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“Family Trees” 
 

Rev. Stephen Milton 
Lawrence Park Community Church 
December 4th, 2022 
Isaiah 11: 1-10 
 
Today’s scripture reading refers to the Messiah being like a stem that grows out of the stump of 
Jesse. Jesse was King David’s father. God chose David to be the King of Israel. God promised to 
help all the kings who would be decedents of David, provided they stayed true to God. The 
Hebrew Scriptures tell the story of the kings that came after David, and their often-troubled 
relationships with God.  
 
In the time of Isaiah’s prophecy, David’s family was imagined as a tree, a family tree. But during 
Isaiah’s lifetime, that tree was chopped down. The Babylonian empire invaded and destroyed 
Jerusalem. The rule of Davidic kings ended. The family tree of David was now just a stump.  
 

 
 

But if you have ever hiked in the woods, you have probably seen stumps that grow new shoots. 
Scientists tell us that other trees can provide nutrients through their roots to the stumps so 
they can start to grow again. (Simard) 
 
Isaiah doesn’t know the science, but he does know that stumps can grow new stems. And so, he 
predicts that the family tree of Jesse, father of king David, will grow a new stem, a person who 
will become the Messiah.  
 
The gospel writers read this part of Isaiah’s prophecy and concluded that Jesus must be this 
new shoot from the Jesse’s tree. In both Luke and Matthew’s gospels, they provide long 
genealogies that establish that Christ’s foster father Joseph is related to David. So, Jesus has 
been born into a home led by one of David’s ancestors. Back then, they didn’t think mothers 
contributed to the blood line. We can disagree with that, but back then, if Jesus was related to 

https://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001NHR4LIEPgven470GyTu8uIKYHLSZxNmzXRFAfNOgZpwGXz_Biev_ifLcUADjUQswewOFqE0Qw49_dBlYfz8WjLjaItdF0JQbCx2XDVhsMX1FKAn4VFW8UcJvHrKaP0BNZ60wCZT3CpIYcP2qx0DSjDeR3spYRd72pLwGntua4gHPgSqv2HrWvsDZ5eF3hARPf-TVwhV-0L2b0QwcilYzn-81T5mpHx6M4-ilidSRlCw=&c=SrpYV7w4ycLbnnprxH8blVCy09ZUHipYKO6DjxCbmg3gIEV4gHx6sg==&ch=dcj1Fi0AanCtPdspCKHR0P1Y3zfbTu1176QX_HvWTcgGvqFE1SNWZw==
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David, they felt it had to be through Joseph. Jesus was conceived by God’s spirit, nurtured in 
Mary’s womb, and had a stepfather from the House of David. For the early Christians, this 
suggested that Isaiah’s prophecy had been fulfilled.  
 
This may seem like a convoluted family tree, but then, family trees are often like that. You may 
have made one for your family at some point. They are rarely straightforward. People die, get 
remarried, adopt children. Sometimes people are born out of wedlock, and only added back 
into the family tree later. Family trees can be messy. But they help remind us that we come 
from somewhere. We are related to our ancestors. The family nose that keeps coming back, or 
genetic diseases that tumble through the generations. We are all part of a family tree. 
 
In our modern age, family trees don’t seem as important as before. We like to think that each 
generation will make its own way. Sons no longer have to inherit the family farm. Daughters no 
longer have to become mothers at a young age to grow the next generation of the family tree. 
Instead, we can set out on our own, make our own way, and ignore our family’s past. 
 
But there is one way in which family trees do still matter, and that’s when it comes to wealth. In 
this city, the wealthiest neighbourhoods are the ones where the families have been living in the 
country for multiple generations. The area around this church is very wealthy. According to the 
Census, half of the residents here come from families which have been in Canada for 3 or more 
generations.1 That’s much higher than most places in the city. In Thorncliffe Park, just 7 percent 
of people have been here for 3 or more generations. Citywide, the average is 21%.2  Being here 
for 100 years or more means that families have had time to buy and sell land, send their kids to 
school, and then better schools, and slowly increase their wealth. This helps explain why the 
average income in this neighbourhood is twice the city average.3   
 
But simply being here the longest does not in itself guarantee wealth. Black Canadians have 
been here since the 1600s,4 but they have not enjoyed the same kind of wealth accumulation. 
Slavery held them back for 200 years. After slavery ended in 1834, poorly funded segregated 
schools were created for Black children. Universities in Ontario refused to admit Black students 
to medical and nursing schools. 5While white families used their money to fund the education 
of doctors and lawyers, Black people were restricted to a narrow range of jobs and education. 
Getting here long ago is no guarantee of success. 
 
