Family Estrangement: Is there a Path to Reconciliation?

SLIDE: Scripture Reading

Matthew 5:9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God.”

2 Corinthians 13:11a “Aim for restoration, comfort one another, live in peace.”

Romans 12:18 “If possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

SLIDE: Family Estrangement: Is there a Path to Reconciliation?

SLIDE: Most of us are aware of the strained relationship between Prince Harry and his extended family.

SLIDE: And many of you would also be aware of the strained relationship between David and Victoria Beckham, another famous English family, and their eldest son.

From the time sin entered the world, strained and broken family relationships have been a reality of human experience.

Throughout the Bible, we meet families marked by jealousy and envy, misunderstandings and betrayals, and ultimately alienation and estrangement.

Consider these siblings:

Cain and Abel, brothers whose relationship was destroyed by Cain’s jealousy, which drove him to murder Abel (Genesis 4).

Isaac and Ishmael, half-brothers whose relationship was destroyed by their mothers’ rivalry, eventually compelling Abraham to send Ishmael and his mother Hagar away (Genesis 21).

Jacob and Esau, brothers whose relationship was first undermined by their parents’ favouritism, and then destroyed by Jacob’s deception (Genesis 25-27).

And Rachel and Leah, whose relationship was destroyed by their father Laban’s deception (Genesis 29).

The Bible also records stories of parents alienated from their adult children. Consider just a few examples:

Noah and his son Ham, whose relationship was strained when Ham failed to uphold his father’s dignity (Gen. 9:20-27).

Isaac and Rebecca’s relationships with their sons Esau and Jacob, which were all impacted by deception and betrayal (Genesis 27).

Jacob and his son Reuben, whose relationship was strained by sexual betrayal (Genesis 35; 49:3-4).

And David and Absalom, whose relationship broke down to the point where they became enemies on the battlefield (2 Samuel 13-18).

These are just some of the stories of broken family relationships recorded in the Bible.

Some of these relationship breakdowns were caused by parental failures – think of Isaac and Rebecca’s favouring of one son over another; or David’s failure to act when Absalom’s sister was violated.

Others were caused by the adult child’s actions, such as Ham’s disrespect or Reuben’s betrayal.

These broken family relationships often had far-reaching consequences, rippling through communities and generations.

Like biblical families, Christian families today are not immune to the breakdown of relationships. So, today, we’re going to talk about this very painful human experience.

If you’ve experienced broken family relationships – you’re not alone. Family life has been challenging from the time sin entered the world. And please know that, in many cases, there is hope for restoration and reconciliation.

If you’ve been fortunate not to have had such an experience, the principles we’ll explore today apply to all relationships, because all relationships – with friends and work colleagues as well as family members – have the potential to break down.

Today, the breakdown of family relationships – or family estrangement, as it’s called – is on the rise. Some family life specialists even go so far as to call it a ‘silent epidemic.’

Statistics vary, but studies indicate that at least one in five families experience estrangement from at least one family member.

So, today, we’ll examine three questions related to family estrangement:

First, what is family estrangement?
Second, why is there more family estrangement today?
And third, is there a pathway to reconciliation?

So, to begin: what is family estrangement?

SLIDE: Family estrangement is the breakdown or loss of relationship between family members.

While this can happen between siblings or extended family members, what is on the increase today is estrangement between parents and adult children.

This is what happened between the prodigal son and his father, a story that Jesus told, which is recorded in Luke 15.

SLIDE: Luke 15: 11-12 “A man had two sons. The younger son told his father, ‘I want my share of the estate now, before you die.’ So, his father agreed to divide his wealth between his sons.”

In biblical times, for a son to demand an inheritance early was essentially the equivalent of his saying, “I wish you were dead so I could have what’s coming to me.”

Such a demand was unthinkable, as it broke all the rules of family loyalty, gratitude and respect. But what does the father do?

He absorbs deep pain – public humiliation, financial loss and the pain of rejection – and gives the son what he demands. What happens next?

SLIDE: vs. 13 “A few days later, this younger son packed all his belongings and moved to a distant land . . .”

Can you imagine the deep pain of the father – and maybe the mother?

SLIDE: Sometimes, family relationships break down slowly – contact lessens over time and family members slowly drift apart.

SLIDE: At other times, relationships can break down suddenly – a sharp cutting of ties that can happen after a conflict, or sometimes without warning.

It can be initiated by a request for no contact, or it can be a sudden, unexplained silence.

We don’t know the background to the prodigal son story, but it appears that this was a sudden cutting of ties.

SLIDE: Both the slow drift and the sudden cutting of ties result in what is known as a physical estrangement.

