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The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. Amen 

This week the world mourned the death of the poet Mary Oliver. Snippets of her poetry 
have been popping up on my Facebook newsfeed the last few days. Mary Oliver was known 
and loved and awarded over her lifetime for helping her readers see the created world in 
new and astonishing ways.  

When my son and daughter applied to Pacific Lutheran University they were required to 
write an essay that poses a powerful question from Oliver’s poem, “The Summer Day”. She 
wrote, “Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?” 

Sometimes that question can be overwhelming. In that same poem Mary tells how she has 
been spending her summer day strolling through the fields, kneeling and lying on the grass, 
and observing the creatures that are so easy to overlook. And she asks, “Tell me, what else 
should I have done?” 

We humans are unique in God’s created order because we are creatures who plan and 
prepare and set goals for ourselves. We strive to achieve in a variety of ways. We work hard 
to make the team or to build a business or to raise responsible children who will also work 
and build and strive. This working and building and striving can be overwhelming. We 
question whether our efforts are “enough”—good enough, worthy enough—and then we 
must ask, enough for whom? For us or for others or for God? 

“What is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?” 

In our gospel reading today, Jesus’ mother might be asking something like this of Jesus. She 
knows who Jesus is and what he is capable of doing. When she tells him that the wedding 
host has run out of wine it sounds like she’s asking, “What do you plan to do with your 
power and authority, Jesus?” Their conversation is puzzling. At first he seems to refuse to 
act, but his mother gives instruction to the servants to do whatever Jesus tells them. 

He tells them to fill the large stone jars that would have held water for the Jewish rites of 
purification—a kind of baptism. So they fill them with water. Then he tells them to take a 
sample of it to the chief steward, which is when it is discovered that the water has been 
transformed to wine—and not just a jug of Gallo pink Chablis, but good wine, the best wine! 
And there is an abundance of it! My guess is that it would last through the rest of their 7-
day feast! 

Now we could be skeptical of this “sign” as John calls it, and see it as some sort of magic 
trick any Las Vegas illusionist might perform. But what if this sign isn’t really about water 
or wine. What if it is about us, those of us like the servants and the disciples who were 
witnesses to this transformation of water into wine. What if this sign is really about Jesus’ 
power to transform us from something ordinary into something wonderful, something 
delicious, something that helps the world experience the abundant love of God. 

Mary Oliver answers her own question about what we might do with our one wild and 
precious life. “Instructions for living a life: Pay attention. Be astonished. Tell about it.” 



This year our Confirmation youth are filling out worship notes that asks them to pay 
attention to where they experience good news in our worship. We have talked about the 
fact that “good news” is the definition of the word gospel. So we are asking our young 
people to pay attention to what God is up to in our Scripture readings, the sermon, the 
songs we sing, the words we proclaim together, and even in the interactions between 
worshipers.  

But the good news of God’s activity is not limited to this day and time of the week in 
churches like this. God is living and active in all kinds of surprising places, bringing 
abundant blessings to the world. 

How might we pay attention to the activity of God in our daily lives? Where do you see acts 
of blessing? Where are people fed with food, attention, medical care or whatever they 
might need? Who is serving as God’s instrument to bring life and hope and genuine care to 
a hurting world? 

This week I saw God at work in a number of ways. I was delighted to read on the front page 
of the News-Argus about a group of Montana state legislators who are getting together 
regularly to talk through the issues before them to find solutions so that the work of 
government can move forward. I was astonished!  

God is at work in the hearts and minds of those elected officials who are choosing to 
participate in this group, because through these ordinary people they are being 
transformed into servants whose work can bless the needs of others. 

Many of you know Justin & Julie Shobe. Their daughter Hazel was baptized here last year 
and Justin’s parents are Jayson & Debby. Justin & Julie have started a podcast called 
“Connect MT” (Montana) in which they interview people about their thoughts on 
leadership, community, and how they serve those communities. Their hope is to inspire 
their listeners to embrace their communities and find ways to serve them. Justin & Julie are 
instruments of God’s transforming love. 

Following Mary Oliver’s instructions for living a life, let us learn to Pay attention! God is 
present and active in the world, bringing life and blessing to all creation. Be astonished! 
God’s work can be surprising, showing up in ordinary people doing ordinary things and 
transforming them into abundant gifts for the sake of the world. And then, tell about what 
you have seen and heard and believe.  

In the opening of John’s gospel we read these words about Jesus: “And the Word became 
flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full 
of grace and truth. From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” (John1:14, 16) 

By the power of the Holy Spirit God has filled us with the fullness of his grace in the waters 
of Holy Baptism. God is at work transforming us through those waters into believers who 
pay attention to God’s activity and are astonished by God’s grace upon grace in our lives, so 
that we become eager to tell the world about those abundant blessings. May we all rejoice 
in this one wild and precious life we have been given as God’s gift and blessing to the world. 

Thanks be to God! Amen 


