
WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING
Family Trees and Olive Branches is a must-read for individuals striving to grow a god-
ly legacy in their immediate and extended families. Christina Hergenrader delicately 
addresses the deep need for families to love radically and extend grace upon grace. She 
uses heartfelt stories to illustrate both the brokenness of families when grace is scarce and 
the hope that is possible when grace abounds. Family Trees and Olive Branches beautifully 
lays out what a family culture filled with grace looks like while always relating it back to 
God’s unique design to glorify Him through the family. If you desire to create new life, 
mend broken relationships, train your children, honor your parents, and bring glory to 
God through your family, Family Trees and Olive Branches is an instrumental book.

Melissa Brignac, Bible study leader

Christina Hergenrader explores families and family relationships in a unique and fasci-
nating way. Her use of real-life examples to back up ideas for how we relate to our families 
and how we can improve those relationships makes this book a down-to-earth, easy-to-
read guide. Short, well-organized chapters help the reader absorb the lessons taught. The 
author’s use of Scripture and thought-provoking questions throughout the book shows the 
importance of approaching family relationships in a God-led, God-pleasing way. I highly 
recommend this book!

Helen Genter, educator

Family Trees and Olive Branches is a beautiful, in-depth study of how God works through 
every family to bring us closer to the center of His will. Families are a gift we sometimes 
wish we could return, but this book shows us how a culture of grace can bring families 
into a place of peace, love, and reconciliation. 

Rebekah House, counselor for families and children

Family Trees and Olive Branches gives us a biblical lens to see our family. Christina helps 
us dive into our family tree with the power and the comfort of Jesus Christ and reminds 
us the Holy Spirit is working in each and every branch and root. Mostly, this book 
reminds us of God’s loving grace and the redemption He has for us and for our families. 
Because not only is God the author and perfecter of our faith, but He is also the creator of 
our families. 

Melissa Tonn, director of Christian education

It was refreshing to be reminded that God loves us in spite of the issues we might be 
dealing with in our families. A well-written and easy-to-digest book about GRACE and 
filled with biblical truths. This could be used for individual or group Bible study. Well 
thought-out questions throughout that will make you think and also dive into Scripture. 
Family Trees and Olive Branches will give you comfort and encouragement in the midst of 
your own family struggles. 

Alice Rosenhagen, Bible study leader



How do we act when difficult, overbearing, or annoying people wreak havoc on the calm 
of our life? When these people happen to be members of our own family, responding 
with grace and kindness can be particularly daunting. In Family Trees and Olive Branch-
es, Christina tackles the very complex subject of relational, family drama with respect, 
wit, and self-deprecation. Using real-life stories, she helps the reader to discern when 
forgiveness, confrontation, or boundary building is the most Christlike response. Her 
book is a wonderfully insightful guide to inserting grace into a wide variety of delicate, 
and sometimes toxic, situations.  

Janet Mueller, Christian therapist

Christina Hergenrader boldly shares relevant stories connected to biblical truth, for fam-
ilies to keep building their firm foundation on Jesus’ love so grace remains at the heart of 
the family. As a sister, daughter, mother, teacher, and administrator for over forty years, I 
think her writing is also a valuable guide for any leader to be successful with the “family” 
of colleagues they lead. How these colleagues are ministered to with the grace guidance 
in Family Trees and Olive Branches will certainly create a ripple effect of setting waves of 
grace in motion. This book will be a go-to guide for many years to come in my personal 
and professional life.

Debbie Baacke, educator

Christina Hergenrader makes two serious commitments in the opening pages of Family 
Trees and Olive Branches. These commitments are so personal for readers, I wondered if 
she could deliver on them. Initially, she commits to helping readers explore what it means 
to live in gracious, connected families. As if that is not enough of a challenge, she also 
promises to provide steps families can take toward experiencing such grace and connect-
edness. I’m pleased to share that the author met, and even exceeded, these commitments. 
Skillfully working with the metaphor of trees, she explores the wide range of experiences 
in families. Once exploration ends, Hergenrader shares very practical thoughts on how to 
create an environment for a gracious, connected family. I highly recommend Family Trees 
and Olive Branches for anyone who wants a clearer understanding of their family experi-
ence or desires their family to more deeply reflect God’s design for families. 

