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“Starting the Year Well: Finding Solutions” 

Text: John 2:1-11 
 
The comic strip, Calvin and Hobbes featured a mischievous boy and his stuffed tiger.  Calvin and 
Hobbes were always getting into some adventure, oftentimes with a bit of trouble along the way.  
The writer, Bill Watterson, retired the strip on December 31, 1985.  The last comic strip featured 
the two characters walking in the snow covered woods carrying a toboggan.   It had just snowed 
the night before.  Hobbes said to the little boy, “Everything familiar has disappeared!  The world 
looks brand new!”  Calvin replies, “A new year…A fresh clean start.”  They liken the snow 
filled world to a clean sheet of paper waiting to be drawn upon, full of possibilities.  The strip 
ended with Calvin exclaiming, “Let’s go exploring!” 
 
It seemed like a fitting ending for the comic strip.  You bid the characters farewell knowing that 
they would be continuing in unforeseen adventures.  And the final words felt like a personal 
invitation to step outside and find one’s own adventures.   
 
Any new beginning can feel like that.  A new year, a new job, a new home.  It is our chance to 
leave something old behind and begin all over.  It might also be a chance to re-invent oneself.  
We get to start over with a blank slate, a clean canvas, a fresh start. 
 
But I have come to believe that these new beginnings require intentional efforts.  A new year 
does not necessarily mean a fresh start.  A new job doesn’t change anything if we bring our old 
baggage with us.  We have to be willing to confront the things we wish to change about 
ourselves, about the world around us.  There is nothing magical about turning the page of a 
calendar.   
 
I have often shared this with my friends and colleagues in ministry.  I can’t begin to tell you how 
many times I have heard someone say, “I’ve had it with this church and I’m going to go 
somewhere else where they can appreciate what I bring.”  The problem is that we bring our old 
selves into the new church and those problems we thought we were leaving behind are right there 
waiting for us in a new location. 
 
If I have any wisdom to share in this area, it is that we have to work through differences that 
arise, because they will just keep popping up.  That is true in the church, in marriage and 
relationships, in work, in every aspect of life.  If we presume that we can just leave the old issues 
behind us, more often than not, we will be sorely disappointed to discover that they are waiting 
for us in the new church, the new relationship, the new job.   
 
A new year invites us to look at the areas we would like to change and begin to address those 
changes in intentional ways.  What is at the heart of the issue?  What exactly do we want to 



change?  What would that change look like?  How do we implement this change?  The solution 
will not be found in walking away and hoping that everything will get better.   
 
Wangari Maathai was living in her homeland of Kenya lamenting the changes she had witnessed 
since her childhood.  As a young girl, she recalled how the land would support local 
communities with enough food to feed everyone.  But as large portions of the country were 
deforested, erosion began to set in. The rich topsoil of many communities washed away.  There 
wasn’t enough soil to plant and harvest a sustainable crop.  People moved out of the rural 
settings into the cities, but this didn’t address the lack of food.  People were starving. 
 
Maathai established what was called the Green Belt Movement in 1977.  In what seemed like a 
very simple solution to a daunting problem, women began to plant trees throughout the country.  
The Green Belt movement provided saplings that could be planted and soon, groves and then 
forests began to reappear.  They were healing the country.  Since 1977 the Green Belt Movement 
has been responsible for planting more than forty-five million tress in Kenya.   
 
Maathai understood that if things were to improve, they had to confront the issues resulting in 
the loss of crops and the resulting famines.  Without addressing this, the problems would 
continue.  And even after planting the trees, they had to be vigilant in recognizing the importance 
of these trees and the vitality they provided for their local communities.   
 
Wangari Maathai and the Green Belt Movement were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004 
because of their work and dedication to find solutions to a very important issue. 
 
That is why I would argue that a new beginning isn’t dependent upon the turning of a calendar or 
the clean desk of a new job.  It is dependent upon folks who recognize a need and work to find 
new solutions to vexing problems. 
 
In this morning’s gospel reading, we hear of Jesus’ first miracle.  At this point in his ministry, 
Jesus has just begun to assemble his disciples.  Along with his mother, these disciples and Jesus 
are attending a wedding in the city of Cana.  What we know of weddings in biblical times is that 
they were often a lengthy celebration.  Following the wedding ceremony, guests would remain 
for a celebration with food and drink for all. 
 
Some commentators have suggested that if Jesus and his mother were both in attendance and 
invited to this wedding, it may have been for a family member.  They may have some connection 
to the hosts of the event.  And that becomes significant because something quite embarrassing 
has occurred.  They have run out of wine.  This would have been a major faux pas and would 
have reflected poorly upon the hosts and wedding couple.   
 
Jesus’ mother gets wind of this shortfall and brings this to the attention of Jesus.  He seems 
somewhat nonchalant about this, but his mother tells the wine stewards to do whatever he tells 
them to do.  Somehow she knows that he will find a solution. 
 
