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James, great job on the scripture reading.  Remind me to double your wage for the day.   I have never asked a congregational member to read a genealogy for a scripture text.  The pay grade of volunteer worship leaders just doesn’t warrant that kind insensitivity.  And yet here I have requested that James slog through these very Jewish and Sematic names during a worship service.   Why torment poor James in this way??   In his preface to Matthew’s Gospel Eugene Peterson writes,

The story of Jesus doesn’t begin with Jesus.  God had been at work for a long time.  Salvation, which is the main business of Jesus, is an old business.  Jesus is the coming together in final form of themes and energies and movements that had been set in motion before the foundation of the world.


    Matthew opens the New Testament by setting the local story of Jesus in its world historical context.  He makes sure that as we read his account of the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, we see the connections with everything that has gone before…Better yet, Matthew tells the story in such a way that not only is everything previous to us completed in Jesus; we are completed in Jesus.  Every day we wake up in the middle of something that is already going on, that has been going on for a long time:  genealogy and geology, history and culture, the cosmos—God.  We are neither accidental nor incidental to the story.  We get orientation, briefing, background, reassurance…all the parts of our lives—work, family, friends, memories, dreams—[are] also completed in Jesus.
       

The genealogy of Jesus, and Eugene Peterson’s reflection on this introduction to Matthew’s gospel, sets the foundations for our summer series on the theme of Spiritual Guides.   Susanne and I thought it would be wonderful to hear from people of the congregation on this topic.   Some might have an Ahaz who has been a spiritual guide, and I would guess more than few have a Salmon, a Tamar, a mother Mary who have shaped us or otherwise contributed to our spiritual formation.  Matthew was very intentional in beginning with a genealogy of people who shaped who Jesus would become by virtue of the family tree.  The author was careful to make these notes.  Maybe it behooves us all to do the same.
The genealogies of the bible invite us to remember those people, places and events which have formed us into the spiritual people we are today.  To this end we have asked a number of people from the congregation to share about someone whose faith has influenced them or guided them on their spiritual journey. This could be a well-known figure from Christian history or the present, a theologian or author, or a friend or family member, living or dead, whose faith has been an influence.  Story telling is always wonderful, so it looks to be a good summer for worship at Nutana Park Mennonite.
Today, I am mindful however, of the events from the past several weeks in which mass graves of indigenous children have been recovered on the site of a residential school.   Residential schools took from many indigenous children the opportunity to learn from their elders.  Too many indigenous parents were deprived an opportunity to pass on the wisdom and traditions of the family.  Too many generations have suffered.  Too many stories have not been permitted to shape stories.  I am proud and grateful to be a Canadian, and I grieve the attitude and theology and manner in which genealogies were destroyed for the peoples who preceded settler peoples.  In some way, the scripture of the day may be helpful for us to navigate the trauma and tumult of these weeks.
It is important to recognize the story behind the story of those in the genealogy of Jesus and consider why the author of the Matthew’s gospel included them.  The term which Peterson translates as “family tree” actually has more to it than that.  It is a family tree, but literally translated it is a genealogy.  Why is this important?  Linguistically the author is using a Greek language term for the ancestry of Jesus which harkens back to the first book of the Hebrew bible, which in Greek is Genesis.  In Jesus begins a new testament in which Jew and non-Jew (Greeks) are acknowledged and welcomed into the family of God.   It is a new beginning with new creations and new story lines.

An expression of this new beginning are the wonderful women included in the genealogy.  A traditional Jewish historian might include names like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, Leah, and maybe Deborah.  Instead we find “Tamar, Rahab, the wife of Uriah (Bathsheba), and Ruth” in addition to the mother of Jesus.  Including women would have been surprising in itself, but less so if the women who made the cut were…respectable matriarchs…Matthew includes…women, at least two of them Gentiles, whose backgrounds and actions in some respects might be better left as skeletons in the family closet!”  Why??
“Matthew intended his readers to see these women as positive examples of the surprising ways God works in history.  These women showed strong and aggressive faith despite their social powerlessness.  Matthew elsewhere shows an affinity for portraying women who demonstrate bold initiative; for example, the Canaanite woman (15:21ff) and the woman who touches the fringe of Jesus’ cloak (9:22).  Three of the…women he includes in his genealogy are woman of just such courageous action!  Tamar claims her rights when Judah neglects them (Gen 38); Rahab recognizes the power of the Hebrew God and so protects the scouts (Josh 2); Ruth, following Naomi’s advice, moves Boaz to action (Ruth 3).
In the ancient world, women were often forced to employ manipulative, behind-the-scenes tactics because society accorded them little influence through accepted public channels…Tamar, Rahab, and Ruth use cunning, a sort of unconventional wisdom to wring justice from unjust events.  Matthew’s message is that God uses those on society’s sidelines to advance the plan of salvation.  Faithful actions, not inherited political or religious status, or habit, place one in the Saviour’s family tree…By acting in ways that challenged the expectations of their times, these women advanced God’s plan.  The genealogy implies that with ancestors like this, Jesus will too.  With a Saviour like Jesus, we can” as well.

This sets the context to consider the spiritual genealogy which has shaped who we are and who we are becoming.  Consider for just a brief moment those people, events, landscapes, or books which have been formative for you.  Consider them.  [a brief time of quite].  My guess is that a few strong women, significant men, a deportation or two, time among the hanging gardens Babylon have been scrolling through the minds and hearts of those listening.  This is, I think, something which the author of Matthew would be hoping for as the gospel opens in this fashion.  And like Peterson noted, the story of Jesus merges with our stories.  As we tell of those building blocks upon which we have been founded we, in effect, give testimony to the cornerstone of our spiritual lives which is none other than Jesus Christ.    An article in a recent Canadian Mennonite touches on this business of spiritual guides.  
Aaron Epp collected testimonies from fourteen Mennonites on the books that have or are impacting them today.   I offer his introductory comments and three of the fourteen contributions.  “As part of Canadian Mennonite’s biannual Focus on Books & Resources section, the magazine spoke with 14 people about the novels, poetry collections and non-fiction works that have impacted them...

