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Christmas Eve, December 24, 1998 
During my Advent readings I found out about a custom which prevailed in English parish churches in the Middle Ages. Near the beginning of the Christmas celebration a man would stand in the choir loft and sing the genealogy of Jesus. That is to say, he chanted the first seventeen verses of St. Matthew's Gospel, which are also the first seventeen verses of the New Testament itself.
One of the reasons God commands us to honor our fathers and our mothers is to remind us that we did not come from nowhere or out of nothing. We did not invent ourselves. Like it or not, we are the product of a family which is the direct product of two other families -- and the families have lineages and histories which stretch all the way back to Adam and Eve.
St. Matthew begins the genealogy, "The book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham." If Jesus is really the Messiah -- the Christ -- the Saviour of Israel God promised his people in the Old Testament -- his lineage has to be from Abraham, through the tribe of Judah, and then through King David. Descent from Abraham makes him a Jew; descent through the tribe of Judah gives him royal blood; descent from David qualifies him to be the Messiah.
The conditions are fulfilled in St. Luke's words in tonight's gospel, "All went to be taxed, every one into his own city. And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judæa, unto the city of David which is called Bethlehem (because he was of the house and lineage of David) to be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child."
Hebrew genealogies were traced through the child's legal father. The fact that Joseph had no biological connection to the child with whom Mary was great had nothing to do with the issue at all.
As we take a more careful look through Jesus' family tree we find some quite interesting entries -- not in all cases DAR, FFV, or Ivy League types. There is at least one bigamist; a spat-upon foreigner; several garden-variety adulterers; a sprinkling of idolaters; and two kings who threw their kingdoms away because they couldn't be satisfied with just one woman. [DAR = Daughters of the American Revolution; FFV = First Families of Virginia. Ed.]
The two linch pins of Jesus' genealogy are particularly instructive. To save his own skin, Abraham allowed the prince of Egypt to have his way with his wife, and he later distinguished himself by laughing in God's face and impregnating a slave girl about a fourth his age. King David not only slept with another man's wife, but he also had the man killed as part of a massive obstruction of justice and perjurious cover-up. Holy dysfunctional family.
Now I don't mean to be introducing gratuitous unpleasantness into this happy, holy season. But I must tell you that I spend a good bit of my pastoral work dealing with families -- and with individual people who are desperately trying to figure their families out.
I believe with all of my heart that one of the biggest problems people have is that they think that there is a standard of family normality that everybody achieves but them -- that they and their strange family are the only ones who don't measure up.
And so if I were king I would see to it that at birth everybody would be handed a card that. says, "All families have problems. If you don't waste time expecting yours to be an exception, you'll be way better off."
And so I think the story of the genealogy and the family tree of Jesus is infinitely reassuring. If the son of God himself came out of a bizarre family too, maybe there is more hope for you and your family than you might have thought.
That is just one more way to praise God for his incarnation in the birth of Jesus. Jesus came down from heaven to become a real human being -- so he could save real human beings like ourselves. He came down into an actual family -- a family with a checkered past.
He came down into an historically troubled nation which was currently living under the boot of pagan foreign oppressors. He came down to live in a territory that was regarded as the outback of his country -- a place populated by ignorant hicks. He came down to be born outdoors in a stable to a woman who was worn out from a long donkey ride.
And he came down anyway. And he came down into it all, and he redeemed it all, and he saved it all -- just by coming down and becoming part of it all. And that means he can come down into your depressed, stressed out, selfish, disobedient heart and save it and redeem it too -- and throw new life and new hope into the bargain -- and all you have to do is ask him to do it.
The big surprise about the birth of Jesus is, after all, its familiarity and its ordinariness. As the Epistle to the Hebrews puts it, "Since the children, as he calls them, are people of flesh and blood, Jesus himself became like them and shared their human nature ... For verily he took not on him the nature of angels, but he took on him the seed of Abraham." Not an angel, but, instead, the seed of Abraham. Thanks be to God.
The Collect: Almighty God, who hast given us thy only-begotten Son to take our nature upon him, and as at this time to be born of a pure virgin; Grant that we being regenerate, and made thy children by adoption and grace, may daily be renewed by thy Holy Spirit; through the same our Lord Jesus Christ, who liveth and reigneth with thee and the same Spirit ever, one God, world without end. Amen. 
The Epistle: Hebrews 1:1 - 12
The Gospel: St. John 1: 1 - 14
