
 
 
December 2022 Message for Congregations and Lay and Rostered Leaders 
 
Dear Beloved of God -  
 

Do you have a relative who keeps track of the family tree? Someone who knows who all the 
second cousins are, what became of Aunt Anna, and where your middle name comes from? 
Someone who knows the heroes, the tricksters, and the secrets? Maybe that person is you. If 
you are a genealogy adventurer, you are going to love the genealogy according to Matthew 1:1-
17. 
 
Matthew is getting ready for a birth. To prepare, our host has pulled out charts and yellowed 
family photos to demonstrate that this baby comes from an established bloodline tracing all the 
way back to Abraham, right down to a carpenter named Joseph. It is quite a feat, really, 
diagramming forty-two (42!) generations of a family tree. 
 
As Matthew moves through his chart, a pattern unfolds, "Jechoniah was the father of Salathiel, 
and Salathiel the father of Zerubbabel." So-and-so was the father of so-and-so, and on and on. 
Traditionally, one’s lineage was traced from fathers to sons. Curiously, wonderfully, Matthew’s 
genealogy breaks this cadence and includes the names of five women: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, 
Bathsheba, and Mary, each with a story to tell. Several of the women were gentiles, some had 
experienced great trauma, and each was tenacious in their loyalty to Yahweh. 
 
When we get to the carpenter from Nazareth the gospel writer breaks cadence again. "Eliazar 
the father of Matthan, Matthan the father of Jacob, and Jacob the father of Joseph, the 
husband of Mary." Matthew does not describe Joseph as "the father of." He is a husband – a 
husband to Mary, the woman who gave birth to the Messiah.  
 
Matthew makes it clear that Joseph has no biological connection to the baby born in 
Bethlehem. And he does it again when he tells Joseph's story. On learning that his fiancée is 
pregnant, Joseph is visited by an angel. The angel explains that Mary's baby is not Joseph's 
child. This babe belongs to God. 
 
This is, of course, the story of Christmas. But it is a bit of a headscratcher. Perhaps Matthew is 
saying out loud what we all know to be true: families are messy. If you look at our genealogies, 
you will find separation and abandonment. You will see places where names have been crossed 
out, scribbled over, and downright erased. Some of us belong to families where diagramming 
our relationships requires a degree in ancestral calculus.  
 
At this time of year – this "family time" when all is supposed to be jolly and perfect – our flawed 
trees stand out in our minds. So we do what all normal Christmas tree owners do: we spin the 
greenery around until the best side faces the room. We live in the hope that no one will notice 
our hidden imperfections. 



 
But Matthew actually refuses to hide the imperfections! He spins the scruffiest parts of the 
baby's family tree toward the room. His genealogy highlights disreputable moments in the 
family's history. 
 
In effect, the angel tells Joseph, “God is in the middle of the mess that you find so 
disconcerting. The same God who was there in all the not-so-pretty, difficult events shaping 
your family tree, is in the midst of this moment." 
 
Illuminated Bibles from the Middle Ages often depict the first chapter of Matthew's Gospel as 
an elaborate family tree. Men and women perch on each branch like ornaments. At the top of 
the tree stands Mary, holding the infant Jesus. Alongside the tree, Matthew stands, holding a 
scroll and a pen, still adding names to the genealogy. 
 
In a nutshell, this is Christmas. Here the holy infant presides over our trees. I'm not talking 
about the ones with glass balls and tinsel. Here Christ embraces our families in all their 
messiness. Here Matthew stands, waiting for you, pen in hand. He is going to write your name 
on a branch. Protest all you want. Matthew is going to scribble away!  
 
"This," he will say, "is how God operates: forever grafting our flawed families and our fractured 
selves into a story of immeasurable hope." 
 
In Christ Jesus –  
Shalom, +Larry 