Kevin Wilson, pastor

The wisdom in Family Trees and Olive Branches hits so many places as a family grows. 
Christina Hergenrader has shared, with warmth and discernment, a vision of healthy 
family through God’s eyes of love. Enjoy!

Barb Tanz, educator





This book is for my mother-in-law, Marcilee Hergenrader.

I am honored to raise the next branch in the Hergenrader family 
tree. You have given so much to your family. Thank you for 

teaching me how to do the same.

This book is also for Fred Tonn.

Thank you for showing our family—and so many others— 
what it looks like to live and breathe for Jesus. Your example  

has changed our family’s world. And now, we can change  
the world for Jesus.
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If you really want to change  
the world, go home and love  
your family.

—Mother Teresa 
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Introduction 
A culture of grace in your family . . .

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family 
in heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of His glory He 
may grant you to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in your inner 
being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being 
rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the 
saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth. Ephesians 3:14–18

Hi there, daughters, dads, moms, uncles, stepsisters, and grandparents . . . 

Summer vacation starts tomorrow for our four kids. They’re so excited to 
be free of spelling tests that they can hardly breathe. I’m looking forward to all 
of us being home together too. We’ve learned a lot about grace over this past 
year, and I’m hopeful this summer will be different from previous summers. 
We’ve become better at forgiving, at connection, and at communicating. Our 
family culture has changed from one of frantic busyness to one of grace.

Even if you don’t have kids at home, you are a part of a family. And through 
the generations, you’ve created a culture within that family. Your culture might 
be one of grace and connection. Or it might be a culture of regret. Or of grudg-
es. Or of apathy.

In the following pages, you’ll look closely at your family’s culture and how 
you can improve it. 

My prayer is that this book is an anthem of hope for your family. And, 
like Paul writes in Ephesians, I pray that the Spirit will strengthen you so that 
Christ may dwell in your heart and that you’ll be rooted in love.

May God bless your family for generations to come . . . 

P.S. I would love to see how God is changing your family’s culture. Tag pictures 
that show a #cultureofgrace on Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook. 

Let’s share the salt and light of Jesus with a world that needs Him. Love starts with 
your own family—and that love always starts with God’s grace.

Christina



Author’s Note

This Book Is Not . . .

Based on Research or Statistics. Sociologists and scientists have 
studied what works in families for a long time, but this isn’t a 
book about research.

Instead, this is a glimpse into the living rooms of grace-filled fam-
ilies, to understand how these families love one another well. In 
these chapters, you’ll find real stories, God’s Word, and questions 
to help guide you to better share God’s love with your family. 

A Substitute for Christian Counseling. If you’ve been the victim 
of abuse in your family, I am so, so sorry. Families are full of the 
ugliest sin. Stories of terrible abuse are way too common. Please 
meet with a trained Christian counselor and with a pastor to help 
you heal. And then come back and read this book.

Exactly the Way It Happened. Although the stories in this book 
come from interviews with real men and women, I have changed 
their names and certain details about their stories. You’ll recog-
nize the relationships and takeaways as true, even if some of the 
unimportant details have been changed.

That’s all. Let’s get started!
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A Culture of . . . What?

My whole life, my mother has been my biggest problem. 

I don’t know how this is possible, but she’s both needy and re-
mote. 

She lives across the country from me, but I can always feel her 
opinion. “That shirt is too tight.” “Eating out wastes money.” 
“Crying won’t help anything.”

To feel really bad about myself, I only have to think about some 
of what my mom has said to me over the years. Once, she told 
me that the reason she gets along with my teenage son so well is 
because they have a “mutual enemy.” She meant me! 

I have always driven her crazy. She thinks I’m too nervous, that 
I’m a pushover with my husband, and that I’m too heavy. 

If I am any of those things, it’s because of her.

—Sarah, 52 

Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, 
unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in Me. 
I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in Me and I 
in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do 
nothing.

John 15:4–5

SECTION 1

{ {
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The Comforting, Constricting Cocoon of Family

As I interviewed dozens of men and women about family, I rediscovered the 
truth we all know: your family is your single biggest influence. The par-
ents who raised you and the siblings you called your first friends formed 

you in both huge and imperceptible ways. They provided your most important 
nurturing, taught you how to see the world, and set in motion the journey that 
has led you to where you are sitting right now. 

