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On one Sunday in Advent we light a special candle.  It is often called the Rose candle and its pink, optimistic color is meant to represent Mary.  On the Sunday we light this candle we sing and speak of love, a love that knows no bounds, a love that can be seen when a mother senses a new life present in her being.  On this day we sing and speak of Mary’s love for her baby yet unborn.  
But Mary’s life was not always filled with love.  In fact, her very presence in Bethlehem at the time of the Savior’s birth might have been occasioned out of fear and not out of love.
  
Mary, whom you will recall, was found to be pregnant before she and Joseph were married, might have traveled the 80 or so grueling miles between Nazareth and Bethlehem not because she wanted to but because she had to.  She might have traveled with Joseph, nine months pregnant on the back of a donkey, because it was the less dangerous thing to do.  For, some scholars believe it would have been safer for Mary to be with Joseph alone on small, winding, treacherous roads than to be left at home pregnant and unprotected with small, wondering treacherous minds.  Mary might have gone with Joseph because there were those who counted the child in her womb as one who would always be accounted as the fruit of a dubious family tree.   
And Mary was not alone in the category of one those whose situations created for them a dangerous fate.  In fact, according to Matthew, not only was she not alone, she was in good company.  You see the genealogy Matthew sets forward in his Gospel includes five women all who contribute to the lineage of Jesus all while being a part of dubious family trees.   
Tamar who is mentioned as the mother of Perez and Zerah had to play a prostitute by the side of the road in order to gain what, by Mosaic Law, was rightfully hers.  Though it is not the way we would do things today, in Tamar’s time if a woman’s husband died leaving her childless, the deceased man’s closest male relative would marry the woman and impregnate her in the name of her husband.  In this way the line of each family in Israel might go on.  
This law was called the Levirate Law
 and it was set forth to insure the propagation of Israel’s family tree. Tamar’s husband died
 and his next of kin would not abide by this law.  And so she dressed like a prostitute, sat by the side of the road, waiting for her father in law to come along.  And when Judah, the patriarch of Israel’s tribal family tree came along he chose to engage with the woman he met, not knowing it was Tamar, his daughter in law.  Tamar played a prostitute to obtain an heir for Israel.  And though some wanted to stone her, when Judah found out all she had done he protected her and called her righteous.
In Matthew’s genealogy there is another woman whose name is Rahab.  In the second chapter of the book of Joshua, Rahab who is called a prostitute, no if ands or buts about it.  But this woman of ill repute serves God’s kingdom by protecting men sent out by Joshua to survey the Promised Land.  Rahab hides them in her home, saves their lives and is accounted righteous before God, because she followed her heart in service to God.
Matthew lifts up a third woman who is a foreigner.  Ruth is a descendent of a people hated by Israel, a descendant of an incestuous relationship between Lot and his eldest daughter.
  Ruth’s Moabite background makes her so reprehensible to the Israelites that she was subject to not being accepted, subject to being rejected all because of her dubious family tree.  
And Uriah’s wife, Bathsheba, the next woman on Matthew’s list is compromised by her engagement with David; compromised because the relationship they share did not begin in consent or mutuality, did not begin between two people who were equally available to one another.  Bathsheba and David plant the seeds of a family tree that begins out of David’s sin and continues creating the hint of a very twisted family tree.
And Mary, the mother of Jesus is the final woman in this list of names.  Five women, all with questionable pasts, all with stories that none would want to record in the family’s history for posterity’s sake.  All were part of dubious family trees.  

What is Matthew up to with this list?  Why would he list such women among those who shaped the lineage of the Savior?  What is he up to indeed?
Well, what if Matthew is trying to convey, in the subtlest of ways, that God is not concerned with what one’s past has to say, but with what one’s future holds in the balance?  Might Matthew and his genealogy offer us a glimpse of God’s willingness to focus not on what one used to do or used to be, but on who what lies within you, what one is able to become?   Matthew’s gospel seems to describe the way the love of God and the grace of God enter into a person’s story and transforms them from the outskirts to center, from ignored to necessary, from a past meant to shame to a future filled with hope.  
Matthew’s understanding of the ancestry of Jesus shows us that what is important about Tamar is not that she played the prostitute but that she abided by the law of God.  What distinguishes Rahab is not her former under cover activities but her fear and reverence of Israel’s God.  Ruth’s statement to her mother-in-law Naomi you’re your God will be my God, fell on the ear of God and God saw her not as a foreigner but as a daughter whose love brought her into the family’s heart.  Over and over we see in the lives of the women who populate Jesus’ genealogy that it is not about who you used to be or the pedigree of your family tree; what matters to God, what makes you a part of the family of God, is your love of and willingness to live for God.
Peter learned that same lesson in our text from Acts.  You see Peter thought that Jesus would come first, if not only, to the men and women of Jewish descent.  Therefore, he was not interested in, not concerned about, the salvation of the Gentile nations.  But God had a lesson in store for my brother.  
In the text in Acts that precedes the portion Rev. Reekie read for us this morning Peter has a dream.  Out of the heavens comes a table cloth spread with all of the foods that the Jewish nation never ate, foods that were considered ritually unclean.
  Three times this table cloth came down from heaven and each time Peter hears a voice say, Rise Peter slay and eat.  Knowing he has never eaten any of these forbidden foods Peter says, “By no means Lord have I ever eaten anything that is common or unclean.”  But the voice persists and tells Peter, Peter what I have called clean you must not call unclean.  All of this deeply troubles Peter.  

