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FOREWORD 
by 

GUNTHARD WEBER 

In his p o e m , " L e g e n d s of the Origins of the Book Tao te C h i n g du r ­

ing Lao- tzu ' s Emigra t ion , " Bertol t Brecht descr ibes how a cus toms 

official got Lao- t zu to declare his knowledge before he wi thd rew to 

the m o u n t a i n s : 

On their fourth day among the boulders 
A customs man blocked their way: 

"Valuables to declare?"—"None." 
And the boy who led the oxen, spoke: 

"He has been teaching." 
And so his knowledge was declared. 

The man, in his excitement 

Asked: "What! Did he make a profit from it?" 

Said the boy: "He gained knowledge that soft water, 
Moving over time, defeats the mighty stone. 

You understand, that the hard is weak." 

I later l ea rned tha t Lao- tzu ' s book is also i m p o r t a n t to Ber t Hel l -

inger. 

For m a n y years , I have regre t ted tha t a lmos t n o t h i n g has been 

wri t ten abou t Be r t Hell inger 's work, and m a n y o the r s have told me 

that they feel the same way. Still, I can well u n d e r s t a n d his cau t ion 

in commi t t ing to wri t ing someth ing that o thers migh t t reat e i ther as 

a revelation of t r u t h or as confi rmat ion of their pre judices . " T h e 

spirit moves like wind ," he has said. W h a t is wr i t t en loses its con ­

nect ion to real life so easily, loses its vitality, a n d b e c o m e s overs im-

v 
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plified, uncri t ically generalized, and r ende red in to f ixed pa t t e rns 
and emp ty sentences . 

Ber t Hel l inger: " T h e best can ' t be said. T h e next bes t will be mis ­
u n d e r s t o o d . " My d o u b t s tha t wri t ing is a sui table m e d i u m to c o m ­
mun ica t e wha t Ber t Hel l inger has developed were gradual ly 
assuaged by my repea ted exper ience of the value of his ideas—for 
me personally, a n d also for my clients in my psycho therapeu t ic 
work. His in tent ion to re t i re—he b e c a m e 72 in 1997—st reng thened 
b o t h my interest in watching h i m a t work once m o r e and my resolve 
to m a k e his teachings available to o thers . I asked h i m in 1990 if he 
would p e r m i t me to be a " c u s t o m s official," a n d he agreed. 

My f i r s t p lan was to v ideotape one of his seminars , a n d t hen to 
publ ish the t ranscr ip ts . After I h a d t aped the second seminar a n d he 
h a d given me copies o f his lectures " T h e O r d e r s o f L o v e " a n d " T h e 
Limi ts of Consc ience , " as well as o ther mater ia l , i t b e c a m e clear 
tha t this p lan was no t adequa te . T h e p resen t vo lume is the result of 
an a t t empt to in tegrate his ideas a b o u t family rela t ionships a n d sys­
temic psycho therapy and to give an overall impress ion of his work. 

In this I have a t t emp ted to allow Ber t Hel l inger to speak his own 
words , a n d wherever possible, I have inc luded t ranscr ipts of his 
seminars . I have wi thheld critical c o m m e n t a r y where my views dif­
fer from his, hop ing tha t each reader will c o m e to grips with the text 
in his or her own way. 

W h y did I choose to descr ibe the systemic psycho the rapy of Ber t 
Hell inger? In my career , I have par t ic ipa ted in m a n y different work­
shops and t ra in ing seminars from a great variety of psycho the rapeu­
tic schools a n d or ienta t ions a n d with a variety of teachers . T h e three 
seminars I d id wi th Ber t Hel l inger in the 1970s r e m a i n indelible in 
my m e m o r y . In every seminar , I exper ienced some th ing that con t in ­
ued to move me years later, to work in m e , b r ing ing me back in to 
ba lance , guiding me back to myself w h e n I b e c a m e confused. I was 
impressed by the precis ion of his way of seeing—I still th ink of h i m 
as a "seer ." I know no o the r therapis t w h o is able to recognize p r o b ­
lematic pa t t e rns so quickly, to in t e r rup t t h e m so effectively, a n d to 
r eopen the possibility of change in areas of the soul tha t are se ldom 
addressed in psycho therapy wi th such impeccable t iming a n d loving 
h u m o r . 

As a par t ic ipant , I lacked the necessary d is tance to discover h o w 
he does wha t he does ; for example , h o w he awakens the "good tha t 
i s p re sen t in the t rans i tory m o m e n t , " h o w his stories are con-
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structed, how he manages to r educe a n d concen t ra t e the family 
constel lat ions so tha t they b e c o m e powerful the rapeu t ic in terven­
tions. At first, I found his ideas a b o u t the b a c k g r o u n d of tragic fam-
iy en tang lements alien, a n d I felt resistance to his style of 
communica t ion wi thou t u n d e r s t a n d i n g wha t he really m e a n t . 

Par t ic ipants in his workshops are p resen ted with a m e e t i n g tha t is 
clear, chal lenging, or ient ing, a n d encourag ing , a n d , a t the same 
m e , free of personal inves tment in a par t icu lar o u t c o m e . He i s 
separate a n d in t imate s imultaneously, thus avoiding power conflicts. 
X i t h every t h e m e tha t people b r ing , he moves the explorat ion 
inexorably toward the dep th of h u m a n na tu r e a n d to the existential 
d imension of ou r l ives—themes such as be longing , b o n d i n g , love, 
t i e success and failure of re lat ionships , su r r ende r ing to the 
unavoidable , mortal i ty, a n d dea th . F o r this reason , people are 
deeply moved , and also because the poe t ry of his words allows h i m 
to address the soul directly. 

A l though wha t he says often appears to relate to the past , 
± r o u g h his feelings a n d in tui t ion he is always scann ing the hor izon 
for resolut ions tha t set free possibilities for a t ta ining unreal ized 
good. T h e family constel lat ions develop their deep na tura l force for 
dealing because informat ion is accessed tha t is nonverba l , as in a 
drninal state of a rite of passage. T h e old, which m u s t be left beh ind , 
i n d the new, which i s to c o m e , m e e t and are one . 

T h e c o n t e n t of this b o o k i s suscept ib le to be ing m i s u n d e r s t o o d 
a d t o skeptical o r infuriated re ject ion. T h o s e easily swayed will b e 
t emp ted to in te rp re t wha t they r ead as universal t r u t h . He often 
formulates wha t he says as i f i t were an e te rna l or abso lu t e t r u t h , 
r u t careful observa t ion of his work reveals t ha t his t he r apeu t i c 
in tervent ions are d i rec ted to a specific indiv idual in a specific 
the rapeu t ic contex t . I f you t ry to m a k e these specific s t a t e m e n t s 
n t o genera l t r u th s a n d ru les for behavior , t hen you keep t h e peel 
md t h r o w away the fruit. After se t t ing up a family cons te l la t ion , 
de often r e c o m m e n d s n o t d o i n g any th ing different a t all, b u t to let 
die conste l la t ion c o n t i n u e to work in the soul unt i l t he necessa ry 
m d app rop r i a t e ac t ion has b e c o m e clear. 

On read ing the t ranscr ip ts , i t will b e c o m e obvious h o w quickly 
Bert Hel l inger pulls back w h e n s o m e o n e tries to generalize uncr i t i ­
cally. He also guards against his though t s a n d observa t ions be ing 
poured in to specific theoret ical molds . " T o o m u c h theory interferes 
with prac t ice ." I have followed his lead in this. He sees his work as 
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be ing phenomeno log ica l . For h i m , wha t needs to be d o n e emerges 
from really seeing wha t is happen ing . "I open myself to a s i tuat ion 
in darkness , n o t knowing wha t i s going on. T h e ques t ion is: H o w do 
I get to a t r u t h concea led in darkness? I dive into a flowing field; I 
b e c o m e pa r t of it, a n d i t reaches ou t beyond m e . T h i n g s move in the 
field, some in to areas of light, revealing someth ing of whatever IS . I 
o p e n myself to tha t a n d wait for someth ing to c o m e to m e . An 
image for this process is: I feel my way in darkness a long the walls 
unti l I find a door . W h e n I find a place of light, I t ry to descr ibe 
what is i l luminat ing me with a word tha t is full a n d r ipe . W h e n the 
r ight word is found, those for w h o m it c ame grasp it at a level 
b e y o n d rat ional t hough t . T h e r ight word touches a n d moves t h e m , 
even w h e n they d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d how." 

I will be pleased if this b o o k is a " r ight w o r d " tha t touches you. 



INTRODUCTION 
by 

HUNTER BEAUMONT 

T h e family therapis t Ber t Hel l inger has a knack for get t ing your 

a t tent ion, rat t l ing p reconcep t ions , and encourag ing clear t hough t . 

" T h e whole p u r p o s e of be ing male is to serve the f emin ine"—to 

a m a n conce rned tha t his wife might no t have e n o u g h t ime for h i m 

if she were to go back to school . 

"You know, m o s t families actually function be t t e r w h e n the 

w o m a n follows the m a n " — t o a w o m a n c o n c e r n e d with t h e injustice 

of having to change jobs because her h u s b a n d was t ransferred. 

T h e y b o t h hi t the ceiling. T h e m a n was convinced tha t Hel l inger 

is a feminist and the w o m a n tha t he 's a chauvinist , a n d it took t h e m 

a while to grasp wha t he was gett ing at. 

Hel l inger is unwaver ing in his calm compass ion while working 

with families facing the mos t difficult p rob lems—ser ious illness a n d 

death, suicide, infidelity, separa t ion and divorce, incest , a b o r t i o n — 

always on the lookout for solut ions, for possibilities tha t will res tore 

love. A n d it 's as tonishing h o w often he helps people to find h o p e 

and construct ive act ion amid their suffering. Yet he can be gruff in 

his defense of the defenseless a n d the excluded. M a n y of his obser­

vations are s tar t l ing a n d provocative: 

"A lot of male chauvinists are dependent on some woman, and a 

lot of militant feminists are hung up on some man." 
"Guilt and innocence aren't the same as good and evil. Religious 

and political atrocities, for example, are usually committed in all 
good conscience." 
He says, " W h e n I say wha t I observe w i t h o u t fear, even if it 

shocks people , t hen they have to wake up a n d th ink a b o u t where 
they s tand , a b o u t h o w they see things. T h e au thor i ty tha t ' s good to 

ix 
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follow is in your own soul ." Waking up is the bes t p ro tec t ion against 
manipu la t ion . He lp ing people to consul t their own exper ience h o n ­
estly is far be t te r t han get t ing their mindless ag reemen t . 

Lis tening to Hel l inger on tape for the first t ime one evening after 
a psychotherapy t ra ining g r o u p I was leading, I vacillated be tween 
ou t rage and fascination. I thought , " H o w can a psychotherap is t say 
such dogmat ic and moral is t ic things?" Bu t t hen the deeper m e a n i n g 
of his words caught my a t tent ion . After the initial flashes of ou t rage , 
I b e c a m e fascinated a n d realized: " H e ' s n o t moral iz ing, he 's 
descr ibing. He ' s descr ib ing the inside of things I 've so often seen 
my clients d o i n g — a n d have done myself. H e ' s descr ib ing h o w i t 
really is." T h e next day, instead of r e tu rn ing the bo r rowed casset te , 
I l is tened to it again. It was a tape of the lec ture by Ber t Hel l inger 
called " T h e Orde r s of Love ." 

D u r i n g the next two years , whenever I l is tened to the t ape wi th 
friends a n d wi th par t ic ipants in my psycho therapy t ra ining g roups , 
m a n y had the allergic react ion that I h a d h a d , at first believing tha t 
he was speaking wi th false authori ty: " L e t me tell you wha t the 
t ru th is." Yet, as we l is tened and discussed his observat ions , i t 
b e c a m e clear that Hel l inger has an ex t raord inary ability to discern 
a n d descr ibe the h i d d e n pa t t e rns that allow love to flow in families. 

W h a t he 's really saying is, " T h i s is what I 've observed. It 's he lped 
m a n y people to free up love. I offer my exper ience to you, b u t d o n ' t 
take wha t I say on faith. Conf i rm it yourselves." After a while, we 
d idn ' t n e e d to take his word for i t—we could see wha t he descr ibes 
h a p p e n i n g in ou r own work—but we h a d to give up a lot of ou r p r e ­
conceived beliefs. 

Ber t Hel l inger has rediscovered someth ing a b o u t love in in t imate 
relat ionships tha t grasps people and changes their lives. W h a t he 's 
found is this: If you w a n t love to f lour ish , you n e e d to do wha t i t 
d e m a n d s a n d to refrain from doing wha t h a r m s it. Love follows the 
h i d d e n o rde r o f the Grea te r Soul . T h e the rapeu t ic work docu ­
m e n t e d in this b o o k shows wha t h a p p e n s w h e n we injure love or 
ignore wha t i t requires . I t also shows the hea l ing tha t h a p p e n s w h e n 
o u r in t imate relat ionships are restored to order . I t reveals h o w chil­
dren ' s innocen t love bl indly perpe tua tes wha t ' s harmful , and how 
injuries to the O r d e r of Love by earlier m e m b e r s of a family affect 
the lives of later m e m b e r s , just as the waves a n d r ipples in a river 
caused by a submerged bou lde r ups t r eam still twist a n d swell far 
downs t r eam. 
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T h e systemic Orde r s of Love influence us as m u c h as its envi ron­

m e n t influences a t ree . If a tree is able to align itself be tween the 

force of gravity a n d the pull of the sun , i t natural ly grows vertically, 

wi th its b r anches equally ba lanced . In this form, it is mos t s table. If, 

however, the tree is unab le to align itself in the usua l way, pe rhaps 

because it is growing on a canyon wall, it will adap t , g rowing as 

straight as the systemic interplay of wind , soil, gravity, a n d sun 

allows. Such a t ree is no t less good than a m o r e vertical t ree , b u t it 

may be less stable a n d n o t as tall as its cousin in the valley. B o t h 

trees are subject to the same laws of na tu re , yet the dynamics of 

their habi ta ts exert differing pressures on t h e m , a n d each finds a 

systemic equi l ib r ium in the bes t way i t can . 

Or we may c o m p a r e the systemic laws of re la t ionships to a whir l -

wind—we can ' t see i t unt i l i t grasps the deser t sands or fallen leaves 

and throws t h e m swirling into the air. We know the whir lwind only 

by its effect on the visible world. T h e Orde r s of Love are d y n a m i c , 

systemic forces b lowing and whirl ing in ou r families a n d in t imate 

relat ionships. We know the d isorder caused by their t u rbu lence—as 

leaves know the whir lwind—in our suffering and illness. Conversely, 

we know their h a r m o n i o u s flow as a sense of wel l-being in the 

world. 

N o t all suffering a n d illness are caused by d i s tu rbances in o u r 

relat ionships, of course , b u t since we often can do some th ing a b o u t 

the suffering tha t does arise ou t of such systemic t u rbu lence , it is of 

special c o n c e r n in our work. W h e n we u n d e r s t a n d the systemic laws 

that allow love to unfold, we may be able to help suffering families 

and individuals to f ind solut ions a n d to change thei r psychological 

habitats . It 's p rofoundly moving to observe clients a p p r o a c h the 

Orders of Love and spontaneous ly mel t in to soft a n d in t imate love, 

even after a lifetime of ha te a n d anger a n d abuse . Yet striving wi th 

willpower a lone can ' t create the systemic equi l ib r ium in a re la t ion­

ship tha t allows love to thrive. As Ber t Hel l inger says, " T o gain 

insight in to the O r d e r s of Love is wi sdom. To follow t h e m with love 

is humil i ty." 

Because the systemic forces tha t const ra in love in in t imate rela­

t ionships are invisible to the naked eye—like the beau ty of Sa tu rn ' s 

rings or the m o v e m e n t of a single cell—we n e e d to amplify o u r 

powers of pe rcep t ion in order to s tudy t h e m . T h e i n s t r u m e n t Ber t 

Hell inger uses to m a k e visible the normal ly h i d d e n dynamics oper ­

ating in re la t ionship systems is the family constel la t ion. 
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In sett ing up a family constel lat ion, a par t ic ipant chooses o ther 
g roup m e m b e r s to represent the m e m b e r s of his or h e r family and 
moves t h e m in the r o o m until their posi t ions relative to one ano the r 
"feel" like they felt in the family. T h e representat ives b e c o m e a liv­
ing m o d e l of the original family relat ionship system. T h e incredible 
thing is that , if you set up your family authentical ly, the represen ta ­
tives begin to have feelings a n d though t s very close to those the 
family m e m b e r s felt—without prior knowledge. 

We don ' t know how it's possible for the representatives to feel 
s t rangers ' symptoms , a n d Bert Hell inger refuses to speculate abou t it, 
saying, " I ' m unable to explain this p h e n o m e n o n , b u t I see that it's so, 
and I use it." Skeptics have a ha rd t ime believing that people repre­
senting others w h o m they don ' t know can experience in their own 
bodies what those persons felt, what they needed , and wha t will help. 
T h e r e are many examples of this p h e n o m e n o n in the t ranscripts and 
case repor ts that follow, bu t if you are a dedicated skeptic, you won ' t 
be convinced until you have an oppor tun i ty to experience the phe ­
n o m e n o n yourself. Still, you won ' t unde r s t and the material that fol­
lows unless you remain open to the possibility tha t h i d d e n systemic 
dynamics can set representat ives ' feelings in mot ion in a family con­
stellation as a whirlwind sets the fallen leaves in mot ion . 

Therap i s t s of m a n y different schools have used family constel la­
t ions for over th ree decades to b r ing t h e h i d d e n dynamics opera t ing 
in in t imate re la t ionship systems to light. Ber t Hel l inger d idn ' t 
invent the m e t h o d , b u t he did discover h o w i t can be ex tended 
beyond mak ing destruct ive dynamics visible. He found o u t how the 
same m e t h o d can be used to help people identify wha t can be d o n e 
and h o w to use the representa t ives ' react ions to modify the family 
dynamic so tha t the h idden , systemic o rde r s tha t love requi res can 
be reestabl ished, allowing love to flow freely. Again, it 's ha rd to 
believe, b u t somet imes the behaviors of family m e m b e r s w h o were 
not even present change for the be t t e r after a family constel la t ion has 
been b r o u g h t to a good resolut ion 

Al though this b o o k is a r epor t of empirical ly observed p h e n o m ­
e n a , 1 i t goes beyond the cus tomary convent ions of scientific litera­
ture . T h e language of science d e m a n d s a precis ion tha t doesn ' t 

1 Bert Hellinger, Gunthard Weber, and their associates at the Heidelberg Institute 
for Systemic Research are collecting a large archive of video documentation of this 
work, and are conducting both process and outcome research. 
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persuade the soul. Poetry and stories, on the other hand , f i l led as 
they are with metaphor , engage the soul in the play of exploring 
meaning, bu t are open to many different interpretat ions. Scientific 
investigation succeeds by pinning things down so that there 's only 
one thing on which everyone can agree, bu t a good poem has many 
different meanings . 

Hellinger's love of language; his interest in philosophy, stories, 
and poems ; and his ability to cut through to the existential themes 
hidden in people 's everyday complaints give the book a nonscien-
tific immediacy. His language is hot ; i t wants to touch and move, 
not just to inform. In this sense, it's literature or practical phi loso­
phy, a book for everyone interested in int imate relationships. 

Bert Hell inger also refuses to accept the separation of spirituality 
from science and literature. In contrast with the psychotherapeut ic 
mainstream, he freely uses the words " sou l " and "hear t , " bu t in a 
very specific way. For h im, soul is embodied in experience; it's felt 
as real. Soul is distinct from mind and from body, yet it is at h o m e 
between them. Longing and yearning, for example, are not just 
thoughts , bu t are things we feel as an ache, a wrenching, or a b u r n ­
ing. Yet they're no t identical with the body pain of a bu rn , a cut , or 
a bruise. They ' r e something in between. Soul knows things like 
loneliness, hope , longing, closeness to others , and loyalty. If we lis­
ten to it carefully, it tells us what it needs and loves. T h e hear tbea t 
of this work is helping people learn to distinguish what the soul 
loves and needs from the blind pressures of social condit ioning, reli­
gious prejudice, and political ideology. 

Bert Hellinger 's spirituality is close to the ear th , embodied , pas ­
sionate, life affirming. It embraces the everyday lives of average 
people struggling with their suffering and with their greatness. It 
draws us into life rather than seeking to lift us above it. It celebrates 
the simple and the ordinary, speaking to everyone who is wrestling 
with whatever limits the soul's longing to reach its potential in the 
world. T h i s book is about remember ing how to listen to your soul 
and to the Soul of the Greater Whole . 

T h e book began when G u n t h a r d Weber, a p rominen t G e r m a n 
psychiatrist and family systems psychotherapist , offered to record 
and edit some of Bert Hellinger's workshops. At that t ime, very little 
had been published on Hellinger's work. Weber 's original idea was 
to make the material available to a small circle of professional psy-
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chotherapis ts . To everyone's surpr ise , the G e r m a n edi t ion of 

Zweieerlei Gluck [Capricious Good Fortune] b e c a m e a best-seller and 

was received wi th na t ional acc la im—and controversy. 

Ber t Hel l inger a n d I s tar ted p repa r ing this English version by 

t ransla t ing Weber 's G e r m a n book , a n d then we began a three-year 

process of recreat ing it for the general reader . As a result of o u r dia­

logue, we comple te ly re thought , rewrote , a n d reorganized the m a t e ­

rial. We also a d d e d new mater ia l , and expanded s o m e po in t s and 

clarified or omi t t ed o thers . To r e m i n d the reader tha t we ' re descr ib­

ing real people living in real re la t ionships , we a d d e d s o m e t ran­

scripts of the rapeu t ic work. As it n o w s tands , it 's a collaborative 

effort. G u n t h a r d Weber and I have assisted in organizing, adap t ing , 

clarifying, a n d developing Hell inger 's work in a wr i t ten format , b u t 

the original in tegra t ion is Hell inger 's o w n . 2 

T h e r e are five different kinds of mater ia l in this book . 

T h e t e x t . T h e text i s based pr imar i ly on Ber t Hel l inger 's lec­

tures . His language in these lectures is dense , poe t ic , hypnot ic , 

a lmos t p rophe t ic—his in tent ion be ing to address the soul m o r e than 

the m i n d . Mater ia l has been omi t t ed , b u t no th ing has been 

invented. T h e y are d rawn from b o t h Hell inger 's a n d my psycho­

the rapeu t ic pract ices . 

T h e s t o r i e s a n d p o e m s . All o f the stories a n d p o e m s , unless 

otherwise indica ted are Ber t Hell inger 's original work, a l though the 

reader will recognize some wel l -known stor ies , b u t with surpr is ing 

new twists. 

Q u e s t i o n s a n d a n s w e r s . T h e ques t ions and Ber t Hel l inger ' s 

answers have b e e n d rawn from m a n y sources—from ques t ions 

asked in his workshops , seminars , publ ic lectures , a n d interviews 

a n d from private conversat ions , a n d have been edi ted with an eye to 

the wr i t ten word . In some cases, I 've even asked ques t ions tha t I felt 

n e e d e d to be answered for the sake of clarity. A l though his answers 

are no longer exactly wha t he said in the workshops , they clearly 

2 Many different influences have been integrated into Hellinger's work during his 
long career, and the reader will recognize many familiar psychotherapeutic con­
cepts and techniques, some in surprising forms. Rather than trying to note them in 
the text as we go along, we refer you to the Appendix for a brief history of Bert 
Hellinger's professional life, including the major influences on the development of 
his work. 
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reflect his style a n d though t . T h e y also cap ture the f lavor of the 
lively give-and-take character is t ic of his seminars . 

T r a n s c r i p t s o f v i d e o t a p e s . T h e s e are accura te records o f actual 
clinical work. T h e y ' v e been edi ted for clarity a n d ex t raneous m a t e -
mi has been omi t t ed , b u t a s far a s possible , they p resen t " w h a t 
really h a p p e n e d . " As wi th any t ranscr ip t ion , Ber t Hel l inger ' s i m p e c ­
cable t iming a n d his w a r m t h , h u m o r , a n d presence could be c o n ­
veyed only partially. M a n y people have told us tha t watch ing the 
videos greatly a ided their u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the mater ia l . S o m e were 
surprised a t h o w gentle Hel l inger i s . 3 We've a d d e d relevant q u e s ­
tions a n d answers from o ther sources a t the e n d of some t ranscr ip ts , 
and these are clearly indicated. We've used s imple d iagrams to give 
an impress ion of the m o v e m e n t a n d spatial relat ions of the r ep re ­
sentatives du r ing the constel lat ions. S o m e of the readers have to ld 
us that they take some get t ing used to , b u t therapists find t h e m u s e ­
ful in learn ing a b o u t the work. T h e y ' r e the bes t solut ion we 've 
found. S o m e readers just skip t h e m . In read ing the t ranscr ip ts , keep 
in m i n d tha t m o s t of the par t ic ipants are no t professional psycho­
therapists , b u t are average people deal ing with the issues tha t arise 
in their lives. 

A d d i t i o n a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s . S o m e of Hell inger 's r emarks have 
been controversial and mi sunde r s tood . I 've a d d e d my own conce rns 
a t several po in ts . Al though he doesn ' t always share my conce rns , we 
bo th h o p e tha t these addi t ional considera t ions will be of use to t h e 
reader. 

In read ing the mater ia l , it's useful to r e m i n d yourself periodical ly 
that w h e n Hel l inger descr ibes Love's Hidden Symmetry, he descr ibes 
what people exper ience in the family constel lat ions. He ' s descr ib ing 
what br ings the p ro found "soul feeling" tha t says, " T h i s is wha t ' s 
r ight for m e ! " H e ' s no t descr ib ing ethical pr inciples tha t we shou ld 
force ourselves to follow, n o r is he address ing the superego wi th 
messages of "you m u s t " a n d "you m u s t no t . " His voice seeks a dif­
ferent o rgan of percep t ion in the soul , an " e a r " tha t listens for the 
resonance of the na tura l o rder of things. 

S o m e readers who live in nont rad i t iona l relat ionships have w o n ­
dered a b o u t the relevance of the mater ia l for t h e m . We are family 

3 Video documentation in English of Bert Hellinger at work is available through 
Zeig, Tucker & Co., 1935 East Aurelius, Phoenix, Arizona 85020. 
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therapis ts , a n d o u r work is pr imar i ly c o n c e r n e d wi th t radi t ional 
families a n d male - female relat ionships. Never the less , m a n y single 
pe r sons a n d m a n y couples wi thou t ch i ld ren—both he terosexual and 
homosexua l—have b e e n profoundly t o u c h e d by the perspect ive we 
offer. T h e simple fact tha t there are m a n y single people a n d couples 
wi thou t chi ldren leading happy, loving, meaningful lives is proof 
tha t there are Orde r s of Love suppo r t i ng these forms of relat ion­
ship. T h e y share m a n y c o m m o n relat ionship issues with those in 
t radi t ional families, b u t they also have some different issues to 
resolve in o rde r for their love to thrive. T h e po in t is no t tha t you 
m u s t have a t radi t ional family in o rde r to be happy , b u t i f you wan t 
your love to flourish, you m u s t identify the O r d e r s of Love tha t con­
strain a n d s u p p o r t love in your par t icu lar life s i tuat ion, a n d you 
m u s t follow t h e m with love. 

Hel l inger 's observat ions have b e e n m a d e pr imar i ly wi th families 
socialized in E u r o p e a n cul tures . We have ga thered some pre l iminary 
exper ience wi th m e m b e r s of Asian, Is lamic , a n d African cul tures . I t 
seems possible tha t love follows the s ame systemic laws in these cul­
tures as well, even w h e n the specific roles a n d cus toms vary widely. 
Th i s is an in t r iguing possibility tha t m u s t await m o r e careful obser­
vation for verification. 

Rivers can be used as m e t a p h o r s for complex sys tems, a n d in this 
book you' l l find m a n y rivers flowing th rough the stories a n d cases. 
W h e n we sit on the b a n k of a river and allow its cu r r en t to grasp 
ou r m i n d s , we are r e m i n d e d of a p e r m a n e n c e in change a n d of the 
great cycle of r e t u rn—clouds , rain, river, ocean , a n d c louds are all 
phases of o n e vast system. T h e following s tory was inspired by Ber t 
Hell inger , a n d I dedica te it to h i m in gra t i tude for all tha t he has 
given. I t 's also an invitation to you, the reader , to dive in a n d swim. 

The Source 

A young man man sat by a river watching it ripple and whirl, feeling 
the current's gentle pull on his mind, and wondered, "Where does 
the river come from?" And he set out to find the river's source. 

He followed the river until he found one branch that was longer 
than the rest. Before he could celebrate his discovery, it started to 
rain, and there were little rivers everywhere. He scurried here and 
there until he found the little river that was longer than the others. As 
he began to celebrate he saw a bird sitting in a tree, water dripping 
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from its beak a n d tail. He s topped , s tood back, a n d looked very care­
fully—the bird 's beak was just a little h igher than its tail. T h e n he 
hurr ied back to tell of his final discovery. 

O n c e he was h o m e , people asked h im again a n d again to tell of his 
journey a n d of his discovery, and each t ime he told t hem, they were 
astonished a n d admi red his achievement . In t ime , he b e c a m e so fas­
cinated with telling his story tha t he no longer wen t to the river. 

An old m a n who loved h im recognized the d a n g e r he was in a n d 
hur r ied to his aid. In a voice that was clear a n d gent le , he said, "I 
wonde r where the rain comes from." 

T h e young m a n despaired, " W h e r e can I get a l adder to c l imb into 
the sky a n d measu re so m a n y drops of rain, a n d h o w shall I follow 
clouds?" He t u r n e d away, and to h ide his shame , he j u m p e d into the 
river a n d let i t carry h i m away. 

T h e old m a n though t , " T h a t ' s a good answer, my son. Dive in, feel 
the cur ren t , let the river carry you. It 's longing to go h o m e , f lowing to 
its source ." 
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C H A P T E R O N E 

Guilt, Innocence, and the 
Limits of Conscience 

We are led to believe a lie when we see not thro the Eye Which was Born in a Night 
to perish in a Night when the Soul Slept in Beams of Light. 

—William Blake 

If we carefully observe wha t people do in o rde r to have a clear or a 
guilty consc ience , we see tha t conscience is n o t wha t we are led to 
believe. We see that : 

• A clear or a guilty conscience has little to do wi th good a n d 
evil; t h e wors t atrocities a n d injustices are c o m m i t t e d wi th a 
clear consc ience , and we feel qui te guilty do ing g o o d w h e n i t 
deviates f rom wha t o thers expect of us . We call the consc ience 
tha t we feel as guilt or innocence a pe r sona l consc ience . 

• O u r pe r sona l conscience has m a n y different s t anda rds , one 
for each of o u r different relat ionships: one s t a n d a r d for o u r 
re la t ionship to ou r father, ano ther for tha t wi th o u r m o t h e r , 
one for the church , ano the r for the workplace , tha t is, o n e for 
each g r o u p to which we belong. 

• In addi t ion to personal conscience, we are also subject to a 
systemic conscience . We nei ther feel n o r hear this consc ience , 

3 



4 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

b u t w e e x p e r i e n c e its effects w h e n h a r m i s p a s s e d f rom o n e 

g e n e r a t i o n t o t h e n e x t . T h i s invisible s y s t e m i c c o n s c i e n c e , i t s 

d y n a m i c s a n d t h e o r d e r s of Love's Hidden Symmetry, is the 

p r i m a r y s u b j e c t o f th i s b o o k . 

• F u r t h e r , in a d d i t i o n to p e r s o n a l c o n s c i e n c e , w h i c h we feel 

a n d t o s y s t e m i c c o n s c i e n c e , w h i c h w o r k s t h r o u g h u s a l t h o u g h 

we do n o t feel it , t h e r e i s a t h i r d c o n s c i e n c e t h a t g u i d e s us 

t o w a r d t h e g r e a t e r w h o l e . F o l l o w i n g th i s t h i r d c o n s c i e n c e 

r e q u i r e s g r e a t effort , p e r h a p s even a sp i r i t ua l effort , b e c a u s e i t 

t e a r s u s a w a y f rom o b e d i e n c e t o t h e d i c t a t e s o f o u r family, 

r e l ig ion , c u l t u r e , p e r s o n a l ident i ty . I t d e m a n d s o f u s , i f we love 

it , t h a t w e leave b e h i n d w h a t w e h a v e k n o w n a n d fol low the 

C o n s c i e n c e o f t h e G r e a t e r W h o l e . T h i s c o n s c i e n c e i s ineffable 

a n d m y s t e r i o u s a n d i t d o e s n o t follow t h e laws o f p e r s o n a l 

a n d s y s t e m i c c o n s c i e n c e , w h i c h w e k n o w m o r e in t imate ly . 

The Question 

We know our conscience as a horse knows the riders who ride it and 
as a he lmsman knows the stars by which he sets his course. But many 
riders ride the horse—and many helmsmen steer the ship, each 
guided by a different star. T h e question becomes: W h o shall com­
m a n d the riders and which course shall the captain choose? 

The Answer 
A disciple asked of his teacher, "Tell me what freedom is." 
"Which freedom?" asked the teacher. 

" T h e first freedom is foolishness. That ' s like a horse that throws its 
rider with a t r iumphan t whinny, only to feel the saddle girth pulled 
tighter. 

" T h e second freedom is remorse. Remorse is like the he lmsman 
who goes down with the ship, after he has sailed it on to a reef, rather 
than seek safety in the lifeboat with the others. 

" T h e third freedom is unders tanding. Unders tand ing comes, alas, 
only after foolishness and remorse. It's like a shaft of wheat that 
bends in the wind, and because it bends where it's weak, endures." 

T h e disciple asked, "Is that all?" 

T h e teacher said, "Many think they're seeking the t ru th of their 
own soul, bu t it's the Greater Soul that is thinking and seeking in 
them. Like na ture , it allows great variety, bu t replaces with ease those 
who try to cheat. But to those who allow it to think in them, it allows, 
in turn , a little freedom, helping them like a river helps a swimmer 
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cross to the other shore if she surrenders to the current and allows 
herself to be swept along." 

PERSONAL CONSCIENCE AND OUR FEELINGS 
OF GUILT AND INNOCENCE 

IN all o u r var ious relat ionships , f undamen ta l needs interact in a 

complex way: 

1 . T h e n e e d to be long , tha t is, for b o n d i n g . 1 

2. T h e n e e d to ma in ta in a ba lance of giving a n d t a k i n g , 2 tha t is, 

for equi l ib r ium. 

3. T h e n e e d for the safety of social convent ion and predic tabi l ­

ity, tha t is, for order . 

We feel these three different needs wi th the u rgency of drives a n d 
instinctual reac t ions , a n d they subject us to forces that chal lenge us 
and d e m a n d compl iance , tha t coerce a n d cont ro l us . T h e y limit o u r 
choices and c o m m i t us , whe the r we like i t or no t , to objectives tha t 
conflict wi th o u r persona l wishes a n d pleasures . 

T h e s e needs cons t ra in o u r re la t ionships , a n d also m a k e t h e m 
possible, because they b o t h reflect a n d enable ou r fundamen ta l 
h u m a n need to relate int imately to o thers . O u r relat ionships suc ­
ceed w h e n we are able to f i l l these needs a n d to ba lance t h e m wi th 
one ano the r , a n d they b e c o m e dysfunctional a n d destruct ive w h e n 
we can ' t . W i t h every act ion we take tha t affects o thers , we feel guilty 
or innocen t . Jus t as the eye discr iminates cont inual ly be tween light 
and dark, so too an inner organ cont inual ly d iscr iminates be tween 
what serves a n d wha t h inders o u r relat ionships. 

1 Konrad Lorenz described the phenomenon of imprinting among animals. John 
Bowlby and his students have described the bonding that occurs between a mother 
and her children. Bert Hellinger has recognized the importance of the bonding 
between sexual partners, which ties them together quite independently of the love 
they may feel for each other. However the bonding referred to here is primarily a 
social bond that ties an individual to his or her group of reference. 
2 The importance of balanced giving and taking in family dynamics, as well as the 
importance of the hidden bonds and loyalties operating in family systems, has been 
described by Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy. 
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W h e n o u r act ions endanger or d a m a g e o u r re la t ionships , we feel 
guilt, a n d we feel f reedom from guilt, or innocence, w h e n our actions 
serve t h e m . We call ou r exper ience of guilt a n d innocence—tha t is, 
our sense of wha t serves or endanger s o u r relationships—personal 
conscience. T h u s , o u r feelings of guilt a n d innocence are pr imari ly 
social p h e n o m e n a that do no t necessari ly or ient us toward higher 
mora l values. On the contrary, by b ind ing us so firmly to the groups 
tha t are necessary for ou r survival, our feelings of guilt and innocence 
often blind us to what is good and evil. 

DIFFERENT NEEDS 
REQUIRE DIFFERENT BEHAVIORS 

O u r needs for be longing , the equi l ibr ium of giving a n d taking, and 
social convent ion work toge ther to ma in ta in the social g roups to 
which we be long , b u t each n e e d strives toward its own goals with its 
own par t icu lar feelings of guilt a n d innocence , a n d so we experience 
guilt a n d innocence differently accord ing to the n e e d a n d the goal 
be ing served. 

• Gu i l t feels like exclusion a n d al ienat ion w h e n o u r be longing is 
endange red . W h e n it is well served, we feel i nnocence as inti­
m a t e inclusion a n d closeness. 

• Gu i l t feels like indeb tedness a n d obl igat ion w h e n o u r giving 
a n d taking are n o t ba lanced . W h e n they are well served, we 
feel i nnocence as en t i t l ement and f reedom. 

• Gu i l t feels like t ransgression a n d as fear of consequences or 
p u n i s h m e n t when we deviate from a social order . We feel 
i nnocence w i t h respect to social o rde r as consc ient iousness 

Consc ience d e m a n d s in the service of o n e n e e d wha t i t forbids in 
the service of ano the r , a n d i t m a y allow us in t h e service of one 
what i t forbids in the service of the o thers . F o r example : 

Love and Order 

A mother told her son to play alone for an hour because he had bro­
ken a family rule. If she had allowed him to remain in his room for 
the whole hour, the need for social order would have been served, 
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but he would have felt justifiably lonely because love and belonging 
would have been neglected. For this reason, the mother, like many 
parents, released her child from a portion of the punishment. 
Although she neglected the full requirements of social order and was 
guilty in that respect, she served love with innocence. 

Consc ience serves all these n e e d s even w h e n they conflict wi th 
o n e a n o t h e r , a n d we exper ience the conflicts b e t w e e n t h e m as 
conflicts of consc ience . W h o e v e r r eaches t oward i n n o c e n c e wi th 
respect to o n e n e e d s imul taneous ly reaches t o w a r d guil t w i th 
respect to a n o t h e r ; whoever r en t s o u t a r o o m in t h e h o u s e of i n n o ­
cence soon discovers tha t he or she has suble t to guil t as well. No 
ma t t e r h o w we s t ruggle to follow o u r consc ience , we always feel 
both guilt a n d i n n o c e n c e — i n n o c e n c e -wi th respect . to o n e n e e d a n d 
guilt wi th r e s p e c t - t o ano the r . T h e d r e a m o f i n n o c e n c e w i t h o u t 
guilt is an i l lusion. 

Acting in the service of ou r need to be long , consc ience b o n d s us to 
the persons a n d g roups necessary for o u r survival regardless of the 
condit ions they set for ou r be longing. Al though an oak t ree doesn ' t 
choose the g r o u n d in which i t grows, its env i ronmen t affects i t a n d 
it develops differently in an open field, in a deep forest, in a p r o ­
tected valley, or high on a windy hill. In the s ame way, chi ldren 
a c c o m m o d a t e wi thou t ques t ion to the g roups into wh ich they are 
bo rn , and they b o n d to those g roups wi th a tenaci ty remin iscen t of 

i m p r i n t i n g . Young chi ldren exper ience their b o n d i n g to their family 
love a n d good for tune , no m a t t e r h o w the family nour i shes or 

neglects t h e m , a n d they exper ience their family's values a n d habi ts 
as good, no m a t t e r wha t the family believes or does . 

In the service of be longing , conscience reacts to everything tha t 
enhances or endanger s our b o n d i n g . O u r consc ience i s clear w h e n 
we act so tha t o u r con t inued be longing to ou r g r o u p is assured , a n d 
we have a guilty conscience w h e n we deviate from t h e n o r m s of o u r 
g roup and m u s t fear tha t ou r r ight to be long is jeopardized or d a m ­
aged. Like an apple on a stick held before the pony ' s nose a n d a 
whip in the driver 's h a n d , guilt a n d innocence have the s ame goal . 
T h e y entice us and drive us in the s a m e direct ion, jealously gua rd ­
ing our connec t ion to o u r family a n d in t imate communi ty . 
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Conscientiously Denying the Obvious 

A doctor told a group how his sister had called one morning and 
asked him to visit her as she wasn't feeling well and wanted his medi­
cal opinion. He visited as she asked, and they talked for an hour 
without coming to any clear conclusion. He recommended that she 
visit a gynecologist. She did and was delivered of a healthy son that 
same evening. 

T h e doctor had not perceived that his sister was pregnant, nor had 
she been aware of her pregnancy, although she, too, was a physician. 
In their family, children weren't allowed to know about pregnancy, 
and all their medical studies hadn ' t enabled either of them to remove 
the perceptual block. 

We Have a Different Standard for Each Group 

T h e only cr i ter ia followed by consc i ence ac t ing in t he service of 

b o n d i n g are t he values o f the g r o u p to wh ich we b e l o n g . F o r this 

r ea son , p e r s o n s w h o c o m e from different g r o u p s have different val­

ues , a n d p e r s o n s w h o b e l o n g to several g r o u p s act differently in 

each g r o u p . W h e n o u r social c o n t e x t changes , consc i ence changes 

its co lors like a c h a m e l e o n in o r d e r to p ro t ec t us in o u r n e w s i tua­

t ion. W e have o n e consc ience wi th o u r m o t h e r a n d a n o t h e r wi th o u r 

fa ther ; o n e for t he family a n d a n o t h e r for the workp lace ; o n e for 

c h u r c h , a n o t h e r for an even ing ou t . In each of these different s i tua­

t ions , c o n s c i e n c e strives t o g u a r d o u r b e l o n g i n g a n d to p r o t e c t u s 

f rom a b a n d o n m e n t a n d loss. I t h o l d s us to o u r g r o u p like a s h e e p ­

d o g h o l d s t he sheep toge the r in a h e r d , ba rk ing a n d n i p p i n g a t o u r 

heels un t i l we m o v e t o g e t h e r w i t h t he o the r s . 

B u t w h a t leaves u s i n n o c e n t i n o n e re la t ionship m a y m a k e u s very 

guilty in a n o t h e r . In a g r o u p of th ieves , m e m b e r s m u s t steal , a n d 

they do so wi th a clear consc i ence . In a n o t h e r g r o u p , s tea l ing is for­

b i d d e n . In b o t h cases , m e m b e r s expe r i ence the s a m e sensa t ions o f 

T h e consc i ence tha t gua rds o u r b o n d i n g d o e s n o t s t a n d above 

the false beliefs a n d supers t i t ions of t he g r o u p s to w h i c h we be long , 

gu id ing us to a g rea te r t r u t h . I n s t e a d , i t serves a n d m a i n t a i n s those 

beliefs, m a k i n g i t difficult for us to see a n d k n o w a n d r e m e m b e r 

wha teve r i t forbids . T h e b o n d i n g a n d b e l o n g i n g so neces sa ry for o u r 

survival a n d wel l -be ing also d ic t a t e w h a t we m a y perce ive , bel ieve, 

a n d know. 
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guilt o r i n n o c e n c e as t he pena l ty for violat ing the i r g r o u p ' s c o n d i ­

t ions of m e m b e r s h i p . 

W h a t serves o n e re la t ionship m a y d a m a g e ano the r . F o r e x a m p l e , 

sexuali ty is t h e fulfillment of o n e re la t ionship a n d a v io la t ion of 

ano the r . B u t w h a t h a p p e n s w h e n o u r b e l o n g i n g i n o n e re la t ionsh ip 

coll ides wi th o u r b e l o n g i n g in ano the r? W h e n w h a t m a k e s u s gui l ty 

in o n e re la t ionsh ip i s d e m a n d e d of us in the o the r? T h e n we s t a n d 

before different judges for the s a m e act , a n d o n e m a y find us gui l ty 

while t h e o t h e r m a y dec la re u s i n n o c e n t . 

Dependency Strengthens Bonding 

C o n s c i e n c e ties u s m o s t firmly t o o u r g r o u p w h e n we are m o s t p o w ­

erless a n d vu lne rab le . As we ga in p o w e r in a g r o u p a n d i n d e p e n ­

d e n c e , b o t h b o n d i n g a n d consc ience relax, b u t i f we r e m a i n w e a k 

a n d d e p e n d e n t , we also r e m a i n o b e d i e n t a n d loyal. In families, chi l­

d r e n o c c u p y this pos i t ion ; in a c o m p a n y , t he lower employees ; in an 

a rmy, t h e enl i s ted sold iers ; in a c h u r c h , t he faithful cong rega t ion . 

F o r t he g o o d of the s t ronger in t he g r o u p , they all consc ien t ious ly 

risk hea l th , h a p p i n e s s , a n d life a n d m a k e themse lves gu i l ty—even 

w h e n the i r l eade r s , for w h a t i s cal led "h ighe r p u r p o s e s , " u n s c r u p u ­

lously m i s u s e t h e m . T h e s e are t h e m e e k w h o st ick o u t the i r necks 

for t he s t ronger , the h a n g m e n d o i n g o t h e r s ' d i r ty work , u n s u n g 

he roes h o l d i n g thei r pos i t ions to the last , sheep faithfully fol lowing 

their s h e p h e r d to the s laughte r , v ic t ims pay ing res t i tu t ion . T h e s e a re 

the ch i ld ren w h o leap in to the fray for the i r p a r e n t s a n d relat ives, 

w h o ca r ry ou t tha t w h i c h they d i d n ' t p l an , a t o n e for w h a t t hey 

d i d n ' t d o , a n d b e a r b u r d e n s they d i d n ' t c rea te . 

No Room 

An old man approaching the end of his life sought out a friend to help 
him find peace. As a young father, he had once mildly reprimanded his 
son and the boy had hanged himself that night. The son's reaction was 
out of all proportion to the father's admonishment, and the old man 
had never recovered from the great weight of his loss and guilt. 

In talking with his friend, he suddenly remembered a conversation 
with his son a few days before the suicide. His wife had mentioned 
during dinner that she was going to have another child. T h e son, 
quite beside himself, had cried out, "Oh my God! We haven't got 
enough room." 
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As he r emembered this conversation, the old m a n unders tood this 
tragedy in a larger context: His son had hanged himself to take on 
some of the burden of his parents ' poverty, and to make room for 
another—not just as a reaction to the mild punishment . T h e old m a n , 
unders tanding that his son had loved too, found meaning. He said, 
" I ' m at peace at last, as if I were sitting by a quiet moun ta in lake." 

Belonging D e m a n d s the Exclusion of Those Who Are 
Different 

W h e r e v e r c o n s c i e n c e ac t i ng in the service o f b e l o n g i n g b i n d s us t o 

o n e a n o t h e r in a g r o u p , i t a lso dr ives us to exc lude t h o s e w h o a re dif­

ferent a n d t o d e n y t h e m t h e r igh t t o t h e m e m b e r s h i p t h a t w e c l a im 

for ourse lves . T h e n w e b e c o m e f r igh ten ing for t h e m . T h e c o n s c i e n c e 

g u a r d i n g o u r b e l o n g i n g g u i d e s u s t o d o t o t h o s e w h o a re different 

w h a t w e m o s t fear a s t h e w o r s t c o n s e q u e n c e o f g u i l t — w e exc lude 

t h e m . B u t a s w e t r ea t t h e m b a d l y i n g o o d c o n s c i e n c e , s o d o t h e y i n 

t u r n t rea t u s i n t h e n a m e o f t h e consc i ence o f the i r g r o u p . T h e c o n ­

sc ience t h a t g u a r d s b e l o n g i n g inhibi t s evil w i th in t h e g r o u p , b u t lifts 

this i nh ib i t i on i n r e g a r d t o t h o s e o u t s i d e t h e g r o u p . W e t h e n d o t o 

o t h e r s in good conscience w h a t o u r consc i ence forb ids us to do to 

m e m b e r s o f o u r o w n g r o u p . I n t h e c o n t e x t o f re l ig ious , racia l , a n d 

n a t i o n a l confl ic ts , s u s p e n d i n g t h e inh ib i t ions t h a t c o n s c i e n c e i m p o s e s 

on evil w i th in a g r o u p al lows m e m b e r s o f t h a t g r o u p to c o m m i t , in 

g o o d c o n s c i e n c e , a t roci t ies a n d m u r d e r aga ins t o t h e r s w h o b e l o n g t o 

different g r o u p s . 

T h u s , guilt and innocence are not the same as good and evil. We do 

d e s t r u c t i v e a n d evil t h i n g s w i t h a c lear c o n s c i e n c e w h e n t h e y se rve 

t h e g r o u p s t h a t a r e n e c e s s a r y for o u r survival , a n d w e t a k e c o n s t r u c ­

tive a c t i o n w i t h a gu i l ty c o n s c i e n c e w h e n t h e s e ac t s j e o p a r d i z e o u r 

m e m b e r s h i p i n t h e s e s a m e g r o u p s . 

Additional Considerations 

T h e test imony of former members of the South African secret police 
before the T r u t h and Reconciliation Commission gained interna­
tional at tention and it is an excellent illustration of the p h e n o m e n o n 
we are describing here. T h e decision of Nelson Mandela ' s govern­
m e n t to grant amnesty to members of the former secret police who 
were willing to testify publicly about their former activities created an 
a tmosphere in which the effect of membership in social groups on 
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the perception of good and evil is clear. In the context of their mem­
bership in the secret police during the apartheid government, they 
tortured and murdered, believing they were doing good, acting in 
defense of their endangered nation. Now, in a different political con­
text, having been granted amnesty, many view their former activities 
differently, reporting genuine and deep remorse. [H.B.] 

The Appearances of Guilt and Innocence Can Be 
Deceiving 

Guil t a n d innocence often exchange their garb so tha t guilt appears 
as innocence a n d innocence as guilt. Appearances deceive, a n d it 's 
only by the final o u t c o m e tha t we know the t ru th . 

The Players 

They declare themselves 
Opponents. 
Face to face 
They play 

On one common board 
With many figures, 

And complex rules, 
Move for move, 
The ancient Game of Kings. 

Each sacrifices 
Many pieces 

In their game, 

And seeks advantage 

Until there are no moves to make 

And then their match is done. 

Then, changing sides 
And colors, 

They begin another round 

Of that same Game of Kings. 

But whoever plays enough 

And often wins 
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And often loses 

Becomes a master 

—Of both sides. 

Jus t a s a p p e a r a n c e s o f guil t a n d i n n o c e n c e m a y deceive , t he c o n ­

sc ience of t h e g r o u p also g radua l ly shapes t he chi ld 's expe r i ence of 

t he wor ld . I t co lors t h e chi ld ' s p e r c e p t i o n of w h a t i s w i t h t he f a m ­

ily's beliefs. 

Learning to Be Good 

A child goes into the yard and feels amazement at the growing things. 
Mother says, "Look, how beautiful." Now the child must attend to 
words; looking and hearing are interrupted, her direct engagement 
with what exists is replaced by value judgments. T h e child can no 
longer trust her own experience of being enthralled by what is, but 
must defer to an external authority, who defines what is beautiful and good 

C o n s c i e n c e t h e n b e c o m e s t h e g rea t p r e t e n d e r , se t t ing feelings o f 

guil t a n d i n n o c e n c e in t he p lace o f knowledge o f g o o d a n d evil. T h e 

g o o d t h a t b r ings reconci l ia t ion m u s t o v e r c o m e the false a p p e a r ­

ances c r ea t ed b y v i r tue o f o u r b e l o n g i n g t o var ious g r o u p s . C o n ­

sc ience ta lks ; t h e wor ld is. 

CONSCIENCE A N D BALANCE 
IN GIVING AND TAKING 

O u r r e l a t i o n s h i p s — a n d o u r exper iences o f guil t a n d i n n o c e n c e — 

beg in wi th giving a n d taking. We feel en t i t led w h e n we give a n d we 

feel ob l iga ted w h e n w e t ake . T h e oscil lat ion b e t w e e n e n t i t l e m e n t 

a n d obl iga t ion i s t h e s e c o n d f u n d a m e n t a l d y n a m i c o f guil t a n d 

i n n o c e n c e in every re la t ionsh ip . I t serves all o u r r e la t ionsh ips , s ince 

b o t h giver a n d t ake r k n o w p e a c e only w h e n b o t h have given a n d 

t aken equally. 

A Gift of Love 

A missionary in Africa was transferred to a new area. On the morn­
ing of his departure, he was visited by a man who had walked several 
hours to give him a small amount of money as a going-away gift. T h e 
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value of the money was about 30 cents. It was clear to the missionary 
that the man was thanking him, because when the man was ill, the 
missionary had been concerned and had visited him several times. 
He understood that 30 cents was a huge sum of money for this man. 
He was tempted to give the money back, perhaps even to add a bit to 
it, but upon reflection, he accepted the money and thanked the man. 
Having given in love, he was obliged to take in love as well. 

W h e n we receive someth ing from s o m e o n e , we lose o u r i n n o ­
cence a n d our i ndependence . W h e n we take, we feel i n d e b t e d a n d 
b e h o l d e n to the giver. We feel this obligation as d i scomfor t and 
pressure , a n d we t ry to overcome i t by giving s o m e t h i n g back . We 
can ' t t ruly take anything wi thou t feeling the need to give. Tak ing is a 
form of guilt. 

I n n o c e n c e in the service of this exchange b e c o m e s manifes t as 
the comfor tab le feeling of ent i t lement tha t comes w h e n we take 
fully a n d w h e n we give a little m o r e in r e t u r n t h a n we have taken. 
We feel innocent ly carefree a n d l ighthear ted w h e n we 've taken fully 
a n d our needs have been satisfied, and w h e n we've also given fully 
in r e t u r n . 

T h e r e are three typical pa t te rns people a d o p t for achieving a n d 
main ta in ing innocence wi th respect to exchange in re la t ionships: 
fasting, he lp ing , a n d full exchange. 

Fasting 

S o m e peop le cling to the illusion of innocence by min imiz ing their 
par t ic ipa t ion in life. Ra the r than taking fully wha t they n e e d a n d 
feeling b e h o l d e n , they close themselves off a n d wi thd raw from life 
a n d need . T h e y feel free from need and obligat ion, a n d b e c a u s e they 
d o n ' t feel need , they need n o t take. Al though they feel b e h o l d e n to 
no one and innocen t , theirs i s the innocence of the uninvolved 
observer . T h e y d o n ' t get their hands dirty, so they often cons ider 
themselves to be super ior or special. Never the less , their en joyment 
of life is l imited by the shallowness of their involvement , a n d they 
feel cor respondingly emp ty and dissatisfied. 

T h i s pos tu re can be observed in m a n y people w h o struggle wi th 
depress ion . T h e i r refusal to welcome wha t life offers develops first 
in the relat ionship with one or bo th of their pa ren t s , a n d later is car­
ried over to o the r relat ionships and to the good th ings of the world . 
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Some people justify their refusal to take with the complaint that 
what they were given wasn ' t enough or was not the right thing. O t h ­
ers justify not taking by point ing to the errors and limitations of the 
giver, bu t the result is the same—they remain passive and empty. 
For example, people who reject or judge their parents—regardless 
of what their parents may have done—typically feel incomplete and 
lost. 

We observe the opposite in people who have succeeded in taking 
their parents as they are, and in taking from t h e m everything that 
was given. T h e y experience this taking as a cont inuous flow of 
strength and nour i shment that enables t hem to enter o ther relation­
ships in which they, too, can take and give richly—even if their par­
ents treated them badly. 

O the r people try to maintain innocence by denying their need unti l 
after they've given enough to feel entitled. Giving before taking 
allows a fleeting sense of ent i t lement that dissolves as soon as we've 
taken what we need. Persons who prefer to mainta in their feeling of 
ent i t lement rather than to allow others to give to t h e m freely say, in 
effect, "It 's bet ter for you to feel obligated to me than for me to feel 
obligated to you." Many idealists hold this pos ture , and it's widely 
known as the "helper syndrome." 

Such self-centered striving for freedom from need is fundamen­
tally hostile to relationships. Whoever wants only to give wi thout 
taking clings to an illusion of superiority, rejects the boun ty of life, 
and denies equality to his or her partner . Others soon want noth ing 
from those who refuse to take, and become resentful and withdraw 
from them. For this reason, chronic helpers often are lonely and 
eventually become bitter. 

Full Exchange 

T h e third and most beautiful pa th to innocence in giving and taking 
is the con ten tment that follows a plentiful exchange of giving and 
taking, when we have bo th given and taken fully. Th is exchange is 
the hear t of relationship: T h e giver takes, the taker gives. Both are 
giver and taker equally. 

Helping 
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N o t only is the ba lance of giving a n d taking i m p o r t a n t to this 
innocence , b u t so also is the volume. A tiny vo lume of giving a n d 
taking br ings no profit; a high vo lume makes us wealthy. H i g h -
vo lume giving a n d taking br ing with t h e m a feeling of a b u n d a n c e 
and happiness . 

Increasing Volume 

A man loves his wife and wants to give her something. Because she 
loves him, she accepts his gift gratefully, and, as a result, feels a need 
to give. Obedient to her need, she gives to her husband in return, and 
just to be on the safe side, she gives a little more than she has taken. 
Because she has given in love, he desires to take what she offers and 
also reciprocates with a little more. In this way, conscience maintains 
a dynamic imbalance and the couple's loving relationship continues 
with an increasing volume of giving and taking. 

S u c h joy d o e s n ' t just fall into ou r laps, b u t is the co n s eq u en ce of 
our will ingness to increase love by need ing a n d taking in in t imate 
relat ionship. W i t h such high-volume exchanges , we feel light a n d 
free, just a n d con ten t . Of all the ways of knowing innocence in giv­
ing a n d taking, this is by far the mos t deeply satisfying. 

Balancing Giving and Taking When Reciprocity Is 
Impossible 

In s o m e re la t ionships , the discrepancy be tween giver a n d taker is 
i n s u r m o u n t a b l e ; for example , tha t be tween pa ren t s a n d chi ldren or 
be tween teachers a n d s tudents . Parents a n d teachers are pr imar i ly 
givers; chi ldren and s tudents are takers. Of course , pa ren t s take 
from their chi ldren and teachers from their s tuden t s . However , this 
only reduces the discrepancy, i t doesn ' t nullify it. In all s i tuat ions in 
which ba lance c a n n o t be at ta ined by reciprocal giving, equ i l ib r ium 
and c o n t e n t m e n t m u s t be acquired by different m e a n s . 

Pa ren t s were once themselves chi ldren and teachers were s tu­
dents . T h e y achieve a ba lance of giving a n d taking w h e n they give to 
the nex t genera t ion wha t they took from the earlier genera t ion . 
Ch i ld ren a n d s tuden t s may do the same. 

Borr ies von M i i n c h h a u s e n describes this beautifully in the fol­
lowing p o e m 
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The Golden Ball 

For the love my father gave to me 

I did not give him due. 

As child, I didn't know the value of the gift. 

As man, became too hard, too like a man. 

My son grows to manhood now, loved with passion, 
as no other, present in his father's heart. 
I give of that which I once took, to one from 

whom it did not come, nor is it given back. 

When he becomes a man, thinking as a man, 
he will, as I, follow his own path. 

I'll watch, with longing free from envy as 

he gives on to his own son the love I gave to him. 
My gaze follows the game of life 

deep through the halls of time— 
each smilingly throws the golden ball, 
and no one throws it back 

to him from whom it came. 

W h a t ' s appropr ia te be tween paren ts and chi ldren a n d be tween 
teachers a n d s tuden t s can also be applied wherever an equi l ib r ium 
of giving a n d taking c a n n o t be achieved t h r o u g h giving in r e t u r n 
a n d full exchange . In all such si tuations—for example , peop le wi th­
ou t ch i ldren—we still may relieve ourselves of obl igat ion by giving 
to o thers wha t we have taken. 

Expressing Gratitude 

Express ing genu ine gra t i tude is ano the r way to ba lance giving a n d 
taking for those w h o mus t take more than they can rec iprocate . We 
m u s t n ' t misuse the expression of gra t i tude to avoid giving o the r 
things w h e n it's possible a n d appropr ia te , b u t somet imes it 's the 
only a d e q u a t e response ; for example , for h a n d i c a p p e d pe r sons , for 
the seriously ill, for the dying, and somet imes for lovers. 

In such s i tuat ions , in addi t ion to the need for equ i l ib r ium, an 
e lementa ry love comes into play tha t at t racts the m e m b e r s of a 
social system to one ano the r a n d holds t h e m toge ther as gravity 
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h o l d s t h e p l a n e t s a n d s t a r s . T h i s love a c c o m p a n i e s g iv ing a n d t a k i n g 

a n d i t b e c o m e s m a n i f e s t a s g r a t i t u d e . 

W h o e v e r feels g e n u i n e g r a t i t u d e aff i rms, " Y o u give w i t h o u t 

r e g a r d as to w h e t h e r o r n o t I c a n repay , a n d I t a k e y o u r gift w i t h 

love ." W h o e v e r a c c e p t s s u c h g r a t i t u d e aff i rms, " Y o u r love a n d r e c ­

o g n i t i o n o f m y gift a r e m o r e va luab le t o m e t h a n a n y t h i n g else y o u 

m i g h t give t o m e . " 

W i t h o u r g r a t i t u d e , w e affirm n o t o n l y w h a t w e give t o o n e 

a n o t h e r , b u t a l so w h a t w e a re for o n e a n o t h e r . 

Gratitude Worthy of God 

A m a n once felt he owed God a great debt because he h a d been 
saved from life-threatening danger. He asked a friend what he should 
do to express his grati tude in a way worthy of God . His friend told 
h im a story: 

A m a n loved a woman with all his hear t and asked her to mar ry 
h im. She told him she wouldn ' t marry h im because she had other 
plans. O n e day, as they were crossing the street together, the w o m a n 
s tepped in front of a car and would have been run over if the m a n 
hadn ' t pulled her back. T h e n she turned to h im and said, " N o w I'll 
mar ry you!" 

" H o w do you think that m a n felt?" asked the friend. T h e m a n gri­
maced, bu t d idn ' t answer. "You see," said the friend, "perhaps G o d 
feels the same way about you." 

W e t e n d t o e x p e r i e n c e u n e a r n e d g o o d f o r t u n e a s t h r e a t e n i n g , 

s o m e t h i n g t h a t c r ea t e s anxie ty , secre t ly be l i ev ing t h a t o u r h a p p i n e s s 

will a r o u s e t h e envy o f o t h e r s o r o f fate . We all t e n d to feel t h a t h a p ­

p i n e s s b r e a k s a t a b o o a n d m a k e s u s gui l ty , a s i f by b e i n g h a p p y we 

p u t o u r s e l v e s i n d a n g e r . G e n u i n e g r a t i t u d e r e d u c e s th i s anxie ty . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , a f f i rming g o o d f o r t u n e i n t h e face o f a n o t h e r ' s m i s fo r ­

t u n e r e q u i r e s h u m i l i t y a s well a s c o u r a g e . 

Home from the War 

Chi ldhood friends were sent off to war where they experienced inde­
scribable dangers , and, although many were killed or wounded , two 
came h o m e u n h a r m e d . 

O n e of the two had become very calm and was at peace within 
himself. He knew he had been saved by the whim of destiny and he 
accepted his life as a gift, as an act of grace. 
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The other got into the habit of drinking with other veterans and 
reliving the past. He loved to brag about the dangers he had escaped 
and about his heroic acts. It was as if, for him, the whole experience 
had been in vain. 

Giving and Taking Constrain and Are Constrained by 
Love 

Giving and taking in in t imate relat ionships are regula ted by a 
m u t u a l need for equi l ibr ium, b u t no meaningful exchange develops 
be tween pa r tne r s wi thou t the willingness of b o t h to exper ience pe r i ­
odic imba lance . It 's similar to walking—we s tand still w h e n we 
ma in ta in static equi l ibr ium, a n d we fall a n d r ema in lying d o w n 
w h e n we lose mobil i ty completely. B u t by rhythmical ly losing o u r 
ba lance a n d regaining it, we move forward. As soon as equ i l ib r ium 
is achieved, the relat ionship ei ther can be c o n c l u d e d or i t can be 
renewed and con t inued by n e w giving and taking. 

Pa r tne r s in in t imate relat ionships are equa l—al though differ­
en t—in their exchange , and their love succeeds a n d cont inues w h e n 
their giving a n d taking are ba lanced in the negat ive, as well as in the 
posit ive. T h e i r exchange ends when they achieve a static equi l ib­
r i um. W h e n one takes wi thou t giving, the o the r soon loses the desire 
to give m o r e . W h e n one gives wi thou t taking, the o ther soon doesn ' t 
w a n t to take any m o r e . Par tnersh ips also end w h e n one gives m o r e 
t han the o ther is able or willing to rec iprocate . Love limits giving 
accord ing to the taker 's capaci ty to take, just as i t l imits taking 
accord ing to the giver's ability to give. T h a t m e a n s tha t the n e e d for 
a ba lance of giving a n d taking be tween pa r tne r s s imul taneous ly l im­
its their love a n d their pa r tne rsh ip . In tha t way, o u r n e e d for equ i ­
l ibr ium const ra ins a n d limits love. 

B u t love also constra ins equi l ibr ium. W h e n one p a r t n e r does 
someth ing tha t causes pa in or injury to the o ther , t hen the injured 
pe r son m u s t r e t u r n some th ing tha t causes a similar pa in a n d diffi­
culty in order to main ta in a ba lance of giving a n d t ak ing—but in 
such a way tha t love is n o t destroyed. W h e n the injured pe r son feels 
too super ior to s toop to the appropr ia te re t r ibu t ion love requi res , 
then equi l ibr ium is impossible a n d the relat ionship is e n d a n g e r e d . 
F o r example , one of the difficult si tuations couples may face arises 
w h e n one of t h e m has an affair. Reconcil iat ion is impossible after an 
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affair if one p a r t n e r s tubborn ly clings to innocence , polar iz ing guilt 
a n d innocence . 

On the o the r h a n d , i f the injured pa r tne r i s willing to m a k e h i m ­
self or herself also guilty by r e tu rn ing a por t ion of the h u r t , t hen i t 
may be possible for t h e m to r e sume their relat ionship. Bu t i f the 
injured pe r son loves his or he r p a r t n e r and wants the p a r t n e r s h i p to 
con t inue , the h u r t r e t u r n e d m u s t no t be exactly as m u c h as received 
because t hen no inequi ty remains to tie t h e m together . N o r m a y i t 
be m o r e , because the w r o n g d o e r then becomes injured and feels 
justified in seeking retal iat ion, a n d the cycle of h a r m escalates. T h e 
h u r t r e t u r n e d m u s t be a little less t han was originally given. T h e n 
b o t h love a n d fairness receive their due , and the exchange can be 
r e s u m e d and con t inued . In this way, love constra ins equi l ib r ium. 

S o m e peop le f ind i t uncomfor t ab le to realize tha t , in such si tua­
t ions , the reconcil iat ion tha t allows love to f low abundan t ly isn ' t 
possible unless the innocen t b e c o m e guilty by d e m a n d i n g just c o m ­
pensa t ion . Never the less , as we know the tree by its fruit, we n e e d 
only to c o m p a r e couples w h o t ry the one approach wi th those w h o 
live the o ther to recognize w h a t is t ruly good a n d wha t is harmful 
for in t imacy a n d love. 

The Way Out 

A man told his friend that his wife had been resentful for 20 years. 
He said that a few days after their marriage, his parents had asked 
him to go on a six-week vacation with them because they needed him 
to drive their new car. He had gone with them and had left her 
behind. All of his attempts to explain his actions and to apologize had 
not achieved resolution. 

His friend suggested, "Tell her that she can choose something or 
do something for herself that costs you as much as what you did cost 
her." 

The man beamed. He recognized the key to unlocking the solu­
tion to their problem. 

I t some t imes h a p p e n s tha t b o t h pa r tne r s cause increasing h u r t to 
each o ther a n d act as i f wha t injures their love were good . T h e n 
their exchange in the negative increases and this exchange b inds 
t h e m tightly to each o ther in their unhapp iness . T h e y ma in t a in a 
ba lance of giving and taking, b u t n o t in love. We can recognize the 
quality of a re la t ionship by the vo lume of giving a n d taking, a n d by 
whe the r equi l ibr ium is usually achieved in good or in h a r m . T h a t 
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also points to how we can restore a weakened partnership and make 
it satisfying; partners move from exchange in harm to exchange in 
good, and increase it with love. 

False Helplessness 

When someone is wronged, he or she suffers helplessly. The greater 
the helplessness of the victim, the harsher we judge the wrongdoer. 
But injured partners seldom remain completely helpless once the 
harm is past. They usually have possibilities in action, either to end 
their partnership if the injuries have been too great, or to demand 
just atonement from their partners, and by doing so, to put an end 
to guilt and to enable a new beginning. 

When victims don't take advantage of a possibility to act, then 
others act for them—with the difference that the damage and injus­
tice done by those acting on their behalf are often much worse than 
if the victims had acted themselves. In human relationship systems, 
repressed resentments emerge later in those who are least able to 
defend themselves; most often, it's the children and grandchildren 
who experience an earlier anger as if it were their own. 

False Martyr 

A matu re marr ied couple at tended a seminar together, and on the 
first evening, the woman took their car and left, reappearing again 
the next day just in t ime for the workshop. She placed herself 
squarely in front of her husband and announced in front of the whole 
g roup in a very provocative way that she had just come from her 
lover. 

W h e n this w o m a n was with others in the group, she was as nice as 
her husband was: attentive, empathic , sensitive. But when she was 
with him, she was as mean to him as she was kind to the others . T h e 
others couldn ' t unders tand what could possibly be going on, espe­
cially inasmuch as her husband didn ' t defend himself. 

It tu rned out that as a child this woman, with her mo the r and her 
siblings, was sent to the country dur ing the summer while her father 
stayed in the city with his mistress. He and his mistress would 
visit from time to t ime, and his wife was always friendly and waited 
on them bo th as if nothing were wrong. But inwardly, she was furi­
ous. She repressed her anger and her pain, but the children noticed i t 
anyway. 
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We might be t e m p t e d to call the mo the r ' s behavior c o m m e n d ­
able, b u t i t was false innocence and its effect was dest ruct ive . T h e 
daugh te r avenged the injustice d o n e to he r m o t h e r by pun i sh ing her 
h u s b a n d for her father 's deed , b u t she also d e m o n s t r a t e d he r love 
for he r father by act ing exactly as he h a d ac t ed—she t rea ted he r 
h u s b a n d as he r father h a d t rea ted her mo the r . T h e be t t e r resolut ion 
would have b e e n for the m o t h e r of this w o m a n to have confronted 
her h u s b a n d with he r anger. T h e n he would have h a d to m a k e a 
decision, and they could have ei ther c o m e to a m u t u a l ag reemen t or 
m a d e a clean separat ion. 

W h e n e v e r the innocen t con t inue suffering a l though appropr ia te 
act ion is possible, m o r e innocen t victims a n d guilty vict imizers soon 
follow. It 's an illusion to believe tha t we avoid par t ic ipa t ing in evil 
by clinging to innocence ins tead of do ing wha t we can to confront 
wrongdo ing—even w h e n we ourselves then do w r o n g as well. I f one 
pa r tne r insists on a m o n o p o l y on innocence , there ' s no end to the 
other ' s guilt, a n d their love withers . N o t only do those w h o ignore 
or passively submi t to evil fail to preserve i n n o c e n c e , b u t they sow 
injustice. Love requires the courage to b e c o m e guilty appropriately. 

Premature Forgiveness 

Similarly, p r e m a t u r e forgiveness prohibi ts cons t ruc t ive dialog w h e n 
i t covers up or pos tpones a conflict a n d leaves the consequences to 
be deal t wi th by o thers in the family. T h i s is especially destruct ive 
when the one who was wronged tries to release the wrongdoe r from 
his or he r guilt , as if victims h a d tha t authori ty. If reconci l ia t ion is 
desired, then the one wronged no t only has the r ight to d e m a n d res­
t i tut ion a n d a t o n e m e n t , b u t also the obligat ion to do so. A n d the 
wrongdoe r n o t only has the obligation to car ry the consequences of 
his or he r act ions , b u t also the r ight to do so. 

The Second Time Around 

A man and a woman who were married to other partners fell in love. 
When the woman became pregnant, they divorced their respective 
partners and married. The woman had previously been childless. The 
man had a daughter from his first marriage, whom he left with her 
mother. The man and his new wife both felt guilty about the man's 
first wife and their dream was that she would forgive them. In fact, 
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she was very resentful of them, because she and her daughter were 
paying the price for the couple's happiness. 

W h e n they spoke to a friend about their wish to be forgiven, he 
asked them to imagine what would happen if their wish were fulfilled 
and the ex-wife really forgave them. W h e n they did so, they both real­
ized that they had avoided feeling the full weight of their guilt and 
that their wish for forgiveness d idn ' t do justice to the dignity and 
needs of the man 's first wife. They decided to admit to his first wife 
and to his child that they had demanded a great sacrifice for their 
own happiness, and that they would meet all just demands from the 
two who had been injured. They then stood by their decision. 

Love is well served when the victim's demands for compensation 

remain appropriate. 

Forgiveness and Reconcil iat ion 

Forgiveness that is truly healing preserves the dignity of the guilty 

person as well as that of the victim. This forgiveness requires that 

victims not go to extremes in what they demand, and that they 

accept the appropriate compensation and a tonement offered by the 

perpetrator. Without the forgiveness that acknowledges genuine 

remorse and accepts appropriate atonement there's no reconcili­

ation. 

An "Aha" Experience 

A w o m a n divorced her husband in order to be with her lover. After 
many years, the woman began to regret her decision. She discovered 
that she still loved her ex-husband and wanted to be marr ied to h im 
again, especially as he had remained single. W h e n she spoke to h im 
about her feelings, he avoided answering, either positively or nega­
tively, bu t agreed to talk the matter over with a counselor. T h e coun­
selor asked the m a n what he hoped to get from the meeting. He 
laughed halfheartedly and said, "An aha! experience!" 

T h e counselor asked the woman what she had to offer that would 
make her former husband interested in living with her again. She said 
that she hadn ' t really thought about what she had to offer, and was 
unable to answer convincingly. N o t surprisingly, the m a n remained 
cautious and uncommit ted . 

T h e counselor suggested that she must , first of all, recognize that 
she had caused her ex-husband pain, and then give h im cause to 
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believe that she was prepared to make reparations. T h e w o m a n 
thought it over for a while, and then looked directly at her former 
husband , and said convincingly, " I 'm truly sorry for what I did to 
you. I want to be your wife again, and I will love you and care for you 
so that you will be happy and so that you can trust me . " 

T h e m a n remained noncommit ta l . T h e counselor said to h im, "I t 
mus t have hu r t you a lot and you don ' t want to risk a repeat." T h e 
m a n had tears in his eyes and the counselor cont inued, "A person 
like you, to w h o m something painful was done , often feels morally 
superior and assumes the right to reject the other;" He added, 
"Against such innocence, a guilty person has no chance." T h e m a n 
smiled and tu rned to his former wife. 

" T h a t was your " aha" experience. Pay me my fee," said the coun­
selor, "and what you make out of your "aha" is up to you. I don ' t 
even want to know." 

When We Must Cause Pain 

When one partner's action in an intimate relationship results in 
separation, we tend to believe that he or she made a free and inde­
pendent choice. But it's often the case that, had that partner not 
acted, he or she would have suffered some injury. Then the roles 
would have been reversed, the guilt and consequences exchanged. 
Perhaps the separation was necessary because the soul required, 
more space to grow, and the one who left was already suffering. In 
such situations, suffering is unavoidable. Our choices are limited to 
acting so that something constructive emerges out of the unavoid­
able pain we must cause or suffer. Often partners stay in a painful 
situation until they have suffered enough to compensate for the pain 
their leaving will cause the other. 

When partners separate, it isn't only the one who goes who has a 
new chance. The one who is left often also has a chance to make a 
new beginning. But when one partner stays stuck in pain and rejects 
the constructive possibilities presented by the separation, he or she 
makes it difficult for the partner who left to start a new life. Then 
they remain tightly tied to each other in spite of their separation. 

On the other hand, when the one who was left manages to accept 
the opportunity for something better, then he or she also grants the 
former partner freedom and relief. Making something truly good 
out of misfortune is probably the most constructive form of forgive- I 
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ness in such situations because it reconciles even when the separa­
tion remains. 

Submit t ing to Fate 

People sometimes feel guilty when they gain some advantage at 
another's expense—even when they can do nothing to stop it or 
change it. Here are two examples. 

My Advantage at Your Expense 

' A boy was born , bu t his mother died. No one thought of holding the 
boy responsible for his mother 's death, bu t his knowledge of his inno- , 
cence d idn ' t assuage his feeling of guilt. Because fate had tied his 
b i r th to his mother 's death, the pressure of guilt remained inexorable, 
and he unconsciously created fa i lure in his l i fe in a vain a t t empt to 
atone for something he hadn ' t done . 

Blowout 

A man ' s car had a blowout, went into a skid, and crashed into 
another car. T h e driver of the second car was killed, bu t the first m a n 
lived. Although he had been driving safely, his life remained tied to 
the dea th of the other m a n and he couldn ' t escape his feelings of 
guilt. He was unable to enjoy his success until he came to see that the 
deceased m a n was demeaned by his misery, no t honored . 

We're helpless against such guilt and innocence at the hands of 
chance and happenstance. If we were guilty or we deserved a reward 
because of our freely chosen actions, we would retain power and 
influence. But in these situations, we recognize that we're subject to 
forces we can't control, forces that decide whether we live or die, are 
saved or perish, thrive or decline—independently of our actions for 
good or evil. 

Such vulnerability to happenstance is so frightening to many 
people that they prefer to spoil their unearned good fortune and to 
repudiate the bounty of life rather than to accept it gracefully. They 
often attempt to create personal guilt or to accumulate good deeds 
after the fact in order to escape the vulnerability to unearned rescue 
or undeserved suffering. 

It's common for persons who have an advantage at the cost of 
another to try to limit their advantage by committing suicide, 
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becoming ill, or by doing something to make themselves truly 
guilty, and then suffering the consequences. All such solutions are 
connected to magical thinking and they are a childlike form of deal­
ing with unea rned good for tune. T h e y actually increase guilt ra ther 
than diminish it. For example, when a child—as in the example 
above—whose mothe r died at the child's bir th later limits his or her 
happiness or commits suicide, then the mother 's sacrifice was for 
noth ing , and she's implicitly m a d e responsible for the dea th of her 
child as well. 

If the child could have said, "Mothe r , your death shall not have 
been in vain. I will make something out of my life in m e m o r y of 
you, because I know its value," then the pressure of guilt at the h a n d 
of fate could have become a force for good, allowing the child to 
reach goals impossible for others . T h e n the mother ' s dea th would 
have had a good effect and could have brought the child peace for a 
long t ime. 

He re , too, everyone involved is subject to a pressure toward equi­
l ibr ium—whoever has received something from fate wants to give 
back in kind, or when that 's no t possible, then at least to compen­
sate with failure. But these remain vain a t t empts , as destiny is 
utterly indifferent to our d e m a n d s and at tempts at compensa t ions 
and resti tution. 

