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Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Third Sunday 

after Epiphany.  During Epiphany we look for revelations of the presence and nature of God made 

manifest in Jesus and in the world.  We can learn to see God revealed in everyone because, as 

Thomas Keating put it, “Though we are not God, God and our True Self are the same thing.”  He 

defined our true self as “the basic core of goodness” at the heart of all living beings.   

The motto of the United Church of Christ is taken from the last prayer of Jesus in the 

Gospel of John, “That they may all be one.”  Jesus felt it was crucial that humanity wake up and 

have the epiphany that we are one with God and him and one another and all creation.   

Earth will not be safe from humanity until we see this.  If humanity is ever to gain that 

vision it will be because small communities like ours have spanned our differences and made 

manifest the realm of God’s oneness and love for all to see.  Today we can practice this during 

our time of sharing Joys and Concerns, and then again after the service during our more informal 

chatting as a kind of Zoom coffee hour.  May we all be one, and feel love transform this day. 

Call to Worship:  Today we will hear the story of Jesus turning water into wine.  The 

Gospel of John calls it the first of the signs Jesus did, and even if we believe the story is 

impossible, the sign is true: the Holy Spirit working through us can cause miraculous 

transformations.   

The Spirit turned water into wine when life first appeared in a lifeless ocean. The Spirit 

worked miraculous transformations when single cell life-forms figured out how to become 

multicell, and when sea creatures crawled out onto land.  Who would have thought possible the 

evolution of eyes, wings, opposable thumbs, human brains…  And how impossible that one 

middle class man in an occupied rural backwater who never led an army and never wrote a book 

and never held office became transformed into someone who transformed the world more than 

anyone who ever lived!   

Miracles of transformation happen, and the Spirit is always moving life to evolve, so who 

are we to be stopped by what seems impossible?  Let us open ourselves to transformation today 
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so that we can help God bring about the impossible transformations that our lives and our nation 

and our world need.  Let us worship together. 

Children’s Time:  The reason we ask Jesus to take our hand is that he has a magic touch.  

It’s a little like the myth of King Midas who performed a favor for a Greek god and was granted a 

favor in return.   

King Midas famously wished that everything he touched would turn to gold.  He could 

touch a rockpile and it would turn to solid gold nuggets.  He was so happy—he would be the 

richest man in the world!  But then he tried to eat and the food he touched turned to gold.  He 

couldn’t eat or drink, and if he touched someone he loved, they would turn to gold.  The golden 

touch was deadly, and in the end he begged the god to take it away.  

That’s the kind of magic touch that greed gives a person.  Then there are good kinds, like 

people with a green thumb.  Every plant they touch becomes beautiful and fruitful.  If you could 

make something increase by magic touch, what would it be?  It’s an interesting question.   

The Holy Spirit gave Jesus power so that people he touched were healed or even rose from 

the dead.  His words touched them and they grew kinder, more loving, more giving, they felt 

peace and joy and oneness.  People he touched became their truest, best self, the most 

compassionate, creative, inspiring people they could be.  We take his hand and we can find 

comfort and guidance and strength.   

Wouldn’t it be amazing if our lives touched people that way?  The good news is that Jesus’ 

touch is contagious, like poison ivy, only good!  Let Jesus touch you and make you more loving 

and giving and full of the Spirit, and then power from the Spirit will flow through your love and 

bring gifts to others.  It’s every bit as much a miracle as King Midas’ touch, only this is not a 

myth.  Think about the people whose lives have moved you in this or other churches.  

There is something we can do to open our hearts to let Jesus touch us and let the Spirit’s 

power flow through us…. Pray, of course!  So let us pray the Lord’s Prayer now.   

Sermon:  “He Leadeth Me…For His Name’s Sake” 

The Rev. William Sloane Coffin preached on the 23rd Psalm in our sanctuary, and the 

thing I remember most vividly was his awe at how generous-hearted the 23rd Psalm is—how it is 

all indicative and no imperative, meaning all givens with no demand on us other than to open 

ourselves to be led by the shepherd and to receive God’s gifts.  
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We can say the 23rd Psalm at a funeral or in a time of distress and feel comforted and 

calmed.  But there is one little cloud that Bill didn’t mention, and that is the line, “He leadeth me 

in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.”   

Why is it for the shepherd’s sake that the sheep are led on the right paths?  Because the 

shepherd profits by the sheep.  That is not so comforting when we are the sheep and God the 

shepherd.   

