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Homily for the Third Sunday of Epiphany
at

St. Peter’s Church, Hall Green.

Deacon Philip Rogerson, St. Ambrose Barlow Church, Hall Green.

FIRST READING Genesis 14: 17-20
After his return from the defeat of Chedorlaomer and the kings who were with him, the king of
Sodom went out to meet him at the Valley of Shaveh (that is, the King's Valley). And King
Melchizedek of Salem brought out bread and wine; he was priest of God Most High. He
blessed him and said,

"Blessed be Abram by God Most High,
maker of heaven and earth;
and blessed be God Most High,
who has delivered your enemies into your hand!"

And Abram gave him one-tenth of everything.

SECOND READING Revelation 19: 6-10
Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the sound of many waters
and like the sound of mighty thunderpeals, crying out,
"Hallelujah!
For the Lord our God
the Almighty reigns.
Let us rejoice and exult
and give him the glory,
for the marriage of the Lamb has come,
and his bride has made herself ready;
to her it has been granted to be clothed with fine linen, bright and pure" - for the fine linen is
the righteous deeds of the saints.
And the angel said to me, "Write this:
Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb." And he said to me,
These are true words of God." Then I fell down at his feet to worship him, but he said to me,
"You must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you and your comrades who hold the
testimony of Jesus. Worship God! For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy."

Gospel John 2:1-11
On the third day there was a wedding in Cana of Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there.
Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. When the wine gave out, the
mother of Jesus said to him, "They have no wine." And Jesus said to her, "Woman, what
concern is that to you and to me? My hour has not yet come." His mother said to the
servants, "Do whatever he tells you. Now standing there were six stone water jars for the
Jewish rites of purification, each holding twenty or thirty gallons. Jesus said to them. “Fill the
jars with water." And they filled them up to the brim. He said to them, "Now draw some out,
and take it to the chief steward." So they took it. When the steward tasted the water that had
be- come wine, and did not know where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the
water knew), the steward called the bridegroom and said to him, "Everyone serves the good
wine first, and then the inferior wine after the guests have become drunk. But you have kept
the good wine until now." Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed
his glory; and his disciples believed in him.
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HOMILY

God certainly has a sense of humour. Imagine my surprise when Martin let me know
what today’s readings were. Oh my goodness! What a subject for a Catholic when
invited to the local Church of England service! The Holy Eucharist! The Mass!

Yet there are profound truths in today’s readings that are central to an understanding
of your eucharistic celebration this morning.

The reading from Genesis records historic events that took place some 2,000 before
the birth of Jesus. Did you notice the reference to a guy with one of those crazy Old
Testament names – Melchizedek?

This name is found in other places in the bible too.

 In Psalm 110, written by King David a thousand years before Christ, there is a
prophesy that the Messiah will be forever ‘a priest of the order of
Melchizedek’.

 And in Matthew (22:41-45) Jesus Himself talked about psalm 110 with the
pharisees, when He asks for their opinion about the Messiah.

 And then, less than 40 years after the Resurrection, this same phrase, ‘a
priest after the order of Melchizedek’ was being quoted in the Letter to the
Hebrews (5:6-10).

Why all this interest in Melchizedek? Well, he is understood to be one of the
characters in the Old Testament who points towards the New Testament, towards the
coming Messiah. And from the earliest Christians through to today Melchizedek and
his mysterious appearance with Abraham have helped the faithful to recognise that
Jesus is the genuine Messiah. How?

Well….
 The name Melchizedek means ‘King of righteousness’.
 He is the King of Salem, a city later to be known as Jerusalem, the place

where God’s Temple is to be found.
 Very unusually for a king, Melchizedek has no family tree, and we know

nothing of his descendants. He just appears at a moment in time. He is
timeless.

 And Melchizedek is not only a king but a priest, an intermediary between God
and mankind.

 As king and priest, Melchizedek received offerings from Abram, who is our
‘Father in Faith’.

 And we are told that Melchizedek brings out bread and wine and blesses God
and Abram.

Bread and wine.

This is a clue, 2,000 years before Jesus, hidden in the Book of Genesis, a clue of
what is to come. Once people knew Jesus and saw what He did in His ministry, it at
last made sense.