Humility in the Face of Fate 

I t is ou r innocence that makes our suffering at the h a n d s of h a p ­
pens tance so difficult to bear . If we were guilty because of our own 
act ions and were punished , or if we were innocent of wrongdo ing 
and were spared as a result , we could assume that the condi t ion of 
c i rcumstance follows a mora l o rder and the rules of justice and 
fair play. We could believe tha t we control guilt a n d innocence 
with our good behavior. But w h e n we ' re spared regardless of our 
personal guilt or innocence while others per ish wi thou t regard 
for their wor thiness or unwor th iness , then we know that we ' re 
completely vulnerable to the forces of chance and we ' re unavoid­
ably confronted with the capr ic iousness of guilt a n d innocence . 
W h e n guilt a n d damage reach tragic d imensions and b e c o m e our 
fate, reconcil iat ion is only possible if we rel inquish compensa t ion 
completely. 
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T h e only possibility then o p e n to us i s submiss ion , to choose to 
s u r r e n d e r to the inexorable force of destiny, to ei ther ou r advan tage 
or o u r d isadvantage . We may call the inner a t t i tude tha t makes i t 
possible to su r r ende r in this way humility; tha t is, a h u m b l e forgive­
ness a n d submiss ion to t rue helplessness. In such s i tuat ions , w h e n 
b o t h the w r o n g d o e r and the one wronged submi t to the i r inevitable 
fate wi th humil i ty , they p u t an end to guilt and c o m p e n s a t i o n . I t 
allows t h e m to enjoy life and happiness—as long as they l a s t—inde­
penden t ly of the pr ice o thers have paid . I t allows t h e m to consent to 
their o w n dea ths and to the difficulties life p resen ts regardless of 
pe r sona l guilt a n d innocence . 

A young man who had just learned to drive had an accident. His 
grandmother, who was a passenger, was fatally injured. As she came 
to consciousness in the hospital just before she died, she asked, 
"Where's my grandson?" As he was brought to her, she said, "Don ' t 
blame yourself. It's my time to die." 

Unbidden, the thought welled up in him with the tears, "I submit 
to carrying the weight of being the instrument of your passing. When 
the time comes, I will do something good in your memory." And one 
day he did. 

T h i s humil i ty lends us s e r i o u s n e s s a n d weight . W h e n we feel t r u e 
humil i ty, we realize tha t i t i sn ' t just we w h o de t e rmine o u r fate, b u t 
also tha t i t i s o u r fate tha t de te rmines us . H a p p e n s t a n c e acts to o u r 
benefi t o r h a r m accord ing to laws whose secrets we c a n n o t — a n d 
m u s t n o t — f a t h o m . Humil i ty i s the appropr ia te answer to guilt a n d 
good fo r tune at the hands of fate. I t pu t s us on a level wi th the less 
fo r tuna te , enabl ing us to h o n o r t h e m — n o t by d imin ish ing or d is re­
gard ing t h e advantage we have a t their expense , b u t by grateful ly 
taking i t in spite of the high pr ice they pa id , a n d by seeing to i t t ha t 
o thers profit from it as well. 

Where's My Grandson? 

CONSCIENCE IN THE 
SERVICE OF SOCIAL ORDER 

T h e th i rd necessi ty for the success of love in in t imate re la t ionships 
is order . " O r d e r " refers, f i rs t of all, to the rules a n d social conven-
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t i ons t h a t c o n s t r a i n t h e c o m m u n a l life o f a socia l g r o u p . All e n d u r ­

ing r e l a t i o n s h i p s d e v e l o p n o r m s , r u l e s , be l iefs , a n d t a b o o s t h a t a r e 

b i n d i n g o n t h e i r m e m b e r s . I n th is way, r e l a t i o n s h i p s b e c o m e r e l a ­

t i o n s h i p s y s t e m s w i t h o r d e r a n d s t r u c t u r e . T h e s e socia l c o n v e n t i o n s 

c o n s t i t u t e t h e su r face c o n v e n t i o n t o w h i c h all g r o u p m e m b e r s c o n ­

sen t , b u t w h i c h va ry wide ly f r o m g r o u p t o g r o u p . S u c h o r d e r s se t 

t h e b o u n d a r i e s o f m e m b e r s h i p : T h o s e w h o c o n f o r m b e l o n g a n d 

t h o s e w h o d o n ' t follow t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f t h e g r o u p s o o n leave. W e 

c a n see th i s s y s t e m i c d y n a m i c clear ly w h e n w a t c h i n g a f lock o f b i r d s 

i n f l i g h t . W i t h i n t h e f l o c k , every b i r d f l i e s i ts i n d i v i d u a l p a t h , b u t 

w h e n i t dev ia t e s t o o wide ly f r o m t h e f l i gh t o f t h e o t h e r s , we see i t 

leave t h e f l o c k . Socia l o r d e r s c o n s t r a i n o u r b e h a v i o r w i t h i n o u r 

g r o u p a n d give f o r m t o o u r ro les a n d f u n c t i o n s , b u t w e d o n ' t feel 

s u c h d e e p gui l t a t v io la t ing t h e m a s w h e n w e in ju re b o n d i n g o r t h e 

b a l a n c e o f g iv ing a n d t ak ing . 

Additional Considerations 

In earlier t imes, the consequences of being excluded from one's 
group or family must have been much more serious than today 
(although such exclusion still carries profound consequences in some 
rural areas). We live in a t ime of rapidly changing social orders , and 
while this social evolution increases flexibility, mobility, and personal 
freedom of choice, it also simultaneously increases alienation, disori­
entat ion, the loss of roots, and may limit the sense of well-being that 
.naturally comes with clear belonging. M a n y of the individual and 
family problems that people bring to therapy are the result of the 
breakdown of old social and family orders and the difficulty of devel-
oping new orders that both stand the test of t ime a n d serve love. For 
example, the traditional orders that defined the roles and division of 
labor between m e n and women are changing so rapidly that many 
couples mus t expend enormous effort to develop new ones appropr i ­
ate to their situations. We frequently observe how unpredictable the 
long-term effects of these new orders are on their children and on 
their love, and that their efforts are not always rewarded with success. 
T h e y work very hard to achieve an order in their togetherness that 
once was freely given by the no rms of their community . M a n y have 
been pleased to discover that they can maintain bonding and balance 
of giving and taking within their family even when they deviate from 
the traditional social orders of their group or community . [H.B.] 
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THE SYSTEMIC CONSCIENCE 
OF THE GREATER WHOLE 

In addit ion to the feelings of guilt and innocence that we con­
sciously feel in the service of bonding , the balance of giving and tak­
ing, and social convention, there's also a h idden conscience 
operating in our relationships that we do no t feel. It's a systemic 
conscience that has priority over our personal feelings of guilt and 
innocence and which serves other orders. These orders are the hid­
den natural laws that shape and constrain the behavior of h u m a n 
relationship systems. T h e y are, in par t , the natural forces of biology 
and evolution; in par t , the general dynamics of complex systems 
becoming manifest in our intimacy; and in par t , the forces of Love's 
H idden Symmetry operat ing within the soul. 

Al though we are no t directly aware of it, we can recognize the 
orders of this h idden conscience by their effect, by the suffering that 
results from their being violated, and by the rich and stable love 
they suppor t . We often violate the Orders of Love when we follow 
our personal conscience. Tragedies in families and in int imate rela­
tionships—as we will see in the following chapters—are often asso­
ciated with conflicts between the conscience guarding bond ing , 
giving and taking, and social convention and the h idden conscience 
guarding the family system. But love flourishes when personal con­
science and social convention submit to the orders and h idden sym­
metry of love. 

Breaking the Magic Spell 

Whoever desires to solve the mystery of Love's H i d d e n Symmet ry 
enters a complex labyrinth and mus t carry many balls of twine_to 
distinguish the paths that lead to daylight from those that lead 
deeper into the abyss. We are forced to feel ou r way in darkness, 
confronting the deceptions and illusions that weave themselves 
a round us , dulling ou r senses and paralyzing our unders tand ing as 
we try to unrave the secrets of the good beyond guilt and inno­
cence. Chi ldren are led into this surreality when they're told that 
babies are b rought by storks, and weary prisoners mus t have felt i t 
as well when they read the sign above the gate of the dea th camp, 
"Work will make you free." 
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Nevertheless, many have had the courage to enter the labyrinth, 
to peer into the darkness, and to break the spell of false belief. Then 
they are like the minstrel waiting quietly on the corner to play a 
countermelody to waken the spellbound children as the Pied Piper 
marches past. Or like the boy, upon watching a crowd cheering a 
demented dictator, exclaimed what others knew but were afraid to 
admit, "He's naked!" 

The Emperor's New Clothes 

At an academic symposium, a well-known professor of philosophy 
was much applauded when he eloquently defended the idea that the 
greatest personal freedom is achieved when an individual is no longer 
dependent on anyone else. 

As the thunder of applause died down, one of the participants 
stood and said, in a loud voice with childlike simplicity, "That ' s not 
right!" A wave of shock and indignation swept through the room. 

After the audience had calmed, the man added, "Everyone can see 
that at any moment we are dependent on many things—on the air we 
breathe, on the farmer who grows our food, on our friends and fam­
ily. We are all parts of a greater whole, and we depend on it as it 
depends on us. What freedom is that when we refuse to see what is 
and are condemned to live in the illusion that things are different 
than they are? T h e freedom that I love comes when I acknowledge 
reality as it is and consent to it. Then I can pay in full measure what 
I owe and I am free from debt, and I can take in full measure what is 
given to me and I am free to need." 

The intelligence of the systemic symmetry of love operating 
unseen in our relationships watches over love. It is easier to follow 
than to understand. We recognize it, if it is important to us, in the 
subtle movements of our inwardness and in the careful observation 
of our relationships. We recognize its laws only when we see the 
consequences of what we have done for ourselves and others— 
whether love increases or it is diminished. 

How we recognize the limits of personal conscience, where they 
help us as well as where we must overcome them, and how we may 
know the intelligence of the Greater Soul that supports love are 
described in the following chapters. 

It is the path of the knowledge of good and evil beyond feelings 
of guilt and innocence, and it serves love. 
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Helping Revelations 

A young m a n seeking further knowledge sets out on his bicycle into 
the countryside. He is driven by the joy of exploration and his en thu­
siasm knows no bounds . Far beyond his usual territory, he finds a 
new path . Here there are no more signs to guide h im, and he mus t 
rely on what his eye can see and what his pedaling legs can measure . 
N o w what was only an intuit ion becomes experience. 

His pa th ends at a wide river and he gets off his bicycle. He sees 
that going on requires leaving everything he has on the riverbank, 
leaving the safety of solid ground , put t ing himself in the hands of a 
force that is stronger than he is, and allowing himself to be overpow­
ered a n d swept along. He hesitates, and then retreats. 

Th i s is his first revelation. 
Riding home , he admits to himself that he unders tands very little 

that could be helpful to o thers , and even that little which he knows, 
he could scarcely communica te . He imagines himself to be following 
another bicycle rider whose fender is rattling. He imagines calling 
out , "Hey, your fender's rattling!" T h e other answers, " W h a t ? " He 
imagines yelling louder, "Your fender's rattling!" 

T h e other answers, "I can ' t hear you. My fender's rattling." 
He realizes, " H e d idn ' t need my help at all!" 
This is his second revelation. 
A short t ime later, he asks an old teacher, " H o w do you manage to 

help other people? Many people come to you asking for advice, and 
they leave feeling bet ter even though you know little of their affairs." 

T h e teacher answers, " W h e n someone loses courage and doesn ' t 
want to go on , the problem is seldom lack of knowledge, b u t rather 
wanting safety when courage is called for, and seeking freedom 
where necessity leaves no choice. And so he goes in circles. A teacher 
resists appearance and illusion. He finds his center and waits for a 
helpful word, as a ship with sails raised waits to catch the wind. W h e n 
someone comes seeking help, the teacher is waiting where the visitor 
himself m u s t go, and if an answer comes, it comes for bo th of them, 
for both are listeners." 

And then the teacher adds , "Waiting at the center is effortless." 



C H A P T E R T W O 

Man and Woman: 
The Foundation 

of Family 

T h e founda t ion of family is the sexual a t t rac t ion be tween a m a n 

a n d a w o m a n . W h e n a m a n desires a w o m a n , he desires w h a t h e , as 

m a n , needs a n d does n o t have. W h e n a w o m a n desires a m a n , she , 

too , desires wha t she, as w o m a n , is missing. M a l e a n d female form a 

c o m p l e m e n t a r y pai r o f p a r t n e r s w h o mutua l ly define and comple t e 

one another . E a c h i s w h a t the o ther needs , and each needs wha t the 

o ther is. If love is to succeed, we m u s t give wha t we are and take 

from o u r p a r t n e r what we need . Giv ing ourselves, taking a n d having 

our p a r t n e r , we b e c o m e m a n o r w o m a n , a n d wi th h i m o r her , we 

b e c o m e a couple . 

T h e express ion of love in sexual in t imacy, and somet imes the ac t 

of sexual in te rcourse a lone , often b o n d s p a r t n e r s to each o the r 

whe the r they w a n t i t or no t . I t i sn ' t in ten t ion or choice tha t e s t ab ­

lishes the b o n d , b u t the physical act itself. T h i s dynamic can be 

observed in the sense of protect iveness tha t s o m e rape a n d incest 

victims feel toward the perpe t ra to rs , a n d in those casual sexual 

encoun te r s tha t leave lifelong traces. 

31 
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O u r shyness in naming and affirming this most intimate aspect of 
a couple's relationship is related to the fact that sexual passion is 
still regarded in some circles as being demeaning and undignified. 
Nevertheless, sexual consummation is the greatest possible human 

I act. No other human action is more in harmony with the order and 
the richness of life, expresses more fully our participation in the 
wholeness of the world, or brings with it such profound pleasure 
and, in its consequences, such loving suffering. No other act brings 
such rewards or entails greater risks, demands more from us, and 
makes us so wise, knowing, and human as when we take each other, 
know each other, and belong to each other in love. In comparison, 
all other human actions seem merely a prelude, an encore, a solace, 
or a consequence—an impoverished imitation. 

T h e sexual expression of love is also our most humble action. 
N o w h e r e else do we expose ourselves so completely, uncovering our 
deepest vulnerability. We don't guard anything else with such deep 
shame as this inner place where partners show each other their 
most intimate selves and give those selves into each other's keeping. 
T h r o u g h the sexual expression of love, both men and women leave 
their mothers and fathers and "cleave" to one another—as the Bible 
describes it—and they become one flesh. 

W h e t h e r we like it or not, the special and, in a very deep sense, 
indissoluble bond between partners arises out of, and is the result 
of, their sexual union. Only this act makes them a couple, and only 
this act can make them parents. Fo r this reason, if their sexuality is 
limited in some way—for example, by inhibitions or by one part­
ner's having been sterilized—the bond doesn't form completely, 
even if the couple desires it. T h i s is also true of platonic partner­
ships in which partners avoid the risks of sexuality and confront less 
guilt and responsibility if they separate. O n c e partners have estab­
lished a bond by sharing sexual intimacy, separation without hurt 
and guilt is no longer possible. T h e y no longer can walk away as if 
their togetherness didn't exist. Al though this bonding causes hard­
ship for parents who separate, it also protects their children from 
capricious or self-centered separations. 

T h e crucial role that sexuality plays in a couple's bonding 
makes apparent the supremacy of the flesh over the spirit, as well 
as the wisdom of the flesh. We may be tempted to devalue the flesh 
in comparison with the spirit, as if that which is done out of physi­
cal need, desire, longing, and sexual love has less value than what 
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we gain t h r o u g h r ea son a n d mora l will. Physical des i re n e v e r t h e ­

less d e m o n s t r a t e s its power , a n d s o m e t i m e s its w i s d o m , a t t h e 

po in t a t wh ich r eason a n d mora l i ty r each thei r l imits a n d recoi l 

Des i r e still r ises to serve after r eason ' s cold cons t ra in t s have wea -

r ied o r g r o w n cal lous . T h e h igher reason a n d t h e deepe r m e a n i n g 

tha t ar ise o u t o f o u r ins t inc tua l physical u rges overpower a n d c o n ­

trol ra t ional i ty a n d will. T h e y are closer to the h e a r t of life a n d are 

m o r e e n d u r i n g . 

The Spirit Is Willing, the Flesh Is Wise 

Some say that body 
in comparison to Spirit 

—is less. 
As if that done in longing 

and sexual desire 

—were less 
than that chosen out of 

Reason and by Moral Will. 

But desire displays 
courage and wisdom 

when Will and Reason 
cower and shrink and 

dare not to serve Life. 

In the Desire of the Flesh 

hides a higher reason 
and burns a deeper meaning 

outshining rationality and 

overpowering the will. 
Desire is closer to the Heart of life, 

more obedient, 

and more enduring. 

It is the flesh that rules the will. 

I say, 

The Spirit is willing, but 

The Flesh is Wise. 
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Additional Considerations 

Hellinger's insistence on the creative and life-affirming na ture of 
sexual desire contrasts sharply with the views of those who consider 
"desires of the flesh" to be a nuisance or even sinful, and also with 
the views of those who see sexuality merely as a pleasure uncon­
nected to parenthood. 

" M a l e " and "female" denote—among other things—the physi­
ological specialization necessary for procreation. In this sense, male 
and female need one another, complement and complete one another, 
bu t it would be a grave error to reduce maleness and femaless to this 
biological dimension alone. Nevertheless, our psychotherapeut ic 
work shows that people who downplay or ignore its impor tance regu­
larly encounter difficulty in their intimate relationships. W h e n Hell­
inger speaks of the sexual expression of love between a m a n and a 
woman , he isn't excluding or discounting other forms of loving, 
sexual relationships, bu t he is insisting on honoring this inescapable 
aspect of parenthood. 

Increasing number s of men and women are living in nont rad i -
tional families. The re are singles and couples who neither have nor 
desire children, just as there are men who desire m e n and women 
who desire women. Faced with a populat ion explosion, nature 
increasingly demands and supports couples foregoing paren thood , 
providing them with alternative expressions of humanness and love. 
Still, many people with whom we have worked feel a painful loss at 
foregoing parenthood and work hard to accept their loss without 
minimizing it, to find lifestyles that bring meaning and the deep sat­
isfaction of soul that come automatically to parents in a healthy fam­
ily. W h e n they succeed, they know that they serve and are suppor ted 
by life in what they do, and participate fully in its boun ty and mys­
tery. Still, many cont inue to look wistfully at families with children 
and do wonder what i t would have been like to have been parents . 
Th i s is especially true as they grow older and approach death. The i r 
loss—no matter how appropriate—is a heavy b u r d e n and deserves 
full acknowledgment and appreciation. H.B. 

CARING FOR D E S I R E 

If the sexual desires of one of the partners aren't reciprocated, he or 
she is in a weak position because the other has the power to reject. 
Although the one who meets a desire needn't take any risks, he or 
she appears to be stronger. The one who desires appears to be needy 
and taking rather than generous and giving, and the one who meets 
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the desire a l though he or she may be loving, appears to give and to 
help wi thou t taking. In this dynamic , the one w h o desires m u s t feel 
grateful, as t hough he or she h a d taken wi thou t having given, a n d 
the one who wi thholds n e e d and meets desire feels free, a n d perhaps 
even superior , as t hough his or her giving involved no taking. 

S o m e p a r t n e r s ho ld on to the power a n d super io r i ty o f be ing 
the giver, b u t they d a m a g e their toge the rness . F o r a re la t ionsh ip to 
succeed over t i m e , the risk of re jec t ion, as well as the joys a n d 
p leasures of giving, m u s t be shared . Des i r ing is still difficult for 
m a n y w o m e n because they m u s t b reak s t rong cu l tu ra l t a b o o s , a n d 
they still m a y be rejected or feared a t f i rs t w h e n they expose thei r 
desi re . Neve r the l e s s , in therapy, s o m e t h i n g in te res t ing often h a p ­
pens w h e n a w o m a n tells he r m o t h e r , " S o m e t i m e s I can hard ly 
wai t to m a k e love wi th my h u s b a n d " — e v e n if she says i t only in 
h e r imag ina t ion . 

Pa r tne r s w h o care for desire can agree that w h e n the m o s t int i ­
m a t e self of one is o p e n and vulnerable—as it is w h e n desire is 
exposed—then the o ther mus t respect the desire, even i f he or she 
doesn ' t fulfill it. We are especially vulnerable w h e n we desire , so a 
pa r tne r shou ldn ' t have to risk a humil ia t ing rejection w h e n he or 
she feels and expresses desire. If couples h o n o r this , they can risk 
desir ing again, a n d their relat ionship can achieve d e p t h a n d int i­
macy. Both m u s t desire, a n d each mus t t reat the o ther ' s desires wi th 
respect and love. W h e n sexuality serves the relat ionship as well as 
be ing its goal, b o t h the sexuality and the loving pa r tne r sh ip are 
deeper , freer, a n d m o r e au thent ic . 

Because b o t h m e n a n d w o m e n fear such p ro found need wi th the 
naked d e p e n d e n c y i t implies a n d the danger of devasta t ing rejec­
t ion, m a n y people seek to develop the oppos i te g e n d e r wi th in t h e m ­
selves. M e n seek to b e c o m e like w o m e n , as i f they could be w o m e n , 
and w o m e n seek to b e c o m e like m e n , as i f they could be m e n . I f 
they succeed in this , they no longer n e e d a pa r tne r , a n d thei r rela­
t ionship b e c o m e s essentially a ma t t e r of convenience . 

In order for a pa r tne r sh ip be tween a m a n a n d a w o m a n to fulfill 
its p romise , the m a n m u s t be a m a n a n d the w o m a n m u s t be a 
w o m a n . In pa r tne r sh ips be tween a m a n a n d a w o m a n , she remains 
interes ted in h i m only w h e n he is a m a n and remains o n e , and the 
reverse is t rue for h i m . T h i s m e a n s tha t a m a n w h o desires to love a 
w o m a n as his equal p a r t n e r m u s t preserve his n e e d for he r by p r e ­
serving his incomple teness . Ins tead of developing the feminine in 
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himself, he m u s t allow his pa r tne r to offer i t to h i m as a gift, and he 
m u s t take from he r the feminine she offers. A w o m a n w h o desires to 
love a m a n m u s t also accept the mascul ine from he r pa r tne r . W h e n 
a m a n and a w o m a n b o t h wan t a n d need wha t the o the r has , a n d 
have wha t the o the r needs and wants , t hen they are equal in the i r 
i ncomple t enes s—and in their ability to give. W h e n b o t h respect 
their l imitat ions and preserve their need , their m u t u a l needs 
c o m p l e m e n t a n d comple te one ano ther , a n d their giving a n d taking 
s t reng then their b o n d . 

T h i s systemic view is exactly the opposi te of the popu l a r idea tha t 
m e n should develop the feminine in themselves a n d tha t w o m e n 
should develop their mascu l ine potent ia l . Persons w h o do so d o n ' t 
n e e d a p a r t n e r to give t h e m wha t they ' re miss ing, a n d they often 
prefer to live alone. 

The Basso Continuo 

A couple's relationship is conducted like a baroque concert: a variety 
of the most beautiful melodies rings in the upper register, and below, 
a basso continuo supports and leads the melodies and gives them 
weight and depth. In a couple's relationship, the basso continuo is: "I 
take you, I take you, I take you, I take you to be my wife, I take you to 
be my husband. I take you to myself and give myself to you with love." 

LOVE BETWEEN PARTNERS 

Love be tween par tners requires the renuncia t ion of our first a n d 
mos t in t imate love, ou r love as a child for ou r parents . Only w h e n a 
boy's a t tachment—ei ther loving or resentful—to his m o t h e r is 
resolved can he give himself fully to his pa r tne r a n d enter m a n h o o d . 
A girl's a t t achmen t to her father mus t also be resolved before she can 
give herself to her pa r tne r and be a w o m a n . Successful togetherness 
d e m a n d s the sacrifice and transformation of ou r earlier child b o n d to 
our paren ts—the boy to his mo the r and the girl to her father. 

A boy lives his prenata l a n d early ch i ldhood years pr imar i ly 
wi thin his mo the r ' s sphere of influence. I f he r emains the re , he r 
influence f loods his psyche , and he experiences the feminine as all 
i m p o r t a n t a n d all powerful. U n d e r his mothe r ' s d o m i n a n c e , he may 
well b e c o m e a skillful seducer a n d lover, b u t he does no t develop 
into a m a n w h o appreciates w o m e n and w h o can ma in ta in a long-
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t e rm loving relat ionship. N o r does he b e c o m e a s t rong a n d ded i ­
cated father to his own chi ldren. To b e c o m e a m a n capable of 
joining fully in a pa r tne r sh ip of equals , he m u s t give up the first a n d 
mos t in t imate love of his life—his m o t h e r — a n d move into his 
father 's sphere of influence. 

In earlier t imes , the process t h rough which a boy left his m o t h e r 
was socially s t ruc tu red and suppo r t ed by rites of init iat ion a n d pas ­
sage. Hav ing passed th rough these r i tuals , a boy h a d a firm place in 
his father 's world a n d cou ldn ' t r e t u r n to live in his mo the r ' s house 
as a child. In ou r cu l tu re , the formal ri tuals tha t once s u p p o r t e d this 
process have d isappeared and the process of mov ing ou t of the 
mothe r ' s sphere is often painfully difficult. Even the mil i tary service 
tha t once served to he lp boys leave their m o t h e r ' s sphere a n d enter 
their father 's has lost its viability for m a n y y o u n g m e n . 

A girl also en ters life within he r mo the r ' s sphere of influence, b u t 
she exper iences the feminine a n d at t ract ion to the mascu l ine differ­
ently from he r b ro ther . H e r father holds a fascination for her , a n d if 
all goes well, she can pract ice the ar t of a t t ract ing m e n in the s teady 
safety of his love. If however, she stays in he r father 's sphere of 
influence, she b e c o m e s a "daddy ' s girl." She m a y b e c o m e s o m e ­
one 's lover, b u t she doesn ' t m a t u r e fully into he r w o m a n h o o d ; she 
has difficulty relat ing as an equal p a r t n e r and b e c o m i n g a generous , 
giving m o t h e r to he r chi ldren. To b e c o m e a w o m a n , it's necessary 
for a girl to leave the first m a n in he r life—her fa the r—and to r e t u r n 
to s tand by he r mo the r . 

Questions and Answers 

Question: C a n ' t a child have an equally ba l anced relat ionship 
with b o t h the father a n d the mothe r? 

Hellinger: Of course . Th i s h a p p e n s w h e n boys move into their 
father's sphere of influence and girls r e tu rn to their mothe r ' s . If you 
look at real peop le , you see tha t a son w h o is connec t ed to his father 
has m o r e respect a n d apprecia t ion for his m o t h e r t h a n does a son 
who remains tied to h e r — a n d the m o t h e r d o e s n ' t lose anything. 
Likewise, a daugh t e r w h o has moved from h e r father 's sphere of 
influence back to her mo the r ' s doesn ' t lose he r father, n o r does he 
lose her . Qu i t e the contrary , she develops m o r e respect and app re ­
ciation for h i m . Even m o r e i m p o r t a n t , the p a r e n t s ' re la t ionship is 



38 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

s t ronger w h e n the sons are near their father and the daugh te r s are 
near their mo the r . T h e n there 's no confusion in the family. 

Q u e s t i o n : Have I u n d e r s t o o d you correct ly tha t w h e n I affirm my 
mothe r ' s r ight to w o m a n h o o d , I 've taken my p rope r place next to 
her? 

H e l l i n g e r : N o . Any daugh te r w h o assumes she has the au thor i ty 
to affirm or deny he r mo the r ' s r ight to w o m a n h o o d has set herself 
above her mo the r . 

Q u e s t i o n : A n d if I simply accept her? 

H e l l i n g e r : Accep t ing her implies a super ior generosi ty on your 
pa r t . Accept ing a n d affirming your w o m a n h o o d as a gift f rom he r is 
h u m b l e . 

R a i n e r (group participant): I t 's s t range tha t so m u c h has b e e n 
wri t ten a b o u t the m o t h e r - c h i l d relat ionship and so little a b o u t the 
f a the r - ch i ld relat ionship. 

H e l l i n g e r : Do you have a daugh t e r or a son? 

R a i n e r : I have an eight-year-old daughter . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e n it 's abou t t ime tha t you let he r go back to her 
mo the r ' s sphere of influence. 

R a i n e r : Yes, I 've t hough t a lot a b o u t the process of let t ing go of 
my daugh te r , b u t at the same t ime , I know that there 's no th ing I can 
do to m a k e i t h a p p e n . 

H e l l i n g e r : Of course there is. 

R a i n e r : I m e a n tha t I can ' t force it. I can ' t m a k e it h a p p e n . 

H e l l i n g e r : Cer ta in ly you can! 

R a i n e r : Bu t tha t ' s no t wha t I wan t . 

H e l l i n g e r : Well, at least that ' s a clear message. W h a t I 've b e e n 
saying does have definite implicat ions for ac t ion—otherwise I 'd save 
my brea th . 

R a i n e r : So wha t could I do? 

H e l l i n g e r : Well, for one th ing , w h e n you look at her , you could 
admi re your wife in her . 
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R a i n e r : T h a t ' s a great idea. I like it (laughing). 

H e l l i n g e r : Or you migh t tell your daugh t e r tha t she's a lmost as 
wonderful as he r mothe r . 

R a i n e r : A n o t h e r th ing that 's bo the r ing m e i s . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : (Interrupting him and speaking to the group) H e ' s 
changing the subject , b u t that ' s okay. H e ' s no t i ced that things are 
gett ing serious. H e ' s s tar t ing to realize w h a t he has to deal with. 
Somet imes , w h e n a father holds on to his daugh te r , it's h a r d for her 
to r e tu rn to her m o t h e r ' s sphere of influence. She feels i m p o r t a n t , 
believing tha t she could fill his need , b u t tha t job 's too big for a 
child. C o m p a r e d with a wife, a daugh te r is a consola t ion prize. 

Q u e s t i o n : Las t n ight , after I wen t to b e d , I kept th inking a b o u t 
the "spheres of inf luence" of the m o t h e r a n d father. You said that a 
m a c h o m a n i s one w h o has r ema ined b o u n d to his m o t h e r for too 
long. W h a t a b o u t an effeminate man? Would you say tha t this 
t endency is a resul t of staying too long in the father 's sphere of 
influence? 

H e l l i n g e r : N o . In this respect , a m a c h o man and an e f f emina t e 
m a n are the same—they 've bo th r ema ined in the mo the r ' s sphere of 
influence. A D o n Juan is also a mothe r ' s son w h o hasn ' t m a d e it to 
m a n h o o d . He ' s hop ing that by having m a n y w o m e n he can c o n ­
t inue to par t ic ipate in w o m a n h o o d forever. N e e d i n g to have a lot of 
pa r tne r s is a quali ty of be ing s tuck in m o t h e r ' s sphere . A m a n who ' s 
moved ou t of his m o t h e r ' s sphere can take wha t he needs f rom, a 
pa r tne r , and he can give himself and b e c o m e a pa r tne r . Bragging, 
s t ru t t ing , m a c h o types are m o t h e r s ' darl ings. 

Q u e s t i o n : Would you elaborate on your concep t of sphere of 
influence? 

H e l l i n g e r : I 'm trying to avoid defining concep t s . W h a t we ' re d is ­
cussing a ren ' t concep ts that are t rue or false. I 'm trying to descr ibe 
difficult experiences in a way tha t enables us to deal with t h e m be t ­
ter and will be m o r e helpful to people in need . T h e r e ' s no th ing 
m o r e to i t t han tha t . As soon as we claim tha t o u r descr ipt ions are 
the " T r u t h , " then they ' re a false theory a n d will immedia te ly be d is­
credi ted. W h a t I 'm descr ibing isn ' t absolutely " t r u e . " It 's a p h e n o m -
enological descript ion of certain dynamics I 've observed in my work 
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with couples a n d families over the years. I wan t to leave it at tha t . 
Please d o n ' t m a k e m o r e ou t of wha t I say t han I in tend . 

So be ing in someone ' s sphere of influence simply descr ibes be ing 
u n d e r the person ' s influence. F o r example , w h e n it 's especially 
i m p o r t a n t for a girl to please he r father, t hen she's in his sphere of 
influence. Or , in some families, the m o t h e r a n d son col lude to scorn 
and be condescend ing to the father. T h a t ' s basically all 1 m e a n . 

Q u e s t i o n : A daugh te r also experiences her f i rs t re la t ionship wi th 
he r mo the r . I f she has to r e t u r n to he r mo the r ' s sphere of influence, 
tha t m e a n s tha t she m u s t have already moved away from he r m o t h e r 
to h e r father, and t hen can go back again. 

H e l l i n g e r : Exactly! (Laughing) T h a t ' s the reason it 's so easy for 
w o m e n — t h e y can go back . A son experiences the feminine as so all-
powerful, at tract ive, a n d pervasively i m p o r t a n t that he feels too 
weak to give i t up . He can ' t qui te leave u n d e r his own power . I f he ' s 
to give up be ing a boy a n d b e c o m e a m a n , he has to connec t to his 
father a n d grandfa ther , a n d to the world of m e n . T h a t ' s whe re he 
f inds the s t rength he needs to move ou t of his m o t h e r ' s sphere . 

Q u e s t i o n : D o e s n ' t a girl miss someth ing if she just stays in he r 
m o t h e r ' s sphere of influence? I sn ' t i t i m p o r t a n t for he r to leave a n d 
then re tu rn? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s r ight . Firs t , she has to move to he r father, a n d 
t hen back to he r mo the r . I f she knows only he r m o t h e r ' s influence, 
she d o e s n ' t exper ience the a t t ract ion of the mascu l ine wi th he r 
father. 

Q u e s t i o n : You said tha t a w o m a n has a difficult t ime fully accep t ­
ing a m a n if she h a s n ' t re l inquished he r father. I keep th ink ing 
a b o u t tha t . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n a w o m a n is still t ied to he r father, she often 
secretly believes tha t she wou ld be a be t te r p a r t n e r for h i m than he r 
m o t h e r is. T h a t ' s a child 's belief. If she looks honest ly at the real 
consequences for he r of be ing his pa r tne r , she pu t s tha t child belief 
in an adul t context . T h e r e ' s a sen tence tha t can help he r give up the 
unhea l thy tie to her father. She can tell h im , " M o t h e r ' s a little be t t e r 
for you t han I a m . " 
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Q u e s t i o n : Wha t ' s the masculine in a woman and the feminine in 
a man? W h a t are masculine and feminine at all? At least, what 's your 
opinion? 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s something I haven ' t been able to figure out yet 
(laughing). Fo r a m a n , there's always something h idden abou t 
women , and the other way around. I don ' t even completely unde r ­
stand the masculine yet. But what we're talking abou t doesn ' t have 
to do with conceptual unders tanding. I 'm no t proposing a theory of 
masculinity and femininity. I 'm trying to describe what people 
experience in the family constellations and in their relationships, 
and also to open up a space for you to come into contact with cer­
tain things that can be known only by experiencing them. Trying 
intellectually to unders tand an experience is like trying to hold a 
fire. If you try to grasp such things intellectually, then from the fire 
you've only got the ashes. 

Q u e s t i o n : I t seems to me that what you're describing is just the 
old Oedipus stuff in a different language. I can ' t see the difference 
between what you're describing and the psychoanalytic Oedipus 
complex. 

Hel l inger : The re ' s a basic misunders tanding of phenomenology 
implied in your quest ion. W h e n you immediately place your experi-
ence here in the context of something you already know, you can ' t 
observe anything new. 

Of course, psychoanalysis has a deep unders tand ing of what hap ­
pens in p a r e n t - c h i l d relationships, bu t what I 'm describing isn' t the 
same as the Oedipus complex. Psychoanalytic thinking is different 
from systemic thinking. As soon as you say "Oed ipus complex," the 
phenomenology of the system dynamic disappears and you ' re left 
with the psychodynamic construct you already know. You're moving 
in a different thought world. I 'm not talking about how one thing 
causes another , nor am I trying to describe unconscious processes. 
I 'm describing what I've actually seen people do. I 'm describing 
their actual feelings and behaviors and looking at how they are sys-
temically associated with one another. No causality is implied, just 
systemic association. Tha t ' s a different level of abstract ion than psy­
choanalytic theory. 

If you're interested in observing the system dynamics of h u m a n 
relationships, you need to focus your at tention on what people actu-
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ally do. T h a t ' s the phenomenolog ica l m e t h o d . Otherwise , all you 
have are the words a n d concepts dissociated from exper ience . T h a t ' s 
no t e n o u g h to be of real help to anyone. 

RENEWING MALENESS AND FEMALENESS 

W h e n p a r t n e r s en ter a relat ionship, each br ings his or h e r individu­
ality to their toge therness , and in their togetherness , they lose it. A 
w o m a n confirms her h u s b a n d as m a n , bu t she challenges his m a l e -
ness a n d takes i t from h im, and his maleness decreases in the course 
of their pa r tne r sh ip . Likewise, a m a n confirms his wife's w o m a n ­
h o o d , b u t he also challenges he r femaleness and takes i t from her , 
a n d she b e c o m e s less of a w o m a n . If the pa r tne r sh ip is to r e m a i n 
excit ing for b o t h , they mus t cons tant ly renew their maleness a n d 
femaleness. 

A m a n renews his maleness in the c o m p a n y of m e n a n d a w o m a n 
her femaleness in the company of w o m e n , so they m u s t leave their 
relat ionship from t ime to t ime in o rde r to refresh their maleness a n d 
femaleness. T h e actual con ten t o f the exchanges a m o n g the m e n or 
the w o m e n is u n i m p o r t a n t . I t migh t be at a coffee klatch, the co rne r 
bar , a c lub , a consciousness-rais ing g r o u p , or on a spor t s t e am. 
W h a t ma t t e r s i s be ing together wi th o ther m e n or wi th o the r 
w o m e n and do ing things m e n and w o m e n do when they ga ther 
a m o n g themselves . If a couple does this , the relat ionship re ta ins its 
creative tens ion, a n d can con t inue to develop and deepen . T h i s ele­
m e n t of re la t ionship is. overlooked in the roman t i c ideal of love, 
wh ich envisions a loving couple giving each o ther everything each 
needs . 

THE BOND BETWEEN PARTNERS 

T h e b o n d be tween a m a n and a w o m a n requires that the m a n wan t 
the w o m a n as woman and tha t the w o m a n wan t the m a n as man. 
T h e i r b o n d doesn ' t develop fully i f they wan t each o the r for o ther 
reasons: for example , for recreat ion or a d o r n m e n t , or as a provider ; 
or because one of t h e m is rich or poor , Cathol ic or P ro tes t an t , Jew 
or M u s l i m , H i n d u or Buddhis t ; o r because one wan t s to c o n q u e r o r 
p ro tec t or improve or save the other ; or because one wan t s the o ther 
pr imar i ly to be the father or m o t h e r of his or her chi ldren. Pa r tne r s 
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w h o c o m e toge ther for such reasons d o n ' t develop the s t rength of 
toge therness tha t enables t h e m to wea ther serious crises. 

If a m a n remains a son looking for a mo the r , or if a w o m a n 
remains a daugh te r looking for a father, their re la t ionships , a l though 
they m a y be in tense a n d loving, a ren ' t relat ionships of adul t w o m e n 
and m e n . People en te r ing into relat ionships wi th the h o p e — a c -
knowledged or n o t — t h a t they' l l get someth ing they d idn ' t get in 
their relat ionships wi th their m o t h e r s or fathers, are looking for par-

ents . T h e be longing tha t then develops is that of child a n d pa ren t . I t 
somet imes h a p p e n s tha t a m a n looking for a m o t h e r finds s o m e o n e 
looking for a son, or tha t a w o m a n seeking a father finds s o m e o n e 
h o p i n g for a daughte r . S u c h couples m a y be very h a p p y for a while, 
b u t should they have chi ldren , they a n d their chi ldren will exper i ­
ence difficulties as they adjust their pa r tnersh ip . 

Love is l imited in exactly the same way w h e n o n e p a r t n e r acts 
toward the o ther wi th the author i ty of a pa ren t , a n d a t t empt s to 
teach, improve, or help the other. Every adul t has already b e e n 
b r o u g h t up a n d t augh t how to behave, a n d all a t t empt s to do tha t 
again are cer ta in to d a m a g e love. It 's no w o n d e r tha t the p a r t n e r 
who ' s be ing t rea ted like a child reacts by pu l l ing ou t of the re la t ion­
sh ip—the way a child pulls away from the fami ly—and seeks relief 
outs ide the relat ionship. M o s t power conflicts in in t imate p a r t n e r ­
ships occur w h e n one p a r t n e r tries to treat the o the r as a child, 
mo the r , or father. 

Bonding in Second Relationships 

A second loving pa r tne r sh ip is different from the first because sec­
ond p a r t n e r s sense their p a r t n e r s ' former b o n d s . We see this in the 
cau t ion wi th wh ich we app roach new pa r tne r s , and also in o u r slow­
ness to give ourselves a n d to take a n d have o u r n e w p a r t n e r s as 
freely as o u r earlier ones . Bo th pa r tne r s exper ience their second 
pa r tne r sh ip in the shadow of the f i rs t , even w h e n the f i rs t p a r t n e r is 
deceased. F o r this reason , a second love succeeds only w h e n the 
b o n d to the f i r s t i s acknowledged a n d h o n o r e d , w h e n the new pa r t ­
ners know tha t they follow the f i rs t and are indeb ted to t h e m . 

O u r second toge therness doesn ' t have the s ame s t rength o r qua l ­
ity as the first , a n d i t isn ' t necessary. Th i s doesn ' t m e a n tha t a 
second relat ionship is any less happy or loving. In fact, a second 
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partnership is often happier than the first, and a second love much 

more satisfying. Still, the density of the bond generally decreases 

with each successive relationship. That's the reason why the guilt 

and sense of responsibility resulting from a second divorce are gen­

erally less than from a first, and why a second divorce is usually 

easier and less painful than a first. We can gauge the strength of the 

bond by the amount of guilt, pain, and loss that accompanies a 

separation. 

My Second Wife 

A m a n objected to the observation that bonding decreases with each 
relationship. He maintained that his bonding to his second wife was 
m u c h stronger than his bonding to his first wife had been. 

Everyone could see that this m a n and his second wife were very 
happy together and that their love was true and deep. He told how 
painful and damaging his f irst marriage had been, and i t became 
clear that he never again wanted to be so vulnerable as he h a d been 
then. He had stayed in his first marriage, in part , to be near his son. 
He and his second wife had no children. 

W h e n asked what would happen if his second marriage were to 
sour and become as his f i rs t had been, he responded that, al though 
he couldn ' t imagine that happening, he would leave before he would 
repeat what he had experienced before. T h e n he unders tood that, 
al though he loved his second wife more , he was b o u n d to her less 
tightly than he was to his first wife. 

Sweethearts 

A woman from a small town marr ied her first sweetheart shortly after 
graduat ion from high school. They had four children and a normal 
life together. H e r husband died in his late 50s, bu t she lived 25 more 
years. She never looked at another man , and never considered a sec­
ond par tnership . She said, "I can ' t imagine being with another man . 
We h a d always been together." 

An 84-year-old woman told how she had survived three husbands . 
She had lost her first two husbands in two different wars and the 
third to old age. She said, " T h e third was the nicest and I had him 
the longest, bu t I miss the first the most . We were so young then , and 
so in love." 
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Examples from Seminars 

Q u e s t i o n : I asked my h u s b a n d abou t his first wife. I t h u r t to h e a r 
h i m talk a b o u t her , b u t i t was also good for m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : N o t long ago, a m a n c a m e to a session wi th his girl­
friend. T h e y h a d dec ided to get mar r i ed . H e ' d b e e n mar r i ed before 
a n d h a d a son from tha t marr iage . We set up the conste l la t ion, of his 
p resen t family, which inc luded his first wife, his son , a n d his p resen t 
girlfriend. W h e n I asked h im w h o was missing, he said, " O h yes, I 
was mar r i ed once pr ior to my last mar r i age , b u t i t was only a s tu­
den t love, a n d i t wasn ' t really i m p o r t a n t . " We b r o u g h t his first wife 
into the constel la t ion, a n d i t was immedia te ly clear tha t she was the 
decisive pe r son . She h a d n ' t been acknowledged or h o n o r e d . As the 
constel lat ion developed, i t b e c a m e very clear to the w o m a n r ep re ­
sent ing his second wife that she h a d left h im ou t of unconsc ious 
solidarity wi th his first wife. W h e n we p u t the girlfriend a n d h e r 
h u s b a n d - t o - b e in to the constel lat ion, she felt uncomfo r t ab l e s t and ­
ing close to h i m , and be t te r w h e n she moved away a bi t . T h a t ' s a 
typical posi t ion for a second or th i rd wife. 

A second wife doesn ' t complete ly t rus t herself to take he r h u s ­
b a n d in the s a m e way as a first wife does . She has h im , b u t the f irs t 
wife a n d the previous chi ldren have given h i m up . H e r feeling of 
guilt is the pr ice she pays. S tand ing apar t from h i m , she could see 
that she was his third wife a n d tha t she followed the o the r two. 
F r o m that pos i t ion , i t was easier for he r to h o n o r their roles in t h e 
m a n ' s life. 

At o u r next session, the girlfriend said she was feeling really 
down. She said w h e n she though t a b o u t the o the r wives, she felt 
that she really h a d no chance herself. I said to her , " T h e r e are three 
w o m e n w h o m u s t be fully h o n o r e d , the f i rs t , the s econd , and t he 
third." 

Q u e s t i o n : D o e s tha t still apply if a couple mee t s after they have 
already divorced their f i rs t par tners? 

H e l l i n g e r : I t has to do wi th the d iscrepancy of gain a n d loss for 
everyone, and it 's i n d e p e n d e n t of mot ivat ions , mora l s , or persona l 
histories. T h e f i r s t pa r tne r s have lost their ma te s , a n d the second 
pa r tne r s have gained t h e m . If there are chi ldren w h o have lost a 
pa ren t , tha t carr ies even m o r e weight. N e w pa r tne r s take the p lace 
of the earlier p a r t n e r s , b u t their systemic obligation to the earlier 
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par tners and their feelings of guilt prevent them from taking their 
new par tners as completely as they took their earlier par tners . 

T h e situation improves if they admit to themselves that their gain 
is the first par tner ' s loss, and that they couldn ' t have their new par t ­
ners unless the earlier par tners had given them up. H o n o r i n g all the 
others in the system is crucial to achieving systemic balance. A m a n 
and his second wife can then move closer together, bu t they still 
have an obligation to the first wife, and their relationship will never 
be the same as a first relationship. T h e same is naturally t rue for a 
w o m a n who's gained her husband at another woman ' s expense. A 
new relationship has a better chance for success if the par tners rec­
ognize their indebtedness to the earlier par tners , allow themselves 
to become aware of their feelings of guilt, and acknowledge the guilt 
and indebtedness that come with their relationship. T h e i r relation­
ship then deepens , and they have fewer illusions. 

BALANCING GIVING AND TAKING 

Love flourishes between par tners when they are well ma tched , bal­
ancing each other like hanging scales when bo th dishes are alter­
nately filled with different things of equal weight. Like the scales, 
their relationship system tilts from side to side as the needs or con­
tr ibutions of the one or the other temporari ly become more impor­
tant . If one is especially strong at one t ime, love requires the other 
to be equally strong at another t ime; if one has special potentials or 
liabilities, then the other mus t offer an equivalent. W h e n they're well 
ma tched , their love may develop in a par tnership of equals. 

Being well ma tched means that par tners give themselves to each 
other equally and take one another equally; that they need and sat­
isfy one another equally; and that each acknowledges and respects 
equally the functions and values of the other. Al though they are 
equal , they are also different. Only then can their relationship be a 
par tnership of equals. 

Being well ma tched allows par tners to maintain a balance of giv­
ing and taking in which each gives to the other what he or she has to 
offer and takes fully from the other what is needed. T h e fundamen­
tal balance of giving and taking that love requires is threa tened 
when one par tner habitually gives or takes more , or when what is 
given in love is no t taken in love. 
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Overcoming Limiting Roles and Norms 

Because the roles a n d functions of m e n a n d w o m e n d e p e n d , to a 
large extent , on the n o r m s of cul ture , class, a n d social g r o u p , they 
vary widely from g r o u p to g roup and from cul ture to cul ture . B u t 
love follows na tura l laws tha t are m o r e fundamen ta l than the habi t s 
a n d cus toms of cu l ture , a n d i t somet imes d e m a n d s of us w h a t o u r 
family a n d o u r cul ture forbid. 

Perhaps an image will help in your u n d e r s t a n d i n g the difference 
be tween cul tural habi t a n d what love requires . In every count ry , 
people cook their food according to their pa r t i cu la r recipes, wi th 
cer ta in he rbs a n d spices. Chi ldren raised in tha t coun t ry t hen 
develop a taste for those foods. I t may h a p p e n tha t s o m e o n e w h o 
was raised on mild food canno t eat food p r epa red with the f iery 
spices of ano the r land. T h e grubs or oily f i sh pr ized by some may be 
disgust ing to o thers . W h a t recipes one follows a n d wha t foods o n e 
likes are largely l ea rned choices. T h e intell igence of n a t u r e , on the 
o ther h a n d , dictates tha t we mus t eat to live, a n d m u s t no t eat wha t 
is poison. W h a t a n d h o w we eat are largely ma t t e r s of convent ion 
a n d the availability of food, and may be modif ied as o p p o r t u n i t y 
and n e e d allow. Malnu t r i t i on , whe the r caused by famine or by over­
eat ing, results in illness, a n d eventually dea th . T h i s is a na tura l law 
that i s unchangeab l e . T h e social cus toms tha t gu ide the roles a n d 
functions of m e n a n d w o m e n vary greatly from g r o u p to g r o u p , like 
recipes a n d spices. B u t across all cu l tures , there are s o m e things 
tha t nour i sh love a n d o ther things that d a m a g e it. 

W h e n two people join in a pa r tne r sh ip , each br ings a m o d e l for 
pa r tne r sh ip a n d for the roles and functions of m e n and w o m e n 
based on the values of his or her family of origin, a n d they b o t h fol­
low these ru les , pa t t e rn s , and n o r m s ou t of habi t . T h e y feel good 
w h e n they follow these old pa t te rns even if the pa t t e rns are de s t ruc ­
tive, a n d they feel guilty if they a b a n d o n t h e m for n e w ones , even if 
the new ones are bet ter . F o r love to succeed, i t is often necessary for 
pa r tne r s to rise above the dictates of the consc ience b ind ing t h e m 
to their reference g roups . T h u s , the price of love is often guilt. 

Consenting to Guilt: 1 

A young couple, very much in love, decided that they wanted their 
partnership to be based on equality. Rather than carefully attending to 
their sense of systemic balance, they followed a rigid concept of bal-
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ance a n d scrupulously divided all of their tasks 50/50 be tween them. 
Th i s a r r angemen t functioned wi thout serious prob lems until they 
decided to have children. T h e y eventually sough t counsel ing in a state 
of u t ter exhaus t ion and frustration, on the verge of separat ion. T h e y 
gradually came to unde r s t and that the only measure of equality in a 
pa r tne r sh ip is the mu tua l feeling of balance and satisfaction. U p o n 
dividing their tasks and responsibilities according to their inner sense 
of ba lance ra ther than their concept of fairness, they soon recovered 
their heal th , and love began to f low between t h e m once again. 

Consenting to Guilt: 2 

Another young couple , also very m u c h in love, decided that they 
wan ted to live their par tnersh ip according to the principles of their 
fundamental is t religion. T h e y divided the roles a n d functions of m a n 
and w o m a n according to the dictates of their faith. T h e w o m a n stayed 
a t h o m e a n d did the things w o m e n in that religion do , while the m a n 
worked a n d did the things proper for a m a n in that system. Unl ike 
many o ther couples in that religion to w h o m this style of relat ionship 
b rough t joy and the f lowering of love, this young couple became 
unhappy. T h e wife, who h a d a professional educat ion , discovered tha t 
she missed he r work and the company of o ther professionals, while 
the m a n , w h o was affectionate and playful, missed having more t ime 
for his children. T h e y sought the help of a friend and were able, in a 
long a n d painful process , to rise above their original concept of bal­

a n c e , to learn to a t tend to the inner flow of their togetherness and , 
thus , to find a larger balance that did suppor t their love. 

B o t h c o u p l e s f a c e d t h e s a m e s y s t e m i c p r o b l e m a n d so lved i t b y 

c o n s e n t i n g t o gu i l t . A l t h o u g h t h e spec i f ic r e q u i r e m e n t s o f t h e i r c o n ­

s c i e n c e s d i f f e red , e a c h h a d t o r i se a b o v e t h e soc ia l be l ie fs t h e y h a d 

b r o u g h t t o t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p a n d l e a r n t o feel t h e p r e s e n c e o r 

a b s e n c e o f a t r u e s y s t e m i c b a l a n c e . 

Two Styles of Love 

A Sou th Amer ican w o m a n marr ied a N o r t h e r n E u r o p e a n m a n . She 
longed for the stability his E u r o p e a n reserve promised , and he for the 
emot ional w a r m t h and liveliness that b u r n e d in her. Never theless , 
they began to have difficulties shortly after their first child was b o r n . 
T h e m a n was used to keeping his dis tance a n d to respecting a w o m ­
an's personal space. He feared excessive closeness. She felt his dis­
tance n o t as respect , bu t as a b a n d o n m e n t , and reacted with panic and 
resen tment . He was frightened by her "irrat ional h e a t " a n d wi thdrew 
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even more, resenting her demands and control. Both hoped that the 
other would adopt a different way of doing things. Their differences 
soon escalated until they were no longer able to talk to each other. 

The love they felt for each other and for their child was barely, 
adequate to contain the pain of their differences. They found a solu­
tion only when both were willing to surrender parts of their identi­
ties—their cultural and family habits and styles of communication— 
and could agree on a third way of being together. 

T h e systemic conscience tha t guards equali ty in pa r tne r sh ips 
isn ' t swayed by good in tent ions or wishful thinking. W h e t h e r or n o t 
the roles a n d functions of pa r tne r s in a re la t ionship are in ba lance 
can be seen only in the degree of their love and satisfaction a n d n o t 
in wha t the p a r t n e r s may claim or believe. Somet imes u n b a l a n c e 
b e c o m e s clear only in the course of t ime. 

F o r a pa r tne r sh ip to succeed, the pa r tne r s n e e d to carefully 
reevaluate the values and the pa t t e rns tha t they 've inher i ted from 
their families a n d exchange some of t h e m for ones tha t are be t t e r 
for the pa r tne r sh ip . While do ing this , b o t h families m u s t be 
respec ted even w h e n they d o n ' t mee t the other ' s s t andards . F o r 
example , i f they do n o t be long to the same religion, it 's m u c h easier 
today t han formerly for t h e m to respect b o t h families a n d to c o m ­
b ine their confessions on a new level, pe rhaps by joining a different 
faith or by b e c o m i n g active in a social service. 

An image por t rays this process : Two people are s t and ing on 
opposi te banks of a river. If they simply call ou t to one ano the r , 
" T h i s i s my posi t ion ," no th ing changes , a n d the river con t inues to 
f low by, indifferent to their shouts . If they want to know the love 
that ' s possible to equal pa r tne r s , they b o t h have to get in to the river 
and allow themselves to be carr ied by the cur ren t . Only t hen can 
they c o m e together , feel the river's force, a n d know wha t life offers 
a n d d e m a n d s . 

W h e n people have been h u r t o r d a m a g e d in their re la t ionship 
wi th their original family, they car ry tha t h u r t a n d suspicion in to 
the new pa r tne r sh ip . T h e y can ' t avoid br ing ing their old sys tem in to 
the new o n e . In fact, unresolved a t t achmen t s to the family of origin 
are a major cause of difficulty in relat ionships. 

My Husband, My Grandmother 

A man and a women felt deeply connected to each other, yet they 
frequently had severe conflicts that they couldn't understand. 
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Although they had three children, they separated for six months . O n e 
day, as they met with a therapist, he noticed the woman 's expression 
changing, until she looked like an old woman unreasonably berat ing 
her husband . T h e therapist asked, " W h o is this old w o m a n ? " T h e 
woman thought a while and then suddenly remembered how her 
grandfather, who owned a bar, often pulled her g randmother a round 
by the hair, humiliating her in front of the patrons. 

As she remembered this, she recognized a similarity between the 
anger she often felt against her husband and her grandmother ' s 
toward her grandfather. W h e n she became angry at her husband , she 
saw him as her g randmother had seen her grandfather, and now she 
could see her husband as he really was. 

S o m e t i m e s p e o p l e t r e a t t he i r p a r t n e r s h i p i n t h e s a m e w a y t h a t 

t h e y t r e a t m e m b e r s h i p in a vo lun t a r i l y c h o s e n g r o u p . I n s t e a d o f 

c losely a t t e n d i n g t o w h a t t he i r s ense o f b e l o n g i n g r e q u i r e s , t h e y ac t 

a s i f t h e y c o u l d a rb i t ra r i ly set t h e goa l s , d u r a t i o n , a n d s t r u c t u r e s o f 

t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p , a n d c h a n g e t h e m a s t h e y w i sh . T h e y m a y r e c o g ­

n ize t o o la te t h a t a lov ing p a r t n e r s h i p on ly f l ou r i shes w h e n t h e p a r t ­

n e r s r e s p e c t t he i r b o n d a n d t h e c o n s t r a i n t s i t i m p o s e s o n t h e m . T h e 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e o f love a n d s y s t e m i c o r d e r i s i n e s c a p a b l e . 

S a i n t A u g u s t i n e ' s s u g g e s t i o n , " F i r s t love , a n d t h e n d o a s y o u 

wil l ," i s d o o m e d to fail. M a n y m i s t a k e n l y be l ieve t h a t love a l o n e i s 

e n o u g h , o r t h a t love c a n m a k e up for w h a t e v e r else i s m i s s i n g f r o m 

a r e l a t i o n s h i p . T h e i l lus ion t h a t love a l o n e c a n b e e n o u g h p r e v e n t s 

u s f r o m p e r c e i v i n g t h e l imi ts o f w h a t w e c a n a n d c a n n o t d o . 

My Love Will Change Him 

A young woman , against her parents ' wishes, marr ied a m a n who was 
fond of drink, gambling, and women. After many miserable years 
together, he died, leaving her destitute with four children, three of 
w h o m still needed her care. In talking with a friend, she realized that, 
as a young woman, she had believed that if she loved her husband 
enough, her love would change him. Rather than admit to herself the 
error of her belief, she stayed with him, giving him more and more , 
and paid heavily for her hubris with suffering. She also came to real­
ize that her mother had hoped to improve her father, who, like her 
husband , had successfully resisted all efforts to be improved. 

B e c a u s e i t 's a n e m e r g e n t qua l i t y o f sy s t emic o r d e r , love d e v e l o p s , 

f l o w s , a n d b l o s s o m s on ly i n a n e n v i r o n m e n t o f s y s t e m i c b a l a n c e . 

A t t e m p t s to c o m p e n s a t e a s y s t e m i c i m b a l a n c e by i n c r e a s i n g love 
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are b o u n d to fail. Like a seed in fertile g r o u n d , love doesn ' t t ry to 
change the soil. Love develops be tween h u m a n s a n d is essential to 
us , bu t i t can ' t influence the larger system that gave i t b i r t h — a n d 
o u r love for one ano the r plays only a m i n o r role in the larger un i ­
verse of galaxies a n d stars. 

Hierarchy Between Parents 

Cer ta in dances , like the waltz and tango, are m o s t beautiful w h e n 
pa r tne r s are well m a t c h e d in skill a n d style, a n d w h e n one leads a n d 
the o ther follows. Skillful dancers usually agree tha t they feel bes t 
w h e n their respective skills make i t na tura l for the m a n to lead a n d 
the w o m a n to follow. 

T i m e , weight , a n d funct ion interact to d e t e r m i n e w h o leads a n d 
w h o follows in in t imate relat ionships. Since p a r t n e r s en te r a rela­
t ionship s imultaneously, the t ime factor i s neut ra l ized, b u t a m o n g 
siblings, the elder siblings take p recedence over the younger ones . 

In spite of ou tward appearances , in re la t ionships be tween pa r ­
ents , the w o m a n a lmost always has greater weight . Perhaps because 
of the immed iacy of he r body 's involvement in p regnancy , b i r th , 
a n d nu r s ing he r chi ldren, her b o n d to t h e m is natural ly in t imate 
a n d powerful. T h r o u g h t h e m , she also is b o u n d to life and feels an 
i m p o r t a n c e her h u s b a n d m u s t work ha rd to achieve. Such a w o m a n 
is the center a r o u n d which her family is organized, a n d a l though 
she may be m o r e res t r ic ted than her h u s b a n d , she exudes a secure 
c o n t e n t m e n t a n d confident f reedom that , paradoxically, are g ran ted 
by he r grea ter weight. 

B u t chi ldren w h o r ema in centered a r o u n d their m o t h e r too long 
find i t difficult to achieve au tonomy, and the m a t u r e , persona l love 
of wel l -matched p a r t n e r s does no t develop w h e n one or the o ther 
domina tes . Cor responding ly , we observe repeatedly in constel la­
t ions tha t all m e m b e r s of a family immedia te ly feel be t te r w h e n the 
family's cen ter of gravity can appropr ia te ly be shifted to the m a n ' s 
sphere—chi ldren feel the exuberant securi ty necessary to explore 
the world , a n d the couple ' s love rekindles a n d comes to life. 

Love is usually well served when a w o m a n follows her h u s b a n d 
into his language , his family, and his cu l tu re , a n d w h e n she agrees 
tha t their chi ldren will follow h i m as well. S u c h following feels n a t u ­
ral a n d good to w o m e n w h e n their h u s b a n d s lead with heartfel t 



52 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

c o n c e r n for the family's well-being, and when they u n d e r s t a n d the 
myster ious systemic law tha t the mascul ine serves the feminine . 
M e n a n d their families suffer grave consequences w h e n this service 
is avoided, is d is tor ted , or remains unfulfilled. 

In addi t ion to the hierarchy established by t ime and weight , the 
division of function also plays a role in de t e rmin ing which p a r t n e r 
leads. A l though this is changing in m a n y count r i es , the families wi th 
which we work still generally function be t t e r w h e n the w o m a n car­
ries the p r i m a r y responsibili ty for the family's in ternal wel l -being, 
and the m a n is responsible for the family's securi ty in the world a n d 
is followed where he leads. 

Obviously, this t radi t ional division of functions canno t , a n d m u s t 
no t , be ma in t a ined in some families. Somet imes m e n can ' t p ro tec t 
their families because of c i rcumstances of war or loss of i ncome , or 
because they fall ill or b e c o m e disabled. S o m e m e n lack the 
s t rength to lead in a heal thy way because they have no t comple t ed 
the m o v e m e n t of leaving their m o t h e r s ' spheres of influence a n d 
connec t ing to their fathers , their grandfa thers , and the heal thy 
world of m e n . S o m e w o m e n refuse to follow because they r e m a i n 
b o u n d in their fa thers ' spheres of influence and have been unab le to 
connec t to their mo the r s , their g r a n d m o t h e r s , a n d the p r ima l force 
of w o m a n h o o d . Othe r s canno t follow because they con t inue to have 
an i m p o r t a n t function in their family of origin, pe rhaps because of 
exceptionally difficult o r tragic happens t ance . T h e n the w o m a n 
m u s t n o t follow her h u s b a n d , bu t she still m u s t agree tha t their chil­
d r en follow h i m as he guides t h e m to the greater safety of his fami­
ly's sphere of influence. At t imes the d a m a g e in the m a n ' s family is 
so great tha t the family can only find peace and good o rde r w h e n he 
and the chi ldren move into the w o m a n ' s sphere , a n d he m u s t follow 
he r the re . S u c h couples m u s t then take extra care to ensure tha t 
their giving a n d taking remain ba lanced , and tha t the w o m a n 
doesn ' t b e c o m e a subst i tu te for her h u s b a n d ' s m o t h e r or father. 

Example 

A participant in a workshop reacted with outrage to the idea that love 
flows most easily when men lead and women follow. She told with 
dignity how her first husband had become violent to her, how her 
second husband had begun to molest her daughter sexually, and how 
her third husband, although a good and loving man, had no ambition 
and was content with his modest earnings and simple life. She said, 
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"Are you telling me I should follow these m e n ? " T h e g r o u p leader 

paused , a n d answered, "Obviously love would no t have b e e n served 

h a d you followed. But imagine for a m o m e n t tha t your p resen t pa r t ­

ne r were to change as you desire and assume full responsibil i ty for 

you a n d your family. H o w would you feel?" T h e w o m a n immedia te ly 

b e a m e d , " T h e n I could relax at last." 

M a n y w o m e n a r e s u r p r i s e d t o d i s c o v e r t h e p r o f o u n d relief, t h e 

d e e p c o n t e n t m e n t , a n d t h e e a s e t h e y s p o n t a n e o u s l y feel w h e n a 

f a m i l y s y s t e m i s b r o u g h t i n t o s y m m e t r y , a n d t h e y f ind t h e m s e l v e s 

n a t u r a l l y f o l l o w i n g a m a n w h o l e a d s i n t h e t r u e s e r v i c e o f h i s fami ly . 

A n d m e n o f t e n e x p e r i e n c e a s t r a n g e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n w h e n t h e i r 

s e r v i c e i s a c k n o w l e d g e d a n d a p p r o p r i a t e l y v a l u e d . 

Additional Considerations 

T h i s observat ion by Hell inger has caused considerable controversy, 

a n d s o m e people have wrongly unde r s tood h im to be advocat ing tha t 

w o m e n r e tu rn to tradit ional roles and functions. Cer ta in ly these 

observat ions at first appear to challenge m u c h of the good tha t the 

w o m a n ' s m o v e m e n t has gained. A b o u t two-thirds of the families with 

which we work are happier a n d function bet ter i f they can find the 

h i d d e n symmet ry that allows the m a n to lead well a n d the w o m a n 

appropr ia te ly to follow. Far from being a mora l posi t ion, this 

descr ibes a spontaneous ly felt body react ion that is clear to see in all 

family m e m b e r s if such a symmet ry is found, especially the chi ldren. 

As representat ives in a constellat ion m a n y w o m e n have b e e n sur­

pr ised (and somet imes a little embarrassed) to feel the sense of 

" r igh tness" this h idden systemic symmet ry gives t h e m , a n d to see 

how i t frees thei r chi ldren. T h e need to pro tec t their family's well-be­

ing is one of the deepes t feelings m e n normal ly have, a n d failure in 

this leaves deep wounds . M a n y m e n have been surpr ised (and also a 

little embar rassed) at the welling-up of dignity a n d emot ion w h e n 

their efforts are "good-enough , " and their service is recognized a n d 

valued. 

I t ' s n o t clear w h e t h e r this is a m a t t e r of social izat ion a lone , or if 

evo lu t ionary factors are involved. We may specula te tha t , f rom t h e 

po in t of view of evolution, once fertilization has t aken place , the 

father i s m o r e expendable than the m o t h e r and child, a n d tha t he 

cont inues to have a life-serving function w h e n he con t r ibu tes to their 

survival a n d well-being. Ber t Hell inger does no t explain this p h e ­

n o m e n o n , saying, "I do no t know why this is so, b u t I see tha t it is a 
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deep movement within the soul that has a powerful effect for good, 
especially on the children in a family, and I respect it." 

Some people confuse the term "follow" with being subservient or 
inferior, while others confuse domination and belligerence with 
"leading." Love, in contrast to evolution, requires both partners to be 
equally present and equally important throughout their partnership. 
Love requires the symmetry of their togetherness to be authentic and 
it isn't deceived by false assertions or good intentions. 

Each situation is unique, and the constellations are one means to 
determine who appropriately leads or follows in a specific family. 
[H.B.] 

GROWING TOWARD DEATH 

T h e deeper a relat ionship develops and the longer i t e n d u r e s , the 

m o r e dea th enters and b e c o m e s a pa r t of it. We m a y en te r a pa r tne r ­

ship wi th an expecta t ion tha t i t will fulfill us a n d end o u r n e e d or 

loneliness. T h e reality is tha t i t ul t imately leads to dea th . Even w h e n 

love thrives in a pa r tne r sh ip , an incomple teness of the soul remains 

for each p a r t n e r tha t the pa r tne r sh ip canno t fill. Dea l ing wi th this 

p ro found and m o s t h u m a n incomple teness leads us to the grea ter 

myster ies of life, to the spiri tual and religious d imens ion . As illu­

sions fade a n d die, couples whose love remains vital in to old age 

confront b o t h the limits of pa r tne r sh ip and these grea ter mysteries . 

Sacrificing the h o p e tha t their pa r tne r s will satisfy wha t no p a r t n e r 

can , they begin to look m o r e lovingly a t each o ther , re leasing each 

o the r from their earlier expectat ions and su r rende r ing to a process 

whose o u t c o m e remains unseen . 

Every in t imate relat ionship is carr ied by the f low of t ime , moving 

toward its own end a n d mak ing r o o m for wha t comes next . F o r 

example , pa ren t s lose f reedom w h e n a child is b o r n , b u t the joy of 

having a child a n d the sense of fulfillment in be ing pa ren t s replace 

wha t they sur render . T h e peak intensity in a re la t ionship be tween a 

m a n a n d a w o m a n usually occurs wi th the b i r th of their f i rs t child. 

After tha t , the relat ionship changes or ienta t ion, t u r n i n g ou tward ; 

o the r factors increasingly play a role; a n d gradually t h e intensi ty of 

the original toge therness decreases . T h e s e sacrifices of in t imacy are 

appropr ia te . T h e y b r ing us back to ear th , freed from naive expecta­

t ions of wha t a relat ionship could be . 
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Every crisis enables a couple to pract ice dying. I t requi res pa r t ­

ners to give up someth ing they have cher ished , b u t their love c o n ­

t inues on a deeper , m o r e endu r ing level. As the coverings of 

unreal is t ic h o p e are peeled away, pa r tne r s are increasingly exposed 

a n d can be seen a n d loved as they a r e—and see a n d love thei r p a r t ­

ners . S u c h a love is beyond illusion and abides in wha t is. 

W i t h each su r r ende r a n d loss, the new that en ters the re la t ion­

ship is m o r e m o d e s t and m o r e relaxed. At the s ame t ime , the i r love 

b e c o m e s m o r e nour i sh ing for the soul t han the love of newlyweds . 

As the couple ' s re la t ionship moves back d o w n to ea r th a n d b e c o m e s 

m o r e m o d e s t , they grow close to dea th a n d m u s t befr iend it. T h u s , 

o n e can often see expressions of p ro found serenity on the faces of 

happi ly mar r i ed older people because they no longer fear loss a n d 

dea th . 

Fullness 

A youth asked an old man: 
"What is the difference between you, 
who are now almost part of what has been, 
and me, who is still becoming?'" 

The old man replied: 

"I have been more. 

"The dawning day seems greater 

than the one before because 
the day at dusk is mostly past. 
But the new day, although it's yet to come, 

can only be what it already is, 

and so, it too grows more by fading. 

"It climbs like yesterday 

steeply toward the noon, 
reaching zenith just before the greatest heat; 

rests a while on high, or so it seems, 
until, as if drawn by its own increasing weight, 
which grows with the advancing hour, 

it bows deeply to the night. 
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And like the day that went before, 

it reaches its completion when it, too, is fully past. 

"But nothing that has been can ever really disappear. 
It remains because it has existed. 

Although it now is past, its effect continues 
and becomes still more through the new that follows. 

Like a round drop of rain falling from a passing cloud 

dissolves in an ocean, which remains. 

"Only what never could come into being 
because we dreamed of it but did not act, 
thought of it but failed to implement the thought— 
all that remains unknown to our experience, 
all that for which we feared to pay the price— 
all that is lost. 

"Experience unlived is lost forever. 

"Thus, the god of the right and fitting moment 
appears to us like a youth 

with a lock of hair in front and a bald patch behind. 
We grasp him by his curls in front 

and from behind we clutch at emptiness." 

The youth then asked: "What must I do 

to become what you have been?" 

The old man answered: "Be!" 

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 
REGARDING SPECIAL ISSUES 

Abortion and Its Effect on Partnership 

Q u e s t i o n : H o w does an abor t ion or miscarr iage affect the family 
system? 

H e l l i n g e r : Miscarr iages d o n ' t usually affect the system at all, as 
long as the m o t h e r ' s heal th hasn ' t been jeopardized. My observat ion 
has b e e n tha t an abor t ion doesn ' t usually affect the o ther chi ldren 
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in the family, b u t i t does affect the pa ren t s ' relat ionship. I t m a y be 
different in o ther cu l tures , b u t in our cul ture , abor t ion has an effect 
deep in the soul tha t ' s qui te i ndependen t of whatever the pa ren t s 
m a y consciously believe a b o u t abor t ion—al though this varies s o m e ­
wha t from family to family. 

T h e ma in p rob l em with abor t ion occurs when people a p p r o a c h i t 
as t h o u g h i t could u n d o someth ing tha t has already h a p p e n e d . In 
fact, pa r tne r s often find the b u r d e n of guilt and the consequences of 
an abor t ion worse t han the b u r d e n of having the child. 

In some situations, abor t ion may be the least destructive of the 
available alternatives, b u t it's an opt ion that carries a heavy price. I've 
worked with couples whose decision to abor t I hono r a n d respect— 
they m a d e the decision consciously and they accepted the conse­
quences of their choice with a sense of reverence for the child. T h e 
u n b o r n child appeared before them as a person who needed and 
deserved to be seen. If the decision to abor t can be m a d e in the pres­
ence of the u n b o r n child, with all of the pain a n d guilt tha t entails, 
and with a full awareness of what ' s being asked of this child, then the 
decision brings deep suffering. T h a t kind of abor t ion has a very dif­
ferent quality than an abor t ion done to avoid the consequences of 
ou r own choices. It affects the par tners for a long t ime, b u t it also has 
the potential to draw t h e m closer together and to deepen their love. 

O n e frequent consequence of an abor t ion is tha t the pa r tne r sh ip 
is over, and the paren t s have to s tar t again if they w a n t to stay 
together . I f the pa r tne r s a ren ' t mar r i ed , they often drift apar t . W h e n 
an abor t ion occurs in a mar r i age , t hen the sexual re la t ionship often 
b e c o m e s difficult, or s tops al together. I t isn't necessary tha t this be 
so, a n d there are solut ions , b u t i f the pa r tne r s t ry to avoid the con­
sequences of their act ions a n d their feelings of gu i l t—perhaps by 
minimiz ing the gravity of wha t they 've done , or by avoiding con­
fronting their u n b o r n child as a pe r son—they pay the pr ice for their 
neglect somewhere else. 

B o t h paren t s have equal responsibili ty for an abor t ion , just as 
they have equal responsibil i ty for the pregnancy, a n d o n e p a r t n e r 
can ' t p u s h i t off on to the o the r wi thou t d a m a g i n g their re la t ionship 
or themselves . 

Q u e s t i o n : I 've been th inking a b o u t the i m p o r t a n c e of family 
m e m b e r s w h o have b e e n excluded. I ' m wonder ing i f i t i sn ' t impor ­
tan t for siblings to know that there 's been an abor t ion . 
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H e l l i n g e r : I t 's n o n e of their business . T h i s is some th ing private 
be tween the pa ren t s , a n d i t should remain there . I 've rarely seen a 
case whe re i t m a d e difficulties for the o ther chi ldren. 

Q u e s t i o n : You said tha t relat ionships are d i s rup ted after an abor­
t ion. Is tha t t rue even if the abor t ion is a four th or fifth child? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s b e e n my observat ion, yes. 

Q u e s t i o n : A n d i f the child was that of ano the r m a n or ano the r 
w o m a n ? 

H e l l i n g e r : In that case, the marr iage as i t was is over. Even w h e n 
pa r tne r s stay together after the abor t ion , their re la t ionship is cer ta in 
to be different from wha t i t was before. If the child was conceived 
wi th ano the r pe r son du r ing the mar r iage , that ' s the s tar t of a n e w 
system, and the old pa r tne r sh ip is over anyway. S o m e people t end 
to t reat abor t ion as if i t were harmless , b u t if you work wi th m e n 
a n d w o m e n w h o have gone th rough it, you see tha t i t often has 
consequences m u c h m o r e serious than they expected . 

Q u e s t i o n : W h a t i f the father doesn ' t know a b o u t it? 

H e l l i n g e r : I f the m o t h e r doesn ' t tell h im , their re la t ionship is 
already over. If he were to know, he 'd have to take a posi t ion. An 
abor t ion is an ex t reme case of giving a n d taking because the child 
gives all a n d the paren t s take all. Fa thers who k n o w no th ing a b o u t 
an abor t ion still gain an advantage from the child 's dea th , a n d their 
act ions still have consequences . T h e y have the r ight to know a n d 
should be told. 

S o m e people c o n d e m n themselves to dea th following an abor­
t ion. T h e y actually cont rac t a serious illness or c o m m i t suicide. 
Such decisions a ren ' t m a d e merely out of depress ion or superficial 
feelings of guilt, and they deserve to be u n d e r s t o o d in their d e p t h 
and profundity. If an u n b o r n child is asked to give up life, the par ­
ents have an obligation to see to i t tha t i t wasn ' t in vain. Ra the r t han 
dying, they h o n o r the child be t te r by living fully. 

W h e n an abo r t ed child is set up in a family constel la t ion, that has 
an except ional effect on the representat ives of the pa ren t s and the 
child. H o w was tha t for you, Claude? (Claude had represented an 
aborted child in a constellation earlier in the workshop.) 

C l a u d e : I felt complete ly a lone. I h a d no sense of life. 
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He l l inger : Tha t ' s a typical reaction. T h e child feels alone, 
rejected, abandoned , unseen, and unacknowledged. T h e solution is 
for one or bo th of the parents in the constellation to make a connec­
tion with the child (it happens symbolically through touch) , and to 
take the child into their hearts . T h e n the child can accept his or her 
fate. Such a solution is only possible if the parents feel genuine grief 
and accept their pain. The i r willingness to endure their grief and 
pain honors their child and reconnects t hem with the child. 

Young children have a basic willingness to die for their parents . 
T h e y instinctively unders tand that death and life go together and 
can ' t be separated, so they don ' t feel the need to hold on to life at 
any price. W h e n parents are able to recognize an abor ted child as a 
person and to acknowledge that this child has sacrificed life for 
them, there 's peace in the system. This peace comes only after the 
child has been acknowledged as a real "o the r " and has been taken 
into the paren ts ' hearts . 

In a constellation, a healing ritual can be performed by having 
the child's representative sit in front of the parents and lean against 
them. T h e parents can then lay their hands on the child's head, and 
feel the connect ion with love and grief. T h a t often has a good effect 
on the whole constellation, and there's a profound change in the 
parents if they succeed in allowing the child to become a real person 
to them. W h e n bo th parents allow themselves to feel the pain of 
their loss and of what they have asked from their child, there can be 
a deep a tonement and reconciliation. T h e i r pain honors their child 
so that the child feels included, finds his or her place, and is at 
peace. By accept ing their pain and guilt, the parents become whole, 
and their wholeness gives them strength. The i r par tnership can 
grow again, bu t it will be on a new level. If only one of the par tners 
experiences the pain, the par tnership is broken, and they usually 
separate. 

Another healing exercise after an abor t ion is for the parents to 
imagine themselves taking the child by the hand and showing h im 
or her good things of the world. Perhaps for a year or two, the par­
ents imagine showing the child the things they do and the places 
they visit, just as they would show a living child. After that , the child 
can really be dead and find peace. 