Wesley Montgomery, 13  Grade 8 student at Menno Simons Christian School, Calgary.  “My favourite book is The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas. The main character, Starr, is Black, and she witnesses her best friend get shot by a white police officer. It’s really relevant to what is happening in the world now. I learned that you never know what somebody’s going through. No matter what’s happening in your life, you have to treat people with respect.”

Jean Lefever, 78   Church librarian at Holyrood Mennonite Church, Edmonton.    “I’ve just recently read Peace by Chocolate: The Hadhad Family’s Remarkable Journey from Syria to Canada by Jon Tattrie. It’s about a Syrian family that was sponsored by a group in Antigonish, N.S…. It’s a remarkable story of how these newcomers were able to start a chocolatier called Peace by Chocolate with the help of the community.”
Doug Klassen, 54  Executive minister of Mennonite Church Canada, Winnipeg.  “One book that has really rocked my world in the last five or seven years or so is Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World by René Girard. He was featured on CBC Radio’s Ideas program, and it just blew my mind. The book they referenced a lot in that series was Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World. It’s helped me understand three things: the uniqueness of Jesus and the gospels, the uniqueness of how conflict works in the world, and how Jesus resolves that. It’s been key for me.”

My second example comes from an ecumenical friend of mine with whom I meet now and then.  I offer an excerpt from a conversation we have had.  As a context Richard’s father was a Jew living in Europe in the mid 20th century.
Despite [my father’s] struggles and loss during the 2nd WW, he somehow never resented Germans, only Nazis.  How in such stark circumstances does one successfully distinguish between one and the other?  I remember in my youth, he having Germain business associates that he comfortably spoke to in Germain.  We would be out for dinner…in Regina and he would cross the dinning room and graciously greet these German business men.  He would greet them and their families in German.  I never understood this care and concern.  I want to believe there was more at play than just good business relations.
Richard’s father found it very difficult to accept his son’s affirmation of Christianity.  And yet, Richard says, he made clear that I was his son and would always be his son.  Richard has lived this attitude in his professional life, his family life and his religious life.  We are shaped by the people in our lives.

We are shaped spiritually by the living and the dead.  We have been spiritually shaped by the books we have read.  We are shaped by the experiences out of which we have come and with which we continue to live.  I do not know what the spiritual genealogy would look like for most us, but I would guess it would be interesting.  It will, in fact, be not only interesting but edifying.   Amen

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church

Psalm 65
Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion; and to you shall vows be performed, O you who answer prayer!
To you all flesh shall come.
When deeds of iniquity overwhelm us, you forgive our transgressions.

Happy are those whom you choose and bring near to live in your courts.
We shall be satisfied with the goodness of your house, your holy temple.

By awesome deeds you answer us with deliverance, O God of our salvation;
you are the hope of all the ends of the earth and of the farthest seas.
By your strength you established the mountains; you are girded with might.
You silence the roaring of the seas, the roaring of their waves, the tumult of the peoples.
Those who live at earth’s farthest bounds are awed by your signs;
you make the gateways of the morning and the evening shout for joy.


You visit the earth and water it, you greatly enrich it; the river of God is full of water;
you provide the people with grain, for so you have prepared it.
You water its furrows abundantly, settling its ridges, softening it with showers, and blessing its growth.
You crown the year with your bounty; your wagon tracks overflow with richness.
The pastures of the wilderness overflow, the hills gird themselves with joy,
the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, the valleys deck themselves with grain, 

[they shout and sing together for joy.]
Matthew 1:1-17
1 The family tree of Jesus Christ, David's son, Abraham's son: 

2 Abraham had Isaac, Isaac had Jacob, Jacob had Judah and his brothers, 

3 Judah had Perez and Zerah (the mother was Tamar), Perez had Hezron, Hezron had Aram, 

4 Aram had Amminadab, Amminadab had Nahshon, Nahshon had Salmon, 

5 Salmon had Boaz (his mother was Rahab), Boaz had Obed (Ruth was the mother), Obed had Jesse, 

6 Jesse had David, and David became king. David had Solomon (Uriah's wife was the mother), 

7 Solomon had Rehoboam, Rehoboam had Abijah, Abijah had Asa, 

8 Asa had Jehoshaphat, Jehoshaphat had Joram, Joram had Uzziah, 

9 Uzziah had Jotham, Jotham had Ahaz, Ahaz had Hezekiah, 

10 Hezekiah had Manasseh, Manasseh had Amon, Amon had Josiah, 

11 Josiah had Jehoiachin and his brothers, and then the people were taken into the Babylonian exile. 

12 When the Babylonian exile ended, Jehoiachin had Shealtiel, Shealtiel had Zerubbabel, 

13 Zerubbabel had Abiud, Abiud had Eliakim, Eliakim had Azor, 

14 Azor had Zadok, Zadok had Achim, Achim had Eliud, 

15 Eliud had Eleazar, Eleazar had Matthan, Matthan had Jacob, 

16 Jacob had Joseph, Mary's husband, the Mary who gave birth to Jesus, the Jesus who was called Christ. 

17 There were fourteen generations from Abraham to David, another fourteen from David to the Babylonian exile, and yet another fourteen from the Babylonian exile to Christ. The Birth of Jesus 
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