SIBLING RIVALRY

Sermon for the 14th Sunday after Pentecost, August 17, 2008

Readings: Genesis 45:1-15; Psalm 133; Romans 11:29-32; Matthew 15:21-28

Sermon text: Oh how good and pleasant it when brethren live together in unity. 

I am one of three brothers and I remember many trips in the family station wagon. Whether on summer vacations or cross country moving trips the territorial struggle in the back seat sometimes drove my parents to distraction.

Sound familiar?

My older brother—two years older-- and I spent long hours playing catch and equally long hours disputing portions and precedence. My younger brother—5 years younger—chose the route of never directly competing—he pursued other sports and was more interested in art than  books. I suppose every combination of children and adults has to work out its own way. This of course becomes especially tricky when blending families in second or third marriages. Our biblical tale of Joseph is one such family; one father and four wives—and lots and lots of sibling rivalry. Bit I’ll get to that in a minute.

Then there is the classic confrontation of mothers and daughters; sons and fathers—ah the harmony of a living household during those teenage years. And how about family vacations? I love the memories of hanging out at the beach, the leisurely shared meals, the rainy day monopoly games. My uncle Jack and Aunt Ruth had three daughters who more around our age. It was great. But Aunt Ruth was difficult to live with: she insisted on separating all the food in the refrigeration into each family. That was the last summer together. Over the years she managed to alienate her own children as well—and in the end was behind an estrangement between my mother and her brother, my Uncle Jack, that was not reconciled until shortly before his death. 

Arguments who does more, who ought to do more, who does what chores around the house easily escalate into accusations of unfairness and disrespect. Emotions get heated, threats leveled, storm clouds gather.

In the great family of humanity we see the same thing. Fighting in Georgia; elder brother bullying behavior; appeals to parents…At least while watching the Olympics in China: we see competition channeled through sports—and isn’t it wonderful to see competitive badminton or trampoline than footage of tanks and crying amid carnage and casualties?

The answer to Rodney King’s question -- why can’t we all just get along-- is: This is the way we are made: competitive, with a keen sense of fairness when it comes to our share—and a less innate ability to see things from the other party’s perspective. But perhaps the point of our spiritual exercises is to strengthen this ability to see things from another perspective—to love our neighbor as our self—and to learn the meaning of forgiveness, and try to diminish our zest for conquest and revenge.

What would life be like if we really could love our neighbors as ourselves?

The finale of the Joseph family sage gives us a clue. Not because there wasn’t damage done through sibling rivalry. His brothers after all had tried to kill him by throwing him into a waterless pit to die. Slightly relenting they sold him into slavery. He ended up as a household slave in Egypt. His natural abilities began so impress his master and he rose to manage the household—but Potipher’s wife, unable to get him to sleep with her, accused him of attempted rape and again he was thrown into prison. Years went by until finally his insight and intelligence  once again enabled him to climb out after he correctly interpreted the pharaoh’s troubling dream. Put in charge of preparing for the predicted famine he so successfully managed the economy of Egypt that he became second in command only to Pharaoh. And such was his position when the regional famine brought his brothers to Egypt to ask for emergency relief. Of course they couldn’t recognize the grown Joseph in his completely unexpected position of power and glory. But Joseph recognized his brothers ---and put them through a number of tests-but in the end—in the finale of the story we read today—he revealed his identity. The brothers were sure he would seek revenge for the horrible treatment of him—and indeed he would have been justified, as one of the brothers admits. But instead he forgives them—noting that their evil design has worked out to the good –thanks to God. 

What enabled Joseph to forgive his brothers? Doubtless it was easier to forgive from a throne than a prison cell. Things worked out well in the end—such was God’s providential will.

It was also because of Joseph’s nature; he had a willingness to forgive. He could have used his power to punish; he had his betrayers in his grip. He chose to see it as God’s grace, not his brothers evil. We have that choice too. We also can learn to practice forgiveness.

The Psalmist sings, “How beautiful it is when brethren live together in unity.” Like oil poured over the head, running down the beard—and if that image does not conjure up warm and fuzz feeling think  a hot rock massage. Everything is loosened up and reinvigorated. 

My mother eventually called Uncle Jack and broke through the silence. They were reconciled before his death. The relief of forgiveness and grace of restored relationship is so much greater than the bitter pleasure of feeling aggrieved. My brothers and I—our spouses spent a glorious two weeks in Mexico this summer—the cousins getting to hang out, as we celebrated my mother’s eightieth birthday. Family is a wonderful thing.

If the world could follow this path what a better world would arise. The Marshall Plan of debt forgiveness and reconstruction built a peaceful Europe where a punitive treaty of Versailles after the first world war laid the seeds for the second.

If we could understand that we are truly a family. As we even Jesus had to expand his understanding when the Canaanite woman knelt before him and in her wisdom and faith prevailed upon his mercy, over against his narrow sense of mission.

Paul also speaks to a future in which the painful separation of Jews and Gentiles will be overcome and the great tree of peace and life restored to wholeness-an image repeated at the end of the Bible in the heavenly city of Jerusalem and its tree of life whose “leaves are for the healing of nations.” God sees us all as children; can we not see each other as brother and sister?

I suppose the children will always fight over trivial games in the back seats of a long day’s drive. But humility and forgiveness are the sign of spiritual maturity. If we understand our own faults clearly we are less prone to find fault with others.

Forgiveness and reconciliation expands and strengthens the family. Judgment and retribution weaken and divide it. Of course it is something that takes practice and constant effort. What do you do with difficult people—especially those who don’t believe they need to be forgiven.  All we can do is offer, we cannot by ourselves reconcile (it takes two). But always keep open. We have no permanent enemies, Condi Rice famously has said—and this is something children seem to know instinctively as wlel—as they are quick often to forgive and resume the game.

Let us pray: Dear Lord, keep open to forgiveness, remembering that you first loved and forgave us before we had done anything deserving of such love. Help us build family bonds through time and shared experience while healing us of excessive self love and bitter memories. In Christ’s name, Amen.
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