Th is is an exercise that mus t be carried out with great caut ion 
and with u tmos t respect. T h r o u g h suffering with full awareness and 
consent , a fullness is gained that 's often no t possible when people 
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h i d e b e h i n d a f a c a d e o f joy a n d chee r fu lnes s . T h a t ful lness i s t h e 

p a r e n t s ' r e w a r d for c o n s e n t i n g t o t h e ful lness o f t he i r gui l t a n d t h e i r 

loss . S o m e t h i n g g o o d o r specia l c a n also b e d o n e i n r e m e m b r a n c e 

o f t h e ch i ld . I t d o e s n ' t h a v e t o b e a n y t h i n g b i g , b u t i t s h o u l d b e 

s o m e t h i n g t h a t w o u l d n ' t o t h e r w i s e h a v e b e e n d o n e . 

W h e n t h e sub j ec t o f a b o r t i o n c o m e s u p i n s e m i n a r s , I d o m y b e s t 

t o avoid it. I t ' s p rac t i ca l ly i m p o s s i b l e t o k n o w w h a t t h e u l t i m a t e 

ga ins a n d losses a r e i n s u c h s i t u a t i o n s , a n d so i t ' s ve ry difficult t o 

k n o w w h a t t h e b e s t s o l u t i o n i s — o r t h e leas t d e s t r u c t i v e . W h a t I 've 

offered a re a few g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s , b u t e a c h s i t u a t i o n i s d i f ferent , a n d 

t h e r a p i s t s n e e d t o l o o k ve ry carefully a t t h e i n d i v i d u a l p e r s o n s i n 

a c t u a l s i t u a t i o n s . 

I 've o n l y b e e n r e p o r t i n g w h a t I 've seen i n m y w o r k w i t h fami l ies , 

a n d I d o n ' t w a n t to say a n y t h i n g m o r e a b o u t it . I t ' s a ve ry difficult 

sub jec t . (Long silence) I ' l l tell y o u a m e d i t a t i v e s tory . 

The Guest 

Where the Wild West once was, a m a n with a backpack was wander­
ing through the lonely land. He had walked for hours , the sun was 
high in the sky, and his thirst was growing. He saw a farmhouse on 
the horizon and thought , " T h a n k God , a t last another h u m a n being 
in all this loneliness. I'll stop there and ask for a drink, and perhaps 
we'll sit on the porch and talk a while before I set off again." A n d he 
imagined how nice it would be. 

But as he drew near to the house, he saw the farmer working in 
the garden, and he began to have second thoughts . "He ' s probably 
very busy and doesn ' t have t ime, and if I bother him, he'll feel 
annoyed. He may think I 'm rude ." When at last he reached the gar­
den gate, he waved to the farmer and walked on. 

T h e farmer had seen h im in the distance and felt pleased. " T h a n k 
God," he had thought , "at last another h u m a n being in all this lone­
liness. I hope he comes here. We could drink something together, and 
perhaps sit on the porch and talk a while before he goes on his way." 
T h e farmer went into the house and prepared something cool to 
drink. 

But as the walker came closer, the farmer began to think. "He ' s 
most certainly in a hurry. If I speak to him, I'll pu t h im in an awk­
ward situation. He may feel that I 'm pushing myself on him. But per­
haps he 's thirsty and will come over on his own. T h e best thing would 
be for me to go into the garden and act busy. Surely he'll see m e , and 
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i f he wants anyth ing , he' l l ask m e . " W h e n the walker only waved in 

passing, the farmer though t , "Too bad! ' 

T h e walker walked on and on. T h e sun was ho t a n d his thirs t was 

growing. I t was hour s before he saw another house on the hor izon . 

He though t to himself, "Th i s t ime I will approach the farmer , even if 

I 'm a nu isance to h im. I am so thirsty that I simply m u s t have some­

thing to dr ink." 

As the fa rmer saw the walker in the d is tance , he though t to h i m ­

self, " O h G o d ! Just what I don ' t need w h e n I have so m u c h to do. I 

can ' t take care of anyone else right now." He con t inued his work 

wi thout looking up . 

T h e walker wa tched h i m go out into the field a n d followed h im 

and said, " I am very thirsty. C o u l d you please give me someth ing to 

d r ink?" T h e farmer thought , " I can ' t send h im away, i t wou ldn ' t be 

r ight ." So he took the stranger into the house a n d gave h i m some­

thing to dr ink. 

T h e s t ranger said, "I saw your garden. It 's clear that s o m e o n e has 

worked here w h o unde r s t ands gardening and loves p lants . " T h e 

fa rmer said, "So you like gardening?" T h e n they sat d o w n on the 

porch a n d talked for a long t ime. Finally, the s t ranger said, "I mu s t 

be on my way now." T h e farmer answered, " B u t the sun i s get t ing 

low. Stay the n ight with me . We'll breakfast early in the m o r n i n g and 

you can be off then . " T h e stranger agreed. 

As evening c a m e , they sat on the porch a n d watched the vastness 

of the western sky transfigured in the evening light. In the darkness , 

the s t ranger talked abou t how his world h a d changed w h e n he h a d 

begun to feel that someone was accompanying h i m step by step. At 

first, he said, he h a d refused to believe that ano the r was always there , 

a n d tha t w h e n he s topped, the o ther s topped, and w h e n he went on , 

the o the r went on as well. A n d i t had taken a while before he had 

u n d e r s t o o d w h o his c o m p a n i o n was. " M y cons tan t c o m p a n i o n i s my 

dea th , " he said. "I have grown so accus tomed to his presence that I 

would miss h im now if he weren ' t there. He is my t ruest a n d best 

friend. W h e n I d o n ' t know what 's right or what to do , I s top a while 

and wait for his answer. I have a b a n d o n e d myself to h i m , and I know 

he 's there a n d I am here . Wi thou t hang ing on to my own desires, I 

wait for his message to come to m e . W h e n I am centered a n d have 

courage , a w o r d comes from h im to m e , and , like a l ightning flash, 

i l luminates the dark and I become clear.' 

T h e farmer found this talk s t range, a n d gazed silently in to the 

night. After a long t ime, he saw his own dea th as his c o m p a n i o n . 

A n d he bowed his head to h im. A n d as he paid his respects to his 

own dea th , it was as if the rest of his life were changed . It b e c a m e 
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precious as the love that anticipates a parting, and like such love, 
filled to overflowing. 

In the morning, they broke their fast together, and the farmer 
said, "Even though you are leaving, my friend remains." They went 
outside, shook hands, and said goodbye. The stranger went on his 
way and the farmer returned to his field. 

Examples from Seminars 

A d r i a n : (Adrian had left his wife and children to live with Jennifer, 

who then became pregnant.) I just wan ted to say that Jennifer, my 
pa r tne r , is p robab ly having an abor t ion today, and I can ' t do any­
thing a b o u t it. (His voice drops.) I feel so confused a n d helpless. I 
wish the re were someth ing I could do , bu t he re I sit, 300 miles 
away. I just have to accept it. 

H e l l i n g e r : Adr ian , i f she goes th rough with i t against your 
wishes, you' l l be t ouched by dea th . A pa r t of you will die too 
(pause). T h a t will m e a n tha t your pa r tne r sh ip with Jennifer is p r o b ­
ably over. It 's likely tha t you'l l lose Jennifer, b u t you'l l lose your first 
family for sure . You're free to consen t to tha t , or no t . If you consen t 
to this dying, a new s t rength may develop in you. I t comes from the 
guilt tha t you share , from the u n b o r n child's sacrifice, and from 
your loss of your family. If you can consen t to all of that , a load will 
fall f rom your shoulders , b u t if you t ry to find the easy way ou t , 
you'l l have a heavy b u r d e n to carry. (Adrian breathes deeply, and 
withdraws in a mood of self-pity.) 

H e l l i n g e r (to the group): W h a t he 's do ing n o w is self-damaging. It 
has a qual i ty of heaviness and self-centeredness that ' s inappropr ia te ; 
his loss is certainly less t han the child 's . 

A d r i a n (very softly): You're asking qui te a lot. 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e heal ing opt ion isn ' t always the easiest. (Pause) 
There ' s a d rama t i c quali ty to your react ion that 's inappropr ia te . It 's 
channel ing your energy into self-pity a n d away from effective act ion. 
T h e r e ' s no advantage in that . So we'll let you chew on it for a while . 

J u n e : I was deeply t ouched by wha t you said a b o u t abor t ion . I 
feel a lot of pain a b o u t my abor t ion (begins to cry) a n d a lot of 
anger. 
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H e l l i n g e r : (After a long pause) T h a t kind of anger is a d is t rac t ion . 
It 's an indica t ion of t rying to push responsibili ty o n t o s o m e o n e else. 
You have to accept your share of the responsibility, because , wi th an 
abor t ion , your share of the responsibili ty can ' t be p u s h e d off o n t o 
your p a r t n e r — o r anyone else. 

J u n e : I 've been th inking abou t it, t ry ing to r e m e m b e r w h e n my 
h u s b a n d and I s tar ted talking a b o u t separat ing. I t 's b e e n exactly a 
year a n d a half—shortly after the abor t ion . T h a t would have b e e n 
o u r th i rd child. 

H e l l i n g e r : (With reference to June's family constellation, in which she 
looked in a different direction, away from her husband) You were look­
ing at tha t child, June . (June starts to cry again, this time more sin­
cerely) L e t the pa in have all the r o o m in you tha t i t deserves. T h a t ' s 
a heal ing pain tha t h o n o r s the child. T h e pa in will he lp you see w h a t 
to do , so tha t your u n b o r n child's sacrifice won ' t have b e e n in vain. 
(Pause) Are there any o ther quest ions a b o u t this? 

L o u i s : C o u l d you say m o r e abou t the role of miscarr iage in the 

family system? 

H e l l i n g e r : As I said before, miscarr iages generally d o n ' t affect 
the family system, and se ldom affect the relat ionship be tween a m a n 
and a w o m a n . T h e y should be t reated as things tha t just h a p p e n a n d 
n o t a t t ached to any persona l guilt. For example , a m o t h e r w h o has 
miscar r ied may feel guilty and ask, " W h a t have I d o n e to cause this 
to h a p p e n ? " T h a t ' s an inappropr ia te ques t ion . It 's p r e s u m p t u o u s to 
ask such a th ing , and only creates craziness. If a therapis t says, 
"You've h a d five miscarr iages, so you m u s t be responsible in s o m e 
way," I 'd cons ider tha t a destructive in tervent ion. 

L o u i s : I was asking because of a client of mine . O n e of his d r e a m s 
m a d e me suspect tha t there had been miscarr iages in his family, 
which he then conf i rmed. T h a t ' s why I was wonde r ing i f tha t cou ld 
b e i m p o r t a n t . 

H e l l i n g e r : Were they his siblings? 

L o u i s : Yes. 

H e l l i n g e r : I t sounds as if he could be an except ion to wha t I just 
said. I t could be that they have i m p o r t a n c e for h i m . If so, the so lu­
t ion wou ld be for h i m to h o n o r their fate a n d say to t h e m , "You 
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d idn ' t c o m e into the world. I did c o m e into the world . You're dead , 
I ' m alive." T h e n he' l l have to deal wi th the guilt of be ing the survi­
vor, of be ing alive w h e n the o thers have died, even t h o u g h he could 
do n o t h i n g abou t it. You already know the magic formula: "You' re 
dead . I will live a little while longer, and then I, too , will d ie ." T h i s 
formula reconnec t s the living and the dead , a n d the living no longer 
n e e d to feel that they ' re s o m e h o w taking advantage of the dead . 

T h i s example of yours shows h o w dangerous i t is to try to m a k e a 
comprehens ive general theory from a l imited observat ion . I ' m giv­
ing you my general or ienta t ions , b u t d o n ' t let t h e m get in the way of 
your seeing what ' s actually the case wi th the people wi th w h o m you 
work. 

A r t i f i c i a l I n s e m i n a t i o n 

Q u e s t i o n : W h a t abou t artificial inseminat ion? I ' m working wi th a 
couple w h o can ' t have chi ldren, a n d they ' re going to great lengths 
to m a k e artificial inseminat ion possible . W h a t are the consequences 
for t hem? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e r e shou ldn ' t be any p rob lem if the s e m e n is from 
the m a n . 

Q u e s t i o n : N o , they wan t to use s emen from a s e m e n bank . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h y on ea r th would they do that? I f they use s e m e n 
from a n o t h e r m a n , they go outs ide the bounda r i e s of their p a r t n e r ­
ship, a n d they'l l be in danger of splitting up . T h e i r pa r t ne r sh ip 
might a l ready be in jeopardy anyway. I know that m a n y people 
believe tha t i t doesn ' t ma t te r , b u t my observat ions have been differ­
ent . W h e n p a r t n e r s are faced wi th a part icular ly difficult fate, such 
as no t be ing able to have the chi ldren they wan t to have, they n e e d 
to be extremely careful a b o u t wha t they do to t ry to change tha t 
fate. I t i sn ' t as easy to change fate wi th technological in tervent ions 
as m a n y people like to think, and the consequences for the system 
are unexpec t ed , and usually grea ter than they like to admi t . F o r 
example , if a h u s b a n d can ' t have chi ldren and his wife sleeps wi th 
ano the r m a n or is artificially insemina ted in order to b e c o m e preg­
nan t , she 's n o t accept ing he r h u s b a n d as he is, a n d tha t b o d e s ill for 
their pa r tne r sh ip . I f she desires to be in pa r tne r sh ip wi th h i m , then 
she would be well advised to accept h i m as he is, inc luding his l imi-



Man and Woman: The Foundation of Family 65 

rations. Otherwise , she should separate from h i m , wi th all of the 
consequences tha t carries. 

I'm Going to Marry Him 

A man who couldn't conceive children because of an illness he had 
had told his wife that she should find a man who was willing to 
inpregnate her and they would raise the child together as their own. 
She found a well-known actor who was willing, and she became 
pregnant and delivered a healthy baby girl. Shortly thereafter, the 
marriage collapsed. She met another man, became pregnant again, 
and married him. The first daughter thought that the mother's first 
husband was her father. But the strange thing is that whenever she 
saw the actor on television, the daughter would say, " I 'm going to 
marry him." The woman eventually told the child the truth. 

The Couple Comes Before the Children 

Q u e s t i o n : I work with a lot of families in which the p a r t n e r s p u t 
the chi ldren 's needs above everything else. I 've the impress ion tha t 
the chi ldren d o n ' t feel safe w h e n they have too m u c h f reedom or 
too m u c h a t ten t ion . C o u l d you say some th ing a b o u t the re la t ion­
ship be tween paren t s and chi ldren as you see it? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e fundamenta l re la t ionship in a family is the rela­
t ionship be tween the father a n d the mothe r . It 's the founda t ion of 
p a r e n t h o o d . T h e s t rength necessary for good pa ren t ing flows ou t of 
the couple 's relat ionship. As long as that relat ionship is good and is 
the founda t ion of the family, the chi ldren feel secure . 

Ch i ld ren feel bes t w h e n their father h o n o r s a n d respects himself 
a n d his wife in t hem, and w h e n their m o t h e r also h o n o r s a n d 
respects herself a n d he r h u s b a n d in t h e m . T h e n the p a r e n t s ' rela­
t ionship wi th their chi ldren is a con t inua t ion a n d a fulfillment of 
their re la t ionship wi th one ano the r ; the children are the c rowning 
and the comple t ion of their love for each other. Ch i ld ren feel free 
when their pa ren t s love one another . 

Crucia l he re are the direct ion a n d the quality of the love. W h e n a 
father 's love for his daughte r has a good effect, it flows to he r 
th rough his wife; i t takes a de tou r t h r o u g h her. T h e s ame is t r u e of a 
mothe r ' s love for her sons , which flows to t h e m via her h u s b a n d . 
W h e n pa ren t s love their chi ldren in tha t way, their love for the chil-
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dren br ings t h e m closer together , and the chi ldren feel free and 
secure . 

W h e n a m a n and a w o m a n join together , they are a couple first, 
a n d only later do they b e c o m e paren ts . T h e p a r t n e r re la t ionship 
comes before the pa ren t relat ionship and takes p recedence . T h e i r 
toge therness b e c o m e s manifest in their chi ldren, a n d their chi ldren 
are an expression of their maleness and femaleness. A m a n a n d a 
w o m a n are physically and visibly un i ted in their chi ldren. 

A l though the con t inua t ion of life and of the species is the biologi­
cal funct ion of their coupling, the couple 's re la t ionship main ta ins 
systemic p recedence over the relat ionship wi th their chi ldren. T h e 
p a r e n t s ' love for their child should be the con t inua t ion a n d the 
c rowning of their love for each o ther as a couple . T h i s is so because 
their love as a couple came first, a n d as the roots of a t ree s u p p o r t 
a n d nour i sh its b ranches , that love suppor t s and nour i shes the 
chi ldren. 

W h e n paren t s in a family allow their love for the i r chi ldren to 
b e c o m e m o r e i m p o r t a n t than their love for each o the r as a couple , 
t hen the o rde r of love is d is turbed and the family is in dange r of 
b e c o m i n g dysfunctional . T h e solut ion is for the couple ' s re la t ion­
ship to be given prior i ty over their relat ionship wi th their chi ldren. 
W h e n this h a p p e n s in a constellat ion, you can see it immediately. 
T h e chi ldren exper ience their pa ren t s as a couple , they relax, and 
everyone feels bet ter . 

When Father Acts Like a Man 

A man and a woman married because he hoped to have needs met 
that remained unfulfilled from his childhood, and she wanted to love 
him as a mother loves a child. They were quite content until they had 
a child. Then the woman's love appropriately began to flow to her 
biological son. Her husband began to feel neglected and jealous, and 
to compete with his son for his wife's attention. The woman felt 
abandoned by her husband and felt a great longing for a partner who 
was her equal. 

The son was caught between his parents, was unable to relate 
appropriately to either, and fell into a deep depression. 

He was freed from his depression when his father assumed his 
appropriate place beside his wife as a man in a partnership with a 
woman, and as a father in relation to his son. Then the boy felt peace 
and could be a child at last. 
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S i n g l e s a n d C o u p l e s W i t h o u t C h i l d r e n 

Q u e s t i o n : I 'm single and I 'm now too old to bear a child. I feel 
excluded and devalued by what you're saying. Is there no place for 
people like me in the symmetry you describe? 

Hel l inger : Single m e n and women and couples wi thout children 
obviously are no t excluded from finding love and meaning in their 
lives, b u t they have some special issues to face and resolve. As you 
mus t already know from your own experience, facing loneliness and 
finding meaning in life can be especially painful for a single person 
who has no children. T h a t can be a very difficult si tuation. My 
interest is in unders tand ing what people in such circumstances can 
do to ensure that their potential for love and meaning comes to 
fruition. 

In the constellations we've done , you've seen that we all share in 
our family's fate and guilt. T h a t means that we share in suffering the 
consequences of what others in our system do, just as what we do 
affects them. People who freely choose to be single also freely 
accept the consequences of their choice, and they don ' t usually seek 
therapy. However, many people aren ' t single because they want to 
be , bu t because they're caught in a systemic entanglement , or are 
paying a deb t they d idn ' t incur. For example, a father abused his 
wife, and because she felt dependen t on h im, she endured the abuse 
wi thout leaving. The i r daughter developed a lifelong distrust of m e n 
and of intimacy and remained single. Being single, in order to be 
happy, she mus t organize her life very differently than she would if 
she were marr ied . In many ways, she has more freedom than her 
marr ied friends have, bu t she also pays a heavy price. She can ' t 
know the freedom that paradoxically comes from being b o n d e d to a 
pa r tne r and from having to meet the demands placed on a mother . 

I know it's not in vogue to say it, bu t there are still families in 
which a woman finds fulfillment and achieves her greatest psycho­
logical weight and dignity by having many children and a large, lov­
ing family. You can still see such women in the rural villages of some 
countries. There ' s a look of profound serenity on their faces, and 
they radiate a quality of being at peace and g rounded in life. The i r s 
is a simple and completely natural greatness. Th i s also applies to 
their husbands , a l though to a lesser degree. T h e demands on such 
parents are enormous ; they have had to learn to let go, and to be 
pat ient and take what life gives them. 
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T h e pa th to finding fulfillment by having a large family has been 
blocked in our culture for bo th women and men , bu t that doesn ' t 
m e a n that we're free to demean it. Because this profound and na tu­
ral h u m a n fulfillment is no longer possible, women mus t seek other 
forms of fulfillment, primarily in a career. There ' s a culturally 
evolved illusion that helps them in this—that a career is more fulfill­
ing for a w o m a n than is being t rapped at h o m e with children. I 
can ' t imagine that sitting in an office, staring at a compu te r all day, 
is intrinsically more fulfilling than being at h o m e with children. 
However, I do believe that the illusion is necessary so that women 
can do what 's d e m a n d e d of them by the evolution of cul ture and 
still experience satisfaction in their lives. 

Women often don ' t even notice this loss of possibility, or they 
deny that it's a loss and discount it, as if it were un impor t an t . W h e n 
they do that, they devalue what once was the greatest fulfillment of 
w o m a n h o o d , and scorn what 's no longer possible. Having children 
is devalued, homemak ing is devalued, and m e n are devalued. Th i s 
makes it possible for women to commit themselves to a career, bu t 
the price is that they lose the connect ion to and respect for an 
impor tan t aspect of being a woman. 

Tha t ' s the way it is with everything—doing one thing means not 
doing something else. Everything we do is su r rounded by the things 
we decide against, the not-chosen potentials that remain unrealized. 
If what isn't chosen is scorned or demeaned , then whatever has 
been chosen loses value and impor tance . On the other hand , i f we 
honor and value all of the not-chosen and unrealized possibilities, 
what has been chosen is enriched. 

T h e r e are situations in which it's nei ther possible nor desirable 
for people to have children or to live in a par tnership . W o m e n who 
are fully aware of the value of what they've given up and who make 
their choices consciously can rescue the feminine from this implicit 
devaluation and carry its fullness into their new lifestyle. A n d m e n 
can rescue the masculine in a similar way. Honor ing what wasn ' t 
chosen brings a different quality into their lives. Someth ing else is 
won with a conscious rel inquishment of lost possibilities. 

If such a loss is acknowledged and a conscious decision is m a d e 
to forego family or par tnership without devaluing them, then what 
isn' t chosen adds something to what has been chosen. T h e process 
of acknowledging loss works in the soul and can br ing something 
positive on a completely different level. Even though it remains 
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unreal ized, wha t ' s no t chosen goes on working w h e n it 's h o n o r e d 
and valued. 

Getting Needs Met Isn't Enough for Love 

Q u e s t i o n : I 've really b e c o m e aware of my n e e d for t enderness 
and for be ing he ld . I fall in love a n d have the feeling for a while tha t 
I 've found the r ight p a r t n e r a n d tha t all my needs will be m e t . T h e n 
someth ing changes , and ei ther he leaves me or I lose interest in h im. 

H e l l i n g e r : M o s t pa r tne r sh ips actually s tar t ou t tha t way, with 
someone looking for a pa r tne r to fulfill his or he r n e e d s a n d long­
ings. T h e p r o b l e m is tha t the o the r pe r son is usually looking for the 
same thing. I suspect tha t falling in love reactivates the needs of o u r 
inner child, a n d the p a r t n e r tends to get p u t in the posi t ion of a 
mothe r . W h e n m e n a n d w o m e n are on the lookout for s o m e o n e to 
fill their needs , at the deepes t level, they ' re all looking for a mo the r , 
and tha t necessari ly leads to d i sappo in tmen t . 

A pa r tne r sh ip is a difficult unde r t ak ing , a n d it's very different 
from an affair, even an ex tended one . A pa r tne r sh ip , at least wha t I 
m e a n by a pa r tne r sh ip , has a comple te ly different dep th . As you 
said, you may find a m a n for a few m o n t h s , b u t he doesn ' t take you 
seriously, in the sense of wan t ing to m a k e his life with you. Because 
you see h i m as an oppor tun i ty to get wha t you wan t , he ' l l see the 
relat ionship as a t e m p o r a r y oppor tun i ty to get you to m e e t his 
needs as well. 

T h a t vision is large enough for a love affair, b u t too small for an 
endu r ing pa r tne r sh ip . B u t if, in your hea r t , you allow a vision to 
grow that 's wor thy of your full dignity a n d the full p o w e r a n d d e p t h 
of your w o m a n h o o d — a vision wor thy of your full h u m a n po ten ­
t ia l—then a m a n m a y c o m e a long who can offer you a wor thy 
response . If love deve lops—and pe rhaps even be ing in love a little 
too—that ' s fine. Fal l ing in love is b l ind, b u t love is a ler t . Love truly 
accepts a n d wan ts the o ther just as he or she is. T h a t t ouches some­
th ing very deep a n d allows love to develop. 

T h a t ' s some advice from an old m a n to a y o u n g w o m a n . 

B r u n o : Whi le we ' re on the subject of feelings, I 've got a feeling 
I 'm trying to u n d e r s t a n d a n d would like to talk a b o u t it. I can ' t 
r e m e m b e r tha t I 've ever h a d this feeling before a n d I d o n ' t know 
exactly how to deal wi th it. T h e feeling is tha t I 've found the r ight 
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w o m a n for m e . Jus t that . She's the right one . T h e r e ' s no pass ion or 
desire, b u t only the feeling tha t she's the r ight pe r son for m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : I 'd be suspicious of tha t sen tence . I f the sen tence were 
"She ' s wonderfu l , " i t would be different, b u t w h e n you say "She ' s 
r ight ," w i thou t pass ion or desire, i t sounds as if you m e a n tha t she's 
the p e r s o n wi th w h o m you'l l have to change the least. 

B r u n o : Caugh t ! (Laughter in the group) On the o the r h a n d , that ' s 
very nice, because I can be the way I am. 

H e l l i n g e r : N o , it 's n o t good, a n d it'll very quickly b e c o m e a bu r ­
den . T h e feeling tha t change isn ' t necessary limits your pa r tne r sh ip 
in a way tha t isn ' t healthy. It 's be t te r if she is s imply "good , " a n d 
you are too. 

Homosexual Couples 

Q u e s t i o n : I ' m gay, a n d there doesn ' t seem to be any place for 
homosexua l s in your approach . W h a t can i t m e a n for me w h e n you 
say tha t a m a n " b e c o m e s a m a n " in a relat ionship wi th a w o m a n or 
tha t a w o m a n b e c o m e s a w o m a n in a relat ionship wi th a m a n ? T h a t 
makes heterosexual i ty the only way of be ing h u m a n . 

H e l l i n g e r : Fi rs t , I wan t to say a couple of general things a b o u t 
the systemic view. Everyone is an integral pa r t of the relat ionship 
systems in which he or she lives, a n d everyone has an equal value in 
the funct ioning of those systems—everyone in the family system is 
essential to the system. 

Differences in a social system add to its durabi l i ty a n d stability. 
T h e conscience tha t seeks to exclude individuals from the g r o u p 
because they are different operates on a different level t han does the 
systemic conscience tha t seeks to ba lance the system as a whole by 
guard ing the r ight of every m e m b e r to be long to the system. I t has 
very serious consequences for the younger m e m b e r s of a family sys­
t e m w h e n s o m e o n e is excluded from the system because he or she 
is different. I 've seen m a n y cases in which younger pe r sons suffered 
terribly because they h a d to identify with an older relative w h o was 
excluded from the family because of his be ing homosexua l . Th i s 
fundamenta l c o m m i t m e n t to the intr insic dignity a n d value of all 
pe r sons makes it possible to view differences openly. 
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Having said tha t , there 's an inescapable fact tha t homosexua l 
couples face: T h e i r love can ' t lead to their having chi ldren together . 
Procrea t ion ' s insistence on heterosexuali ty has consequences tha t 
can ' t be ignored as i f they d idn ' t exist. In any pa r tne r sh ip w i thou t 
chi ldren, the pa r tne r s can separate wi th less gui l t—they only h u r t 
one another . B u t w h e n paren ts separate , tha t has e n o r m o u s conse­
quences for their chi ldren, and they m u s t be very careful or their 
chi ldren will be h a r m e d by wha t they do. T h i s a d d e d guilt makes i t 
m o r e difficult for pa ren t s to separate , bu t , paradoxically, i t also s u p ­
po r t s their pa r tne rsh ip . Couples wi thou t ch i ld ren—including h o m o ­
sexual coup l e s—don ' t have the suppor t of these consequences to 
ho ld t h e m toge ther dur ing crises. 

H o m o s e x u a l couples , like o ther childless couples interested in 
long- te rm, loving par tne rsh ips , especially n e e d to m a k e clear a n d 
conscious decisions abou t the pu rpose and goals of their p a r t n e r ­
ship. S o m e goals are m o r e conducive to long- t e rm stability in rela­
t ionships t h a n are o thers . Want ing to avoid loneliness or the feeling 
of empt iness , for example , isn ' t a goal tha t suppo r t s a l ong- t e rm 
pa r tne r sh ip of equals . 

Everyone has his or her own pa th in life—part of i t we choose , b u t 
par t of i t just comes with life and isn't really chosen. Tha t ' s the p a r t 
that ' s ha rd to deal with. T h e homosexuals wi th w h o m I've worked— 
even those w h o main ta in that they chose their sexual or ienta t ion 
freely—have been caught in systemic dynamics , exper iencing in their 
lives the consequences of what others in their system did or suffered. 
They 've b e e n induc ted into the service of the system, a n d as chil­
d ren , they cou ldn ' t defend themselves from the systemic pressures to 
which they were subjected. So that 's the second th ing they have to 
deal with, tha t they ' re carrying someth ing for the family. 

I 've rarely worked with someone w h o wan ted to "get over" be ing 
homosexua l . W h e n I work wi th homosexua l pe r sons , homosexua l i ty 
isn ' t the p r i m a r y issue. I merely try to b r ing to light any en tangle ­
m e n t s that migh t be l imiting the fullness of life, b u t I have no in ten­
t ion of t rying to change someone ' s sexual or ien ta t ion . 

I 've observed three pa t te rns of systemic en t ang lemen t s in con­
junct ion wi th homosexual i ty , b u t I d o n ' t know w h e t h e r they ' re 
actually its cause : 

• A child was p ressured to represent a p e r s o n of the opposi te 
sex in the system, because a child of the same gende r wasn ' t 
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avai lab le . F o r e x a m p l e , a b o y h a d t o r e p r e s e n t o n e o f h i s 

d e c e a s e d o l d e r s i s te r s , b e c a u s e n o n e o f t h e o t h e r su rv iv ing 

c h i l d r e n w a s f ema le . O r a n o t h e r b o y h a d t o r e p r e s e n t h i s 

f a the r ' s first f i ancee , w h o h a d b e e n t r e a t e d un jus t ly . T h i s i s t h e 

m o s t pa infu l a n d difficult o f t he t h r e e p a t t e r n s I 've s e e n . 

• A ch i ld w a s p r e s s u r e d to r e p r e s e n t s o m e o n e w h o h a d b e e n 

e x c l u d e d f r o m t h e fami ly s y s t e m — o r w h o h a d b e e n vilified b y 

t h e s y s t e m — e v e n t h o u g h t h a t p e r s o n was o f t h e s a m e g e n d e r . 

H o m o s e x u a l s l iving i n th i s p a t t e r n h a v e t h e p o s i t i o n o f b e i n g 

" o u t s i d e r s . " F o r e x a m p l e , a b o y w a s sys temica l ly iden t i f ied 

w i t h h is m o t h e r ' s first f i ance , w h o c o n t r a c t e d syphi l is a n d 

w i t h d r e w f rom t h e e n g a g e m e n t . A l t h o u g h t h e f iance h a d 

a c t e d h o n o r a b l y , h e w a s s c o r n e d a n d d e s p i s e d b y t h e b o y ' s 

m o t h e r . T h e boy ' s feel ings o f b e i n g s c o r n e d w e r e ve ry s imi la r 

t o w h a t t h e m a n m u s t h a v e fe l t—as i f t h e y w e r e his o w n 

feel ings . 

• A ch i ld r e m a i n e d c a u g h t in t h e s p h e r e of i n f l uence of t h e g e n ­

d e r - o p p o s i t e p a r e n t , a n d w a s n o t ab l e t o c o m p l e t e t h e p s y ­

c h o l o g i c a l m o v e m e n t o f t a k i n g the s a m e - g e n d e r p a r e n t . 

If It Would Have Helped, I Could Have Borne My Pain 

In a training group for therapists, a woman stood in a constellation of 
her family of origin and was visually confronted for the first t ime 
with what she had known but had not acknowledged—the extent of 
the loss, need, and damage in her family system. Nowhere in three 
generations was an intact relationship to be seen. H e r parents ' rela­
tionship was one of hate and disdain, and she was chosen to fill her 
father's emotional and sexual needs from the time she was eight years 
old until she was able to leave h o m e at the age of 18. T h e sexual acts 
were brutal and painful, and had occurred with her mother ' s knowl­
edge and implicit consent. 

In her previous therapy, she had explored her rage, pain, and sense 
of betrayal, and had found relief, but no lasting resolution. As she 
stood before the representative of her father, the therapist suggested, 
"Tell h im: ' I t h u r t ! ' " As she did so, the deepest sobbing welled up 
and burs t forth, and she spontaneously added, "And it d idn ' t help. I 
couldn ' t take away your loneliness. I could have stood my pain, if 
only i t had helped your terrible loneliness." She pu t her a rms around 
the m a n representing her father, who also was weeping openly, and 
they held each other tenderly for a long t ime. She consciously felt for 
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the first time as an adult her child's love for her father and her secret 
willingness to sacrifice herself for the good of her parents. 

After a while, she told him, "I promise you that no more children 
will be hurt as I was. I'll pay the price. It will stop with me." When 
she then turned to the group and said, "I 'm a lesbian," she did so 
with enormous simplicity and with the full human dignity commen­
surate to her situation. 

A year later, she still felt the freeing effects of her accepting the 
role that fate had given her, accepting as a conscious choice what she 
had previously unconsciously carried and could not change. 

Viewed in this way, homosexual i ty d e m a n d s a heavy pr ice . T h o s e 
w h o m a n a g e to affirm their sexual or ienta t ion a n d cons t ruc t a 
happy , loving, meaningful life have a very different inner s u p p o r t 
t han do those w h o fight against their destiny or d e m e a n their loss— 
whe the r or n o t they consciously chose it, or would wan t to change i t 
if they could . 

I n f i d e l i t y a n d T h r e e - W a y R e l a t i o n s h i p s 

Q u e s t i o n : My h u s b a n d has b e e n having an affair wi th ano the r 
w o m a n for m a n y years. At first, I h a d difficulty accept ing it, b u t 
over the years , I 've given up t rying to change h im. W o u l d you say 
some th ing a b o u t infidelity a n d extramari ta l relat ionships? 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n a w o m a n treats her h u s b a n d like a child, t rying 
to improve his behavior and act ing as if she knows wha t ' s bes t for 
h i m , he often takes a lover. His lover is then his t rue pa r tne r . If he 
has a good relat ionship wi th his wife b u t still has a lover, t hen the 
lover m o s t likely represents his mo the r . T h e same is p robab ly t rue 
for a w o m a n w h o takes a lover—either she's be ing t rea ted by he r 
h u s b a n d as if she were a child, or she's seeking in he r lover s o m e o n e 
to represent he r father or mo the r . 

As a ru le , a w o m a n who is con t en t to live in a three-way re la t ion­
ship is he r father 's daughter . If she were looking for a solut ion, she 'd 
need to leave her father's sphere of influence and r e t u r n to he r 
mothe r ' s . A m a n w h o lives in a three-way relat ionship often is a 
mo the r ' s son, and the solut ion is for h i m to move in to his father 's 
sphere . 

A relat ionship outs ide of a mar r iage is often viewed as moral ly 
unaccep tab le . In such a s i tuat ion, the so-called i nnocen t p a r t n e r 
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somet imes behaves as i f his or he r claim on the o ther p a r t n e r were 
exclusive a n d p e r m a n e n t . T h a t ' s p r e s u m p t u o u s . T h e conscience 
tha t watches over relat ionships isn ' t impressed by such claims. I t 
respects only the real quali ty of b o n d i n g a n d the ecology of give and 
take. Ins tead of winn ing the p a r t n e r back with love, the injured 
p a r t n e r often t o r m e n t s the o ther , as if such d e m a n d s for exclusivity, 
w i t h o u t regard for the fulfillment of need a n d desire , wou ld make 
h i m or he r wan t to r e tu rn . 

I a rgue for someth ing m o r e realistic. I have a deep respect for 
fidelity, b u t no t the kind of fidelity tha t d e m a n d s , " I ' m the only per­
son who ' s allowed to be meaningful for you a n d from w h o m you ' re 
allowed to take wha t you need . " I t often h a p p e n s tha t you mee t 
s o m e o n e w h o b e c o m e s i m p o r t a n t to you, a n d tha t fact m u s t be 
respec ted , just as the feelings of h u r t and loss tha t arise m u s t be 
respec ted . Such a mee t ing can have a very positive effect on a pa r t ­
nersh ip . No ma t t e r how i t t u rns ou t , a truly satisfactory resolu t ion is 
only possible with love. 

J e a l o u s y 

Q u e s t i o n : Would you say someth ing abou t jealousy? I have 
at tacks of jealousy a n d imagine my pa r tne r ' s do ing all k inds of 
th ings . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e systemic na tu re of jealousy can be seen w h e n we 
look carefully at wha t it actually accompl ishes . Occasionally, jeal­
ousy br ings a couple closer together . T h i s h a p p e n s , for example , 
w h e n a w o m a n ' s jealousy pro tec ts her chi ldren and her h u s b a n d 
from a capricious affair, or from ano the r w o m a n ' s interference in 
her family. Bu t usually jealousy accomplishes the oppos i te of wha t i t 
p u r p o r t s to desire, dr iving the pa r tne r s far ther apar t . I f you have 
at tacks of jealousy, look at the s i tuat ion honest ly a n d you will p r o b ­
ably discover a secret systemic pressure push ing you away from your 
p a r t n e r — t h e jealous pe r son unconsc ious ly wants the p a r t n e r to 
leave. 

T h e r e are m a n y unconsc ious systemic dynamics tha t m a k e us 
p u s h o u r pa r tne r s to go: 

• To confirm an earlier belief that we ' re no t wor thy of love, for 
example , or tha t we'll cause unhapp iness . S o m e peop le fear 
they'l l be a b a n d o n e d and unconsc ious ly p u s h their p a r t n e r s 
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ou t . T h e y create what they fear, as i f be ing a b a n d o n e d were 
preferable to a chosen separat ion. 

• To be loyal to the beliefs a n d examples of your family. F o r 
example , to do as your parents did w h e n they d idn ' t fully take 
one ano the r , w h e n they separated, o r w h e n one of t h e m died 
early in their relat ionship; 

• To fulfill an unconsc ious identification wi th ano the r p e r s o n 

who ' s owed someth ing by the system. F o r example , a w o m a n 

d idn ' t m a r r y because she was taking care of he r elderly pa r ­

ents . H e r younger niece unconsc ious ly identified wi th he r a n d 

she also d idn ' t mar ry ; 

• To compensa t e for some personal obl igat ion. For example , a 
m a n a b a n d o n e d an earlier family in o rde r to en te r the p resen t 
pa r tne r sh ip . His second wife b e c a m e very jealous of h i m a n d 
w a n t e d to leave h i m . In the family constel la t ion, i t b e c a m e 
clear to her tha t she felt a solidarity wi th a n d an obligation to 
his first family. 

Often w h e n one p a r t n e r is jealous, the pa r tne r sh ip is a lready 
over, b u t the par t ic ipants haven ' t yet admi t t ed it, or they d o n ' t w a n t 
to see it. If b o t h pa r tne r s are willing, it's somet imes possible to 
b r ing a pa r tne r sh ip back into order after jealousy has b r o k e n ou t , 
b u t this requi res t h e m to confront the systemic pressures tha t are 
push ing t h e m apar t . T h e y usually have to face s o m e painful exper i ­
ence , pe rhaps guilt , loneliness, or a fear of loss or inadequacy. Pa r t ­
ners can say to each o ther , "Soone r or later, I will lose you ." T h a t ' s 
a very painful sen tence to say authentically, b u t i t can res tore o rde r 
to the pa r tne r sh ip . 

It 's often no t possible for pa r tne r s to b r ing a re la t ionship back 
into o rde r after jealousy has surfaced. T h e n they m u s t choose 
be tween two kinds of pa in : the pain of separa t ion and the pa in of 
staying in an unsatisfying relationship. If they choose to stay, it 's 
be t te r for t h e m to consen t to cont inu ing their re la t ionship the way i t 
is and to give up their hopes and expecta t ions tha t i t will change . 
T h e wors t choice they can make is to stay in an unsatisfying rela­
t ionship a n d keep on h o p i n g that things will be different. However , 
that 's the choice mos t couples prefer. 
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Enjoy Him While You've Got Him 

A woman told a therapy group how she tormented her husband with 
jealousy and, al though she saw her behavior as irrational, she could 
not stop. As she spoke about her jealousy, its systemic function 
became clear to the group leader and he showed her a solution. He 
said, "You will lose your husband sooner or later. Enjoy h im while 
you've still got him." A few days later, the husband called the leader 
and said, " T h a n k you. I have a wife again." 

H e r husband had participated in a workshop led by the same 
group leader many years earlier with a woman with w h o m he had 
lived for seven years. Dur ing the group, he had told the w o m a n he 
was with that he had a younger girlfriend, and was planning to mar ry 
her. He at tended a second workshop with his new par tner , w h o m he 
had marr ied shortly after she became pregnant. Outwardly, his new 
wife acted as if her husband had no bond to his earlier par tner , and 
she sustained her claim on him through jealousy and public pressure. 
Secretly, she felt a bond between her husband and his ex-wife and 
her own guilt for her par t in their separation. Her jealousy was, there­
fore not the consequence of her husband 's actions, but rather her 
secret acknowledgment of her own indebtedness to his former par t ­
ner. H e r jealousy resulted in an inner separation from her husband 
and thus reflected his still-existing b o n d with his first pa r tne r and 
expressed solidarity with her. 

In spite of this insight, she and the m a n separated several years 
later. 

Love Sets Limits on Freedom 

Q u e s t i o n : F r o m w h a t y o u ' r e b e e n say ing a b o u t s y s t e m i c 

e n t a n g l e m e n t s , i t b e g i n s t o s o u n d a s i f e v e r y t h i n g w e r e p r e d e t e r ­

m i n e d . D o p a r t n e r s w h o w a n t t o live w h a t y o u call " a p a r t n e r s h i p 

o f e q u a l s " h a v e any p e r s o n a l f r e e d o m , o r i s e v e r y t h i n g set by t h e 

s y s t e m i c c o n s t r a i n t s ? 

H e l l i n g e r : I n every r e l a t i o n s h i p , t h e b o u n d a r i e s a r e se t differ­

en t ly ; s o m e a re b r o a d e r a n d m o r e p e r m i s s i v e a n d o t h e r s a r e m o r e 

res t r ic t ive . G u i l t b e g i n s a s s o o n a s y o u c ross t h e b o u n d a r y o f y o u r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s y s t e m . You feel free a n d i n n o c e n t w i t h i n t h e b o u n d ­

a r ies , a n d t h e r e ' s n o f r e e d o m o r i n n o c e n c e w i t h o u t c l ea r b o u n d ­

ar ies . T h i s p r o c e s s i s c lear i n s c h o o l c h i l d r e n , for e x a m p l e , w h o of ten 

b e c o m e d i s t r a u g h t i f t h e i r t e a c h e r h a s n ' t se t c l ea r l imi t s . W h e n t h e 
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bounda r i e s have b e e n tested and are clearly defined, the area of 
f reedom is also clearly recognizable. 

Fulf i l lment a n d satisfaction are found within the b o u n d a r i e s of a 
pa r tne rsh ip . W h e n we go beyond the bounda r i e s , we d a m a g e the 
relat ionship, somet imes so m u c h tha t we no longer can r e t u r n to it. 
For example , i t somet imes h a p p e n s in a couple ' s re la t ionship tha t 
the limits are too narrow, and one p a r t n e r or the o the r (or bo th ) 
takes a lover to s t re tch the boundar i e s a n d create new free space. If 
the b o u n d a r i e s b e c o m e too loose a n d wha t the p a r t n e r s ho ld in 
c o m m o n too unc lear , the relat ionship i s th rea tened . T h e n they m u s t 
t u r n back a n d redefine their l imits, or separate . 

T h e i r be long ing to one ano the r sets limits on their f reedom, a n d 
such limits are an integral aspect of every re la t ionship system. 
T h e r e ' s a po in t at which our f reedom of choice is l imited by the 
consequences tha t ou r choices have for ou r sense of be longing . We 
may choose to go beyond the set boundar i e s of a re la t ionship, b u t 
no t wi thou t paying a price of guilt, n o t wi thou t consequences for 
ou r own a n d our pa r tne r ' s happiness , and no t wi thou t endanger ing 
our relat ionship. T h i s reflects a na tura l law of sys tems—tha t there 's 
a limit beyond which a system canno t change w i t h o u t evolving into 
a different system. 

Separation 

Q u e s t i o n : I work a lot wi th couples in the process of separat ing. 
Somet imes i t goes pre t ty well, a n d somet imes there are horr ib le 
p rob lems . Are there any systemic dynamics tha t influence that? 

H e l l i n g e r : People often allow themselves to suffer a long t ime 
before they feel free to leave a b a d si tuat ion because they d o n ' t wan t 
to h u r t their pa r tne r , or because they ' re afraid of wha t o thers migh t 
th ink or say. Usual ly o n e pe r son wants a new a n d bigger space , a n d 
doesn ' t feel justified in taking steps to get it, because it will h u r t 
someone . T h e p e r s o n acts as i f his or he r own suffering could n e u ­
tralize the pa r tne r ' s pa in or justify the person ' s ac t ion in the eyes of 
o thers . T h a t ' s one reason tha t divorce proceedings take so long. 

W h e n a separa t ion is f inal ly accompl ished , b o t h par t ies have the 
oppor tuni t ies for a n d the risks of a new beginning . If one p a r t n e r 
rejects the o p p o r t u n i t y to m a k e a n e w beg inn ing a n d ignores the 
chance to create some th ing good, a n d ins tead clings t ightly to his or 
her pa in , t hen it's difficult for the o ther p a r t n e r to be free. On the 
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other h a n d , i f b o t h accept the possibilities p resen ted a n d m a k e 
someth ing ou t of t h e m , then b o t h pa r tne r s are free and u n b u r ­
dened . Of all of the possibilities for forgiveness in s i tuat ions of 
divorce a n d separa t ion , this is the bes t because i t br ings h a r m o n y 
even w h e n separa t ion occurs . 

W h e n a separat ion doesn ' t go well, there ' s often a t endency to 
look for s o m e o n e to b lame . T h o s e involved try to get ou t from 
u n d e r the weight of their fate by b l aming s o m e o n e else. As a ru le , a 
mar r i age doesn ' t end because one pa r tne r is at fault and the o the r is 
b lameless , b u t because one or the o ther i s en tangled in the u n r e ­
solved issues of his or her family of origin, or because they are be ing 
led in different direct ions. By b laming one pa r tne r , an illusion is 
created tha t some th ing different could have been d o n e , or tha t some 
new behavior could rescue the marr iage . T h e n the gravity a n d the 
dep th of the s i tuat ion are ignored, a n d the pa r tne r s begin b l aming 
and accus ing each other . T h e solut ion to overcoming this illusion 
a n d the destruct ive b laming is for b o t h to su r rende r to the deep 
grief they exper ience because their pa r tne r sh ip has c o m e to an end . 
T h i s grief d o e s n ' t last long , b u t i t goes very deep , a n d it 's extremely 
painful. O n c e they 've allowed themselves to go t h r o u g h their griev­
ing, they can talk a b o u t wha t needs to be talked a b o u t and a r range 
the th ings tha t n e e d to be a r ranged with clarity, reason , a n d m u t u a l 
respect . In a separa t ion, anger and b l a m e are usually subst i tu tes for 
the pa in of grieving. 

W h e n two people can ' t m a n a g e to separate cleanly, it's often 
because they haven ' t fully taken from one ano the r whatever has 
been given. T h e n one m u s t say to the other , " I take the good you 've 
given m e . It 's a great deal and I t reasure it. All tha t I 've given to 
you, I have given gladly, and it's yours to keep. I take responsibil i ty 
for my p a r t in wha t ' s gone wrong be tween us , a n d I leave your pa r t 
with you. I leave you n o w in peace . " If they m a n a g e to say this to 
each o the r authentical ly, they can separate in peace . 

In such s i tuat ions, somet imes telling a s imple s tory is helpful. 

The End 

Two people, backpacks fully packed, set out together. Their path 
leads through blooming gardens and meadows, and they're very 
happy. Then the path gets steep. Eventually, one of them runs out of 
provisions, and sits down. The other continues a little further and a 
little higher. The path gets rocky and more difficult, and eventually 
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the second also eats the last of the food and sits down. Looking back 
at the glorious colors of the meadows below, the person begins to 
weep. 

P a r t n e r s often behave as if their par t ic ipa t ion in the re la t ionship 
were like a c lub m e m b e r s h i p tha t has been freely chosen a n d can be 
freely t e rmina t ed . Bu t the unconsc ious a n d relentless consc ience 
gua rd ing love teaches otherwise. If we were free to t e rmina te o u r 
pa r tne r sh ips , separat ion would be less agonizing. F rede r i ch H o l d e r -
lin descr ibes this in a p o e m . 

The Lovers 

Separate! It seemed so smart and good. 
Why are we so shocked now, as if we'd murdered love? 

Ah! We know so little of ourselves! 
There's a hidden god in us who rules. 

In a serious pa r tne r sh ip of equals , we are b o u n d to ou r p a r t n e r s 
and can ' t separate wi thou t pain a n d guilt. T h e consequences are 
invariably destruct ive w h e n pa r tne r s separate irresponsibly. F o r 
example , i f one pa r tne r says, " I ' m going to do someth ing for myself 
and my deve lopment , a n d whatever h a p p e n s to you i s your p r o b ­
lem," it 's n o t infrequent tha t a child will die or c o m m i t suicide fol­
lowing the separat ion. S u c h a separat ion is exper ienced by the child 
as a c r ime tha t requires a t o n e m e n t . B o n d i n g is b o t h the reward a n d 
the pr ice of love. 

Mother, I Leave the Consequences of Your Going with You 

A woman had frivolously separated from her husband, and her 
daughter became seriously ill shortly after the separation. In the fam­
ily constellation, the representative of the mother felt best when she 
was placed outside the circle and the children were placed near their 
father. When her daughter said to her, "Mother, I leave the conse­
quences of your going with you," she felt free, and everyone in the 
constellation felt a sense of harmony. 

Q u e s t i o n : W h o decides whe the r a separat ion is i rresponsible? 

H e l l i n g e r : No one decides; it 's just felt. W h e n a separa t ion 
occurs , everyone knows immedia te ly whe the r i t was i r responsible . 



Transcript 

ERNEST, AND A CHILD'S SUICIDE 

Fol lowing a family constel la t ion, Ernes t reacts to the suggest ion 
tha t a p ic ture of a deceased child be p u t up in the h o m e . 

E r n e s t : If I were to p u t up a p ic ture of my son [who c o m m i t t e d 
su ic ide] , the o the r chi ldren would get very upse t . T h e y d o n ' t wan t 
to have anyth ing to do wi th their deceased b ro the r , and they d o n ' t 
wan t to be r e m i n d e d of his suicide. 

H e l l i n g e r : I f that ' s the way they feel, t hen they ' re in dange r of 
b e c o m i n g suicidal, too. We could set up a constel la t ion of your fam­
ily, a n d see wha t ' s going on. Would you like to do that? 

E r n e s t : Yes. 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay. We'll set up your cu r ren t family. H o w m a n y 
chi ldren do you have? 

E r n e s t : T h e r e are two more . 

H e l l i n g e r : A n d the boy w h o killed himself, which posi t ion in the 
family did he have? 

E r n e s t : T h e youngest . 

H e l l i n g e r : Have ei ther you or your wife ever b e e n in a previous 

relat ionship? 

E r n e s t : N o . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e n we need you, your wife, a n d the three chi ldren. 
Go ahead a n d set i t up . You've seen h o w it's d o n e . S ta r t wi th your 
representat ive a n d lead h i m to his place. Stay cen te red in yourself. 
Wha teve r comes from your h e a d won ' t help us . Feel your way into 
the s i tuat ion a n d p u t everyone where it feels r ight. (Ernest places rep­
resentatives with the exception of a representative for his wife.) A n d your 
wife? 

80 
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Ernes t : I can ' t pu t her in. 

Hel l inger : W h a t does that mean? 

E r n e s t : She doesn ' t want to see it. 

Hel l inger : T h e n move her to the place where someone who 
doesn ' t want to see mus t stand. 

Hel l inger : What ' s happening for the father? 

Ernes t ' s Representa t ive : I feel very tense in this confrontation, 
and I can ' t tell what else is going on. 

Hel l inger : What ' s happening for the wife? 

Wife: My throat feels like it's being choked, and my arms are 
paralyzed. 

Hel l inger : What ' s happening with the eldest? 

First Chi ld : I feel a great weight, and my hear t is pound ing . 

T h i r d Chi ld : I ' m afraid of my youngest brother . I t makes me 
unhappy that there ' re all looking somewhere , bu t no one looks any­
one else in the eye. 

*Legend: Husb—Ernest's representative; Wife—Ernest's wife's representative; 
1—first child, a son; 3—third child, a son; +4—fourth child, a son, died in infancy. 
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Hel l inger : W h a t does that change for the father? 

Ernes t ' s Representa t ive : Tha t ' s a relief 

Hel l inger : For the mother? 

Wife: Better (surprised). 

H e l l i n g e r (to first child): And for you? 

Firs t Chi ld : Worse. 

T h i r d Chi ld : Tha t ' s much better. I can breathe m u c h more easily. 

H e l l i n g e r (to group): Why does a child commi t suicide? Ou t of 
love. T h e representatives ' reactions of relief show that this family 
needed someone to disappear. T h e quest ion is: W h o really needed 
to go? 

(To Ernest): So, who really was unde r pressure to go? 

E r n e s t : The re were so many. Even in my grandparents ' generation. 

Hel l inger : So who all died? 

Hel l inger : How's the youngest feeling? 

D e c e a s e d Chi ld : I 've got a pound ing hear t and I 'm shaking. No 
air. 

H e l l i n g e r (to deceased child): Go out, and close the door after you. 
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E r n e s t : An uncle and my grandmother , also by suicide. 

Hel l inger : Whose bro ther was the uncle? 

E r n e s t : He was my mother ' s brother . T h e g randmothe r was my 
father's mother . 

Hel l inger : And they bo th commit ted suicide? 

E r n e s t : Yes. And then two of my brothers died when they were 
young, and a little daughter . 

Hel l inger : Your daughter? 

E r n e s t : My daughter , very young (murmur of surprise in the group). 

H e l l i n g e r (to group): Do you notice how forgotten persons are 
still present , even when they're deceased? (Brings representative of 
youngest son back into constellation.) 

(To representative of youngest son): H o w did you feel out there? 

D e c e a s e d Chi ld: Better. 

Hel l inger : C o m e back in and take the exact place you h a d before 
you went out. Did you hear that you have a younger sister? 

D e c e a s e d Chi ld: Yes. 

Hel l inger (to Ernest): Was the daughter who died the eldest? 

E r n e s t : She was the second. 

Hel l inger : Pu t her in the constellation. (Ernest places her next to 
her deceased brother.) 
(To Ernest) Ge t centered. Where mus t she go, exactly? Look at the 
whole constellation and feel where her place is. 

E r n e s t : Here (next to her brother), she's together with the dead. 
Over there (by the other brothers), she's with the living. 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s a thought . That ' s no t a feeling. 
{To group:) W h e n people set up a constellation according to a con­
cept, it doesn ' t work. 

E r n e s t : Here , she's with the dead. 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s only a theory you're stuck on. 
(To Ernest's representative): Where does she belong? 
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E r n e s t ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : By he r mothe r . 

H e l l i n g e r : Where? 

E r n e s t ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : To her left. (Representative moves to 
indicated position.) 

H e l l i n g e r (to wife's representative): Exactly where does she need to 
be for you? 

Wife: I ' m sudden ly icy cold. I can ' t see her . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e r e does she n e e d to be for you? 

Wife : In front of m e . 

H e l l i n g e r (to wife): Take her in your a r m s . Brea the . (Mother and 
daughter hold each other tenderly.) 
(To Ernest): Of wha t d id she die? 

E r n e s t : She cou ldn ' t b rea the . H e r lungs were undeve loped . She 
could only b rea the for two days. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Ernest's representative): H o w are you do ing now? 

E r n e s t ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : M y hear t ' s very w a r m . 

H e l l i n g e r (to youngest son): H o w are you doing? 

* Legend addition: +2—second child, a daughter, who died in infancy 
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D e c e a s e d Chi ld : I ' m m u c h bet ter now. 

Hel l inger (to group): W h e n she's there, he can stay. 
(To eldest son): And you? 

Firs t Chi ld: I 'm relieved. 

T h i r d Chi ld: Me too, bu t I'd like i t bet ter if she'd come over here 
to us. 

Hel l inger : We'll do that later. 
(To deceased daughter): H o w are you doing? 

D e c e a s e d D a u g h t e r : I 'm remember ing that when I was a little 
baby, I almost died. I couldn ' t breathe and I was very often in a 
sanitar ium with as thma and bronchit is . 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s your personal memory. For now, just stay in 
the role. Obviously, Ernes t d idn ' t choose you by chance alone. But 
how is it for you to be by your mother? 

D e c e a s e d D a u g h t e r : Good . 

Hel l inger : And how's the mother doing? 

Wife: I feel calmer. It 's also become very w a r m in here . 

Hel l inger (to group): N o w we can try to find an order for the 
family, that is, we'll look for what could be a good order for t hem. 

(Hellinger moves the parents next to each other with the deceased daugh­
ter sitting on the floor in front of them, her back leaning against them. The 
other children are across from them.) 



86 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

H e l l i n g e r (to parents): Lay your hands gently on the dead girl's 
head or shoulder so that she's really together with you. Look at each 
other while you feel the presence of your child. 
{To deceased daughter): H o w do you feel there? 

D e c e a s e d D a u g h t e r : I feel threatened. 

Hel l inger : Threa tened? T h e n go over to your bro thers . . . close 
to them . . . really in between them, in your place. 

Hel l inger : How's that for you? 

D e c e a s e d D a u g h t e r : Very protected. 

Firs t Chi ld : Good! 

T h i r d Chi ld : Also good. 

D e c e a s e d Chi ld : N o t so good. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Ernest's representative): H o w are you doing? 

Ernes t ' s Representa t ive : Good . 

Wife: I feel slightly cramped on my right side. 

H e l l i n g e r (to parents): Switch sides. Is tha t bet ter or worse? 

Wife: Better. 

Ernes t ' s Represen ta t ive : Better. 
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He l l inger (to youngest son): H o w are you doing now? 

D e c e a s e d Chi ld: My heart 's pound ing and I ' m shaking like I 
was at the start . 

Hel l inger (to Ernest): Once more , what happened in your family? 

Ernes t : Earlier? 

Hel l inger: W h o died? 

E r n e s t : My father's mother ; then my mother ' s brother , two very 
young brothers of mine , and my father. 

Hel l inger : So, we've still got a whole gallery of dead people. H o w 
old was your father when he died? 

E r n e s t : Fifty-five. 

Hel l inger : H o w did your g randmother die? 

Ernes t : She commit ted suicide. 

Hel l inger : H o w old was she? 

Ernes t : Thir ty-four. 

(Hellinger asks the parents to switch places once again. Then representa­
tives are added for Ernest's father, his younger brothers, and his paternal 
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grandmother. Several configurations are tried, with the representatives' 
help, until correct positions are found.) 

H e l l i n g e r (to Ernest's representative): H o w do you feel w h e n you 
see t h e m all? 

E r n e s t ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : I feel good. My father gives me 
s t rength . 

H e l l i n g e r (to youngest son): H o w do you feel now? 

D e c e a s e d C h i l d : M u c h bet ter . Bu t I need to be able to see my 
grandfa ther clearly. 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay, we'll slide t h e m over a bit. H e ' s the mos t impor ­
tan t for you. 

D e c e a s e d C h i l d : As the grandfa ther came in, I immedia te ly felt 
bet ter . 

H e l l i n g e r (to group): My h u n c h is that with so m a n y dea ths a n d 
suicides in this family, E r n e s t unconscious ly wan ted to c o m m i t sui-

*Legend: +Brl—Ernest's brother, died young; +Br2—Ernest's brother, died 
young; Fa—Ernest's father, died at age of 55; +GrMo—Ernest's paternal grand­
mother, committed suicide at age of 34. 
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cide, or h a d the feeling tha t he needed to die y o u n g in o rde r to fol­
low all of those w h o h a d gone before. His younges t son did i t in his 
place. 

T h a t ' s a d y n a m i c we often see in families tha t have exper ienced 
serious illness, f requent accidents , or suicide. It 's called, "Be t te r I go 
than you, dea r Fa ther , o r dea r M o t h e r . " T h a t ' s the case here . T h e 
first constel la t ion E rnes t set up showed tha t very clear ly—the 
younges t son was s tand ing in front of his father to keep h i m from 
leaving. 

(To Ernest): W h a t shall we do wi th you? P u t yourself in your place 
in the constel lat ion so tha t you can feel h o w it is to be there . 

E r n e s t : I have ano the r intui t ion. 

H e l l i n g e r : P u t yourself into the constel lat ion first. (Ernest takes 
his place in the constellation. Hellinger watches his reaction.) 
(To group): I d o n ' t th ink he' l l be able to set tha t r ight. H e ' s too old 
to be able to really resolve tha t dynamic . We n e e d to respect tha t . 
T h e r e are l imits to wha t we can do tha t are set by o u r age. In p r in ­
ciple, the wors t has already h a p p e n e d . His younges t son has a l ready 
c o m m i t t e d suicide, a n d it's too late to save h i m . 

T h e ques t ion i s whe the r or n o t we can do anyth ing for the o the r 
sons. He could save t h e m if he would give his deceased son a p lace 
in his hea r t a n d say to h im, "I know that you did i t for m e , a n d I 
carry you in my hea r t so that you live on in m e . I'll do some th ing 
good in m e m o r y o f you"—whateve r tha t migh t m e a n to h im. A n d 
he can say to his o ther sons , " H e has a p lace in my hear t , and I ' m 
asking you to give h i m a place in your hear t s too . Also, look at your 
sister w h o is s t and ing be tween you and w h o be longs to us . " 

T h a t would be an O r d e r of Love, a n d a resolut ion t h r o u g h love. 
(To Ernest): Is tha t clear enough for you? (Ernest nods,pause, repre­
sentatives sit down.) 
(To group): Are there any quest ions? 

P a r t i c i p a n t : My son constant ly pu t s his life in danger . M u s t I 

wait unt i l i t has happened? 

H e l l i n g e r (looks at her for a long time, then gently): Is he do ing it 

for you? 

P a r t i c i p a n t : I d o n ' t know. 
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Hel l inger : He ' s doing it for you. T h e r e was a gleam in your eyes 
as you told about it. T h e resolution lies with you. (Pause) D o e s any­
one else have a question? 

Part i c ipant : I'd like to know more about something you said ear­
lier. You told Ernes t that he's too old to find a resolution. Was that a 
provocation? You opened something up. 

Hel l inger: He has already done what needed to be done. I t doesn' t 
mat ter how that happened. Look at him, how he's beaming at me . 

R e l a t e d Q u e s t i o n s 

Q u e s t i o n : It seems to me that you ask a great deal from the cli­
ents. You said yourself that you go to the ou termost limit. But I've 
also noticed that you suddenly stop at a certain point so that the 
work can cont inue on its own, so that it accumulates a certain 
power. C a n you explain how you unders tand that process? 

Hel l inger : Together with the client, I survey the entire field of the 
consequences of his or her actions and fate. I don ' t limit it to what 's 
easy and pleasant. I go with clients to the limits of their systems, to 
the boundar ies where their systems stop. In effect, that means that 
we eventually mee t death , and with them, I look at the possibility 
that they will die, or that something terrible will happen . I accom­
pany them, I go with them to the outer limits, wi thout fear, wi thout 
hesitation. We look at everything that 's there , up one side and down 
the other. 

Once we've done that , we've seen the entire field of reality that 's 
operat ing in their system. We've explored the whole field and we 
know where the limits are. Only by going to the outer limits can we 
know what 's possible, the good as well as the bad. T h a t gives clients 
s trength, and with that strength, we can look for a resolution that 's 
good for everyone. 

Somet imes the resolution is that we m u s t accept the inevitable, 
that we've reached the limit, and that nothing else is easier or pos­
sible. Bu t usually there's another possible solution. W h e n there is 
another possibility, it can be reached more easily after we've already 
been to the outer limits. T h e client can see the reality of the situa­
tion and can then choose the best and mos t appropriate pa th for 
himself or herself. 



Man and Woman: The Foundation of Family 91 

Q u e s t i o n : M u c h of what you say sounds dogmatic . Yet, I ' m sur­
prised at how m u c h inner tranquillity and centeredness you main ­
tain in spite of the very heavy situations that people repeatedly br ing 
and the rather hostile confrontations by people in the audience tha t 
sometimes arise. I see, too, a gentleness of spirit in you that touches 
me deeply. H o w do you maintain your centeredness and the clarity 
of your perception? 

Hel l inger : Tranquill i ty and clarity of percept ion are made pos ­
sible by consent ing to the world as it is wi thout any intent ion to. 
change it. Tha t ' s fundamentally a religious a t t i tude, because it 
aligns me with a ^greater whole without separating me from it. I 
don ' t pre tend to know bet ter or hope to achieve something bet ter 
than what the inner forces already at work in the system would do 
by themselves. W h e n I see something terrible, that , too, is an aspect 
of the world, and I consent to it. W h e n I see something beautiful, I 
consent to that also. I call this at t i tude "humil i ty"—consent ing to 
the world as it is. Only this consent makes percept ion possible. 
Wi thou t it, wishes, fears, judgments—my constructs—interfere with 
my perception 

And there 's another thing to consider. T h e Orders of Love aren ' t 
rigid s tructures . They ' r e always changing; they 're different from 
m o m e n t to m o m e n t . There ' s something richly varied in them, a 
profound abundance that we can glimpse for only a brief m o m e n t . 
Tha t ' s the reason why every family constellation is different, even 
when the issues in the families are similar. W h e n I recognize that an 
order is a certain way, then I say what I see. Some people who are 
accus tomed to thinking in terms of " t rue and false" or "right and 
w r o n g " have a tendency to hear what I say as a s ta tement about a 
general t ru th . It 's not! It 's only a recognition of the t ru th that could 
be glimpsed in a certain momen t . It applies only to tha t m o m e n t , 
and in that m o m e n t , it has its full t ru th . If someone isolates wha t 
I've seen from its momen ta ry context and makes a general principle 
out of it, then i t appears to be dogmatic . But others do that with 
what I say—I don ' t . 
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Parents and Children 

T h e love between parents and children, like love in other relation­
ships, is constrained by bond ing , by giving and taking, and by divid­
ing functions appropriately. Unlike other love, parent -ch i ld love 
succeeds when a disparity of giving and taking is mainta ined. T h e 
first systemic O r d e r o f Love between parents and children is that 
parents give and children take, 

T h e mos t valuable thing that children receive from their par­
ents—no mat ter who their parents are or what they may have 
done—is the oppor tuni ty to live. Receiving life from their parents , 
children take their parents, and those parents are the only possible 
ones for them. Chi ldren can ' t add to , omit from, or reject anything 
in the life their parents give, and it's also impossible for parents to 
add or withhold anything when they give themselves as parents to 
their children. 

This first giving and taking between parents and children is dif­
ferent from the giving and taking of gifts and favors. W h e n children 
take life from their parents , they take what their parents previously 
have taken from their own parents . In a certain sense, children are 
their parents and grandparents . Love succeeds when children value 
the life they have been given—when they take their parents as par­

ents as they are. Everything else that children need in order to thrive 
can be given by someone else, bu t only their parents can give t h e m 
life. 

92 
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I'm Glad You Had Me 

During a workshop on family systems, a businessman told the group 
that his mother had given him away as a child so that she could live a 
free and unburdened life. He had grown up in a foster family and 
met his mother for the first time when he was 20 years old. At the 
time that he participated in the workshop, he was over 40 and had 
only seen his mother three or four times. The following day, he 
remembered that she lived not far from the course site, and that 
evening he visited her. He returned to the workshop the next day and 
related how he had gone to her house and had told her, "Mother, I 'm 
glad you had me." The old woman beamed, and her heart knew 
peace. 

Parents know deep satisfaction w h e n they are t aken by their chil­

d ren , w h e n they see the quick flash in a child 's eye, or h e a r the 

joyful laughter t ha t says: " I ' m glad you h a d m e . " Ch i ld ren know 

peace w h e n they take their parents—like the m a n above d id—as 

they are . 

In addi t ion to giving t h e m life, pa ren t s also give their chi ldren 

o the r th ings . T h e y care for t hem, a n d provide t h e m with advantages , 

d isadvantages , a n d oppor tuni t ies for good or ill. Ch i ld ren are 

unab le to ba lance ou t the great dispari ty of giving a n d taking in 

their re la t ionship wi th their pa ren t s , even w h e n they wan t to. A n d 

so an irreconcilable disparity of giving a n d taking is the second 

O r d e r of Love wi th which chi ldren mus t con t end . 

T h e b o n d i n g love tha t young chi ldren feel for their na tura l pa r ­

ents is b l ind to the details of what the paren t s do or fail to do . Chi l ­

d ren act as if love could tolerate no difference—as if only be ing 

similar would b o n d t h e m together a n d tha t be ing different m u s t 

lead to separa t ion and loss. The i r act ions bea r witness to the mag i ­

cal th inking of the child 's soul: "Like b o n d s to like." 

T h i s unconsc ious assumpt ion a b o u t love gives rise to a child 's 

instinctive urge to b o n d to the paren t s by be ing like t h e m . T h i s is 

easily seen in young chi ldren w h o openly imitate their pa ren t s , b u t 

this aspect of chi ldren 's love cont inues to opera te in the inner lives 

of adul ts as well, playing an i m p o r t a n t role in family re la t ionships . 

Act ing ou t of love, chi ldren follow their pa ren t s even in suffering, 

a n d a l though it's usually unconsc ious , they pe rpe tua t e their p a r e n t s ' 

misfor tunes by copying them. 
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A Good Girl 

A 35-year-old woman told the group that she was getting a divorce. 
She had been happily married and had three children. Although she 
could give no satisfactory reason for wanting to divorce, she was ada­
mant and rejected out of hand all suggestions to reconsider. In a later 
session, the therapist asked her about her parents. Her father had 
died trying to rescue his companions on an aircraft carrier. The 
therapist asked how old her mother was at that time. She replied, 

\ "My mother lost my father when she was 3 5 . " The therapist then 
« asked, "Must a good girl in your family lose her husband at 3 5 ? " 

Motiva ted by b l ind love, the daugh te r did as her m o t h e r h a d d o n e , 

shar ing her loss as if a second separat ion could equalize the first, as 

if her divorce demons t r a t ed loyalty. Ch i ld ren unconsc ious ly aspire 

to equa l their pa ren t s in suffering. T h e i r b o n d i n g love is so deep 

that i t b l inds t h e m , a n d they can ' t resist the t empta t ion to try to 

care for their pa ren t s by taking on their pa ren t s ' suffering. A l though 

act ing ou t of love a n d believing tha t they are do ing good , they beg in 

to funct ion as their pa ren t s ' pa ren t s , and they live ou t their p a r e n t s ' 

greatest fears by damag ing themselves . T h e i r b l ind love pro tec ts 

their b o n d i n g to their pa ren t s , b u t by funct ioning as pa ren t s a n d 

trying to give to their paren ts ra ther than take from t h e m , they 

reverse the flow of giving a n d taking and they inadver tent ly per ­

pe tua t e suffering. Love be tween paren ts a n d chi ldren obeys a hier­

archy wi th in the family that d e m a n d s tha t they r ema in u n e q u a l 

p a r t n e r s , tha t pa ren t s give a n d chi ldren take. T h u s , the th i rd Order 

of Love is tha t love succeeds bes t w h e n chi ldren are chi ldren a n d 

pa ren t s are pa ren t s—tha t is, w h e n the hierarchy wi th in the family 

accord ing to t ime a n d function is respected . 

GIVING AND TAKING 
BETWEEN PARENTS AND CHILDREN 

Both pa ren t s a n d chi ldren are t e m p t e d to give a n d take wha t d a m ­

ages love. Mi sunde r s t and ings a b o u t wha t love allows are c o m m o n , 

and the consequences are often painful. T h e fact tha t the giving and 

taking be tween pa ren t s and chi ldren can ' t be ba lanced by reciprocal 

giving d e m a n d s that they look for o ther resolut ions . 

T h r e e c o m m o n pa t t e rns o f giving a n d taking be tween pa ren t s 

and chi ldren are injurious to love: 
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1. Ch i ld ren refuse to take their pa ren t s as they are. 

2. Pa ren t s t ry to give and chi ldren to take wha t is harmful . 

3. Pa ren t s t ry to take from chi ldren a n d chi ldren t ry to give to 

pa ren t s . 

Refusing to Take Parents as They Are 

Ins tead of taking their pa ren t s as they are , ch i ldren somet imes p r e ­
s u m e to evaluate t h e m as i f pa ren t s h a d to earn t h e r ight to be pa r ­
ents . T h e y say, in effect, "I d o n ' t like this a b o u t you, so you ' re n o t 
my father." Or , "You d idn ' t give me wha t I n e e d e d , so you can ' t be 
my m o t h e r . " T h i s is an absu rd dis tor t ion of reality. Paren ts en te r 
p a r e n t h o o d t h r o u g h the events o f concep t ion a n d b i r th , a n d these 
acts a lone m a k e t h e m the child 's paren ts . Ch i ld ren are absolutely 
powerless to change anything abou t this first giving a n d taking. 

Ch i ld ren exper ience inner solidity a n d a clear sense of ident i ty 
w h e n they find resolut ion wi th their pa ren t s , w h e n they take b o t h 
pa ren t s a n d acknowledge t h e m as they are. T h e y feel i ncomple te 
a n d e m p t y w h e n they exclude one or bo th of their pa ren t s from 
their hear t s . T h e consequence of d e m e a n i n g or excluding a p a r e n t is 
always the same—chi ld ren b e c o m e passive a n d feel empty. T h i s is a 
c o m m o n cause of depress ion . 

Ch i ld ren , even w h e n they've been h u r t by their pa ren t s , can still 
say: "Yes, you are my paren t s . Everything tha t was in you is in me 
too. I acknowledge tha t you are my paren t s , a n d I accept the conse ­
quences tha t has for m e . I take the good from wha t you gave, a n d I 
t rus t you to deal wi th your fate as you see fit." T h e n they are free to 
set a b o u t the often difficult work of mak ing the bes t ou t of w h a t 
may be a very b a d si tuat ion. 

The Rest House 

Cloaked in memory and loss, a man wanders the streets of the town 
where he was born. Many things that happened there remain hidden 
from him, and many doors are locked. He wishes he could put that 
past far behind him, but something holds him, as if he were wrestling 
with a demon whose blessing he must win before he can go. And so 
he feels caught between a desire to go forward and a need to stay, 
between leaving and remaining. 
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He comes to a park and sits down on a bench, leans back, breathes 
deeply. He closes his eyes. Trust ing to an inner force, he allows his 
turmoi l just to be and feels himself growing calm and supple like 
reeds in the wind, in ha rmony with all diversity and with the spa­
ciousness of time. 

He imagines himself as an open house, and whoever wishes to may 
enter. All who come bring something, stay a while, and then leave. 

There ' s a perpetual coming in this house, a bringing, a staying, a 
leaving. Everyone newly come brings something, grows old in stay­
ing, and leaves when the time is ripe. 

Many who have been excluded or long forgotten enter his house . 
T h e y too br ing something, stay a while, and leave. Even those who 
are unwelcome enter, and they too bring something, mingle with the 
o thers , stay a while, and leave. 

Whoever enters meets those who came before and those who will 
come after, and because they are many, all mus t share. Everyone who 
has a place has limits. Whoever desires something mus t also give. 
T h o s e who enter cont inue to grow as long as they stay. They came 
after others had left, and will go when others need to come. A n d so 
in this house of coming and going, there are time and space enough 
for everyone. 

Sitting there in this way, the m a n feels comfortable in his house. 
He feels at ease with all who have come, are coming, and will come; 
with all they've brought , are bringing, and will bring; and with those 
who have stayed, are staying, or have left. It seems to h im as if what­
ever had been incomplete is now complete. He feels a long struggle 
coming to an end, and leaving is now possible. He waits until he feels 
that the m o m e n t has come, opens his eyes, looks around, stands up , 
and goes. 

C h i l d r e n c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e i r p a r e n t s ' feel ings o f gu i l t w h e n they 

re fuse t o t ake t h e m a s t h e y a r e . I f c h i l d r e n r e m a i n u n h a p p y , c a u g h t 

in a cycle o f fai lure a n d suf fer ing b e c a u s e t h e i r p a r e n t s ' c a r e t a k i n g 

w a s def ic ien t , t h e n t h e p a r e n t s a r e gu i l ty o f c a u s i n g h u r t t o t h e ch i l ­

d r e n t o w h o m t h e y gave life. I f c h i l d r e n a re ab l e t o o v e r c o m e w h a t ­

ever t h e y m a y have suffered i n c h i l d h o o d a n d l e a r n t o live h a p p y , 

sat isfying lives, t h e n t he i r p a r e n t s feel re l ieved. B e c a u s e t h e y h a v e 

g o o d lives, t h e s e c h i l d r e n d o n ' t c l ing t o t he i r r e s e n t m e n t s a g a i n s t 

t h e i r p a r e n t s . R a t h e r , t hey t a k e t h e life t h e y ' v e b e e n g iven a n d live i t 

a s fully a s t hey c a n . Stil l , m a n y p e o p l e p re fe r t o r e m a i n u n h a p p y 

r a t h e r t h a n t ake life fully a n d a id t h e i r p a r e n t s i n p u t t i n g o ld feel­

ings of gui l t to res t . 
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Refusing to Take Father as He Is: An Example 

P a r t i c i p a n t : I have a quest ion about children honor ing their 
father. I've been working intensively with a family for some years. 
T h e parents are divorced and the father lives in ano ther city. T h e 
children reject their father with an intense hat red because he repeat­
edly terrorized their mother . T h e y watched h im beat her on several 
occasions. T h e children also found out that their father h a d sexually 
molested young schoolboys. He 's made a genuine effort to change 
and has repeatedly tried to establish contact with them, hop ing that 
some form of reconciliation might be possible. He ' s wri t ten them 
letters and sent t h e m presents , bu t they refuse to have anything to 
do with h im. T h e y even shredded the family pho to a lbum, tearing 
out all the pictures of h im. 

Hel l inger : H o w old are the children? 

P a r t i c i p a n t : Ages 10 to 18. T h e y all live with their mother , and 
they say they don ' t ever want to see their father again. 

Hel l inger : Okay. T h e first thing is that the hate that the children 
feel toward their father is most likely their mother ' s , and no t their 
own. It 's just too intense to be merely children's hate . T h e fact of 
their taking on their mother ' s hate doesn ' t protect t hem from the 
consequences of the hate . Tha t ' s very impor tan t to unde r s t and— 
whatever we do has consequences , and it has consequences for our 
children as well. Having a moral justification for doing someth ing 
destructive doesn ' t exempt the action from its consequences , and 
neither do good intent ions reduce the consequences of harmful 
actions. 