Your first family (your family of origin) is a rich thread spun around you, 
like invisible gauze that holds together everything about your earthly identity. 
You always carry this silken armor of family with you. This cocoon traps your 
deepest secrets, your most hurtful tragedies, and your happiest memories. You 
could never measure the ways the shell of family both comforts you and con-
stricts you. 

As I interviewed friends for this book and heard their stories of family, I 
could see this gauzy layer over each person’s perception. These men and wom-
en could trace their current joys, their deepest values, their stubborn prejudic-
es, their humor, and their quirky taste back to what their families had taught 
them. 

Let’s call that phenomenon—this special layer on all of us—the family fil-
ter, and let’s look at the power it holds over us.

As you look more closely at your family’s filter, you might be surprised at some of your emotions. The 
viewpoint your family gave you might have been extremely helpful in navigating life—but it also may 
have crippled you in some ways. Before we go further, write a couple sentences describing how you 
feel about your family filter. Was it overall healthy? What were some major problems?
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A Culture of . . . What?

Passing down a Better Family Portrait
The biggest reason for any of us to learn lessons for a better culture is so 

we can pass down a better family portrait to the next generation. Less fighting, 
more connectedness, more grace. 

On the timeline of raising our kids, Mike and I are at the halfway point of 
us all living together. Catie is twelve and almost a teenager. Sam and Elisabeth, 
our twins, are nine. And Nate is six. Over the past year, we’ve learned so much 
about creating a culture of grace in our house. And yet, we’re still learning 
valuable lessons every day. 

Maybe you can recognize our family’s struggles from your house too. First, 
efficiency rules in our household, and to save time, we expect our kids to stay 
in their prescribed roles (The Sweetheart, The Bossy One, The Scapegoat, The 
Troublemaker). When we’re tired, our boundaries become weak, and we are 
inconsistent in what we expect of one another. Our default reaction is pride, 
and we hold onto grudges too long.

Even though our family has a long way to go in developing a culture of 
grace, we’ve learned so much. Most of all, we’ve learned the importance of the 
family filter we give our kids. Also, we’ve come to understand our heavenly 
Father as our ultimate caretaker, the one who nurtures us with love that we 
can—and should—share with one another. Understanding this has made such 
a difference in our family.

Here’s what I still want to teach my kids before they leave and then start 
families of their own: you can enjoy one another; your siblings can become 
your most important allies. Laughing and silliness and curiosity are free and 
infinite gifts—life together can include lots of all these. Take care of one anoth-
er with gracious and tenacious generosity. Forgive freely, several times a day. 
Let your yes be yes and your no be no—but also be flexible enough to care for 
one another.

This is not only what I want to teach my kids—it’s what God wants. Our 
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Father gives us models of families and the promise of grace in His Means of 
Grace—the Bible and the Sacraments of Holy Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 
He also gives us our families as important laboratories of first relationships. It’s 
here that we practice how to share His love with one another. 

Next to each of these life areas, write a word or two about your family’s filter. Try not to think too much 
about your answer and don’t edit your responses. Write the word that describes your family’s attitude 
toward each of these parts of life.

1. God:  _______________________ 
2. Love:   _______________________ 
3. Food:   ______________________    
4. Rest:    _______________________ 
5. Conflict: ______________________ 
6. Marriage:   ____________________ 
7. Work:   ______________________ 
8. Laughter:    ____________________ 
9. Friends: ______________________ 
10. Exercise:   ____________________ 
11. Grandparents:  _________________ 
12. Church:    ____________________ 
13. Siblings:    ____________________ 

14. Travel:     _____________________ 
15. Authority:     ___________________ 
16. Nature:     ____________________ 
17. Sex:    ______________________ 
18. School:     ____________________ 
19. Alcohol:  _____________________  
20. Politics: _____________________ 
21. Holidays: ____________________ 
22. Violence: ____________________ 
23. Anger: ______________________ 
24. Volunteering: __________________ 
25. Forgiveness: ___________________

Not only that, God gives us the specific gift of our families. These peo-
ple belong to us in deep and obvious ways. We can see God’s love for family 
throughout the Bible. He blessed Abraham and Sarah with generations of de-
scendants. He created whole nations of His people through messy births and 
adoptions. He selected certain men and women to be part of the lineage of 
Jesus. God has given (and still gives) unique tasks to specific families. He still 
grants specific blessings through families. 

