
1 

SMF Festival 2026 

Sermon by the Rt Revd Luke Irvine-Capel, Bishop of Richborough 

 

It is very good to be here today, giving thanks to God with you for the Society for the 

Maintenance of the Faith, as we continue to be faithful in fulfilling our object ‘to promote and 

maintain catholic teaching and practice within the Church of England’. Of course, our calling 

is not to simply fulfil a charitable object, however good and proper that is – and it is – but we 

are more fundamentally called to live it: to live the catholic life in all its beauty and fulness in 

the Church of England and to hand it on faithfully to those who will succeed us. 

Several years ago, I was interviewed for the living of St Gabriel, Warwick Square, in 

Pimlico. The then Bishop of London asked me during the interview what I believed to be at the 

heart of the Catholic Faith. I still have the handwritten postcard from Bishop Richard which 

followed, offering me the Living, recording my answer: “It was particularly encouraging to 

hear you identify the Incarnation as the heart of the Catholic faith.” (Here is the postcard!)  

I was, therefore, delighted to see that the Gospel reading for our Festival Mass today is 

the account from St John of the miraculous conversion of water into wine at the wedding feast 

in Cana of Galilee. John records this at the beginning of Chapter 2 of his Gospel. Chapter 1 of 

St John’s Gospel began with the great unfolding of the mystery of the Incarnation, the Word 

made flesh, God with us, Emmanuel – and the miracle before us today continues the unfolding, 

that disclosure of who Jesus is. 

The miracle takes place at a wedding. The metaphor of the wedding is a powerful and 

consistent theme in Scripture as the relationship between God and his people is articulated. The 

Prophet Isaiah talks of God, the Creator, as the one who will marry his people: “As the 

bridegroom rejoices in his bride, so will your God rejoice in you.” We cannot fail but be taken 

aback by the beauty and intimacy of this prophecy. The bridegroom rejoices and delights in us. 

He wants to marry his people because he loves them – us – passionately. 

In the wonder of the Incarnation, we see the fulfilment of this prophecy, God being 

faithful, and we adore the Word made flesh, who manifests his glory by coming to be one with 

us. He is born, in tenderness and vulnerability, into the imperfection and poverty of our world 

that we might come to share in the fulness and perfection of his life. His birth is the joining, 

the marriage, of heaven to earth, of our humanity and his divinity. God becomes one with us 

that we might be one with him. 

The wedding in our Gospel today takes place in Cana, a small peasant village in the 

mountainous countryside of Galilee. Cana was not the kind of place where the wedding host 

would have offered a sumptuous feast. It was a poor and remote community. The poverty there 

may be one reason why the wine ran out. Yet this forsaken place was where Jesus gave the first 

of the great signs of his glory of which St John’s Gospel claims to be the record. 

Just as the wedding is a powerful prophetic image, so is the wine. Again, the prophet 

Isaiah (25:6) foretells that “On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast 

of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, a rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines 

strained clear.” Wine is also, of course, central to that great ritual feast, the Passover meal. It’s 

not just that wine sets off the food well, but that it brings delight and lifts the spirit, and speaks 

to us of the grace and goodness of God. Wine is the sign of our joy, that a meal becomes a 

feast, that sustenance becomes eternal rejoicing – the work of God.  

So, what is St John telling us when the wine runs out at this wedding? Well, if the 

wedding is a metaphor for the relationship between God and his people, then the wine running 

dry tells us that the relationship that is meant to be life and joy-giving has become arid and 

lifeless. And, into this wedding feast in Cana, where the wine has run out, comes Jesus who is 

Himself the marriage between God and humanity. 
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When the wine runs out it is Mary, the Mother of Jesus, who speaks to him, “They have no 

wine”. Of course, this is a statement of practical fact, and you can sense the concern that Mary 

has for the happy couple at this socially awkward moment. But she is also echoing the great 

prophets of Israel who have striven, in their time, to call the people back to their relationship 

with God, and who have called upon God to act. “They have no wine” is a prophetic cry on 

Mary’s lips resonating with the prophets who have called upon God to restore His life among 

His people. 

Mary then tells the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” Many commentators have 

observed that these are the last words we hear from Mary in John’s Gospel, which means, 

therefore, that they are the last words we hear from her in the Gospels and the whole of the 

New Testament. These last, confident, words from Mary, again resonate with those great 

prophets of Israel, such as Isaiah and Ezekiel. Just as she was calling upon God to act, “they 

have no wine”, so, like those prophets of Israel, she is now calling the people to obedience to 

the word and will of God: “Do whatever he tells you.” 

Jesus then directs the servants to fill the six stone water-jars for the Jewish rites of 

purification that are standing there. We can see in these water-jars a symbol of the spiritual life 

and disciplines, “the rites of purification”, of the people of Israel. The water in these vast water-

jars is the water that has sustained and given life over centuries – the Law, the Covenant, the 

Temple – and it has been good, beautiful and vital – but it isn’t wine. “The law indeed was 

given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” The wine is the fulness of 

what God has prepared from the beginning. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 

with God, and the Word was God.” The water, good in itself, needs to be transfigured, and this 

is now what happens as Jesus transforms the water into wine. 

He doesn’t disregard or disrespect the water in any way, rather he takes it and raises it 

to a new level: “The steward tasted the water that had become wine.” The servants alone would 

know that this wine has not come from nowhere. It had been water, and one thing Jesus never 

does is to cause things to simply appear. He came to redeem and transform the good creation, 

and so his miracles are always a restoration, or a transformation, of something which already 

existed. 

Which brings us to this moment and this offering of the eucharistic sacrifice. It’s not 

too much of a stretch to see that the rites and rituals of the Old Covenant are also taken and 

transformed into the sacramental life of the Church. As Jesus changed water into wine, so the 

wine of the Eucharist is changed and becomes the precious Blood of Christ, the bread his pure 

Body. As we celebrate this, and every, Mass, we offer the ordinary stuff of creation, bread and 

wine, and God takes them through the ministry of his priest, in the person the Christ, and fills 

them with the fullness of his grace and life. “From his fullness we have all received, grace upon 

grace.” The new wine of the kingdom is nothing less than Jesus’ own life, and the marriage of 

God and humanity in Christ is an epiphany of our salvation. 

In the midst of the many challenges of our world and church it can sometimes feel an 

arid existence. In promoting and maintaining catholic teaching and practice, we rejoice in the 

gift of sacramental assurance which is nothing less than the fullness of Jesus’ life in the 

sacraments of the Church and, supremely, in the gift of Holy Communion: the Word made 

flesh and splendour of the Father.  

May he transform the poverty of our nature and renew us by his grace. May we, in our 

weakness, hunger and thirst, be refreshed, renewed and restored, that we may evermore be 

radiant with His glory. 

“Let us rejoice and exult and give glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has come, and 

his bride has made herself ready.” 


