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Title: Dealing with Crazy Families 

Series: Family Issues from Abraham and Sarah to Joseph 

Scriptures: Genesis 25:19-28 and John 19:25-27 

Date Used: August 21, 2022 

Focus: There are families that like Isaac and Rebekah that are just downright 

crazy. The family is divided, and major conflicts seem to be the norm. How does 

one learn to cope in a family like this? 

 

Whenever I read the stories about Isaac and Rebekah and their descendants it feels 
like being in the middle of a television game show called “Dysfunctional Family 
Feud”. This family seems to be rather messed up. 
 
Hints about the dysfunctional family dynamic are mentioned early in the stories 
about Jacob and his brother Esau. While carrying the twin brothers, their mother 
Rebekah had the feeling that a conflict was brewing within her womb. In her 
distress, she consults with the Lord about what was going on and the Lord 
informed her that the two boys she was carrying represent two different nations. 
Esau will become the father of the Edomites and Jacob the father of the people of 
Israel. These boys represent two nations that were not the friendliest of neighbors. 
The Lord also informs Rebekah that her older son, Esau, will serve the younger son, 
Jacob. In ancient times it was generally the other way around, the younger son 
served the older sibling.  
 
After the brothers are born and they grow to become young men, we learn that 
they not only represent different nations, but they also represent opposing ways of 
life. Esau is a hunter and Jacob, a shepherd. We learn that in this family there is not 
only division between the siblings but that the entire family is split. Isaac favors 
Esau, while Rebekah favors Jacob.  
 
In one of the early stories told about these twin brothers the audience is left with 
the impression that Jacob is a rather intelligent and crafty soul. His older brother 
Esau, on the other hand, is rather dull. 
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Esau comes in from hunting one day and he is really hungry. He sees that Jacob has 
cooked up a pot of red beans and Esau sells his birthright to his brother for a bowl 
of beans. Now this is a significant development in this story because the birthright 
signified Esau’s place as the leader of the family. It included his right to receive a 
double share of his father’s estate when Isaac passed away. He sold his birthright 
for a bowl of beans.  
 
While it is clear that Jacob is wiser than Esau, it is also pretty clear that Jacob is 
aware of this and is willing to use this to his advantage. He is willing to use his own 
intelligence, and his siblings lack of intelligence, for his own personal gain.  
 
As the narrative continues, Isaac, the father of Jacob and Esau, is nearing the end of 
his life. The time comes for Isaac to pass on the blessing that his father, Abraham, 
had received from God and passed on to him. Abraham had received this blessing 
from God and passed it on to his son, Isaac, and now the time had come for Isaac 
to pass this blessing on to his oldest son, Esau. This blessing included the promise 
of becoming a great nation, the promise of land, the promise of having many 
descendants, and the blessing that through him all the families of the earth would 
be blessed. 
 
Rebekah overhears the instructions that Isaac gives to Esau, and she decides to put 
her favorite child, Jacob, in a place where he will receive the blessing from his father 
instead of Esau.       
 
So, Rebekah comes up with a plan to trick the partially blind and the mentally 
feeble Isaac into passing the desired blessing God had given to Abraham on to 
Jacob instead of Esau. Jacob willingly goes along with the plan and the aging Isaac 
and hapless Esau are deceived. 
 
(Pause) 
 
 
 



3 
 

You know this story would have made a great soap opera. And while it is sad to say, 
when it does not directly involve us, there is even a rather humorous piece to this 
cycle of stories. Things are so absurd you just want to laugh. But when dramas such 
as this play out in our own families or when we interact with people from families 
like this who carry the scars from living in a home where such a dysfunctional 
dynamic is present, it is painful for everyone involved. 
 
Madalyn grew up in a home where there was terrible division. Her father and her 
older sister were aligned. Madalyn’s mother claimed her. And even though it was 
never directly stated, her mother saw Madalyn as her ally. Madalyn also had a 
younger sister that aligned herself with Madalyn’s father and older sister. 
 
So, you had this division in the family, Dad and the oldest and youngest daughters, 
and Madalyn’s mother and Madalyn. 
 