In the prodigal son story, this meant that the son moved to a distant land.

Today, it may include a geographical move, sometimes to an address that is not shared with family members.

But today, physical estrangement includes no phone calls, no texts, and no visits – an extremely painful loss in our hyper-connected world.

SLIDE: Family estrangement can also be emotional – family members might have physical contact, maybe even share the same home, but they have no emotional connection.

Emotional estrangement is particularly painful, as it is emotional connection that gives relationships meaning.

Throughout the Gospels, Jesus tells stories that his audience relate to; so, Jesus’ telling of the prodigal son story probably means that family estrangement was not unfamiliar to his audience.

But today, family estrangements are on the rise. This brings us to our next question:

SLIDE: Why is there more family estrangement today than in the past?

There have always been relationship breakdowns between siblings – sometimes due to geographical distance or different values, sometimes due to hurt over parental favouritism or inheritances.

And there’ve always been estrangements between parents and adult children – often due to differences in values, choices or lifestyles.

But today, the increase in family estrangement is driven by adult children cutting ties with their parents.

Why is this?

SLIDE: First, there is greater awareness of abuse and neglect.

This means that adult children are more equipped to understand the ways in which their parents may have harmed them.

There are, of course, varying degrees of family dysfunction. But it’s important to acknowledge that all parents are sinners, and so all parents hurt their children in smaller or greater ways.

This is why the story of God’s grace, told in the Gospels, is such Good News for all parents!

SLIDE: Another reason is changing attitudes toward family. Past generations valued the commandment to “honour your father and mother,” and families were considered to be forever.

Immigrant families still tend to value interdependence and family duty, but as our society has become more secular and individualistic, these conceptions of family are changing. 

Family loyalty is now less important than emotional wellbeing, so if adult children consider their families to be unsupportive of their personal growth and happiness, they sometimes choose to cut ties.

SLIDE: Higher rates of divorce also contribute. When one parent turns a child against the other parent, that child often grows up allied with one parent and estranged from the other.

Also, stepparents and step siblings create dynamics where a child can feel neglected or disadvantaged, sometimes leading to estrangement.

SLIDE: Modern parenting styles can also contribute.

SLIDE: Intensive parenting is becoming increasingly common.

In the past, parental obligation included food, clothing, and shelter.

Today, many parents consider it their obligation to cultivate a child’s potential for success and happiness. This can include providing educational and extra-curricular experiences that require considerable expenditure of time, energy and money.

Intensive parenting can be accompanied by unrealistic parental expectations – that these years of parenting will be repaid with emotional closeness, and that the relationship will be a source of parental happiness.

This can be a heavy burden for the adult child, who may choose to cut ties.

SLIDE: Anxious parenting – also known as helicopter parenting – is often experienced by the child as overprotective.

When this continues into young adulthood, for example through constant phone contact, the adult child sometimes cuts contact in order to create space for an independent life.

SLIDE: Differing political or religious values are also a common reason for cutting ties. This is because personal happiness and mental health are seen as more important than family loyalty.

So, while broken family relationships have always been part of the human experience, these changed realities of modern family life mean there are now more reasons for estrangement than in the past.

We come now to our last question: When family members become estranged, 

SLIDE: Is there a pathway to reconciliation?

As we consider this question, I want to return to the story of the prodigal son.

From Luke 15, we know that the younger son collected his inheritance and left home for a distant land, eager to live without the restraints of home. But the freedom he imagined eventually collapsed when a famine struck and his money ran out.

He found himself at the bottom of society, hired to feed pigs – an unthinkable job for a Jewish man.

Let’s read what happened next.

SLIDE: vs. 17 “When he finally came to his senses, he said to himself, ‘At home even the hired servants have food enough to spare, and here I am dying of hunger.

vs. 18-19 “I will go home to my father and say, “Father, I have sinned against both heaven and you and I am no longer worth of being called your son. Please take me on as a hired servant.

vs. 20 “So he returned home to his father. And while he was still a long way off, his father saw him coming. Filled with love and compassion, he ran to his son, embraced him, and kissed him.”

What can we learn about reconciliation from this story?

SLIDE: First, reconciliation requires repentance.

In the prodigal son story, it is the son who ‘came to his senses’ – which was a moment of humility and truth-telling.

We see evidence of the son’s repentance in his plan to confess his wrongdoing, to acknowledge the harm he’d caused, and to accept his father’s boundaries for the relationship.

SLIDE: Second, reconciliation requires moving toward the other.

While this story reflects two people – the son and the father – moving toward each other, it is the father who sees, runs, embraces and kisses the son – even before a word of apology is spoken.