Those restrictions make a difference to families over the long term. A recent survey of parents 
in Ontario found that 40 percent of them had helped their adult children with their down 
payment for a house. The average gifted amount was $70,000. One third of those parents were 
also helping their children with their monthly mortgage.6 That kind of gift is only possible if you 

 
1 https://www.toronto.ca/ext/sdfa/Neighbourhood%20Profiles/pdf/2016/pdf1/cpa103.pdf, p15.  
2 https://www.toronto.ca/ext/sdfa/Neighbourhood%20Profiles/pdf/2016/pdf1/cpa55.pdf 
3 Ibid, p. 13. 
4 https://www.canada.ca/en/canadian-heritage/campaigns/black-history-month/historic-black-communities.html 
5 https://aeolianhall.ca/racial-segregation-of-black-people-in-canada-education/ 
6 https://www.orea.com/affordabilitypollingwave2 

https://www.toronto.ca/ext/sdfa/Neighbourhood%20Profiles/pdf/2016/pdf1/cpa103.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/ext/sdfa/Neighbourhood%20Profiles/pdf/2016/pdf1/cpa55.pdf
https://www.orea.com/affordabilitypollingwave2
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have the money. Those gifts are not possible for most people of colour in this city. Most whites 
live in a family-owned home. But among Blacks and immigrants from the Middle East and Latin 
America, less than half do.7 Most don’t have the money for a down payment for themselves, 
much less their kids.  
 
Who your parents are can spell the difference between living in a house or renting for the rest 
of your life. It can decide whether your money grows through home ownership, or whether 
your wealth shrinks as rents go up year after year. Family trees matter, even when they carry 
injustices in their roots.  
 
Perhaps that’s why today’s prophecy presents us with such a strange family tree. In Isaiah’s 
prophecy, it imagines a stem arising out of a stump. God is taking a broken family tree and 
making a new start with Jesus. As though what humanity needs is an escape from normal family 
trees. 
 
Isaiah tells us that this new family tree will have a Messiah who will not see the world as 
humans usually do. He will look beyond the surface appearance of people and see deeply into 
who they really are. And there is a promise that this spiritual insight will benefit one group in 
particular: 
 

 
 
with righteousness he will judge the needy, 
with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. 
(Isaiah 11:4) 
 
This messiah will have a special mission to ensure that justice is provided for those who have 
the least wealth. And then comes a promise which is as outlandish as it is unforgettable: That 

 
7 https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/professional/housing-markets-data-and-
research/housing-research/research-reports/housing-finance/research-
insights/2021/homeownership-rate-varies-significantly-race-en.pdf?rev=af9ae04d-00bd-43ce-
8619-d5e5d4a37444 
 

https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/professional/housing-markets-data-and-research/housing-research/research-reports/housing-finance/research-insights/2021/homeownership-rate-varies-significantly-race-en.pdf?rev=af9ae04d-00bd-43ce-8619-d5e5d4a37444
https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/professional/housing-markets-data-and-research/housing-research/research-reports/housing-finance/research-insights/2021/homeownership-rate-varies-significantly-race-en.pdf?rev=af9ae04d-00bd-43ce-8619-d5e5d4a37444
https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/professional/housing-markets-data-and-research/housing-research/research-reports/housing-finance/research-insights/2021/homeownership-rate-varies-significantly-race-en.pdf?rev=af9ae04d-00bd-43ce-8619-d5e5d4a37444
https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/professional/housing-markets-data-and-research/housing-research/research-reports/housing-finance/research-insights/2021/homeownership-rate-varies-significantly-race-en.pdf?rev=af9ae04d-00bd-43ce-8619-d5e5d4a37444
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the wolf will live with the lamb. Predators and prey will coexist peacefully, cows and bears, 
calves, and lions. Enmity will cease, equality and peace will reign. This is not an ecological 
prophecy. Last week I explained that in the Bible, nations are often represented as animals, the 
same way we use animal names for sports teams. So, in Isaiah’s prophecy, predatory nations – 
wolves, lions, and bears – are predicted to one day get along with weaker nations, like the 
Israelites. Predator and prey, lion, and lamb, will lie next to each other, safely.8 
 
That is the vision which we celebrate at Christmas. When the angels appear before the 
shepherds on the night Jesus is born, they sing words that sound straight out of Isaiah’s 
prophecy: 
 

 
 

Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward all men. (Luke 2:14, King 
James translation) 
 
This Messiah comes with a message of peace. He comes to engender goodwill among all of 
humanity. He comes to help the poor, the sick, the disabled, anyone who is oppressed and held 
back from flourishing. This is not being nice, or a pleasant moral gesture. Instead, it is how we 
assess the health of an entire society. How does it treat those who are weakest? Will you be 
fed, will you be housed, will you be welcomed as a wonderful child of God? 
 
The Christmas spirit calls us to bring peace and safety to all people in our society. Canadians 
have been trying to move in this direction. Many of the impediments of the past are gone – 
slavery has ended, people are not turned away from the border based on their race, health care 
is free. All good.  
 
But housing has become a new form of discrimination against people of colour. Most Blacks, 
and people from the Middle East and Latin America do not own their home. That means they 
need to rent. But rentals and wages are like two siblings who don’t get along. For the poorer 

 
8 https://bible.ucg.org/bible-commentary/Isaiah/The-Messiah,-His-message-and-the-world-under-His-reign/ 
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half of the city, real wages have been flatlined for decades. But rents keep going up. A two-
bedroom apartment costs 27% more this year than it did last year.9 New rental units keep 
coming onto the market, but most of them are condos.10 They are rented 45% above the 
average rent.11 That means only wealthy people can rent these condos. 12 The condo owners 
often hope to flip them to make a profit. All perfectly legal. This has led to a situation where 
there are 81,00013 people waiting for the City’s subsidized housing units. Meanwhile, it is 
estimated there are 92,000 empty dwellings in the city14. This city needs meat and potatoes, 
but what we get is truffles and champagne. Our current system can make enough housing for 
everyone, but not enough housing that people can afford. 
 