You can imagine how this dynamic played out in the family. The oldest and 
youngest sister would do things together and leave Madalyn out. Her father would 
say complimentary things to the older and younger sisters but never say anything 
complimentary to Madalyn. If there was ever tension between the parents, 
Madalyn’s father would blame Madalyn for the problem and insist that it was 
Madalyn’s responsibility to make things right.  
 
Madalyn’s mother certainly did not represent a healthy perspective either. It was 
clear that the only value her children had was based on what they could do for 
her… So, any time her children crossed her or failed to do something for her she 
was ready to disown them.  
 
When I first heard Madalyn’s story, I realized I realized that the dysfunctional family 
dynamic that was experienced by Jacob and Esau, is still experienced by people in 
families today.  
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Early on in the life of a store front church the United Methodist Church started in 
Mansfield called All God’s Children, they had an after school drop-in ministry. 
Teenagers would drop by after school and stay until about 6:00 every evening when 
Pastor Jeff would finally tell them it was time to go home. Many of these teenagers 
had a place to lay their heads, but they really didn’t have a sense of home. Dad was 
quite often not in the picture at all. Mom was quite often not at home – she might 
be working nights, or out at a bar or in a crack house.  
 
One evening as Pastor Jeff was closing the church for the night, he asked the kids if 
any of them needed a ride home and one girl replied, “I don’t know where home is. 
My mother moved today, and I have no idea where we moved.” 
 
Could you imagine that? Could you imagine your family moving and not even telling 
you where they moved? Can you imagine not telling your kids where they would be 
sleeping that night? 
 
With Pastor Jeff’s help she was able to track down an aunt and find out where her 
mom had moved them. 
 
I often think of that story because that young woman’s search for a physical 
location to call home reflects the plight of people, I have encountered in ministry 
over the years that are yearning for a place to call home; people that are yearning 
for a sense of home in their lives.  
 
There is not a place where we gather with other people that someone with 
Madalyn’s background is not present. There is not a place we go where there are 
not people who have not experienced the love and care of a family in their lives.  
 
There is that person over there that came from a home that was divided, a home 
where they did not feel blessed for who they were. There is that individual that is 
still wrestling with the pain of rejection from the members of his own family. There 
is that individual person looking for a place to belong where she will feel blessed 
just because she is a human being, not because of anything she does, but blessed 
just because she is. 
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So how do we care for the Esau and Jacob’s of this world? 
How do we help them find healing? 
How do we help the Madalyn’s of this world find help and healing for their lives? 
 
Former Mid-Ohio District Superintendent Barb Ross was meeting with small groups 
of churches on the district when she became superintendent in 2004. The 
Mansfield area congregation I was serving at the time was joined together with 
other churches in the Mansfield area including, All God’s Children. A small group of 
people from each of these churches gathered in the chapel at First United 
Methodist Church on the square in Mansfield for a Celebration of Baptism; a time 
to remember our baptisms and to be thankful.  
 
During the Service of Baptismal Remembrance Rev. Ross walked up and down the 
aisle, gentle sprinkling water on those gathered together for the celebration and 
saying, “Remember your baptism and be thankful.” While most of us sat in our 
seats quietly as main line religious observers do, the youth from All God’s Children 
became a little vocal. As Rev. Ross sprinkled water upon them and said, “Remember 
your baptism and be thankful,” the youth from All God’s Children responded, “I am. 
I am thankful.” 
 
Baptism to them symbolized salvation in all its forms. It not only represented the 
salvation that will come at the end of our lives, but it also symbolized God’s saving 
presence in the current circumstances of their lives. It was a sign, a mark upon 
them, a family crest placed upon their heads that signified that they belonged to a 
family, a family where they would be loved just because they are children of God.    
 
When they gathered at All God’s Children after school, it was not just a group of 
kids hanging out together. It was a place where they experienced family, and for 
many of them, the only place where they experienced healthy family. They knew 
that Pastor Jeff, whom they affectionately called PJeffy, was not going to use them. 
They knew that when they were there they were in an emotionally safe place. At All 
God’s Children they experienced what family could be and what God’s family is all 
about. 
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All God’s Children became a healthy and caring family for those without one.  
 