It would be useful for the children to learn to allow their mo the r 
to deal with her own hate . One strategic intervention would be for 
t hem to tell their mother , "About all this ha te for D a d , we'll take 
care of it for you." You can suggest that to them, bu t don ' t explain 
it. T h a t would be a first step to getting everyone thinking about 
what 's going on. 

W h e n people are caught in other people 's feelings, it's usually 
bet ter to work with them indirectly. So, after you offer the sentence 
to them, you could try a telling them a long story with a surprise 
ending. For example, here 's a story about something tha t really 
happened . 
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Where Do You Stand with Mother? 

Once my wife and I were invited by the director of a psychosomatic 
hospital to work with some of the patients who were staying there. We 
worked very intensively for 14 days. They all had a special program 
every morning and Primal Group Therapy every afternoon. 

O n e woman with whom I worked was extremely depressed. Dur ­
ing a therapy session, she screamed with cold hat red that she wished 
her father had died in the war. On the next day, I asked her what had 
happened to her father. She explained that he had suffered a head 
wound , and often had outbreaks and did crazy things that were very 
difficult for her and her mother . They came to hate h im, and to wish 
that he had died. But judging by the way she talked, I suspected that 
the daughter felt and expressed her mother 's ha te—not her own. 

At our next meeting, I asked her if she had children. She said, 
"I 've got two sons." I said, " O n e of your sons will follow your father." 
She looked at me , bu t d idn ' t say anything. I asked her how her mar­
riage was. She said that it wasn' t very good. H e r husband took good 
care of her and the children, which was why she stayed with h im, but 
she didn ' t like him very much . 

She was very depressed and agitated when I next saw her a few 
days later. W h e n I asked her what the mat ter was, she said that she 
had received a letter from the home for disturbed children where 
her youngest son lived. He 'd had a suicidal episode there. Al though 
she confirmed what I had said a few days earlier, she didn ' t see the 
connect ion, and I d idn ' t say anything either. T h e n she said, "I love 
h im so much . " But the way she said it d idn ' t seem genuine. So I told 
her that i t d idn ' t sound m u c h like love, and that i t upset me to hear 
her speak about him like that. She became furious with me and sent 
me away. 

She was surprised when I checked on her the next day. I asked her 
to experiment with imagining that her son was there and telling him, 
"I hate your father, bu t I love you." After she did it, I asked her, 
" H o w would your son respond if he heard you say that?" She said, 
"I don ' t know." I asked, "Would he be able to react at all?" She 
answered softly, " N o . " I said, "That ' s what 's making him crazy." 

In the same room was a young man whose mother had left h im in 
a hospital and disappeared. He 'd been in a series of foster homes and 
had suffered a great deal, but he accepted his fate openly. I said to 
her, "Look at him. He 's suffered a lot, bu t he didn ' t get psychotic. He 
knows where he stands with his mother." 

I f y o u tell t h e m a h o r r i b l e s t o ry like t h a t , p e r h a p s they ' l l c a t c h on 

t o t h e h i d d e n d y n a m i c . B e c o m i n g a f a the r a n d b e i n g o n e h a v e n o t h -
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ing to do with whether the father's good or bad . Becoming a father 
or a mo the r is a process beyond good and evil. Conceiving a child 
fundamentally serves life, so it doesn ' t depend on moral judgments 
for its honor . 

I'll give you ano ther example . A doctor once told a g roup tha t 
his father had been a doc to r for the SS and h a d supervised m a n y 
h u m a n exper iments in the concent ra t ion camps . After the war, he 
was found guilty and given the death penalty, b u t somehow was 
freed and he d isappeared. T h e son's quest ion was , " W h a t shall I 
do a bou t my father?" I said to h im, " In the m o m e n t your father 
impregna ted your mothe r , he wasn ' t acting as an SS officer. T h e 
two things are different, and you can and m u s t keep t h e m 
separa te ." 

Like this doctor , it's possible for a child to acknowledge his or her 
father as a father without assuming responsibility for the father's 
actions. Chi ldren in such situations mus t not minimize or excuse 
their father's actions, bu t they can say, " W h a t you did is your , 
responsibility. StilL_you are my father. Whatever you have done , 
we're related. I ' m glad tha t you gave me life. Even when what you 
did was horrible, I 'm your son, not your judge." W h a t other opt ion 
is open to a child in a situation like that? 

Th i s distinction is also very impor tan t for the children in your 
case. W h a t their father did makes it necessary for them to separate 
from h im for a while, bu t they won ' t manage to separate as long as 
the hate is so strong. T h e hate binds them to h im. They ' l l be free 
when they honestly say, "Wha t you did was very hard for us, and 
we're no t going to see you for a while, bu t you ' re still our father, 
and we enjoy the life you gave us." 

Maybe you can help the mother , as well. She's probably caught in 
an identification with someone in her own system, and the exag­
geration of her hate comes from that identification. Perhaps she's 
taken on someone 's hate in the same way that he r children are tak­
ing on her hate . If she's entangled, it'll be difficult for her to think 
clearly about what 's happening. It might help her if she can find out 
what was going on in her family. If she can find the person to w h o m 
the ha te belongs, she may be able to give it back. T h e n she'll only 
have to deal with her own hate and whatever else actually belongs 
between her and her former husband . 

There ' s a danger that her children will later copy their father's 
behavior and become like h im. If she gets to the place where she's 
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genuinely looking for a resolut ion, the systemic solut ion would be 
for her to say, "I ma r r i ed your father because I loved h im , a n d w h e n 
I see you, I still love h im . " If she could honest ly say that , the chil­
d r en would be free. Bu t you probably w o u l d n ' t da re to p ropose 
someth ing like tha t , would you? 

P a r t i c i p a n t : N o , I wouldn ' t ! 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t would be an effective in tervent ion . Of course , 
you 'd have to offer i t to her wi th convict ion, wi th t r u e compass ion . 
You can ' t say some th ing like tha t as a t echn ique . 

P a r t i c i p a n t : T h e cour t s are going to decide w h e t h e r o r no t the 
chi ldren a n d the father can have contac t wi th each other . T h e 
m o t h e r is contes t ing visitation r ights. 

H e l l i n g e r : I 'd agree wi th he r tha t the re shou ld be no con t ac t for 
now. I 'd tell the fa ther tha t it 's app rop r i a t e for h i m to give up his 
r ights to visi tat ion for the t ime be ing . I f he were to do so, he wou ld 
be accep t ing t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s o f his ac t ions , a n d tha t wou ld 
m a k e i t easier for the ch i ldren to respec t h i m . T h e c o u r t s dec ide 
acco rd ing to legal cr i ter ia , b u t they often dec ide wha t ' s p s y c h o ­
logically bes t anyway. I w o u l d n ' t e n c o u r a g e his p ro te s t ing the 
dec is ion . 

G i v i n g a n d T a k i n g W h a t I s H a r m f u l 

A m o n g the things tha t paren ts m u s t no t give the i r chi ldren , a n d 
tha t chi ldren m u s t no t take, are deb ts , illnesses, obl igat ions, bu r ­
dens of c i rcumstance , injustices suffered or c o m m i t t e d , and any 
privileges gained by personal achievement . T h e s e are all things tha t 
pa ren t s have ea rned or suffered th rough persona l effort or c i r cum­
stance. T h e y haven ' t b e e n inher i ted from a previous genera t ion in 
o rde r to be passed to the next as a good beques t , so they remain the 
pa ren t s ' responsibili ty. It 's the pa ren t s ' job to p ro tec t their chi ldren 
from the negative effect of such things , a n d chi ldren m u s t t rus t their 
pa ren t s to deal wi th whatever fate has m e t e d ou t—in whatever way 
the pa ren t s choose . W h e n paren t s give wha t i s ha rmful , or w h e n 
chi ldren take it, love is injured. 
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T h e r e are negat ive c o n s e q u e n c e s of a different k ind w h e n a 

y o u n g e r p e r s o n feels en t i t led to t he r ewards a n d privi leges o f an 

o lde r p e r s o n w i t h o u t hav ing e a r n e d t h e m . 

A Better Lawyer 

A young lawyer took over his father's highly successful law practice. 
Because he was less experienced, and perhaps less gifted than his 
father, many of the more important clients soon left. Rather than 
accepting this loss of income and reduced standard of living, he 
acted as if he had the right to the same success as his father—even 
though he had not earned it with his own efforts. He began to accept 
well-paid but illegal work. 

His actions were soon exposed and he was barred from legal prac­
tice for some years. 

My Mother the Actress 

Fate smiled generously on a well-known actress, giving her both tal­
ent and luck. Fate was less generous with her daughter. However, the 
daughter felt entitled to the same success as her mother and became 
depressed and suicidal when she could not achieve it. She began to 
hate her mother, as if her mother could have given her luck and tal­
ent, as well as life. 

Eventually, the daughter found a life of her own in a different pro­
fession, and enjoyed modest success, a happy family life, and a good 
friendship with her mother. 

C h i l d r e n m u s t differentiate themse lves f rom the i r p a r e n t s a n d r ec ­

ognize t he l imits o f thei r r ights a n d responsibi l i t ies . T h i s t oo shows 

r e spec t a n d love for thei r p a r e n t s . 

C h i l d r e n have advan tages o r d i sadvan tages a c c o r d i n g to the i r 

p a r e n t s ' c i r cums tances . F r o m w h a t they ' r e given in this way, chil­

d r e n c rea te a n e w thei r o w n advan tages a n d d e b t s . B u t love i s 

in jured w h e n ch i ld ren feel en t i t led a n d d e m a n d to t ake w h a t the i r 

p a r e n t s have a c q u i r e d t h r o u g h p e r s o n a l efforts o r suffering. F o r 

e x a m p l e , b i t t e r qua r re l s t ha t split families a n d de s t roy love m a y 

resu l t w h e n ch i ld ren expec t o r d e m a n d a n i n h e r i t a n c e . 

An inhe r i t ance is a gift f rom p a r e n t s to the i r ch i ld ren , a n d like 

any gift, i t m a y be given however t h e giver wishes . E v e n i f o n e chi ld 

gets eve ry th ing a n d the o the r s n o t h i n g , r e s e n t m e n t ha s n o g o o d 

effect. An i n h e r i t a n c e i s always u n e a r n e d , a n d c o m p l a i n i n g a b o u t 

ge t t ing less t h a n s o m e o n e else i s i n a p p r o p r i a t e . H o w e v e r , t h o s e w h o 
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have received m o r e may freely give a fair share to those w h o have 
b e e n given less, and thereby assure peace a n d h a r m o n y in the sys­
t e m . Wheneve r those w h o have received less are dissatisfied and 
d e m a n d m o r e — a s if an inher i tance were a r igh t—turbu lence devel­
ops in the flow of love. 

Some t imes chi ldren take someth ing harmful f rom their pa ren t s , 
a n d somet imes paren t s t ry to give to their chi ldren an obligation, 
r e sen tmen t , or deb t , as if tha t were a good inher i t ance . Fa te brings 
advantage a n d mis for tune in different measures . Individuals may be 
able to t u r n misfor tune aside or escape its consequences , b u t some­
t imes they canno t a n d so m u s t suffer the consequences of for tune 's 
whimsy. Such unavoidable blows of fate, however , also give s t rength 
a n d w i sdom to those w h o u n d e r s t a n d and s u r r e n d e r t o t h e m . T h e 
good qualit ies ea rned in this way may then be passed on to others 
w i thou t the pr ice that ' s already b e e n paid . Pass ing on w i sdom 
e a r n e d t h r o u g h suffering is possible only if the o the r m e m b e r s of 
the system have the courage , respect , and w i s d o m n o t to interfere. 
For example , g r andpa ren t s w h o have accepted wi th grace whatever 
unavoidable suffering a n d loss fate has given give freely to their 
g randch i ld ren , a n d are loved by t h e m . Bu t whenever younger per­
sons—even if mot iva ted by love—take on b u r d e n s or obligations 
from older pe r sons , they in t rude into the m o s t pe r sona l sphere of 
those older pe r sons a n d rob t h e m a n d their suffering of the power 
for good. 

T h e o rde r of giving a n d taking in a family is t u r n e d ups ide down 
w h e n pa ren t s haven ' t taken e n o u g h from their own pa ren t s , o r 
w h e n they haven ' t taken and given e n o u g h to each o the r in their 
pa r tne r sh ip . T h e n they wan t their emot iona l needs to be m e t by 
their chi ldren, a n d their chi ldren may feel responsible for mee t ing 
t h e m . Paren ts t hen take like chi ldren, and chi ldren give as if they 
were paren t s . Ins tead of flowing from older to younger , the giving 
a n d taking r u n against the f low of gravity and t ime . S u c h giving 
can ' t reach its p r o p e r goal any m o r e than a m o u n t a i n s t r eam can 
f low from the valley up to the peaks . 

When Father Acts Like a Child 

A young couple came to therapy with their six-year-old son seeking 
help in dealing with him, as he was very difficult. During an emo­
tional outburst, the father held his son firmly, close to his body, and 
talked to him. The father spoke as if he were a child himself, talking 
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about his own needs and feelings as if his son should understand him 
like a father, and the boy found no resolution. 

The therapist sat behind the father and said, "Imagine that I'm 
your father. Lean against me and speak to your son as a father 
speaks." He did so, and a resolution established itself at once. In the 
end he sat with his son, holding hands, and his wife sat with their two 
daughters, facing them. Father and son were at peace together, as 
were the mother and daughters. It was a beautiful picture. 

At the next session, the man lay on the floor playing with his son. 
They wrestled happily. Suddenly, the boy became angry and ran out 
of the room. The therapist, overhearing their conversation, noticed 
that the child had become angry when the father reverted to speak­
ing as a child, and the order was disturbed again. 

W h e n pa ren t s have u n m e t emot ional needs , it 's appropr ia te for 
t h e m to t u r n to each o ther o r to their own pa ren t s . W h e n they t u r n 
to their chi ldren wi th d e m a n d s to be comfor ted or reassured, the 
roles a n d functions in the family are reversed. T h a t ' s parentifi-
cation—children assuming the posi t ion of a pa ren t t oward their own 
paren ts . Ch i ld ren can ' t p ro tec t themselves against this process . 
Everyone suffers w h e n families are caught in the p a t t e r n of chi ldren 
feeling responsible for their paren ts and pa ren t s expect ing their 
chi ldren to behave as adul t pa r tne r s . T h e chi ldren take on an exag­
gerated a n d inappropr ia te impor t ance in the family, and they ' re 
d o o m e d to fail, for no child can satisfy his or he r p a r e n t s ' emot iona l 
needs a n d empt iness . A n d the paren t s can ' t p ro tec t themselves from 
doing to their chi ldren wha t they d o n ' t wish to do. M o r a l a rgumen t s 
a n d logical justifications d o n ' t coun t at all, only the actual exper i ­
ence of love. T h e flow of love can be felt, b u t no t legislated: Chi l ­
d ren know w h e t h e r o r no t they are open wi th the i r pa ren t s . 

Questions and Answers from Seminars 

Q u e s t i o n : Is i t parentif icat ion when a d a u g h t e r feels as t h o u g h 

she's the m o t h e r of he r m o t h e r or the m o t h e r of he r father? 

H e l l i n g e r : My definition was more precise: Parentif icat ion is 
w h e n a child assumes the posi t ion of the pa ren t . T h a t has m o r e 
scope because we ' re n o t just looking a t an individual child a n d w h a t 
that child may feel, b u t at the dynamics of the family system as a 
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whole , where you can see pa t t e rns across several genera t ions . For 
example , one m o t h e r h a d s t rong irrat ional feelings of r e sen tmen t 
toward he r daughte r . Look ing into the family system, she r e m e m ­
bered h o w she h a d resen ted her own mo the r , a n d she discovered 
that the r e s e n t m e n t she h a d for her daugh te r felt exactly the same. 
T h e en tangled love for he r m o t h e r entangled the love wi th her 
daughter . T h a t ' s parentif icat ion as a family dynamic . It 's m o r e t han 
just an individual 's feelings, so you've got to try to see what ' s going 
on in the whole family. 

Do t h e ch i ld ren ho ld themselves respons ib le for a pa ren t ' s inne r 
condi t ion? Do they t ry to give wha t a p a r e n t or p a r t n e r m a y give, 
b u t w h a t a chi ld m a y n o t give? F o r example , do they th ink or feel, 
" I f I do th is , my m o t h e r will get ill," or , "If I d o n ' t do tha t , my 
father will leave u s " ? Parent i f icat ion is immed ia t e ly clear in the 
family cons te l la t ions . Of ten the p e r s o n r ep re sen t ing such a child 
will s ta r t to feel n e r v o u s a n d fidgety. I f t h e p e r s o n wi th w h o m tha t 
p e r s o n is identif ied is b r o u g h t in to the sys tem—for in s t ance , the 
miss ing g r a n d m o t h e r o r p a r t n e r — t h e child immedia te ly b e c o m e s 
ca lm. 

Q u e s t i o n : You said tha t chi ldren separate from their pa ren t s by 
taking t h e m . I t seems to me tha t chi ldren separate from their par ­
ents by drawing a clear b o u n d a r y be tween t h e m . Would you c o m ­
m e n t on that? 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n a child compla ins to his or h e r pa ren t s , " W h a t 
you gave me wasn ' t e n o u g h or i t was the w r o n g th ing , a n d you still 
owe me a lot ," then the child can ' t separate from t h e m . T h e s e 
d e m a n d s b ind chi ldren to their paren ts in such a way tha t they can ' t 
take anything. If they were to take their pa ren t s as they are , a n d also 
the good things tha t they gave, then their taking wou ld dissolve their 
d e m a n d and m a k e i t s eem foolish. As i t is, they r ema in b o u n d to 
their pa ren t s , a n d can ne i ther take n o r separate . 

Taking one ' s pa ren t s has a s t range effect—it separates . It 's n o t 
some th ing d o n e against the pa ren t s , bu t some th ing tha t comple tes 
a n d r o u n d s ou t the relat ionship with t h e m . Taking your paren t s 
m e a n s , "I take whatever you 've given m e . It 's a lot and it 's enough . 
Whatever else I need , I'll take care of myself or get from s o m e o n e 
else, a n d now I'll leave you in peace ." I t m e a n s , "I take wha t I 've 
b e e n given, a n d a l though I may then leave my pa ren t s , I have my 
paren t s a n d my paren t s have m e . " 
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In a g r o u p , a very successful doc tor asked, " W h a t shall I do? My 
paren t s m e d d l e in my business all the t ime . " I to ld h im , "Your p a r ­
ents have the r ight to b u t t into your life whenever they w a n t to! A n d 
you have the r ight to go ahead and do whatever you th ink is r ight for 
yourself anyway." 

Ch i ld ren w h o d o n ' t take their pa ren t s m u s t t ry to compensa t e for 
the deficit. Often the search for self-realization a n d en l igh tenmen t 
is, in reality, the search for the not -yet - taken father and t h e not -ye t -
taken m o t h e r . T h e search for G o d often stops or b e c o m e s different 
when the father and m o t h e r are taken. M a n y peop le have discov­
ered tha t their so-called "midlife crisis" was resolved as soon as they 
successfully took a previously rejected paren t . 

Q u e s t i o n : As I u n d e r s t a n d what you 've said, it 's i m p o r t a n t for 
me to pos i t ion myself next to my mo the r , to take her . To be hones t , 
I have to admi t tha t I haven ' t d o n e that , no t as a child, as an a d o ­
lescent , or as a g rown w o m a n . Is there anyth ing I can do now? 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, there is. S tand next to he r a n d look at he r wi th a 
daughte r ' s love. Taking your m o t h e r is really an inne r process . 

Q u e s t i o n : W h a t i f there ' s no cur ren t inpu t from her? My m o t h e r 
has never m a n a g e d to feel that she's wor thy of be ing an equa l p a r t ­
ner to a m a n , so she 's lived all her mar r i ed life in my father 's 
shadow. She 's the perfect example of a w o m a n who ' s always 
believed tha t a wife should be subservient to her h u s b a n d . If I move 
into he r sphere of influence, what then? 

H e l l i n g e r : O u r pa ren t s give us life, and they ' re the only ones w h o 
can do that . O the r s can give us what else we need in add i t ion to 
that . Strictly speaking, we don ' t get life from our paren ts—it comes 
to us t h r o u g h t h e m from far away. T h e y ' r e ou r connec t ion with the 
source of life, wi th wha t is beyond whatever shor t comings they m a y 
have. W h e n we connec t to t hem, we access tha t deepe r source , a n d 
i t ho lds m a n y surprises a n d mysteries. S o m e t h i n g beautiful h a p p e n s 
when people look at their parents and recognize the source of life. 
Love d e m a n d s tha t the receiver h o n o r b o t h the gift and the giver. 
Whoeve r loves a n d h o n o r s life implicitly loves a n d h o n o r s the givers 
of life. W h o e v e r disdains or devalues life, a n d d o e s n ' t respect it, d is­
h o n o r s the givers of life. W h e n people take a n d h o n o r b o t h gift a n d 
giver, they ho ld the gift up to the light unt i l i t shines , a n d a l though 
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t h e gift f l ows t h r o u g h t h e m to t h o s e w h o follow, t h e g iver i s i l l umi ­

n a t e d by its glow. 

Additional Considerations 

W h e n we have the feeling that we're missing someth ing from our 
m o t h e r or father, we have an image of what should have been . 
T h a t ' s the image of the good parent . Taking our parents is a ques ­
t ion of giving those good images a place in our hear ts and letting 
t h e m do some good work there. Tha t ' s an opt ion that remains open 
to mos t people even when they were hu r t by their parents . Taking 
one 's parents doesn ' t d e m a n d denying what was negative, b u t i t 
permi ts chi ldren to touch the dep ths of all pa ren t s ' hear ts where 
they suffer bitterly when they see their chi ldren caught in the same 
pa t te rn in which they were caught . W h e n people succeed in seeing 
their paren ts in that dep th , they're changed—and so are their 
parents . 

Hellinger describes a possibility of looking at our parents so that 
we see them in the context of their fate. We see their failures, we see 
their suffering and disappointments , we trust them to deal with their 
fate as best they can, and we remember our own position as children 
in the family hierarchy. Beyond that, we see past them to the larger 
mystery of life that flows to us through them. 

Obviously, it's easier if our actual father and mothe r displayed 
some of this goodness, and almost every parent does at t imes. In our 
therapy groups , part icipants are sometimes invited to do an experi­
ment . T h e y imagine that their own son or daughter has grown up 
and is suffering from family problems that have been passed on. Th i s 
is invariably a painful image for people, even for persons who have no 
children. T h e n they're invited to imagine that their children manage 
to accept and to rise above the problem. T h e y imagine that they suc­
ceeded in taking what was good and in leaving behind what was bur ­
densome. Tha t ' s a great relief for parents. 

Hell inger is describing an actual movement , an action that real 
people do with o ther real people. Th i s means taking the actual 
father and mo the r and seeing them through the eyes of an adul t 
s tanding in the Orde r of Love, no t th rough a distressed child's eyes. 
M a n y people have been able to pu t their relat ionships with their 
paren ts in order so that love re turns to their family system in spite 
of terrible things that have happened to them. W h e n they succeed, 
everyone in the system feels i t—the parents , themselves, their chil­
dren . [H.B.] 
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THE HIERARCHY 
BETWEEN PARENTS AND CHILDREN 

Healthy, happy children and loving parents can be found in all cul­
tures, religions, and social classes. Th is means that there are many 
successful ways to rear children, and that they differ from, and may 
even contradict , one another. Nevertheless, love demands bond ing , 
a balance of giving and taking, and appropriate social orders in all 
cultures, b u t it leaves us great lati tude in how we achieve them. 

Love flows smoothly when all member s of a family system follow 
the hierarchy. As we've seen earlier, the family hierarchy m u s t mee t 
three criteria: t ime, weight, and function. 

Wi th respect to t ime, the family hierarchy flows down from above 
and from earlier to later. Like t ime, it can ' t be s topped or reversed 
in its direct ion—children always come after their parents , and the 
younger always follow the older. Konrad Ferd inand Meyer 
describes this movement from above to below in his p o e m " T h e 
Roman Founta in . " 

A gush of water rises, 
falling fills a marble bowl 
which veils itself in overflow 
into a second bowl below. 

The second floods its wealth 
into yet a third 
and each takes and gives, 
is still and lives. 

T h e relationship between father and mo the r exists before they 
become parents ; there are adults wi thout children, bu t no children 
without biological parents . Love succeeds when parents care well 
for their young children, bu t not the other way a round . T h u s , the 
relationship between husband and wife takes priority in a family. 

T h e priori ty according to t ime also applies to siblings. T h o s e who 
are closest to the beginning of life take from those who have lived 
longer. T h e older give to the younger, and the younger take from 
the older. T h e first child gives to the second and the third, the sec­
ond takes from the first and gives to the third, and babies take from 
all of the others . T h e eldest child gives more , and the youngest child 
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takes more . For this reason, the eldest often has compensa t ing privi­
leges and the youngest child often takes more responsibility for car­
ing for their parents in their old age. 

N e w relationship systems also have a systemic priori ty over older 
systems. Th is is the opposite of the dynamic of precedence within a 
system where the older member s have precedence over those who 
come later. T h e couple's relationship takes priori ty over the rela­
t ionship with the family of origin in the same way that a second 
marr iage has precedence over the first. Relationships suffer when 
this principle isn't honored—when parents remain more impor tan t 
than par tners and children, and first par tners m o r e impor tan t than 
new ones. 

Wi th respect to weight, the mos t impor tan t relationship in the 
family is that between the father and the mother ; then come the 
parent -ch i ld relationships, the relationships with the extended fam­
ily, and , finally, those with other, freely chosen groups . Cer ta in indi­
viduals who carry an unusually heavy fate may have enough 
systemic weight so that the normal sequence according to t ime 
mus t be adjusted. 

Putting Children Before Partners: Examples from 
Seminars 

Louis : My mothe r once told me that she h a d stayed with my 
father because of me . I don ' t thmk I've honored that enough. 

Hel l inger : N o r should you, at least not in that sense. W h e n your 
m o t h e r says that you're the reason she stayed with your father, she's 
not telling you the whole the t ru th . If you think tha t she stayed with 
h im because of you, you make yourself too impor tan t . She stayed 
with your father because she accepted the consequences of her 
actions. She did it for herself and for h im. Tha t ' s something com­
pletely different. You d idn ' t part icipate in their decisions and agree­
men t s , so you can honor her for being willing to accept the 
consequences of her own actions, bu t not because she did it for you. 

If you look at it as being something she did for you, you distort 
the t ru th . On the other hand , if you see that she willingly accepted 
the consequences of her actions, you honor b o t h your mothe r and 
your father. By formulating it that way, you focus on the intimacy 
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be tween your father a n d your mothe r . By saying i t the o ther way, 
you focus on the in t imacy be tween your m o t h e r a n d you. 

T h e dynamic is the same w h e n the paren t s m a r r y because of a 
pregnancy. T h e y d o n ' t get mar r i ed for the child, b u t ra ther because 
they accept the consequences o f their act ions. T h e child h a d no 
active pa r t in the ag reemen t be tween the pa ren t s , b u t he or she 
often feels responsible , especially if the mar r iage is unhappy . S u c h 
chi ldren are comple te ly wi thou t b l ame a n d there 's no n e e d for t h e m 
to feel responsible . Never the less , m a n y chi ldren do so anyway a n d 
they t hen feel too impor t an t . 

H o w was your p a r e n t s ' marr iage? 

L o u i s : Partly, very close. I often saw my m o t h e r si t t ing on my 
father 's lap, b u t apparent ly there were sexual difficulties. She 
refused h i m o n c e , a n d then she compla ined to me later tha t he 
d idn ' t wan t he r sexually anymore . 

H e l l i n g e r : I wan t to tell you someth ing abou t be ing d rawn in to 
confidences be tween your m o t h e r and father. Wha teve r h a p p e n e d 
be tween your pa ren t s i s n o n e of your business! T h e cor rec t the ra ­
peu t ic p r o c e d u r e is to forget whatever she told you as quickly as you 
can! Cleanse your hea r t and soul of the mat te r . M a s t e r i n g the skill 
of forgetting is a heal ing resource . T h a t kind of forgett ing is a spir i­
tual discipline. (Louis immediately nods confirmation.) T h a t was too 
quick. A " too -qu ick" n o d is a subst i tu te for a real ag reemen t . 

Q u e s t i o n : Is tha t t r u e for a child of any age? 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, it's possible to get en tangled in things tha t are 
n o n e of your business at any age. A m o t h e r , for example , shou ldn ' t 
tell a child the in t imate details of he r sexual life wi th the child 's 
father. I t 's injurious w h e n one pa ren t speaks disparagingly a b o u t 
such in t imacy to the ch i ld ren—or to o thers . O u r sexual in t imacy is 
a po in t on which we ' re all very vulnerable , and if tha t isn ' t respec ted 
be tween p a r t n e r s , that ' s the end of the i r relat ionship. T h e p a r e n t s ' 
in t imate life is n o n e of the chi ldren 's bus iness , a n d they shou ldn ' t 
be d r awn in to it. T h e y can ' t p ro tec t themselves against get t ing 
sucked in, b u t later on , they can forget wha t they 've heard! T h e n i t 
causes no h a r m . I f they forget wi th good inner j u d g m e n t a n d love, i t 
can be t ruly forgot ten. 
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Q u e s t i o n : W h a t a b o u t w h e n my m o t h e r tells me in t imate things 
a b o u t he r relat ionship wi th he r f i r s t h u s b a n d ? 

H e l l i n g e r : I t 's exactly the same. You can tell her , "I only care 
a b o u t Papa . I d o n ' t wan t to know what h a p p e n e d be tween you a n d 
your f i r s t h u s b a n d , and I d o n ' t wan t to know wha t h a p p e n s be tween 
you a n d Papa either." 

Q u e s t i o n : W h a t a b o u t telling a new p a r t n e r a b o u t int imacies 
from a previous relat ionship? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s also a violation of t rus t . W h a t was private 
be tween you and your former pa r tne r should be p ro t ec t ed a n d kept 
as a secret. If you expose the in t imate details of your earlier relat ion­
sh ip , your new pa r tne r will have difficulty t rus t ing you . 

Q u e s t i o n : W h e n pa ren t s have affairs, i s tha t also n o n e of the chil­
d ren ' s business? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s r ight , n o n e of their business at all! 

Q u e s t i o n : W h a t i f there are children from the second relat ion­
ship? 

H e l l i n g e r : In tha t case, it's no t a secret , and i t t ouches t h e m 
directly. T h e y ' r e enti t led to know abou t it. 

Q u e s t i o n : I know of pa ren t s who have allowed their chi ldren to 
read their old love letters. 

H e l l i n g e r : I f they were my paren t s , I w o u l d n ' t r ead t h e m . 

Q u e s t i o n : I worked wi th a family in wh ich t h e fa ther b r o u g h t 
his mis t ress h o m e , a n d t h e m o t h e r was too weak to s top h i m . 
C o u l d t h e sons in te rvene a n d tell h i m to leave his w o m e n ou t s ide 
the i r h o m e ? 

H e l l i n g e r : I ' m very cau t ious a b o u t answer ing specula t ive q u e s ­
t ions o r m a k i n g genera l iza t ions . Never the le s s , they p r o b a b l y 
wou ld be well advised to a s s u m e tha t their m o t h e r i s in a g r e e m e n t 
wi th t h e s i tua t ion—at least , tha t she 's choos ing t h e least b a d of the 
n o t - t o o - g o o d op t ions o p e n to her . I t w o u l d be r ea sonab le and 
a p p r o p r i a t e for t h e sons to leave h o m e as soon as poss ib le . I t 's 
always difficult w h e n ch i ld ren b e c o m e involved in the i r p a r e n t s ' 
re la t ionship . 
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Q u e s t i o n : My ex-wife constant ly pu ts me d o w n in front o f ou r 
daugh te r s . It 's clear to me that I can ' t do anyth ing a b o u t my 
ex-wife's behavior , b u t is there someth ing I can do for my 
daughters? 

H e l l i n g e r : N o t h i n g , absolutely no th ing . Perhaps someday you 

can tell t h e m a s tory a b o u t how people learn to forget. 

S y s t e m i c E n t a n g l e m e n t s 

Wheneve r paren t s outwardly act against the bes t interests of their 
chi ldren, one may as sume tha t they ' re caught in s o m e earlier sys­
temic violation of the Order s of Love. Paren ts natura l ly desire tha t 
their chi ldren be spared whatever they themselves have suffered, 
a n d they suffer w h e n their chi ldren suffer; they know discourage­
m e n t a n d defeat w h e n their chi ldren know t h e m . W h e n p a r e n t s ' suf­
fering is ba lanced ou t blindly by their chi ldren 's suffering, i t passes 
from p e r s o n to pe r son , from genera t ion to genera t ion , a n d knows 
no end . T h e work wi th family constel lat ions frequently reveals 
repeat ing pa t t e rns of h a r m and suffering crossing genera t ions 
within families. 

Ch i ld ren are bound less in love b u t l imited in life exper ience , so 
it's a great t empta t ion for t h e m to uni te wi th their pa ren t s in suffer­
ing. If a m o t h e r is depressed , he r chi ldren feel t e m p t e d to be 
depressed as well. If a father dr inks too m u c h , his chi ldren c o m e 
u n d e r pressure to find some way to emula te his suffering, pe rhaps 
by failing to be successful in life. Bu t m a t u r i n g love d e m a n d s tha t 
chi ldren gradual ly give up the bl ind love of ch i ldhood a n d learn to 
love as adul ts . Ins tead of repeat ing wha t is ha rmful , m a t u r e love 
d e m a n d s tha t they free themselves from the family en tang lemen t s . 
T h e n they fulfill their pa ren t s ' deeper expecta t ions a n d hopes 
for their chi ldren. T h e be t te r the chi ldren are , the be t t e r are the 
parents . 

Ch i ld ren disentangle themselves from the negative effects of the 
bl ind love by recognizing and obeying their p a r e n t s ' t rue wishes— 
that the chi ldren be h a p p y and fulfilled. I t takes great courage for 
chi ldren to see their pa ren t s suffer a n d yet still obey the grea ter love, 
to see to it tha t they themselves succeed in life a n d fulfill t h e desires 
of their p a r e n t s ' hea r t s . 
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Even t h o u g h chi ldren wan t to be like their pa ren t s , they also fear 
their fate. F o r this reason, chi ldren may outwardly reject their par­
ents a n d strive to be different from t h e m even while they secretly 
emula te t h e m . S u c h chi ldren, a l though they m a k e a great show of 
be ing different from their pa ren t s , still unconsc ious ly do as their 
paren ts have d o n e , a n d a t t rac t—or react to—life s i tuat ions in which 
they exper ience approximate ly wha t their pa ren t s have exper ienced. 
W h e n chi ldren say to their pa ren t s , " U n d e r no c i rcumstances will I 
ever be like you ," they still love their pa ren t s bl indly and are b o u n d 
tightly to t h e m . In spite of themselves , they c o m m i t themselves to 
following their p a r e n t s ' example , a n d they b e c o m e exactly like 
t h e m . W h e n chi ldren fear b e c o m i n g like their pa ren t s , they con­
stantly wa tch their pa ren t s , because whatever they d o n ' t wish to be 
like they m u s t cont inual ly observe. I t 's no w o n d e r t hen tha t they 
b e c o m e exactly like their pa ren t s . 

A m a n br ings the values a n d t radi t ions of his family into a par t ­
nership , a n d a w o m a n does the same. Yet their values and tradi t ions 
are often qui te different. Ch i ld ren outwardly follow the m o r e domi ­
n a n t paren t , b u t inwardly they follow the o ther pa ren t . F o r example , 
i f the father 's values domina t e , then the couple ' s chi ldren t end to 
follow his values outwardly while inwardly they adhere to the m o t h ­
er's values. I t 's m o r e c o m m o n for the mo the r ' s values to domina te 
and to be ou tward ly followed by the chi ldren, wi th the resul t that , 
a l though they outwardly reject their father, they secretly emula te 
h im—usual ly w i t h o u t not ic ing wha t they ' re doing . 

In deviat ing from one pa ren t ' s values, a child is generally follow­
ing the value sys tem of the o the r paren t . For this reason , disobedi­
ence to o n e p a r e n t is often a kind of loyalty a n d obedience to the 
other. If chi ldren get the direct or indirect message from one parent , 
" D o n ' t b e c o m e like your fa ther /mother ," then their loyalty d e m a n d s 
of t h e m tha t they b e c o m e like the forbidden pa ren t . 

I'll Consent If You Become Like Your Father 

A woman divorced her alcoholic husband and was awarded custody 
of their son. She was worried that he would become like her former 
husband. Her therapist told her that her son had the freedom to 
choose to follow his father, and that, if she wanted to relieve him of 
the systemic necessity to become like his father, she could say to her 
son, "You may take all that I give to you, and you may take all that 
your father gives you. You may become like me and you may become 
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like your father." She objected, "But what if he becomes an alco­
holic?" T h e therapist answered, "Exactly, even then! T h e n tell him. 'I 
will consent if you become like your father.' That's the test." 

T h e effect of this kind of permission and respect for the d imin­
ished parent is that the son can then honor his love for his father by 
taking h im as he is wi thout also having to take his entanglements . If 
the mothe r had said, " D o n ' t you dare become like your father," 
then the son would have come unde r systemic pressure to do so to 
honor his b o n d to his father, and he would have been unable to p r o ­
tect himself. 

By maintaining loyalty to one parent outwardly and loyalty to the 
other parent inwardly, children are able to hold the family together , 
bu t the system doesn ' t achieve the kind of balance that m e m b e r s 
experience as natural and effortless love. For this reason, one paren t 
can never really t r iumph over the other. For example, children 
secretly emulate the parent who comes out worse in a divorce, 
somet imes with destructive consequences . 

In adopt ions that don ' t turn out well, and when s tepparents have 
difficulties with their stepchildren, it's frequently the case that the 
adoptive parents or s tepparents wish to replace the natural parents 
rather than complement them. T h e n the loyalty to the natural par­
ent puts the child unde r pressure to u n d e r m i n e the new family. 

DIFFICULT ISSUES 
IN PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS 

Child Custody 

Question: I do a lot of work for the cour ts , t rying to de te rmine 
who should get custody of the children. Somet imes the divorces get 
very ugly, and it's very difficult to make a r ecommenda t ion . C a n 
you say something about this problem? 

Hel l inger: T h e quest ion of who gets custody of the children after 
a divorce is actually no t as difficult to resolve as you might think. 
The re are two systemic principles that can guide you in making the 
decision: (1) T h e children should go to the parent who mos t values 
the other parent in them, and (2) Whoever abandons the relation­
ship shouldn ' t be rewarded with custody of the children. 
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In actual exper ience , m o s t often it's the father w h o values the 
m o t h e r m o r e in their chi ldren t han the o ther way a round . Even 
w h e n tha t ' s the case, i f the w o m a n wants custody, she earns the 
r ight to have their chi ldren by learning to value the qualit ies of her 
former h u s b a n d in t h e m . Otherwise , she h a r m s the chi ldren by 
wan t ing a n d valuing only half of t hem. 

Q u e s t i o n : H o w do you tell which pa ren t values the o ther m o s t in 
the chi ldren? 

H e l l i n g e r : You see it immediately , and they also know it, if they 
are hones t wi th themselves . You only have to look at the pa ren t s and 
you know r ight away which one i t is. 

Q u e s t i o n : B u t cou ldn ' t i t h a p p e n tha t they value each o ther 
equally? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s a hypothet ical object ion. If they valued each 
o the r equally, they w o u l d n ' t need to d ivorce—or at least they 
w o u l d n ' t be fighting a b o u t child custody. 

Q u e s t i o n : T h e r e are two principles: " T h e pa ren t w h o m o s t val­
ues the o ther in the chi ldren should get cus tody" and "Whoeve r 
a b a n d o n s the relat ionship shou ldn ' t be rewarded wi th cus tody of 
the chi ldren ." Are they the same? 

H e l l i n g e r : Wha t ' s i m p o r t a n t is to look closely at the actual 
people wi th w h o m you ' re working. T h e r a p e u t i c pr inciples have a 
heal ing effect w h e n they serve the needs of your clients, b u t you 
m u s t n ' t r e shape the people to fit the principles . T h e complexi ty of 
the issues can ' t be cap tu red in two sentences ; they ' re just helpful 
guidel ines. 

Ul t imately, the pa ren t s m u s t decide w h o gets cus tody of the chil­
d ren , n o t the therapis t . Paren ts also decide whe the r to r e m a r r y or 
stay single. For example , if a divorced m a n has cus tody of his chil­
d r en a n d he wan t s to remarry , it's n o t appropr ia te for h im to m a k e 
his decis ion d e p e n d e n t on his chi ldren 's ag reement . He has to do 
what ' s r ight for h i m , a n d the chi ldren have to accept that . Ch i ld ren 
a ren ' t equa l p a r t n e r s and shou ldn ' t be consul ted in such things as i f 
they were . However , they ' re certainly no t obliged to love the new 
par tner . 

Q u e s t i o n : B u t the cour t s ask the chi ldren a b o u t custody. 
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He l l inger : I know. Legal thinking and systemic thinking are 
somet imes different. I 'm speaking here about psychological dynam­
ics, abou t what 's best for the children. 

W h e n the parents decide about custody amicably between them­
selves, then the children are spared the difficult decision of choosing 
one or the other. Parents often have the idea that the one who was 
given custody is taking the children away from the other. But that 's 
impossible. Even if the children are living with only one parent , they 
will always remain the children of bo th parents . However the par­
ents proceed, i t mus t remain clear to the children tha t bo th parents 
remain their parents , even though they're no longer a couple. 

A d o p t i o n 

Q u e s t i o n : I 'm a social worker in an adopt ion agency. We're often 
called on to make recommendat ions about whether children should 
be adopted or placed in a foster home . And we're also confronted 
with adopt ions that go wrong. Are there any systemic guidelines 
that might be of help to us? 

Hel l inger : W h e n children can ' t be raised by their own parents , 
then the best alternative is probably the grandparents . T h e y usually 
have the closest connect ion to the children. If they can take the chil­
dren, the children are generally well taken care of—and the way 
back to the parents is easier if the situation should change. If there 
aren ' t any living grandparents , or if the grandparen ts can ' t take the 
children, then the next best choice is usually an aun t or an uncle . 
Adopt ion is a last resort and should be considered only if no one in 
the family is available. 

Judging from my experience in working with families, the crucial 
factor is the adoptive parents ' intentions. If they're truly acting in 
the best interests of the child, then the adopt ion has a good chance 
of turn ing ou t well. Adoptive parents often don ' t really consider the 
child's interests, bu t rather their own. Typically, they can ' t have a 
child and are rebelling against the limits na ture has set for them. 
They ' re implicitly asking the child to protect t hem from their disap­
poin tment . W h e n that 's the case, then the fundamenta l flow of giv­
ing and taking and the order of the relationships are dis turbed 
before they start , and the parents can expect to suffer the conse­
quences of their actions, or that the child will suffer. 
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W h e n par tners adopt a child out of their own needs and no t out 
of concern for the well-being of the child, they effectively take a 
child from his or he r natural parents in order to mee t their personal 
needs . It 's the systemic equivalent of the theft of a child, so it has 
serious negative consequences within a family system. It doesn ' t 
really mat ter what motivated the natural parents to p u t the baby up 
for adopt ion; the adoptive parents very often pay with something of 
equal value. For example, i t frequently happens that couples divorce 
after adopt ing a child for the wrong reasons. Sacrificing a par tner is 
the compensa t ion for robbing the natural parents of their child. In 
families with which I've worked, the consequences of adopt ing chil­
dren for inappropriate reasons have included divorce, illness, abor­
t ion, and death . In its mos t destructive form, this dynamic has 
expressed itself in the illness or suicide of one of the couple 's na tu­
ral children. 

It 's also no t u n c o m m o n for adopted children to resent their 
adoptive parents and not to appreciate what 's been given to them. 
In such families, it's often the case that the adoptive parents secretly 
consider themselves superior to the biological parents , and the 
child, perhaps unconsciously, demonstra tes a solidarity with his or 
her natural parents . 

Somet imes the biological paren ts have given their child up for 
adopt ion when i t wasn ' t absolutely necessary. T h e n the child feels 
legit imate r e sen tmen t toward the pa ren t s , bu t it 's the adoptive 
paren ts who b e c o m e the targets. It 's worse for t h e m if they've 
assumed the posi t ion of the natura l pa ren ts . If the adoptive par­
ents are clear tha t they ' re only act ing in loco parentis for the natural 
pa ren t s , t hen the negative feelings remain targeted on the natural 
pa ren t s , and the adoptive paren ts get the apprecia t ion they 
deserve. T h a t ' s a great relief for adoptive pa ren t s , and also for 
adop ted chi ldren. 

W h e n adoptive paren t s or foster paren ts are act ing in the inter­
ests of the child, t hen they have the inner sense tha t they ' re sub­
sti tutes for or representat ives of the biological paren ts a n d no t 
their r ep lacements—tha t they ' re helping the real pa ren t s by com­
plet ing what those paren ts cou ldn ' t do . T h e y have an impor t an t 
function, bu t as adoptive paren t s , they come after the biological 
pa ren t s , no ma t t e r who they are and what they have done . I f this 
order is respected , then the child can accept and respect adoptive 
parents . 
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A m a n in a g r o u p h a d separated from his wife a n d was c o n c e r n e d 
a b o u t the cus tody of their adop ted child. In the family constel la t ion, 
he p laced the child be tween himself a n d his wife. I asked " W h o 
wan ted the adop t i on?" He said tha t his wife h a d . I told h i m , "Yes, 
and she sacrificed he r h u s b a n d for it." T h e m a n represent ing the 
boy in the constel la t ion suddenly felt weak a n d said tha t he felt like 
falling to his knees. I told h i m to do so, a n d he knelt while his n a t u ­
ral m o t h e r was pos i t ioned beh ind h im. As he t hen t u r n e d toward 
her , he said tha t he felt a great relief. I p laced the representat ives of 
the adopt ive pa ren t s beh ind h im so tha t they could look on as he 
knelt before his na tura l mother . As they wa tched , they felt t h e m ­
selves b e c o m i n g a couple . 

W h e n chi ldren are adop ted , it 's helpful to m a k e clear dis t inct ions 
be tween the n a m e s of the parents . It 's clearer for an a d o p t e d child 
to use different n a m e s for the na tura l a n d the adopt ive pa ren t s , for 
example , " F a t h e r a n d M o t h e r " and " D a d a n d M o m . " Adopt ive pa r ­
ents shou ldn ' t identify an adop ted child as " m y s o n " or " m y d a u g h ­
ter." T h e message they c o m m u n i c a t e to the child should be m o r e 
like, " T h i s is the child we've been given to care for as represen ta ­
tives of the na tu ra l pa ren t s . " T h i s message has a very different 
quality. 

T h e r e ' s no set solut ion for every s i tuat ion. T h e m a i n po in t i s tha t 
the adopt ive pa ren t s retain a deep respect for the na tura l pa ren t s , 
and tha t they m a k e this respect clear to the chi ldren. In m a n y cases, 
it's be t te r for the a d o p t e d child to keep his or he r original n a m e so 
tha t i t r emains clear tha t this is an adop t ion . 

Q u e s t i o n : W h a t i f the child wants - to take the n a m e of the s tep­
father or of the adopt ive parents? 

H e l l i n g e r : I advise caut ion. Ch i ld ren feel intuitively wha t the 
adoptive paren t s wan t , and act as i f they wan t i t too. T h e adopt ive 
paren t s m u s t look very carefully to see what ' s good for the child a n d 
then do it, a n d n o t let themselves be dis t racted by their own needs . 
T h e y also m u s t n ' t allow the child to be the voice of their needs , as i f 
their needs were the child 's own. W h e n paren t s discover what ' s t ruly 
good for their chi ld, t hen the child will natural ly wan t tha t as well. 
T h e issue wi th a s tepfather in a second mar r iage is clear: If the 
m o t h e r respects a n d h o n o r s the na tura l father, there will be no 
p rob l em for the child. T h e same holds t r u e for a s t epmothe r . 
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Q u e s t i o n : W h e n one pa r tne r br ings a child from a previous mar ­

riage in to a n e w mar r iage , should the new p a r t n e r adop t the child? 

H e l l i n g e r : General ly, I advise against it. I t isn ' t good because the 

child t hen has to deny his or her own father or mothe r . B u t look at 

the child, a n d you' l l know what ' s best . It 's very difficult for a child 

to have to deny a pa ren t . I'll give you ano the r example , 
A w o m a n called me in despair. H e r adopt ive father was dying 

and she was unab le to resolve her ambivalence toward h im. She 
w a n t e d to be nea r h i m a t his dea th , b u t she c o u l d n ' t b r ing herself to 
app roach h im. She explained that her m o t h e r h a d divorced her 
father m a n y years ago to m a r r y this m a n , and tha t he h a d adop ted 
her. 

I suggested tha t she rescind the adop t ion . She hesi ta ted, t hanked 
m e , a n d h u n g up . S o m e t ime later, she called again to say tha t she 
h a d d o n e it. T h e s i tuat ion had changed immediate ly , a n d she h a d 
b e e n able to be with he r adoptive father in his dying process . He 
h a d d ied short ly before the second p h o n e call, a n d she was feeling 
a t peace with h i m a n d the si tuation. I t h a d b e c o m e very clear to her , 
she said, tha t she h a d b rough t someth ing back in to order , and h a d 
regained her p r o p e r p lace in her family. 

Q u e s t i o n : I know of two children whose pa ren t s and g r an d p a r ­
ents were killed in an au tomobi le accident . An unc le a n d an a u n t 
each is willing to care for one of the chi ldren. Is i t m o r e i m p o r t a n t 
tha t the chi ldren stay wi th relatives, which m e a n s be ing separa ted , 
or tha t they stay toge ther in a foster home? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s difficult to say wi thou t knowing the chi ldren 
and the a u n t a n d the uncle . We don ' t know why the aun t a n d the 
uncle each is p r epa red to care for only one of the chi ldren, b u t i t 
suggests to me tha t they ' re no t pr imari ly in teres ted in the chi ldren 's 
well-being. M a y b e they feel obligated. Otherwise , one or the o the r 
would do wha t is necessary to care for b o t h of the chi ldren. Unless 
there are clearly ex tenua t ing c i rcumstances , I suspect tha t the chil­
d ren migh t feel happ ie r in a foster family whe re they can live 
together . 

I 've often observed tha t people who , as chi ldren , lived in a foster 
h o m e (or w h o were adop ted) have a desire to care for foster chil­
d r en or to a d o p t chi ldren. Chi ldren in n e e d are well taken care of by 
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such foster pa r en t s , because the foster pa ren t s are pass ing on w h a t 
they themselves received. T h a t ' s an excellent dynamic . 

T h o m a s : A couple in the town where I live have no chi ldren of 
their own. T h e y f lew to a developing na t ion several t imes and pa id 
h u g e a m o u n t s of m o n e y to adop t a child. As soon as they got the 
child h o m e , the m a n h a d a ne rvous b r e a k d o w n a n d was hospi ta l ­
ized for th ree m o n t h s . As soon as he was released, they a d o p t e d a 
second child. I th ink what ' s h a p p e n i n g there is really terr ible . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h o knows? Look a t the chi ldren a n d think, "They ' l l 
make i t somehow." 

T h o m a s : I have ano the r ques t ion . F r i ends of m i n e . . . 

H e l l i n g e r (Interrupting): N o , no , no ! W h a t d id I just say? 

T h o m a s : T h e chi ldren will make i t somehow. 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, bu t before tha t , I said, " L o o k at the ch i ldren ." 
W h o were you looking at? 

T h o m a s : You ' re r ight. I was looking at the paren ts . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e y d o n ' t deserve any be t te r t h a n wha t they ' re get­
ting. T h e y ' r e aware of their act ions. I t 's amaz ing wha t people do . 

E igh teen years or so ago, I worked wi th a m a n n a m e d Peter . 
W h e n he was two years old, his m o t h e r h a d h a d a schizophrenic 
episode and h a d th rown h i m against a wall. H i s father took t h e m to 
a doctor . After they de t e rmined tha t Peter 's injuries weren ' t ser ious , 
the paren t s a n d the doc to r d i sappeared into the nex t r o o m a n d left 
h i m alone in the wait ing r o o m . After a while, the d o o r opened , a n d 
the doc to r looked in. Peter said tha t he still r e m e m b e r e d tha t d o c ­
tor 's look. I t was as if the look h a d said, "You'l l m a k e it." T h a t was 
all. T h a t was the ancho r tha t he h a d used to ho ld himself s teady 
t h r o u g h o u t his life. You see, the doc to r did just the r ight th ing . He 
looked at the child. 

Q u e s t i o n : My nephew, my bro ther ' s son, was a d o p t e d by his 
stepfather. He now has his s tepfather 's n a m e , and the new family 
has b roken off all con tac t with my b ro the r a n d our family. Is the re is 
anything I can do for the boy? 

H e l l i n g e r : N o t really. W h e n you consider wha t you can do for 
h im , there 's love in your hear t . If you allow tha t feeling to work in 



120 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

your hea r t , a n d a t the same t ime resist the t e m p t a t i o n to do some­
th ing unt i l a good oppor tun i ty arises, then you ' re do ing someth ing 
good for the boy. It m a y take years for a good oppor tun i ty to 
p resen t itself. 

Raising Children 

Q u e s t i o n : In o u r clinic, we work with m a n y families tha t are hav­
ing t rouble wi th their chi ldren. E a c h of the pa ren t s tells the chi ldren 
someth ing different, a n d the chi ldren are really confused abou t the 
r ight th ing to do . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n pa ren t s are having t rouble raising their chil­
d ren , it's often the case tha t they d o n ' t have a h a r m o n i z e d system of 
values, goals, a n d priori t ies. T h e solut ion in such cases is for t h e m 
to agree on a c o m m o n system in which the values of b o t h of their 
families of origin are represen ted fairly. T h i s m u t u a l system is m o r e 
inclusive t han ei ther of the original systems, and , in a cer ta in sense, 
b o t h pa r tne r s have to rel inquish their former family values. T h i s is 
difficult to do because b o t h t hen feel guilty regard ing their own 
families. T h e belief tha t one value system is r ight and the o ther 
w r o n g makes the process m u c h more difficult. W h e n pa ren t s are 
un i ted in one value system, they have a sense of solidarity wi th each 
o the r w h e n they face their chi ldren, and the chi ldren feel secure in 
their c o m m o n value system and follow i t willingly. W h e n paren t s 
a ren ' t un i t ed , their chi ldren m u s t live in two different belief systems 
or value systems a t the same t ime and in the s a m e house . T h a t ' s 
confusing. 

A father and a m o t h e r asked me what they shou ld do a b o u t their 
daugh te r ' s behavior . T h e m o t h e r felt responsible for set t ing limits 
for the girl, b u t d idn ' t feel suppor t ed in this by h e r h u s b a n d . 

I suggested th ree principles to consider w h e n raising chi ldren: 

1. A father a n d a m o t h e r have different ideas a b o u t wha t ' s good 
for their chi ldren according to whatever they exper ienced as 
i m p o r t a n t or missing in their own families. 

2. A child accepts as right a n d follows whatever both pa ren t s 
believe is ei ther i m p o r t a n t or missing. 
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3. W h e n one parent overrules the values of the other in raising 
the children, the children automatically ally themselves with 
the one who was overruled. 

I then asked t h e m to notice where and how their daughter loved 
them. T h e y looked at each other, and their faces lit up . I suggested 
to the father that he might occasionally let his daughter know how 
good i t m a d e h im feel when she was good to her mother . 

I l l e g i t i m a c y 

Q u e s t i o n : You said that parents should no t tell their children 
about int imate details of their lives. I work with several parents who 
haven ' t told their children that they were conceived out of wedlock, 
or that they are illegitimate. I can ' t believe that 's really good for the 
children. 

Hel l inger: There ' s a tendency in society to make moral judgments 
about such things, and when there's a negative judgment , the reluc­
tance to speak about it is also understandable. W h e n you look at such 
a situation without moral judgment, as we do here, you often see that 
things tu rn out fine just the way they are. Quite often, something very 
good comes out of our sins, and that's beyond the grasp of the mor ­
alists. You can' t talk about deep issues in the presence of someone 
who judges you and looks to see if what you do is right or wrong. 

T h o m a s : I 'm an illegitimate child and I grew up with my mother . 
Five years ago, I found my father, bu t I don ' t know his o ther sons , 
and my father is re luctant to tell them about me . 

Hel l inger : A woman in a previous workshop was in a similar situ­
ation. She was illegitimate, and her father had also marr ied and had 
sons, and was reluctant to show her to them. I couldn ' t see any rea­
son why she shouldn ' t look the sons up and in t roduce herself as 
their sister. 

Later , she called to tell me how things had worked out . She said 
that she had been invited to a par ty and that her father was there , as 
well as he r half bro thers . At the end of the party, i t happened that 
everyone had left except for her, her father, and the boys, and they 
were able to talk. 

If I were you, T h o m a s , I'd look them up. But if you do it, there 's 
a danger that you'll give up your profession as a pastor. 
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T h o m a s : W h y i s that? 

H e l l i n g e r : A c o m m o n mot ivat ion for the search for G o d is that 

the searcher doesn ' t have a father a n d is looking for h i m . If the 

father is found , the search for G o d isn' t so i m p o r t a n t anymore—or 

it's different. T h e whole th ing s tar ted with Jesus. As far as we know, 

h e , too , g rew up wi thou t a father. 

I'll share a p o e m with you. 

The Way 

A son went to his aged father and asked, 
"Father, bless me before you go." 

His father answered: 

"My blessing is that 

I will accompany you a while 
along the path to knowledge." 

They met at sunrise 
at the appointed place, 
climbed the mountain 
up out of the shadows 
of their narrow valley. 

As they reached the top, 
although it was the end of day, 
they could see in all directions 
stretching to the sky 
—the land bathed in light. 

The sun sank, 
taking with it 
its radiant glow. 
It was night, 

yet in the darkness of the night 
they saw, revealed, 
a multitude of 

—twinkling, distant stars. 
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C a r i n g f o r E l d e r l y P a r e n t s 

Q u e s t i o n : My parents are getting older, and more and more 
they'll be needing me to take care of them. I've also got a family and 
a job. H o w do I balance the responsibility to give to my wife and 
children and my responsibility to them? 

Hel l inger : Chi ldren have a responsibility to care for their elderly 
parents . Nevertheless, many children fear what awaits t hem as their 
parents grow old. Tha t ' s because they imagine that they mus t care 
for their parents in whatever way their parents wish. W h e n they feel 
so compelled, their worry is justified. T h e solution is for children to 
tell their parents , "We will do what 's right by you." Tha t ' s a com­
pletely different situation, bu t what 's truly right may be different 
from what either the parents or children first imagine. 

There ' s a specific dynamic behind this problem: Chi ldren can ' t 
see their parents as they are. Regardless of their actual age, as soon 
as they meet their parents , children have a s t rong tendency to feel 
and act like five- or six-year-olds. And parents see their children as 
five- or six-year-olds, regardless of their children's actual ages, and 
treat them accordingly. 

T h e only exception to this general rule I've ever come across was 
a psychiatrist in a seminar who insisted that she and her daughter 
were truly equals. Later , over coffee, she kept talking abou t her 
"little Snookie," until someone asked her who Snookie was. She 
answered, " M y daughter!" Snookie was about 35 years old. (Laugh­
ter) So that 's the only exception I've found. 

Whatever is truly needed can usually be arranged. 
Dur ing a workshop, a very successful bus inesswoman said she 

needed to call her mother , who was hospitalized. T h e mothe r very 
m u c h wanted her daughter to take her into her h o m e and care for 
her. T h e woman felt she couldn ' t do it because of her business obli­
gations. I said to her, "Your mother has priority. First care for your 
mothe r and then for your business." She protes ted that i t was 
impossible. I told her , "Just sit with it a while. You know it has pri­
ority and you know what 's impor tant . Just let i t work in you." 

As is so often the case when someone is prepared to do the right 
thing, the solution was unexpected. She got a call from a highly 
skilled practical nurse who was looking for a job caring for an older 
person. T h e nurse was expensive, but the w o m a n had adequate 
money and was more than happy to pay. T h a t was the solution. 



124 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

W h e n children freely accept this responsibility right from the 
beginning, parents find it easier to let t hem go because they know 
they will be there for them when they need t h e m — a n d children feel 
freer to separate when they know they're not abandoning their par­
ents. Chi ldren feel relief when at last it's appropriate for them to 
give something to their elderly parents . 

I n c e s t 

Q u e s t i o n : You've said that problems in families are usually 
a t tempts to love that have gone wrong. Is that t rue of incest as well? 
C a n you say something about how you view incest? 

Hel l inger : Incest is complex, and it comes in many different 
forms, so we need to be careful about generalizations. Somet imes 
the violence and abuse are so damaging that the sexual aspect 
becomes secondary. T h e n it's altogether different from incest that 's 
primarily sexual. But yes, I've seen that incest is often an a t tempt to 
love that 's gone wrong. 

In the usual way of looking at incest, therapists don ' t see the fam­
ily as a whole. Rather , they see two individuals: the perpetrator , who 
is usually a m a n , and the victim, usually his daughter or s tepdaugh­
ter. Some therapists tend to see the perpetra tor as an i n h u m a n beast 
who forced the victim to meet his or her uncontrol lable sexual 
desires or emotional needs. T h e y don ' t see the larger context of the 
family system. I ask, "Does the v ic t im-perpet ra tor mode l of looking 
at incest really help the child?" Tha t ' s the crucial quest ion. In the 
vast majority of cases with which I've worked, it doesn ' t seem to 
help at all. 

T h e fundamental principle of systemic psychotherapy is that we 
always look at the children and listen to them in the context of the 
whole family relationship system. We ask: What ' s going on in this 
family, and what 's best for the child? Wha t does she or he need to 
find peace? If we're no t careful, our images of perpet ra tor and vic­
t im prevent us from seeing the individuals involved, and they also 
may prevent us from seeing the whole family context . T h e solution 
for each child is different, so therapists need to stay alert. It 's always 
bet ter to sacrifice a preconceived belief than a child. 

If you look at the family as a whole, you usually see that the par­
ents have a p rob lem, and that the child was recrui ted to help t h e m 
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solve it. Incest , m o r e often than no t , is a family p r o b l e m , a n d is p o s ­

sible only w h e n the pa ren t s col laborate. I'll say i t in tha t provocat ive 

way; tha t is, b o t h paren t s par t ic ipa te—the m a n in the foreground 

a n d the m o t h e r in the b a c k g r o u n d — a n d they share the responsibi l ­

ity. W h e n incest is a family p rob lem, resolut ion b e c o m e s possible 

only w h e n the complexi ty of the family s i tuat ion as a whole is 

clearly seen. In those s i tuat ions, chi ldren need to have t h e courage 

to ho ld b o t h paren t s responsible . 

In o n e c o m m o n fo rm, incest i s an a t t e m p t to c o m p e n s a t e an 

i m b a l a n c e of giving a n d taking in the family—usual ly, b u t n o t 

always, be tween the pa r en t s . W h e n tha t ' s the case , the p e r p e t r a t o r 

has b e e n den ied some th ing ; for example , wha t t h e p e r s o n does for 

the family i sn ' t sufficiently apprec ia ted . In this fo rm, t h e inces t is 

an a t t e m p t to cor rec t t h e imba lance of giving a n d tak ing in the 

family. Of cou r se , t he re are m a n y o the r forms of inces t , b u t o n e 

c o m m o n p a t t e r n is t ha t a m o t h e r wi th a d a u g h t e r mar r i e s a m a n 

w h o has no ch i ld ren . A l t h o u g h he r new h u s b a n d prov ides for h e r 

a n d h e r d a u g h t e r a n d conce rns h imself wi th the i r welfare, his 

efforts a n d n e e d s are d i s coun ted , u n a p p r e c i a t e d , i gnored , a n d 

s o m e t i m e s even bel i t t led or r id iculed . An i m b a l a n c e of giving a n d 

tak ing develops b e t w e e n the p a r t n e r s in wh ich t h e m a n gives m o r e 

a n d t h e w o m a n takes m o r e . A w o m a n in tha t s i tua t ion migh t still 

be able to ba l ance the giving a n d taking i f she were to c o m m u n i ­

cate genu ine g ra t i t ude to her n e w h u s b a n d , "Yes, it 's t r u e tha t you 

give a n d I t ake , a n d I deeply apprec ia te wha t you d o . " T h e n co r ­

rec t ing the i m b a l a n c e migh t n o t have to d e s c e n d to such a 

des t ruc t ive level. 

However , w h e n there ' s an addi t ional deficit in the exchange 

be tween the pa r tne r s—for example , in their sexuality or their e m o ­

tional n e e d s — a n imbalance develops in the whole sys tem. T h e 

w o m a n a t t empts to ba lance the sexual deficit in those s i tuat ions by 

offering her daugh te r to the m a n (I 've worked with families in 

which the m o t h e r even did so consciously) , or by a b a n d o n i n g he r 

daugh t e r to h im in such a way tha t he is actually d rawn in to a c o m ­

pensa to ry relat ionship wi th her . I 've even worked with a few fami­

lies in which the daugh te r offered herself to he r father or s tepfather 

in o rde r to help her m o t h e r a n d to keep h i m from leaving. A less 

c o m m o n form of incest involves the boy who helps to redress an 

imba lance in the family. 
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Q u e s t i o n : Everyth ing in me resists the idea tha t the m o t h e r 
should take the b l a m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s especially t rue as long as you ' re m o r e inter­
ested in your ideals t han in the people involved. You're looking for 
the o n e to b l a m e . I ' m n o t in teres ted in b l aming anyone . I ' m looking 
for a solut ion. In o rde r to find a solut ion, I n e e d to see the people in 
their s i tuat ion, and I need to u n d e r s t a n d the dynamics of the family. 

My goals are always very specific: I look for a so lu t ion for the per ­
son who ' s c o m e to m e , and I resist the t e m p t a t i o n to go beyond 
that . T h e solut ions are different for every m e m b e r of the family. 
Everyone in the family—the m a n , the w o m a n , a n d the chi ld— 
knows , at least unconsciously , that the family has a p r o b l e m , so we 
need to look for a solut ion that allows everyone in the system to 
accept his or he r share of the responsibili ty a n d to ma in t a in dignity. 

For a child w h o has b e e n i nduced to help wi th an imba lance of 
giving and taking, a n d some other forms of incest as well, the solu­
t ion is to get to the place where she honest ly can say, " M a m a , I con­
sent to do this for you," and to her father, " D a d d y , I did i t for 
M a m a . " S o m e t i m e s , w h e n the m a n i s actually p resen t , I 've h a d the 
child say, " I ' m do ing it for M a m a , and I agree to do it for her ." 
S o m e people object to the word "agree , " b u t the vict ims confirm 
tha t it's i m p o r t a n t . 

T h e s e sentences n a m e the dynamic already operating in the fam­
ily, and they bring the child's love to light. A child w h o authent ical ly 
speaks these sentences gives voice to the archaic beau ty and power 
of he r i nnocen t love for h e r pa ren t s . She reveals a d e p t h of the soul 
where ch i ldren willingly, a l though often unconscious ly , m a k e the 
m o s t painful and dest ruct ive sacrifices for their pa ren t s . Systemi-
cally viewed, the child is sacrificed to redress an imba lance in the 
family, and , at least unconsciously, she agrees ou t of love. T h e solu­
t ion for he r i s to speak the t ru th , to n a m e the system dynamic a n d 
to declare he r love openly. By openly n a m i n g the m o t h e r ' s p a r t in 
the incest d y n a m i c , the child extracts herself from h e r unconsc ious 
ag reemen t to help solve he r pa ren t s ' p rob l em. T h e sen tence n a m e s 
he r mo the r ' s complici ty in wha t h a p p e n e d , b u t i t d o e s n ' t release her 
father from his guilt . 

T h e effect of having this in t imate love seen a n d acknowledged is 
heal ing. T h e sentences r emind chi ldren tha t they were t rying to do 
someth ing good , even if i t wen t wrong . W h e n they consciously feel 
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their love a n d we confirm it, they know tha t they ' re good . T h a t ' s a 
great relief. W h e n victims m a n a g e to say the words authentical ly, 
they ' re released from their en t ang lemen t in their p a r e n t s ' p r o b l e m . 
T h e y d o n ' t have to wait for their pa ren t s to change before they can 
do this. T h e y ' r e free to go on their way regardless of wha t their p a r ­
ents d o , w h e t h e r or no t they admi t responsibil i ty a n d feel r e m o r s e . 

Q u e s t i o n : B u t that ' s no t the way the girl feels. She feels as 

t h o u g h she 's do ing i t unwillingly, like she 's the vict im, a n d she 'd 

resist saying those sentences . 

H e l l i n g e r : A victim by definition is a pe r son w h o c o u l d n ' t p r e ­
vent wha t h a p p e n e d . I f victims wan t to change anyth ing , they 've got 
to get in t ouch with their au then t ic power. Ch i ld ren ' s power is the i r 
love. T h a t ' s w h a t the sen tences do : T h e y reveal the chi ld 's love. 
T h e y m a k e clear to everyone in the system wha t the child has d o n e 
to t ry to solve t h e family's p rob lem. 

W h e n you offer sentences like these , you m u s t listen very sensi­
tively to hear the sen tences the child's soul is already speaking. W h e n 
you 've found t h e m , you cautiously offer her a gift, words tha t 
express wha t she 's secretly b e e n feeling b u t c o u l d n ' t a r t icula te . I f 
you listen deeply e n o u g h and f ind the words tha t are just r ight , h e r 
soul u n d e r s t a n d s the message: "You acted ou t of love. You did the 
bes t you could , b u t n o w it's okay to give the p r o b l e m back to the 
adul ts . I t 's their p rob lem, a n d they can h a n d l e it." T h e message is 
usually some th ing like that . I t requires courage , b u t m a n y girls have 
found release by saying a loud wha t they 've secretly b e e n feeling all 
a long. 

T h e p roof as to whe the r or no t you 've found the r ight sen tences 
is their effectiveness. If you 've found the r ight formula t ion , a girl, or 
an adu l t w o m a n , exper imen t s with the sen tences , a n d all a t once 
she feels a change in he r b o d y and knows herself to be good . I t 's 
really a d ramat ic a n d beautiful process to see. She feels relieved 
because the sen tences demons t r a t e he r love a n d her d e p e n d e n c e , 
and therefore , he r innocence . It 's of absolu te i m p o r t a n c e tha t the 
child be he lped to f ind a way back to self-worth a n d dignity, a n d 
that he r love be acknowledged a n d affirmed. 

Q u e s t i o n : B u t wha t happens if you ' re working with a 15-year-old 

girl, for example , who ' s still in the si tuation? 
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H e l l i n g e r : T h e sentences are mos t effective then . A child is in the 
weakest pos i t ion in a family, so she's l imited as to wha t she can do 
to get the incest to stop. H e r best chance of get t ing i t to s top is 
w h e n we n a m e the h i d d e n dynamic opera t ing in the family a n d 
b r ing everyone 's responsibili ty into the open . 

Q u e s t i o n : W h a t do the sentences do to the father? In this fo rmu­
lat ion, he ' s r educed to a passive par t ic ipant . He ' s also a pe r son who 
ac ted , w h o violated his fa therhood and misused his own child. W h a t 
can he do? 

H e l l i n g e r : I f he 's seriously interes ted in do ing someth ing to 
res tore s o m e o rde r to the system, there are some general pr inciples 
he m u s t follow, b u t the details will vary. 

Firs t , he ' s got to accept fully the consequences of his act ions. If 
he was charged a n d convicted, he m u s t feel ag reemen t with the ver­
dict and the penalty. T h e n he has to face his daugh t e r a n d really see 
her , see the consequences for her of wha t he has d o n e . He m u s t 
genuinely tell he r tha t he carries the full responsibil i ty a n d bea r s the 
full consequences for his act ions , a n d tha t he ' l l w i thdraw from her 
a n d leave he r in peace . 

Since there ' s no way to u n d o what ' s been d o n e , he m u s t see to i t 
tha t some th ing good comes ou t of it. Gui l t gradual ly fades away 
w h e n i t accompl ishes its pu rpose—change for the bet ter . O n e s tep­
father u n d e r w e n t intensive personal psychotherapy, a n d t h e n did 
t ra ining a n d b e c a m e a therapis t working wi th o ther m e n . H i s rela­
t ionship wi th his s t epdaughte r is dis tant , b u t cordial . She can 
respect h i m , and it 's easier for her to respect herself. 

Q u e s t i o n : I 've always w o n d e r e d why cou r t decis ions against the 
pe rpe t r a to r in these cases so se ldom br ing a solut ion for the child. 

H e l l i n g e r : Pun i sh ing the pe rpe t ra to r isn ' t e n o u g h to b r ing reso­
lu t ion for the child. T h e r e ' s an impor t an t law of systemic behavior 
tha t needs to be respected: A system is d i s rup ted w h e n one of its 
m e m b e r s is rejected or excluded from the system. Resolu t ion 
requires tha t the wholeness of the system be respec ted , tha t the 
exc luded p e r s o n be taken back into the system, and tha t everyone 
accept his or he r appropr ia te share of the responsibility. 

W h e n you work systemically, even t h o u g h you ' re working to find 
a resolu t ion for the client, you m u s t serve a n d p ro tec t the wholeness 
of the system. There fore , you have to connec t yourself to those w h o 
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are excluded. Unless you are able to give the pe rpe t r a to r s a p lace in 
your hea r t , you can ' t work with the whole system. You gradual ly 
c o m e to view wha t h a p p e n s in the context of larger systemic 
dynamics , a n d tha t larger perspect ive opens m o r e op t ions for hea l ­
ing. T h a t ' s why I regularly ally myself wi th the exc luded and the 
ha ted . 

Q u e s t i o n : Are you saying that everyone in the system par t ic ipa tes 
in wha t h a p p e n s — t h e mo the r , the stepfather, a n d the child? T h a t 
they ' re all act ing u n d e r the pressure of systemic dynamics , a n d tha t 
a therapis t w h o polarizes the vict im a n d the pe rpe t r a to r actually 
cont r ibu tes to the p rob lem? 

H e l l i n g e r : Everyone is involved w h e n the incest is an a t t e m p t to 
solve a systemic p rob l em. It 's a c o m m o n pitfall for the therapis t to 
join the m o t h e r in a ba t t le against the father; the w r o n g he has d o n e 
is easy to see. The rap i s t s somet imes get pre t ty emot iona l a b o u t his 
perversity, b u t tha t only splits the family m o r e . I w o n d e r where all 
this affect in therapis ts comes from. W h y no t stay ca lm a n d s tudy 
the p h e n o m e n o l o g y unt i l we find a good resolut ion for the child? 
Such intensi ty of affect in therapists makes me wary. Someth ing ' s 
going on or else the therapis t ' s feelings w o u l d n ' t be so s t rong. 
Someth ing ' s be ing given too m u c h i m p o r t a n c e . The rap i s t s w h o ally 
themselves wi th the victim help to exclude the p e r p e t r a t o r from the 
system, overlook the m o t h e r ' s share of the responsibili ty, a n d d o n ' t 
acknowledge the d e p t h of the child's love for a n d loyalty to both pa r ­
ents . T h a t makes the s i tuat ion worse for the victim. 

I'll tell you h o w I c a m e to u n d e r s t a n d this. 

Standing by the Villain 

In a group, a psychiatrist told about a client who'd been raped by her 
own father. The psychiatrist was horrified by the wrong done to her 
client and emphasized what a base creature the father was. I invited 
her to do a constellation of the situation and then to take her place in 
the family as therapist. She stood next to her client. Everyone in the 
constellation was immediately angry with her, including the repre­
sentative of her client. The whole system was restless, and nobody 
trusted her. Then I moved her to a position next to the father, and 
everyone immediately became calm and trusting. Since then I've 
often observed that standing next to the villain is a very good posi­
tion for a therapist. 
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Vict im and pe rpe t ra to r are systemically connec t ed , b u t often you 
d o n ' t know in wha t way. W h e n the connec t ion b e c o m e s clear, then 
you can u n d e r s t a n d wha t needs to h a p p e n to b r ing the system back 
into ba lance . W h e n I work with a perpe t ra tor , I confront h i m with 
his guilt. T h a t goes w i thou t saying. B u t people often m a k e the 
a s sumpt ion that some th ing will change for the vict im if the pe rpe ­
t ra tor accepts his guilt or is pun i shed . In actual prac t ice , no th ing 
changes . O n c e they ' re ou t of the s i tuat ion, incest victims can act on 
their own to free themselves of the en tang lements i ndependen t ly of 
the act ions of the pe rpe t ra to r s , b u t they do need to be willing to 
give up the idea of revenge. 

Q u e s t i o n : D o e s tha t m e a n that incest victims should be encour ­
aged to forgive their parents? 

H e l l i n g e r : I 've seen tha t it's inappropr ia te a n d impossible for a 
child to forgive he r pa ren t s for incest. She can say, " W h a t you did 
was b a d for me a n d I ' m leaving you wi th the consequences . I'll 
m a k e someth ing ou t of my life in spite of wha t h a p p e n e d . " Or she 
can say, "You've d o n e me a great wrong and I m u s t n o t forgive it. I 
have no r ight to do that ." She can confront b o t h of her pa ren t s a t 
the s ame t ime a n d tell t h e m , "You're at fault, n o t I . A n d you m u s t 
take the consequences , no t I ." In do ing this , she shifts the guilt back 
to her pa ren t s where i t belongs and distances herself from their 
responsibility. I t i sn ' t necessary for the child to m a k e massive accu­
sations against her pa ren t s . It 's enough if there 's a clarity be tween 
t h e m that sets he r free. 

Similarly, a father can ' t ask his daugh te r for forgiveness after he 's 
c o m m i t t e d incest wi th her . I f he does , he asks he r for some th ing 
tha t goes beyond he r r ight a n d du ty to give. By asking her to limit 
the consequences of his ac t ions , he effectively misuses h e r again. He 
can say some th ing like "I regret wha t I d i d " or "I acknowledge tha t 
I 've wronged you." But he still m u s t keep the ful l responsibil i ty for 
his ac t ions , and suffer the full consequences . However , he m u s t no t 
go b e y o n d that , o r he imposes an addi t ional b u r d e n on the child. 

Q u e s t i o n : T h a t m e a n s tha t w h e n chi ldren are b r o u g h t t o us a n d 
we discover that sexual abuse is going on , we can p ro tec t the chil­
d r e n , pe rhaps help t h e m get away from the pa ren t s , b u t we 
s h o u l d n ' t initiate proceedings against the paren t s . 
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H e l l i n g e r : As far as the solut ion for the child is c o n c e r n e d , tha t ' s 
my exper ience . You shou ldn ' t even talk disparagingly a b o u t the pa r ­
ents in front of the child, a l though you m u s t he lp the child to see 
the p a r e n t s ' responsibil i ty and to feel i nnocen t of any wrongdo ing . 
T h e r e m a y be cases in which it's necessary to initiate p roceed ings 
against the pa ren t s ; nevertheless , my exper ience has b e e n tha t 
chi ldren 's suffering increases w h e n they m u s t testify against their 
pa ren t s . 