This housing crisis is a new form of oppression against people of colour. It isn’t designed to do 
that. Investors just want to make a good return by renting or flipping their properties. They are 
not trying to oppress anyone. But the effect of this system is to hold back people of colour from 
generating equity. Most of them do not have parents who can give them a down payment, or a 
job that can buy them a million-dollar home. So, they get stuck. Many White families can use 
their wealth to help their kids with school and buying homes. Most people of colour lack the 
same resources, so they fall behind. As Christians who sing of peace on earth and good will 
among all men, we need to recognize that we have collectively created a new way to hurt 
people who were already behind. It’s not slavery or beatings, but it is keeping people in poverty 
while others get wealthy.  
 
The provincial government has tabled legislation that will give developers more freedom to 
build rental units and homes. Experts, including the City of Toronto’s staff, have said that the 
plan will not help the bottom half of Toronto income earners. Developers like to make units and 
homes for people who can pay high prices. Yet, the real housing crisis is among people who 

 
9 https://www.thestar.com/business/personal_finance/2022/11/14/toronto-home-prices-are-
down-15-since-the-february-2022-peak-is-now-the-time-to-buy-an-investment-property.html 
10 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, "Rental Market Report: 
Canada And Selected Markets,” February 2022, p.111. https://assets.cmhc-
schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/professional/housing-markets-data-and-research/market-reports/rental-market-
report/rental-market-report-2021-en.pdf?rev=a5a0eaac-6f70-4058-8aa3-e6d307685910 
11 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, "Rental Market Report: 
Canada And Selected Markets,” February 2022, p.113. 
12Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, "Rental Market Report: 
Canada And Selected Markets,” February 2022, p.113.  
13 https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2022/11/29/a-37-year-wait-for-a-subsidized-one-
bedroom-3808-applicants-for-200-lower-cost-rentals-the-hunt-for-affordable-housing-in-
toronto-today.html 
14 City of Toronto,  
“2021 Census: Population and Dwelling Counts “February 11, 2022 
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/92e3-City-Planning-2021-Census-
Backgrounder-Population-Dwellings-Backgrounder.pdf 
 

https://www.thestar.com/business/personal_finance/2022/11/14/toronto-home-prices-are-down-15-since-the-february-2022-peak-is-now-the-time-to-buy-an-investment-property.html
https://www.thestar.com/business/personal_finance/2022/11/14/toronto-home-prices-are-down-15-since-the-february-2022-peak-is-now-the-time-to-buy-an-investment-property.html
https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/professional/housing-markets-data-and-research/market-reports/rental-market-report/rental-market-report-2021-en.pdf?rev=a5a0eaac-6f70-4058-8aa3-e6d307685910
https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/professional/housing-markets-data-and-research/market-reports/rental-market-report/rental-market-report-2021-en.pdf?rev=a5a0eaac-6f70-4058-8aa3-e6d307685910
https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/professional/housing-markets-data-and-research/market-reports/rental-market-report/rental-market-report-2021-en.pdf?rev=a5a0eaac-6f70-4058-8aa3-e6d307685910
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2022/11/29/a-37-year-wait-for-a-subsidized-one-bedroom-3808-applicants-for-200-lower-cost-rentals-the-hunt-for-affordable-housing-in-toronto-today.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2022/11/29/a-37-year-wait-for-a-subsidized-one-bedroom-3808-applicants-for-200-lower-cost-rentals-the-hunt-for-affordable-housing-in-toronto-today.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2022/11/29/a-37-year-wait-for-a-subsidized-one-bedroom-3808-applicants-for-200-lower-cost-rentals-the-hunt-for-affordable-housing-in-toronto-today.html
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/92e3-City-Planning-2021-Census-Backgrounder-Population-Dwellings-Backgrounder.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/92e3-City-Planning-2021-Census-Backgrounder-Population-Dwellings-Backgrounder.pdf
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cannot afford high priced homes and rentals. Giving more breaks to the industry that created 
the problem seems doomed to failure. 
 
As Christians, we look forward to celebrating the birth of a child who was born in a stable 
during a housing shortage.  Our faith tells us that it should not matter whether someone has 
lived in Toronto for 1 year or 100, we all deserve to have a safe, affordable place to live. If our 
rules and the economy get in the way, then we are called to change them. Perhaps it is time 
that the lions and lambs listened to each other and tried to create a system that works for both 
of them. Isaiah foresees a time when God’s love and understanding will fill the earth, like 
waters that cover the sea. Let us do our part to help create that world, one where everyone will 
feel at home. 
 
Amen.  
 
 
 
  


