
Jesus, the Winemaker

There was a wedding at Cana in Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there. Jesus and
his disciples were also invited to the wedding. When the wine ran short, the mother of
Jesus said to him, “They have no wine.” And Jesus said to her, “Woman, how does your
concern affect me? My hour has not yet come.” His mother said to the servers, “Do
whatever he tells you.” Now there were six stone water jars there for Jewish ceremonial
washings, each holding twenty to thirty gallons. Jesus told them, “Fill the jars with
water.” So they filled them to the brim. Then he told them, “Draw some out now and take
it to the headwaiter.” So they took it. And when the headwaiter tasted the water that had
become wine, without knowing where it came from— although the servers who had
drawn the water knew —, the headwaiter called the bridegroom and said to him,
“Everyone serves good wine first, and then when people have drunk freely, an inferior
one; but you have kept the good wine until now.” Jesus did this as the beginning of his
signs at Cana in Galilee and so revealed his glory, and his disciples began to believe in
him. (John 2:1-12)

I once spent a wonderful evening with a Jewish winemaker in his small wine-tasting bar
in Israel.  He taught me two fascinating things regarding Jewish beliefs about wine.

First, he taught me that Jews consider wine a special gift from God.  He said that if
Jews are given a loaf of homemade bread, they would say thanks to God before eating
it.  Now imagine that after eating the first loaf, they are then handed a second loaf that is
even better than the first.  They would not be required to thank God again because it is
the baker that made the bread better.  However, if the same thing happens with wine—if
they are poured a second bottle of wine that is better than the first, then Jews are
required to thank God again because it is God’s presence itself that makes the wine.
Finer wine means that God's presence is at work.

Second, my winemaker friend said that “wine” is the third most common word in the
Hebrew Scriptures and that the Israelite history of mistreating God’s covenant is
reflected in stories of the Israelites' mistreatment of God’s sacred drink.  Many Jews

believe that the “forbidden fruit” eaten by Adam and Eve was, in fact, a grape.[1] The
story then is about the First Couple somehow mistreating God’s special gift of the
wine-grape.  After the expulsion from Eden, the Israelites of the Hebrew Bible have a
tumultuous relationship with wine, beginning just a few chapters later in Genesis 9 when
poor Noah drinks too much wine and embarrasses himself with his nakedness.

My Jewish friend had never heard of the story of the Wedding at Cana, so he had no
idea what a revolution he was causing in my interpretation of Jesus’ very first
miracle—the “sign” which inaugurates his salvific ministry on earth.  The Gospel of John



tells us that Jesus’ wine was better wine, symbolizing Christ’s divinity—since only God
can make the wine better.  Earlier in the story, Mary tells Jesus, “They have no wine,”
prophetically speaking of the Israelite banishment from Eden—their separation from the
grape.  In bringing new wine to the people, Christ is returning us to the Garden of Eden!
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[1] The common Catholic belief that it was an apple is not biblical.  Genesis only says that it was a “fruit.”