Q u e s t i o n : In a systemic p r o b l e m , there 's a circle of cause a n d 

effect, yet you often choose the w o m a n as the s ta r t ing po in t . W h a t ­

ever the m a n did to cause the w o m a n to act as ,she did doesn ' t seem 

to interest you m u c h . 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, I often do that . T h e r e are several reasons . O n e 
reason is to redress a bias r ight at the beg inn ing . R e m e m b e r , in sys­
temic work, we ' re n o t making moral judgements about people. We ' re 
looking for ways to help the family c o m e back into ba lance so tha t 
the v ic t ims—the chi ldren—are free to live healthy, fulfilling lives, 
and so are freed of the systemic pressure to do u n t o o thers wha t was 
d o n e u n t o t h e m . Systemic ba lance can only be achieved w h e n we 
can identify everyone 's p a r t in the dynamic . Since the pe rpe t r a to r is 
generally a m a n , his responsibil i ty is usually already clear. W h a t ' s 
usually no t so clear is the w o m a n ' s p a r t in the whole th ing. So I 
often s tar t by looking for that . I ' m no t b l aming the w o m a n , b u t to 
u n d e r s t a n d the family as a whole , I need to find ou t wha t was going 
on in the b a c k g r o u n d . 

Q u e s t i o n : B u t the child, especially a very young child, is left wi th 
a deep w o u n d . At least I can ' t imagine any o the r possibility. 

H e l l i n g e r : You need to guard against overdramat iza t ion . W h e n 
we really see the vict ims, they descr ibe a variety of exper iences . 
Somet imes the exper ience was violent a n d humi l ia t ing a n d s o m e ­
t imes i t was a m o r e tender , pe rhaps even loving, re lat ionship. In 
some cases, i t was the kind of incest in which sexual con tac t never 
actually occur s , b u t which causes s t u b b o r n difficulties in later rela­
t ionships . T h a t kind of incest i sn ' t even recognized by law. 

It is often the case tha t incest victims feel guilty for w h a t h a p ­
pened . I'll give you an example . 
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A Guilty Victim 

A woman in a workshop had been abused by her father and her 
uncle. She'd been seriously disturbed for many years, was filled with 
self-hatred, and had m a d e multiple suicide at tempts . She had the 
delusion that when she was in a group, everyone could see that she 
was evil, and that they wanted to kill her. 

I asked her to explore the feeling of being evil, which she did. She 
sat in the group, looking down, feeling evil. She suddenly r e m e m ­
bered her uncle, and imagined him lying at her feet. She r emembered 
that he had commit ted suicide. As she continued to look at h im in 
her imagination, her face became hard and old. It took on an expres­
sion that wasn ' t her own, so I asked her, " W h o looks down at h im so 
hatefully and t r iumphan t?" She answered that i t was her mother . As 
the work cont inued, she gradually pieced together her memories , and 
i t emerged that her mother had become pregnant dur ing an affair 
with her husband ' s brother. So the m a n she had thought was her 
uncle was in fact her father, and the man she had thought was her 
father was her uncle. 

H e r mothe r had felt relieved when the child's biological father 
commit ted suicide, bu t the child felt responsible for his death , as if 
he had killed himself because of her, as if she were his murderer . H e r 
self-hatred and suicide at tempts were expressions of her feelings of 

guilt. 

B e c a u s e o f s u c h gu i l ty feel ings, m a n y sexual ly a b u s e d girls s u b s e ­

q u e n t l y t a k e u p a v i c t im p ro fes s ion . M a n y p r o s t i t u t e s w e r e a b u s e d 

a s c h i l d r e n , c o n t i n u i n g a s a d u l t s w h a t t h e y e x p e r i e n c e d a s c h i l d r e n . 

I 've m e t n u n s w h o w e r e v i c t ims o f i nces t a n d a b u s e , a p p a r e n t l y 

e n t e r i n g t h e c lo is te rs a s a n a t t e m p t t o a t o n e for t h e w r o n g t h e y felt 

t h e y h a d d o n e . O t h e r v i c t i m s b e c o m e m e n t a l l y ill, p a y i n g for w h a t 

t h e y a l r e a d y suffered w i t h m o r e s y m p t o m s a n d suffer ing. S o m e 

c o m m i t su i c ide . S o m e d e f e n d t h e p e r p e t r a t o r s t o t h e e n d , c o n t i n u ­

ing to a l low t h e m s e l v e s to be a b u s e d in v a r i o u s w a y s , a s i f to say, 

" Y o u d o n ' t n e e d t o h a v e a gui l ty c o n s c i e n c e for w h a t h a p p e n e d , 

b e c a u s e I real ly am a w o r t h l e s s p e r s o n . " S o m e b e c o m e p e r p e t r a t o r s 

t h e m s e l v e s . 

T h e r e ' s a n a d d i t i o n a l p r o b l e m for t h e ch i ld : T h e first s exua l 

e x p e r i e n c e , even a n i n c e s t u o u s o n e , n o r m a l l y e s t ab l i shes a n e s p e ­

cially in t ens ive b o n d i n g . C h i l d r e n w h o have b o n d e d t o s o m e o n e 

t h r o u g h a n ear ly s exua l e n c o u n t e r h a v e difficulty i n l a t e r s exua l 
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r e l a t i o n s h i p s u n l e s s t h e y b e c o m e a w a r e o f t h e b o n d i n g a n d dea l 

w i t h i t by a c k n o w l e d g i n g t h e love invo lved . 

Paying My Mother's Debt 

A w o m a n in a workshop told of her sexual difficulty. She had been 
marr ied for almost 30 years, had adult children, and was still in love 
with her husband. Try as she might, she was unable to surrender to 
sexual passion with h im as she wanted to. 

As she explored her experience, she remembered her early sexual 
experiences with an adult friend of the family. In a family constella­
tion, she remembered that he had entered the army at the age of 17 
in order to impress her mother , to w h o m he was engaged; had sur­
vived seven years of heavy combat ; and had spent an additional six 
years in a prisoner-of-war camp under terrible condit ions. While he 
was in prison, her mother had abandoned h im to mar ry her father. 
H e r mothe r later sent her to live with the man dur ing s u m m e r 
vacations. 

As she stood before his representative in the constellation, she was 
critical and hateful toward him. She remembered that her mo the r 
later charged the m a n with child abuse and that he had gone to jail. 
T h e n she suddenly burs t , in to tears and threw her a rms a round his 
representative, weeping freely. She was flooded with memories of 
how m u c h she had loved him; how he was the only person who had 
unders tood her, talking to her for hours ; and how deeply she had 
been touched by his loneliness and pain. 

She recognized that she had willingly given her body to h im even 
though she was very young; that she had enjoyed his gentleness and 
was p roud of her ability to soothe his pain. She felt in her body a 
deep connect ion to h im, and needed assurance from the group that 
her feelings were normal . She radiated freshness and joy as she 
remembered this first love, and still she was able to tell h im lovingly 
that she had been too young for such an experience. 

After several mon ths , she wrote a letter to the therapist telling how 
she felt released to give her husband and herself the passion and the 
pleasure they both had waited for so patiently. 

Q u e s t i o n : C a n c h i l d r e n real ly e x p e r i e n c e p l e a s u r e i n inces t? 

H e l l i n g e r : I k n o w t h a t m a n y p e o p l e t h i n k t h a t ' s t e r r i b l e , b u t 

s o m e c h i l d r e n h a v e f o u n d the i r i nces t e x p e r i e n c e s p l e a s u r a b l e , e v e n 

beau t i fu l . C h i l d r e n i n s u c h s i t ua t i ons m u s t b e a l l owed t o a d m i t t h a t 

t h e y a l so e x p e r i e n c e d p l e a s u r e . P e o p l e of ten tell t h e m t h a t s o m e ­

t h i n g b a d h a p p e n e d , a n d t h e y n e e d a s s u r a n c e t h a t t h e y ' r e i n n o -
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cent—especial ly if the exper ience was p leasurable . In such cases, 
chi ldren m u s t be allowed to acknowledge their exper ience—tha t 
sexuality can be fascinating—in spite of wha t o thers may think. 

It 's complete ly appropr ia te for a child to be cur ious a b o u t sex 
and to w a n t to experience some th ing she f inds fascinating. I f the 
child 's curiosity isn ' t recognized as be ing n o r m a l and healthy, her 
sexuality is p u t in a terrible light. At the risk of saying someth ing 
else tha t ' s controversial , sexuality isn ' t evil or di r ty—even w h e n it's 
incest. W h e n the child can hear tha t , she feels relieved. 

Q u e s t i o n : I 've unde r s tood you to say tha t pe rhaps the child was 
be ing seduct ive , and that it 's very i m p o r t a n t for he r to u n d e r s t a n d 
tha t tha t doesn ' t make her guilty. 

H e l l i n g e r : I t 's perfectly n o r m a l for a child to be seduct ive at 
t imes. T h a t m u s t n ' t be a crit icism of her . W h y s h o u l d n ' t she be 
allowed to be seductive? If she's be ing seductive wi th he r father, i t 
doesn ' t m e a n tha t she wants sex like an adul t ; she's just prac t ic ing 
and learning a b o u t be ing a w o m a n . It 's his responsibili ty to u n d e r ­
s tand tha t difference and to keep the bounda r i e s clear. It 's his job to 
provide he r with protect ion. It 's n o t hers to mee t his needs . 

Q u e s t i o n : I feel very ambivalent a b o u t your s t a t ement tha t chil­
d ren enjoy incest. We saw a film last week in the clinic where I work 
a n d the girls in the film descr ibed it very differently. 

H e l l i n g e r : I f we ' re going to c o m m u n i c a t e with one ano the r , you 
m u s t resist the t empta t ion to change wha t I said into wha t you 
think I said. I did no t say tha t "ch i ldren enjoy inces t "—and ne i ther 
do you get the objective t ru th a b o u t wha t goes on in a family from a 
f i lm. Every f i lm has a po in t to m a k e . You m u s t n ' t a s sume tha t your 
client exper ienced the same thing as the girls in the f i lm d id . 

Q u e s t i o n : I know that , bu t it's no t a good idea to m a k e a s s u m p ­

t ions a b o u t the child's enjoying it. 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s exactly my po in t . L o o k carefully a t the child, 
a n d listen to her! T h e n you'l l know. D o n ' t decide a b o u t your client 
on the basis of wha t you saw in a film or read in a book . Every child 
is different. T h e child m u s t be allowed to acknowledge tha t i t was 
p leasurable , if it was pleasurable. A n d if it was, you 've got to be will­
ing to see that , too. T h e n you can reassure her tha t she's i nnocen t , 
even if she was fascinated by the sex or cur ious a b o u t it. If i t was 
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painful or humi l ia t ing , she m u s t be allowed to acknowledge tha t as 
well. I t 's absolutely clear that the responsibili ty for incest lies c o m ­
pletely wi th the adul ts , b u t it's the child w h o pays the pr ice . T h a t ' s 
how family systems work. 

Q u e s t i o n : D o e s i t m a k e a difference if the pe rpe t r a to r was 

violent? 

H e l l i n g e r : Violence dramatical ly increases t h e consequences for 
bo th the child a n d the perpe t ra tor . Still, I guard against anyth ing 
tha t inhibi ts my ability to help the vict im and the perpe t ra to r . T h e 
power of the soul to affirm life after t ragedy is mi racu lous , so even 
in cases of great damage , there 's still h o p e . 



Transcript 

LESLIE: A CHILD GIVEN UP FOR ADOPTION 

Leslie was a par t ic ipant in a large workshop for a d o p t e d chi ldren, 
adopt ive pa ren t s , a n d paren ts w h o h a d given a child up for a d o p ­
t ion. H e r work makes clear some of the unexpec t ed complexi t ies 
tha t a d o p t i o n presents and points the way toward good resolut ions 
for difficult s i tuat ions. 

H e l l i n g e r : H o w may we be of help to you? 

L e s l i e : I have difficulties in relat ionships and I get sick all the 
t ime . I have the feeling that 's connec ted to my cons tan t longing to 
feel like I ' m at h o m e somewhere . I was picked up from the hospi tal 
by my adopt ive paren t s w h e n I was 14 days old. I guess I ' m still try­
ing to find that original contac t . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t kind of illnesses do you have? 

L e s l i e : As a child, I constant ly h a d tonsillitis. N o w I've got vari­
ous psychosomat ic illnesses tha t I call " losing myself". 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t would you like me to do? 

Les l i e : I read your book, a n d as I p u t i t down , I t hough t , " T h a t ' s 
it! T h a t ' s wha t I wan t to do ." So now I ' m sitt ing here wi th high 
hopes tha t I can get clear a b o u t this , or at least get a n e w pe r spec ­
tive. 

H e l l i n g e r : Are you marr ied? 

Les l i e : Yes, b u t I ' m separated from my h u s b a n d . 

H e l l i n g e r : Do you have children? 

L e s l i e : We have a 13-year-old son. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h o is he living with? 

L e s l i e : Hal f a n d half. I t depends . 

136 
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He l l inger : W h a t do you know about your biological parents? 

Lesl ie : Absolutely nothing. I know their names . It probably 
would have been possible for me to have found out their addresses , 
bu t I d idn ' t want to do that. 

Hel l inger : Wha t were you told about the adoption? W h o pu t you 
up for adoption? 

Lesl ie : As far as my adoptive parents know, it was my mothe r 
who did, because of her poverty. 

Hel l inger : And your father? 

Lesl ie : I don ' t know. Tha t ' s just what I've been told. 

Hel l inger : We'll just go ahead and set up this system: your father, 
your mother , you, and your adoptive parents . Have you seen how 
it's done? 

Lesl ie : Sort of. I 'm pret ty confused just now. 

Hel l inger : You choose people—anyone you want—to represent 
your father, your mother , yourself, and your adoptive parents . By 
the way, did your adoptive parents have their own children? 

Lesl ie : N o , they couldn ' t have any. (She chooses representatives.) 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie): Okay, now take the representatives by the 
shoulders and pu t t h e m in their places in relation to one another . 
Collect yourself and do it with the feeling of being completely col­
lected. T h e constellation will emerge all by itself as you begin to 
move the representatives. (To representatives): And you stay collected 
in yourselves as well, and pay attention to how your feelings and 
sensations change as she moves you around. 

Hel l inger (to representatives): Now, I'll ask you what 's happen ing 
for you, and you tell me as exactly as you can what your experience 
is. Wha t ' s happening for the mother? 

M o t h e r : I feel the father moving out of the constellation and I 'm 
being pulled to follow. I first thought the daughter would come 
closer, b u t she s topped. 

Hel l inger : And the father? 
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F a t h e r : I feel extremely sad. I 've got a h u g e kno t in my s tomach . 

I feel lost here a n d very sad. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie's representative): W h a t ' s h a p p e n i n g for the 
child? 

Les l i e ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : I feel m u c h be t t e r since the adopt ive 
pa ren t s came in. I ' m still very confused. 

H e l l i n g e r : Wha t ' s h a p p e n i n g for the adopt ive mo the r? 

A d o p t i v e M o t h e r : My hea r t was t h u m p i n g before I was placed 
here . I feel secure here and tha t I can see the child. I also feel the 
d is tance be tween us . I ' m uneasy tha t t h e adopt ive father is also 
here , a l though I can ' t see h im. I can ' t see h i m at all just now. 

H e l l i n g e r : You m e a n your husband? 

A d o p t i v e M o t h e r : Yes. 

H e l l i n g e r : Wha t ' s h a p p e n i n g for the adopt ive father? 

A d o p t i v e F a t h e r : I feel a bit a lone he re , and a little sad as well. I 
d o n ' t have m u c h contac t with my family. I ' m in a corner , which 
gives me a little sense of security, bu t I ' m a lone. (Hellinger moves the 

adoptive mother next to her husband.) 

* Legend: Fa—natural father; Mo—natural mother; AdFa—adoptive father; 
AdMo—adoptive mother; AdC—adopted child 
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He l l inger : How's that? 

A d o p t i v e M o t h e r : Tha t ' s better. 

A d o p t i v e F a t h e r : T h e unp leasan t feeling of isolation a n d lone­
liness is gone. It 's be t te r now. I feel someth ing like help or 
suppor t . 

Hel l inger (to Leslie's representative): What ' s changed for you? 

Lesl ie's Representa t ive : It 's more difficult now. T h e r e was so 
m u c h emptiness to my left and to my right. T h a t was bet ter after the 
adoptive parents came, bu t now it's empty again. (Hellinger turns her 
to face everyone) 

Hel l inger : How's that now? 
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Lesl ie 's Representa t ive : Tha t ' s better. I d idn ' t feel anything at 
all for my parents , bu t now I can see them at least. 

H e l l i n g e r (to mother): Wha t changed for the mother? 

M o t h e r : T h e longer I stand here, the more I notice that I want to 
tu rn to face the child, and look at her. She's more in view now, but 
farther away. I want to move closer to her, and I want to turn 
a round. 

Hel l inger : T u r n a round so that it feels right for you. 
(To father): How's that for the father? 

Father : I feel a huge heaviness and I feel like everyone has left 
me . 

Hel l inger : T u r n a round and stand next to the mother . 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie's representative): How's that? 

Lesl ie 's R e p r e s e n t a t i v e (deeply moved): I want to go to her. 

Hel l inger : Go ahead. (Leslie's representative goes to the mother, 
embraces her, and sobs deeply.) 

H e l l i n g e r (waits for them to finish embrace): I'll pu t Leslie in her 
place now. (To Leslie): Go to your mother . (Leslie quickly goes to the 
mother and holds her tightly.) (To the father as the mother and Leslie 
embrace): What ' s happen ing for you? 
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Father: I still feel alone and lost. T h e best would be for me to go. 
I don ' t feel as if I belong here. 

Hel l inger : T h e n turn away and move a step away. 

Hel l inger (to the father): How's that? 

Father: I feel lighter here. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie as she slowly moves back from the mother): Look 
your mother in the eyes and call her " M a m a " . 

Lesl ie (choking back tears): M a m a . 

Hel l inger : " M a m a , please." 

Lesl ie : M a m a , please. 
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H e l l i n g e r : W h a t ' s h a p p e n i n g for the mothe r? 

M o t h e r : I d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d anything. It 's all h a p p e n i n g so fast, 
b u t I can let he r in. I ' m overwhelmed. 

H e l l i n g e r : Tell her , " I ' m sorry." 

M o t h e r : I ' m sorry. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie): Say to her , "P lease look on me as your 

daughte r . " 

Les l i e : Please look on me as your daughter . 

H e l l i n g e r : "P lease , M a m a . " 

Les l i e : Please, M a m a . (Mother and daughter embrace tightly. Leslie 

sobs loudly.) 

H e l l i n g e r : "P lease , M a m a , please." 

Les l i e : Please. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie as she becomes calmer): Brea the deeply. It 's like 
taking your m o t h e r into your hear t . Deep ly a n d calmly. (To adoptive 
mother): H o w ' s tha t for the adoptive mother? 

A d o p t i v e M o t h e r : At first I felt as t h o u g h I w a n t e d to take my 
adopt ive daugh t e r in my a rms and hold her . I felt so pul led toward 
her , b u t I cou ldn ' t move because she was s t and ing at ano the r place. 
At the same t ime , I felt my husband ' s light t ouch . T h a t was very 
reassur ing. T h e n I realized tha t my adopt ive daugh t e r h a d really 
found he r na tura l m o t h e r and I saw how h a p p y tha t m a d e her . T h a t 
m a d e me very h a p p y too . 

H e l l i n g e r : A n d the adopt ive father? 

A d o p t i v e F a t h e r : I t 's gratifying to see that someth ing ' s sl ipped 
into p lace . T h a t t ouches me deeply. I ' m also feeling someth ing 
toward her father tha t ' s n o t clear. I feel as if I ' m carry ing some­
th ing , some responsibili ty, that ' s no t m i n e . 

H e l l i n g e r : H o w ' s the m o t h e r do ing now? 

M o t h e r : I 'm do ing great . 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie as she releases her mother): L o o k at he r and tell 
her , " I take you as my mo the r . " 
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Lesl ie: I take you as my mother . (Mother and daughter embrace 
again, naturally and simply.) 

Hel l inger (to mother): N o w you can take her by the h a n d and 
lead her to the adoptive parents . Bow down in front of them, how­
ever you feel is right for you, and tell t hem, " T h a n k you." 

M o t h e r (bowing deeply): T h a n k you. 

Hel l inger : " T h a n k you for taking care of my daughter ." 

M o t h e r : T h a n k you for taking in my daughter . 

Hel l inger : "And for giving her what she needed." 

M o t h e r : And for giving her what she needed . 

Hel l inger : "I hold you in high regard for doing that ." 

M o t h e r : I hold you in high regard for that. 

Hel l inger (to Leslie): How's that for you? 

Lesl ie : Wonderful. T h e y really gave me a lot. 

Hel l inger : Look a t t hem, and tell t hem " t h a n k s " too. 

Lesl ie (spontaneously bowing deeply before her adoptive parents): 
T h a n k you. 

Hel l inger (to adoptive mother): How's that for you? 

A d o p t i v e M o t h e r : Good . But I still want to take my adoptive 
daughter in my arms and hug her. 
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Hel l inger: I can ' t think of anyuiiii^ *"'s s tanding in the way. 
(Leslie and the adoptive mother hold one a her tenderly. Leslie then 
also embraces the adoptive father.) 

Hel l inger (to father as Leslie embraces the adoptive father): H o w are 
you doing? 

Father: I 'm no t doing so good. I still feel a t r emendous weight on 
my shoulders , and that knot in my s tomach. I don ' t have any con­
nection to the others . 

Hel l inger: T u r n a round and face them. (Hellinger places Leslie 
next to her adoptive mother and places her mother at a distance to the 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie): Look at your father and try telling him, "I 
take you as my father." 

Lesl ie : T h a t doesn ' t feel right. 

Hel l inger : It 's a first step. Give it a try. Look at h im, and tell him, 
"I take you as my father." (The adoptive mother strokes her back to 
show encouragement.) 

Lesl ie (choking back tears, as the father bows his head): I take you as 
my father. 

Hel l inger : "Please give me your blessing as your daughter ." 

Lesl ie : Please give me your blessing. 

Hel l inger : H o w is that for the father? 

left.) 
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H e l l i n g e r (To father): Brea the deeply and the pa in can flow away. 
Brea the in a n d ou t , deeply. 
(To Leslie): H o w do you feel wi th your father? 

Les l i e : I feel as if I have to be the s t ronger one here . 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes. T h a t ' s the way i t is. Go back to your p lace by your 
adopt ive mo the r . (She moves beside the adoptive mother and they hold 
hands.) 

H e l l i n g e r (to father): Take Leslie 's m o t h e r by the h a n d , t hen go 
wi th he r to the adopt ive paren t s a n d s tand facing t h e m . (To biologi-

F a t h e r : I wanf to r u n away. I can ' t s tand it. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie): T ry repea t ing i t one m o r e t ime , "I take you 
as my father." 

L e s l i e : I take you as my father. 

H e l l i n g e r : " A n d I ho ld in h o n o r wha t I have from you ." 

L e s l i e : A n d I hold in h o n o r wha t I have from you. 

H e l l i n g e r : " A n d I let you go your way with love." 

Les l i e : A n d I let you go your way with love. 
(Leslie begins to weep; the father hangs his head and cries as well.) 

H e l l i n g e r : G o t o h i m . 

(Leslie goes to her father, and they hold one another. The father sobs.) 
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cal parents): Bow down before them, and thank them. (Both bow 
with respect, and then look at adoptive parents.) 

M o t h e r : T h a n k you. 

Father : T h a n k you. 

Hel l inger : H o w is that for the adoptive parents? 

A d o p t i v e Father: Tha t ' s bet ter for me . I can accept their grati-

A d o p t i v e M o t h e r : It 's good for me too. I ' m glad that my adop­
tive daughter is close to me . 

H e l l i n g e r (to Leslie): H o w are you doing now? 

Lesl ie : I 'm looking for my brothers and sisters. 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s the next step. You can look for them, and all the 
others who belong to your family—your grandparents , for instance. 
Do you think that your adoptive mothe r would suppor t you if you 
did that? 

Lesl ie : N o t completely, bu t she'd try. 

H e l l i n g e r (to adoptive mother): Tell her , "You're allowed to do it." 

A d o p t i v e M o t h e r : You're allowed to do it. 

Hel l inger : "And I'll help you." 

A d o p t i v e M o t h e r : And I'll help you do it. 

tude . 
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He l l inger (to group): A child can ' t do something like that wi thout 
permission. T h e child needs the permission and suppor t of the 
adoptive parents . (Leslie and representatives take seats.) 

Hel l inger: In that constellation, we could clearly see the power of 
the love operating in families, and how h idden it somet imes is. You 
could see what kind of resolutions are possible and what healing 
energy is set free when that love is brought to l ight—and how easy it 
can be is to br ing that love to light. 

If we look at a family like this one , who shall we blame? W h o 
would dare to b lame any of the five? They ' r e all entangled in some 
way. In listening to the feedback from the representatives, it seems 
that the initiative for put t ing the child up for adopt ion came from 
the father. He was the one who felt most guilty, and who mos t 
wanted to leave as compensat ion. Tha t ' s why it was easier for the 
child to move toward her mother . We saw that clearly. 

W h e n someone sets up a constellation with such concentrat ion as 
Leslie did, i t seems safe to me to assume that the representatives ' 
reactions are giving us information about the actual situation in the 
family. T h e representatives seem actually to feel what the people 
felt. Obviously, that 's no t something that can be verified scientifi­
cally, bu t we could clearly see how the representatives ' reactions led 
the way toward a good resolution. Leslie now has a very different 
image of her natural parents that she carries with her, as well as of 
her adoptive parents and of herself. Because she now has that new 
image of t h e m in her hear t , she is a changed person . An d there's a 
very strange thing: If she meets any of those people , she will see tha t 
her adoptive parents , and her natural parents (if she finds t h em) , 
will be changed as well. It 's a family system, and when we change 
one pa r t to become more loving, the whole th ing changes. O the r 
members of the system are affected. 

Q u e s t i o n : Cou ld you explain the role of the biological father? I 
couldn ' t hear all that was said, and things happened so fast anyway. 
I d idn ' t unders tand . 

Hel l inger: In watching the reaction of the father's representative 
in the constellation, I had the impression that he d idn ' t want to be 
involved at all; I suppose it was because he felt guilty. Tha t ' s why he 
kept want ing to get away. Wanting to have noth ing to do with the 
child had serious consequences for his position in the constellation. 



148 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

To be hones t , I h a d already given up on h im, as i f he h a d th rown 
away his r ights as a father. 

W h e n a pe r son gives a child away, the pe r son usually also gives 
up any r ights as a father or a mother . Bu t even then , there ' s some­
t imes a resolut ion. Even the m o t h e r h a d difficulty in facing the 
child, because she felt guilty as well. 

P a r t i c i p a n t : T h a t went so fast. 

H e l l i n g e r : In s i tuat ions like this , i t can ' t go fast enough . I t was 
only w h e n the child said, " I take you as my m o t h e r , " tha t the 
m o t h e r felt acknowledged as a m o t h e r and could overcome her 
guilty feelings to face he r daughter . 

I d idn ' t th ink i t was going to work with the father, b u t w h e n she 
asked for his blessing, his hea r t mel ted a n d the contac t was pos­
sible. Wheneve r love flows, the destruct ive power of guilt is dis­
solved. T h e n she could go to h im , and he could move toward her. 
T h a t ' s the d y n a m i c beh ind wha t we saw. 

Q u e s t i o n : I have ano the r ques t ion concern ing the father. You said 
tha t he may have t u r n e d away because of his guilty feelings about 
having given the child up for adop t ion . B u t isn ' t i t also possible that 
he t u r n e d away because he felt b o n d e d to his family of or igin, and 
tha t the child m u s t accept that fact? Isn ' t i t m o r e nearly the reality 
of the s i tuat ion, tha t in the end he would t u r n away? D o e s n ' t the 
child actually deny the reality w h e n he s tands by her r a the r than 
seeing tha t he is involved in o ther things and wan ts to leave? 

H e l l i n g e r : I only look at what ' s in the foreground. Regardless of 
whatever en tang lement s a n d involvements he migh t have had , he 
m u s t carry the consequences of his act ions. E n t a n g l e m e n t s do no t 
release his act ions from their consequences . His o the r involvement 
m a y help us to u n d e r s t a n d his act ions , b u t they c a n n o t r emove the 
results of wha t he did. In a s i tuat ion like this , we m u s t n ' t act as if he 
cou ldn ' t face the consequences of his act ions. T h a t would d e m e a n 
h im. He already was act ing enough like a child, even t h o u g h he had 
m a n a g e d to impregna te the w o m a n . His feelings were the feelings of 
a child. Never the less , he is the child 's father and reality is n o t served 
if we p re t end otherwise in order to go easy on h i m . 

If he were the client, then , of course , we cou ld explore his 
en tang lement , b u t i f we'd d o n e tha t today, we would have b e e n dis­
t rac ted from Leslie, who was the ma in pe r son . He would have taken 
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cen te r s tage, a n d the child who was looking for a resolut ion wou ld 
have b e e n p u s h e d to the sidelines. We have to be clear a b o u t who ' s 
working , a n d main ta in that hierarchy. 

P a r t i c i p a n t : I d idn ' t m e a n to suggest that we work wi th his fam­
ily of origin he re , because he obviously wasn ' t the client. I t just 
seems m o r e realistic to accept the fact that he t u r n e d away b ecau s e 
he c o u l d n ' t fulfill his role and carry his responsibili ty as father. T h a t 
seems m o r e realistic t h a n br inging h i m into the p ic tu re as a good 
force, as you did . 

H e l l i n g e r : Le t me ask you a ques t ion in r e tu rn . W h o has the be t ­
ter p lace in your hea r t—the father or the daughte r? T h a t ' s an 
i m p o r t a n t ques t ion . It 's impor t an t for the therapy tha t pe r sons w h o 
are m o s t affected by a si tuation have a good place in my hear t . A n d 
that ' s usually the chi ldren. I give the chi ldren a place in my hea r t , 
and I hold the adul ts accountab le for their act ions . I t rus t the father 
to act as a father in spite of his en tang lemen t , a n d I t rus t the m o t h e r 
to act as a m o t h e r in spite of he r en tang lement . 

The rap i s t s a n d social workers somet imes are very c o n c e r n e d 
a b o u t the adul ts . T h e y ask, " W h o i s the p o o r mothe r? H o w can we 
help her? T h e p o o r mo the r , how can she possibly raise the ch i ld?" 
T h e n they t reat the m o t h e r as if she were a child, a n d the child as if 
he or she were an object to be d isposed of. 

I go a b o u t it differently. I s tand by the child a n d hold everyone 
else accoun tab le for the responsibili ty he or she has as a resul t of his 
or her act ions . I ' m looking for a solut ion tha t p u t s the responsibi l i ty 
back on the adul ts a n d relieves the child. Too often, it 's the ch i ldren 
w h o have to carry the consequences of wha t adul ts have d o n e . 

P a r t i c i p a n t : T h e po in t you ' re mak ing is clear. Pe rhaps I d i d n ' t 
express myself clearly. I ' m also conce rned a b o u t the child. To re ­
formula te my ques t ion: Wouldn ' t i t be be t te r for the child to see the 
reality tha t h e r father t u r n e d away from her a n d to accept tha t as 
fact? T h a t ' s the reality with which she has to live. 

H e l l i n g e r : N o . T h a t t u rns the child into a pa ren t . T h e n the child 
m u s t u n d e r s t a n d a n d m u s t act like the bigger pe r son , a n d the father 
gets to act like a child, as if his act ions h a d no consequences . We all 
saw wha t can h a p p e n when we t rus t pa ren t s to act like pa ren t s . 



C H A P T E R F O U R 

The Conscience of the 
Family Group 

I n a d d i t i o n t o b e i n g c h i l d r e n , p a r t n e r s , a n d p e r h a p s p a r e n t s , w e 

a l so s h a r e a c o m m o n des t iny w i t h o u r m o r e d i s t a n t r e l a t i o n s — 

w h a t e v e r i s d o n e b y o r h a p p e n s t o a m e m b e r o f o u r family g r o u p , 

w h e t h e r for g o o d o r for ill, t o u c h e s u s , a n d a lso all t h e o t h e r s . 

T o g e t h e r w i t h o u r family, we f o r m a fe l lowship s h a r i n g a c o m m o n 

fa te . 

The Wind of Fate 

In a g roup , a m a n told how, as a boy, he had sat on a high hill and 
watched his village being attacked and destroyed by neighbors who 
belonged to another religion. He described his hatred toward those 
men , some of w h o m he had known and liked. He told how a thought 
had come unb idden as he watched: What would I feel if I had been 
born into one of those families? What if a wind had blown my soul a 
few hundred meters off course, and I had entered the belly of one of 
those mothers , instead of my own mother? T h e n I would feel victory 
and pr ide , as they do, and not grief and rage, as I do—and I would 
hate us and love them. 

T h e c o u r s e o f th i s b o y ' s life w a s i n f l u e n c e d b y t h e w i n d s o f fa te , 

n o t b e c a u s e o f a n y t h i n g h e h a d d o n e o r fai led t o d o , b u t m e r e l y b y 

v i r t u e o f h is b e l o n g i n g t o o n e fami ly a n d n o t t o a n o t h e r . 

150 
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T h e b o n d s c o n n e c t i n g t h e m e m b e r s o f a fami ly g r o u p a l so 

e x t e n d t h r o u g h t i m e a n d ac ros s d i s t a n c e s , s o t h a t m e m b e r s o f t h e 

family a re l i nked t o o t h e r m e m b e r s l o n g d e c e a s e d o r far away. 

Release My Grandmother 

A 42-year-old woman told how she had been abandoned by her 
mother and raised by her grandparents . As a result of her work in the 
group, she felt a deep inner connection to her mothe r for the first 
t ime in her life. T h a t night after the group met , her mother called to 
tell her that her g randmother had died unexpectedly at about the 
same time as she had worked in the group. T h e w o m a n was con­
vinced that establishing an inner connection to her own mother 
released her g randmother to die peacefully. 

S y s t e m i c p s y c h o t h e r a p y a b o u n d s w i t h s imi l a r a n e c d o t e s o f 

even t s r e l a t e d i n t i m e — e v e n w h e n t h e m e c h a n i s m s c o n n e c t i n g 

t h e m e l u d e o u r e x p l a n a t i o n . 

I'm Your Son 

A young father lost his wife and child in a tragic accident. Some 
years later, a second woman became pregnant by h im, and in a panic 
that something similar might happen to her and the child, he aban­
doned them. Eleven years later, working in a group, he said that he 
felt deep remorse and the desire to contact his child. T h e group 
leader counseled patience, and he took no overt action. 

A week later, the m a n received a letter: " D e a r Ray, My name is 
Daniel . I 'm your son. I 'm 11 years old. I like skateboarding and foot­
ball. I'd like to meet you soon." 

T h e s y s t e m i c o r d e r s t h a t a l low love t o th r ive i n famil ies a r e v e r y 

difficult t o de f ine precisely . T h e y have far g r e a t e r flexibility t h a n 

social o r m o r a l laws t h a t have b e e n i n v e n t e d b y soc ie t ies o r i n d i ­

v idua l s a n d t h a t m u s t b e o b e y e d t o t h e le t te r . T h e y a re a l so d i f ferent 

f rom t h e ru l e s o f a g a m e t h a t c a n be m o d i f i e d t o su i t t h e c i r c u m ­

s t a n c e s o r a c c o r d i n g t o w h i m . T h e o r d e r s a re s i m p l y t h e r e . L o v e 

r e q u i r e s w h a t i t r e q u i r e s , a n d it 's i m m u n e t o i n d i v i d u a l s ' w i s h i n g 

t h a t its r e q u i r e m e n t s w e r e different . You c a n ' t b r e a k t h e o r d e r a s 

y o u b r e a k a law, b u t t h e O r d e r s o f L o v e c a n , a n d d o , b r e a k i n d i ­

v idua l s w h o ins is t o n i g n o r i n g t h e m . I f y o u d o n ' t a c t a s love 

r e q u i r e s , i t s i m p l y w i t h e r s a n d d i e s , b u t i t of ten d e m a n d s r e s t i t u t i o n 

for s u c h neg l ec t . 
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It is an act of humil i ty to submi t to the O r d e r s of Love in a rela­
t ionship. C o n t r a r y to be ing a l imitat ion, this submiss ion suppor t s 
f reedom a n d life. It 's like swimming in a river tha t carries you along: 
If you swim wi th the cur ren t , you ' re free to m a n e u v e r from side to 
side. 

Regardless of whe the r or no t they are still alive, the following 
be long to a family system. 

• the chi ldren 

• the pa ren t s a n d their siblings 

• the g r andpa ren t s , and somet imes one or m o r e of the great-
g randpa ren t s 

• any o thers w h o have moved aside to m a k e a place for some­
one in the system; for example , a former p a r t n e r or lover 
of a pa ren t or g randparen t—even if separa ted , d ivorced, or 
deceased—or s o m e o n e from w h o m a family m e m b e r gained 
some advantage by loss, mis for tune , d e p a r t u r e , or dea th 

The Grocery Store 

A woman was having difficulties getting her life in order. In the fam­
ily constellation, it emerged that her parents had bought a small gro­
cery store from an older couple. The older couple had wanted to give 
the store to their son, but he had been killed. Even though he was 
unrelated to the woman, he belonged to her family system since she 
indirectly gained from his death. Although she had never met him, 
she was beholden to him. When he was included in the constellation, 
she became calm. Acknowledging the importance of his death had a 
positive effect on her, and she soon began to make some of the 
changes in her life she had long desired. 

THE ORGANIZATION OF FAMILY GROUPS 

As we have seen, love succeeds in our relat ionships w h e n be longing , 
a ba lance of giving a n d taking, a n d a good o rde r can be ma in ta ined . 
T h i s is also t rue for the ex tended family, bu t five addi t ional d y n a m ­
ics const ra in the success of love in family systems: (1) h o n o r i n g the 
right to m e m b e r s h i p , (2) main ta in ing the comple teness of the sys­
t em, (3) pro tec t ing the hierarchy accord ing to t ime , (4) following 
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the order of precedence between systems, and (5) accepting the 
limitations of t ime. 

Honoring the Right to Membership 

Individuals may cont inue to affect the other m e m b e r s even when 
they are shunned by their family, excluded from part icipat ion, and 
perhaps even forgotten. As long as they have an influence on any 
other m e m b e r of the group, even unconsciously, they are m e m b e r s 
of the family system, and anyone who has no visible or h idden effect 
on any other m e m b e r is no longer a m e m b e r of the system. M e m ­
bership doesn ' t depend on the family's decisions or beliefs, only on 
effect. 

Everyone in the system has an equal right to belong, and no 
m e m b e r can deny another his or her place. A family system is dis­
rupted when one m e m b e r communicates to another , " I have the 
right to belong, bu t you don ' t . " This happens , for example, when 
member s shut out of memory someone who suffered, or was sacri­
ficed, or did some wrong—perhaps a sister who died in chi ldhood 
or an uncle who became insane. M e m b e r s of a family are naturally 
t empted to exclude those who have commit ted a cr ime, b rough t 
shame on the family, or violated the family values, bu t the exclusion 
of any m e m b e r is destructive for those who come later in the sys­
tem, no mat te r what the original justification was. 

T h e family constellations of people with serious psychological 
and physical illnesses often reveal such acts of exclusion. Al though 
those suffering such illnesses are unaware of the connect ions , they 
reenact in their own lives the fate of the excluded or forgotten per­
son. M e m b e r s may forget those who have been excluded, bu t the 
system " r e - m e m b e r s " its own. Exclusion of persons who have a 
right to membersh ip is the most c o m m o n dynamic disrupt ing a 
family system. 

Maintaining Completeness 

M e m b e r s of an extended family experience themselves as whole 
and complete when everyone belonging to the family circle has an 
honored and respected place in their hear ts . Persons who are con­
cerned only with themselves and with their personal happiness 
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d o n ' t feel whole . Whenever a m e m b e r of the family succeeds in " r e ­
m e m b e r i n g " an excluded m e m b e r in his or he r hea r t , the difference 
is immedia te ly felt. T h e internal images of family a n d self b e c o m e 
m o r e comple t e , and he or she actually feels m o r e whole . 

My Mother's Lover 

All of the representatives reported discomfort and irritation when a 
woman set up the constellation of her family. Her mother's first 
lover, who had died very young, then was added to the constella­
tion, as well as her father's first wife, whom he had left when he 
began an affair with the woman's mother. With the addition of these 
two persons, the representatives immediately became calm. As the 
woman took her place in the constellation, she described a sensa­
tion of "opening" in her chest and a deep and profound sense of 
"rightness." In the days that followed, she described a shift in her 
experience of herself, as if she were becoming larger and more at 
peace. 

H e r sensat ion of " o p e n i n g " in the b o d y is typical of people w h o 
are " r e - m e m b e r i n g " persons previously excluded from the family 
circle. O u r sense-of-self changes w h e n excluded m e m b e r s of the 
system are b r o u g h t back into awareness . Systems are wholes , and 
individuals in a relat ionship system only feel whole w h e n the whole 
system is represen ted in t h e m . 

Protecting the Hierarchy Within a System 

T h e self-evident and na tura l laws of be ing a n d t ime also apply to 
family systems. Being is qualified by t ime: Earlier occurs before 
later. T i m e gives be ing sequence a n d s t ruc ture . In re la t ionship sys­
t ems , this m e a n s that whoever en ters the system first has a cer ta in 
p r ecedence over those who c o m e later. Paren ts en ter the family 
before their chi ldren, the f irstborn before the second , a n d so on. 
T i m e establishes a natura l h ierarchy within the family tha t m u s t be 
respected . 

In dysfunct ional families, a younger pe r son often d is rupts the 
hierarchy of the family by a s suming the responsibili ty, funct ion, 
privilege, or guilt that belongs to an older pe r son . An example is a 
son w h o is suffering for his father 's wrongdo ings , or is t rying to be a 
be t te r h u s b a n d for his m o t h e r than his father is. Younger pe r sons 
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w h o injure t he h i e ra rchy o f t i m e by a s s u m i n g the func t ions a n d 

responsibi l i t ies of earl ier p e r s o n s often u n c o n s c i o u s l y r eac t wi th a 

t e n d e n c y to se l f -des t ruc t ion a n d failure. B e c a u s e v io la t ions o f t h e 

o r d e r o f p r e c e d e n c e are mot iva t ed by love, t h o s e c a u g h t in this 

d y n a m i c d o n ' t r ecogn ize thei r guilt . S u c h v io la t ions a re of ten 

i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i n g factors w h e n events in a family t u r n o u t 

t ragical ly—for e x a m p l e , in cases of su ic ide or p s y c h o g e n i c m e n t a l 

i l lness, or w h e n a la ter p e r s o n t u r n s to c r i m e . 

T h e o r d e r s o f p r e c e d e n c e a c c o r d i n g t o t i m e t h a t s u p p o r t love i n 

a family are m o r e c o m p l i c a t e d w h e n two exist ing families are c o m ­

b i n e d . W h e n p a r t n e r s b r i n g ch i ld ren f rom the i r p rev ious m a r r i a g e s 

in to a n e w re la t ionsh ip , thei r love for e a c h o t h e r d o e s n ' t p r e c e d e 

the i r love for the i r ch i ld ren . In these families, successful love usua l ly 

r equ i res t h a t t h e earl ier b o n d i n g b e t w e e n t h e p a r t n e r s a n d the i r 

ch i ld ren take p r e c e d e n c e over the i r y o u n g e r love for e a c h o t h e r ; 

nex t c o m e s the i r t oge the rnes s a s m a n a n d w o m a n in a p a r t n e r s h i p 

of equa l s ; a n d , finally, t he b o n d i n g to any ch i ld ren they have 

toge ther . 

O n e m u s t n o t app ly this a s r igid d o g m a , b u t m a n y p r o b l e m s i n 

s e c o n d m a r r i a g e s o c c u r w h e n o n e o f t he n e w p a r t n e r s feels jea lous 

o f t he o t h e r p a r t n e r ' s earl ier ch i ld ren ; tha t is, w h e n he o r she wishes 

t h a t t he n e w love w o u l d have pr io r i ty over t he ear l ier love b e t w e e n 

the ch i ld ren a n d the i r p a r e n t . 

Love You for Being Faithful to Your Daughter 

A couple decided to divorce and their daughter stayed with her 
mother. T h e man didn' t want any more children, and subsequently 
married a woman who also did not want children. After some years, 
the man's first wife died suddenly, and the child came to live with her 
father and stepmother. 

T h e child and her stepmother were not fond of one another. Both 
felt a claim on the man's love and constantly competed for prece­
dence. T h e man felt torn between his love for his child and that for 
his wife. 

One day, after a quarrel in which the couple considered separa­
tion, the woman visited a friend who helped her to understand the 
systemic implications of the situation. That evening, she said to her 
husband, "When I see your love for your daughter and your first wife, 
I see how faithful you are. I love you more for that." 
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A w o m a n wi th a child said a b o u t beg inn ing a second re la t ion­
ship, "I c o u l d n ' t love a m a n w h o d idn ' t respect my love for my 
child." 

Maintaining Precedence Between Different Systems 

T h e o rde r of p recedence be tween two relat ionship systems is differ­
ent from the o rde r of p recedence within a relat ionship system. H e r e 
the n e w system has pr ior i ty over the old system. F o r example , w h e n 
a couple s tar ts a family, the new family system takes p recedence 
over their families of origin, just as a second marr iage assumes p re ­
cedence over a first. 

Exper ience shows tha t w h e n families d o n ' t follow the o rde r of 
p recedence be tween systems, they e n c o u n t e r difficulties. F o r 
example , if a young couple ' s love for their pa ren t s con t inues to take 
pr ior i ty over their love for each o ther , there ' s a d i s tu rbance in the 
o rde r of p recedence tha t m u s t be dealt with if their re la t ionship is to 
succeed. 

S e c o n d pa r tne r sh ips p resen t special complicat ions . T h e n e w sys­
t em m u s t have p recedence over the f i rs t in o rder for the new family 
to succeed , b u t if one of the new pa r tne r s br ings a child from a p r e ­
vious relat ionship into the n e w one , t hen the b o n d i n g to a n d love 
for the child m u s t ma in ta in p recedence over the b o n d i n g to a n d 
love for the n e w pa r tne r . Coup les have p rob lems w h e n the new 
p a r t n e r d e m a n d s p recedence over a child from a previous p a r t n e r ­
ship, o r w h e n the n e w p a r t n e r d e m a n d s from the child the love tha t 
be longs to the child 's na tura l pa ren t . 

W h e n a p e r s o n has a child du r ing a pa r tne r sh ip wi th s o m e o n e 
o the r t han his or her pa r tne r , the pa r tne r sh ip is usually over. T h a t 
m e a n s tha t i f a w o m a n has a child wi th ano the r m a n d u r i n g he r 
mar r i age , she forms a new system with h im. As a ru le , she m u s t 
leave he r f i rs t family a n d go to he r new pa r tne r . I f she chooses to 
stay wi th he r h u s b a n d , the only safe place for the child is wi th the 
na tura l father. 

T h e p recedence of a new system over a previous one also 
requires tha t a m a n w h o has a child with a n o t h e r w o m a n du r ing his 
mar r i age leave his family a n d go to the new w o m a n a n d child. N e v ­
er theless , he m u s t con t inue to s u p p o r t his f i r s t wife a n d child. In 
s i tuat ions like this , the fo rmer pa r tne r s a n d chi ldren pay a very 
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h e a v y p r i c e , b u t e x p e r i e n c e shows t h a t all o t h e r s o l u t i o n s r e su l t i n 

g r e a t e r p a i n for all c o n c e r n e d . 

F a m i l y s y s t e m s r e a c t p r o f o u n d l y to t h e b i r t h o f a ch i ld . 

Accept ing the Limitat ions of T i m e 

A l t h o u g h i t ' s n e c e s s a r y for all m e m b e r s of a fami ly to h a v e t h e i r 

p l a c e s a n d t o b e " r e - m e m b e r e d , " famil ies m u s t b e a l lowed t o forge t 

w h a t i s p a s t af ter an a p p r o p r i a t e t i m e . 

The Polar Bear 

A polar bear lived in a circus. He lived in a very small cage and 
couldn ' t even tu rn a round—he could only walk two steps forward, 
and then two steps back. 

T h e owner of the circus gave him to a zoo, where the polar bear 
had an open space in which to roam. Still, he walked two steps for­
ward and then two steps back. 

One of the other bears asked him, "Why do you do that?" 
He answered, "Because I had to live in a cage for so long." 

D e a t h a n d life a r e i n s e p a r a b l e , a s a r e r e m e m b e r i n g a n d fo rge t t i ng 

a n d p a s t a n d fu tu r e . T h e r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t all life s o o n e r o r l a t e r 

c o m e s t o a n e n d h e l p s m e m b e r s o f a fami ly t o r e c o g n i z e w h a t m u s t 

a n d m u s t n o t b e d o n e i n every s i t ua t ion . 

T h e r e i s a s t r o n g t e n d e n c y in famil ies t o t r y t o h o l d on to t h i n g s 

t h a t a r e p a s t — m e m o r i e s o f b o t h g o o d a n d h u r t f u l e x p e r i e n c e s . 

W h e n m e m b e r s o f a fami ly g r o u p h o l d o n t o s o m e t h i n g t h a t s h o u l d 

b e over , t h e p a s t h o l d s t h e m cap t ive a n d c o n t i n u e s t o w o r k i n a p p r o ­

p r i a t e ly i n t h e p r e s e n t . B e c a u s e t h e o ld t h e n c a n n o t fade away, t h e 

n e w h a s difficulty i n e s t ab l i sh ing itself. I t r e q u i r e s g r e a t d i sc ip l ine to 

e x t r a c t you r se l f f r o m s u c h sys t emic e n t a n g l e m e n t s , a n d t o r e l ease 

e v e r y t h i n g t h a t d e s e r v e s to be f in ished. All m e m b e r s o f a fami ly 

g r o u p m u s t let g o o f t h i n g s , b o t h pos i t ive a n d n e g a t i v e , a s s o o n a s 

t he i r effect for g o o d i s p a s t . 

How a Widow Made Her Children Curious 

A woman was widowed while she was still young. She had loved her 
husband and could not allow him to rest in peace. She decided not to 
seek a new par tnership, bu t did not enjoy life after her husband died. 



158 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

She lived with her children until they left home , and then withdrew 
into the house she had shared with her husband and thought about 
him day and night. She became bitter and depressed. 

Apar t from her children, she had no life of her own. H e r children 
found no joy when visiting her, bu t they felt guilty when they didn ' t . 
Caught between the joylessness of visiting her and the guilt of leaving 
her alone, they came to resent her and began to stay away. H e r lone­
liness and bit terness increased. 

With the help of a friend, she came to unders tand that her holding 
on to the past was damaging the love between herself and her chil­
dren. She entered a ret i rement community, found new friends and 
interests, and increasingly allowed her past to become past. For a 
while, she almost forgot about her adult children. 

T h e y grew curious about her life, and soon were unable to resist 
their curiosity and the pull to visit. 

T h e r e i s g r a c e i n l e t t i n g b y g o n e s b e b y g o n e s a n d a l l o w i n g t h e 

f u t u r e to c o m e as i t wi l l . All t h e leaves on a t r e e a r e s h a p e d 

a c c o r d i n g t o t h e s a m e p a t t e r n , b u t e a c h leaf i s d i f fe ren t . E v e r y 

a u t u m n , t h e y t u r n ye l low, r e d , o r g o l d , a n d t h e n fall. E v e r y s p r i n g , 

d i f fe ren t l eaves s h a p e d w i t h t h e s a m e b a s i c p a t t e r n e m e r g e i n 

v i b r a n t , t e n d e r s h a d e s o f g r e e n . T h a t ' s t h e s e c r e t o f th i s s y s t e m i c 

d y n a m i c . C h a n g e i s c o n s t a n t ; i n d i v i d u a l leaves w i t h e r a n d d i e , ye t 

t h e t r e e r e m a i n s . T h e t r e e a l so d i e s , ye t t h e fo res t r e m a i n s . H o l d ­

i n g t i g h t t o w i t h e r e d leaves m a y s o o t h e m e m o r y , b u t i t d o e s n ' t 

h e l p t h e t r e e . S o , t o o , m e m b e r s o f fami l i es a r e b o r n a n d d i e , a n d 

h o l d i n g o n t o w h a t w a s o n c e g o o d o r b a d i n h i b i t s t h e n a t u r a l f l o w 

of life. 

The Man Who Didn't Realize the War Was Over 

In the terrible years after the Thi r ty Years 'War, people slowly came 
out of the forests where they had h idden , and began to rebuild their 
farms and homes . T h e y p lanted their f ie lds again and cared for the 
few animals that had survived. A year later, they h a d their first 
harvest in peace—the animals had mult ipl ied, and the people 
celebrated. 

At the edge of the village, there was a house that was boarded up. 
Sometimes, when the people passed by, they thought that they heard 
something inside, bu t they had so much to do that they d idn ' t care to 
look into it. 
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O n e night, a little injured dog sat whimpering by the front door of 
the closed-up house . A piece of the mor ta r fell away and a s tone fell 
out . A hand reached through the small hole, picked up the little dog, 
and lifted it inside. The re really was someone inside who had not yet 
realized that peace had re turned to the outside world. T h e person 
held the little dog and felt flooded by its soothing warmth . T h e little 
dog fell asleep. T h e person peeked out at the world through the small 
opening, saw the distant stars in the heavens, and brea thed the fresh 
night air. 

Soon the first light of day began to glow on the eastern horizon, a 
rooster crowed, and the little dog awoke. T h e person saw that the 
little dog belonged with its companions , let it crawl out th rough the 
opening in the wall, and watched it run home. 

As the sun rose in the sky, some children came by, one of them 
holding a juicy red apple. They saw the opening and, peering in, saw 
the m a n sleeping peacefully. 

For him, one glimpse of freedom had been enough. 

J u s t a s h o l d i n g o n t o t h e p a s t c a n l imi t f r e e d o m , so , t o o , c a n t r y ­

ing t o c o n t r o l t h e fu tu r e . W e c a n in tu i t ive ly s e n s e h o w t h e l a rge r sys ­

t e m i c o r d e r s f u n c t i o n , b u t t h e r e s o l u t i o n s a r e of ten s u r p r i s i n g a n d 

dif ferent f r o m w h a t w e con t r ive o r w i s h . F o r th i s r e a s o n , a s m e m ­

b e r s o f fami l i es , w e d e l u d e ou r se lves w h e n w e t h i n k t h a t w e c a n 

d e t e r m i n e t h e c o u r s e o f fate. N o m a t t e r w h a t w e m a y be l i eve t o t h e 

c o n t r a r y , w e m u s t s u b m i t t o t h e f u t u r e a s i t c o m e s , for a l t h o u g h w e 

s o m e t i m e s c a n in f luence it , w e c a n n o t d e t e r m i n e it. 

The Verdict 

A wealthy m a n died and knocked on the pearly gates. Saint Peter 
opened the door and asked him what he desired. T h e rich m a n said, 
"I would like a first-class room with a good view of the ear th, my 
favorite foods every day, and also the daily paper." 

Saint Peter hesitated, but the rich m a n was adamant . Saint Peter 
shrugged his shoulders and gave him a first-class room with a good 
view of the ear th , and brought h im his favorite foods and the daily 
paper. He said, "Well, here's what you wanted. I'll be back in a thou­
sand years." T h e n he left and locked the door. 

After the thousand years had passed, he re turned and looked into 
the room through the peephole. " T h e r e you are at last," cried the 
rich man . " T h i s heaven is terrible." 

Saint Peter shook his head sadly. "You're mistaken," he said. 
"You've chosen hell." 
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E N T A N G L E M E N T S IN FAMILY G R O U P S 

F a m i l y m e m b e r s d o n ' t e x p e r i e n c e in jur ies t o t h e h i d d e n o r d e r s o f 

t h e fami ly g r o u p a s gui l ty feel ings i n t he i r p e r s o n a l c o n s c i e n c e . 

In ju r ies b e c o m e o b v i o u s o n l y i n t h e suffer ing t h e y b r i n g , especia l ly 

t o c h i l d r e n , w h o of ten suffer t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s o f t h i n g s t h e y t h e m ­

selves d i d n ' t d o . T h e d y n a m i c s o f a family b i n d all m e m b e r s in full 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n . O n e b i r d i n flight m a y t u r n i n m a n y d i r e c t i o n s , ye t w e 

w a t c h t h e flock t u r n a s a w h o l e . E v e r y b i r d s u b m i t s t o t h e g r e a t e r 

w h o l e o f t h e flock, a n d t h r o u g h th i s s u b m i s s i o n , m a i n t a i n s its m e m ­

b e r s h i p i n t h e g r o u p . 

In a s imi la r way, t h e fami ly w h o l e b i n d s e a c h m e m b e r so f i rmly 

t h a t t h e ob l i ga t i ons a n d suffer ings o f o n e m e m b e r a r e e x p e r i e n c e d 

b y o t h e r m e m b e r s a s d e b t s a n d ob l iga t ions . I n th is way, a n y family 

m e m b e r c a n b e c o m e b l i n d l y e n t a n g l e d i n o t h e r m e m b e r s ' d e b t s 

a n d pr iv i leges ; i n t h e i r t h o u g h t s , c a r e s , a n d feel ings; a n d i n t he i r 

conf l ic ts o r goa l s . I n d i v i d u a l h a p p i n e s s a n d suf fer ing a re l i m i t e d in 

t h e i n t e r e s t s o f t h e family, j u s t as a w h o l e c o n s t r a i n s its p a r t s . 

How Can We Know Peace? 

In a television documentary , a young man was filmed beside a cave. 
M a n y thousands of bodies had been found in the cave, lying in three 
layers. T h e bodies in the first layer were those of adherents to a par ­
ticular political persuasion who had been murdered by adherents to 
another group in retr ibution for injustices done . T h e bodies in the 
second layer were those of members of the second party murdered in 
retr ibution some years later by members of the first. T h e tide of 
power in that country had shifted again, and the third layer again 
contained bodies of members of the first party murde red , in retr ibu­
t ion, by their enemies. 

T h e young man , whose relatives were among the bodies in the 
middle layer killed almost 50 years previously, was asked if there 
would be an end to the killing. He replied, " W h e n we hear the cries 
of our mothers , and see their tears for their murdered sons, how can 
we know peace? We mus t avenge their loss." 

T h e m a n i n th i s d o c u m e n t a r y be l i eved h e w a s a c t i n g freely, b u t 

he w a s n o t . B e c a u s e he loved b l ind ly , he w a s c a u g h t i n a w e b o f 

t r a g e d y t h a t h a d b e g u n l o n g be fo re h e w a s b o r n , d e m a n d e d h i s o b e ­

d i e n c e , a n d , t ragical ly , will n o t e n d un t i l l o n g after h i s d e a t h . 
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W h e n the love that binds together the individual m e m b e r s of a 
family operates blindly, i t demands blind obedience, and unless 
individual m e m b e r s gain insight into its dynamic and transform it, 
they unknowingly submit to the laws of b l ind systemic justice—an 
eye for eye and a tooth for a tooth. T h e n the damage is passed from 
one generat ion to the next, and the extended family finds no peace. 

T h e systemic laws operating within the family don ' t respond to a 
child's love. T h e drive for balance working in the family group is 
more fundamental than love, and it readily sacrifices individual love 
and happiness to maintain the larger family equil ibrium. T h e 
struggle of love against the dynamics of family systems is the begin­
ning and the end of the greatest tragedies. Extract ing oneself from 
this battlefield requires insight into the Orders of Love, and a will­
ingness to follow them with love. Insight into Love's H i d d e n Sym­
metry is wisdom; following it with love is humility. T h a t requires 
giving up an inflated sense of self-importance and re turn ing to one's 
designated place in the family order, while those who have come 
before regain their higher place in the hierarchy. 

T h e young m a n s tanding at the m o u t h of the cave loves, bu t his 
love is a child's love, and it seduces h im into assuming a responsi­
bility inappropria te to his position. His child love seeks balance in 
revenge blindly, as if more deaths could heal the emptiness left by 
past deaths. Peace will no t re turn to his family clan until he m a n ­
ages to listen to the "cries of our mothers , " to see their tears, and to 
say to them with love, "Yours is a great loss. I pay homage to your 
suffering. Because I love you, I will not take up this sword, and I do 
you the greatest honor by entrust ing your suffering to you. Wi th 
you, your suffering is in bet ter hands than with m e . " In her hear t , 
every g randmothe r prefers that he r grandchi ldren live in peace. 
T h e n the deaths of those who have gone before have a good effect 
on those who come after. T h a t is the greater love. 

Recognizing Entanglement 

Q u e s t i o n : H o w do you recognize when systemic entanglement is 
operating? Are there characteristic signs or signals, anything we can 
get a grip on? 

Hel l inger : Unfinished situations from the past express t hem­
selves in later relationships in the form of impulsive inappropriate 
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a c t i o n s a n d i n a p p r o p r i a t e l y i n t e n s e feel ings. A n iden t i f i ca t ion w i t h 

a n o t h e r p e r s o n h a s t h e feel ing qua l i ty o f " n o t b e i n g q u i t e myself ," 

o r " s o m e t h i n g jus t g o t i n t o m e . " W h e n e v e r a p e r s o n d i sp lays u n u s u ­

ally i n t e n s e e m o t i o n s o r b e h a v i o r s t h a t a r e n ' t u n d e r s t a n d a b l e i n 

t e r m s o f t h e c u r r e n t s i t ua t i on , y o u c a n s u s p e c t t h a t t h e r e ' s a sys­

t e m i c e n t a n g l e m e n t o f s o m e k i n d . T h i s a lso i s t r u e w h e n o n e p e r s o n 

h a s u n e x p l a i n e d difficulty i n t a lk ing w i t h a n o t h e r , o r r e a c t s i n an 

i n e x p l i c a b l e w a y — a s i f he o r she w e r e i n f l u e n c e d by invis ible c o n ­

f l i c t s a n d anx ie t i e s . P e o p l e w h o a re f ana t i c a b o u t b e i n g r i g h t a re 

of ten e n t a n g l e d . W h e n t h e y " f igh t " w i t h e x a g g e r a t e d b i t t e r n e s s a n d 

v e h e m e n c e , t h e y m a y well b e r e p r e s e n t i n g s o m e o n e else i n t h e sys­

t e m . I f t h e r e ' s a s c a p e g o a t in t h e p r e s e n t family, i t 's of ten t h e case 

t h a t t h e r e w a s a s c a p e g o a t in a p r e v i o u s g e n e r a t i o n , a n d i t ' s useful 

t o l o o k for i t carefully. A n y r e a c t i o n o r e m o t i o n t h a t s e e m s e x a g g e r ­

a t e d , o r i n a p p r o p r i a t e , o r ampl i f ied m a y b e a n iden t i f i ca t ion . 

You d e v e l o p a s ense for t h e cues t h a t h i n t a t e n t a n g l e m e n t s . Y o u r 

s ense will i m p r o v e w i t h p r a c t i c e , jus t a s y o u r ea r for m u s i c d e v e l o p s 

w i t h p r a c t i c e . As a b e g i n n e r , y o u on ly h e a r t h e m o s t b l a t a n t differ­

e n c e s , b u t w i t h e x p e r i e n c e , t h e sub t l e n u a n c e s b e g i n t o b e d e t e c t ­

ab l e . L e t m e give y o u a n e x a m p l e . 

Hitting the Wrong Target in the Family 

A young m a n had strong suicidal compulsions that he couldn ' t 
unders tand . In other respects, his life seemed to him to be okay. 
Exploring these urges, he told a group that, as a little child, he had 
said to his mother ' s father, "When will you die and go?" His g rand­
father had laughed, bu t the question cont inued to bother the little 
boy. Th i s sentence was loose in the system. I said, "Th is sentence 
belongs to someone else in the system, but it comes out of the m o u t h 
of the weakest m e m b e r of the system and it hit the wrong target. We 
need to find the real sender and the real target." 

We then found out that the little boy's other grandfather had had a 
long affair with his secretary, and that during this t ime, his wife had 
contracted tuberculosis. T h e sentence belonged to the paternal 
grandfather. It was easy to imagine how he mus t have felt toward his 
wife: "Why don ' t you die and make room for somebody else?" T h e 
grandfather 's wish was fulfilled and his wife died. 

But then the next generations innocently took u p o n themselves 
the task of atoning for his guilt. First, one of his sons prevented the 
grandfather from enjoying the benefits of his wife's death—he eloped 
with the secretary. T h e n the grandson (the client) took up that omi-
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nous sentence, but spoke it to his other grandfather, and then turned 
it against himself. That was his suicidal compulsion. 

Q u e s t i o n : Are there indicators in a constel lat ion as to w h e n e m o ­
tions have b e e n taken on from s o m e o n e else a n d w h e n they actually 
be long to the individuals themselves? 

H e l l i n g e r : N o , no t always. Somet imes they emerge du r ing the 

constel la t ion. Perhaps someone feels someth ing at the beg inn ing 

that doesn ' t m a k e sense in the si tuat ion. I t migh t be possible tha t 

it's a t ransferred feeling. T h e n I send up a test ba l loon to test the 

hypothesis . T h e react ions of the representat ives are usually a reliable 

indicat ion as to whe the r there 's some identification. 

Identification. 

O n e i m p o r t a n t aspect of resolving en tang lements is to find ou t 
who 's miss ing from the family, who has been exc luded , a n d then to 
br ing tha t p e r s o n into awareness and so comple te the family un i t . 
As a ru le , an exc luded pe r son is s o m e o n e w h o has suffered or has 
been the vict im of some injustice. In the eyes of the o the r family 
m e m b e r s , tha t pe r son was often seen as b a d , a n d was exc luded 
from the family system with mora l justification or r ighteousness . 
T h o s e r ema in ing then feel moral ly superior . T h e central dynamic is 
that s o m e o n e in the system uses a mora l justification to claim a sys-
temically unjustified privilege, to say, "I have m o r e r ight to be long 
than you do . " 

T h e pressure of a g r o u p to " r e - m e m b e r " all of its m e m b e r s , to 
main ta in its wholeness , d e m a n d s tha t a later p e r s o n t hen represen t 
the exc luded pe r son . T h e wholeness of the g r o u p is frequently 
ma in ta ined by identification—a younger p e r s o n unconsc ious ly 
assumes the roles, the funct ions, and often the feelings of an earlier, 
exc luded pe r son . 

Q u e s t i o n : A b o u t a year ago, I found out tha t I have a half sister. 
T h e news c a m e ou t after my father died. I t had b e e n a family secret 
be tween my paren t s . I was shocked at the react ions of the o thers in 
the family. I was the only one who called her . I d idn ' t mee t he r 
though , a n d n o w I've lost contac t wi th her. 
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H e l l i n g e r : You seem to be identified wi th her .You 've got he r feel­
ings—for example , the feeling of n o t be ing enti t led to be long . (The 
questioner suddenly begins to cry bitterly.) Yes, that ' s he r feeling. 

Q u e s t i o n : Do you m e a n that the feeling isn ' t mine? 

H e l l i n g e r : Well, it 's yours w h e n you feel it, b u t i t seems as 
t h o u g h you ' re feeling someth ing that ' s connec ted to wha t your sis­
ter m u s t have felt. You can change i t by imagin ing yourself sitting 
nex t to he r and telling her : "You' re my sister, and I ' m your sister." 
Your grief h o n o r s her. (Her mood shifts immediately. She beams 
through her tears.) 

T h e family g r o u p " r e - m e m b e r s " the excluded, the ignored , the 
forgot ten, the unrecognized , the dead . W h e n a legit imate m e m b e r of 
the g r o u p is shut out , someone in a later genera t ion m u s t c o m p e n ­
sate for this injustice by suffering a similar injustice. T h e pe rsons 
drafted, for this service d o n ' t choose their fate. In fact, they usually 
d o n ' t even not ice what ' s h a p p e n i n g and can ' t defend themselves 
against it. T h e y relive the fate of the excluded pe r son , a n d recreate 
tha t pe r son ' s exper ience , comple te with the guilt, t he innocence , 
a n d all of the o ther feelings that be long to tha t exper ience . 

Cross-Gender Identification with a Missing Person 

Carla came into the group with the complaint that she felt unable to 
make use of her knowledge and life experience. She had the belief 
that she was forbidden to know or understand what was going on in 
her family. This excerpt from the work begins during a constellation. 
Here, a possible identification with a missing person is sought. 

H e l l i n g e r : Was s o m e o n e excluded from your family system? 

C a r l a : My m o t h e r h a d a f i ance . 

H e l l i n g e r : He may be an excluded pe r son . Le t ' s p u t h i m in. 
(When a representative for the mother's fiance is placed in the constella­

tion, the improvement for the others is seen immediately.) 

C a r l a : I just r e m e m b e r e d — m y m o t h e r gave me all of the pa in t ­
ings he h a d pa in ted for her . I 've kept t h e m all. I haven ' t t h o u g h t 
a b o u t t h e m for a while, b u t I've always loved t h e m . T h e y ' r e special 
for m e . 
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H e l l i n g e r : Car la , you seem to be identified wi th your m o t h e r ' s 
former fiance. If that ' s t rue , then i t would have b e e n difficult for you 
to have a good relat ionship with your father, since you were r ep re ­
sent ing his rival. T h e b o n d i n g to your m o t h e r would also have b e e n 
difficult s ince you no t only were the daugh te r , bu t also represen ted 
her lover for her . In addi t ion , i t would have b e e n difficult for you to 
develop a clear sense of yourself as a w o m a n , since you were iden­
tified wi th a m a n . T h e solution would be for you to say to your 
mo the r ' s ex-fiance while point ing to your father, " H e is the r ight 
one for m e . " A n d then to say to your father, "You are the r ight one 
for m e , a n d I'll have no th ing m o r e to do wi th tha t o the r m a n . " T h e n 
you could r e t u r n to the posi t ion of a child wi th two pa ren t s , a n d 
you could separa te from the fiance, a n d t h e n the pressure to relive 
his fate could dissolve. (This was then done in the constellation.) 

C a r l a (after the constellation): Bu t wha t can I do to be able to 
learn? T h a t was my quest ion. 

H e l l i n g e r : Give yourself a little t ime. It can take as long as a year 
or two for in ternal images to comple te their t r ans format ion a n d 
fully take effect. T h e r e ' s also a loss to be deal t wi th in giving up your 
identification with a m a n your m o t h e r seems to have loved very 
m u c h . It 's a very decisive step to r e tu rn to the m o r e appropr ia te , 
b u t less i m p o r t a n t , posi t ion in the system. 

C a r l a (relieved): Yes, I am the child! 

H e l l i n g e r : Exactly! T h a t ' s the first new learning. 
Identif icat ion is a s t range, a lmost u n c a n n y p h e n o m e n o n . T h e sys­

temic dynamic of comple teness in the family g r o u p defends the 
rights of any earlier pe r son who has been exc luded , a n d i t i sn ' t con­
cerned wi th the r ights of those who c o m e later. T h e r e ' s a c r u d e jus -
r ice for the earlier pe r son at the pr ice of injustice for the o the r s , a n d 
the injustice is passed on from genera t ion to genera t ion . 

Unquenchable Yearning 

A young woman suffered from an unquenchable yearning that she 
couldn't explain. In exploring this strange feeling in a family constel­
lation, it became clear to her that what she was feeling wasn't her 
own longing, but something that seemed to belong to her older half 
sister. Her father had divorced his first wife and remarried, but his 
daughter from his first marriage wasn't allowed to see him again. The 
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client traced the half sister to Australia, made contact with her, and 
sent her a ticket to visit the client in Germany. But destiny wasn't to 
be changed. On her way to the airport, the half sister disappeared 
and couldn't be traced again. 

Ident i f ica t ion is like a sys temic repe t i t ion c o m p u l s i o n . It a t t e m p t s 

to r ec rea te a n d r e p r o d u c e the pas t in o r d e r to b r i n g just ice to an 

exc luded p e r s o n . B u t s u c h just ice i s p r imi t ive a n d b l ind , a n d i t 

b r ings n o reso lu t ion . I n this d y n a m i c , la ter p e r s o n s b e c o m e 

e n t a n g l e d in t he des t iny of an earl ier p e r s o n . Even i f thei r ac t ions 

are m o t i v a t e d by love, they take u p o n themse lves an i n a p p r o p r i a t e 

responsibi l i ty . A later p e r s o n c a n ' t set s o m e t h i n g in o r d e r for an ear ­

lier p e r s o n after the fact. S u c h a re t roact ive just ice only c o n t i n u e s 

t he sys temic i m b a l a n c e indefinitely. 

Whom Is She Trying to Wash? 

A therapist told her supervision group about a woman with a hand­
washing compulsion. T h e supervisor asked her, "Which woman in 
her system is she trying to wash?" That became clear when the thera­
pist asked her client. After the war, her father's sister had turned to 
prostitution to earn money to feed the family, and she contracted 
syphilis. Although she had acted to help the family and had signifi­
cantly contributed to their well-being, she was rejected by them and 
died alone. 

A n o t h e r ' s gui l t a n d t r agedy often a p p e a r easier t o m a s t e r t h a n 

one ' s o w n , b u t t ak ing on s o m e o n e else's t r agedy crea tes no life-

affirming energy. If m i s f o r t u n e is to be useful in deve lop ing 

s t r eng th , i t m u s t b e r e t u r n e d t o t he p e r s o n t o w h o m i t b e l o n g s , a n d 

he o r she m u s t be t r u s t e d t o e n d u r e it. 

Q u e s t i o n : H o w d o t h e p e o p l e w h o are identif ied wi th e x c l u d e d 

p e r s o n s get the i r in fo rmat ion? W h a t are t he channe l s? 

H e l l i n g e r : I d o n ' t k n o w h o w i t works . I t ' s just a p h e n o m e n o n 

tha t can be obse rved in t he family cons te l la t ions a n d in famil ies . I 

d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d it, b u t , for tunate ly , i t i sn ' t necessa ry to k n o w h o w 

it works to find a so lu t ion . I t ry to avoid theore t i ca l exp lana t ions . 

T h e th ings I say are w h a t I 've obse rved , a n d I ' m n o t m a k i n g any 

o t h e r c la im. I like to keep th ings smal l . 

Q u e s t i o n : W h e n s o m e o n e in t he sys tem i s identif ied wi th an 

e x c l u d e d p e r s o n , will t ha t c o n t i n u e in to la ter genera t ions? 
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H e l l i n g e r : T h e r e seems to be a t ime limit. T h e effect of the iden­
tifications d iminishes as t ime goes on , and after a while, they no 
longer have any effect. For example , if a g randchi ld is identified 
wi th the grandfather—for whatever r e a s o n — a n d tha t g randch i ld 
has chi ldren of his or he r own, the chi ldren a ren ' t likely to have an 
identification wi th the great -grandfather . At least, I 've rarely seen it. 

Q u e s t i o n : C a n there be an identification wi th the siblings of a 
g randparen t? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s rare , and i t seems to occur only in cases of 
ex t reme tragedy. I 've seen i t pe rhaps two or th ree t imes . 

Q u e s t i o n : In systemic therapy and hypnotherapy , the here a n d 
now are very i m p o r t a n t . H o w do you u n d e r s t a n d the i m p o r t a n c e of 
the pas t in your work? 

H e l l i n g e r : I t . seems to me tha t the p resen t a n d the pas t form a 
polar i ty that c an ' t be separa ted , so I work with b o t h . 

Q u e s t i o n : Would you explain wha t you m e a n w h e n you use the 
t e r m " d o u b l e shift"? 

H e l l i n g e r : Wha teve r has been repressed in a family t ends to 
reappear in those w h o possess the least ability to defend themselves . 
In a family, that ' s the chi ldren a n d grandch i ld ren . T h e double shift is 
a sub type of identification. T h e first shift occurs w h e n a later pe r son 
takes on the feelings of an earlier pe r son via identif ication. T h e s e c ­
ond shift occurs w h e n the feelings from the exc luded p e r s o n are 
expressed, no t to a guilty par ty , bu t , t h rough a fur ther shift, to an 
innocen t pe r son . A great m a n y p rob lems in relat ionships exhibit 
this d y n a m i c , inc luding si tuations in which the victim was so weak 
tha t he or she cou ldn ' t take appropr ia te act ion. P rob l ems like tha t 
d o n ' t be long to the individuals a lone , b u t to the whole family, a n d 
anyone in the family can be called on to compensa t e for the w r o n g ­
do ing of s o m e o n e else in the family. 

The Murderer in My Family 

A 40-year-old man came to psychotherapy because he was afraid that 
he might become violent and strangle someone, or that he himself 
could be strangled. No explanation could be found in the analysis of 
his character or behavior. He was asked: "Is there a murderer in your 
family?" 
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Fur the r exploration revealed that his uncle, his mother ' s brother , 
was a murderer . He had had an employee who was also his lover. 
One day, he showed her a picture of a woman and told her to get her 
hair cut and dyed to look exactly like the woman in the picture. After 
his lover had worn her hair that way for a while, the m a n traveled 
abroad with her, murdered her, and re turned with the woman in the 
picture, who became his new employee and lover. He was caught, 
however, and is still serving a life sentence in prison. 

T h e therapist asked for additional information about the uncle 's 
family, especially the grandparents , and quest ioned where the drive 
for such an act might have come from. T h e patient knew nothing 
about the grandfather, bu t the g randmother was said to be a pious 
and respected woman . He later inquired into the family history and 
discovered the following. Dur ing the Th i rd Reich, this pious woman, 
acting with the help of her brother , had accused her husband of 
being a homosexual . As a result, he had been arrested and pu t into a 
concentrat ion camp, where he was murdered . 

T h e p i o u s g r a n d m o t h e r was t h e real m u r d e r e r , a n d t h e i m p u l s e 

t o w a r d v i o l e n c e s t e m m e d f rom h e r — a t leas t a s far a s w e c o u l d t r a c e 

it. T h e c l ien t ' s u n c l e w a s r e c r u i t e d b y t h e c o n s c i e n c e o f t h e fami ly 

s y s t e m t o ac t o n h i s d e c e a s e d fa ther ' s behal f . T h e u n c l e s p a r e d his 

m o t h e r a n d u n c o n s c i o u s l y c o m p e n s a t e d for t h e in jus t ice d o n e t o 

h i s f a the r b y m u r d e r i n g a w o m a n h e loved. H e r e p e a t e d w h a t b o t h 

h i s p a r e n t s h a d d o n e a n d d e m o n s t r a t e d his so l ida r i ty w i t h b o t h o f 

t h e m : w i t h h i s m o t h e r t h r o u g h t h e m u r d e r a n d w i t h h i s f a the r 

t h r o u g h t h e i m p r i s o n m e n t . T h e c l ien t h i m s e l f felt t h e s y s t e m i c t u r ­

b u l e n c e of th is c h a i n of in jus t ice as a fear of c o m m i t t i n g v i o l e n c e . 

T h e d o u b l e shift a l so w o r k s i n t h e pos i t ive . H e r e i s a n e x a m p l e . 

Strange Love 

Among the at tendees at a workshop were a m a n and a woman who 
had three children, the youngest of w h o m was a three-year-old 
daughter. T h e m a n had such a deep feeling for his daughter that it 
d idn ' t seem like a fa ther -daughte r connection. The re was something 
so intimate and sweet between them that it was touching to see, bu t 
their intimacy somehow wasn' t appropriate. I t wasn ' t incestuous, bu t 
it just d idn ' t seem like the normal feeling between a father and 
daughter. Something wasn ' t right. 

What emerged was that the man's father—the child's grandfather— 
had a twin sister who had died very young. T h e man ' s feelings for his 
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daughter reflected those of his father toward his twin sister. The feel­
ings had been transferred. 

The man wrote a letter about a month after the workshop ended. 
He said that they were all very happy. He had the clear feeling that he 
was exactly the right father for his daughter. He said that it had sud­
denly dawned on him that although his daughter's name was Clau­
dia, they had always called her Deedee. Deedee was the name of the 
deceased twin, but no one had noticed. 