If you have ever read the four gospels, you realize that the Gospel of John is very 
different from the other three gospels. 
 
It seems that John’s Gospel was primarily written for Jewish Christians living near 
the end of the first century and the early part of the second century. At this time 
Judaism was in an uproar because of the number of Jews that had come to believe 
that Jesus was indeed the promised Messiah sent by God. Yet these new Christians 
were still living in Jewish communities, and they were viewed by the religious 
leaders as a threat to the preservation of Judaism because these Christians kept 
trying to win more converts.  
 
The synagogue leaders decided they needed to weed out the Christians from their 
midst. So, they put together a list of confessions, theological statements that 
affirmed traditional Jewish beliefs and that also included a confession that stated 
Jesus was not the Messiah. Every Jew was forced to recite these confessions. If they 
refused to recite them, or if they skipped over the one stating that Jesus was not 
the Messiah, or even if they stumbled over it, they were excommunicated. 
 
Jewish Christians found themselves as part of a community one day - a person that 
was part of a family and part of a faith family – and the very next day they could be 
placeless… You suddenly did not have a family anymore, because they had to 
excommunicate you, you didn’t have a family of faith anymore, and you were no 
longer part of your own community. You had no sense of where you belonged or to 
whom you belonged.  
 
In rather subtle ways, John’s gospel addresses this dynamic that emerged at the 
end of the first century…. In the 19th chapter of John’s Gospel, we find the account 
of Jesus’ crucifixion.  Jesus’ mother is standing at the foot of the cross along with her 
sister. Mary the wife of Clopas was also there and so was Mary Magdalene. The 
Beloved Disciple, who in John’s Gospel represents the ideal disciple, was also 
present. John writes, “When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved 
standing beside her, he said to his mother, ‘Woman, here is your son.’  
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Then he said to the disciple, ‘Here is your mother.’ And from that hour the disciple 
took her into his own home.” 
 
What is John’s Jesus saying about family? 
What is the message to people who suddenly find themselves without family, who 
suddenly feel like they don’t belong anywhere? 
 
Jesus is saying that ultimately the church, the Spiritual embodiment of Christ’s 
presence on earth, has become not only a spiritual family to one another, but 
family to one another as well. There are people that gather here every week that 
have no real sense of family beyond this church. They feel placeless in the world. 
While they may have a family tree they genetically belong to, in reality they feel like 
they don’t really belong or like they really fit.  
 
John writes, if the Madalyn’s of this world are ever going to find a healthy 
experience of family, it’s going to occur in the community of faith…. In the church, in 
the sacrament of baptism, we celebrate that the very nature of Christ is at work 
within us so that we can be family to one another. 
 
We can help people like Esau, Jacob, and Madalyn in another way also. We can give 
them the love and support they need in their lives that will meet their need for love 
and acceptance and allow them to stay connected with their biological families.  
 
If a person can go home and not really need anything from the people there, it 
makes it much easier to go home. It is not ideal to go home looking for something 
you may never get; it is best to have that need met through other people. It is best 
when you can go home without needing anything from the people there in return. 
Believe me this does not happen quickly. It can take a long time to get to the point 
of being able to go home without needing them to meet some emotional need in 
your life. 
 
It seems it would be a lot easier for the Esau’s, Jacob’s, and Madalyn’s of this world 
to run away from the dysfunction they have lived with and never go back again, to 
attempt to cut themselves off from the source of pain.  
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But ultimately, our faith invites us to work toward the transformation of 
brokenness and sin to bring forth new life. This includes not only broken 
individuals, but our families also. 
 
The Church can be the presence of Christ to those bruised and weary people that 
are working to bring the life-giving and life-transforming presence of Christ into 
their families. We can be present with them in the midst of this extremely difficult 
work.  
 
Jacob, Esau, and Madalyn are everywhere. Whenever and wherever we gather with 
other people, they are present. These placeless people are searching for healthy 
family relationships, for nurture and care. May they find it in this place.  
 
And may we be the type of people that are willing to walk beside them as they seek 
to bring God’s transforming love into their own biological families. 
        
    
 
              


