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In his 2006 film. The Prestige, director Christopher Nolan opens with the story’s narrator 
telling the audience that 

Every great magic trick consists of three parts or acts. The first part is called 
"The Pledge". The magician shows you something ordinary: a deck of cards, a 
bird, or a man. He shows you this object. Perhaps he asks you to inspect it to see 
if it is indeed real, unaltered, normal.... The second act is called "The Turn". The 
magician takes the ordinary something and makes it do something 
extraordinary.... But you wouldn't clap yet. Because making something disappear 
isn't enough; you have to bring it back. That's why every magic trick has a third 
act, the hardest part, the part [called] "The Prestige". 

If this’s right and we’re being honest, then upon hearing today’s Gospel lesson, we are going 
to have to admit right up front that Jesus would have been a pretty terrible magician. In it, we 
hear of the first of Jesus’ signs in John’s Gospel: the miracle at a wedding in Cana of Galilee. In 
the course of the wedding feast, the host begins to run out of wine. Maybe he or some of the 
guest begin to take notice, it isn’t clear. But the servants know and, somehow, Jesus’ mother, 
Mary, catches wind. In a culture where hospitality followed careful protocols and was linked with 
social and moral standing in the community, great shame and public disgrace were just on the 
horizon for the bridegroom. And so after a little coxing — his cryptic “My hour has not come” 
apparently not persuading — Mary prevails on Jesus to intervene. 

Now, right from the outset, Jesus bungles this trick, I think. Remember “The Pledge,” where 
the magician shows the audience something ordinary? Jesus indeed starts with just regular, plain 
water in large, stone jars meant for the Jewish rites of purification. But then, he forgets to show 
them to those attending the wedding. They don’t have a chance to inspect to see that the water is 
indeed real, unaltered, normal. His trusty assistant, the Blessed Virgin knows. The servants know. 

But that’s it. From a showman’s point of view, a real lost opportunity. 
But then comes the turn, the second act, where the magician takes the ordinary thing — water 

in this case — and makes it do something extraordinary. I mean, it becomes wine, sure; but we 
don’t even get to see the trick. In fact, nobody does. There’s no hocus-pocus; no Hey, presto\ 
moment. John doesn’t even indicate that Jesus does anything! The magic, as it were, seems to 
take place entirely off stage. 

We finally get to “The Prestige,” then, the third and hardest part. Jesus simply tells the servants 
to “draw some out and take it to the chief steward.” The steward, tasting, believes it to be the best 
wine the bridegroom has to offer, strangely saved for the end of the wedding feast. The thing is, 
he doesn’t know where it came from. He might not even have known that the wine was running 
out to begin with. It isn’t clear that any of the other guests (save the magician and his trust 
assistant) do either. In this way, it isn’t a Prestige at all: no one knew anything had disappeared in 
the first place and so don’t know that it has been brought back. 

From start to finish, then, it is a lousy trick. The audience — those gathered to celebrate this 
wedding in Cana of Galilee — aren’t even aware of the conceit of the trick: that the wine is 
running out and, at first, there is really just water in the stone jars. Then, no one even sees the 
change take place. It just ends with them getting really good wine without the slightest clue it 
hadn’t been there all along. That’s not going to get you to Vegas. Not even to Branson. It’s 
almost as if no one was supposed to know that the extraordinary was happening in their midst. 
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This miracle, the first Jesus performs in John’s Gospel, falls flat as magic. If the point were to 
get some attention at the beginning of his public ministry, drumming up publicity and enthusiasm 
for him and his disciples, then this was a complete failure. It only works — in fact, it’s only 
worth reporting — if it were meant as a different kind of thing, what John calls a “sign” in his 
Gospel. 

And like all signs, it is fair for us to ask this morning what it signifies. 
Wine and weddings and feasts turn out to have a long biblical history of signifying the 

gladness of life with God. Isaiah tells us in this morning’s Old Testament lesson than because the 
Lord delights in his people, God will someday marry them “like a young man marries a young 
woman.” And there will be rejoicing on that day. Likewise, the Psalmist invites the people to 
feast on the abundance of God’s house, promising them that God one day will “give them drink 
from the river of [his] delights, for with [him] is the well of life.” These are all signs, woven 
through the whole story of Israel’s life with God, that point to the celebration that will attend 
God’s final victory on behalf of his people and his presence among them. Indeed, this is how 
John means us to read and interpret today’s lesson. The signs that have long been promised to 
attend the coming of God have arrived! That there is only water left will be no obstacle; nothing 
will stand in the way of festal delight with God. Scarcity and deprivation will all be transformed 
in his presence; everything will be made new and glorious and well because the Lord who makes 
all things new has arrived. The best wine in staggering abundance, though furnished by God in 
secret, has been brought to the wedding feast! The Lord surely has drawn near, though in the 
guise of an ordinary wedding guest. As Jesus said to his mother, his “hour has not yet come.” 
And so the signs would precede the revelation that God has arrived to finally deliver his people. 
He brought them the choicest wine before they even knew he was there. 

Miracles in the Gospels aren’t magic tricks, conjurings meant for publicity or persuasion. They 
aren’t parlor routines to delight or slight of hand to impress. They are signs that point to this one 
thing only: the whole of creation finds God irresistible. His presence draws all things toward their 
perfection and completion. The lame walk because legs are for walking; the blind see because 
eyes are for seeing. Fig trees bloom no matter the season because in the Lord’s presence it is 
perpetual springtime. Water becomes wine because sustaining life is not good enough when God 
is near; feasting is the only thing that will do. And so miracles attend Jesus ministry as signs that 
he is the very presence of God. Any thing and any one who encounters him glimpses the 
perfecting of diminished and distorted things in these signs. Throughout the Gospels, each is a 
tiny epiphany, disclosing the goodness potential in all things, to be realized at the consumption of 
time. 

I have said… 