T h a t was an en tang lement , bu t no t as destruct ive as many. I t was 
also a solut ion. 

Q u e s t i o n : I f I ' m identified with someone , h o w do I get out? 

H e l l i n g e r : An identification can be resolved w h e n younger per ­
sons w h o are repea t ing the fate of earlier persons realize wha t the 
p r o b l e m is. T h e n they can look a t the shu t -ou t pe r son , or s tand by 
that p e r s o n a n d give h i m or he r a loving place in their hear t s . T h i s 
love creates a relat ionship and then the excluded pe r son b e c o m e s a 
friend, a gua rd ian angel, a source of suppor t . An identification is, 
after all, the opposi te of a relat ionship. W h e n I ' m identified wi th 
s o m e o n e , I feel a n d act as tha t pe r son does , b u t I can ' t love the pe r ­
son because I d o n ' t exper ience h i m or her as different from m e . I 
can only love someone I exper ience as separate from m e . W h e n 
I love a p e r s o n as separate from m e , my love dissolves any identifi­
cat ion I migh t have. T h e identified pe r son can t hen r e t u r n to his or 
her appropr i a t e place in the family, a n d the equi l ibr ium of the sys­
t em is reestabl ished. 

^ Because identifications a ren ' t exper ienced consciously, following 
feelings doesn ' t provide helpful guidelines for their resolut ion, a n d 
learning to express feelings doesn ' t resolve the identification either. 
T h a t m e a n s tha t when the p rob l em is re lated to an identification or 
imba lance in the family, the therapis t can ' t expect the cl ient to be 
able to f ind a resolut ion on his or her own; such resolut ions can 
only be found th rough conscious insight into the g r o u p dynamics . 

T h e r e is a parallel p h e n o m e n o n in the physical body. T h e r e are 
m a n y dange rous condi t ions of which we ' re no t aware , b u t they still 
do d a m a g e outs ide of awareness—atomic radia t ion , for example . In 
spite of the mis leading feeling tha t everything is going well, t ragic 
things often h a p p e n in relat ionship systems. It 's up to the therapis t 
to u n d e r s t a n d the systemic processes tha t migh t help the client f ind 
a solut ion. A solut ion brings wi th it a feeling of be ing u n b u r d e n e d , 
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of p e a c e a n d c o n t e n t m e n t . In a family cons te l l a t ion , o n e can ac tu ­

ally see a family sys tem c h a n g e a n d the family find t ranqui l l i ty w h e n 

an exc luded m e m b e r is r e t u r n e d to a r e spec t ed p l ace in t he family, 

a n d o r d e r a n d full m e m b e r s h i p are achieved. 

H o w e v e r , you m u s t also be wary o f relying on theore t i ca l knowl ­

edge a b o u t family sys tems , because the re a re always n e w a n d novel 

var ia t ions o n t h e c o m m o n t h e m e s , a n d e a c h family i s different. T h e 

work is always trial a n d e r ro r ; you 've go t to e x p e r i m e n t wi th var ious 

possibil i t ies un t i l y o u find o n e tha t works . I f t he re ' s no relief, you 

h a v e n ' t f o u n d the so lu t ion , regardless o f w h a t y o u r t h e o r y tells you . 

T h e t e n d e n c y of a family to b a l a n c e itself by m a t c h i n g t r agedy a t 

o n e p o i n t w i th t r agedy a t a n o t h e r can b e avo ided w h e n m e m b e r s 

a re wil l ing to seek b a l a n c e a t a h ighe r level—for e x a m p l e , by h o n o r ­

ing the e x c l u d e d m e m b e r s ins tead o f r epea t i ng the i r mis takes . T h i s 

i s poss ib le i f t he y o u n g e r m e m b e r s take from earl ier m e m b e r s w h a t 

they give, a n d i f t h e y respec t the earl ier m e m b e r s , regard less of the i r 

ac t ions . A t s o m e p o i n t , the pas t , w h e t h e r g o o d o r t rag ic , m u s t b e 

al lowed to be p a s t in o r d e r for t he sys tem to find p e a c e . E x c l u d e d 

m e m b e r s b e c o m e a s o u r c e of b less ing r a t h e r t h a n in t imida t ion 

w h e n they ' r e r e ins t a t ed a s gues ts i n the soul . W h e n everyone w h o 

be longs to t he sys tem has a p r o p e r p lace in t he h e a r t s of t he o t h e r 

m e m b e r s , all of t h o s e in t he sys tem feel w h o l e a n d a t peace . 

H e r e ' s a s to ry t h a t c rea tes w h a t i t desc r ibes—if y o u let it. 

The Return 

Here is an invitation to go on a journey into the past, to visit a place 
where things happened many years ago, like old soldiers years after 
the truce walking across the battlefields on which they were tested. 
Now all danger is past and all difficulties overcome. T h e scars of the 
earth are hidden. Grass has long since grown again, meadow flowers 

1 bloom, raspberry bushes are heavy and their fruit scents the air. It 
may even be difficult to recognize this place; it looks so different from 
what we remember, and we need help to find our way. 

It's curious as to the many different ways in which we cope with 
danger. A child freezes in terror at the sight of a large dog. Mother 
comes, picks the child up, and holds him or her in her arms. T h e ten­
sion goes, sobs break loose. And soon, from the safety of that lofty 
perch, the child looks back calmly at the dog. Sometimes we can't 
stand the sight of our own blood, but if we look away, we scarcely feel 
the pain. What a relief to look away—each sense working indepen­
dently of the others, no longer all focused on that one event. T h e n we 



The Conscience of the Family Group 171 

no longer feel overwhelmed and we can see what is, and hear what is, 
and feel what is, and know what is independent of our fears. 

This journey allows each of us , according to individual desire, to 
see all, bu t not all at once; to experience all, bu t not without protec­
tion. T h a t way, what 's important can be distinguished from what is 
not. And whoever prefers may send another in his or her stead, like a 
dreamer sitting comfortably at home in a favorite chair, watching 
with closed eyes. T h e dreamer makes the journey, and can meet all 
that needs to be resolved, and still be safe at home asleep. 

T h e journey takes us to a city that was once rich and famous and 
is now a ghost town filled with emptiness. T h e shafts where gold was 
mined are in ruins, empty houses are standing still intact, the opera 
house in good repair, waiting for the audience. But everything has 
been abandoned and there's nothing left bu t memories . 

Whoever travels there seeks and finds a guide, and following this 
lead, reaches the place where memories awaken. Th i s is the place 
where, long ago, painful things occurred. But now the sun is shining, 
warming the abandoned town. T h e streets, which once buzzed with 
life, are calm. 

T h e traveler wanders up and down the streets and finds the re­
membered house, but hesitates to enter. T h e guide enters the house 
alone to see if it's safe, and to determine what has been left from 
what was there before. 

Waiting outside, the traveler looks around the empty street, re­
member ing neighbors and old friends, remember ing the t imes of 
laughter, the l ighthearted mischief of a child burst ing with the joy of 
life, curious to try new things, pushing toward adventure into the 
great unknown, toward the thrill of fear defied. T h u s t ime passes. 

T h e guide waves. T h e traveler goes into the entry of the house and 
knows which people could have helped that child to overcome the 
difficulties of that past t ime—people who were s trong, and loving, 
and knowing. It 's as if those people were now present , as if their 
voices could be heard, their support ing strength felt. T h e guide takes 
the traveler by the hand , and together they move on. 

Holding tightly to the guiding hand, the traveler looks calmly at 
the room, seeing first one thing, then another, and finally everything 
exactly as it happened . Strange how different it all seems when 
looked at from a centered place, in the company of the guide. M e m o ­
ries long shut out re turn safely, and many fragments find their place 
within the whole. T h e traveler waits patiently until he unders tands . 

With the memories , old emotions well up, and with the pain, one 
feels one's love. It 's like returning home , knowing what endures 
beyond revenge and right or wrong, trusting destiny to take its 
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course , humil i ty to heal , and gentleness of spirit to br ing peace . T h e 
traveler brea thes deeply, releasing tensions long held that n o w flow 
away like water into the desert sand . 

T h e guide t h e n tu rns and says, "Perhaps you carr ied someth ing 
away from here tha t d idn ' t be long to you. Perhaps a guilt from s o m e ­
one , or an illness, or a belief, or a feeling that isn ' t yours . Pe rhaps it's 
a decision you t h e n m a d e that caused you h a r m . All these you m u s t 
leave here where they be long." 

T h e words take effect. Let t ing ou t a great sigh, the traveler feels 
relief, at last laying d o w n a heavy b u r d e n . T h e gu ide speaks once 
again: " M a y b e then you a b a n d o n e d someth ing that you should have 
taken with you. I t may have been some ability or desire , some guilt or 
innocence , pe rhaps some m e m o r y or h o p e , o r the courage to engage 
life fully. G a t h e r up wha t you lost, or left, a n d take it with you into 
your future ." 

T h e s e words , too , take their effect. Reviewing wha t was given away 
a n d reclaiming wha t longs to be recla imed, the traveler feels the ear th 
under foo t and the swelling weight of personal subs tance . 

T h e guide leads the traveler still further, unti l they reach a h i d d e n 
door . T h e y open it, and at last find what reconciles. 

N o w there is no th ing m o r e to be resolved in this old place. Feel ing 
ready, the traveler thanks the guide , t u rn s , a n d begins the journey 
back. At h o m e again, he takes the t ime he needs to c o m e to t e rms 
wi th this newly found freedom and s t rength. Bu t secretly he already 
p lans the next journey—this t ime into some new a n d u n k n o w n land. 



Transcript 

BONDING IN THE FAMILY OF ORIGIN I 

T h e following case is t ranscribed from a video of a training work­
shop for professional systemic therapists. More than 20 people with 
life-threatening illnesses, together with their physicians or psycho­
therapists, were invited to part icipate in the inner circle, while a 
larger g roup of mental health professionals observed the work. T h e 
presence of each patient 's physician or psychotherapist provided 
continuity to the t rea tment . T h e following family constellation was 
the first of the two-day seminar. A brief in t roduct ion and four shor t 
conversations with "mini- intervent ions ' have been omit ted from this 
transcript . Irene is in her mid-30s . 

Hel l inger : Hello. What ' s your name , and what brings you here? 

Irene: I 'm Irene. I have cancer. 

Hel l inger : W h a t kind of cancer? 

Irene: Cancer of the lymph glands. 

Hel l inger : H o w long have you had it? 

Irene: Abou t a year. Before that , I had b ladder cancer. I h a d to 
have my bladder removed, and now I've got metastases to the 
lymph glands. 

Hel l inger : C o m e over here and sit next to me . I'll ask you a 
couple of quest ions about your family, and then we'll set up your 
family constellation. Are you marr ied? 

Irene: Yes. 

Hel l inger : Do you have children? 

Irene: Yes, two boys. 

Hel l inger : Have either you or your husband been in ano ther sig­
nificant relationship? 

173 
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I r e n e : N o . 

H e l l i n g e r : H a s a child in ei ther of your families died? 

I r e n e : Yes, in my family. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h o ? 

I r e n e : My brother . He was 14 m o n t h s old. 

H e l l i n g e r : Of wha t d id he die? 

I r e n e : He h a d three-day measles and d idn ' t survive. 

H e l l i n g e r : Was your b ro the r older or younger t h a n you? 

I r e n e : He was a year younger t han I . 

H e l l i n g e r : We'll set up your family of origin first. T h a t inc ludes 
your father, your mo the r , you, a n d your bro ther . I s there anyone 
else w h o belongs there? 

I r e n e : I have two other b ro thers . They ' r e still living. 

H e l l i n g e r : Have you ever d o n e a family constel lat ion before? Do 
you k n o w h o w i t works? 

I r e n e : Yes. 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay, go ahead . C h o o s e someone to represen t your 
father. (Irene hesitates) Go ahead , i t i sn ' t too i m p o r t a n t w h o m you 
choose . T h e n choose representat ives for the o ther m e m b e r s of the 
family. We'll leave your deceased b ro the r ou t at first. Jus t get t h e m 
collected he re in the midd le of the circle. (Irene assembles the repre­
sentatives in the center of the circle.) Okay, now posi t ion t h e m in rela­
t ion to one ano the r—wi thou t talking. Take t h e m by the h a n d , one a t 
a t ime , a n d lead t h e m to their places. Do i t the way you feel it. 
T h i n k i n g a b o u t i t doesn ' t help. (To representatives): A n d you n e e d n ' t 
talk ei ther. Jus t stay centered and pay a t ten t ion to h o w your sensa­
t ions change as she guides you to your places. (To Irene, after she is 
f in ished): Now, go a r o u n d the outs ide . Stay very cen te red a n d col­
lected a n d check tha t your constel lat ion is r ight , a n d change any­
th ing tha t needs to be changed . Slowly. N o w choose s o m e o n e to 
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represent your deceased b ro the r a n d place h i m in the constel la t ion. 
T h e n take a seat where you can see. 

H e l l i n g e r : H o w is the father feeling? 

F a t h e r : G o o d , very relaxed. 

H e l l i n g e r : S t range , you d o n ' t look it. (To Mother): H o w do you 

M o t h e r : My hear t ' s p o u n d i n g . T h e chi ldren are so far apar t . I 
d o n ' t feel good . 

H e l l i n g e r (to Irene's representative): H o w are you feeling? 

Irene ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : I ' m very d is tant from my m o t h e r a n d I 
feel good next to my bro ther . 

T h i r d C h i l d : T h a t goes for me too. I ' m glad tha t my sister i s 
there . I 've no idea what my other b ro the r is do ing . 

H e l l i n g e r (to fourth child): H o w do you feel? 

F o u r t h C h i l d : I d o n ' t have any connec t ion to my family. T h e 
only one I can even see is my d e a d bro ther , and I w a n t to get ou t of 
here . I 've got a h e a d a c h e . 

H e l l i n g e r (to deceased brother): A n d h o w are you feeling? 

*Legend: Fa—Father; Mo—Mother; 1—Irene's representative; +2—2nd child, 
boy, died at 14 months; 3—third child, a boy; 4—fourth child, a boy. 

feel? 
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D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : I've no idea who these other people are. I 'm 
facing in the opposi te direction. I don ' t feel particularly good 
(laughs). 

Hel l inger : I can well imagine. (To Irene): Wha t happened in your 
father's family that might be significant? 

Irene: His father died early, when my father was in the fourth 
grade. He really suffered from his father's death. He wasn ' t able to 
learn a profession as he had wanted to because his mothe r was a 
very weak person and never managed to get i t together again. 

Hel l inger : T h a t doesn ' t help us . It 's a descript ion of someone 's 
character. What ' s useful are things that actually happened . For 
example, it's useful to know that his father died early. Choose some­
one to represent your father's father and pu t h im into the constel­
lation. (To Irene as she places paternal grandfather): I rene, be careful! 
You weren ' t respectful enough when you first set up the constella­
tion. I almost had to break off the work because you weren ' t taking 
it seriously enough. You weren ' t gathered in yourself. You know, that 
happens quite often with people who have cancer; they aren ' t col­
lected within themselves. Sometimes they actually try to avoid find­
ing a resolution. T h e y unconsciously believe it's easier for t hem to 
die. I let you cont inue even though you weren ' t placing the repre­
sentatives with the appropriate respect because I know people with 
cancer have that difficulty. So where does your father's father 
belong? Go on and pu t h im in. 

Irene: T h e problem is that I can ' t feel where I should p u t him. 

Hel l inger : Yes, you're cut off from your own soul—that 's the part 
of you that senses what 's right for you. (To father's representative): 
W h e n you imagine where your father would s tand, where would 
that be? (To group): D id you notice? He immediately showed me 
with his gaze where his father should stand. He would s tand here 
(moves the grandfather). 

H e l l i n g e r (to deceased brother): H o w do you feel with your grand­
father standing there? 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : A bit bet ter than before. 

Hel l inger : Yes, I can see it in your face. (To group): T h e therapist 
always watches the effect that any moves have on the constellation. 
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T h e representatives ' spontaneous reactions give the mos t useful 
information. (To youngest brother): H o w are you doing? 

F o u r t h Chi ld : M u c h better. 

H e l l i n g e r (to father): And you? 

Father: Better. 

H e l l i n g e r (to group): I have a hypothesis about the dynamic in 
this family. My suspicion is that the father in this family wants to 
follow his own father . . . I'll show you. (Places the father behind the 
grandfather.) (To Irene's brothers 2 and 4, deceased brother and youngest 
brother): N o w you two, t u rn a round and face your family. 

* Legend addition: +PGFa—paternal grandfather, died when Irene's father was 10 
years old 
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H e l l i n g e r (to group): Ah, did you notice the mother ' s immedia te 
reaction? (To mother): H o w are you feeling now? 

M o t h e r : I feel bet ter (deep sigh of relief). 

H e l l i n g e r (to youngest brother, whose face has begun to shine): Yes, 
that 's clear. (To deceased brother, whose face also is beaming): You too! 
(To Irene's representative): So, how are you feeling now? 

Irene's Represen ta t ive : A bit funny when I look at my dead 
brother . 

Hel l inger : How ' s the relationship with your father? 

Irene's Representa t ive : I t doesn ' t bo ther me when he 's there. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Irene): So what shall we do with this family? 

Irene: Bring them together so that everyone isn't facing in differ­
ent directions. 

H e l l i n g e r : Do you really believe it's as simple as that? T h a t we 
can just p u s h t h e m a round however we want and expect i t to have 
a positive effect? C o m e here and take your place in the constel la­
t ion so tha t I can work with you directly. (To Irene's representative): 
You can sit down now. T h a n k you very m u c h . (Irene assumes the 
position). 

Hel l inger : How ' s the grandfather feeling? 

P a t e r n a l Grandfa ther : N o t very well. I don ' t know what hap ­
pened to the people behind me after I died. 

H e l l i n g e r (to father): H o w are you feeling, bet ter or worse? 

Father : Somewhat better, bu t I can ' t see my father's face. 

Hel l inger : I'll t u rn h im around now and pu t you beside h im. 

Hel l inger (to father's father): How's that for you? 

P a t e r n a l Grandfa ther : Finally, I've got an overview of the 
whole situation. It 's a mess! 
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Father: I 'm feeling better than before. My angle of vision is 
larger. 

H e l l i n g e r (to mother): N o w you can see your h u s b a n d again. 
How's that for you? 

M o t h e r : It 's good. 

Hel l inger : Go and stand next to him. 

M o t h e r : T h a t ' s better! 

H e l l i n g e r (to group): Tha t ' s essentially the same position as 
before (she's again standing next to her husband), bu t now the 
deceased grandfather is present . You can see what a difference it 
makes when someone who died early is re turned to the system. (To 
Irene): H o w are you doing now? 
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Irene: Before I had the feeling that everyone was just watching out 
for themselves, bu t now it's a little better. I feel a special togetherness. 

Hel l inger : H o w was i t with your deceased brother? Was he 
r emembered in the family, or forgotten? 

Irene: N o , he was remembered . N o t too often, bu t we thought 
about h im every now and again. 
(Hellinger places the grandfather a little to one side and the children 
across from the parents, in birth order.) 

Hel l inger (to Irene): How's that for you here? 

Irene: Qui te good. I can ' t really feel m u c h . My feelings are a bit 
cut off. 

Hel l inger : T ry turning around. (Hellinger turns her away from 
family and a little to one side.) 
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H e l l i n g e r (to father): W h a t changes for you with her s tanding 
there? Is it bet ter or worse? 

Father: N o t as good. 

M o t h e r : Worse. 

H e l l i n g e r (to deceased brother): For you? 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : Also worse. 

T h i r d Chi ld : For me too. 

F o u r t h Chi ld : Worse. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Irene): How's that for you? 

Irene: I feel good here by myself. (Surprised murmur in group.) 

H e l l i n g e r (to deceased brother): I want to do a little exper iment 
with you. C o m e over here and stand in front of your sister and look 

H e l l i n g e r (to Irene after a long pause): What ' s happening? 

Irene: I a lmost have to cry. I don ' t unders tand why. 

H e l l i n g e r (to deceased brother): H o w do you feel? 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : I don ' t know exactly. I can feel how moved 
she is. 

at her. 

Diagram 8 
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H e l l i n g e r : H o w do you feel when she's so moved , be t te r or 
worse? 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : Bet ter or worse? Bet ter , I suppose . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t ' s really happening? 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r (laughing): Actually, I ' m also very moved , 
b u t I can ' t answer "be t t e r " or "worse ." 

H e l l i n g e r (to Irene): Go back to your previous place now. (To 
deceased brother): A n d you can take a place in front of your pa ren t s 
wi th your back leaning against t h e m . (To parents): Lay a h a n d on his 
shoulder , very tenderly. 

H e l l i n g e r (to group): T h i s child is shut ou t of the family. C a n you 
see that? Do you see how deeply touched he i s w h e n he 's p e r m i t t e d 
to move to his parents? His paren t s m u s t have shut h i m out . (To 
Irene): W h a t ' s h a p p e n i n g wi th you now? 

I r e n e : My feelings are cu t off again, so cu t off tha t I can ' t even 
tell wha t ' s happen ing . I can ' t even think. It 's like I ' m in an e m p t y 
r o o m . 

H e l l i n g e r (to group): T h o s e are , in a m a n n e r of speaking, the 
feelings of a d e a d person . A n d who 's d e a d in the family? T h e 
bro ther . 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : I was really emot iona l before. 
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He l l inger (to group): I don ' t know what 's appropriate to do with 
them. F r o m the last constellation and from what we've experi­
men ted with, I assume that I rene is unconsciously trying to follow 
her b ro ther into death , and that 's one of the factors in her illness— 
she wants to follow him, to be with him. (Long pause) I don ' t 
believe there 's anything I can do to stop her. (To Irene): W h o could 
stop you? 

Irene: Myself? 

Hel l inger : Do you really think its possible to lift yourself by pull­
ing on your own hair? 

Irene: I don ' t know. Who? 

Hel l inger : I know someone. 

Irene: Yes? (Begins to sob.) 

Hel l inger : Breathe, open your eyes. (Very gently) C o m e with m e . 
(Takes her by the arm and leads her in front of her deceased brother.) 

Hel l inger (to Irene): Pu t your a rms a round him. (Brother's repre­
sentative hesitates.) Go ahead and hold her, it's okay. (To Irene, who is 
still sobbing deeply): Breathe deeply, keep your m o u t h open. W h a t 
was your brother 's name? 

Irene: Peter. 

Hel l inger : Say to h im, "Dea r Peter." 

Irene: Dea r Peter. 



184 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

H e l l i n g e r : Tell h im, " I ' m coming too ." (Irene hesitates. To her, gen­
tly) I t 's okay to tell h im that . 

I r e n e : I ' m coming too. 

H e l l i n g e r : Brea the . M o u t h open . Say, " I ' m coming too ." 

I r e n e (Breathes deeply, and then between sobs): I ' m coming too. I ' m 
coming too. 

H e l l i n g e r : Brea the deeply and allow i t to flow freely: " I ' m c o m ­
ing too ." 

I r e n e : I ' m coming too. (Sobs for a long time, gradually becoming 

calm. Brother's representative is tenderly holding her.) 

H e l l i n g e r (to deceased brother): H o w do you feel w h e n she says 
that? 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : I wan t to comfor t her . 

H e l l i n g e r : Of course . Tell her , " I r ene , stay." 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : I rene , stay. 

H e l l i n g e r : Tell her , " I t ' s e n o u g h i f you come later." 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : I t 's enough if you c o m e later. (Irene begins to 
weep again.) 

H e l l i n g e r (After a long pause, Irene is calm.): I rene , I t h ink that ' s 
e n o u g h for now. Is tha t okay? (She nods confirmation.) G o o d . (To 
representatives):Thank you for your help. You can sit d o w n now. (To 
group): Ser ious illnesses, suicides or suicide a t t empts , or acc idents 
are some of the things we often see in psychotherapy tha t are m o t i ­
vated by love—the love of a small child. Small chi ldren love accord­
ing to a magical belief system. F o r the small child, love m e a n s : 

"Whereve r you lead, I will follow. Whatever you do , I'll d o , " or "I 
love you so m u c h tha t I wan t to be with you always." T h a t is: "I ' l l 
follow you in your i l lness" and "I ' l l follow you in your dea th . " 
W h e n e v e r s o m e o n e loves in this way, he or she natural ly is vu lner ­
able to b e c o m i n g seriously ill. 

Bu t h o w m u s t the person feel who 's loved in this way? H o w m u s t 
he or she feel u p o n seeing that his or her illness or dea th is causing a 
child to b e c o m e ill? (To representative of deceased brother): H o w m u s t 
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they feel? Bad, right? Exactly! You showed that clearly in your reac­
tions. (To group): In the constellations, we invariably observe that the 
deceased, the ill, and those who have suffered a difficult fate wish the 
survivors well. O n e dea th or misfortune is sufficient. T h e dead are 
well disposed toward the living. It 's no t only the child w h o loves, b u t 
also those who 've suffered or died. In order for the systemic heal ing 
to succeed, I rene m u s t recognize her deceased bro ther ' s love and 
honor his fate. (To Irene): Your brother ' s good wishes for you could 
heal you. T h a t would be a resolution. Is that okay wi th you? 

Irene : M o r e t han okay. 

H e l l i n g e r : G o o d . You've d o n e very well. Take h i m into your 

sou l—the power of his love. Okay? 

I r e n e : Yes. 

H e l l i n g e r : G o o d ! (To group): Well, that was o u r first constel la­
t ion. You cou ld see h o w it's somet imes possible to b r ing a h i d d e n 
family dynamic to l ight—a dynamic tha t may be the cause , or a t 
least a con t r ibu t ing cause , of an illness. Bu t you could also see h o w 
the family dynamic suggests a direct ion in which to look for resolu­
tions tha t have a good effect. Are there quest ions? 

I r e n e : I 'm n o t clear wha t you m e a n when you say, " recognize his 
love a n d h o n o r his fate." 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n a child dies, the o ther m e m b e r s of the family 
t end to b e c o m e afraid—in pa r t because they also, pe rhaps u n c o n ­
sciously, feel the kind of love that makes t h e m w a n t to follow the 
child. In o rde r to con ta in their fear, they d e a d e n their feelings. T h e y 
effectively shu t the child ou t of their hear t s a n d souls. T h e y m a y talk 
a b o u t the child, b u t they 've cut off their feelings. T h e n , even t h o u g h 
the child is dead , he or she is still having a d e a d e n i n g effect on the 
family system, a deaden ing of feeling. F o r love to succeed , the child 
m u s t have a place in the family, just as if he or she were living. T h e 
surviving m e m b e r s of the family m u s t live their feelings for the child 
and their grief. T h e y might p u t up a p ic ture of the child, or p lan t a 
tree in the child 's m e m o r y . Bu t the mos t i m p o r t a n t th ing is tha t the 
survivors take the deceased wi th t h e m into life, a n d allow their love 
for the child to live. (To Irene): You could show your chi ldren to 
your deceased b ro ther , for example . (To group): A lot of people act 
as i f the dead were gone . Bu t where can they go? Obviously, they ' re 
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physically absent , b u t they ' re also presen t in their con t inu ing effect 
on the living. W h e n they have their appropr ia te p lace in the family, 
deceased pe r sons have a friendly effect. Otherwise , they cause anxi­
ety. W h e n they get their p r o p e r place, they s u p p o r t the living in liv­
ing ins tead of suppor t ing t h e m in the illusion tha t they should die. 

Related Questions 

Q u e s t i o n : W h e n I was in the role, I felt feelings a n d h a d t hough t s 
tha t really were foreign to m e . It was as if I were s o m e o n e else, as if 
I really h a d b e c o m e the pe r son I was represent ing . W h y does tha t 
happen? C a n you say someth ing abou t this p h e n o m e n o n ? 

H e l l i n g e r : D r a m a t i c isn ' t it? I d o n ' t know why it happens . I just 
see tha t i t is so, a n d I use it. Observers somet imes can ' t believe the 
power of the p h e n o m e n o n unti l they actually have h a d a ch an ce to 
be representat ives themselves. W h e n the representat ives are espe­
cially willing to su r rende r themselves to the role, the informat ion 
tha t b e c o m e s available can bo rde r on the uncanny. 

O n c e a w o m a n , a doctor , was represent ing a m o t h e r in a conste l ­
lat ion, a n d she sudden ly felt a sharp pa in in he r chest a n d left a r m 
a n d b roke ou t in a cold sweat. She briefly b e c a m e conce rned tha t 
she migh t be having a hea r t at tack. I t t u r n e d ou t tha t the m o t h e r 
she was represen t ing had suffered a massive hea r t a t tack six weeks 
previously. A n o t h e r representat ive began to have the s y m p t o m s of 
an epileptic seizure and we found ou t tha t the m a n he was r e p r e ­
sent ing was an epileptic. T h i n g s like tha t h a p p e n all the t ime. I can ' t 
explain t h e m , a n d I d o n ' t even try. I like to stick to what I actually 
can see, so I avoid speculat ion, b u t I 've l ea rned t h r o u g h exper ience 
to t rus t whatever emerges in the constel lat ions. T h e representa t ives ' 
s p o n t a n e o u s b o d y react ions provide useful in format ion a b o u t the 
effect the system is having on its m e m b e r s . 

Q u e s t i o n : B u t d o n ' t the representat ives project their own m a t e ­
rial into the role? H o w do you know that wha t they say has to do 
wi th the role? 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, somet imes i t becomes clear that representat ives 
are b r ing ing their own mater ia l into the constel la t ion, and t h e n the 
therapis t m u s t take t h e m ou t and p u t in s o m e o n e else. Some t imes 
the roles are so b a d tha t the representat ives can ' t be left in t h e m 
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very long, as when they represent a murdere r or a child abuser or 
someone like that . T h e n the negative effect of the role can be too 
strong. But with these exceptions, I always treat what comes as 
being a function of the role, and of the role alone. Th i s orientat ion 
mainta ins hygiene in the work. If working on your personal material 
is mixed with your experience in the role, you can become very con­
fused, and therapists lose their overview. 

I somet imes have had the feeling that people were projecting 
their own material into a role and I've taken them out, only to have 
the replacement person react in exactly the same way. My experi­
ence is that it's almost always safe to t rust the representatives, to 
trust that they're providing useful information about the system. 

Q u e s t i o n : Somet imes when you moved people just the slightest 
amoun t , I felt a dramatic change in my body. T h e n , at the end, there 
was a feeling in my body of complete relaxation, a physical sense of 
"now it's r ight." C a n you say something about that feeling of right­
ness and relaxation? 

Hel l inger : W h e n that relaxation occurs for everyone in a constel­
lation, I assume that the system is approaching balance, and that 
everyone in the system has his or her appropria te place and func­
tion. I call the systemic laws operating in those constellations that 
suppor t the bodily sensation of relaxation and rightness "Love's 
H i d d e n Symmetry." 

Love's H i d d e n Symmetry is whatever is required to allow the 
bodily feeling of "r ightness" you describe. It suppor ts healing and 
communica t ion in a family. Learning how to help families find it is 
the whole task of this workshop. You could see how easily and how 
profoundly love flows as a system approaches its order. Even the 
representatives feel touched by what they experience. T h e physical 
sense of " that ' s r ight" is what makes this approach phenomenolog i -
cal and not merely another theory about how families function. We 
experiment and observe carefully until we see tha t reaction. In this 
work, we're always looking for resolutions, for the systemic cont in­
gencies that suppor t the free flow of love and meaning. 

Q u e s t i o n : You say her brother 's love could heal her, b u t he was 
an infant when he died. What was set up here isn't how it really was 
for her in her family. H o w do we know a baby really loves his sister 
at all? 
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H e l l i n g e r (to group): I only deal with what I can actually see h a p ­
pen ing . At the end of this constel lat ion, everyone p resen t felt and 
saw someth ing very powerful h a p p e n as I rene confronted her 
bro ther . We all felt the goodness a n d love. W h a t we saw and felt was 
the effect of her b ro ther ' s love. T h a t ' s a descriptive m e t a p h o r for 
wha t she felt s t and ing in front of he r b ro ther ' s representat ive—for 
wha t we all felt. I t 's a n a m e for the good dynamic we all wi tnessed. 
T h a t good dynamic is what ' s real a t this m o m e n t . I t br ings hope . 
Wha teve r the o u t c o m e for her , i t will be be t te r for he r if she has 
m o r e of this good dynamic and less of whatever was opera t ing in 
he r family before. 

Q u e s t i o n : We could all see tha t there was an amaz ing m o v e m e n t , 
a n d I th ink everyone he re was profoundly t ouched , b u t wha t does 
the work m e a n in t e rms of the o u t c o m e tha t I rene can expect? Is 
he r cancer cured? Is there any research abou t the long- t e rm effects 
of such work? 

H e l l i n g e r : I w o n ' t answer your ques t ion directly. I t ' s i nappropr i ­
ate at this t ime. I'll explain. As you said, we all felt a powerful 
dynamic unfolding, a n d the final o u t c o m e is no t u n d e r ou r contro l . 
Any benefit tha t comes will come from wha t I called " h e r b ro ther ' s 
love." T h a t ' s a new dynamic in her system, and we m u s t resist every 
t emp ta t i on that dis tracts h e r (or us) from feeling tha t dynamic . If 
you ' re paying close a t ten t ion to the dynamic of love working in you, 
you ' re in a different state of m i n d t han when you th ink a b o u t out ­
c o m e . I f you star t th inking abou t o u t c o m e , you' l l quickly distract 
yourself a n d s top the good effect of the love. 

T h a t ' s the reason why, when I ' m working as therapis t , I never 
th ink a b o u t o u t c o m e . I d o n ' t even wan t to know. If I s tar t to th ink 
a b o u t the o u t c o m e , I can ' t see wha t ' s happen ing wi th the people 
s t and ing in front of m e . My a t tent ion wander s into the future, a n d I 
t ry to m a k e things h a p p e n tha t are in my interest , b u t n o t necessar­
ily in the client 's . T h e n the kind of love we saw a n d felt just now 
can ' t h a p p e n . In a s i tuat ion like this , any heal ing tha t occurs does so 
exclusively t h rough the love within the family system, a n d the out ­
c o m e is n o n e of my business . I may be pe rmi t t ed to he lp the family 
find a resolut ion tha t allows m e m b e r s ' love to b e c o m e visible a n d to 
flow, b u t t hen my service is finished, a n d I m u s t wi thdraw a n d t rus t 
the good effect of the i r love. 



The Conscience of the Family Group 189 

After w o r k like th i s , I forget t h e p e o p l e involved , so t h a t t h e y a r e 

left i n p e a c e to f inish t he i r w o r k in w h a t e v e r w a y t h e y find a p p r o p r i ­

a t e . I t r u s t t o t h e g o o d p o w e r o f t h e i r love, a n d b e c a u s e o f t h a t t r u s t , 

I m u s t leave t he i r f r e e d o m i n t a c t — I leave t h e m in t h e f r e e d o m 

e i the r t o c h a n g e o r n o t t o c h a n g e . M o r e c a n n o t b e d o n e w i t h o u t 

v io l a t ing o r d i s r e s p e c t i n g love. 

I m a k e n o c l a i m s t h a t t he se e x p e r i e n c e s a r e a n y m o r e t h a n w h a t 

y o u saw h a p p e n h e r e , a n d I ' m ce r t a in ly n o t c l a i m i n g t o c u r e c a n c e r . 

I ' m d o i n g a s m a l l e r t h i n g — s i m p l e r a n d m o r e m o d e s t : I ' m ju s t t r y ­

i n g t o h e l p p e o p l e find g o o d d y n a m i c s i n t he i r fami ly s y s t e m s , " t o 

h e l p t h e m on t h e i r way." I f t h e r e ' s a s u r p r i s i n g c u r e , I ' l l be v e r y 

h a p p y for t h e m , b u t I d o n ' t w a n t t o k n o w a b o u t it. F o r m e , t h e love 

we all c o u l d feel w o r k i n g i s e n o u g h . 

Additional Considerations 

Irene's therapist reported that she was free of symptoms for seven 
mon ths following this constellation. Her life with her family was 
serene and filled with joy. She then entered the hospital because she 
wasn ' t feeling well. H e r doctors found no further metastases, and she 
was released after a few days without further t reatment . She spent 
the next three mon ths peacefully at h o m e with her family and died a 
few days after enter ing the hospital one final t ime [H.B.] . 



C H A P T E R F I V E 

Love and 
the Greater Soul 

In addit ion to our personal relationships and the social systems to 
which we belong, we are also members of larger relationship sys­
tems. T h e various Orders of Love that suppor t us in our int imate 
relationships are no t applicable to other relationship systems. If we 
are dealing with larger wholes and meta-systems, for example , with 
G o d — o r whatever we n a m e the mystery behind the world—or fate, 
or with the wholeness of the world, then those same orders and 
principles no longer apply. At tempts to apply them lead to absurd 
consequences . 

R e m e m b e r i n g ou r experiences as chi ldren, we may reach ou t to 
G o d , or the mystery beh ind the world, like chi ldren reaching out 
to their pa ren t s , and seek a good father or a good mothe r . T h e n 
we believe like chi ldren, hope like children, t rus t like chi ldren, 
love like ch i ld ren—and , like chi ldren, we may fear wha t is beyond 
our exper ience . 

Or r e m e m b e r i n g ou r experiences as m e m b e r s of our ex tended 
family, we may relate to fate or the mystery beh ind the world as 
we do to m e m b e r s of our families, as if we were b lood b ro the r s in 
a company of saints . Bu t then , as in a family, we may be selected 
or rejected according to a rigid law we nei ther can know n o r 
influence. 

190 
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Or r e m e m b e r i n g our exper ience as m e m b e r s of freely chosen 
g roups , we may relate to the mystery of the world as if we were its 
business associates, behaving like its representat ives or spokesper­
sons , mak ing covenants a n d agreements , as if life would allow us to 
regulate m u t u a l giving a n d taking and to control ou r m u t u a l b e n ­
efits a n d loss. 

Or we may app roach the mystery beh ind the world as i f we were 
en ter ing an in t imate relat ionship in which there are a lover and a 
beloved, a br ide a n d a b r ideg room. 

Or we may relate to the mystery like paren t s to their chi ldren, 
dar ing to tell i t w h a t we consider w r o n g with its world a n d d e m a n d ­
ing improvements . A n d n o t being satisfied with this world as i t is, 
we a t t e m p t to save ourselves and o thers from it. 

Bu t there is a n o t h e r way. W h e n we relate to the mystery of the 
world, we can forget wha t applied to the relat ionships we know, just 
as w h e n we are swimming in the ocean , we forget the rivers f lowing 
into it, a n d w h e n we are a t our goal, we forget the pa th . 

Absence and Presence 

A monk, out seeking the Absolute, 

approached a merchant in the marketplace 

and asked for sustenance. 

The merchant glanced at him and paused. 

As he handed him what he could spare, 

he addressed him with a question. 

"What can it mean that you request of me 

what you require for your sustenance 

and yet feel free to think of me and of my trade 

as something low 

compared with you and yours?" 

The monk replied: 
"Matched with the Absolute that I pursue, 
the rest seems low indeed." 

The merchant was not satisfied 

and tried him with a second question. 
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"If such an Absolute exists, 
it extends beyond our reach. 

So how can anyone presume to seek it 
as if it could be found 
lying at the end of some long road? 

How can anyone take possession of it 

or claim a greater share of it than others? 
And how, conversely, if this Absolute exists, 

can anyone stray far from it 
and be excluded from its will and care?" 

The monk replied: 

"Only those prepared to leave 
all that is closest to them now 

and willingly forego what is chained 
to Here and Now 

will ever reach the Absolute." 

Still unconvinced, 

the merchant tested him with yet another thought. 

"Assuming that an Absolute exists, 
it must be close to everyone, 

although concealed in the apparent and enduring, 
just as Absence is concealed in Presence, 
and Past and Future in the Here and Now. 

"Compared with what is Present 

and appears to us as limited and fleeting, 
the Absent seems unlimited in space and time, 

as do the Past and Future 
compared with the Here and Now. 

"Yet what is Absent is revealed to us only in the Present 
just as the Past and Future are revealed 
only in the Here and Now. 

Like night and death 

the Absent holds, unknown to us, 
something that is yet to come. 
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But there are moments when, 
in the twinkling of an eye, 
the Absloute suddenly illuminates the Present, 
as a flash of lightning illuminates the night. 

"Thus, too, the Absolute draws close to us 
at present Here 
and illuminates the Now." 

The monk then addressed the merchant 
with a question of his own. 

"If what you say is true, 
what, then, remains 
for me 
and you?" 

The merchant said: 
"To us there still remains, 
but for a little while, 
the Earth." 

LEAVING A LESSER FAITH FOR A GREATER ONE 

T h e father of a group par t ic ipant was a former priest who had left 
the religious order, s tarted a family, and h a d several children with 
his wife. In the constellation, he wound up s tanding between the 
religious order and his family. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n you look at this constellation, you can see that 
it would have been easier for the father to have stayed in the m o n ­
astery. Tha t ' s often the case, and that 's why I men t ion it. W h e n 
someone has once belonged to God , or should have, and then leaves 
the church or religious order, it's very c o m m o n for h im or her to 
live an even more restricted life than if he or she h a d stayed. Tha t ' s 
more p ronounced with Catholics than with Protestants because the 
restrictions are greater (celibacy). T h e y succeed in leaving the 
church only when they go the whole way; that means leaving beh ind 
a lesser faith, and stretching out toward a greater one. 
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Faith is destructive when it teaches that you can belong to G o d 
in a special way, and that God is angry and vengeful when you act 
in a way that 's in ha rmony with creation. Belief and disbelief, like 
guilt and innocence, are inextricably b o u n d together in the soul, 
and just as we continually swing between guilt and innocence , so do 
we swing between belief and disbelief. 

There ' s a kind of religious belief that teaches us that the world is 
evil. If I follow that belief, I mus t divorce myself from creation as it 
is and, implicitly, from its Creator. In order to do that , I m u s t tu rn 
away from everything I see and experience, and I mus t tu rn toward 
another god abou t whom I've only heard what others repor t they 
believe he revealed to them. Tha t ' s all I know about that god. I have 
no personal experience of h im, only what others have said. So the 
belief in that god, actually, is a belief in some other person 's repor t , 
whose witness then is binding for me . If I wish to worship and to 
follow that god, I mus t forsake and deny what I experience and see, 
and I mus t believe what others claim has been revealed to them. 

T h a t kind of religion is passed on by culture and family tradit ion. 
People follow that kind of religion primarily because their family 
follows it. For them, renouncing such a faith means renouncing 
their family. Th is explains why everyone who turns away from reli­
gions of this kind have identical feelings of guilt, whether Mus l im, 
Catholic , Jew, Protes tant , or Buddhis t . This kind of faith, therefore, 
is quite independen t of the content of the Catholic faith, the Prot­
estant faith, Islam, or Buddhism. It 's a mat ter of loyalty or disloyalty 
to their families—not actual experience of God or of the Greater 
Soul. 

Religion and faith based on consenting to the world as it is unites 
humank ind , whereas the faith of a part icular confession or group 
builds walls between people. T h e religious experience that encom­
passes and loves the world as it is recognizes no borders . 

T h o s e who accept and love the earth as it is can ' t remain within 
the confines of a single group. T h e y go beyond the limits of their 
part icular g roup and embrace the wholeness of the world as it is. 
Th is love of the ear th and the movement such lovers make—reach­
ing beyond their group toward the larger wholeness of the world— 
have a quality that is very different from the belief that fears and 
hates and divides. Th is love embraces , holds , and cherishes the 
diversity in the unity of life. 
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The Disciples 

A m a n is born into his country, into his culture, into his family. Even 
as a child, stories enchant him about the one who was their p rophe t 
and lord, and he deeply longs to become like his ideal. He enters a 
long period of training until he is fully identified with his ideal, until 
he thinks and speaks and acts like him. 

But one last thing, he thinks, is missing. And so he sets out on a 
long journey into the most secluded loneliness where he hopes to 
cross the final barrier. On his way, he passes old gardens, long aban­
doned. Wild roses still b loom unseen, and the fruit that tall trees bear 
each year falls unnot iced to the earth. No one is there to gather it. 

He walks on. 
He reaches the edge of the desert . 
Soon he is sur rounded by an unknown emptiness. He realizes that 

in this desert he could choose any direction he might wish—the e m p ­
tiness remains the same. He sees that the great loneliness of this 
place has emptied all illusions in his mind 's eye that would have led 
h im onto any particular path . 

And so he wanders on just where chance takes him, until one day, 
long after he has s topped trusting his senses, he is surprised to see 
water bubbl ing out of the earth in front of him. He watches the 
desert sands quietly soak it up again, but as far as the water reaches, 
the desert blooms like Paradise. 

Still deep in wonder , he looks a round and sees afar two strangers 
drawing near. T h e y too have done what he has done . Each of them 
had followed his prophet and lord until he had become almost iden­
tical with him. They too set out as he had done into the desert 
wastes, hoping to cross the final barrier. And they, too, at last had 
reached that spring. 

T h e n the three of them bend down together to drink the same 
water, and each feels his goal to be within his reach. T h e n they reveal 
their names: "I have become one with my Lord, Gau t ama , the Bud­
dha." "I have become one with my Lord , Jesus, the Christ ." "I have 
become one with my Lord, M o h a m m e d , the Prophet ." 

At last, the night descends u p o n them. T h e y see the heavens fill 
with shining stars unmoving , silent, and utterly r emote . T h e y fall 
into awe-filled silence benea th the vastness of this eternity, and one 
of t hem senses for a m o m e n t how his lord mus t have felt as he came 
to know this same impotence , to know the ul t imate irrelevance of 
h u m a n design and to submit to that immens i ty—and he senses, 
too , how he m u s t have felt as he unde r s tood the inescapabili ty of 
guilt. 
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He knows tha t he has gone too far. So he waits for dawn , t u rn s 
h o m e w a r d , a n d a t last escapes the deser t . O n c e again, he passes the 
a b a n d o n e d gardens , unti l a t last he stops before the ga rden that he 
knows to be his own. An old m a n is s tanding by the gate , as i f await­
ing h im. He says, "If someone has found his way h o m e from as far 
away as you have d o n e , he loves the moist a n d fertile ear th . He 
knows tha t all that grows will die, a n d in dying nour i sh what lives" 

T h e wande re r replies, " N o w I submi t to ea r th . " T h e n he begins to 
h u s b a n d his garden with t ender care. 



Transcript 

GRACE: "IN MY HEART YOU ARE ALIVE" 

Grace : I am a child of Holocaust survivors and I think this 
marks my life. T h e second thing that marks my life is that I grew up 
in Ge rmany after the war. 

Hel l inger : You grew up in Ge rmany after the war? 

Grace : Yes. T h e way I see it working in my life is in the total 
absence of relationships. 

Hel l inger : H o w did your parents survive? 

Grace : My parents were Polish Jews who escaped to Asia. I was 
born at the end of the war. After the war, they just got stuck as dis­
placed persons in Germany, and I ended up becoming a G e r m a n by 
chance. 

Hel l inger : Any relatives who died? 

Grace: All of them practically, except my parents and a sister of 
my father's. 

Hel l inger : N o w just n a m e those who died. 

Grace : I should name them? I couldn ' t . I d o n ' t know their 
names . 

Hel l inger : I mean your grandfather, grandparents . 

Grace : All the grandparents . 

Hel l inger : T h e four grandparents died? 

Grace : Yes. 

Hel l inger : W h o else? 

Grace : Everyone. My mothe r had four sisters and a brother , and 
they all perished. My father was one of seven children, and he saved 
his sister bu t everyone else perished. Both of my parents were the 
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younges t in the i r families, w h i c h m e a n s tha t t he res t of the i r family 

m e m b e r s a l ready h a d ch i ld ren . M y p a r e n t s w e r e n ' t m a r r i e d w h e n 

the wa r b r o k e ou t . I t 's jus t h u g e . I c a n ' t d i s t inguish a n y m o r e . 

H e l l i n g e r : I will select t he representa t ives . 

G r a c e : M a y b e I shou ld say o n e m o r e th ing . My fa ther always to ld 

m e , b o t h of my p a r e n t s to ld m e , tha t I look like o n e of his sisters. 

H e l l i n g e r : You shou ld , actually. We'l l choose represen ta t ives for 

y o u r g r a n d p a r e n t s a n d for all y o u r unc les a n d a u n t s w h o pe r i shed . 

H a v e y o u b r o t h e r s a n d sisters? 

G r a c e : I have a sister a n d two b r o t h e r s , b u t o n e b r o t h e r d ied 

w h e n he was jus t a day old . I ' m the first, b u t I s h o u l d n ' t be t he first 

o n e . Actual ly , I ' m the s econd o n e . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e first o n e died? 

G r a c e : Yes. 

H e l l i n g e r : We n e e d h i m too . C h o o s e represen ta t ives for all t hose 

w h o pe r i shed , you r father 's family a n d you r m o t h e r ' s family. 

(Grace chooses representatives.) 

*Legend: f 1—First child, a son, deceased; 2—Second child (Grace's representa­
tive); Mo—Mother; Fa—Father; MGFa—maternal grandfather; PGMo—paternal 
grandmother; MGMo—maternal grandmother; PGFa—paternal grandfather; 
MoSl—mother's first sister; FaBrl—father's first brother; MoS2—mother's sec­
ond sister; FaBr2—father's second brother; MoS3—mother's third sister; FaBr3— 
father's third brother; MoS4—mother's fourth sister; FaS4—father's first sister; 
MoBr5—mother's brother; FaS5—father's second sister. 
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He l l inger (to Grace): N o w look at them, at each one of them. (To 
father): N o w you take her by the h a n d and go with her to everybody 
in your family, and bow in respect to each. 
(Grace and father bow deeply in front of paternal grandfather.) 

Hel l inger (to Grace): There ' s no hurry, take the necessary t ime. 
(Long silence) Look at h im and say, "Dea r G r a n d p a . . ." (Grace 
begins to weep.) 

Grace : Dea r G r a n d p a . . . 

Hel l inger : "Look at me . . ." 

G r a c e (Still weeping): Look at me . . . 

Hel l inger : "Friendly." 

Grace : Friendly. 

Hel l inger : " I ' m still alive." 

Grace : I 'm still alive. 

Hel l inger : And tell h im, "I take my life as a special gift." 

Grace : I take my life as a special gift. 

Hel l inger : " In my hear t , you are alive." 

Grace : In my hear t , you are alive. (Grace and paternal grandfather 

embrace.) 

Hel l inger (to Grace): Breathe deeply, (long pause) (to father): 
T h e n take her to her g randmother and do the same. 
(Grace and father bow deeply in front of paternal grandmother.) 

Hel l inger : Say, " D e a r G r a n d m o t h e r . . ." 

Grace : Dea r G r a n d m o t h e r . . . (weeping) 

Hel l inger : " I honor you." 

Grace : I honor you. 

Hel l inger : "Please be friendly while I 'm alive and you are dead." 

Grace : Please be friendly while I 'm alive and you are dead. 

Hel l inger : Go to her. (Grace and paternal grandmother embrace.) 
T h e n bow in front of each of t h e m with respect and love. (Grace 
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and her father bow deeply in front of each paternal uncle and aunt.) (To 
mother): N o w you take her by the h a n d a n d go to your pa ren t s and 
b ro the r s a n d sisters. Jus t bow deeply. 

(Grace and her mother bow deeply in front of the maternal grandfather. 
Grace and her grandfather embrace.) 
(To Grace): Ask h i m for his blessing. 

G r a c e (Sobbing quietly): Please bless m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : Say, " I n my hea r t you have a p lace ." 

G r a c e : In my hea r t you have a place. 

H e l l i n g e r : " I n me you are still alive." 

G r a c e : In me you are still alive. 

H e l l i n g e r (to Grace): N o w move on to your g r a n d m o t h e r . 

(Grace and her maternal grandmother embrace, then Grace and the 
mother bow in front of, and embrace, each maternal aunt and uncle.) 
N o w e m b r a c e your bro ther . 
(She embraces her deceased brother.) 
N o w I'll p lace you be tween your pa ren t s . 

H e l l i n g e r : L o o k a t your father and look a t your mo the r . H o w are 
you feeling? 

G r a c e : I feel secure now. I feel safe. I wan ted to say some th ing to 
my bro ther . 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, do. 
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G r a c e (to brother): You took the easy way out . 

H e l l i n g e r (to Grace): Tell h im, "I missed you." 

G r a c e (Tearfully): I missed you. 

Hel l inger : "You are my big brother ." 

Grace : You are my big brother . 

Hel l inger : " I ' m your small sister." 

G r a c e : I 'm your small sister. 

H e l l i n g e r (to representatives): I just want to ask you what your 
experience was. 

P a t e r n a l Grandfa ther : Very sad and moved and yet very happy 
and glad that she is alive. 

P a t e r n a l G r a n d m o t h e r : I was very happy and felt, "You silly 
girl, go and live your life and don ' t worry about us ." 

Father's E l d e s t B r o t h e r : I felt very sad and moved and very 
warm toward her and wish her well. 

Father's S e c o n d B r o t h e r : I felt very sad and I felt my hear t 
open to you. 

Father's T h i r d B r o t h e r : I felt very sad and a lot of shivering all 
over, an engine moving. (Pause) T h e r e was a point where it felt like 
s tanding in front of a firing squad as well. 

Father's E l d e s t S i s ter : I felt deeply moved and very glad to have 
the oppor tuni ty to meet you, and to know that you are alive. 

Father's S e c o n d S i s ter : I felt very sad and wanted you to live. 

M a t e r n a l Grandfather : Very moved, joy and sorrow simulta­
neously, and proud . 

M a t e r n a l G r a n d m o t h e r : I felt very sad and then very p roud , 
and then very hot when we hugged. 

Mother ' s E ldes t S i s ter : I felt very shivery, tingly, full of excite­
men t at meet ing you. " 

Mother ' s S e c o n d Sis ter: My hear t really hur t , and then I was 
very glad to embrace you. 
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M o t h e r ' s T h i r d S i s t e r : I felt very full-hearted a n d full of love 
a n d of h o p e for you to be truly alive. 

M o t h e r ' s F o u r t h S i s t e r : I felt sad a n d I wan ted to ho ld you. 

M o t h e r ' s B r o t h e r : I felt very sad no t knowing whe the r you knew 
where a n d w h e n exactly I d ied, b u t very glad tha t I could come 
back and see you a n d for you to see m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : H o w does the father feel? 

F a t h e r : I felt very full of love for my daugh te r a n d gra t i tude that 
she was able to m e e t my pa ren t s , my bro thers a n d sisters, a n d tha t I 
could in t roduce he r to t h e m proper ly for the first t ime . I t m e a n t a 
lot to m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : A n d the mothe r? 

M o t h e r : I felt, mos t especially in these last few m i n u t e s , the light 
in my d a u g h t e r , a n d my hea r t has been ach ing to e m b r a c e tha t light 
because I lost so m a n y people a n d I t hough t she was alive, this one . 

H e l l i n g e r : H e r bro ther? 

D e c e a s e d B r o t h e r : At first I felt very de tached , and t hen I felt 
acknowledged a n d needed , and t hen I felt very bro ther ly a n d p r o ­
tective. 

H e l l i n g e r : All the best to you a n d peace . T h a n k you all. (To audi­
ence, after a long silence): In G e r m a n y , we are told by m a n y people 
tha t we s h o u l d n ' t forget—we should r e m e m b e r wha t h a p p e n e d . 
Very often, we are told accusingly, by people who,feel super ior , and 
tha t has a b a d effect in the soul. T h e p rope r way of r e m e m b e r i n g is 
wha t we did he re , m o u r n i n g with the dead together—just be ing one 
wi th t h e m . T h a t ha s a heal ing effect on the soul; anyth ing else has 
the opposi te effect. (Long silence.) I n e e d a little t ime just to recol­
lect myself. I h o p e you u n d e r s t a n d (long silence). 
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T h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t e l ement in successful work wi th systems is the 
therapis t ' s pos tu re . M o r e i m p o r t a n t than learning t echn iques a n d 
p rocedure s , those wishing to work systemically m u s t u n d e r s t a n d the 
basic or ien ta t ion a n d the values that guide the work. T h e r a p i s t s 
working in this way prefer to work wi th resources ra ther t h a n wi th 
weaknesses , wi th solut ions ra ther than wi th p rob l ems , and wi th t h e 
smallest in tervent ions necessary for change . Above all, they look at 
whatever is actually visible, ra ther t han allow themselves to be 
gu ided by theory, belief, or ideology. 

SEEING 

Q u e s t i o n : You often talk abou t seeing a pe r son . C a n you say m o r e 

abou t wha t you mean? 

H e l l i n g e r : I m a k e a dis t inct ion be tween "obse rv ing" a n d " see ­
ing." T h e word "obse rv ing" m e a n s observing individual details a t 
the cost of the pe rcep t ion of the whole . W h e n I observe s o m e o n e ' s 
behavior , I observe what he or she does , b u t the pe r son as a whole 
escapes m e . W h e n I see pe r sons , I take t h e m in as a whole . T h e n , 
a l though m a n y of the details of what they do escape m e , I grasp 
with immed iacy (apprehend) what ' s essential a b o u t t h e m , a n d I do 
this in service of tha t p e r s o n as " O t h e r . " 

205 
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Seeing a n o t h e r pe r son in this way is only possible w h e n I t u r n 

toward h i m or her wi thou t ul ter ior motives. Seeing a pe r son in this 

way creates relat ionship. It calls a specific in t imacy into be ing that 

never theless requires p rofound respect for individual differences, 

a n d tha t requires main ta in ing a certain d is tance . In seeing, each 

pe r son is t reated as u n i q u e and no n o r m s are establ ished tha t later 

m u s t be overcome. Judging r ight or w r o n g has no p lace in seeing, 

b u t only serving love a n d the ques t for resolut ions . 

Seeing a n o t h e r person also places me u n d e r an imperat ive to 

serve. I may imagine tha t I ' m free to do whatever I wan t , b u t as 

soon as I see s omeone in his or her s i tuat ion and see wha t he or she 

needs , I ' m compel led to adap t myself to be as the s i tuat ion d e m a n d s 

of m e . 

In a the rapeu t ic context , only seeing can serve the ques t for reso­

lut ion, a n d seeing is useful only toward tha t end. Seeing doesn ' t he lp 

to m a k e a diagnosis , or to m a k e empirical observat ions , unless the 

diagnosis a n d the observat ions themselves serve s o m e resolut ion. 

Seeing finds resolut ion a n d comple t ion , n o t objective t r u th . I t 

always has to do with the ques t ions : " W h a t does the client 's s i tua­

t ion d e m a n d of me n o w ? " a n d " W h a t does i t p e r m i t m e ? " As a 

therapis t , I ask myself these quest ions and I offer myself in service 

of the o the r pe r son . W h e n a pe r son tells me some th ing , I ask myself, 

" W h a t is appropr ia te for him or her" If I succeed in t ru ly seeing the 

client, t hen I ' m in contac t with someth ing greater t han ei ther of us 

a lone. My immed ia t e goal can ' t even be to he lp , b u t only to see the 

client in the context of a larger order . T h a t ' s how seeing works , and 

i t allows the rapeu t ic in tervent ions to remain respectful a n d loving, 

while at the s ame t ime be ing a force for heal ing. 

It 's s t range how people change w h e n I tell t h e m wha t I see. See­

ing is a creative process tha t has an effect on those w h o are seen as 

well as on the one w h o sees. There , are secrets to seeing tha t I d o n ' t 

u n d e r s t a n d , b u t they too can be seen a n d used . 

W h e n you have an idea a b o u t what ' s going on wi th a client a n d 

are w o n d e r i n g if you should say it or no t , t ry to see the pe r son . If 

you succeed , you' l l see whe the r your idea will he lp or will weaken . 

Seeing isn ' t someth ing tha t you can m a k e h a p p e n . W h e n I o p e n 

myself to s o m e o n e , I ' m often totally surpr ised by wha t I see. Often 

I see th ings tha t I never could have though t up . I often have a sense 

of fear a n d t r embl ing abou t seeing, b u t if I shy away from wha t I 
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see, if I hold back—even ou t of the fear of h u r t i n g s o m e o n e — s o m e ­
th ing closes d o w n in my soul, as if I'd abused some th ing prec ious . 

Q u e s t i o n : I sn ' t seeing the same as intui t ion? 

H e l l i n g e r : I exper ience intui t ion differently, a n d seeing is m o r e 
t han intui t ion. I exper ience intui t ion as a flash of u n d e r s t a n d i n g 
tha t shows me where to go, tha t orients me toward the future. I n t u ­
ition comes wi thou t my do ing anything, instantly. Seeing is differ­
ent . Seeing m e a n s tha t I o p e n myself comple te ly to complex 
connec t ions a n d allow t h e m to work in m e , to affect m e . 

T h a t ' s how I came to under s t and conscience. For a long t ime , I 
cou ldn ' t unde r s t and what happens when people claim to be acting 
according to their conscience, or acting conscientiously. T h a t ' s a huge 
phenomenon , and I still don ' t unde r s t and it completely. B u t because 
I cou ldn ' t unde r s t and it, I tr ied to see what was happen ing . I just let 
i t work on m e , holding i t in my at tent ion, opening myself to it, b u t 
no t actively trying to unde r s t and it. It took years, b u t all at once , I 
saw wha t conscience really is and how it works. Consc ience is a per­
ceptual organ for systemic balance that helps us to know whe ther or 
no t we ' re in h a r m o n y with our reference system. It warns us if what 
we're abou t to do carries the consequence of being excluded from the 
system or assures our con t inued belonging to the system. I saw that a 
clear conscience only means that I feel entit led to con t inue to be long 
to my group. A n d a guilty conscience means only that I need to worry 
abou t whe ther I'll still be allowed to cont inue to belong. 

Suddenly , ou t of a complexi ty of p h e n o m e n a , the essence of the 
th ing was clear. T h a t clarity h a d an e n o r m o u s effect on everything I 
did. I call this process the phenomenolog ica l m e t h o d . I t works only 
w h e n I ' m n o t in tend ing to achieve someth ing—to conf i rm a belief, 
for example , or to glorify a t radi t ion. It 's a very h u m b l e , s imple , 
basic m e t h o d of knowing. 

Here is a p o e m that presents what I 'm descr ibing. I t does so indi ­
rectly, b u t i t po in ts the way. T h e p o e m is an out l ine of a psycho­
therapeu t ic epistemology. 

A Double Measure 

An observer of detail asked a Seer: 

"How does a part 
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recognize its place 
within the whole? 

"And how is knowledge of the part 

different from knowing the 

fullness of the Greater Whole?" 

The Seer answered: 

"The scattered parts become a whole 

by yielding 

to their center's pull, 

by allowing it 

to gather them. 

"Their wholeness makes them 

beautiful and real. 
Yet, for us, their wholeness 
is so obvious, 

a gentle nothing, 
an urge 

to join together 

hidden within enduring. 

"To know the whole, 
its many parts need not 

be known, 
or spoken, 

or grasped, 

or done, 

or shown. 

"I reach all that is in the city, 

by entering a single gate. 
I strike the gong, 

its one tone reverberates and 
sets the lesser bells achime. 

I pick one apple. 
I hold it in my hand. 
Though I know no details 
of its origin, I eat." 
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The Scholar objected: 
"Whoever desires the whole Truth 
must know all its parts as well." 

The Wise Man answered: 
"Only from what is past 
can all the parts be known. 
Truth springs out of the Void 
into Being. 
It is always new, 
concealing its goal within itself, 
as the seed conceals the tree. 

"Therefore, whoever hesitates to act, 

waiting to know more, 

misses what works, 
as if Becoming condoned temerity. 
He mistakes the coin 

for merchandise 
and manages only firewood 

from living trees." 

The Scholar thought: 
"There must be more 
to the answer of the Whole," 
and asked 

for what he thought 

still failed. 

The Seer said, 

"The Whole is like a keg of fresh cider, 

sweet and cloudy. 

It needs time to ferment 
and to clear. 

Then those foolish enough to drink, 
not sip, 
get drunk." 
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PARTNERS IN DIALOG 

Q u e s t i o n : There ' s a part icular a tmosphere in your groups , a mix 
ture of openness , critical alertness, and trust . There ' s a s t rong sense 
of communi ty , and yet everyone is here for himself or herself. I 'm 
also surprised at how frankly people sometimes respond with their 
criticisms and doubts . 

Hel l inger : There ' s m u c h that can be said only in an a tmosphere 
in which people are alert, critical, and respectful. W h e n people hang 
on my every word, I mus t be very careful of what I say. On the other 
hand , when I 'm certain that the part icipants will carefully check 
everything I say against their own inner experience and no t just 
swallow it uncritically, then I can risk a lot. W h e n the other is my 
par tner in investigating experience, a dialog between equals can 
emerge. My freedom to take risks is a function of my t rus t in the 
other, and it brings us both great rewards. 

C o m m u n i t y in groups occurs only when the individual m e m b e r s are collected in themselves and centered. If the members of a group 
aren't centered in themselves, their unconscious minds are defense 
less against group dynamics that can alienate them from themselves. 

T h e psychological mechanisms that allow individual m e m b e r s to 
center in themselves and the group dynamics that connect t h e m to 
the larger group are largely unconscious. T h e p r o c e s s of gathering 

or collecting in yourself and centering allows all of the individuals in 
a group to become pa r t s of the larger whole wi thout losing their 
individuality. Gather ing and centering are the foundat ion of a com­
muni ty of individuals. 

Whenever therapy takes place in a group of people who are cen­
tered in themselves and connected to one another at the same t ime, 
bo th the client and the therapist feel the suppor t of the larger group , 
and they feel safe to allow the work to reach an intensity that would 
be frightening in individual therapy. 

HOLISTIC THINKING BEYOND GOOD AND EVIL 

Q u e s t i o n : We've been hearing about people 's experiences, and 
some of what has happened to them seems to me to be just plain 
evil. I m e a n when people abuse their children and things like that , 
yet you don ' t seem to judge at all. 
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He l l inger : W h e n I see people, I see t h e m in the contexts in which 
they live, in the context of larger wholes, in the groups and subcul­
tures to which they belong. All relationship systems are such wholes. 
W h e n you see people in their larger contexts , your percept ions of 
freedom of choice, personal responsibility, and good and evil 
change. You see that most , perhaps all, evil isn ' t done because 
people are personally evil, bu t because they're caught in something 
on a larger scale. Evil is mostly a function of systemic entangle­
ments ; it's no t really personal. 

G o o d and evil are systemically b o u n d to one another . If you want 
to work with people systemically, you mus t find a posit ion beyond 
moral judgment , a position that allows you to see larger systemic 
phenomena and their effect on individuals. 

For instance, when one m e m b e r of a system assumes a posit ion 
of moral superiority, he or she claims more right to belong to the 
system than the one judged and challenges the other 's right to 
belong to the system. T h a t always has disastrous results. I t makes no 
sense philosophically or theologically to think that people no longer 
belong to the larger order of the universe because of their behavior. 
Individuals d o n ' t choose the roles fate gives them to play, bu t their 
roles do have consequences for the greater whole. 

For example, the s tudents who were par t of the Whi te Rose* 
belonged to a very tightly knit group that was different from the 
mains t ream group , and they were able to do what they did because 
of their bond ing to their group. The i r membersh ip in their group 
helped them to overcome the intimidation of the fear of death , and 
it m a d e it possible for t hem to do what they did. If we compare the 
s tudents of the Whi te Rose with the Nazis , it's clear that the two 
groups valued different things, and that what they d e m a n d e d from 
their member s and considered good behavior was very different. 
Nevertheless, the systemic dynamics constraining membersh ip in 
the two groups are similar: If you do as the others do , you can 
belong, and if you don ' t , you're out . T h e groups to which we belong 
de termine how we act, and, in mos t cases, we d o n ' t choose those 
groups. 

*The White Rose was a group of students in Munich, Germany, who actively 
opposed the Nazi regime. Most of them were arrested and executed for their activi­
ties. 



212 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

Systemically viewed, the major difference in individual beliefs 
a b o u t good a n d evil i s arbitrary. No g roup knows what ' s good for 
other , larger g roups . I f the Nazis h a d won, we would p robab ly con­
sider the m e m b e r s of the Whi te Rose to be cr iminals , b u t we ' re free 
to view t h e m as heroes because the Nazis were defeated. M o s t peo ­
ple 's beliefs a b o u t good a n d evil are de t e rmined solely by the n o r m s 
of the g roups to which they be long , and it 's very difficult for anyone 
to go beyond tha t l imitat ion. G o i n g beyond the l imitat ions of one 
g roup ' s moral i ty requires identifying with a larger systemic order . 
T h a t ' s a t ruly mora l m o v e m e n t , a n d you n e e d to be willing a n d able 
to e n d u r e the feeling of guilt a n d alienation tha t comes w h e n you 
violate wha t your friends a n d family hold to be good . 

In systemic psychotherapy, it's s impler a n d m o r e useful to avoid 
moral is t ic j udgmen t s al together , to take the posi t ion tha t everyone 
is basically good , and tha t they do b a d things w h e n they ' re 
en tangled . T h a t way, you remain free to see t h e m a n d to t ry to 
u n d e r s t a n d how they ' re entangled , and wha t needs to h a p p e n for 
t h e m to get un tang led . Because you ' re n o t caugh t up in feeling 
moral ly super ior to t h e m , you can also pay a t ten t ion to h o w they 
affect you as you work wi th t h e m . T h u s , everyone main ta ins equal ­
ity a n d h u m a n dignity. I t 's good in any psycho therapy to keep your 
d is tance from the idea of personal evil. 

Never the less , what we do has consequences , a n d we all carry the 
guilt a n d pay the consequences for whatever h a r m we do to o thers , 
even w h e n we act because of an en tang lement , or because of wha t 
o u r g r o u p believes. 

Q u e s t i o n : T h a t ' s someth ing I like very m u c h a b o u t your work, 
your respect . You respect individual differences tha t we usual ly th ink 
of as be ing good or b a d . 

H e l l i n g e r : I'll tell you h o w I do it: I ' m always th inking a b o u t 
wha t a good resolu t ion could be . The re ' s a saying in the Bible tha t 
you know the tree by its fruit and the day by its end . T h e i m p o r t a n t 
th ing is how it t u r n s ou t . If you really see, t hen you see tha t those 
w h o claim innocence d o n ' t really accompl ish m u c h good . 

Reality cont radic ts o u r expectat ions constant ly. T h e r e ' s a rule of 
t h u m b in systemic therapy with respect to good a n d evil: I t 's usually 
the opposi te of wha t people tell you. I 've se ldom seen an except ion. 
In the constel la t ions in which the father is p re sen ted as the b a d one , 
you automat ica l ly look for the mothe r ' s destruct ivi ty a n d en tangle-
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merit. W h e n the mother is presented as being the bad one , you 
immediately begin to look at the father. 

Q u e s t i o n : In Germany, dur ing the Nazi per iod, the people were 
completely without critical judgment and suspicion. T h e y just went 
along like sheep. I 'm not saying that I would have done any bet ter 
unde r the same circumstances, bu t that 's just what makes i t so hard 
for me : H o w do I decide when to trust some authori ty and to go 
along, and when to doub t and resist? 

H e l l i n g e r : I think there's a basic error in Western thinking. We 
think that individuals have the power to choose and shape their 
fates, bu t there are many powerful forces influencing us that we 
can ' t control , forces that impinge on our individual freedom of 
choice—-historical forces, for example. T h i n k abou t the changes in 
the Eas tern bloc countries. No single individual m a d e that happen , 
not even Gorbachev. It was a powerful historical process that swept 
up millions of people , and it changed their lives regardless of 
whether they suppor ted it or opposed it. 

Wha t we unders tand to be destructive or evil is also such a force, 
catching people up and sweeping them along. Evil serves someth ing 
beyond our grasp and control . 

Q u e s t i o n : But what abou t personal responsibility? Does the force 
of destiny remove our personal responsibility? 

Hel l inger: Are you asking psychotherapeutically or morally? W h e n 
you judge someone to be personally responsible, you imply that the 
person should or could have done something different, and that if 
he or she had, things would have tu rned out better . You imply tha t 
you know what the person should have done . Tha t ' s a morally supe­
rior stance that has no therapeutic value. If you ask the quest ion 
therapeutically, then it's bet ter to help people find a resolution tha t 
heals, or to pu t right what 's gone wrong. If you ask the moralistic 
quest ion, you focus your at tention on the past, where there's no 
freedom of choice at all. T h e therapeutic quest ion focuses a t tent ion 
on the present , where some corrective action may still be possible. 

Q u e s t i o n : So that means that we're controlled by fate and have 
no free choice and no responsibility at all. 

Hel l inger : You argue a very extreme position. H a s that been your 
actual experience, or are you raising a hypothetical red herring? 
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Obviously, we can influence h o w things t u r n ou t , a n d we are 
responsible for wha t we do , even w h e n we ' re caught up in s o m e ­
thing we can ' t cont ro l . Still, we have f reedom of choice only in the 
smaller th ings . T h e consequences of our act ions for our re la t ionship 
systems a n d the larger whole r emain ou r responsibility. T h a t ' s the 
responsibil i ty tha t really mat te rs . T h o s e consequences r ema in 
whe the r or n o t we feel personal guilt. T h e ques t ion is only whe the r 
or n o t we have the courage to look honest ly a t wha t we do a n d a t 
wha t the consequences really are. 

Q u e s t i o n : I th ink tha t responsibili ty can only be personal ly 
defined, tha t only an individual can be responsible . You can ' t m a k e 
his tory or societies responsible for what individuals do. 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, an individual is personal ly responsible w h e n he or 
she is free. B u t w h e n individuals are caught up in a great flow of 
events , they a ren ' t free. Individuals are personal ly responsible in the 
sense tha t wha t they do has consequences—perhaps m o r e for o thers 
t han for themse lves—but free choice is often very l imited. You carry 
the systemic responsibil i ty for the consequences of wha t you do 
even if you d i d n ' t freely choose your act ions. 

ACTIONS HAVE CONSEQUENCES 

Q u e s t i o n : So you w o u l d n ' t c o n d e m n the concen t ra t ion c a m p 
g u a r d s — o r officers, for tha t m a t t e r — w h o sent t h o u s a n d s of Jews to 
the gas chamber s? 

H e l l i n g e r : On the contrary! I do c o n d e m n t h e m . T h e y c o m m i t ­
ted terr ible c r imes against humani ty , and they m u s t accept the con­
sequences of the i r act ions. Never the less , they were en tangled , 
caught up in some th ing larger than they were . H o l d i n g t h e m 
responsible for their act ions , and , a t the same t ime , seeing tha t they 
were caugh t up in a far greater evil, is different from moral ly judg­
ing t h e m to be evil p e r s o n s — a n d feeling moral ly super ior to t h e m . 
You m u s t dec ide whe the r you are th inking morally, legally, or sys-
temically. All deeds of great evil are d o n e by people who th ink tha t 
they ' re be t t e r t h a n the o thers in some way—and because those w h o 
judge t h e m also th ink tha t they themselves are be t te r , they, too , are 
in dange r of do ing evil. F o r example , the secret police in the fo rmer 
Eas t G e r m a n y did terrible things. N o w they ' re be ing judged by 
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their vict ims, b u t the people who are d e n o u n c i n g t h e m are in great 
danger o f b e c o m i n g like t h e m . T h e spying con t inues , a n d the 
snoop ing a n d fear. It 's just that o the r people are do ing i t now. T h e 
previous victims are now the pe rpe t ra to r s , a n d they n o w th ink they 
know better-—just like the secret police did earlier. T h e evil con t in ­
ues u n a b a t e d . 

A s s u m i n g any posi t ion of mora l r ighteousness a n d ac t ing as i f we 
know what ' s r ight for o thers always causes injury to the larger sys­
temic orders . 

Q u e s t i o n : W h e n you worked wi th Beno , you said tha t his father 
was a m u r d e r e r because he sent Beno ' s r e t a rded b ro the r to an insti­
tu t ion du r ing the T h i r d Reich. I f we follow wha t you ' re saying, i t 
seems to me tha t Beno ' s father wasn ' t a murde re r . He d idn ' t kill t he 
boy, the Naz is d id . He was a vict im of c i rcumstance—jus t like the 
child. W h a t I m e a n is, in a certain historical s i tuat ion, he was caught 
up in and wen t a long with the cul tural mora ls a n d p u t his son in a 
h o m e . T h a t ' s different from the way you descr ibed i t—as m u r d e r . I t 
seems incons is tent to call i t m u r d e r . 

H e l l i n g e r (to the group): Pay a t ten t ion to h o w this ques t ion af­
fects you. I t 's a weakening in tervent ion, because i t robs the s i tuat ion 
of its ser iousness . He ' s inviting us to deba t e ethical issues. W h e n I 
descr ibed the m a n as a murde re r , I was descr ib ing the effect his 
act ions h a d on his family system. I wasn ' t judg ing h i m to be p e r s o n ­
ally evil. Obviously, he was caught up in the t imes , b u t i t makes no 
difference for ou r work wha t his mot iva t ion was. T h e child is dead . 
T h a t ' s wha t we ' re conce rned with, the effect of his dea th on Beno . 
It 's a m a t t e r of life and death . I t has weight . T h e b o y was asked to 
give up his life in the interests of the family. T h a t ' s a great sacrifice. 
W h e n an injustice of that m a g n i t u d e h a p p e n s , there ' s a p ressure in 
the family for s o m e o n e else to compensa t e . T h a t ' s wha t B e n o was 
do ing wi thou t knowing it. 

W h e n a father kills one of his chi ldren , even if there are ex tenu­
ating c i rcumstances , the child is still dead . B o t h he and the o the r 
m e m b e r s of the family have to live with tha t fact a n d with its con ­
sequences . Recognizing the father 's en t ang lemen t s doesn ' t change 
the consequences . I f that were the case, the vict im would have to 
carry all of the consequences of the en t ang lemen t a n d the pe rpe t r a ­
tor n o n e . T h a t ' s crazy! Ho ld ing peop le responsible for their act ions 
i s n o t the s ame as judging t h e m to be good or b a d people . 
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UNDERSTANDING THE PRINCIPLES OF HELPING 

Q u e s t i o n : W h e n someone raises a large issue, somet imes you 
answer with a single sentence and then move on to someone else. 
And then you may come back to the same theme a couple of days 
later. 

Hel l inger : Giving up wanting to help or to rescue people is 
essential if you sincerely respect them. There ' s an impor tan t ancient 
discovery that helps us in this: One can act th rough deliberate 
"nonact ing ." Actively being present wi thout intentionally acting cre­
ates a collected force acting through nonact ion . Nonac t ion isn't 
withdrawal or holding yourself back. Hold ing back doesn ' t br ing 
anything good at all. Lao-tzu described the principle of nonact ion 
beautifully in "Tao te Ching." 

The Teacher 

Resting in action, not acting, 
Teaching, not talking, 
Before him, all beings are present. 
Not withholding, he gives himself to those who come, 
Not possessing them, he convinces, 
Not holding them, he touches them. 
Not remaining after his work is finished, 
He leaves them free. 
Not clinging to them, 
He is not abandoned. 

W h e n the therapist actively holds what he sees within himself 
wi thout saying it, then what the therapist sees will often occur to the 
client. Somet imes it's easier for a client to find resolution when the 
therapist actively does nothing. Nonac t ion is very difficult to carry 
out actively, bu t it leaves the client free to discover. In any case, 
therapists have no control over what clients do with their interven­
tions. 