This is an astonishing picture of grace – of a father who had kept his heart open for reconciliation.

As in this story, today it is also up to the parents to do most of the work of initiating reconciliation.

This is because, for the child who cut ties, there is no motivation to reconcile – they live with less stress and conflict, and their life is simpler and happier.

But for the estranged parent, there are only negatives – anger, guilt, remorse, and fear of a future without their child. 

In other words, it’s usually the parents who want the relationship, so it’s up to the parents to make the first move – often best done in a letter.

And parents must do most of the work. Parents must be open to hearing how they hurt or failed their child – even when they consider their parenting to be far superior to what they themselves received.

Parents must learn to listen without defensiveness, and then to acknowledge and take responsibility for their mistakes.

This can be extremely painful and difficult – and is best done at the foot of the cross, where we can accept our sinfulness without becoming overwhelmed by it.

But adult children also need to do their part. They need to learn to see parents as human beings. They need to accept that their parents were often doing the best they could with the emotional and financial resources they had.

And they need to accept that the mistakes their parents made were not necessarily intentional, particularly if the parents are willing to work on their mistakes and to make reparations.

However, sometimes parents, and sometimes adult children, are unable to do this. They just don’t have the emotional capacity to see beyond their own perspectives. This is when outside support, such as pastoral counselling or therapy, can be helpful.

If we return to the prodigal son story, we see that the son’s return sparks joy for the father, and he throws a party. But it also exposes the deep, unresolved hurt of the older brother.

In vs. 28-30 we read these words:

SLIDE: 
vs. 28 “The older brother was angry and wouldn’t go in. His father came out and begged him.

vs. 29 “But he replied, ‘All these years I’ve slaved for you and never once refused to do a single thing you told me to. And in all that time you never gave me even one young goat for a feast with my friends.

vs. 30 “Yet when this son of yours comes back after squandering your money on prostitutes, you celebrate by killing the fattened calf!’”

Estrangement is a cataclysmic event that impacts the whole family. As a result, reconciliation does not unfold neatly or instantly.

In this story, the older son’s anger, resentment, and sense of injustice is only revealed when his brother returns.

But once again, it’s the father who goes out to the older son – just as he went out to the younger son.

The father doesn’t shame the older brother or force him to celebrate. Yes, he invites him in, but he also listens and affirms the older son’s place in the family.

This reminds us that reconciliation takes time; that it is messy; and that it takes patience and compassion.
But we are left with one more question:
SLIDE: Are there circumstances where reconciliation is not possible?
SLIDE: Romans 12:18 tells us, “If possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”

The words, “if possible” tell us that reconciliation is conditional.

And the words, “as far as it depends on you” tell us that our ability to bring about reconciliation has limits.

What are these conditions and limits?

When there is no repentance, no acknowledgement of the harm caused, no willingness to change, then reconciliation may be unsafe – particularly if there is potential for that person to cause us, or someone in our care, more harm. 

This is particularly true in cases of sexual or physical abuse, but also of severe mental illness or addiction.

There are also circumstances where reconciliation may be impossible.

Sometimes, a disturbed son or daughter in law may force a partner to choose between themselves and family.

Sometimes, untrained therapists, online content, or friends may discourage reconciliation.

And sometimes, a divorced parent creates such hostility toward the other parent that the adult child cannot find their way back to the estranged parent.

SLIDE: So, what can we do when we’ve done everything that depends on us?

SLIDE: First, we must continue to pray for restoration of the relationship. God’s heart is always for reconciliation, so we must trust that He will continue to work in the hearts and lives of those who are not yet willing to be reconciled with us.

SLIDE: Second, invest in the relationships we do have. Relationships with friends and other family members reduce the pain of the estranged relationship and help us live with more joy and resilience.

SLIDE: Third, commit to growing emotionally – learning new ways of relating and communicating, taking responsibility for the harm we caused, learning to forgive ourselves. 

Our emotional growth will enrich our other relationships, and prepare us for a potential reconciliation in the future.

And fourth, embrace the grace and forgiveness of God. In a broken world, some human relationships cannot be restored; however, through the amazing grace of God, we are offered restoration and reconciliation with Him – regardless of what harm we may have caused another.

Like the father of the prodigal son, our heavenly Father’s heart is always open – not because we deserve it but because of who He is.

That’s why, in those times when our human relationships strain and break, we can rest in the knowledge that we are both fully known and fully loved by God.

May each one of us truly embrace God’s love and forgiveness, so that today and every day we can walk with faith, hope and joy – whatever the circumstances of our earthly relationships may be.
