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“The Heart Of Family Life”
In the name of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

One of the strengths of the stories of the Hebrew Scriptures, commonly referred to as the Old Testament,
is that they show us families with all their human frailties. People aren’t dressed up and presented in
nice, clean-cut, unambiguous piety. Rather, in the unfolding of these family stories, we see the best and
the worst of the human dynamics of being together in family.

From the beginning of this created world, family has always been one of the greatest blessings people
could have. Whether this means our family of origin, the family we now have, or our family of friends, to
have a sense of belonging to a group of people who share our life and our journey isn’t something we
should take lightly. As long as we have family, however that family is constituted, we’re not entirely alone
in this world.

As the story of Isaac and Rebekah, which we began last Sunday in our first reading and continues today,
continues to unfold, we see a family that have been brought into being by God, but who haven’t yet
figured out what it means to have God at the center of family life. Rebekah left her home to make the
journey to Isaac, all because Abraham’s servant had told her a story that showed this to be the will of
God. Clearly, Rebekah was the one chosen by God not only to become the wife of Isaac, but also to take
her placed in the ongoing saga of the creation of a people for God.

I guess knowing God has been at work to bring certain events into being doesn’t necessarily guarantee
we’ll continue to live with an awareness of God’s presence in those events. Rebekah was barren, and
it took Isaac’s prayer, according to our story, for God to open her womb. She became pregnant with
twins, and their struggle in her womb was so intense, she inquired of God, what’s going on and why?

God gave her an explanation, and although scripture doesn’t record this, it’s highly probable that she
shared this information with Isaac. After all, what God told her was rather startling and people didn’t
normally keep this kind of information to themselves. 

Yet it is also clear from scripture that these parents didn’t order their lives around the purposes of God
– not when it came to their sons. Isaac favoured Esau and Rebekah favoured Jacob, and that kind of
parental favouritism always causes disharmony in a family. There’s also the pronounced of God that  is
usually ignored by the parents, as it is assumed that Esau will naturally be given Isaac’s blessing as the
eldest.

The story of this family doesn’t present any of them in a favourable light. Not at this point, anyways, and
it doesn’t get better anytime soon.

Friends, like any other good gift, the gift of family can be misused. It can become the focus of our lives
to the point that we have trouble seeing God. We make our families the reason we live and the goal of
everything we do. Our lives center on our families and, all to often, this means that we fit God into the
picture only when it’s convenient to do so – when there’s a crisis in the family, for instance, and someone
needs prayer.

If we look at the expectations we have of our children, I don’t care what age they happen to be, and what
I mean by expectations is our desire to have them live a certain way, is it possible to see that some of
these expectations grow out of our need to validate our parenting? When we demand certain things of
a spouse or partner, are we seeking affirmation of ourselves?



We find it hard to allow the people we love to walk their own journeys, at times, make their own mistakes,
and choose to live a life that may be different from what we want for them. We want them to view the
world as we do and find meaning in the same things we do. We want them to handle their emotional and
vocational challenges the way we do. Why is that, do you think?

The point I’m trying to make is that when we give ourselves, and there is no judgement in that statement.
It’s neither good nor bad. It’s simply a description of our human life together. It seems to be part of
human life that those we’re closest to are those of whom we demand certain things of to feel good about
ourselves. We do this unconsciously and in ways we can’t even begin to imagine.

Now let’s take all of this and bring it into the family we call the church. And believe me, as our national
church gathers in convention in Saskatoon, this coming week, where we will be talking about issues of
sexuality, and hopefully, from my standpoint anyway making our Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada
more welcoming to all and yes issues of stewardship too, as we discern how to do more with less
resources, in a world which thinks they don’t need church, yes, what does all this talk of family mean for
the church?

When did the church begin to believe that in serving those within the church, it was fulfilling the Great
Commission to go out into the world? To what extent are we united and energized by what we do to
serve ourselves, and to what extent by how much we reach out to those beyond the church walls? Do
we feel that if we meet the needs of those already here, we are doing enough? If we’re anxious about
our resources, do we tend to turn inward, believing that we must take care of ourselves first?

I think today’s lesson from Isaac and Rebekah, Esau and Jacob, raises serious questions about what
or whom we shape our lives around. Are our lives shaped by our fears and limitations? Is congregational
life shaped by concerns that there isn’t enough to go around, whether it is money to meet the budget or
compassion to meet the needs of those both within the church and outside it?

My brothers and sisters in Christ. The dynamics of this story from Genesis challenge us to grow in our
capacity to minister both to those within the family and to those who don’t yet know the healing
compassion of our Lord, simply because we were created for purposes that go far beyond ourselves.
There are many people in this world who need to hear about and experience, the family of God, the love
of God. And nothing is more powerful in our witness than those times we are able to live as the family
God intends us to be. Let us pray:

God of all living things, you have gifted us with family, in our individual lives and in the
family of God. Your compassion teaches us to deal gently with our human frailties and
differences, and makes us able to embrace the larger family of creation. Give us the grace
to accept the responsibility your love brings into our lives. Strengthen this family of Christ
called Zion Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada, indeed the Church of
Christ on earth wherever it is found. Strengthen us that the unity we share will be a
powerful witness to your ability to heal and make whole, through every circumstance of life.
Help us to use our strength and gifts in service to the world. AMEN.