It is in the Letter to the Hebrews (7:1-19) where all these things are carefully
explained. Not only is Melchizedek a sign of the Christ, but he also explains how
Jesus is a priest, even though he is not from the traditional Levite line of hereditary
Jewish priests.
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And what all this adds up to is this: when the true Messiah comes, the Jews can
expect there to be a very radical change to the priesthood. The Messiah will be a
priest forever, and the priesthood will not be hereditary. And that means that the
Laws of Judaism, with the arrival of the new priesthood of Christ, would change. As
Jesus explained, you can’t patch old and new things together – what you need is
“new skins for new wine”.

And indeed this is what happened. Within 30 years of the resurrection, the Temple
had been destroyed; the animal sacrifices of the Old Covenant – the covenant
between Moses and God, came to an end. The old sacrifices had gone forever,
having been replaced by the NEW covenant, the New Testament. And the arrival of
the Church saw a new priesthood, a timeless priesthood. And the new priests were
celebrating a new, timeless sacrament, called the Eucharist.

The very familiar story of the Wedding Feast at Cana conceals all sorts of insights
about our Lord. Two quick points.

First: if the wine runs out at a wedding it’s scandalous and shameful for the host.
Through Jesus being present, the bridegroom was saved from humiliation. Jesus is a
miraculous peacemaker.

Second: Turning water into wine is something we take for granted. We put grapes
with sugar and yeast, let them ferment, and we get wine. In our familiarity, we forget
that the grapes are a gift to us from God that we take and change into something
different. Now the miracle at Cana is not that wine was made, but that it was
produced instantaneously, timelessly. Jesus, being God, is master of time. He can
miraculously make the whole process happen instantaneously. And he invites us
humans to take part in the miracle. He told the servants precisely what to do, then
Jesus transformed water into wine.

There’s a theme emerging here:
 Jesus is God.
 God is timeless.
 God can perform miracles.
 He uses human servants to help Him.
 And when God performed a miracle, it happened at the coming together of a

family at a wedding feast.

And finally, the The Book of Revelation. A book unique in the New Testament, in that
it reveals things normally not seen or heard by human beings. The section we heard
today is about the ‘marriage supper of the Lamb’ – a scene of a wedding feast in
heaven where God is revealed to us. Are you getting the links? Wedding feasts
again. It is describing, once again, the eucharistic celebration. In a few minutes you
yourselves will be repeating the words ‘Lamb of God’ before coming to Holy
Communion. Another miracle is taking place, where God’s people on earth are bound
together horizontally – in communion – and also joined in union vertically with the
heavenly hosts in a timeless praise of God.

And the way in which the Church offers the bread and wine in thanksgiving to God is
sacramental, achieved with sacred words and actions made by the priest at the altar,
following the words and actions exactly as Jesus instructed at the Last Supper. It is a
holy commemoration of the sacrifice Jesus Christ made for our salvation, our
reconciliation with God. And that memorial celebration is what both you catholics of
the Anglican Tradition and we catholics of the Roman Tradition call ‘the Eucharist’.
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You may wonder why sometimes we Roman Catholics call it the Mass. It comes from
the Latin word missa, which is the same root word for “missile”, and it means to
"send forth". The final words of your eucharistic service today, traditionally said by a
deacon like me, mean “You are sent forth to proclaim the Good News to the world
through your lives”. Strengthened by Holy Communion, Christians, from the very first
days of the Church two thousand years ago, have celebrated the Eucharist and have
then been sent out, like guided missiles, to change the world for the better.

Incidentally, do you know what God gave us as the sign of this NEW covenant
between God and humanity made possible by Jesus? The old covenants had signs –
circumcision, the rainbow, animal sacrifices. What’s the sign of the New Covenant?

It’s the Church! And it is precisely because the Church is the sign of the New
Covenant that we yearn for unity. It’s a scandal that we are divided, that we are not in
communion together; it is shameful that there is no bread nor wine for us to share as
one family. We are separated for historical reasons, and it’s a very painful separation
for us because it injures the Body of Christ, the Church.

That cannot be right, and we must, all of us, work and pray, as Christian communities
and as individuals, to find our way to reconciliation. And, as you know, God works in
mysterious ways. It may not happen the way we expect. Maybe in the next five
hundred years. Maybe sooner. But it will happen.