Most important: God sent Jesus, the biggest news in the history of the 
world, through a family. Our Creator doesn’t clone us or form each of us from 
dust or send us to earth as orphans—He uses families to nurture us and teach 
us. Look to history, or to the mirror, or to your own past, or to the Bible, and 
you will find the same answer: family is God’s specific design for and gift to us.

To understand what your family has taught you to believe about the world 
and about God and about one another, let’s see if we can peek behind the filter.
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Digging in Your Family’s Roots 
To understand both the filter of your childhood family—and of the family 

you’re raising now—let’s look at the generations before you. Maybe the roots of 
your family tree are in some rocky soil. Maybe the heritage your parents gave 
you has been tainted by the generations before them. 

Talking with families has made me realize that these old roots have the 
power to pollute even the newest branches on your family tree. I talked to one 
family that had been fighting a decade-long war that had driven a wedge be-
tween the cousins. In another family, the divisions and hurt feelings between 
two of the aunts were like a slow-growing sickness. Many members of the fam-
ilies I interviewed didn’t know one another anymore. Too many miles and 
years and hurt feelings had pulled them apart. The newest generation had been 
orphaned by its oldest members.

Or, possibly, it’s none of these, you just don’t have the time to work on a 
better relationship with your siblings or extended family. Sure, it sounds like a 
good idea. But who has the energy for it?

As you dig a bit in the roots of your family tree, you can probably unearth 
all of this. And maybe it doesn’t even feel like a better family culture matters 
very much. You have a wonderful spouse, loyal friends, a strong community, 
and a good job. 

But there are three problems with that plan: (1) You are modeling a cul-
ture to the next generation. Your kids and grandkids and nieces and nephews 
are watching how you treat your siblings—and they are learning how to treat 
theirs. They’re noticing how you care for your parents and determining how 
they will one day care for you. They’re learning how to love family by how 
you handle your most difficult relationships. (2) God has assigned you to your 
family, both the one you come from and the one you’re raising. These are your 
people. Yes, they are full of problems and sin, and we’ll discuss how you can 
show grace to one another in the midst of that. But because God is an inten-
tional Creator, you can trust that these are most certainly your people. (3) The 
way you treat your family has a lot to do with how you see God. Do you believe 
He’s your loving Father who takes perfect care of you and shows you constant 
grace? 

Then this is how you can show that love to the people in your family.
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Write the major events of your family history here. In broad strokes, describe the family portrait you 
were handed. Start by thinking of a few words to describe your mom’s parents. Then, write a few words 
to describe your dad’s family. Now, think about what your parents taught you by their words and their 
actions. What did family mean to your grandparents?

Families in Hospital Hallways
God appointed you to the family you have right now. That’s a pretty se-

rious assignment. Through birth or through adoption or through a blended 
family, the people you call family are God’s intentional creation. This is the 
clan you care for and who cares for you. 

Perhaps this is most obvious by the moments you share with them in hos-
pital hallways. These corners and corridors are the stages for family drama and 
intimacy. 

Hospital rooms are where far-flung children come together to make deci-
sions about their mom’s last breaths. This is where the estranged uncle shows 
up to get the bad news about grandpa’s heart. This is the place of births and 
sickness and healing and prayer and money struggles and hugs and tears and 
fights. Hospital hallways might also be where you realize that you, too, are tied 
to your family forever. 

When one friend had a baby, I sat in the orange plastic chairs in the wait-
ing room with her family. Our little impromptu party included her sister and 
brother and parents.  I knew all of them from the stories my friend had told 
me, especially about the epic fights she had had with her sister. At Christmas, 
her sister had called her the worst names, and they hadn’t spoken in months. 

And then, that same sister hugged my friend on the hospital bed—first 
tentatively and then harder, and then for a very long time. Her brother awk-
wardly held the newest generation in their family, and he whispered to his 
new niece. Seeing the connection of these feuding family members gave me 
goosebumps. This felt like I was witnessing something sacred. 
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Next, my friend passed the new baby to her sister. And this new auntie 
cradled her niece and cooed and cried. Her brother had tears in his eyes too. 
My friend cried, too, so touched that her brother and sister were there to meet 
their niece. No discussion about the Christmas fight. No more silent treat-
ment. They were all enchanted to gather around the next generation of their 
family.

This is the power of family connection. Even deeper than the fights, there’s 
a deep bond that flows between people who share a name, a bloodline, a his-
tory.

