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“The History of Us” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 

Isaiah 25:6-9 and Matthew 1:1-17 

N O V E M B E R  4 ,  2 0 1 8  

 

This fall we have been looking out 
from the church Central in all directions to 
have a better sense of the church's 
opportunities and identity.  We are calling it 
Central 360.  Looking north to the Capitol - 
thinking about how we are connected to the 
Capitol.  For a brief but critical moment, the 
capitol was directly to our west, across the 
street, at the time this sanctuary was being 
built.  And in that pre-television, pre-
electricity era, this sanctuary was built to be 
an auditorium for the city.  The place where 
politicians and leading cultural voices would 
find a listening audience. 

We have been looking around us at 
the types of housing available.  And in two 
weeks, we will look closely at the problem of 
homelessness.  We have been probing 
outward from the angle of food and hunger 
and thinking about how we can do more to 
help those who are hungry.  Looking at this 
neighborhood known for its art.  And 
looking around us for how a capitol city's 
culture shapes who we are.  Central has 

always had a 360 focus on our city.  
Different generations have built this outlook 

In this Central 360 series, we are 
also looking ahead to the future, and 
backwards into our past.  Trying to learn 
about who we are and where we have been 
and what we have cared for even as we 
think toward the possibilities of this present 
moment and the dreams God has for us in 
the future. 

Every church has its saints.  Those 
people who shaped the history.  The people 
who by time and energy and smarts and 
generosity propelled a church forward.   

I have been learning a lot about a 
great church in Saint Paul - Dayton Avenue 
Presbyterian Church.  They were on the 
forefront of racial justice in this city.  They 
took the lead in starting People 
Incorporated, a helpful organization for 
people with mental illness.  They too cared 
deeply about low-income housing and used 
their people power and their financial 
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resources to do something about it.  They 
founded Liberty Plaza, 170 units of low-
income housing by Dale and Interstate 94.  
They have been having important 
conversations about their future.  And as 
they think about their future, they have been 
sharing stories of their past.  And when you 
learn the history of a church, you start to 
hear about some of the individuals who 
made things happen, who had the respect 
and admiration of others. 

And hearing about another church 
has made me think about this church, and 
some of the individuals who helped shape 
our history, and our DNA.  Who may not be 
here in the pews in body, but whose spirit 
lives on. 

There is John Riheldaffer, the 
founding pastor.  We've talked about him in 

this series, how he took the last steamboat 
up the Mississippi with the intention of 
founding a church in this new territory.  His 
bust was placed in that specific spot by the 
Session after he concluded his pastorate 
here, so that his visage could stare at every 
future preacher who dared to step into 
Riheldaffer's pulpit. 

I think about people who will be 
named later in our communion prayer.  
People who have died within this last year. 

People like Mary Price.  She lived to 
the age of 90 years – a long and full life.  
But she played younger than she was.  
Engaged with life to the end, she was 
vibrant, opinionated, caring, and active.  
She was a stalwart in our kitchen.  
Volunteering on Wednesdays, including the 
last Wednesday of her life on earth.  Lillian 

Sanders, one of our deacons, once 
told Mary she had seen Mary as a sweet old 
lady until she got to know her.  Mary said, 
"Thank you! The last thing I want to be 
thought of is a sweet old lady!" 

I am remembering and giving thanks 
today for Marion Hueller, she died this year 
at the age of 98.  She was a deacon, very 
involved in our food and hospitality 
programs.  She was a strong advocate for 
what she felt was just, serving as an 
ambassador for Friends of the Hearing and 
a strong presence at City Hall as she tried to 
stop a company from polluting in her 
neighborhood.  Her daughter said that she 
was born forty years too early. 

We will name Doreen Lee, who 
attended the Adult Bible study, well, 
religiously, when she was in Minnesota with 

her son John and daughter in law Mary 
Rose.  And thinking of Doreen reminds me 
of the power of small groups within a church 
that come to know and trust and care for 
one another. 

The people we remember today 
shaped our lives and have shaped this 
church in important ways. 

This week we are looking forward to 
the arrival of our new Children and Youth 
Ministries Coordinator, Erik Juvonen, who 
will begin on Tuesday.  He's energetic, has a 
fascinating background and great ideas and 
strong instincts for working with people.  And 
as I look forward to orienting him and 
watching him get started, I've been thinking 
back to when Jo Fontaine was on our staff, 
connecting to young kids, and teenagers 
and parents.  How she loved to bring youth 
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up to her cabin on Red Lake to experience 
sunsets and a long shallow beach and time 
deep conversations and games and cooking.  
I'm so excited about Erik starting here and 
what he will bring yet today I am thankful for 
and still missing Jo Fontaine. 

There are people here today who 
love to dig through genealogy.  Who are 
fascinated by stories of old ancestors, and 
spend time researching in courthouses and 
call churches for baptismal records, and visit 
graveyards.  For some, it's a hobby - they 
could have picked knitting or collecting 
stamps or whatever.  But for most who do it, 
it is an existential activity.  As they discover 
people in the past, they find their sense of 
identity deepened, explained, and better 
understood. 

Whoever wrote the Gospel of 
Matthew took an interest in how the past 
shaped the present and the future.  This 
author chose not to begin with a big cosmic 
Stars Wars opener, "in the beginning was the 
word, and the word was with God" like John 
does.  Nor does it start with an action scene, 
with John the Baptist wild-eyed and wild-
haired out in the Jordan shouting and 
baptizing.  That is what Mark does by way of 
introduction.  Nor with the pieces leading up 
to the Christmas story, like Luke.  Matthew 
thinks that in order for us to know about 
Jesus, we should hear some names and 
remember the stories associated with them. 

For Matthew, and maybe for us on 
this All Saints observance, in order to 
understand us, we need to know about who 
he came from, how he emerged, who it was 
that shaped his background and helped 
pass on the faith. 

It is a patriarchal genealogy for the 
most part, so and so the father of so and so, 
the father of . . .  Abraham and Isaac and 
Jacob and King David and Solomon and 
Amos.  But within this genealogy are 
important women who interrupt and beg us 
to hear their story.  Unlikely women: Tamar 
and Rahab and Ruth and the wife of Urriah 
the Hittite before we come to the surprising 
Mary.  The stories of those specific named 
women would make a tremendous Bible 
study in this important time of the Me Too 
movement.   

The beginning of the good news of 
Jesus, according to Matthew at least, needs 
to begin by looking backwards.  And like all 
historians, the author of Matthew was 
looking for meaning, and trying to find 
patterns.  Seeing God's work at a 
momentous moment.  And the past leading 
up to Jesus.  Fourteen generations from 
Abraham to King David.  Fourteen 
generations from David, the peak of power 
and glory in Israel's background that peak 
down to the lowest moment, the deportation 
to Babylon.  And then fourteen generations 
from the deportation to Jesus, who Matthew 
believed was the Messiah.  Whose story 
could then unfold. 

Knowing our past, and our values, 
and our saints helps guide us in the future.  
Knowing about our past helps us to 
understand who we are coming to be, helps 
us make sense of the opportunities of the 
future. 

 

On this day we look back to the 
giants of our past, those who meant the 
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world to this church and to us, even as we 
anticipate a future filled with goodness. 

Let us “love while these moments are 
still called today,”1i and trusting that one 
day, God will wipe away every tear from our 
eyes. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i The Indigo Girls song, “History of Us,” offered guidance to me in this sermon even if I quoted but this one line. 

                                              

 

 

 

 

 

                                              

 

 

 

 


