Pre:
For the next several weeks we are going to talk about being a part of a family.  Our families influence us a great deal, and we by our actions influence others in our family as well. Today’s sermon title (Help! My Family is Dysfunctional) is meant to be an interest catcher for the whole series.  There is dysfunction in virtually every family I know, so don’t despair if my title rings a bell with you.  I want this to be a hopeful series, because we, by our own actions and interactions can make our family life more like what God intended.  


For our inspiration in this series, we will simply pay a visit to a few of the families that are talked about in the Bible, and we will look for some life lessons from these families.  Today we go all the way back to the first family: Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel (little brother Seth comes along later, after the family tragedy).  From them we will learn about a powerful and dangerous gift that God has given to all human beings.  The ability to make choices.  

I’m going to read portions of Genesis 3 and 4.  And before I do, I want to remind you of how very old this story is.  These very first stories in Genesis are prehistoric.  And what I mean by that is that no one was there to observe and record these events.  These are stories that were passed down as oral tradition from generation to generation, as people gathered around the evening campfires. Finally they were written down—and that happened more than 2,000 years ago! So old, and yet. . . it could have happened yesterday.  
Help! My Family is Dysfunctional

Genesis  3 & 4 (selections)


In our travels back to North and South Dakota this past summer, Eric got to meet a number of my relatives that he had not met before, and to get a glimpse of the rather large and somewhat dysfunctional family that I grew up in.  He met Elwood and Darwin, my oldest cousins, sons of my aunt Myrtle who was my father’s oldest sibling. Myrtle was the world’s worst housekeeper and her husband Ray was in a wheelchair because of rheumatoid arthritis. If my aunt Myrtle were alive today, I suspect that she would probably be diagnosed with clinical depression. Her sons grew up to be the epitome of what Garrison Keillor calls the Norwegian bachelor farmers.  Eric also got to meet some of my uncle Mick’s family. In that family I had four boy cousins, and one girl cousin. Or so I thought.  Come to find out sometime in my teens, there was another son, born out of wedlock to my Aunt Gert before she knew my uncle Mick.  Mick adopted him, but my siblings and I never heard about him growing up, because he was in jail for rape.  I know that Bud died a few years ago, but I never met him.  There were other relatives that I learned about later in life, who had been shunned because of a dispute about an inheritance.  
My parents were very good at denial and secrets.  Not so good on the topics of emotions and struggle.
So, did you grow up in a dysfunctional family? Perhaps we should attempt a definition. 
What is a dysfunctional family?  First of all, it is a family, that is, it’s a group of individuals who are in some way related to each other. A family is sort of ecological system. That means that even though it is a group of individuals, the individuals are not independent of each other.  Rather they are interdependent.  They are connected by psychological and emotional ties that create a systemic reality the way that warp and woof make a cloth. So there are certain characteristics that develop in the family as well as in the individuals.  There are behavior patterns that become recognizable and repetitive. 

Some of the common themes that develop in dysfunctional families are emotional dishonesty, denial, unhealthy parenting styles, shame, abuse, and often addiction and codependency. A dysfunctional family system tends to produce kids with a somewhat twisted view of reality.  And a less than healthy sense of self-esteem, along with a stunted ability to love and support others and a lack of healthy boundaries. 
I was somewhere in my twenties when I realized that my family fit that definition.  And somewhat older yet when I realized how common this is.  Everyone’s story is somewhat different.  But there is that familiar experience of realizing that something was not right, something was missing.  And then the question becomes, what do I do now to live effectively in the world, in my family, and inside my own skin?

I believe it’s all about making choices.  In a dysfunctional family system, people often feel as if they are stuck in mud of the family ecological system, they are in a role that they have to perpetuate for the rest of their lives. There is nothing they can do. This is just how it is. 
Recovery begins with the realization that you can choose.  YOU can choose! In fact the ability to choose is one of the greatest and most powerful gifts that God has given.  
In the Garden of Eden, God gave Adam and Eve four important gifts:

*a vocation (to care for the earth and its creatures)

*freedom to do almost anything 

*boundaries (not eat from on particular tree)

*the ability to choose.  They could honor their vocation or not. They could use their freedom or abuse it. They could observe the boundary that God established, or not. 
For the first family and for all of us, learning to make good choices is one of the most important life skills. 