I once got to thinking about the story of the rich young m a n who 
went away after talking to Jesus, and I came to the conclusion that 
it's a good model for therapy. T h e therapist mus t respect the client's 
freedom to leave wi thout being changed. It 's a mat ter of having a 
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fundamenta l respec t for individual f reedom—inc lud ing the f reedom 
to fail a n d the f reedom to stay stuck. G o o d therapy has the qual i ty 
of be ing p resen t in relat ionships wi thou t in ten t ion and wi thou t spe­
cific goals. T h a t is, up to a cer ta in poin t , we m u s t re l inquish all o u r 
a t t emp t s to influence the client. T h a t k ind of presence creates the 
emp ty space in which heal ing can occur . Everyth ing b e y o n d the 
m i n i m u m necessary to get change mov ing weakens the client. In 
therapy, less is usually m o r e . 

P e t r a : Some t imes I feel like I can do therapy unt i l I d r o p d e a d , 
and n o t h i n g really happens . 

H e l l i n g e r : . . . unti l you d r o p dead? 

P e t r a : Yes, a n d no th ing really h a p p e n s . . . 

H e l l i n g e r (Gently): You're s tuck in your sel f - importance. 

P e t r a : I t 's very i m p o r t a n t to me to he lp w h e n people are in pa in . 

H e l l i n g e r : I'll tell you a little s tory tha t exposes what ' s b e h i n d 
your feeling. B u t I need to w a r n you tha t the s tory has very ser ious 
consequences if you really u n d e r s t a n d it. 

Belief 

A man told how he had overheard two people discussing how Jesus 
would have reacted if, after he told the sick man, "Rise up, take 
your bed and go home," the sick man had answered, "But I don' t 
want to." 

One of the two then said, "Jesus probably would have been silent a 
while, then he would have turned to his disciples and said to them, 
'He does God a greater honor than I do . ' " 

Q u e s t i o n : My bro the r ' s chi ldren are all adop t ed . T h e y all c o m e 
from different families a n d one of the chi ldren is no t do ing well at 
all. H o w can I he lp them? 

H e l l i n g e r : At the m o m e n t , you can help m o s t i f you leave the 
p r o b l e m where i t is. They ' l l find their own resolut ions wi thou t y o u r 
b e c o m i n g involved. 

Q u e s t i o n : C a n ' t I med ia te , I m e a n , if the t iming 's right? 

H e l l i n g e r : A therapis t in one of my workshops had a d a u g h t e r 
who m a r r i e d a schizophrenic m a n in spite of h e r family's object ions , 
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and the couple now have a number of children. At one time, the 
mother and her daughter were in constant conflict with each other, 
which is an especially difficult situation for a therapist. I suggested 
to her, "No contact for two years. Leave your daughter in peace for 
two years." I received a letter from this therapist two years later. She 
had just visited her daughter for the first time in two years, and they 
got along very well. 

Q u e s t i o n : I haven't said anything to my brother about the chil­
dren yet. 

H e l l i n g e r : Some people just can't be stopped from throwing the 
torch of good deeds into the haystack of the world (laughter). A 
man told me a story of two friends. One became ill, and his friend 
kept watch the whole night long. In the morning, the one who was 
ill had recovered, but one who was watching died. 

If your brother's children need your help, they'll come to you, or 
they'll let you know in some way what they need. In the meantime, 
you can practice being present without acting. If you succeed, you'll 
have a completely different understanding of help. The most com­
mon error that would-be helpers make is that they do more than the 
others really want or can assimilate. Here's a story that may help 
you understand how to help them. 

The Healing 

In the land of Aram—where Syria is today—there once lived an old 
general who was known wide and far for his courage and strength in 
battle. One day, this old man became ill and could not have contact 
with any other people, not even his own wife. He had leprosy. 

He heard from a slave that there was a man in her land who could 
heal the illness. So the old general gathered a great column of his fol­
lowers, 10 talents of silver, 6,000 pieces of gold, 10 ceremonial robes, 
and a letter of introduction personally written by the king, and set 
out to find this great healer. 

After a long journey and many adventures, he reached the house 
in which the healer lived and he called out to be let in. He stood 
there with all of his followers, with his treasures and with the letter of 
introduction written by his king, and he waited. But no one noticed 
him. He became impatient and somewhat nervous. A servant opened 
a little side door, approached him, and said, "My master instructed 
me to tell you to wash in the river Jordan and you will be healed." 
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T h e general thought he was being made a fool of. "What?" he 
exclaimed. "That 's supposed to be a healer? The very least he could 
have done was to come himself, call on his God, do a long and com­
plex ritual, and then touch every sore on my body with his hand. That 
might have helped me. But no, this quack tells me I 'm supposed to 
bathe in the river Jordan." He turned away in rage and went home. 

Now that's really the end of the story, but since it is a fairy tale, it 
has to have a good ending. So, . . . . 

As the old general was making his way home, the slave came to 
him again and spoke soothingly to him, "Dearest Master, if the 
healer had required something extraordinary of you, you'd have done 
it. If he had required that you sail in a ship to far lands, that you wor­
ship strange gods, that you give up your wealth and go into contem­
plation for many years, you would certainly have done it. But he only 
asked of you that you do something ordinary." T h e general graciously 
allowed himself to be convinced by her. 

He made his way to the river Jordan, still very cross indeed, and 
bathed sullenly in its waters, quite against his better judgment. 
Against his expectations, a miracle happened, and he was cured. 

When he arrived home again, his wife was amazed to see him 
healthy and wanted to know all about what had happened. "Oh," he 
said, " I 'm feeling pretty good, but other than that, nothing special 
happened." 

WORKING WITH RESOLUTIONS 
INSTEAD OF PROBLEMS 

Q u e s t i o n : Quite often when I work in groups and have clients set 
up the problem in a constellation, nothing happens. 

H e l l i n g e r : I can tell you why. You're not seeing. When you look at 
a problem as a problem, you've got a problem. Seeing only works 
when you search for a solution. When you say you have a client "set 
up a problem in a constellation," you're already caught in a defini­
tion of the problem, or in some diagnosis. Try asking yourself, 
"What needs to happen? Where does the client want to get to, and 
what does he or she need to do to get there?" Then you can start to 
see the light at the end of the tunnel, and you can swim with the 
current. You don't need a problem to find a resolution. 

Of course, it's an honored tradition in psychotherapy to treat 
problems as if understanding them could cause their solutions. But 
it's very easy to get stuck with the problem and ignore the solution. 



220 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

F r o m a systemic po in t of view, p rob lems are unsuccessful a t t empts 
to love, a n d the love tha t main ta ins the p r o b l e m can be redi rec ted 
to resolve it. T h e therapeut ic task is, first of all, to find the po in t at 
which the client loves. W h e n I've found tha t po in t , t hen I have 
therapeut ic leverage. By helping the client find an appropr ia te and 
m a t u r e way to love, the p rob lem dissolves, a n d the same love tha t 
ma in ta ined the p r o b l e m solves it. 

Q u e s t i o n : Is i t jealousy w h e n a w o m a n compla ins tha t he r h u s ­
b a n d doesn ' t give himself complete ly in the mar r iage because he 
ha sn ' t separa ted from his mother? 

H e l l i n g e r (long pause): Would it he lp if she said, 'I respect your 
love for your m o t h e r " ? (To the group) T h a t ' s a good example of a 
switch of focus from a p rob l em to a resolut ion. T h e creative force 
doesn ' t work in relat ion to p rob lems , b u t only in re la t ion to resolu-
t ions. T h e m o v e m e n t toward a solut ion is love, a n d seeing only 
serves good in tent ions and love. W h e n I confront a pe r son wi th a 
p rob l em or descr ibe i t to tha t pe r son , I 'm in a o n e - u p posi t ion, b u t 
we search for resolut ion together as equals . 

A n o t h e r difficulty arises when , after f inding a solut ion, s o m e o n e 
also wants to have a theory abou t it. You t end to lose the solut ion 
w h e n you theor ize a b o u t it. A theory is always less t h a n the exper i ­
ence i t a t t empts to explain, a n d i t can ' t convey the wholeness of the 
exper ience . W h e n someth ing h a p p e n s a n d I t ry to explain i t wi th a 
theory, I w ind up wi th only the tip of the iceberg. T h a t ' s the reason 
I 've slowly moved to the posi t ion of t rying to avoid theory. Ins tead 
of working wi th a theory a b o u t how things are or should be , I have 
a large collection of experiences wi th real peop le , a n d I work ha rd 
to descr ibe accurately different k inds of actual s i tuat ions a n d to 
a d d t h e m to my collection. T h a t way, I 'm always o p e n to n e w ex­
per iences . I d o n ' t n e e d to worry a b o u t seeing some th ing tha t con ­
tradicts my theory, a n d I d o n ' t n e e d to limit my in tervent ions 
accord ing to wha t my theory allows, to prove to myself tha t they ' re 
r ight or wrong . I 'm free to see whe the r or n o t they help. I f some­
th ing n e w a n d u n e x p e c t e d h a p p e n s , then I 've got a n o t h e r exper i ­
ence for my collection. 

Q u e s t i o n : I ' m impressed by the way you listen very closely to 
wha t people say, b u t you s top t h e m the m i n u t e you not ice tha t 
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they're getting caught up in a description of their problem. T h a t ' s 
very impor tan t . 

Hel l inger : Yes. W h e n people describe a problem, they want to 
convince you to accept their world view. The i r world view justifies 
their problem. Tha t ' s a powerful pull. Tha t ' s why you have to inter­
rup t the description of problems quickly. If you don ' t , you get 
sucked into their belief system. Once you 're caught in their belief 
system, it's difficult to see anything outside of it, and then you can ' t 
help them to find a resolution. 

A w o m a n once asked me , " D o you work with hypnosis?" I 
answered, "Somet imes ." She said, "I have a client here who was 
treated by a psychiatrist who gave her a posthypnotic suggestion 
that is damaging for her. She needs someone to hypnotize her again 
in order to find out exactly what the posthypnotic suggestion was, 
and to give her another posthypnotic suggestion to in ter rupt the 
first one ." I said, "Tha t ' s crazy. It 's a delusion. I don ' t work that 
way." 

Stopping is mos t impor tan t in situations like that. You've got to 
stop descript ions of problems at the point at which you feel a pres­
sure to accept a crazy picture of the world as if it were reality. If it 
were a correct description, the problem would be solved. W h e n the 
problem isn't resolved, the description is, by definition, wrong. 

As a rule, p roblems are described in such a way as to avoid a 
solution. Tha t ' s why I don ' t need to hear all of the descriptions of 
problems from people in a g roup; they're certainly false. If they h a d 
the correct descript ion, they wouldn ' t be talking about their p r o b ­
lems anymore . T h e correct description of a p rob lem contains the 
resolution to the problem. 

Q u e s t i o n : I often just don ' t t rust myself to stop someone . 

Hel l inger : W h e n you're working in a group, you can usually t rus t 
the group to know whether what 's being said is relevant or not . If the 
group gets restless, it's a sign that it's not relevant. T h e n I stop the 
person. If you ' re working with individuals, you might try gently tell­
ing t h e m that you notice that you're beginning to lose interest, and 
ask t h e m if they also notice a change. See if they can get interested 
in their process. Tha t ' s a way of stopping them that is a little less 
harsh. 
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Question: I don't understand what you mean by "the correct 
description of a problem." I think that there are many alternative 
descriptions of a problem, different ways of understanding it, and 
that many of them might be helpful. 

Hellinger: What's fight isn't a matter of choice; it either works 
or it doesn't. The "correct description" is the first one that offers a 
solution. You only need one. But finding a good solution doesn't 
mean that the client will implement it. It's important to under­
stand that when people go down a certain path, for example, a 
path of suffering, they go down this path with love, even if their 
love is distorted or blind. You must not intervene without their 
permission. 

The Wise Crack 

Somewhere far in the South Seas, as dawn was breaking, a little 
monkey climbed to the top of a palm tree and, swinging a very heavy 
coconut in his hand, began to shout just as loud as loud could be. A 
camel, hearing the noise, came a little closer, looked up into the tree, 
and asked, "What's the matter?" 

"I'm waiting for the queen of the elephants. I'm going to crack 
this coconut over her head so she won't be able to see or think." The 
camel thought, "But what's really the matter?" 

At midday, a lion came by, heard the noise the little monkey was 
making, looked up at him, and asked, "Is there something you need?" 
"Yes," yelled the little monkey, "I need the queen of the elephants. 
I'm going to crack her on the head with this coconut and split her 
skull right open." The lion thought, "But what does he really need?" 

In the afternoon, a rhinoceros came by and became curious about 
the little monkey, and looked up and asked, "So what's your 
problem?" 

"I'm waiting for the queen of the elephants. I'm going to crack her 
on the head with this coconut until she can't see or hear." The rhino 
thought, "He really does have a problem." 

In the evening, the queen of the elephants herself came. She 
scratched her back on the palm. She reached up into the branches to 
pick a few leaves with her trunk. Above her, it was just as still as still 
could be. When she looked up and saw the little monkey, she asked: 
"Do you need anything?" 

The monkey replied, "No, nothing at all. It's true, I was yelling a 
little bit earlier today, but surely you didn't take that seriously, did 
you?" And the queen of the elephants thought, "He really does 
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need something." T h e n she saw her herd in the distance and 
s tomped off. 

T h e little monkey thought quietly. After a while, he c l imbed down 
with the coconut and cracked it on a rock until it broke open. T h e n 
he drank the coconut milk and ate the coconut meat. 

UNDERSTANDING "RESISTANCE" 
AS MISPLACED LOVE 

Q u e s t i o n : You don ' t seem to interpret resistance at all. I was 

trained to try to identify the resistance as quickly as possible, b u t 

you don ' t seem to care. 

Hel l inger : I t 's gradually become clear to me tha t clients have a 
s t rong t endency to use their s t rength to hold on to their p rob lems 
and to avoid solut ions. T h a t has to do with the fact tha t psycho­
logical p rob lems , unhapp iness , or symptoms give us an inner 
assurance tha t we'll be allowed to con t inue to be long to ou r g roup . 
Suffering is the proof our child soul needs that we're n o t guilty 
with respect to our family. I t secures and pro tec t s our r ight to 
be long to our family. Every unhapp iness that ' s caused by systemic 
en tang lement is accompanied by the deep c o n t e n t m e n t of know­
ing tha t we belong. 

Therefore , finding solutions to our problems is threatening and 
unpleasant . It carries the inherent fear of losing our belonging, of 
feelings of guilt and betrayal, of falling out of favor, of breaking faith 
with the g roup to which we belong. W h e n we strive for a solution, ' 
we imagine that we break the family rules that we've obeyed up 
until now and we feel guilty. Resolution and happiness seem dan­
gerous because we believe they'll make us lonely. Prob lems and 
unhappiness , on the other hand , give a feeling of belonging. Often 
this kind of belonging is more impor tan t to people than happiness . 

Because of this dynamic, solutions are often accompanied by 
guilt, and change requires the courage to face that guilt. W h e n 
therapists feel pity for that kind of suffering, they see only one side 
of the situation. It 's very impor tan t for helpers to unde r s t and that 
systemically caused suffering is always accompanied by feelings of 
security and innocence . Asking people to change is asking t h e m to 
give up innocence . 
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DISTINGUISHING DIFFERENT KINDS 
OF FEELINGS 

Q u e s t i o n : I 've always worked to get people into their feelings 
m o r e , b u t you often s top people from expressing wha t they ' re feel­
ing. W h e n you do tha t , i t usually has a very powerful effect, a n d the 
client makes some real movemen t . C a n you say someth ing a b o u t 
what ' s going on? 

H e l l i n g e r : I m a k e dist inct ions a m o n g four different kinds of feel­
ings: p r i m a r y feelings, secondary feelings, systemic feelings, a n d 
meta-feel ings. 

T h e m a i n difference be tween p r i m a r y a n d secondary feelings i s 
tha t p r i m a r y feelings s u p p o r t construct ive act ion, while secondary 
feelings consume, energy tha t could otherwise s u p p o r t change . Feel ­
ings tha t p r o d u c e effective act ion s t rengthen people , while feelings 
tha t h inde r effective ac t ion, or justify no t act ing, or subs t i tu te for 
effective act ion all weaken people . I call those feelings tha t s u p p o r t 
const ruct ive act ion primary feelings, while the o thers are secondary 

feelings. 

Pr imary feelings are s imple and d o n ' t requi re e laborate descr ip­
t ions. T h e y ' r e in tense , wi thou t d r a m a , wi thou t exaggerat ion. For 
this reason, a l though they ' re exciting and in tense , they br ing a sense 
of a s s u r a n c e and ca lm. Of course , there are really d ramat ic s i tua­
t ions , a n d then d ramat i c emot ions are appropr ia te ; for example , the 
difference be tween the fear soldiers feel in a c o m b a t zone , a n d the 
fear we feel in a b a d d r eam. 

M o s t feelings tha t are deal t wi th in therapy are secondary feel-
ings. T h e i r p r i m a r y function is to convince o thers tha t one can ' t 
take effective ac t ion, so they need to be d ramat ic a n d exaggerated. 
W h e n you ' r e in the grip of secondary feelings, you feel weak, and 
the o thers p re sen t feel a n e e d to help . If the emot ions are d rama t i c 
enough , the wou ld -be helpers d o n ' t not ice tha t there 's really n o t h ­
ing tha t can be d o n e in the s i tuat ion. 

W h e n peop le are clinging to secondary feelings, they m u s t avoid 
looking at reality. Reali ty interferes wi th the inner images necessary 
to ma in ta in the secondary feelings and to avoid change . W h e n 
people w h o are ho ld ing on to secondary feelings 'work ' in therapy, 
they often close their eyes a n d wi thdraw into their private worlds . 
T h e y answer different ques t ions t h a n the ones you ask, b u t usually 
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don ' t not ice that they do. I t helps to remind them to open their eyes 
ami to look at the world. I tell them, "Look here . Look at me . " If 
they can open their eyes and really see, and still stay with the feeling 
they're having, then it's usually a pr imary feeling. But if they lose 
the feeling as soon as they open their eyes and look, then you know 
they were caught in secondary feelings. 

W h e n pr imary feelings do emerge in therapy or in life, everyone 
present naturally feels compassion, bu t also feels free to respond as 
is appropriate . A person with pr imary feelings remains s t rong and 
capable of acting effectively. Because pr imary feelings lead to a defi­
nite goal, they're not long lasting. T h e y come, do their job, and then 
go again. They take no detours . They ' re resolved by appropr ia te 
expression and effective, appropriate action. 

Secondary feelings, on the other hand , last longer and get worse, 
rather than better , by being expressed. Tha t ' s the main reason why 
therapies that encourage the expression of secondary feelings take 
so long. 

There ' s also another c o m m o n misconception abou t the loss of 
control that I want to correct. Th is is something I learned from Pri­
mal Therapy. Many people have the idea that, when they give in to 
their need or to an urgent feeling, they lose control . But that isn' t 
t rue . W h e n you give in to a pr imary feeling, for example, to the pr i ­
mary pain of separation, justified rage, deep longing, or reaching 
out , and when you completely trust the feeling, then there's a na tu­
ral control in the feeling and in the need itself. 

Pr imary feelings only go as far as is good. You won ' t do anything 
shameful if you ' re feeling a pr imary feeling, because the feeling 
itself has a very precise shame boundary. It's extremely rare that 
anyone is mocked or scorned for displaying a p r imary feeling. On 
the contrary, other people usually are profoundly moved and enter 
into the experience. 

Tha t ' s only t rue of p r imary feelings. Secondary feelings don ' t 
have the same shame boundary , and it's quite possible to make a 
fool of yourself when expressing secondary feelings. You can ' t t rust 
secondary feelings to take care of you. 

Secondary feelings do have a certain fascination. They ' r e dra­
mat ic , exciting, and give an illusion of being alive. But the pr ice of 
such aliveness is that people mus t stay weak and helpless. 

Explanat ions or in terpreta t ions also distract a client. Ra the r 
t han effectively leading people toward their p r imary feelings, they 
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t end to keep t h e m caugh t in images tha t m a i n t a i n the s e c o n d a r y 

feelings. 

Grief, for example , can be p r i m a r y or secondary. P r i m a r y grief is 

a powerful pa in of separat ion. If we su r render to the pa in , al lowing 

i t to do its work, the grief eventually finds its own comple t i on , a n d 

we are free to beg in anew. Bu t often people d o n ' t s u r r e n d e r to grief, 

shifting it instead to secondary grief, self-pity, or a t t emp t s to get 

pi ty from others . Such secondary grief can last an ent ire lifetime, 

p roh ib i t ing a clean and loving separat ion a n d denying the fact of 

loss. It 's a p o o r subst i tu te for p r i m a r y grief. 

P r i m a r y guilt leads to ameliorat ive act ion. If we accept o u r guilt , 

we natural ly do what ' s bo th possible a n d necessary to m a k e 

a m e n d s , to p u t the si tuat ion right , and we live with whatever c a n n o t 

be changed . Secondary guilt feelings t ransform ac t ion into worry. 

T h e y d o n ' t mot ivate effective act ion for change; in fact, they p r e ­

vent change . People can wor ry a good p rob l em for years, like a dog 

worr ies a b o n e , b u t no th ing changes . T h e y t o r m e n t themselves a n d 

o the r s , b u t there ' s no product ive change . People w h o need to avoid 

positive change for some reason m u s t conver t their p r i m a r y guilt 

in to secondary guilty feelings. 

The desire for retal iat ion also can be p r i m a r y or secondary. Pr i ­
m a r y retal iat ion allows reconcil iat ion, and it's appropr ia te w h e n i t 
frees b o t h the w o u n d e d par ty a n d the wounder . S e c o n d a r y retalia-
t ion main ta ins the injury a n d systemic imbalance a n d prevents reso­
lut ion. An example is the clan feuds that have b e e n taken on from 
previous genera t ions . T h e avengers feel the need to avenge wrongs 
they haven ' t suffered themselves, a n d their act ions often are a imed 
a t pe r sons w h o have d o n e no wrong . 

Ange r has p r i m a r y a n d secondary forms. P r i m a r y anger cleanses 
a re la t ionship , a n d passes wi thou t leaving scars. Seconda ry anger at 
s o m e o n e often follows o u r having d o n e someth ing to tha t pe r son , 
w h o then has reason to be angry wi th us . By be ing angry a t h i m or 
her , we preempt the person ' s anger. Secondary anger , like second­
ary guilt feelings, is often an excuse for no t act ing. In re la t ionships , 
s econdary anger is somet imes used to avoid asking for wha t one 
wan t s , as in, "You never not ice w h e n I n e e d someth ing . " A n o t h e r 
example is the m a n w h o felt that he 'd ea rned a raise, b u t d i d n ' t get 
o n e . Ins tead of going to the boss a n d negot ia t ing a raise, he wen t 
h o m e a n d b e c a m e enraged a t his wife and chi ldren. 
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W h e n suffering is pr imary , clients e n d u r e wha t needs to be 
endu red , a n d t hen they beg in to pick up the pieces of their lives a n d 
begin again. W h e n suffering is secondary, they s ta r t ano the r r o u n d 
of suffering. Compla in ing , abou t someth ing is usual ly a secondary 
d is tor t ion of consen t ing to what is. 

T h e dis t inct ion be tween what s t rengthens and wha t weakens also 
applies to m a n y o ther areas, to knowledge a n d informat ion , for 
example . You can ask yourself, " D o e s this knowledge lead to resolu­
t ion, or does i t p revent it? Does this informat ion s u p p o r t ac t ion, or 
h inde r it? D o e s wha t ' s going on s t rengthen people or weaken t h e m , 
s u p p o r t effective act ion for good change or h i n d e r i t?" I ' m less 
in teres ted in he lp ing people to "get their feelings o u t " t han I am in 
construct ive change . Ge t t ing feelings ou t somet imes he lps , bu t i t 
also often obs t ruc t s change . 

My r e c o m m e n d a t i o n is for therapists to t ry to avoid working wi th 
secondary feelings entirely, to dis tract the client 's a t t en t ion , pe rhaps 
by telling an appropr ia te joke or by shifting the client 's focus of 
a t ten t ion . My in ten t ion is no t to change cl ients ' exper iences , b u t to 
guide their a t ten t ion toward their p r imary feelings, which are the 
prerequis i tes for f inding their own resolut ions. 

Q u e s t i o n : T h e dist inct ion be tween feelings tha t weaken a n d feel­
ings tha t s t reng then is new to m e , a n d i t fascinates m e . It 's so 
s imple. B u t I d o n ' t know how to tell whe the r my crying weakens me 
or frees me to do someth ing else. 

H e l l i n g e r : S t reng th is recognized in a cer ta in emot iona l con t i ­
nence . Do you know wha t con t inence is? 

Q u e s t i o n : H o l d i n g tight. 

H e l l i n g e r : N o t exactly. You know wha t incontinence is, so cont i ­
nence is w h e n you d o n ' t mess in your pan t s . I t isn ' t exactly the 
same as hold ing; i t has a quality of compe tence a n d s t rength . You 
can wa tch how I work wi th feelings tha t weaken. You can learn to 
recognize t h e m . T h e y have someth ing manipula t ive ; they ' re 
a t t empts to get s o m e o n e to do someth ing , as i f o n e cou ldn ' t do i t 
oneself. T h e y serve as justifications for n o t act ing a n d as rat ionaliza­
t ions for ho ld ing on to the p rob lem. T h a t ' s the reason why you usu ­
ally can ' t do any effective work wi th a client as long as he or she is 
s tuck in a s econda ry feeling. 
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T h e third category of feelings are feelings that have b e e n taken 
on from the system; tha t is, when wha t one feels as one ' s o w n feel­
ing is actually s o m e o n e else's feeling. It 's s t range for mos t people to 
th ink that what they ' re feeling isn't their own feeling, b u t s o m e b o d y 
else's. Never the less , s t range as it seems, it h a p p e n s a lot in the con­
stellations, and it's usually very easy to recognize. O n c e you 've rec-
ognized it there , you begin to see it in o ther s i tuat ions as well. I 
W h e n e v e r you feel a feeling that belongs to s o m e o n e else, then 
you ' re caught up in someth ing that ' s no t of your own making . 
T h a t ' s why your a t t empts to change i t usually fail. 

Q u e s t i o n : I ' m very interested in this idea of emot ions tha t are 
t aken on from the system, because I 've often h a d tha t exper ience . 
Somet imes I b e c o m e enraged. The re ' s someth ing a b o u t the feeling 
tha t ' s exaggerated a n d inappropr ia te . Afterwards, I always feel ter­
r ible , as if i t wasn ' t me w h o was angry. 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, tha t kind of anger and rage is often associated 
wi th an exaggerated systemic need for justice. T h e n e e d for revenge 
is often taken on from the system; t rying to achieve justice for 
s o m e o n e in the pas t . Feelings like tha t are usually m u c h less in tense 
w h e n the injustices have been directed at you. It 's as if the identifi­
cat ion wi th s o m e o n e ou t of your pas t actually intensifies the feel­
ings, just as d r eams intensify cer ta in feelings. 

Q u e s t i o n : T h o s e are the mos t difficult feelings for me to deal 
wi th . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s clear. In order to be able to deal appropr ia te ly 
wi th feelings like tha t , you need to go th rough a process of inner 
clarification, or purif ication. You n e e d to purify yourself from the 
systemic con tamina t ion tha t doesn ' t appropr ia te ly be long to you. 

Q u e s t i o n : I often feel h u r t by p e o p l e , especially by my h u s b a n d . 
T h e h u r t comes really fast, and I c an ' t s eem to do any th ing to s top 
i t f rom h a p p e n i n g . I 've b e e n t ry ing to get i t u n d e r con t ro l for 
years , b u t I ' m still very easily h u r t . C o u l d tha t be an a s s u m e d 
emo t ion? 

H e l l i n g e r : We'd have to set up the constel lat ion to be cer ta in , b u t 
judg ing from the way in which you descr ibe it, i t could very well be . 
Perhaps you are identified with someone w h o really was injured. 
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T h e r e ' s also a four th category of feelings I call meta-feelings. 
T h e s e feelings have an entirely different quality. T h e y are feelings or 
sensat ions wi thou t emot ions . T h e y ' r e p u r e , concen t ra t ed energy. 
C o u r a g e , humil i ty (the willingness to accept the world as i t is), 
serenity, r emorse , w i sdom, and deep satisfaction are examples of 
meta-feelings. T h e r e ' s also meta- love and meta-aggress ion . 

An example of meta-aggress ion migh t be what a loving surgeon 
exper iences while opera t ing , or wha t a therapis t occasional ly feels. 
T h e discipline necessary for mak ing nonabus ive , s trategic in te rven­
t ions is meta-aggress ion. Strategic in tervent ions d e m a n d absolu te 
-self-discipline on the pa r t of the therapis t if they ' re t ruly to serve the 
needs a n d interests of the client, and no t to degenera te into abusive 
man ipu la t ions , a n d they cost e n o r m o u s energy. 

Au then t i c r emorse is a meta-feeling. W h e n r emor se is au then t i c , 
people are cen te red in themselves , and they know what ' s app rop r i ­
ate for t h e m . W h a t they then do is immedia te ly possible , app rop r i ­
ate , a n d effective. 

W h e n people feel b a d because they ' re a b o u t to do some th ing 
inappropr ia te for their souls , that ' s a meta-feeling. We might call it a 
conscience of a h igher order . Somet imes it's the only th ing tha t 
keeps us from going a long w h e n our g r o u p is caugh t up in s o m e ­
thing destruct ive. 

Feel ing what ' s appropr ia te for souls also keeps us from living ou t 
a script tha t we've inher i ted from our system. T h e script has an 
effect; i t influences wha t we do a n d exper ience , wha t we believe and 
perceive, b u t i t doesn ' t lead to the fulfillment of ou r own individu­
ality. On the o the r h a n d , when awareness of me ta -consc ience has 
b e e n developed, there 's a cr i ter ion for judging wha t ' s truly a p p r o ­
pr ia te . T h e n the l imitat ions imposed by the systemic dynamics and 
scripts gradual ly disappear . 

T h e c rown of all of the meta-feelings is wi sdom. W i s d o m is asso­
ciated with courage , humil i ty, and the energy of life. It 's a m e t a -
feeling tha t helps us to dist inguish be tween wha t really coun t s and 
wha t doesn ' t . W i s d o m doesn ' t m e a n tha t I know a lot, b u t ra ther 
that I ' m able to de t e rmine what ' s appropr ia te to the i m m e d i a t e 
s i tuat ion a n d wha t ' s no t . I t tells me wha t my persona l integri ty 
requires of me in every si tuat ion. W i s d o m is always related to 
act ion. T h e act ions of a wise pe r son are n o t d e d u c e d from p r in ­
ciples, b u t wha t is requi red by the si tuat ion is perceived directly. 
T h a t ' s why the behavior of the truly wise is often a surpr i se . 
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W h e n meta-feelings appear , they ' re exper ienced as gifts. You 
can ' t m a k e t h e m h a p p e n ; they come on their own as blessings. 
T h e y ' r e the reward for life experience—like r ipened fruit. 

Meta- love is a fundamenta l p roper ty of the b o u n t y o f life tha t we 
can feel in all areas of ou r lives, especially in relat ionships. M e t a -
love, in addi t ion to p r imary love, gives relat ionships s t rength and 
security, a n d is the source of t rue responsibility, t rus twor th iness , 
a n d faithfulness. 

CHOSEN SUFFERING 
AND SUFFERING AT THE HANDS OF FATE 

Q u e s t i o n : I be long to Alcoholics A n o n y m o u s and I feel very 
deeply t o u c h e d by the a tmosphe re of openness a n d t rus t a t the 
mee t ings . All of the m e m b e r s have suffered a great deal . My q u e s ­
t ion is: C a n tha t kind of be ing touched h a p p e n in a healthy, happy, 
joyful sense , or does i t requi re some kind of suffering in o rde r to 
create a sense of c o m m u n i t y and belonging? 

H e l l i n g e r : Your ques t ion seems to conta in the answer, so I s u p ­
pose you ' re asking me abou t someth ing you already u n d e r s t a n d . I t 
does seem to me tha t that kind of c o m m u n i t y is no t possible wi th­
ou t some degree of suffering a n d guilt. Suffering a n d guilt are p o w ­
erful forces that b ind communi t i e s together. 

Q u e s t i o n : B u t isn ' t there a t empta t ion to stay s tuck in suffering 
in o rde r to keep the feeling of communi ty? 

H e l l i n g e r : Of course , bu t in tent ional suffering doesn ' t create 
communi ty . Only suffering at the hands of fate has the effect of 
g ran t ing s t rength and w i sdom to those who go t h r o u g h it. Self-
i nduced or neuro t ic suffering br ings no good. T h a t ' s an i m p o r t a n t 
p a r t of the AA p rog ram, the nonintent ional i ty . No one the re i s t ry­
ing to change anyone else. 

WORKING WITH FACTS RATHER THAN OPINIONS 

Q u e s t i o n : I set up my family of origin in one of your seminars 
a b o u t four years ago, b u t this t ime I observed how you work wi th 
what ' s in the backg round . Some th ing went w r o n g in my mothe r ' s 
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family. She lost he r pa ren t s very early a n d wen t to live wi th a very 
strict sister of he r mother ' s . 

H e l l i n g e r : I g u a r d against every disrespectful desc r ip t ion , 
against every a t t r ibu t ion of negat ive qual i t ies , such as y o u r w o r d 
"s t r ic t . " C h a r a c t e r descr ip t ions are i r re levant . That_ level of infor­
m a t i o n i s d is t rac t ing a n d confusing. By om i t t i ng such desc r ip ­
t ions , the ac tua l events in peop le ' s lives regain the i r i m p o r t a n c e . 
I t 's one of the negat ive influences of psychoanalys is in o u r cu l tu re 
tha t we lend m o r e i m p o r t a n c e to the in t e rp re t a t ion of t h e events 
t h a n to the events themselves . T h a t ' s absu rd ! I'll give you an 
example of w h a t I m e a n . 

Forgetting Father's Death 

In a workshop for therapists, I asked the participants to relate the 
most important events from their childhood. One man described 
how his grandfather had placed his hand on his head. That had been 
very important for him. Then he described getting spanked, falling 
down, and so on, and that when he was five, his father died. I asked 
the group what the most important of these events was. They guessed 
all of them, except the death of the father. That's the distortion from 
psychoanalysis. 

Your m o t h e r wen t to live wi th her aun t , and he r aun t was p r e ­
pared to look after he r—per iod . T h a t shor tens the whole process 
enormously . T h e descriptions of people ' s charac ter make no differ­
ence in the constel lat ions. W h a t helps us are the simple events , a n d 
the react ions of the par t ic ipants in the constel lat ion itself. So, you 
can l ighten the load in your head , okay? 

Q u e s t i o n : I feel a t t racted to the h u s b a n d of my mothe r ' s sister, 
a l though I rarely see h im. I only know tha t he he lped us a lot in the 
refugee c a m p . O the r than t h a t — a n d I p robab ly s h o u l d n ' t say 
th is—he was complete ly nuts . 

H e l l i n g e r : (to the group): C a n you feel the effect of his fo rmula­
tion? By end ing his descr ipt ion of what h a p p e n e d by saying "he was 
complete ly n u t s , " he reduced his chance of resolut ion. Resolu t ion is 
always b o u n d up with h o n o r a n d respect . He said some th ing tha t 
deserves to be h o n o r e d , " H e he lped us a lot in the refugee c a m p , " 
b u t he followed i t wi th someth ing tha t nega ted the apprecia t ion . 
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Cover ing good things wi th negative things is nu t s . D o i n g nu t ty 
things like tha t dis tor ts reality. Anyth ing else? 

Q u e s t i o n : On the cont ra ry (laughing). 

INTERPRETATIONS WORK 
ONLY IF THEY TOUCH THE CLIENT'S LOVE 

Q u e s t i o n : I t seems to me tha t wha t you do i s re in terpre t or 
reframe in a positive way. Do you consciously use reframing? 

H e l l i n g e r : An in terpre ta t ion is effective only w h e n it fits, and it 
also m u s t t o u c h the h e a r t . T h a t ' s the therapeu t ic pr inciple tha t 
applies here . In te rven t ions are only effective w h e n they t o u c h the 
client 's love, activate it, and affirm i t—and the client 's reac t ion is 
the cr i ter ion we use to de te rmine the fit of the in te rpre ta t ion . 

If you ' re no t careful, positively reframing a harmful s i tuat ion can 
be a capr ic ious in tervent ion that trivializes the ser iousness of the 
s i tuat ion, a n d i t doesn ' t work. T h e kind of in te rpre ta t ion and 
reframing tha t does work arises ou t of seeing wha t is. W i t h such an 
in te rpre ta t ion , I offer wha t I 've seen to the client 's awareness . In te r ­
pre ta t ions a n d reframing that are effective rest on t ru th . 

T h e r e ' s a lot of discussion abou t the word " t r u t h . " T h e cons t ruc -
tivists d o n ' t like to use it, bu t I 've found a definition I like. T r u t h is 
whatever serves a n d enhances life. If you pay a t ten t ion , you can feel 
r ight away w h e t h e r or no t a s t a t ement is t rue in this way—your 
b o d y responds wi th aliveness if it's t rue , a n d wi th a con t rac t ion , 
ha rden ing , or a sense of going dead if it's no t . W h e n an in te rpre ta ­
t ion is t rue , clients feel it immediate ly; they feel a sense of relief in 
their body , a dis t inct feeling of " tha t ' s r ight ." It 's difficult to define 
t r u t h ^ b u t it's n o t difficult to feel it. I d o n ' t n e e d definit ions a b o u t 
wha t life requires of m e . If I 'm awake, I feel it. People usually define 
concep ts a n d goals according to what they d o n ' t wan t a n d to wha t 
doesn ' t conform to the imperatives of life. 

W h e n therapists in terpre t events or pe r sons , they try to take con­
trol of their cl ients ' lives, and they act as if cont ro l were possible. 

That 's an inflation. Descr ib ing wha t I see is no t the s ame as inter­
pre t ing it. W h e n I see tha t an event has an au then t i c i m p o r t a n c e , I 
t ry to get beh ind i t a n d follow wherever i t leads me—i t s leading me 
ra ther t h a n me trying to control it. T h a t ' s a h u m b l e pos tu re , a n d i t 
also p ro tec ts a therapis t against an inflated sense of se l f - importance . 
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AVOIDING OVERINTERPRETATION AND 
INFLATED SELF-IMPORTANCE 

Q u e s t i o n : About a year ago, my brother was diagnosed with epi­
lepsy, and several years ago, my sister contracted cancer. I would 
like to set up my family of origin because I want to find out what's 
going on in my family so that I can put it back in order. 

H e l l i n g e r : That train of thought is very seductive. It seems to me 
that your attempt to explain these events systemically goes too far, 
and your implicit assumption that there's something that you can 
do to put it "back in order" is inflated self-importance. 

Whenever people ask, "What have I done wrong that caused me to 
get cancer?" or "What's the psychological dynamic behind my fami­
ly's craziness?" so that they can "put it back in order," they're going 
too far. When they start with the belief that if they only could under­
stand enough, they would be able to "put it back in order," they act 
as if they could control their illness or their family's destiny by cor­
recting their behavior. They want to avoid confronting the fact that 
some things happen to us that we can't control. When we're dealing 
with things like that, we have to bend to fate and to bow down before 
our destiny.Trying to control destiny often has a negative effect on 
the soul because of its exaggerated self-importance 

A systemic therapist recently called me. She had a seriously 
infected toe and the infection was spreading to her knee. She 
wanted to go into therapy so that it would heal. I told her to see a 
doctor. There is such a thing as sickness. You simply can't connect 
everything to family dynamics. If you try, you make yourself crazy. 
You've got to look at a concrete person. Is she avoiding her fate and 
her illness, or is she facing up to them and trying to live with them 
as best she can? 

A participant once asked to do a constellation in order to see 
what false belief system his seriously ill sister had. I told him, 
"Death isn't impressed by belief systems." People are very tempted 
to deny the reality of their mortality. 

Q u e s t i o n : My sister told me that my father had been engaged to 
another woman before he married my mother. He was in a Russian 
prison camp for many years after the war, and no one knew whether 
or not he was alive, or whether he would come back. His fiancee 
waited a few years, and then married someone else. My father died 
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a year a n d a half ago of a hea r t attack, a l though he was healthy, 
d idn ' t smoke or dr ink, a n d regularly par t ic ipa ted in spor ts . T h e r e 
m u s t be s o m e connec t ion be tween his having b e e n rejected by his 
fiancee "and his s u d d e n dea th . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s a good example of wha t I ' m talking abou t . 
T h e r e ' s a c o m m o n t endency to look for psychological connec t ions 
be tween things in o rde r to create the sense of o rde r a n d cont ro l , as 
you ' re do ing now. Bu t the m o r e connec t ions you find, the crazier 
you get. W h e n you find all the connec t ions , you ' re comple te ly crazy. 

T h e bes t psycho therapy limits the connec t ions tha t clients find a n d 
reduces t h e m to a m i n i m u m . 

Q u e s t i o n : I ' m still wonde r ing wha t that all has to do wi th m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t you descr ibed has no connec t ion to you a t all. 
Your father died of a hea r t at tack. It h a p p e n s every day. Everyth ing 
else is meaningless . W h a t does i t bring? His fiancee t h o u g h t he was 
d e a d a n d found ano the r m a n . T h a t makes sense. It 's easy to u n d e r ­
s tand . T h o s e were very difficult t imes , a n d life m u s t go on . T h a t ' s 
just the way it is. You could find the c o m m o n s e n s e solut ion too. 

\ M a n y people try to find an excuse for their lack of ac t ion and their 
; u n h a p p i n e s s , b u t it's also possible to just go ahead and do wha t you 

th ink is bes t . 

Q u e s t i o n : Okay, b u t I still have the idea tha t my difficulty in 
t rus t ing w o m e n could have someth ing to do wi th my father 's be ing 
a b a n d o n e d by his fiancee. I 'd like to u n d e r s t a n d tha t . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e direct way i s best . Dea l directly wi th the w o m a n . 
If love is there , you' l l find a way to t rus t her . W h e n you think a b o u t 
all t he things tha t could be interfering, a n d a b o u t w h a t they migh t 
have to do wi th your father, you ' re looking a t your p rob l ems a n d 
you d o n ' t see the w o m a n . T h a t ' s your p rob lem. I f you d o n ' t see her , 
she'll have to a b a n d o n you. I t would be appropr ia te . 

Q u e s t i o n : T h a t ' s clear. 

AVOIDING OVERDRAMATIZATION 

Q u e s t i o n : I t bo the r s me tha t you so often in t e r rup t people before 
they 've finished relat ing wha t h a p p e n e d to t h e m . It 's as i f you d o n ' t 
respect wha t h a p p e n e d to t h e m . 
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He l l inger : Memor ies are changeable and , therefore, suspect. 
W h e n someone remembers something, the m e m o r y doesn ' t neces­
sarily say anything about reality. T h e quest ion is, "Which m e m o r y 
has the person chosen, and to what purpose?" Memor ie s are often 
selected in the service of maintaining the victim posit ion or a p r o b ­
lem, and psychotherapy often reinforces this tendency. 

Th ink about everything that average parents do for their children 
for 20 years or so. T h e n compare them with the memor ies that cli­
ents br ing into therapy. Mostly they choose the five or six really 
negative experiences they have had, and forget the rest. W h e n there 
was a t r auma, the mos t impor tan t thing is usually forgotten—that 
the individual survived. Tha t ' s often not considered at all. 

One client r emembered that his mothe r wanted to jump off a bal­
cony carrying h im in her arms. He remembered her sobbing and 
wanting to jump, bu t he forgot that she tu rned back and d idn ' t do 
it. Or someone says, " M y mother wanted to abor t m e ! " T h e more 
impor tan t fact that she decided no t to do it is forgotten, bu t that 
she was t empted to do it is remembered . Memor ie s are often a 
mental a rmor that help to maintain a certain posit ion and to p re ­
vent change. We're more interested in d i sa rmament here. 

FALSE CURIOSITY DISTURBS SEEING 

Q u e s t i o n (Immediately after a deeply moving family constellation, in a 
challenging and doubting tone): D id the constellation really change 
anything? Did it really change anything abou t your pain? 

H e l l i n g e r (to questioner): Your question in t rudes . You haven ' t 
even let h im have t ime to digest his experience. (To the group) T h e 
question is a cri t ique in disguise. If the client were to pay at tent ion 
to it, i t would distract h im from the experience he just had. 

T h e quest ion shows false curiosity and threatens the effectiveness 
of the work. Curiosity is destructive when we want to know more 
than is necessary for effective action. W h a t he just experienced is 
more than enough for h im. If he were to answer the quest ion, he 'd 
have to distance himself from his experience and switch into his 
rational mind to formulate an answer, and the effect of the work 
would be in ter rupted . You can' t even inquire abou t the long-term 
results wi thout diminishing the effect of the work. Even trying to 
find out about the success or failure of an intervention in psycho-
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therapy spoils its potency, as in, "I'm curious about what happened 
after our work last time." 

Obviously, researching the effectiveness of certain approaches 
scientifically is essential, but that's different from curiosity during 
therapy. What I'm talking about is the inner attitude of the therapist. 
Sometimes therapists are tempted to ask questions like that when 
they're actually looking for an affirmation that they did good work. 
That attitude leads to a distortion in the therapists' perceptions and 
self-importance—if there was a positive change, the therapists think 
they caused it, when in fact they may have played only a minor role. 

If you're able to view the therapeutic situation as being part of a 
larger movement in which you meet someone, perhaps give the per­
son something, and then go on with your life, then everyone is really 
free. The meeting is important, but not the "therapeutic outcome." 
That's very supportive for the work. 

Q u e s t i o n : I keep vacillating between curiosity and skepticism 
about your work. 

H e l l i n g e r : Neither curiosity nor skepticism is helpful. There are 
dynamics that lead to resolution, and dynamics that don't. We work 
with those that do. I'll tell you a story about curiosity. 

The Man Who Wanted to Know Everything 

T h e r e once was a very poor m a n whose wife suddenly died, leaving 
him alone with his many children and his many worries—he had no 
job and d idn ' t know how to feed them all. As he was worrying one 
day, his friend told him about a hermit who knew the secret of tu rn ­
ing stones into gold. Perhaps he could help. 

T h e m a n decided to visit the hermit , gathered what he needed, 
and set out. 

W h e n he found the hermit , he asked, "Is i t t rue that you know the 
secret of turning stones into gold?" 

"Yes, I know it," answered the hermit . 
"Would you teach it to me?" 
"Yes, I will teach you. It isn't difficult. At the next full m o o n , go 

into the next valley to the nor th of here, gather five stones from the 
river there, and exactly one hour before midnight , lay them in a ring 
on a bed of pine boughs. T h e n sprinkle these five herbs—unfor tu­
nately, I've forgotten their names—and set the pyre on fire. At exactly 
midnight , your stones will be gold." 
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The poor man was very happy. He set off on his way to do what 
he'd been told. As he was starting down into the valley, he thought, 
"That can't be all. He certainly forgot to tell me something very 
important." He looked at the sun in the sky, and saw that there was 
still time, and so he hurried back to the hermit. 

"There's more to it than you told me," he said. "You left out 
something important." 

"Yes, there is more," the hermit said, "and it is very important, but 
you don't want to know it." 

"Oh yes, oh yes," said the man. "I want to know everything." 
"Very well," said the hermit. "There is one thing more. When you 

do as I have told you, you must be sure that you do not think of polar 
bears." 

Q u e s t i o n : I am impressed wi th the l ightness wi th which we work 
here . I t has m a d e i t clear to me h o w m u c h I t end to work in a heavy 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e tragic inflates us . Ease and lightness are quali t ies 
of t ru th , and they br ing us further. W h e n some th ing is difficult a n d 
requires great consc ious effort, it's most ly useless. It 's like a donkey 
carrying a heavy load d o w n a long, dus ty road . He is t ired a n d h u n ­
gry a n d thirsty. T h e r e are green m e a d o w s with s t reams of fresh 
water to the r ight a n d to the left of the p a t h , b u t he keeps on , telling 
himself, " I ' m on my pa th . " T h a t ' s effort. 

Lars : I ' m searching for someth ing in myself, b u t I d o n ' t know 
exactly wha t i t is. M a y b e for someth ing stable a n d t rus tworthy. I 
have the feeling tha t everything in me is so fleeting. 

H e l l i n g e r (pauses a long while): W h a t o n e holds on to b e c o m e s a 
b u r d e n . 

Lars : I 've suspec ted as m u c h . 

H e l l i n g e r : Exactly! Therap i s t s have to live wi th the t ragic fact 
tha t they so often c o m e after the heal ing has already h a p p e n e d . 
T h e y often th ink they ' re saying some th ing special, b u t w h e n they 
say it, they discover tha t the client already knows it. Some t imes they 
even got i t f rom the client wi thout not ic ing. T h e Spirit moves like 
the wind . Any th ing else, Lars? 

GIVING UP CONTROL 

a n d tragic m o o d . 
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L a r s (moved): Yes, I ' m get t ing in touch wi th a feeling of gra t i tude 
that I know from before, b u t I always lose it. I wish I could ho ld on 
to it longer. 

H e l l i n g e r : G ra t i t ude i s fleeting, a n d that 's appropr ia te . W h a t 
would i t be like to be r u n n i n g a r o u n d all the t ime wi th the feeling of 
gra t i tude? 

L a r s : I 've b e e n th inking abou t my need to keep things u n d e r con­
trol, a b o u t let t ing go and giving in to the f low of th ings . I ' m going 
back a n d forth. 

H e l l i n g e r : I'll tell you a story abou t control . 

Don't Wait for Me 

T h e r e o n c e was a w o m a n w h o complained to me about a horrible 
ritual at her house . Every Sunday, her husband got up early, dressed 
the children, and m a d e breakfast, while she lay in bed. W h e n break­
fast was ready, her husband and the children wou ld call to her, 
"Breakfast is ready." She'd still be in bed , or perhaps in the shower, 
and w o u l d call back, "Don' t wait for me. Go ahead and start." But 
they did wait, and every Sunday, breakfast was cold w h e n she finally 
came , and she got angry. Every Sunday was the same. S h e said, " G o 
ahead and start without me," they waited until she came, and then 
she got angry. 

T h a t was m a n y years ago, and I was still qui te na ive—I still, 
t h o u g h t people wan ted solutions to their p r o b l e m s , so I offered her 
a s imple solut ion. I told he r to tell t h e m , " T h a n k s for wait ing for 
m e . I t makes me feel good ." She was so angry wi th me tha t she 
d idn ' t say anything to me for the next three days. 

On the last day of the workshop , I asked her wha t a good solut ion 
wou ld be as far as she was concerned . She said tha t w h e n she said, 
" D o n ' t wait for me ! Go ahead a n d s tar t ," they should go ahead a n d 
start . I t r ied to feel my way into bo th s i tuat ions. If she said, " I ' m 
pleased tha t you waited for m e , " someth ing changes for the be t t e r in 
her , in her chi ldren, a n d in her husband—(but she gives up contro l . 
Bu t w h e n she says, " G o ahead and s ta r t " a n d they do wha t she 
wan t s , no th ing changes—but she keeps contro l . Bu t cont ro l over 

what? Perfect control always t u r n s into control of no th ing . 

S a n d r a : T h i s af ternoon, I h a d a wonderfully t e n d e r feeling, b u t 
it's gone now. 
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H e l l i n g e r : Feelings can stay as long as you leave t h e m alone. As 
soon as you t ry to ho ld on to a feeling or m o o d , i t d i sappears . Life is 
like that ; i t always moves on , moving on to the next th ing a n d the 
next . A n d w h e n you move on , i t moves too. As soon as you s t and 
still, i t s t ands still. T h a t ' s an image for wha t you exper ienced . Per-
haps i t will be useful. 

S a n d r a : W h e n you asked me to exper imen t wi th imagin ing 
myself taking my paren t s by the h a n d a n d leading t h e m in to my 
hea r t , I felt res is tance to do ing it wholehear tedly . I wan ted to , b u t I 
just c o u l d n ' t m a k e myself do it. 

H e l l i n g e r : M a n y people have a deep fear of happ iness , a fear of 
taking the decisive step to where they can exper ience the d e p t h of 
their love. D e e p love br ings b o t h joy and pa in . T h e y go toge ther 
very p rofoundly a n d inseparably. We shy away from this d e p t h of 
love because we fear the pa in tha t goes wi th it. T h e happ iness we 
feel in this kind of love isn ' t exuberant ly joyful, b u t ra ther full, a n d 
still, a n d deep . A l though it's p ro found , somet imes i t crosses over 
into l ightness, the Lightness of Being. Some t imes I t ry to help a little 
bit, to give peop le a little p u s h to cross the threshold of happ iness . 

Q u e s t i o n : T h e n it's merely h u m a n , after things have b e e n in tense 
for while, to w a n t to l ighten u p , to tell a joke or someth ing . 

H e l l i n g e r : I t 's like in tragedy, w h e n the king dies, the clowns 
appear . Kings a n d fools go together . It 's pa r t of the d ramat i c ar t . 

THE VALIDITY OF THERAPEUTIC STATEMENTS 

Q u e s t i o n : I really apprecia te h o w efficiently you work. You t o u c h 
a p ro found d e p t h , existential issues, a n d it has a powerful effect. It 
works. In my therapy, there 's so m u c h ex t raneous a n d unneces sa ry 
talk. I t h o u g h t a b o u t it, and I discovered tha t I avoid mak ing s ta te­
m e n t s like you do because I ' m afraid of giving the impress ion of 
knowing s o m e absolu te t ru th . 

H e l l i n g e r : I'll tell you a story a b o u t the power of the rapeu t ic 
s ta tements . T h e r e once was a y o u n g w o m a n in a workshop w h o was 
really a beautiful pe r son , b u t she had a need to help m e n , wh ich I 
t h o u g h t was d a m a g i n g to her . She 'd moved in wi th a m a n w h o h a d 
b e e n mar r i ed three or four t imes , h a d two chi ldren, a n d was a lmos t 

mm 
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40 years old whereas she was 23 or 24 . She said tha t she w a n t e d to 
help h i m , b u t I was conce rned a b o u t her n e e d to he lp , and so I told 
he r tha t she shou ld leave h im. 

I received a letter from her a couple of m o n t h s ago. She wro te 
tha t I 'd b e e n correct , tha t he wasn ' t the r ight one for her! T h e rela­
t ionship h a d t u r n e d sour, a n d so she 'd left h im , as I suggested. T h e n 
she realized tha t she really loved h i m and moved back . N o w they ' re 
happi ly mar r i ed . So m u c h for the absolute t ru th of the rapeu t ic 
s t a t emen t s . T h e y m a y sound f ina l , b u t wha t people do with t h e m i s 
a n o t h e r thing. 

S o m e t i m e s people say, " H o w do you dare to say some th ing like 
t ha t ? " F o r ins tance , w h e n I told Ed ie that she 'd r u i n e d h e r chances 
to have a good relat ionship because she h a d h a d so m a n y abor t ions , 
tha t s t a t emen t was completely ou t rageous . I can say things like tha t 
because I have no in tent ion of control l ing or changing anyone . 

If I 'd said someth ing poli te, she 'd have gone abou t her bus iness as 
usual . She w o u l d n ' t have found he r own or ienta t ion . Th i s way, she 
m u s t th ink a b o u t where she s tands , a b o u t what ' s r ight for her . I 
d o n ' t wan t to k n o w anything more a b o u t wha t she does , because it 's 
n o n e of my business . It 's no t even impor t an t . I paid he r great 
respec t by be ing an " o t h e r " for her. T h e willingness to be fully 
" o t h e r " for s o m e o n e is a form of deep t rus t and respect . 

I th ink wha t I say is r ight when I say it, but I don't believe it. T h a t ' s 
a very i m p o r t a n t difference. It/s_ my m o m e n t a r y pe rcep t ion , to the 
very bes t of my ability, b u t I certainly w o u l d n ' t risk my life for it. I 
say whatever I see, and because I take it seriously, it can have an 
effect. Cal l ing your avoidance of saying wha t you see " respec t for 
the o t h e r " is just a form of cowardice. 

A good therapis t is like a good leader: A good leader sees wha t 
the peop le want , a n d then gives t h e m an order to do it. A good 
therapis t sees where cl ients ' energy is po in t ing , a n d t hen r e c o m ­
m e n d s they move toward where they are going anyway. 

Q u e s t i o n : W h e n you give people sentences to say, you ' re very 
directive. It 's a lmos t as if you ' re telling peop le wha t to do. 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, on the surface, I ' m very directive. Bu t the actual 
process i s m o r e compl ica ted . I ' m constant ly watch ing , t rying to see 
whe re peop le wan t to go and where they ' re stuck. W h e n there ' s a 
systemic e n t a n g l e m e n t involved, clients can ' t f ind l the l iberat ing sen­
tences by themselves—that requires a knowledge of the dynamics of 
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systems that they don ' t usually have. If I find a sentence that might 
be helpful, I send it up like a test balloon and watch carefully to see 
what happens . I can quickly see if I've offered a sentence tha t helps, 
or if my offer was off target. If it's off target, then I let the client lead 
me to another . It 's trial and error. It's very clear to everyone when 
we find the sentences that help. T h e client is directing me , and I do 
my best to follow faithfully. 

Q u e s t i o n : D id you know that some people think you're trying to 

be a guru? 

Hel l inger : Yes, I've been told that before, b u t I d o n ' t worry 
about it since I finally have found out what a guru is. Dur ing a 
workshop, the group climbed a moun ta in to celebrate at a restau­
rant there . W h e n they got ready to walk h o m e , i t was pi tch black 
outside, and they couldn ' t find the pa th down. O n e of them, who 
couldn ' t see either, took another 's hand , they m a d e a chain, and 
when they got down safely, they thought he was a guru. 

ACCEPTING RESPONSIBILITY 
VERSUS ASSUMING RESPONSIBILITY 

Q u e s t i o n : I 've been thinking a lot about the process of sur ren­
dering to fate, about letting go and going along with whatever h a p ­
pens. It 's especially impor tan t to me in connect ion with my feeling 
of responsibility to clients who come to me for help. I feel a great 
emptiness when I think about really lett ing go and entrust ing t h e m 
to their own process. I practically panic . I 'm afraid that there ' l l be 
noth ing there at all to suppor t m e . 

Hel l inger : W h e n you accept the responsibility that comes from 

the client's system, you're suppor ted by the systemic dynamic . Bu t 

responsibilities that you take on yourself because of exaggerated 

self-importance have a negative effect for bo th you and the client. 

Q u e s t i o n : But isn't the responsibility already given by the fact 
that I belong to a helping profession? D o n ' t I have a responsibility 
to help those in need? I don ' t grasp the distinction you're making. 
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H e l l i n g e r : Just sur render to the feeling sensation that differenti­
ates be tween assuming a responsibility ou t of your need to be impor­
tant and accepting one that 's given to you by the client's system. 

W h e n e v e r I reject a responsibili ty tha t is given to m e , I feel s o m e ­
thing close up in my soul . I 'm a pa r t of a larger systemic whole , and 
I can ' t act as if I ' m no t . T h e only real f reedom I have is to say, 
"Yes." If I consen t to the responsibility, I feel my soul open up even 
m o r e . 

On the o ther h a n d , i f I 'm inflated wi th se l f - importance a n d seek 
ou t a responsibil i ty tha t hasn ' t c o m e to m e , I ' m cut off from the 
forces regulat ing the system. 

Q u e s t i o n : I 've been th inking a lot a b o u t humil i ty and a r rogance . 

H e l l i n g e r : I wan t to tell you a secret: You can be h u m b l y a r ro ­
gant . T h a t ' s the ep i tome of humility. O n e m u s t n ' t forget the cour­
age in humili ty. Every great decis ion m u s t be m a d e in fear and 

trembling a n d in humili ty. Never the less , every great decision appears 
to be a r rogant , b u t to avoid such a decis ion would be cowardice . 
T r u e humil i ty also requires the courage to risk greatness . 

USING LANGUAGE THAT FITS 

Q u e s t i o n : You often in te r rup t people w h e n they use a word tha t 
isn ' t r ight . Some t imes you seem a lmost rigid a b o u t it. 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e relat ionship of a definition to the thing is like the 
relat ionship of the t angen t to the circle—it touches it, b u t i t can ' t 
conta in it. Still, a word like " e a r t h " has weight . W i t h words like 
"parent i f ica t ion" and "identif icat ion," on the o the r h a n d , it's very 
i m p o r t a n t to keep the clinical p h e n o m e n a in m i n d . I f we get s tuck 
with the tangent , we d o n ' t grasp the circle. T h e circle is a move­
men t . W h e n you su r rende r yourself to wha t ' s h a p p e n i n g , you d o n ' t 
need to rely on the definitions, a n d you u n d e r s t a n d be t t e r what ' s 
going on . 

Language f i ts w h e n you hear a word a n d then test i t against real­
ity: Does i t f i t exactly? By doing this , you cont inual ly expose your­
self to reality unt i l the word comes tha t does f i t . You have to be 
willing to forget your previous words , your previous explanat ions 
and in ten t ions , a n d b e c o m e a mi r ro r of reality. T h e n you reflect a 
light tha t leads you to the word tha t does f i t . 



Transcript 

BONDING IN THE FAMILY OF ORIGIN II 

T h e following is a transcript from a workshop in Heidelberg , Ger­
many, in 1994. Bert Hellinger worked with an inner circle of 
patients with serious illnesses, together with their physicians or psy­
chotherapists , while a larger group of mental heal th professionals 
observed. He is working here with both parents of a child with a 
serious kidney disease. 

Hel l inger (to parents): I invite you to come over here, sit next to 
me , and tell me what it is that brings you here. 

Father: We're here because we found out, abou t nine mon ths 
ago, that our eight-year-old son has kidney disease. T h e doctors 
have told us there 's nothing that they can do, bu t they said there's a 
chance for a spontaneous remission. We both hope that setting up a 
family constellation might help us—at least a little. 

H e l l i n g e r (to mother): Do you agree with that? 

M o t h e r : I agree with what my husband said, and I hope we can 
find something that will help our son. 

Hel l inger : We'll work with your present family. H o w many chil­
dren do you have? 

Father: Our eldest, the child who has kidney disease, is eight. Our 
second is a girl, almost five, and the youngest is a boy, not quite three. 

Hel l inger : Have either of you been marr ied before or in a signifi­

cant long-term relationship? 

M o t h e r : Ne i ther of us has been marr ied before and nei ther of us 
has been in a long-term relationship with someone else, bu t I just 
now remembered that we had a stillbirth about 15 years ago. 

Hel l inger : A stillbirth? What was the child's rank in the family? 

M o t h e r : He was our first. He died on the day he was due , while 
he was still inside, and then he was born dead. 

243 
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H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s very i m p o r t a n t . We'll inc lude tha t child in the 
constel la t ion. Okay, let's set up your p resen t family. We'll let the 
father set up the first constel lat ion, and t hen the wife can correc t it. 

C h o o s e people from this inner circle to represent the peop le in 
your family---that is, you and your wife a n d your three living chil­
d ren . La t e r we'll add the st i l lborn child. (To group): W h e n I work 
wi th couples , I let b o t h the h u s b a n d and the wife set up t h e conste l ­
lat ion, so we can c o m p a r e the two. 

H e l l i n g e r (to representatives): N o w , w h e n I ask, tell me h o w you 
felt in the first constel lat ion, and then h o w you felt in the second . 

(To father's representative): H o w was it for you? 

* Legend: Husb—husband's representative; Wife—wife's representative; 2—second 
child, an eight-year-old boy with kidney disease; 3—third child, a five-year-old girl; 
4—fourth child, a three-year-old boy. 
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F a t h e r : Right at the beg inn ing , I felt a p ressure in my chest . It 
felt really tight I t was even worse for me w h e n the eldest child was 
added . I h a d the feeling tha t I needed to h ide , or get away. I 
cou ldn ' t b rea the . Now, in the second constel la t ion, I 've still got a 
t ightness in my chest , b u t I feel bet ter . 

H e l l i n g e r : H o w was i t for the sick child? 

Ill C h i l d ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : I felt very weird in the first conste l ­
lat ion. I really wan ted to disappear . I felt the closeness to my father 
very strongly, b u t it was too close and I got a h e a d a c h e . 

H e l l i n g e r : H o w was i t for the daughter? 

T h i r d C h i l d : I was very lonely in the first constel la t ion, a n d I felt 
a s t rong urge to take my oldest b ro the r a n d go away. T h e o thers 
were relatively dis tant . Now, in the second conste l la t ion, I feel 
d r awn to my mothe r . 

H e l l i n g e r : A n d h o w was i t for the youngest son? 

F o u r t h C h i l d : I was completely confused at first, comple t e 

chaos . N o w I feel wonderful . 

H e l l i n g e r (to mother): N o w a d d the deceased child to the conste l ­

lat ion. 

Diagram 3* 

\ 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t does tha t change for the ill child? 

* Legend addition: +1—first child, a boy who died in utero. 
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Ill C h i l d ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : I immed ia t e ly felt a pul l ing in my 
neck tha t d r e w me b a c k w a r d s , a n d the re was a p r e s su re in my 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t ' s changed for the others? 

F a t h e r : T h e r e ' s someth ing eerie for m e , some th ing threa ten ing . 

H e l l i n g e r : F o r you, M o t h e r ? 

M o t h e r : I feel tears coming , and there 's a b u r n i n g in my chest . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t a b o u t you, Daugh te r? 

T h i r d C h i l d : Someth ing ' s push ing me away toward the r ight . I 'd 

like to move toward my ill b ro ther . 

H e l l i n g e r : H o w a b o u t for the youngest? 

F o u r t h C h i l d : I 'm cur ious a b o u t what ' s coming . 

H e l l i n g e r : H o w is i t for the st i l lborn child? 

S t i l l b o r n C h i l d : T h e r e ' s a pressure forward, b u t also down . 

H e l l i n g e r : I'll p u t you next to your mo the r . 

H e l l i n g e r (to representative of stillborn): H o w ' s that? 

S t i l l b o r n C h i l d : Bet ter . I wan t to t u r n toward her . 

M o t h e r : I t 's be t te r for me too. I feel very sad, b u t bet ter . 

F a t h e r : T h a t ' s lovely to see. 

h e a d . 
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Hel l inger : Okay, I 'm going to make a couple of changes now. 

(Hellinger places the father next to the mother and asks the stillborn child 
to sit at their feet, leaning back against them. The remaining children are 
positioned opposite their parents. The representative of the father spontane­
ously places his hand on the head of the stillborn child.) 

H e l l i n g e r (to father's representative): Ah! So how's this fellow feel­
ing now? (Father's representative laughs and looks lovingly at his wife.) 

M o t h e r : Yes, better. Good! 

St i l lborn Chi ld : Tears are welling up in my eyes. I feel like cry­
ing. 

H e l l i n g e r (to ill child): H o w are you now? 

Ill Chi ld 's Representa t ive : I ' m very happy and I 'm all choked 
up with tears too. I don ' t need to have any anxiety anymore . It 's like 
a tightness is gone. 

T h i r d Chi ld : I 'm protected and well cared for. 

F o u r t h Chi ld : Everything's in order. 

Hel l inger : It 's amazing what changes when an excluded child 
who has been forgotten is b rought back into play. W h a t a force! (To 
the parents): N o w you can take your places in the constellation and 
feel for yourselves how it is. (The parents exchange places with their 
representatives. They place their hands tenderly on the head of the still­
born child and look at each other.) 
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H e l l i n g e r (to the parents): D id either of you b l a m e the o the r for 
the dea th of the child? 

F a t h e r : N o . 

M o t h e r : N o . 

H e l l i n g e r : H o w did you deal wi th it, the dea th of the child? 

F a t h e r : I felt sorrow a n d I was worr ied abou t my wife, b u t to tell 
the t r u t h , I was also a bit relieved; I h a d the feeling tha t it was too 
soon for us to have a child. We d idn ' t even m a k e a grave for the 
chi ld—we avoided (abruptly breaks into sobs) . . . giving . . . o u r son 
. . . a place . . . a t least unt i l now. 

M o t h e r : F o r m e , I grieved a lot at first after the b i r th . T h e n I 
dec ided to t reat the p regnancy as a beautiful , s imple, a n d h a p p y 
t ime , only that it e n d e d wi thou t a child. After tha t , I took a lot of 
t ime for myself, h a d a lot of n e w exper iences , tr ied o u t a lot of n e w 
things. I h a d n ' t really t h o u g h t at all abou t tha t child unt i l o u r o the r 
son b e c a m e ill a n d I r ead your book . 

H e l l i n g e r : I t 's difficult for b o t h paren t s when a child dies like 
tha t . B u t i f you can accept your child 's dea th as be ing p a r t of your 
fate together , t hen his dea th has m e a n i n g a n d can give you s t rength . 

L o o k at each o ther n o w with the feeling of willingness to carry 
this b u r d e n t oge the r—and give the child a place in your hea r t s . Your 
f irs tborn b o n d s you together , a n d he may con t inue to do so in the 
future as well. A n d with your f i rs t son p resen t in your hea r t s , look at 
your ill son—wi th the s ame feeling. He can know abou t his older 
b ro the r , and you n e e d to do some th ing for the deceased child so 
tha t he has a good place in your family. D o e s tha t feel r ight? 

F a t h e r : Yes. 

M o t h e r : Yes. 

H e l l i n g e r : So h o w do the o the r chi ldren feel now? 

Ill C h i l d ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : I ' m still really fighting back the 

tears , b u t they ' re gradual ly easing off. 

T h i r d C h i l d : I ' m sad. 

F o u r t h C h i l d : C o n t e n t . 
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H e l l i n g e r (to representatives): Okay, that ' s all for now. You can sit 
down. T h a n k you. 

Q u e s t i o n s 

Q u e s t i o n : I 'd like to ask wha t actually makes this the rapy work? 
W h a t causes the change in the systemic dynamics and in the ind i ­
viduals? I can see it h a p p e n , b u t why does it work? 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n we "dis-cover" an order , the correc t order—I ' l l 
say i t in tha t provocative way—-then the order br ings a b o u t s o m e ­
th ing heal ing or resolving in the system. 

O r d e r is someth ing h idden . F o r example , a t ree grows accord ing 
to an o rde r a n d can ' t deviate from it. If i t did, i t w o u l d n ' t be a t ree 
anymore . H u m a n s a n d h u m a n relat ionship systems develop accord­
ing to cer ta in orders . T h e t rue orders of h u m a n life and h u m a n rela­
t ionships are h i d d e n and e m b e d d e d in the p h e n o m e n a of living. We 
can ' t always find t h e m immediately , b u t it's m u c h worse i f we t ry to 
invent t h e m to suit ou r wishes. 

I exper ience the process of finding an order as t u r n i n g inward 
while, a t the s ame t ime , keeping everything in v iew—without in ten­
t ion, w i thou t fear of consequences . W h e n I 'm comple te ly ga the red 
in myself in this way, I 'm in contac t with someth ing I call the 
Grea te r Soul . It 's someth ing secret , b u t there 's a force tha t p o u r s 
ou t of it. W h e n I 'm in contac t wi th tha t force, I can recognize the 
s t ruc tures tha t he lp people a n d that h inde r t h e m . 

You can learn abou t these orders at a superficial level a n d t h e n 
apply t h e m in your work, or you can learn abou t t h e m at a deepe r 
level. I f s o m e o n e discovers an o rde r a n d tells you a b o u t it, t hen you 
can work wi th i t intellectually. You d o n ' t work from an i m m e d i a t e , 
personal recogni t ion of the o rde r s , b u t you can apply your hearsay 
knowledge mechanical ly. 

If I wan t to achieve someth ing at a greater dep th , I m u s t ga ther 
myself toge the r a round a m i d p o i n t of empt iness . When I ' m cen ­

tered in tha t empt iness , I 'm in con tac t with someth ing heal ing tha t 
I can ' t explain, bu t you can see its effect on people . I immedia te ly 
see in the pe r son ' s react ion whe the r or no t I really was in c o n ­
tact—if wha t I say opens a m o v e m e n t in h im or her , or if it only 
s t imulates curiosity, object ions, or ques t ions . T h a t ' s h o w you tell i f 
you were in con tac t wi th an order . 



250 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

Q u e s t i o n : You've said that when we lose love, our system comes 
into disorder, and when we find love again, the system can re turn to 
order. Have I unders tood that correctly? 

Hel l inger : We hold valuable and meaningful whatever serves the 
unity and cont inuing growth of the systems in which we live. For 
that reason, order always precedes culturally relative values and has 
priority over them. I can ' t change the natural orders with personal 
preferences, saying, "I believe that this is the highest value of all, so 
the natural orders of the world mus t now change to conform." N o , 
it's the other way around—personal values mus t conform to the 
natural orders. And love, too, follows the natural orders and serves 
them. T h e expression of love happens when I acknowledge that the 
other has just as m u c h right to belong to the greater whole as I 
have, and when I treat h im or her in the knowledge that I have as 
m u c h right to belong as he or she does. A deep feeling of c o m m u ­
nity develops out of this reciprocal affirmation. Tha t ' s the love that 
reconciles. 

T h e r e are also other forms of love. For example, there is the love 
that comes from bonding , as when a child who doesn ' t yet under ­
stand the greater connect ions of the world clings to the mo the r or 
father at all costs—even when the parent is dead. Tha t ' s the source 
of the dynamic , "I will follow you into death," or "I want to be with 
you even in death." T h a t is, however, a dynamic that 's damaging for 
a family system. It makes others want to follow someone who has 
died instead of staying with the living. 

But , when a child recognizes that the parent he or she wanted to 
follow into death is still present and lives on and has a place in the 
child's soul, the parent is affirmed in his or her right of belonging 
even when dead. T h e n the child, too, can claim the right to full 
membersh ip with love. T h e child can say to the parent , "Be friendly 
with me when I stay a while." 

Tha t ' s the difference between the smaller love and the greater 
love. 



C H A P T E R S E V E N 

Some Helpful 
Interventions 

Family constellations are developed in three phases and create two 
different images of the family system: an image of the destructive 
dynamics and an image of resolution. T h e first phase of the constel­
lation presents the client's memories and internal images, and is a 
highly subjective and personal picture of the h idden dynamics oper­
ating in the family. It furnishes a visual representat ion of the ways in 
which the family system continues to influence what the client feels 
and does. 

This first phase generates a working hypothesis about the systemic 
dynamics operating within the family. T h e representatives' reactions 
provide information that 's supplementary to what the client says. T h e 
combination of their reactions with the visual images of the constel­
lations and the client's information is a bet ter basis for the search for 
resolutions than are the client's memories and internal images alone. 

After the h idden dynamic has become clear, it's possible to look 
for a resolution. In the second phase of the constellation, we begin a 
step-by-step, t r ial-and-error search for an image of systemic balance 
and resolution with love. This new constellation allows the client to 
see and feel a possible healing option. 

T h e final phase of the work is a constellation that 's an image of 
what can be, Love's H i d d e n Symmetry in which every m e m b e r of 
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the extended family has an appropriate place and function. It 's heal­
ing when clients succeed in allowing this new image to work in 
them, gradually modifying their old personal reality. Somet imes , the 
resolution constellations even affect other member s of the family 
and the other group part icipants. Observers are often impressed by 
how quickly groups , even large groups , develop an a tmosphere of 
alert respect, lightness, and laughter. And conversely, the g roup 
a tmosphere contr ibutes to the representatives' ability to immerse 
themselves in other people 's fortunes and misfortunes so that each 
constellation of resolution is unique. T h e resolving constellations 
are frequently so powerful that they cont inue working change for 
several years. 

SETTING UP A CONSTELLATION 

T h e first s tep in set t ing up a constellat ion is to get an overview of 
the family. T h e task is to identify all of the persons who be long 
to the system, tha t is, all persons who systemically affect the 
client. T h e therapis t begins by asking abou t unusua l events in 
the extended family, such as deaths, suicides, separations, divorces, 
accidents , handicaps , serious illnesses, and absences. Descr ipt ions 
of character and evaluations of people are in ter rupted because that 
information influences the representatives and interferes with their 
spontaneous reactions to the constellation. 

The Conditions for Setting Up a Constellation 

W h e n clients set up a constellation, their intent ion mus t be serious 
and their purpose legitimate. Frivolous interest and idle curiosity 
don ' t p roduce the sensitivity and alertness necessary to distinguish 
be tween personal projections and systemic effect. 

T h e effect of a constellation can go very deep. For this reason, a 
group a tmosphere of attentive cooperat ion is essential. Part icipants 
shouldn ' t say anything while being set u p , nor should the person 
who is setting up the constellation. 

H e l l i n g e r (to representatives doing their first constellation): Cen te r 
yourselves, collect yourselves. Forget your own problems, your 
intent ions, your goals. Just notice the feelings and sensations that 
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arise as you ' re moved to your places, and not ice whatever changes 
in you w h e n o thers are b r o u g h t into the constel la t ion. 

I t 's i m p o r t a n t no t to try to figure ou t how you th ink you should 
feel in this or tha t place based on what you see or believe. T r u s t 
your b o d y react ions . W h e n you feel different t h a n expec ted , r epo r t 
that neutral ly, wi thou t j udgmen t . You may exper ience feelings tha t 
are t aboo and tha t cause anxiety or embar ra s smen t . F o r example , 
you migh t feel relieved w h e n someone dies, or you migh t feel d r a w n 
toward an illicit or inces tuous relationship. If you d o n ' t say it, t hen 
i m p o r t a n t informat ion doesn ' t c o m e into the open . I t works bes t 
w h e n you say what you exper ience wi thou t censor ing it, w i thou t 
leaving anyth ing ou t or e laborat ing on i t in any way. Wha teve r you 
exper ience w h e n you ' re represent ing someone has to do wi th tha t 
pe r son , a n d n o t wi th your pe r sona l life. 

W h e n you set up your constel lat ion, do i t by feel. Actual ly t ouch 
the representat ives , take t h e m by a shoulder a n d m o v e t h e m to their 
places so tha t you can feel what ' s right. You can forget wha t you 
t h o u g h t before, because that 's usually no t helpful. D o n ' t w o r r y 
a b o u t gestures and sen tences , and in which di rec t ion peop le are 
looking. Jus t find the place for each to s tand tha t feels r ight . 

Choosing Representatives 

Question: Is it necessary tha t the representat ives be of the s a m e 

gende r as the persons they represent? 

Hellinger: Yes, as a general ru le , b u t somet imes tha t isn ' t p o s ­
sible. I t usually works ou t okay when someone represents a p e r s o n 
of t h e oppos i te sex in a m i n o r role. It is, however , a d i s tu rbance . 
Still, when there are too few people , you 've got to m a k e do . S o m e ­
t imes , I even s tand in for someone in a per iphera l role . 

Question: I have the impress ion tha t representat ives are chosen 
who fit their roles, and tha t they ' re similar to the actual pe r sons . 

Hellinger: W h e n people are choosing, they d o n ' t t u r n off the i r 
unconsc ious . Obviously, there are similarities. However , if you allow 
yourself to feel the effect of the posi t ion, anyone can represen t any­
one . I t isn ' t t oo impor t an t . I t somet imes h a p p e n s tha t t h e same pe r ­
son is repea tedly chosen to represent certain pe r sons , for example , 
pe r sons w h o have c o m m i t t e d suicide. T h e therapis t shou ld t h e n 
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work with the hypothesis that there's something in the person 's sys­
tem that could place that person at risk and protect h i m or her from 
being chosen for such roles too often. 

Ignoring Interpretations and Representatives' Personal 
Material 

Q u e s t i o n : W h e n you're feeling something dur ing a constellation, 
doesn ' t your personal history come into play? 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s a very impor tan t question. You can ' t do a fam­
ily constellation if you have the idea that what you feel is personal . 
Tha t ' s too confusing. If you try to figure out whether it's your feel­
ing or pa r t of the system, you're already distracted from noticing 
how the posi t ion is affecting you. It 's simpler to assume that what 
you feel is a function of the system and not your personal history. 