In that hospital room, my friend shared these deeper things with her sib-
lings. This bond wasn’t anything she could have described in a Facebook post 
about her new baby. This was more profound. This was their ancient connec-
tion. 

Let’s talk about your experience in hospitals—from celebrating new life to gathering around the beds 
of those taking their last breaths. Think back to those moments and make a list of the parts of these 
scenes that have been the same. Who is there with you, scrolling through cell phones in the waiting 
room? Who is talking to the doctor or running out for tacos? Who is crying from relief or joy or sadness 
or guilt? Write what this tells you about the power of family.

Holidays: When the Family Filters  
Glow Brightest of All 

Today, I had lunch with my friend Kate, and I was surprised to hear her 
terrible disappointment about her sister and her kids not coming to Easter 
dinner at their parents’ house. Through tears, she listed the reasons that her 
indifference stung: her family made it a point to gather for holidays; Easter was 
her son’s birthday, her family ALWAYS celebrated birthdays together; her boys 
hadn’t seen their cousins for months. Kate really didn’t like that. 

Kate and I have known each other for years, but we’re not so close that I 
quite understood why she was this upset.
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Then, in the corner of the coffee shop, Kate explained that this particular 
struggle probed at an old bruise, one that went deep into their family’s history. 
Kate’s mom insisted she come to every holiday because that’s what her role as 
the oldest daughter has always been. Kate was not only supposed to show up, 
she was expected to help plan the whole day—everything from the Easter egg 
hunt to the chocolate bunny cake for dessert. Her younger sister always got 
a pass on stuff like this because her parents “have always treated her like the 
baby.”

Holidays, like hospitals, are another place where your family’s filter col-
ors your expectations, your hopes, your hurts, and your history. You probably 
have learned, from an early age, what celebrations mean. They’re a time to eat 
the forbidden foods or to sit in the pew at Christmas Eve services or to get 
along with people whom you have fought with all year. You have learned your 
family traditions like you’ve learned about the Easter bunny and Santa’s rein-
deer and the words to “Silent Night.”

You are most likely passing down those same attitudes to the next genera-
tion too. Are you teaching them the most important parts? Are you using the 
time your family gathers to celebrate and also to connect?  To love one another 
well?

Write three memories you have of Christmas or Easter or birthdays. Who gathered together? Who did 
the work for the gathering? What were the unspoken rules at your family holidays? What did you love 
most about how your family celebrated holidays? What did you dislike? Is this still how your family 
celebrates holidays today? Is this how you’re celebrating holidays with your own kids? Why or why not?

God Is My  _______________________________________
Right along with holidays and hospitals, there is a third way that your 

family filter colors the way you see the world: what do you believe about God?

As I discovered from talking to people, this is the most complicated and 
powerful lesson their families have taught them.
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Your family’s lessons about God were probably complex because your par-
ents may have preached one lesson about Him but lived a different one. Your 
family might have taught that Jesus loves you, but they didn’t go to church. Or 
they might have told you that it was important to be a good person, but they 
never talked about what good was or the real reasons you should follow the 
rules. Maybe you cobbled together a fragmented faith with no support. You 
might have left home to start a family of your own without being totally sure 
what you (or your parents) believed about God.

Your family filter of faith becomes more confusing when you marry into 
another filter. If the filter your parents gave you is red, and your spouse’s filter 
is blue, the filter you give your kids is purple. When it comes to teaching your 
kids about God, you probably find that you’re bumping into your spouse’s filter 
on everything from how often you go to church to what the service should 
look like when you’re there.

Again, the remarkable part of this for your family is that the roots of your 
tree always influence the buds that are developing now. If you grew up ambig-
uous and confused about who God is, your kids will be also. If you grew up 
seeing God as a slightly angry egomaniac, you’ll pass that view down to your 
kids.

But if you’re clear that God is your heavenly Father, who sent His Son to 
die for your sins, and whose Spirit sustains your faith . . . your kids will learn 
that too.

If you’re married, write about the purple filter of faith you’re passing down to your children. What 
beliefs about God and faith do you and your spouse share? Where do you not agree completely?

God’s Family Trees
Thankfully, God doesn’t leave us stranded when it comes to understand-

ing who He is. Throughout the Bible, we learn the sprawling story of our heav-
enly Father, who loves us so much that He sent His Son to redeem us. God also 


