 

involve the healing and fulfilment of all  creation, or, as 

the Passiontide hymn has it, saying of the blood of Christ 

‘earth and sea and stars and mankind, by that stream are 

cleansed all.’ 

 

The same affirmation is found in the Epistle to the 

Colossians, where, in the first chapter, we read of Our 

Lord Jesus Christ,  

 

‘For it pleased the Father that in him should all fulness 

dwell; and, having made peace through the blood of his 

cross, by him to reconcile all things unto himself; by 

him, I say, whether they be things in  earth, or things in 

heaven.’ 

 

I don’t pretend to understand that, but then it is wisely 

said that a religion small enough for our understanding is 

not great enough for our need. 



 

 

 

Christian faith has to be with our response to all life, all 

nature, and Christian religion is an instrument to help us 

in that wide responsiveness to nothing less than 

everything. 

 

And talking of things I don’t understand, let me share 

with you something which brings together that same 

comprehensiveness and breadth and scope, and which  I 

read in a house largely empty of furniture which I 

occupied in Virginia a long time ago. Not only had it 

almost no furniture, it was a week of thunderstorms and 

torrential rain; but there was a set of the writings of 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, in which I found his account of 

his visit to Britain in 1833, and found it fascinating. 

 

In one visit Emerson visited, in their own homes, three 

giants of English writing, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 

William Wordsworth, and Thomas Carlyle.   The visit to 

Coleridge was largely taken up by Coleridge berating 

Emerson for New England Unitarianism. If the doctrine 

of the Trinity had served the church well for all these 

centuries, who did these New Englanders think they were 

to depart from it. 

 

When he got to Wordsworth in the Lake District  

Emerson was powerfully critical.  ‘To judge from a 

single conversation, he made the impression of a narrow 

and very English mind; of one who paid for his rare 

elevation by general tameness and conformity. Off his 

own beat, his opinions were of no value, It is not very 

rare to find persons loving sympathy and ease, who 

expiate their departure from the common in one 



 

 

direction,  by their conformity in every other.’ 

 

It was at Craigenputtock in Dumfries-shire that Emerson 

visited  Carlyle. ‘ We went out to walk over long hills, 

and looked at Criffel, then without his cap, and down 

into Wordsworth’s country. There we sat down and talked 

of the immortality of the soul. It was not Carlyle’s fault 

that we talked on that topic, for he had the natural 

disinclination of every  nimble spirit to bruise itself 

against walls, and did not like to place himself where no 

step can be taken. But he was honest and true, and 

cognizant of the subtile links that bind ages together, and 

saw how every event affects all the future.  ‘Christ died 

on the tree; that built Dunscore kirk yonder; that brought 

you and me together. Time has only a relative existence,’ 

 

In sixteen words are brought together that wide scope of 

Christian faith as related to all that is. The wood of the 

cross is connected to trees and all growing things. The 

cross is related to the fellowship of the church,as the 

church b uilding is related to the wood of all growing 

things.  These two men, regarded b y many as heretics 

on the fringe or orthodoxy, found communion in nature 

and Christ’s way of uniting them. 

 

It makes you think. 

 

 

 