When Ronald Reagan was a young boy, an aunt took him to a cobbler for a new pair of shoes. The cobbler asked young Reagan, “Do you want square toes or round toes?” Unable to decide, Reagan didn’t answer, so the cobbler gave him a few days. Several days later the cobbler saw Reagan on the street and asked him again what kind of toes he wanted on his shoes. Reagan still couldn’t decide, sot he shoemaker replied, “Well, come by in a couple of days. Your shoes will be ready.”

When Reagan went back to the cobbler for his shoes, he found one square-toed and one round-toed shoe! “this will teach you to never let people make decisions for you,” the cobbler said to his indecisive customer. “I learned right then and there,” Reagan said later, “if you don’t make your own decisions, someone else will.” (Internet/Crosswalk)
Someone else will.  And even that is a decision, isn’t it? The decision not to decide.

But choosing is not an option. It’s a responsibility that God has given us. 

Making good choices will make a difference.  Here’s just one example. This comes from a recent magazine article (Self Magazine), which suggests that if you get rid of just one bad dietary habit you can lose weight over the period of a year.  For instance, if you give up one teaspoon of cream in your coffee, you will lose 6 pounds in a year. Give up one glazed donut a day and lose 25 pounds in a year. Switch from glazed donut to bran muffin and lose 11 pounds in a year. Skip that teaspoon of butter on your daily bagel and you’ll lose 11 pounds in a year. Switch to cream cheese and you’ll drop 5 pounds. Drop on 12 ounce can of soda a day, you can also lose 17 pounds in a year.  

You could translate these statistics into other areas of life, like saving gas by driving slower, having better relationships by listening more. Developing your relationship with God by spending even a few minutes of each day in prayer.  

Learning to make good choices is a lifetime project I think.  But a good starting point is to simply be aware of the choices that you are making each day.  Especially during those repetitive family conversations that have predictable outcomes.  Listen to yourself.  What did you choose to say or do?  What small changes could you make, that will in the long run, make a difference? 
For many years I blamed my parents for certain aspects of my personality, and for certain of my choices in life. Then one day it hit me.  I was an adult.  And I was making my own decisions. And I needed to accept responsibility for those decisions. 

A story that some of you know about me has to do with the piano, and is somewhat of a reverse Cain and Abel story. I’m the youngest sibling in my family. My brother is the oldest.  There came a point in my young life when I wanted to learn to play the piano.  My brother and oldest sister had taken lessons from a professional piano teacher, so it seemed reasonable that I could do that as well.  But when I came along, I had to take lessons from my brother, who was something of a musical prodigy. But he was still my brother, so after a time, I quit taking lessons. It was my parents’ fault of course, because it wasn’t fair that they preferred him over me (or so it seemed). But what came to me much later was that I had made a choice.  I was the one who quit taking lessons. I had listened to the voice of jealousy and envy, and made my choice accordingly.  I didn’t murder my brother, thank goodness for that. But the effects of that choice followed me for a long time. 
The story of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel is not just a story about the first family.  It’s a mirror of how it is for us.  It’s a picture of how it has been in the human family as far back as we can remember. God has given us each a vocation, and great freedom, yet boundaries. And the most awesome gift of all, the freedom to choose. 
Theologian Walter Brueggemann made this comment about God’s boundaries in the Garden of Eden: “One might wish for a garden without such dangerous trees. But that is not given to us.” (Genesis, in loc)

The ability to make choices is a powerful and dangerous gift. For many of us, like Adam and Eve, it’s much easier to let someone else make the decision, (and hopefully take the heat). Instead of freely choosing to trust God and live within God’s boundaries, Eve listens to the voice of the serpent. Adam listens to Eve. Cain listens to the wild raging of his jealousy and anger. Each one denies his or her own responsibility of having made a choice. Eve made me do it. The serpent made me do it. What? Am I my brother’s keeper? Hey, I don’t even know where he is.
There are so many things in this life that you can’t control.  Things that are chosen for you.  But don’t let that reality blind you to the choices that you do have.  You choose the words that you speak. You choose which voices to listen to. What to do with your time. What foods to eat, what books you read. Which feelings to act upon. You choose what you do with the life that God has given you. 

May you choose wisely and well. 
1