Today’s gospel passage has the same cloud over it.  Jesus is at a wedding with his mother 

and disciples.  His mother comes up to him and says that they have run out of wine.   

Jesus replies harshly: “Woman, what concern is that to you and to me?  My hour has not 

yet come.”  But Mary knows her son’s heart, so she turns to the servants and says, “Do whatever 

he tells you,” and walks away.  We can imagine Jesus shaking his head at her back, sighing, and 

then looking at the bride and groom and feeling moved by compassion.  

The banquet hall had six huge empty stone jars to hold the water for the ritual purification 

of hands and cookware.  Jesus told the servants to fill the stone jars to the brim, then take some to 

the chief steward to taste.  It wasn’t just wine, it was the best wine at a point when people would 

expect the worst. 

If we end the story there, we can imagine Mary coming over and giving Jesus a hug for 

saving the party and pulling him out on the dance floor.  But the gospel goes on to say, “Jesus did 

this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in 

him.”   

The Gospel of John will not let Jesus change water into wine simply for the sake of mercy, 

but for the sake of showing off his power and making people believe in him. 

This does not sound like the kind of God we want.  We want a God for our sake, not just 

for God’s sake.  We are hurting here, we have sickness and hardship, addiction and loss, fear and 

discouragement.  We have a church that we are trying to guide through a pandemic.  We have a 

world around us that is violent and unjust, a world of poverty, abuse and war, teetering on the 

brink of national and environmental collapse.  We are hoping that a higher power is out there who 

cares, and who will act for our children’s and the earth’s sake, and not just when it coincides with 

God’s profit or self-glorification. 
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How can we resolve the conflict of interest, the rivalry of his sake versus our sake that 

clouds these passages?  

A clue comes from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth, a congregation that included 

people who were proud of their individual status and gifts and not considerate or appreciative of 

others.  The church was in danger of falling apart because of egos who were in it only for their 

own sake. 

Paul’s problem was how to shepherd the church toward compassionate oneness.  It 

inspired his beautiful words, “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit…. To each is 

given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.”  Paul went further and said that when 

we are baptized we each become a member of the body of Christ, like a hand or foot. 

Thomas Keating said in his book Open Mind, Open Heart, “In baptism, the false self is 

ritually put to death, [and] the new self is born.”  He says, “our sense of separation from God and 

from others” is transformed to oneness.  

The problem of God’s sake versus our sake turns out to be a problem of mistaken identity.  

The problem is that we think we are separate from God.  It is resolved when we see that in our 

deepest core, as Keating says, “God and our True Self are the same thing.”     

So if we need to find the right path, or if we seek to fulfill the calling of our deepest, truest 

self, the Spirit will help us both for our sake and for God’s sake, because those two sakes are one.  

We are a part of God trying to find its way through this troubled world and transform it into 

God’s realm of love and mercy on earth. 

What is more, because we are one with God, because we are one of God’s myriad 

manifestations, God can change us as easily as we change our clothes.  Our problems may seem 

insurmountable, but Christ’s higher power can change the water of our life into wine, Christ can 

transform us so that we can transform the world around us, if—if we will take his mother’s advice 

to “do whatever he tells you.”   

You do not have to believe that Jesus pulled off the magic trick of turning a half dozen 

thirty-gallon jars of water into the best wine at the party.  You can think of him simply as a wise 

teacher who was so full of the Spirit that when he touched people’s lives they experienced God’s 

love.  It doesn’t matter how you think of him as long as you do what he tells you, allowing 

yourself to be led by the Good Shepherd, trusting that the shepherd’s sake and your sake are one.   
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This is the secret of transformation—emptying and opening ourselves to be filled and 

changed by the Spirit.  We are the water in the sacred jar.  All we have to do is accept that truth, 

and do what the Spirit moves us to do, and people will draw gifts of Christ-like love from us, and 

the world will be transformed around us, for his name’s sake, which is our sake, which is 

everyone’s sake.  This is our greatest hope for the world and for us each, and it lives in the 

consent of our will, in our yes. 

Let us pray together in silence and open to the miraculous transformation that the Spirit 

wants to work in us today.  Let us pray in a silence that says yes, for God’s sake and ours… 

 

Haiku by Mel Goertz:       

             Mourning doves fly 

 toward the setting sun 

       flapping their wings in the red light.     

 