Then, just after his vision of the tablecloth a Gentile man, a man of great power and prestige, sends for Peter and when Peter arrives at his home, at Cornelius’ home, the meaning of the vision is made clear.  As a Gentile, Cornelius would have been considered unclean by Peter.  As a Gentile Peter would never have entered his home, never would have seen him as anything other than as outsider to Israel’s family tree.  
But, what God calls clean; whom God calls clean, whom God chooses to be as worthy of Divine love and his power, whom God chooses to be part of the Divine family tree, no one must deny.  Peter gets up and gets it right.  Cornelius and all of the others, whom had once been deemed unfit for God’s kingdom, now are grafted into the family tree and there is nothing dubious about it.   
This morning, when our Advent word is love, when our Advent text invites us to see the value of welcoming all into God’s family, of looking past the pasts of others and finding the good in all; are we willing?  And before you answer too quickly, remember though we do not live in Biblical times when labels might have caused one literal death, we do live in a culture where we are quick to look at someone’s choices and make them an outcast to our cultural family tree.  We are quick to call one a conservative, another a liberal, one gay another straight, one born a again and another a seeker, we are quick to make inside and outside choices based on what little we know about a person; and in doing so create fences that divide and formally cut off those whom we see as different and as quiet as its kept even deviant.   
On this Advent morning are we willing to hear Peter’s words as our truth, that God is not partial to any one type of person, but shows impartiality to all; that God is anxious and willing to include all in the Divine’s family tree who love and reverence, serve and follow God.  
On this first Sunday morning are we willing to see ourselves as those who once were cut off from God’s family, cut off by our actions, by our mistakes by our sin; are we willing to see ourselves as recipients of the love of a man, born a baby and yet a king.  Love that sees us as worthy and beloved, as brother and sister, and as an essential part of God’s family tree.  For we have been brought fully into God’s family through the love of one who set a table with his own body and blood; set a table where we might eat and be nourished, eat and gain the strength, eat and be made whole.
Yes, on this Advent, first Sunday morning, are you, am I, willing to first see ourselves as welcome to this table and then, allow God to bring to mind those in our lives who we have banished from our tables; are we willing to let God show us if there is one to whom we might show God’s grace and mercy and welcome them back toward the center of our hearts?  
This Sunday in Advent is about Mary’s love in the face of challenge and fear.  It is about a family tree that seems studded with those who do not belong but who do definitely belong.  It is about you and me seeing God’s amazing grace as we are welcomed to the family dinner table and as we prepare our hearts to extend that same grace to someone else.   Advent is a time of waiting for our Savior and it is also when our Savior waits for us to be like him.  

Beloved of God, as we prepare our hearts to receive the supper, so that we can be more like him, I would gently ask you to close your eyes and open your heart and pray with me.
Loving God, in spite of who we are or what we have ever done, you have made us each a part of your family tree; you are our Father and Christ our true brother.  As we come to dine with you help us to see those in our lives, those whom we read about in newspapers, and those who are far away who we have refused to welcome to the table.  Open our eyes as you did Peter so that we may see, all who love you are welcomed at this table and as part of our family tree.  For this we thank you and give you praise.  Amen.  
� There is a text in the Hebrew Bible, Micah 5:2, where it states Jerusalem, though weak and small among the Judean cities will be the birth place of a mighty ruler.  There are those who argue Mary’s presence in Bethlehem was the simply fulfillment of prophecy.  However, it the first century in the Common Era (CE) women found pregnant without the benefit of marriage could be stoned to death for their infidelity.  Mary’s “condition” placed her in a very vulnerable position and may have caused a certain level of fear in her family and in Joseph’s.





� Levirate Law is from Latin levir, "a husband's brother" and it is the name of an ancient custom ordained by � HYPERLINK "http://www.christiananswers.net/dictionary/moses.html" �Moses�, by which, when an Israelite died without issue, his surviving brother was required to marry the widow, so as to continue his brother's family through the son that might be born of that marriage (Gen. 38:8; Deut. 25:5-10; compare Ruth 3; 4:10).  Its object was "to raise up seed to the departed brother."  This footnote is taken from the web based Bible Dictionary, Christian Answers.  For more information please see www.christiananswers.net





� Genesis Chapter 38.





� Genesis 19:37.


� See Acts 10:1 and following.
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