The stewards are instructed to fill six stone jars with water which they fill to the brim.  In a story 
that is at times sparse on details, John likely indicates that they were filled to the brim to indicate 
that there was no room to put anything else inside.  It wasn’t like Jesus had concentrated grape 



juice packets or anything else to add to these full jars.  His word was enough to produce this 
miracle. 
 
When the suddenly full jars were brought to the chief steward, he was amazed.  This wine was 
better than what they had previously served.  As he points out, it is unusual for folks to save the 
best wine for last. 
 
For the modern reader of this story, we might hear this as an indication of Jesus’ power and 
abilities.  This will continue in unexpected ways when Jesus calms a storm, feeds a multitude of 
people, heals lepers and performs other miracles that astound those around him.  But, we might 
wonder what this miracle could possibly mean for us today.  To the best of my knowledge, none 
of us have the ability to turn water into wine.  If I could have done that, my college years would 
have been a lot more interesting.  But, perhaps there is something for each of us in this unusual 
story. 
 
How many times have we faced an insurmountable task?  A problem that seems to have no 
answer?  An issue that seems too intractable to solve?  We look at the issue and feel like there is 
nothing we can do.  What this story invites us to believe is the possibility that even the most 
unlikely of problems has a solution.  And sometimes that solution can be as unlikely as turning 
water into wine. 
 
On February 29, 2000, leap day, Peter Lovenheim was walking his dog in the neighborhood he 
had lived in most of his life.  It was late evening and he saw news trucks with satellite dishes 
parked at the end of the street.  There were flashing red lights of police cars and ambulances.  
When he asked, an officer told him that there had been a shooting in a neighboring home, an 
apparent murder-suicide. 
 
The family that lived there had been their neighbors for seven years, but Peter couldn’t have told 
you anything about them.  He wondered whether anything would have been different if they had 
known them better.  Looking out the window, he realized that he knew little about the people 
that lived in their neighborhood. Writing about this Lovenheim commented, “Why is it that in an 
age of cheap long-distance rates, discount airlines, and the internet, when we can create 
community anywhere, we often don’t know the people who live next door?” 
 
How does one begin to address the problem of social isolation?  How does one break down the 
barriers and develop friendships with the people closest to us?  As unlikely as turning water into 
wine, Lovenheim decided on a very unlikely solution.  He decided to invite himself to a 
sleepover at his neighbor’s homes.  One by one he asked if he could come for dinner and spend 
the night.  His children had done this often with their friends when they were young.  It seemed 
like a novel way to get to know his neighbors. 
 
Surprisingly, the neighbors understood why he was doing this and embraced the idea.  One by 
one, he showed up at their homes with his overnight bag and made himself a welcome guest in 
their homes.  And the result was that he got to know his neighbors on a deeper level.  He 
discovered who was lonely, who was facing health issues, who needed help transporting children 
to school and other events.  And with that information, he Peter became a connector.  He could 
connect the people who needed a ride to a doctor’s visit with the retirees who had time to do this.  
He could connect people with home repair skills who could help the single mother struggling 



with home maintenance.  Because of these sleepovers, Peter was able to bring a disconnected 
community closer to one another. 
 
If turning water into wine sounds like an incredible miracle, go knock on your neighbor’s doors 
and tell them you want to have a sleepover at their home.  Take a look at the isolation that exists 
within our communities and try to find a solution that brings people together in meaningful ways.  
Jesus turned water into wine not as a party trick, but as a way of inviting us to look at those 
difficult issues we face and believe that we can make a difference, that we can do incredible 
things.   
 
We might look at any number of the issues in our personal or social lives and begin to think that 
they are as difficult as turning water into wine.  They are the residual issues that we have carried 
with us into the new year.  If only it were possible to turn the page of the calendar and say that 
racism and sexism and homophobia are officially abolished.  But it isn’t that easy.  If only we 
could proclaim to the world, “In this new year, no child shall go to bed hungry, no one shall be 
without a place to call home, no one will want for the basic necessities of life.”  If only people 
didn’t have to ration basic medicines like insulin because the cost has more than doubled in the 
last six years.  We look at the issues we faced in 2018 and they were waiting there on the first 
page of 2019.   
 
But instead of leading us to despair, I pray that we will find the determination to seek solutions 
that bring hope.  This weekend we honor the life of a pastor, a man who took an often unpopular 
stance of believing in the full equality of all people.  He stood on the steps of the Lincoln 
Memorial and spoke some of the most eloquent words ever composed.  He shared a dream that 
one day the state of Mississippi would be “transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.”  He 
shared a dram that in Alabama, black boys and girls would be able to join hands with white boys 
and girls as sisters and brothers.  He shared a dream that his four children would “one day live in 
a nation where they [would] not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their 
character.”  He shared a hope-filled dream for a future free of racism. 
 
A new year invites us to cherish those dreams, to long for justice, to work for solutions that make 
the Beloved Community a reality among us.  These dreams require our dedication and work.  
They won’t come easily.  But faith is always believing in the possibility of things we cannot yet 
see.  We don’t have to turn water into wine, but we are invited to believe that our actions can 
have miraculous results. 