You enter into a foreign system when you're a representative, and 
you have foreign feelings and sensations. Obviously, your personal 
memor ies and experiences can be touched , bu t i t has a destructive 
effect if you allow yourself to think about them as long as you ' re in 
the role. T h e n you 're mixing personal and external things. 

For this reason, it's very impor tan t that you remain clear— 
although you let yourself get into the role fully, the feelings that 
come aren ' t your feelings and they don ' t apply to you. After you get 
out of the role, you can deal with your feelings if you want to. It 's a 
little like being an actor who is playing an intense role. T h e feelings 
of Othello may touch the actor 's personal feelings, bu t he's going to 
go crazy if he tries to deal with his personal issues while he's identi­
fied with Othello. It 's better to work on your issues in the context of 
your system. 

W h e n you've observed a n u m b e r of constellations, you see how 
the same par t ic ipant has different feelings in each different system, 
and you see how the feelings constantly change within one constel­
lation. As an outsider, you can ' t always tell how someone will react 
in a posit ion. 

Family Sculptures and Family Constellations 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e r e ' s ano ther dis t inct ion tha t I make : W h a t we do 
are family constel lat ions, no t family sculptures . By family sculp-
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tures , I m e a n sett ing up the family with gestures and pos tures , 
t u rn ing people ' s heads to look in a certain direct ion, and so on. 
W h e n representat ives are sculpted like that , their exper iences are 
completely de te rmined by their posi t ions, and they a ren ' t free to 
not ice the changes that occur in the course of the work. If the rep­
resentatives are simply p u t in their places, they can follow the 
changes in their inner sensations as the constel lat ion develops. If 
I t u r n their heads for t h e m or tell t hem w h o m to look at, they 
can ' t allow the posi t ion to affect t h e m because I 've defined their 
exper ience. 

Gestures and poses also make it difficult to feel the effect of the 
family dynamic. T h e very simple, almost plain constellations, on 
the other hand , allow us to get a m u c h better picture of the dynamic 
of the family system, of how the system influences its members . If 
we just lead the representatives to a certain position in relation to 
the others and allow that to affect them, they start to get symptoms , 
perhaps weak knees, anger, silly ideas, or something like that . W h e n 
that happens , we're getting information from a different level, not 
just from the protagonist 's conscious concepts. 

Q u e s t i o n : While I was in the constellation, my hands felt terribly 
cold. I thought it was just my anxiety at being in the role, bu t maybe 
it was a par t of the system. 

Hel l inger : Yes, that would be impor tan t information. You need to 
act as if the m o m e n t you step into the system, you ' re no longer 
yourself, bu t another whose feelings you feel. You mus tn ' t apply to 
yourself what you feel in the role. D o n ' t even think, " T h a t might be 
an indication that there's something similar in me . " You need a cer­
tain discipline. 

P a u l (referring to a specific constellation): W h e n I see the parents 
and children in such a confrontation with one another . . . . 

H e l l i n g e r (interrupting): Tha t ' s an interpretation. You're making 
the interpretat ion that there's a confrontation because they were 
s tanding across from one another in the constellation. Tha t ' s a seri­
ous mistake. 

Paul : But that 's how I sense it. 

Hel l inger : N o , that 's not actually how you sense it. It 's how you 
interpret it. In this work, absolute accuracy is essential. You only 
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could sense i t i f you were actually s tand ing in the constel la t ion. T h e 
representat ives d idn ' t have a sense of confronta t ion. T h a t ' s a very 
basic pr inciple of working with the constel lat ions. You have to resist 
the t emp ta t i on to c o m e to conclusions a b o u t the system as a whole 
on the basis of wha t you think you would feel. 

P a u l : D o e s tha t m e a n that I have to place myself in the client 's 
posi t ion in order to unde r s t and the client? 

H e l l i n g e r : N o , i t doesn ' t m e a n that . You can ' t actually m a k e an 
empa th i c connec t ion with your clients i f you identify wi th t h e m 
completely. You n e e d alertness and a cer ta in d is tance to be t ruly 
empa th ic . I f you contac t another pe r son wi th that kind of a ler tness , 
you can usually sense wha t he or she is exper iencing. Especially, you 
can sense wha t ' s requi red for a solut ion. Look ing for a solut ion 
requires a complete ly different aler tness t han asking the ques t ion , 
" W h a t ' s the p rob lem?"You can ' t empa th ize w h e n you ' re looking for 
p rob lems . 

Working with the Minimum 

Q u e s t i o n : W h e n people start to tell you abou t their families, I 
not ice tha t you often in te r rupt t h e m before they finish. W h y do you 
do that? 

H e l l i n g e r : People sett ing up their systems are often t e m p t e d to 
give m u c h m o r e informat ion than i s necessary. W h e n they do tha t , 
they interfere wi th the representat ives ' ability to exper ience directly 
h o w the system affects them. Too m u c h informat ion confuses m o r e 
t han i t he lps . Exper i enced representatives will say what ' s i m p o r t a n t . 
W h e n in format ion comes from t h e m out of their exper ience in the 
role, it has a different weight and effect. 

It 's also t e m p t i n g to set up m o r e m e m b e r s of the family t h a n are 
necessary for resolut ion. Every unnecessary pe r son in the resolu t ion 
constel la t ion d iminishes the power of the image , so the therapis t 
m u s t m a k e sure tha t only those pe r sons are inc luded in the conste l ­
lation w h o are necessary for a resolut ion. People somet imes say, 
" M y g r a n d m o t h e r was living wi th u s , " o r " M y n a n n y was very 
i m p o r t a n t for me as a child." M e r e physical proximity isn ' t in itself 
an indicat ion of m e m b e r s h i p in the system or of i m p o r t a n c e for a 
resolut ion. 
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T h e fundamental principle is: Always work with the minimum nec­
essary for resolution. People can be added to the system later as 
needed, bu t representatives who have no effect on the others mus t 
be removed from the constellation. It's confusing when too many 
people are set up , and it's disturbing to the representatives if you ' re 
constantly put t ing people in and then having to take them out again. 

F a m i l y T h e r a p y a n d F a m i l y C o n s t e l l a t i o n s 

Q u e s t i o n : C a n you set up a family constellation with the m e m ­
bers of the family itself? 

Hel l inger : You don ' t need your family to set up a family system. 
T h e constellations have a clearer effect when representatives from 
the group are used instead of family member s . If family m e m b e r s 
set up the other m e m b e r s , they can ' t avoid setting up their con­
scious relationships, what they think or feel abou t the others . T h a t ' s 
a very different level of information than what we need to find a 
resolution. Working like that can lead to good relationship clarifica­
tion, bu t not work with the dynamics of the family system. 

I 'm cautious about doing therapy with the entire family. W h e n the 
entire family goes to a therapist, the children tend to lose some of 
their respect for their parents . That ' s a very high price to pay, espe­
cially for younger children, so I prefer to work with the parents . I do 
family therapy with the parents , and the parents work with their chil­
dren. T h e children don ' t even need to know what we discussed. 

Somet imes it works very well to have the family watching while 
one m e m b e r sets up the constellation with representatives from a 
group, bu t I use this option sparingly, primarily when a child has a 
physical illness that may have a systemic componen t . T h e n one of 
the parents can set up the family while the child watches. 

W h e n you set up a constellation of your family in a g roup , you 
carry away images of what happened in the constellation, and those 
images can affect the whole system. Tha t ' s an elegant solution 
because no one needs to know that a therapist was involved at all. 
T h e dignity and privacy of family member s are not violated, the 
responsibility remains in the family, and the therapist remains 
unobtrusive, h idden in the background. 

Once the problem dynamic in the family is clear, then you can do 
family therapy in whatever way is appropriate to the family's situa-
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t ion. T h e family constel lat ions are useful w h e n the s y m p t o m s are 
known, b u t the under ly ing systemic dynamic isn ' t yet visible. 

The Meaning of the Constellations 

H e l l i n g e r : I wan t to say one th ing more a b o u t the constel lat ions, 
just to avoid possible misunders tand ings . T h e constel lat ions are 
images, like snapshots of what was and could be . A n d , like snap ­
shots , they d o n ' t show the whole t ru th of the s i tuat ion, just cer ta in 
aspects of it. T h e y are like scenic viewing points along a highway. 
W h e n people try to make life decisions on the basis of such constel ­
lat ions, they easily get i t wrong. T h e best th ing to do following a con­
stellation is no t to do anything at all, bu t just to allow the new image 
to take effect on its own. Let yourself be surprised by wha t happens . 

T h e represen ta t ives ' feelings reveal a par t ia l t r u t h , b u t they 
d o n ' t necessar i ly tell us wha t actual ly h a p p e n e d in the pas t . T h e y 
help to identify forces ope ra t ing in t h e sys tem tha t a re u n c o n ­
scious. A n d they help to find a reso lu t ion . T h a t ' s all t ha t the c o n ­
stel lat ions do . 

A m a n once set up a constel lat ion. He wasn ' t get t ing a long wi th 
his wife. In the resolut ion constel lat ion, he was separa ted from his 
wife, a n d the chi ldren were with h im. He then wen t h o m e and said 
to his wife, " B e r t Hell inger said we m u s t get divorced, and tha t I 
should have cus tody of the chi ldren." T h a t ' s abuse , p u r e a n d s imple . 
T h a t ' s a terr ible misuse of the exercise. It was very unfair to his 
wife, a n d i t was unfair to the exercise. 

W h e n the sun comes u p , you can use the light. You allow the light 
to work , he lp ing you to see clearly. After a while, you see wha t 
you 've got to do , or you see things differently, or you see a n e w p o s ­
sibility. T h e n you do wha t needs to be d o n e , b u t you d o n ' t need to 
talk m u c h a b o u t the sun . 

The Standard Resolution Constellation 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n you ' re ready to look for a resolut ion constel la­
t ion, wha t you ' re looking for is a constel lat ion in which everyone, 
especially the client, feels good . You've seen the representa t ives ' 
reac t ions , w h e n they could sudden ly feel, " T h a t ' s r ight!" You have 
to find i t by trial a n d error , b u t there 's a s t anda rd order you shou ld 
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know. T h e r e are always exceptions, bu t the basic internal ordering 
principle of a family relationship system is this: 

1. Whoever was there first has priority. 

2. T h e direction of priority in a constellation is clockwise. 

3. Between a m a n and a woman who entered the system at the 
same t ime, the m a n generally comes first, and then the 
woman . (See Chap te r Two.) 

4. In the resolution constellations, the children usually come 
next, the oldest closest to the mother ' s left. Qui te often, the 
constellation is more relaxed when the children are s tanding 
opposite their parents . (I've also had feedback from families 
that meal t ime is more relaxed when the family sits at the 
table in this order.) 

5. Stillborn children usually stand with their siblings in their 
order of b i r th . Abor ted children, if they're impor t an t to the 
system at all, usually feel good sitting in front of their par­
ents , leaning against them. W h e n they're in tha t position, the 
other member s of the constellation usually can relax, too. 
Abor ted children aren ' t counted with the o thers—they affect 
their parents , bu t no t their siblings. 

Q u e s t i o n : You said that the natural order of the family moves 
clockwise. Wha t about when there's been more than one marriage? 

Hel l inger : T h e order is still clockwise: the first family, then the 
second family, and then the third family. For example , if the client is 
a m a n who was marr ied three t imes, it starts with his first wife, with 
the children they had together to her left; then the second wife and 
children; then he ; and, finally, his third wife with the children they 
h a d together on her left. Somet imes the order is different. D o n ' t get 
the idea that i t always has to be the same, bu t the resolution constel­
lation very often will t u rn out to be a variant of this basic form. 
Actually, you can ' t set up some constellations in their full complex­
ity, bu t you can usually get close enough to find a good resolution. 

Q u e s t i o n : Doesn ' t a complex family start with the client? 

Hel l inger : N o , bu t the client's the midpoint . 

Q u e s t i o n : So it isn't set where the circle actually starts? 
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H e l l i n g e r : N o . As a ru le , the chi ldren from a divorce s tand 
be tween their pa ren t s . T h e natura l o rder within a family is tha t the 
older m e m b e r s en te red the system f i r s t and c o m e f i r s t , bu t be tween 
two systems, the n e w system m u s t have p recedence over the previ­
ous ones ; o therwise , there 's confusion a n d disarray. T h e p resen t 
family has p recedence over the earlier families. T h a t ' s why pa r tne r s 
have to leave their old families in order to en ter in to another . T h e r e 
are except ions to this as well, for ins tance a widow a n d h e r only 
child. Very often, such a child has to integrate his or he r m o t h e r into 
the new family i f he or she marr ies . W h e n a pe r son has m o r e than 
o n e family, t hen all of the families form one very complex relat ion­
ship system. 

Divorced pe rsons are only separated from their p a r t n e r s as pa r t ­
ne rs , b u t as pa ren t s they ' re still connec ted . There fore , resolut ions 
are possible only if that ' s acknowledged a n d the whole system is 
b r o u g h t into ba lance . 

Q u e s t i o n : I ' m still confused abou t when the m a n comes first and 
w h e n the w o m a n has the lead posi t ion. 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e representat ives ' react ions are the only cr i ter ion. 
T r y i t ou t b o t h ways i f you ' re n o t sure. T h e y usually agree as to 
which way is be t te r . I'll repeat my observat ions since it's a po in t 
tha t ' s confusing to m a n y people . 

Since the father a n d m o t h e r en ter a family sys tem at the same 
t ime , their ranking is de t e rmined by their function a n d by their psy­
chological weight . T h e pe r son responsible for the family's external 
securi ty usually has the first posi t ion, and that 's usually the m a n . 
T h e r e are s i tuat ions in which the w o m a n has priori ty even w h e n she 
isn ' t responsible for the family security, for example , w h e n h e r fam­
ily of origin has unusua l weight because of its history. T h e n tha t 
family's for tune or mis for tune outweighs the m a n ' s protect ive func­
t ion. Feel free to exper imen t with the constel lat ion to see which 
o rde r is be t t e r for the par t ic ipants . 

W h e n the m a n ' s p lace is to the left of the w o m a n wi thou t there 
be ing a legit imate reason for it, he has a fool's f reedom and he t ends 
to w a n d e r away from his family and avoid responsibili ty, a n d the 
w o m a n often feels very alone a n d u n s u p p o r t e d . As soon as he 's 
s t and ing on the o the r side, he feels responsible and the w o m a n feels 
p ro tec ted and he lped . 
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Q u e s t i o n : Isn't that just the patriarchal order? 

H e l l i n g e r : I don't know. The soul reacts as it does no matter 

what ideology you embrace. It isn't a matter of conscious choice. 

The constellations show clearly that whomever is responsible for the 

safety and living space for the family has priority, and he or she is 

also the one who comes first in the line of fire. It's not a question of 

human value, as if either men or women were more valuable. 

Additional Considerations 

M a n y couples we've worked with have discovered that it's m u c h 
more difficult to change their roles and functions than they expected. 
Some say that 's because the socialization of the roles of m e n and 
w o m e n is so entrenched, and others that there are biological or 
archetypal pat terns that resist change. 

We don ' t speculate about that. We observe that it generally works 
bet ter when the fathers do their best to protect and serve their fami­
lies, and when the mothers suppor t them in that and follow their 
lead. But for many families, the traditional roles assigned to w o m e n 
and m e n are no longer appropriate. Sometimes these roles and func­
tions may be reversed successfully, bu t when a m a n asserts his 
strength in a way that 's contrary or oblivious to the needs and inter­
ests of his wife and children, or when wives and children claim the 
privileges of the lead position without truly accepting the responsibil­
ity and danger as well, the result is invariably destructive to love. 
W h e n partnerships and families are having difficulties, it's often the 
case that the actual dynamics of the family are different from what 
the par tners would like to believe. 

Love requires that the overall power, privilege, responsibility, and 
freedom in the family remain balanced and well matched , and that 
the roles and functions of family members remain systemically 
appropriate . [H.B.] 

The Resolut ion Constel lation Emerges from the 
Process 

Q u e s t i o n : How do you go about looking for a resolution? 

H e l l i n g e r : The resolution emerges during the constellation pro­

cess. It's absolutely essential that you listen closely to the representa­

tives' reports and allow them to lead you toward the resolution. There 

are some situations in which the therapist must trust his or her own 



262 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

percept ions m o r e than the reports of the par t ic ipants , especially when 
their nonverbal behavior isn't congruent with what they say, bu t , as a 
rule, t rus t what they say. Often there 's missing information that 
makes the movemen t toward resolution difficult or even impossible. 
T h e n you've got to stop and wait until the information is available. 

Bear in m i n d tha t you ' re seeking a resolut ion pr imari ly for the 
client, a n d only secondari ly for the o ther m e m b e r s of the system. 
It 's my intuit ive convict ion tha t the end resolut ions are pret ty m u c h 
the s ame for all m e m b e r s of the family. Never the less , the steps 
taken a n d the pe r sons b rough t into the system may well differ 
d e p e n d ing on w h o the pro tagonis t is, a n d w h e t h e r ch i ldhood was 
exper ienced as a boy or as a girl. 

Seeking a resolut ion for someone is a service tha t can only be 
d o n e wi th humili ty. I t isn ' t your job to create a resolut ion w h e n one 
doesn ' t emerge on its own. You'll m a k e a mess i f you try. T h e h u m i l ­
ity I ' m talking a b o u t requires tha t you consen t to be ing s tuck w h e n 
the conste l la t ion doesn ' t provide a resolut ion, a n d tha t you t rus t the 
process to con t inue on its own. T h i s kind of therapy isn ' t some th ing 
the therapis t does to the client, and your t rus t in the process is a 
mode l for the client. 

How the Resolution Constellation Works for Change 

Q u e s t i o n : H o w do the end constel lat ions actually work? 

H e l l i n g e r : A resolut ion constel lat ion has its greatest power for 
change w h e n clients see it, take i t in, and give up the a t t e m p t to do 
anyth ing actively. I t 's as if the resolut ion constel la t ion were an 
unconsc ious p ic tu re tha t can work if you let it. You'll do be t te r if 
you just let t ime pass . I t 's like a convalescence after a serious ill­
ness—it takes t ime , b u t after a while, you ' re heal thy again. I t m a y 
take several years for the heal ing process set in m o t i o n by the reso­
lut ion constel la t ion to comple te itself. T h a t ' s n o t h i n g you can objec­
tively m e a s u r e , b u t you definitely can see the results . 

T h e r e ' s a n o t h e r i m p o r t a n t issue. No one else in your system has 
to change in o rde r for you to change . You d o n ' t need anyone to 
a s sume a different function in the system. T h e ent ire shift in the 
family system occurs as a result of a shift in your inner image . O c c a ­
sionally, it's helpful to tell o ther m e m b e r s of the family a b o u t the 
constel lat ion, b u t only w h e n it 's appropr ia te a n d you tell t h e m wi th-
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out any interpretation. You only tell what happened and how that 
was for you. 

When parents get their image of the family in order it affects their 
children. It's not necessary to tell the children anything at all about 
what happened. The order of the system itself has the effect, and 
also your honoring it in your soul. It's a characteristic of a good 
resolution that everyone in the system has a good place. If the reso­
lution constellation reveals that you still owe someone something, 
you've got to take care of it. Some people find it useful to draw or 
paint their constellation, or they may look at a videotape of the con­
stellation after a while. 

Often the details of the resolution are completely forgotten, and 
only the effect remains. I remember a conversation I had that illus­
trates how the images work without actively doing anything. 

I'll Pay for the Motorcycle 

I was invited to lunch by a colleague. Her niece was living with her 
because she'd been thrown out at home. The niece, who was about 
20, had been a junkie living a junkie's street life, had attempted sui­
cide a number of times, and finally had gotten herself together at her 
aunt's house. She was clean, had learned a trade, and had become a 
more or less normal young woman. My friend told how her niece had 
recently made a trip to Guatemala where she borrowed a motorcycle 
and wrecked it. She just left it lying there, and went on her way. 

I let the story work in me a while, then I said, "She'd better pay for 
the motorcycle, or she's in danger of slipping back into her old life­
style." My friend had to go on a business trip right after our lunch 
and didn't have a chance to talk with her niece before she left. That 
night, her niece called her at her hotel and said, "I've been thinking. 
I'm going to pay for the motorcycle." 

That's how the inner pictures work. I can tell you many similar 
anecdotes. It's the effect of "nondoing." The good image makes 
things happen. When insight is present, then I only need to keep my 
strength collected while a new pattern emerges. When the new 
image is clearly formed, I can do what's necessary with a minimum 
of effort. I can tell you of another case. 

Grandmother's Serenity 

A lively young couple in a group who were in their late 20s had three 
daughters and a fourth child on the way. The second daughter had 
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diabetes . W h e n we set up the constellat ion, the daughte r ' s represen­

tative was very nervous a n d cou ldn ' t find a place where she felt good. 

T h e n we b r o u g h t the child's mate rna l g r a n d m o t h e r and great 

g r a n d m o t h e r in to the constel lat ion. T h e y b o t h h a d b a d reputa t ions 

a n d were rejected and devalued by the client. As soon as they c a m e 

into the constel lat ion, the little girl's representat ive b e c a m e calm. 

W h e n we p u t the g r a n d m o t h e r beh ind her, she radia ted serenity. T h e 

paren ts called h o m e that n ight from the workshop a n d talked with 

their chi ldren. T h e y later related that the little girl h a d talked with 

t h e m as never before. T h e y were completely surpr ised. 

A couple of m o n t h s later, the man ' s b ro the r par t ic ipa ted in a 

g roup . He came up to me and told me tha t the little girl's b lood 

sugar h a d d r o p p e d so dramatical ly after the constel lat ion tha t they 

s topped the insulin injections for three days. T h e n i t went back u p , 

a n d they had to s tar t insulin again. 

That seems to indicate that the good effect of the resolution con­

stellation was interrupted, but the story still shows the kind of 

change made possible by putting the inner system in order. They 

hadn't told the child anything. Changes just happen when the sys­

temic images are in order. 

Here is a final example. 

A Loving Telephone Call 

A m a n in a g r o u p w h o was having serious t rouble in his marr iage 

told how he h a d recently read in the newspaper that his il legitimate 

son h a d been killed in an accident . H e ' d never seen the son a n d h a d 

never conce rned himself with h im. He h a d mar r i ed his p resen t wife 

short ly after the boy's b i r th , a n d the couple h a d three chi ldren 

together . 

We set up the constel lat ion, a n d after a sequence of moves , the 

m a n w o u n d up s tanding next to his deceased son. T h e n the son sat in 

front of his father, w h o p u t a h a n d on his head . T h e m a n b roke 

down , sobbing in deep grief and shame . T h e n i t was over. 

Al though he was having serious p rob lems with his wife, she tele­

p h o n e d h im at the workshop that night a n d talked to h im lovingly. 

The image had affected his wife in some way in spite of the dis­

tance. That kind of thing happens a lot, but I don't even speculate 

about how it works. 
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Stopping as a Difficult but Necessary Intervention 

Hel l inger : It 's no t always possible to find a good resolution. After 
you've looked for a while without finding anything, the group starts 
to lose interest. W h e n you notice that happening , it's t ime to quit . 
Usually there 's information missing that you need in order to 
uncover a resolution. T h e process of watching the constellation 
being set up has already provided plenty of useful insight for the cli­
ent, and my general principle is that it's bet ter to quit while you ' re 
ahead. It 's bet ter to do too little than to risk doing too m u c h . 

Interrupting a Constellation 

T h e pr imary issue to watch out for is how people go about setting 
up their constellations, whether or not they have a confusing or a 
clear effect on the representatives. Some constellations are very 
clear and have an immedia te effect on the representatives. Others 
are diffuse, and the representatives don ' t get a real sense of what 's 
going on, forget w h o m they're supposed to represent , and so on. 
After you've had a bit of experience, you can see how deeply 
engaged and centered someone is. 

W h e n clients are really collected in themselves, they move slowly, 
feeling their way into each movement . T h e y tend to take each rep­
resentative tenderly by the a rm, as if physical touch helps them get 
the feel of what 's "r ight ." T h e y lead the person to his or her place, 
make fine adjustments , and stay with the person until it's just right. 
T h e n they go on to get the next person. W h e n clients want to make 
sure that they've got it right, they instinctively walk a round the 
periphery, looking at what they've done from the outside. I don ' t 
tell part icipants too m u c h about these things, because I want to be 
able to see how they naturally go about it. 

W h e n a client doesn ' t set up the constellation with this kind of 
genuine respect, there 's a difficult and subtle test for the therapist . 
Everyone unconsciously watches to see if the therapist is really in 
charge of the situation and notices the difference. If the therapist 
doesn ' t notice, he or she might as well go h o m e because real t rus t 
can ' t develop. There ' s something in the soul that recognizes whether 
the therapist truly respects life. If the therapist were to tolerate a 
careless or irreverent handl ing of issues of life and death , then 
people would be foolish to show their real concerns . 
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I'll tell you a t rue story that illustrates the po in t . 

I Lost Respect for the Saw 

Two years ago, a friend came to visit. While he was here, he told how 
his oldest son, who was learning to become a carpenter, had severely 
cut his leg with an electric saw and had to go to the hospital for sur­
gery. After the operation was over and it had become clear that there 
wouldn't be permanent damage, he looked at his father and said, "I 
lost respect for the saw." 

W h e n I no t ice tha t someone is sett ing up the constel lat ion 
accord ing to a p lan worked ou t ahead of t ime , I usually s top the 
constel lat ion a n d tell the person tha t I can ' t work wi th such a con­
stellation. Conste l la t ions like these are men ta l cons t ruc t s , n o t 
images of wha t really is happen ing in the family. It 's always m o r e 
effective n o t to have any menta l images of your constel la t ion before 
you set it up . I n t e r rup t ing a constel lat ion is the mos t difficult in ter­
vent ion in systemic psychotherapy, b u t it 's also one of the m o s t 
effective. 

Also, w h e n peop le ask if I wan t t h e m to set up the families the 
way they were or the way they are now, I s top. If they s tar t ou t set­
t ing up their constel lat ion by trying to do wha t I wan t , they ' re no t 
respect ing the t r u t h of their own soul. Or if they t ry to create images 
accord ing to a conscious p lan , they prevent the images tha t could 
help from emerg ing spontaneously. It 's always m o r e effective n o t to 
have any men ta l images of your constel lat ion before you set i t up . 

Repeating Patterns in Constellations 

H e l l i n g e r : The rap i s t s w h o work with constel la t ions, o r p lan to do 
so, are often in teres ted in knowing whe the r the re are pa t t e rns tha t 
occur in the constel lat ions that have special mean ings , or whe the r 
there are specific solut ions to specific dynamics . My exper ience sug­
gests t ha t this is, in fact, the case. However , the cu r r en t state of the 
work is such tha t these are only working hypotheses . If I were to list 
my h u n c h e s , tha t migh t lead to misunde r s t and ings a n d to the 
hypotheses be ing t u r n e d into conclusions. I wan t to gua rd against 
anything tha t interferes wi th people learning to see for themselves 
what ' s going on . I ' m convinced that the bes t learn ing comes from 
personal exper ience . 
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As a general rule of t h u m b , it's bet ter for therapists to work on 
the assumpt ion that each constellation is un ique and requires a 
un ique resolution that can be discovered only in a sensitive dialogic 
process with the part icipants. 

Constellations of Other Relationships 

Hel l inger : You sometimes can use constellations to try to under ­
stand the h idden dynamics in other relationship systems. G r o u p 
part icipants can be set up to represent members of an institution, of 
the firm where one works, of one's profession, or of other impor tan t 
areas of one 's life. In one seminar, a par t ic ipant who had a constant 
sense of heaviness was asked what was burdening h im. He set up a 
constellation with himself, psychoanalysis, l ightness, medic ine , and 
spirituality. T h e n he pu t them in an order so that each had an 
appropriate place in his life. 

This technique can also be useful when a person has two profes­
sions, or when the parents come from two different countr ies or 
cultures. Sett ing up situations like this allows the impor tance of 
bo th elements to be acknowledged, and still lets you find the appro­
priate balance of the two. T h e constellations are an excellent me th ­
od for seeing larger systemic wholes, for getting an overview. 

Constellations with Couples 

Hel l inger : W h e n a couple at a seminar wants to work on their 
relationship, I first have one of them, and then the other, set up 
their relationship using the same representatives. T h e representa­
tives stay s tanding, and after the first constellation, the o ther par t ­
ner moves them to new positions. Somet imes you can see that one 
or the other is avoiding setting up the constellation so that the is­
sues are clearly visible. In cases like that, the representatives ' com­
parisons of how they felt in the two constellations are especially 
impor tan t . 

W h e n par tners join together, each brings an internalized system. 
For example, if a woman has internalized a dis torted or dysfunc­
tional family system, then the man ' s percept ions of her will be dis­
tor ted, as will be her perceptions of h im. W h e n bo th par tners set up 
their relationship and the impor tan t member s of their families of 
origin, they're confronted with a more complete picture of their 

| 
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par tner and a more objective reality. W h e n the internalized systems 
are b rought into order, then their mutua l percept ions are also more 
appropriate . T h a t has a very powerful effect on the relationship. 

S u m m a r y o f T h i n g s t o C o n s i d e r 

T h e following is a summary of the basic points to be considered in 
setting up constellations and in seeking resolutions. 

Guidelines for Protagonists 

• Set up a constellation only when there's a bu rn ing quest ion 
and a t rue need. Curiosity alone is no t enough. 

• As the representatives are chosen, it's useful to arrange t h e m 
in their natural order—parents first and then the sequence of 
the siblings. Before the constellation itself is begun, it's useful 
to repeat everyone's role, to detect and avoid confusion. 

• Avoid character izat ions and informat ion abou t how persons 
acted or thought . For this work, only informat ion abou t 
actual events is helpful—illnesses, physical hand icaps , sepa­
rat ions, and deeds that had consequences for the person 's life. 
Characterizat ions of the member s of your family interfere 
with the representatives ' ability to sense the effect of the fam­
ily dynamics. 

• Cente r yourself and orient yourself toward the "feel" of the 
family. Your ideas and plans about how to set up the family 
interfere with sensing the information that helps. T h e constel­
lation will emerge only as you go th rough the process of set­
ting it up. Allow yourself to be surprised by what emerges. 

• As you look for the right place for each representative, take 
the person by the hand or a r m and go with the person to his 
or her place so that you can "feel" where the person belongs. 
Moving h im or her a few inches can make a big difference. 

• Search for the proper place, bu t don ' t sculpt gestures or 
movements , or tell the person where to look. 
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• After you 've set t h e m u p , go a round the outs ide of the con­
stellation once , m a k e fine ad jus tments , and say, once again, 
w h o m everyone is represent ing . 

Guidelines for Representatives 

• G a t h e r yourself a n d concen t ra te your a t ten t ion on your reac­
t ions to be ing in this place. Your job is to let the posi t ion affect 
you and to r epor t tha t as clearly and concisely as you possibly 
can. 

• Avoid c o m i n g to conclusions abou t wha t you th ink you 
should feel based on wha t you see. If you feel no th ing at all, 
t hen say that . 

• Say whatever you notice abou t how this place affects you, 
regardless of what it might be—especially when the feeling goes 
against your personal values and sense of right and wrong . 

• D o n ' t wor ry a b o u t whe the r or no t the sensat ions are your 
persona l react ion or a response to the s i tuat ion. T h e therapis t 
will sort tha t ou t . 

• Repo r t wha t you feel, b u t guard against in te rpre t ing your feel­

ings. T r u s t t h e m as they c o m e . 

• D o n ' t have any in tent ions o ther than to repor t accurate ly how 
the posi t ion affects you. T h i s may include cer ta in ideas or 
images tha t occur to you. W i t h exper ience, you' l l develop a 
clear sense of wha t needs to be said a n d wha t can be left ou t . 

Guidelines for Therapists 

• Your or ien ta t ion is toward finding a resolut ion. You m u s t seek 
it, b u t you can ' t create it. It 's no t your job to create a resolu­
t ion, b u t to seek the one tha t suggests itself from w h a t you 
actually see in the constel lat ion. 

• L o o k for those w h o have b e e n excluded a n d forgot ten, b u t 
who still have an effect on the system. 

• You m u s t s tand by all those in the system w h o have b e e n vili­
f ied, ha t ed , s co rned , shu t out . In cases of abuse , tha t will often 
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be the perpe t ra tor . Resolut ion requi res tha t the sys tem be 
comple te ly represented . 

• L o o k for those who wan t to go, those w h o m u s t go, a n d those 
w h o m u s t be allowed to go. 

• T r u s t the repor ts of the representat ives. 

• T r u s t your own percep t ions , even w h e n they are at var iance 
wi th those of the representat ives. 

• S top the constel lat ion w h e n you not ice that : 
the pro tagonis t isn ' t sufficiently ser ious; 
the protagonis t isn ' t cen tered a n d mak ing good con tac t 

wi th each representat ive; 
the pro tagonis t isn ' t seeking the "feel" of the constel lat ion; 
i m p o r t a n t informat ion is missing; 
you can ' t see a resolut ion. 

• K e e p i t s imple; use the m i n i m u m n u m b e r of pe r sons neces ­
sary to find resolut ion. 

• Pay a t ten t ion to the m o o d of the g roup . I t t he g r o u p isn ' t seri­
ous a n d gathered , someth ing i s wrong . 

Suggestions for Seeking a Resolution 

• W h o e v e r en te red the system first has p recedence over those 
w h o c a m e later. Watch the order of p recedence . I t runs clock­
wise, the later pe r sons s tanding to the left of the earlier o n e . 
Paren ts have equal ranking, b u t wh ich of t h e m s tands first 
varies from family to family accord ing to their funct ion in the 
family. 

• Between two systems, the later system has precedence over the 
earl ier o n e . T h u s , the p resen t family ha s p r e c e d e n c e over 
the family of or ig in , the second m a r r i a g e has p r e c e d e n c e 
over the first, and so on . W h e n a pe r son has a child wi th 
a n o t h e r pe r son du r ing a mar r iage , this second re la t ionship 
has p recedence over the first. 

• W h e n a m a n and a w o m a n are set up facing each o ther , that ' s 
an indicat ion tha t their sexual in t imacy has b e e n d i s rup ted . 
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• W h e n a m o t h e r chooses a w o m a n to represent he r son, sus ­
pec t systemic pressure toward homosexual i ty . 

• W h e n one of the par t ic ipants has an urge to leave the r o o m or 
the constel la t ion, suspect suicidal tendencies . 

• W h e n one of the paren t s h a d an earlier relat ionship wi th firm 
b o n d i n g , the new p a r t n e r often needs to s tand be tween h i m 
or her a n d the old pa r tne r ; o therwise , there ' s no separa t ion 
from the old relat ionship. Th i s can get compl ica ted w h e n 
b o n d i n g has t aken place wi th several pe r sons since they all 
form one large system. T h e r e are m a n y except ions , especially 
w h e n there are chi ldren in one or m o r e of the re la t ionships . 

• W h e n all of the representat ives are facing in the s a m e d i rec­
t ion, look for a miss ing pe r son s tanding in front of t h e m . 

Additional Considerations 

Participants in our groups who have come from tribal cultures in 
various parts of the world have commented that our use of these con­
stellations is like reinventing the wheel. Native healers in many cul­
tures have utilized related methods for making visible the hidden 
systemic dynamics operating in relationship systems. This feedback is 
gratifying. Obviously, the cosmologies and world views of many 
native cultures are more holistic and systemic than the linear cause-
and-effect thinking that has dominated Western thought for several 
centuries. If the therapeutic use of these constellations has the unex­
pected side effect of building bridges and increasing understanding 
among these various thought worlds, we will be very pleased indeed. 
[H.B.] 

STORIES THAT HEAL 

Q u e s t i o n : T h e stories a n d anecdotes you tell are very beautiful . I 
often d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d t h e m , b u t they still have a powerful hypno t ic 
effect on m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n I tell people tha t they should do this or can ' t do 
that , they owe it to their a u t o n o m y and sense of h o n o r to refuse. If I 
have m e t h o d s for indicat ing where change is possible tha t d o n ' t 
requi re t h e m to give up their au tonomy, t hen they can listen to my 
offer a n d decide for themselves what ' s appropr ia te for t h e m . T h a t ' s 
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what telling stories does. They can listen to the stories without com­

mitting themselves to change. They can then take from the story 

whatever they need and throw away the rest. They don't need to get 

into a conflict with me; in fact, they can forget me altogether. When 

we watch a film, we forget who's operating the projector. We just 

watch the film and then go home. 

Stories About Bed-Wetting 

A father asked me what he could do to help his daughter stop wetting 
the bed. I told h im he could tell her how glad he was to have marr ied 
her mother—no big deal, just a kind of throw away sentence in the 
context of another conversation. T h e n he should tell her a story she 
already knew well, bu t with some minor variations, for example, 
Little Red Riding Hood . 

Little Red Riding H o o d went to her grandmother ' s house , and as 
she got there, she noticed that the roof had a leak and the entrance to 
the house was getting wet. So Little Red Riding H o o d went into the 
ba rn and got some straw to stop up the hole so that the entrance 
wouldn ' t get wet. T h e n she went into the house with her basket of 
goodies. Her g randmother was very happy to see her, and they had a 
wonderful party together. 

Or Snow White : One of the dwarfs came to Snow White and said, 
"There ' s a leak in my room and the rain drips in." Snow White told 
him not to worry, that she'd take care of it. She looked at the roof 
and saw that there was a loose shingle, up high where the very m u c h 
smaller dwarf couldn ' t reach it. She stretched up on her tippy toes, 
higher than he could reach, and pu t i t back into place. T h e dwarf 
d idn ' t even thank her because once everything was all right, he forgot 
all about it. 

Or a story about a water faucet that dr ipped and dr ipped until 
Snow White tu rned it off. Or, a little girl was sitting on the toilet 
when a strange m a n opened the door and looked in. W h e n he noticed 
her there, he quickly closed the door and went away, and the little 
girl, who had been holding her breath, let i t out . 

Do you understand the hypnotherapeutic background of the 

intervention of the last story? When she imagines the strange man 

coming in, the little girl automatically constricts the sphincter 

muscle of her bladder. That's a well-known intervention from Mil­

ton Erickson. 

Six months later, the father reported in a supervision group what 

had happened. The intervention had been successful, but most 
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interesting for h im was his little daughter ' s reaction to the devia­
tions in the stories. Normally, like many small children, she would 
have insisted that the stories be told exactly, bu t she d idn ' t protest 
about these deviations. 

His experience tells us something impor tan t about psychothera­
peut ic interventions: Because he found a nonintrusive and respectful 
way to talk with her about wetting the bed by telling her the stories, his 
little daughter felt his respect and didn ' t need to guard against his 
intervention. T h e r e was no capitulation or loss of face for her. H e r 
father acted in a way compatible with his love, and in that space of 
nonintrusive trust , something could change without its being neces­
sary to talk abou t it directly. 

WORKING THROUGH IMAGES THAT BIND 
AND CREATING IMAGES THAT LIBERATE 

Hel l inger : In therapy, you often observe that people are living 
out certain inner images or pat terns . Transact ional Analysis calls 
those images scripts. T h e images have two different origins: Some 
arise out of personal experiences and t r auma and some out of sys­
temic entanglements . 

W h e n a child has a t raumat ic experience, it's often internalized 
and then organizes the child's later experiences. Many fairy tales 
and myths describe this kind of pat tern; for example, Hansel and 
Gretel, Little Red Riding Hood, The Little Match Girl, Sleeping Beauty, 
and Rumpelstiltskin. 

Sleeping Beauty for example, describes a pa t te rn in which a girl 
stays "as leep" with the illusion that when she wakens after a 100 
years, she'll still be 15 years old. T h e story actually encourages her 
to keep on sleeping while waiting for her pr ince. W h e n it dawns on 
her that she's really getting older, she wakes up pret ty quickly. 
Women who choose Sleeping Beauty as their favorite fairy tale are 
often identified with their father's former par tner . 

After working with fairy tales for some t ime, I realized something 
strange: M a n y of them contain images that limit us and the solu­
tions they suggest are destructive illusions that serve to mainta in the 
status quo. For many years, I've asked people to tell their favorite 
fairy tale, one with which they identify, and then to compare the 
fairy tale with their own situation. I've m a d e some interesting obser­
vations. 
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W h e n a p e r s o n chooses a fairy tale a b o u t s o m e t h i n g a chi ld c a n 

expe r i ence before t he age of seven, the c l ient ' s p r o b l e m s are m o s t 

likely ac tua l exper iences . W h e n p e o p l e c h o o s e t h e s tory of Rumpel-

stiltskin, for e x a m p l e , the i r p r o b l e m s usua l ly d o n ' t have to do wi th 

sys temic e n t a n g l e m e n t s , b u t w i th ac tua l t r a u m a t i c exper iences . 

T h e m o t h e r i s miss ing in m a n y fairy ta les , b u t fairy tales are very 

clever a n d they d is t rac t us f rom the essential m e s s a g e . In Rumpel-

stiltskin, t he d ivers ion i s t he s e n t e n c e , " L u c k y for me t h a t no o n e 

k n e w t h a t Rumpel s t i l t sk in i s m y n a m e . " F o r t he p e o p l e w h o chose 

it, Rumpelstiltskin was an image for the e x p e r i e n c e of b e i n g given 

away or a b a n d o n e d ; for e x a m p l e , t h e expe r i ence of a girl w h o w a s 

a b a n d o n e d by h e r fa ther after h e r m o t h e r d ied o r left, a n d w h o , i n 

h e r t u r n , a b a n d o n e d h e r own son. A few h a d a sibling w h o was 

given away. W h e n I suspec t t ha t m i g h t be t h e case , I tell a va r ia t ion 

of the s to ry t h a t gives t h e m a c h a n c e to recogn ize t he h i d d e n 

d y n a m i c . 

Rumpelstiltskin 

T h e queen sent messengers to the far corners of her realm to dis­
cover the name of the little man. After searching day and night for 
many months , a messenger returned just in time and told the queen 
that he had discovered what she requested. She wanted to know the 
name immediately, but he declined, saying that he could only tell her 
when the little man came for her child. 

At the appointed time, the little man came to get the child. He 
asked the queen, "Do you know my name?" 

T h e queen asked the messenger waiting at her side, "What 's his 
name?" He said, "Rumpelstiltskin." 

"Rumpelstiltskin," said the queen. "But that 's the name of my handi­
capped brother who was given away!" 

T h e s e c o n d k ind of p a t t e r n reflected in fairy tales arises o u t of 

sys temic e n t a n g l e m e n t s r a the r t h a n f rom di rec t p e r s o n a l expe r i ­

ence . W h e n cl ients identify wi th s tor ies t ha t only adu l t s can expe r i ­

e n c e , for i n s t ance , Othello or The Odyssey, my expe r i ence is t h a t 

they ' re m o s t likely identif ied wi th s o m e o n e in the i r family sys tem. 

T h e r e a r e m a n y f a m o u s stories a n d m y t h s o f this type tha t fasc ina te 

ch i ld ren a n d adu l t s , a l t h o u g h they c a n ' t say why. I bel ieve t he s t o ­

ries have t o do w i t h a n o t h e r p e r s o n w h o p layed an i m p o r t a n t role i n 

t he life o f t he family, s o m e o n e w h o suffered t r agedy or m i s f o r t u n e , 
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who was shut out of the family, or who left to make place for some­
one else. 

Such stories are literary images of real-life events that have in­
fluence on the life of the family system. Telling the story allows the 
missing person to be present, even if only in representational 
form. 

In therapy, it's possible to identify the inner images that bind you 
and those that liberate you, regardless of whether they're related to 
personal experiences or to systemic dynamics. One method I devel­
oped to help clients to identify the script or the image that's impor­
tant for them is to tell them the following story. 

All the World Is a Stage 

Once upon a t ime, a m a n decided that the t ime had come to retire. 
He had worked hard and i t was time to do something good for h im­
self. He left his h o m e and went somewhere else, wandered a round a 
while, and came to a house with a sign in big letters: "Thea t e r of the 
World." 

He thought , "Th is is the right place for me , " and bought a ticket. 
It was a bit expensive, bu t he told himself it d idn ' t mat ter . He went 
into the theater, sat down in a comfortable chair, leaned back, and 
waited. T h e lights went down, the curtain opened, the performance 
began. As he watched, he thought , "I know this piece from literature. 
Tha t ' s absolutely nothing new at all." As he cont inued to watch, he 
noticed that it was a play in which he had played the leading role. 

Ask yourself, "What ' s the name of the play?" It 's a play that can be 
found in literature, a book, a play, a film, a story of someone 's life. 
W h e n you discover the name of the piece, it's a bit of a surprise and 
a little embarrassing. 

HEALING RITUALS 

Rituals that heal arise out of love and are performed in the service 
of love. Rituals that seek to change reality for any other reason don't 
heal. Healing rituals involve movement and they're effective in 
therapeutic settings only when the sincerity of all participants sup­
ports the completion of the ritual movement. Therapeutic rituals of 
healing are offerings made to clients that, when properly performed, 
can change the systemic dynamics that shape their lives. That is, the 
rituals performed in the therapeutic situation can change the inner 
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images tha t organize a client 's exper ience of the world , a n d m a y also 
affect the client 's s i tuat ion at h o m e . Cl ients frequently r epo r t tha t 
after pe r fo rming a heal ing ri tual in a therapy g r o u p , the behavior of 
the o the r m e m b e r s of their family changed . C o m p l e t i n g reach ing 
out , reliving b i r th , and bowing d o w n are three highly effective hea l ­
ing r i tuals . 

Completing "Reaching Out" Toward an Appropriate 
Goal 

Q u e s t i o n : You often speak a b o u t "b r ing ing the reach ing ou t to 
its goal ." C a n you explain wha t you m e a n by that? 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e r e are two basic s i tuat ions tha t lead to difficulties 
in re la t ionships . O n e is an unconsc ious identification wi th s o m e o n e 
else in the system. T h e second dynamic is an in t e r rup t ion of the 
na tura l m o v e m e n t o f " reaching ou t toward ." T h a t m o v e m e n t can ' t 
develop proper ly when the na tura l reach ing-out m o v e m e n t of the 
young child toward s o m e o n e the child loves was i n t e r r u p t e d — 
t h r o u g h dea th , illness, c i rcumstances , or o ther exper iences . S u c h 
in te r rup t ions are accompan ied by s t rong feelings of h u r t , reject ion, 
despair , ha te , resignat ion, a n d grief. T h e s e feelings overlay the pr i ­
mal love, b u t they ' re just the reverse side of love. W h e n y o u n g chil­
d r en can ' t r each the pe r son they love, they have a s t rong t e n d e n c y 
to feel rejected, as i f there were someth ing w r o n g with t h e m , a n d 
they s top pract ic ing the movemen t . 

W h e n e v e r such pe rsons wan t to reach ou t to a n o t h e r p e r s o n later 
in life, their m e m o r i e s of h u r t unconsc ious ly emerge a n d in t e r rup t 
their m o v e m e n t , and they react wi th the same h u r t as before . T h a t ' s 
no t a p r i m a r y h u r t tha t suppor t s appropr ia te reaching ou t toward 
s o m e o n e w h o could give what i s needed , b u t secondary feelings tha t 
p revent the m o v e m e n t from developing a n d from reaching its goal . 

Some t imes an in te r rup ted reach ing-out m o v e m e n t manifests as 
musc le tens ion, headache , or self-destructive behaviors ; for ex­
ample , "I ' l l never show weakness ," or " N o t h i n g really can he lp m e . " 
Ins tead of carrying on wi th the m o v e m e n t unti l i t reaches its goal, 
such a pe r son draws back or goes into a circular "approach /avo id­
a n c e " pa t t e rn . T h a t ' s the basis of neuro t ic behavior . W h e n a p e r s o n 
b e c o m e s angry a t the po in t a t which the reaching-out m o v e m e n t 
gets i n t e r rup t ed a n d the therapis t encourages the expression of the 
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anger ins tead of going back to the basic love and t rus t , t h e i n t e r r u p ­
t ion of the m o v e m e n t is reinforced. 

T h e expression of emot ions tha t cover and pro tec t the m o r e 
painful earlier ones doesn ' t b r ing resolut ion. Resolut ion c o m e s only 
w h e n the m o v e m e n t reaches its goal and is comple ted . T h i s is p o s ­
sible in a therapeu t ic set t ing by accompany ing the pe r son back to 
the po in t a t which the in te r rup t ion occur red , a n d t hen he lp ing the 
pe r son to comple te it. T h e therapist , o r ano the r m e m b e r of the 
g roup , can represent the pa ren t a n d the client t hen actually p rac ­
tices a n d comple tes the movemen t . W h e n he or she has m a d e a n e w 
exper ience of comple t ing the m o v e m e n t , then o the r r each ing-ou t 
m o v e m e n t s are also easier. Often the ent i re process lasts only 15 to 
20 minu te s . 

A m o n g other t echn iques for comple t ing such m o v e m e n t s are 
Hypno the rapy , H o l d i n g Therapy , and s o m e forms of b o d y or move ­
m e n t work . W h a t I do is a combina t ion of wha t I l ea rned in Pr imal 
T h e r a p y Neuro-Lingu i s t i c P r o g r a m m i n g ( N L P ) , and H y p n o ­
therapy. P r imal T h e r a p y involves working th rough the p r ima l pa in 
of the pa ren t s n o t being there in some way. T h e p r ima l pa in devel­
ops whe re the m o v e m e n t of reaching ou t i s in t e r rup ted . T h e pa in 
conf i rms tha t the reaching-out m o v e m e n t has been in t e r rup t ed , b u t 
i t solves no th ing . Ins tead of concern ing myself wi th facilitating the 
expression of the pa in , I work to br ing the reaching-out m o v e m e n t 
to comple t ion , a n d then love spontaneous ly flows. 

Q u e s t i o n : I 'm interes ted in your dis t inct ion be tween comple t i ng 
an unfinished si tuat ion from the pas t by expressing the feelings of 
anger tha t a ccompan ied i t and comple t ing the s i tuat ion by comple t ­
ing the i n t e r rup ted m o v e m e n t of reaching out . C o u l d you say m o r e 
abou t tha t , please? 

H e l l i n g e r : I m a k e a dis t inct ion, as we already discussed, be tween 
feelings tha t originally were appropr ia te react ions to s o m e s i tuat ion 
a n d feelings that distract or main ta in an incomple te s i tuat ion. W h e n 
s o m e o n e is abused or injured, then saying tha t i t h u r t s is an a p p r o ­
pr ia te react ion a n d may he lp to finish the s i tuat ion. Bu t m o s t of the 
aggression tha t comes up in a therapy si tuat ion actually ma in ta ins 
the in t e r rup t ion of the reaching-out m o v e m e n t . I f you look, you can 
see w h e t h e r or n o t the expression of an emot ion facilitates resolu­
t ion. T h e long- te rm effect of expressing secondary anger is d e s t r u c ­
tive. Resolu t ion in relat ionships wi th pa ren t s occurs only w h e n the 
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parents are taken as they are , and that means master ing the reaching-

o u t m o v e m e n t . 

R e l i v i n g B i r t h 

Q u e s t i o n : You occasionally allow someone to relive his or h e r 

b i r th . W h e n do you do that? 

H e l l i n g e r : I do that w h e n the p r o b l e m concerns a persona l expe­

r ience or t r a u m a . For example , w h e n there 's a b i r th t r a u m a , the 

reach ing-ou t m o v e m e n t to the m o t h e r is already in t e r rup ted a t 

b i r th . T h e n it 's appropr ia te for clients to relive their b i r th , to rees­

tablish a b o n d to the m o t h e r and father, a n d to recite a "Thanksg iv ­

ing at the D a w n of Life." 

Reach ing ou t to our m o t h e r and the exper ience of be ing accep ted 

by her is the m o s t fundamenta l a n d intensive exper ience of re la t ion­

ship we can have. Even w h e n the p r imary b o n d i n g to the m o t h e r 

d idn ' t succeed in ch i ldhood , m a n y people are still able to rees tab­

lish b o n d i n g th rough a heal ing ri tual of reliving their b i r th a n d then 

be ing he ld appropriately. 

Q u e s t i o n : H o w do you do tha t , exactly? 

H e l l i n g e r : I use an integrat ion of N L P and Pr imal T h e rap y , con­

nect ing a good exper ience to a negative one so tha t they ba lance 

out . It 's actually very s imple , b u t the t iming is critical. W h e n you 

recognize the r ight m o m e n t for the client, you really d o n ' t have to 

do m u c h at all. I just say, " G o back slowly in t ime t h r o u g h your life, 

a n d w h e n you c o m e to a place where you s top, just stay there ." 

T h e n , after a m i n u t e or so, a client will s tar t to sob or weep , a n d I 

ask, " H o w old are you now? Wha t ' s happen ing? " I f it's appropr ia te 

for the client, he or she will lead you to the b i r th exper ience . I he lp 

the client to relive the exper ience in a good way a n d I ho ld the per ­

son securely (or have ano the r m e m b e r of the g r o u p do so) so tha t 

he or she feels safe no m a t t e r wha t feelings c o m e up . S o m e t i m e s , 

after this kind of work, I invite people to look at the representat ive 

of their m o t h e r or father, a n d recite the "Thanksg iv ing a t the D a w n 

of Life." 
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Thanksgiving at the Damn of Life 

Dear Mama/Mother 
I take everything that comes from you, 
all of it, with its full consequences. 
I take it at the full price it cost you 
and that it costs me. 

I will make out of it something good in memory of you— 

to thank and honor you. 
What you did must not have been in vain. 

I hold it close and in my heart, 
and if I am permitted, I will pass it on 

—as you have done. 

I take you as my mother, 

and you may have me as your child 
(son, daughter) 

You are my only mother and I am your child. 

You are big , and I am little. 
You give, I take, dear Mama. 
I'm glad that you took Daddy as your husband. 

You both are the right parents for me. 

Dear Daddy/Father 
I take everything that comes from you, 
all of it, with its full consequences. 
I accept it at the full price it cost you 
and that it costs me. 

I will make out of it something good in memory of you— 
to thank and honor you. 

What you did must not have been in vain. 

I hold it close and in my heart, 

and if I am permitted, I will pass it on 
—as you have done. 

I take you as my father, 
and you may have me as your child 
(son, daughter) 

You are my only father and I am your child. 
You are big , and I am little. 
You give, I take, dear Daddy. 
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I'm glad that you took Mama as your wife. 

You both are the right parents for me. 

T h e r e ' s no be t te r feeling than be ing accepted after one ' s b i r th , so 
I he lp clients find the best possible exper ience, the exper ience of 
be ing accepted after b i r th , and use tha t as an a n c h o r to he lp t h e m 
to deal wi th whatever t raumat ic experiences they m a y have. 

After we establish the exper ience of be ing accepted at b i r th , I let 
t h e m r e t u r n to the presen t t h rough their m e m o r i e s , t h r o u g h all of 
the t r aumas . In this way, the negative experiences are con ta ined a n d 
t rans formed by the m o r e fundamenta l positive one . All of the later 
ch i ldhood t r a u m a s can be worked th rough a t one t ime in us ing 
these anchor ing compensa t ions . I accompany t h e m in to their t rau­
m a s a n d let t h e m look a t each exper ience unti l they ' re f in ished. 
T h e n I move on to the next s i tuat ion. Somet imes a lot of analytic 
h o u r s can be condensed into one session, b u t tha t ' s individual 
the rapy as opposed to systemic therapy. It 's the second aspect of my 
work tha t c o m p l e m e n t s the systemic work. 

B o w i n g D o w n a n d S t a n d i n g U p 

T h e ri tual o f bowing d o w n before the appropr ia te pe r son , paying 
h o m a g e , restores ba lance a n d order . In ou r cu l tu re , this m o v e m e n t 
has b e c o m e difficult for m a n y people ; bowing d o w n as an act of 
respect is easily confused with bowing down as an act of unhea l thy 
submiss ion . W h e n we bow d o w n and pay obeisance to s o m e o n e 
w h o deserves to receive ou r h o n o r i n g ges ture , the soul a n d the b o d y 
r e spond with release a n d a sense of l ightness. It feels good and it 
has a good effect. 

W h e n we refuse to pay our obeisance to s o m e o n e w h o has a 
legi t imate r ight to receive it, the b o d y a n d the soul r e spond with 
cons t r ic t ion , wi th a sense of effort and heaviness. T h e reasons for 
o u r refusal are irrelevant. 

W h e n families d o n ' t follow the orders of love, the chi ldren m u s t 
learn to ignore their own souls and later they w o n ' t be able to rec­
ognize wha t ' s t rue a n d r ight for t hem. T h e y m a y refuse to bow 
d o w n before the pe r sons for w h o m it's appropr ia te , and they fre­
quent ly s tubborn ly insist on honor ing pe rsons i t isn ' t appropr ia te 
for t h e m to hono r . 
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Like reaching out, bowing down is a movement of both soul and 

body. It can be completed most easily in a constellation in which 

the whole of the family system is represented. The completeness of 

the family system legitimatizes the movement. 

Fall on Your Knees 

A woman at a workshop told of her difficult relationship with her 
father. She related many horrible things he had done to her and to 
her mother . As she prepared to set up the constellation of her family, 
the therapist asked if anyone in his family had died early. She an­
swered, "Yes. He had seven brothers and a sister who died in the war. 
His parents also were killed. He was the only m e m b e r of the family 
who survived." 

As representatives for the deceased were placed in a semicircle 
behind the representative of her father and the weight of his fate 
became visible for everyone, the woman spontaneously broke into 
deep sobbing. She covered her face with her hands and dropped her 
head onto her breast. After the intense sobbing had passed, the thera­
pist directed her at tention to the spontaneous movement of her head, 
and suggested she complete it. 

She tu rned her at tent ion inward, sensing the direction in which 
the movement wanted to go. She fell to her knees and placed her 
forehead on the floor between her up tu rned hands. She remained in 
that position for a long while, weeping. 

In the following group four months later, she repor ted that , 
al though she was in her mid-40s , she unexpectedly had become preg­
nant . 

The movement of bowing down isn't completed until the person 

stands up and goes on his or her way. Appropriate bowing down 

frees love to flow. 

R O U N D S 

Q u e s t i o n : You mostly do therapy in groups, yet your groups are 

different from anything I've experienced before. Can you say some­

thing about that? 

H e l l i n g e r : My groups differ from the usual psychodynamic 

group in that members are not encouraged to interpret and con­

front one another. To replace this interaction between members, I 

do rounds. In a round, each participant has an opportunity to 
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r epor t wha t he or she is exper iencing or working on , one after t h e 

other . I s e ldom work wi th an individual in a r o u n d for m o r e t h a n 10 

m i n u t e s , b u t these shor t interact ions have cont inui ty , bu i ld ing on 

o n e a n o t h e r over the course of a seminar . T h e resul t is tha t some 

in tervent ions wi th people last four or five days. I work in small 

doses tha t leave a lot of t ime in be tween for persona l reflection so 

tha t no one i s overflooded and no one i s u n d e r pressure to do m o r e 

t han is possible at any m o m e n t . 

In g r o u p dynamic psychotherapy , every par t ic ipant can in te rpre t 

everyone else. Everyone is exposed and vulnerable to everyone else. 

W h e n par t i c ipan ts do n o t have very s t rong personal i t ies (or are no t 

exper ienced in g r o u p work) , they get caught up in g r o u p dynamics , 

which act as a collective defense, a n d cer ta in i m p o r t a n t t h e m e s sys­

tematical ly get shu t out . 

G r o u p s have a s t rong t endency to adop t cer ta in pr inciples a n d to 

m a k e t h e m into a g roup ru le ; for example , " N o t h i n g can be d o n e in 

this g r o u p wi thou t the consensus of all m e m b e r s . " C o n s e n s u s is 

i m p o r t a n t in the life of a g roup , b u t when i t b e c o m e s an abso lu te 

ru le , it 's des t ruct ive . T h e n the object ions of those people w h o d o n ' t 

seriously desire to explore someth ing in themselves in t e r rup t the 

process of the whole g r o u p a n d h inder o thers from do ing the work 

they c a m e to do . I f the pr inciple tha t "d i s tu rbances have pr io r i ty" 

b e c o m e s an absolu te ru le , then anyone can d i s rup t the g r o u p , no 

m a t t e r h o w trivial the "d i s tu rbance . " 

T h e use o f the g roup r o u n d has the advantage tha t in terac t ions 

be tween m e m b e r s o f the g roup are d iscouraged. No one can inter­

fere wi th s o m e o n e else's work. No one i s a t tacked; no o n e can be 

b l a m e d or praised. (Praise is just as damag ing to g r o u p process as is 

b l a m e . I t directs the pa r t i c ipan t s ' a t ten t ion away from thei r actual 

exper iences a n d toward their effect on the o ther m e m b e r s of the 

group. ) T h e r o u n d m e t h o d allows everyone to feel t rus t in the p r o ­

cess wi th in the g roup , to be able to p resen t their t hemes , a n d to 

work wi th those themes in a safe context . 

T h i s respect for the individual and the loving and suppo r t i ng 

pos tu re establish an unconsc ious solidarity wi thin the g r o u p tha t 

has a m o r e spiri tual qual i ty t han that which is possible wi thin a 

g roup-dynamic -o r i en t ed psychotherapy. T h e r e is, of course , also a 

cer ta in g r o u p dynamic , b u t g r o u p resis tance doesn ' t develop as 

strongly. 
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T r a n s c r i p t o f a R o u n d 

T h e following is a part ial transcript of a g roup round on the third 
morn ing of a six-day seminar. Early in the round , a constellation 
was m a d e of the family of origin of one of the part icipants and mos t 
of the comments having to do with that constellation have been 
omit ted. T h e transcript begins somewhat later in the round . 

S a r a h : I had an experience during a walk yesterday. I walked 
along a s t ream and suddenly I had the feeling that I had done some­
thing wrong. It was a very intense feeling. I felt guilty. I c l imbed up 
the moun ta in and came out of the forest, and it was suddenly very 
bright . I felt lighter and lighter, and the evening fog began to rise 
from the meadows. (Pauses thoughtfully.) 

Hel l inger : I want to say something about what you experienced. 
If you recognize and accept personal guilt, you no longer feel it as 
guilt. It gets t ransformed into a powerful force for action. You still 
know about your guilt, bu t i t doesn ' t oppress you as guilty feelings. 
Guilty feelings develop at the point at which you refuse to act 
responsibly with respect to your guilt. T h e n you 're cut off from the 
power to act that the guilt gives you. W h e n you open yourself fully 
to your personal guilt, then you have a source of suppor t for doing 
good. 

Your image beautifully portrays this. You let yourself feel your 
guilt, you opened yourself to it, and you felt lighter. Only the sup­
por t for doing good remains. You can do things n o w that you 
wouldn ' t have been able to do if you h a d blocked your guilt. 

Wheneve r I feel guilty and t ry to a tone for someth ing I've d o n e , 
I feel t ight a n d l imited. W h e n I allow my guilt to empower m e , the 
effect is totally different. For example , when I do someth ing tha t 
reconciles victims and perpe t ra tors , or when I do someth ing tha t 
helps someone else, then someth ing comes out of the victim's 
sacrifice. 

If this were no t a training g roup , and if you were no t a therapist , 
Sarah, I wouldn ' t say anything at all, because everything impor tan t 
has already happened . 

There ' s a famous story abou t the secrets and the wisdom of the 
world. It 's told that they're all writ ten in the sibylline books and are 
stored in a h idden cave in Italy. If anyone were to find the way to 
the cave and open it to learn the wisdom of the world, all the books 
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would dissolve. Wha tever is essential shies away from our curiosity, 
and the great secrets a n d mysteries of Being pro tec t themselves . 

A n g e l a : I 'm still th inking abou t being centered . I r e m e m b e r a 
piece I once read abou t prayer, the five qualities of prayer: t rus t , cen­
ter ing, gra t i tude , responsibility, a n d someth ing else . . . faith. I really 
liked the article a n d the words , b u t I always have the same ques t ion: 
H o w do I recognize centering? I always have anxiety that . . . . 

H e l l i n g e r (interrupting): I'll tell you someth ing a b o u t center ing . 
S o m e people close their eyes in an a t t e m p t to e m p t y themselves , 
and they call tha t center ing . I find tha t s t range. Cen t e r i ng h a p p e n s 
w h e n I o p e n my eyes a n d ears a n d take in the r ichness of the world 
all a r o u n d m e , a n d allow i t to o rde r itself in m e . T h a t ' s ga ther ing 
a n d center ing . Anyth ing else, Angela? 

A n g e l a : N o , tha t ' s enough . 

J o s e p h : I am filled wi th thoughts and feelings, a n d I pass . 

R u t h : I also. 

S t e v e n : I 'm still th inking abou t wha t you said to Sarah . (Looks 

depressed.) 

H e l l i n g e r : I d o n ' t qui te t rust you, Steven. 

S t e v e n : I ' m really no t in a good place at all. (Shrugs his shoulders.) 

H e l l i n g e r : Right! You're leading us on a wild-goose chase . (Steven 

remains withdrawn, silent, thoughtful. Long pause.) W h a t are your chil­
d r en going to do if you do c o m m i t suicide? (Pause) You owe the liv­
ing resolut ion, Steven. (Silence) I'll tell you a story. 

Love 

Once upon a time, a man dreamed in the night that he heard the 
voice of God saying to him, "Rise up, take your son, your only and 
beloved son, and go with him to the top of the mountain I will show 
to you and make a sacrifice of him to me there." 

The next morning, the man arose, and looked at his son, his only 
and beloved son; looked at his wife, the mother of his son; and then 
he looked at his God. He took his son and went with him to the top 
of the mountain God showed to him and he built an altar there. 
There he heard another voice, and instead of his son, he sacrificed a 
sheep. 
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H o w does the son look at his father? 
H o w the father his son? 
H o w the wife her husband? 
H o w the husband his wife? 
H o w do they look at God? 

And how does God—if there is a God—look at them? 

Another m a n dreamed in the night that he heard the voice of G o d 
saying to h im, "Rise up , take your son, your only and beloved son, 
and go with h im to the top of the mounta in I will show to you and 
make a sacrifice of him to me there." 

T h e next morn ing , the man arose and looked at his son, his only 
and beloved son; looked at his wife, the mother of his son; and then 
he looked at his God . He looked his G o d in the face and answered, 
"I will not do that ." 

H o w does the son look at his father? 
H o w the father his son? 
H o w the wife her husband? 
H o w the husband his wife? 
H o w do they look at God? 

And how does God—if there is a God—look at them? 

That's the end of the story, but I'll add a little more just for you, 

Steven. 

And a third m a n dreamed in the night that he had heard the voice of 
G o d , and so on. He got up , looked at his son, took h im to the m o u n ­
tain, built an altar, drew a knife, and killed him. A n d when he got 
home , he killed himself. 

My comment is: It's a pity about the boy. 

Suicide is a poor substitute for responsibility and guilt. That kind 

of atonement is just as nasty as the deed itself, and it's far easier 

than acting appropriately in the first place. So, Steven, I've read the 

riot act to you. Anything else? (Steven shakes his head.) Good. Irene, 

what's happening with you? 

I r e n e : During the meditation before the lunch break I remem­

bered that I was given the name of a child of my grandmother's who 

had died very early. I have the feeling that I'm carrying something 

around with me. 
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H e l l i n g e r : Oh! I w o n d e r where you got tha t feeling from, b u t i f 
it's i m p o r t a n t to you (pause), there 's a magic formula for s i tuat ions 
like this. Over the years , I 've discovered several mag ic formulas for 
different s i tuat ions. I d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d t h e m , b u t they work never­
theless. I exper ience it as a great gift w h e n one of the sen tences is 
given to m e . T h e formula you can use is: " D e a r A u n t , you are 
dead " 

I r e n e (interrupting with amusement): . . . a n d I ' m alive! 

H e l l i n g e r : N o . You have to be sincere i f you wan t to know, or I'll 
move on. (Long pause. Irene remains sarcastically amused and silent. 

He speaks to the group.) Okay, she's let the m o m e n t escape. I can ' t 
tell he r now. We'll go on. 

L a r s : T h e last constel lat ion touched me very m u c h , a n d I ' m still 
th inking a b o u t it. O t h e r t han that , I 've got a h e a d a c h e . 

H e l l i n g e r : You get wha t you deserve. 

L a r s : W h a t do you m e a n ? 

H e l l i n g e r : G o e t h e said i t beautifully, "Everyone is the smi th who 
forges his own mis for tune . " (Laughter) 

E r i c : I not ice tha t I have the desire to set up my family. I 've 
always t rea ted t h e m as if they were u n i m p o r t a n t , b u t n o w I see how 
i m p o r t a n t they really are. T h e exchange wi th Steven gave me a 
p u s h . 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay. We'll do i t later. 

F r e d : I have a ques t ion a b o u t working with clients. T h e m o t h e r of 
one of my clients t r ied to kill he r chi ldren. She d idn ' t actually do it, 
b u t she did severely abuse t h e m . My ques t ion is: Is there a way for 
this daugh t e r to find s o m e reconcil iat ion wi th he r mo the r? At 
presen t , she wan t s no th ing to do with her. She feels very intensely 
tha t she's b e e n vict imized by her own mo the r . I t would be a great 
relief for h e r if she were to find some peace with her m o t h e r , b u t I 
am very cau t ious w h e n things like this have h a p p e n e d . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e r e is a way. It 's also a magic formula . W h e n she 's 
ready to m a k e peace wi th her mo the r , she can say, " D e a r M a m a , I 
agree to it." (Silence) 
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F r e d (pause): I think I unders tand , bu t will she? 

Hel l inger : N o , the sentence isn't exactly right yet, bu t i t would 
go in that direction. Maybe i t would be bet ter to say, " D e a r M a m a , 
if that 's my fate, I agree to it." Something along those lines. 

F r e d : Mean ing that. . . . 

Hel l inger : N o ! No meaning. As soon as you c o m m e n t on one of 
these formulas, they lose their power. What was the sentence? 

F r e d : " D e a r M a m a , if that 's my fate, I agree to it." 

Hel l inger : A child doesn ' t have to forgive the parents . Tha t ' s a 
different thing altogether. An abused child can say, " T h a t was very 
bad," and the child can say, " I ' m no t allowed to forgive you for it," 
bu t he or she doesn ' t have to be damaged and bi t ter abou t what 
happened . T h e child can say, "You have to carry the b u r d e n of what 
you did." 

Abused children usually take the guilt and the consequences of 
the abuse onto themselves. It's m u c h more difficult to leave the guilt 
and the consequences with the parents , and also the responsibility. 
But children cause themselves additional damage when they feel 
that they have the right to get even with their parents , in the sense 
of, "All right, now you're going to pay for what you did to m e . " T h a t 
has very damaging consequences. W h e n children file a complaint or 
go to cour t against their parents , they pay dearly for it, regardless of 
what the parents did. 

Someth ing else, Fred? 

Fred: Yes, I have another client whose father was a high-ranking 
officer in the SS. She never met h im. H e r mothe r went back to Aus­
tria. She suddenly developed a recurr ing idea to kill herself. 

Hel l inger : Who? T h e client or her mother? 

Fred: T h e client. I've got the idea that. . . . 

Hel l inger : W h a t happened to the father? 

Fred: He had a very strange story. He was missing in action, and 
they thought he was dead, bu t i t later came ou t that he was a 
paraplegic and was living in nor the rn Germany. He never contacted 
his family before he died. 



288 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

H e l l i n g e r (thoughtfully): A sen tence tha t migh t help her is some­
th ing like, " D e a r Fa the r , I leave you to rest in peace . " You can help 
h e r to get to the place where she can say i t truthfully. I t 's also 
i m p o r t a n t for her n o t to wan t to know m o r e . She s h o u l d n ' t dig into 
his pas t t rying to find ou t exactly what he did in the war. She can 
just say, "I accept your fate and your decision, a n d I leave you in 
peace wi th your fate and your decision a n d all the consequences 
they h a d for you." 

M a x : N o t h i n g a t the m o m e n t . 

Vera: I ' m on a roller coaster of feelings. Th i s m o r n i n g the re was 
real pa in , n o w I ' m feeling good. I'll leave i t at that for now. 

F r e d : I ' m exper iencing this as complete ly fascinating. Brill iant. I 
feel m o r e connec ted to people t han ever before. T h i s r ichness is 
fantast ic. 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s a m a n who can be amazed . T h a t ' s good to see. 

F r e d : Yes, really. I never t h o u g h t it could be so exciting. 

H e l l i n g e r : H e l e n , you said tha t someth ing else c a m e to you. 
W h a t do you wan t to say? 

H e l e n : I 've got a funny feeling tha t my h u s b a n d , Car l , pa id you 
the seminar fee for b o t h of us . I would have liked to have given it to 
you myself. 

H e l l i n g e r : Do you know what tha t is? We call tha t a divers ionary 
tact ic. (Pause) W h o was the w o m a n ? (Laughter. Bert Hellinger is refer­
ring to an earlier intuition that her facial expressions sometimes mimicked 
someone else.) 

H e l e n (quietly and hesitant): My mothe r? 

H e l l i n g e r : Guess ing doesn ' t help. 

H e l e n : I don ' t know. 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay, then set up your family of origin. 
(Helen sets up her family. It emerges that she identifies with her father's 

first wife. She was Jewish and separated from Helen's father in 1938, 
emigrating to the United States, where she later remarried. In a moving 
sequence, a resolution is found. Bert Hellinger continues after all partici­
pants are again seated.) 
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Being Jewish is always impor tan t in Germany. T h a t always has an 
enormously powerful effect on the family system. So, He len , how 
are you doing? 

H e l e n (laughs): Good . I feel really good. 

Hel l inger : So it was an identification with your father's first wife. 
W h a t now? 

H e l e n : T h a t makes a lot of things clear to me . 

Hel l inger : Yes, you mus t say to your father, "I have noth ing to do 
with your first wife. I belong to my mother . Only she is r ight for 
me . " N o w you're nodd ing already. Do you know what p rematu re 
nodding means? 

H e l e n : No . 

Hel l inger : There ' s a famous saying in Goethe ' s Gotz von Berlich-
ingen: "Tell your master , 'Kiss my ass.' " T h a t ' s the most subtle form 
of defense. Do you notice how you're still defending? Look clearly 
at your father and say, "This is my mothe r and I s tand with her." 
T h a t makes you less impor tant , but that 's the price of happiness . 
You know the saying, "Small is. beautiful." (Helen laughs) He re 
comes the other expression, do you notice it? (Helen nods affirma­
tion.) Anything else? (Helen signals "No.") 

Alex i s : I 've had a really peaceful, w a r m feeling after b o t h of the 
last two constellations. It 's beautiful. 

Hel l inger : Yes, all of a sudden everything was clear and at peace. 

Fred: W h e n we look at what emerged in Helen 's constellation, 
does it mean that her father has lost his right to have Helen ' s 
mother? 

Hel l inger : N o , not a t all. I t means that her mo the r can ' t claim 
h im fully, not at the price the first wife h a d to pay. H e r mo the r m u s t 
pull back just a little and inwardly acknowledge her debt to the first 
wife. Tha t ' s a form of respect for the first wife's sacrifice, whatever 
that means in actual practice. (To Helen) But that 's none of your 
business, Helen . You're already back in the old expression. It takes a 
while before an old face like that completely dissolves. (Bert Hel­
linger makes a couple of mildly off-color jokes to divert the group's atten­
tion.) Okay, let's take a break. 
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Irene (before the break): I r emembered the sentence! I don ' t know 
it exactly, bu t I 'm not m a d at you any more for confronting me . 

Hel l inger : Yes, that was an effective confrontation. W h a t is the 
sentence? 

Irene: D e a r Aunt , you're dead. I 'm sorry. I'll stay a little while. 

Hel l inger : N o w I'll tell you the real sentence. " D e a r Aunt , you're 
dead. I'll live unti l my t ime comes, then I'll die too." 

Tha t ' s a sentence you can use in many situations, a l though I ' m 
cautious to say it, because it could be used like a vending machine 
token and then it would lose its effect. For example, a second wife 
could say to a first wife, "You lost your husband , and I have h im for 
a while before I too will lose h im." T h a t eliminates the superiority 
and arrogance. It unites on a very deep h u m a n level, on a level 
where the passing away of everything has a right to exist. N o w we'll 
really take a break. 



Transcript 

BRINGING INTERRUPTED REACHING OUT 
TO ITS GOAL 

Brigid is a par t ic ipant in a six-day seminar . She demons t r a t e s feel­
ings a n d react ions tha t are typical of persons whose reach ing ou t 
has been in te r rup ted . S o m e m i n o r interact ions have been omi t t ed 
from the t ranscr ip t . 

Second Day, Morning 

B r i g i d : Yesterday, I was feeling as if I were wear ing a r m o r , b u t 
today I feel m o r e open a n d there ' s someth ing very fragile coming 
u p in m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : I'll be very careful wi th your fragility, Brigid. (She 

begins to cry softly.) Brea th ing helps . Breathe in, b rea the ou t . O p e n 
your m o u t h so tha t the b rea th moves easily, so tha t it flows . . . 
b rea the . . . b r ea the . . . everything goes pre t ty quickly wi th you, 
doesn ' t it? 

B r i g i d : N o t always. 

H e l l i n g e r : You ' re no t used to having s o m e o n e take t ime for you? 
(Brigid begins to sob. Pause.) Br ing your chair and sit he re in front of 
m e . (Brigid moves closer to him. Hellinger takes tissues from his pocket 

and gives them to her.) I ' m p repa red for every emergency. C o m e a bi t 
closer . . . even closer . . . just a bi t m o r e . . . (gently removes her 

glasses and holds her hands) . . . close your eyes, o p e n your m o u t h , 
a n d b rea the easily a n d deeply, in a n d out . (He lightly touches the tips 

of the fingers of his right hand to the upper end of her breastbone.) Go as 
far back as the feeling goes, far far back, unti l you c o m e to the place 
where it be longs a n d to the s i tuat ion where it be longs . . . m o u t h 
open , b rea the . . . (Brigid continues breathing easily for about one 

minute.) Accep t it as it is, whatever it is. . . . (After about two minutes 

more) W h a t ' s happening? H o w far back are you? 
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B r i g i d : I ' m a b o u t six years old. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t ' s there? 

B r i g i d : I 'm traveling with my m o t h e r in a car. I w a n t to lie in her 
lap, b u t she won ' t let m e . She 's very cross with m e . 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay, look a t the scene. W h a t did you call your 
m o t h e r as a child? 

B r i g i d : M a m a . 

H e l l i n g e r : Say, " M a m a , please ." 

B r i g i d (very softly): M a m a , please. 

H e l l i n g e r (after a long pause, to the group): So this is a s i tuat ion of 
in t e r rup ted reach ing ou t . C a n you not ice how the scene con t inues 
to influence her? 

To Brigid: Go back farther. (After a pause.) Looks like you 've gone 
a b o u t as far as you can now. (To group): She m a d e a decision early 
in the work n o t to go too far, and she's keeping he r word to herself. 
(After a pause, he leans toward her and looks at her very gently.) O p e n 
your eyes. W h a t shall we do wi th you? (Brigid shrugs her shoulders, 
looks disappointed.) Close your eyes again. Go with your own inner 
m o v e m e n t , go wherever i t wants to take you. W i t h d r a w inwardly 
from your m o t h e r , far ther and far ther from her . (Brigid makes a 
sudden movement, turning her head to the left. Hellinger waits, then very 
gently turns her head, as if encouraging her to look at what she was 
avoiding, to the right.) K e e p brea th ing , b rea th ing ou t wi th power , a 
little faster, n o t violently, just strongly. (Brigid starts to cough.) 
Ins tead of cough ing , say someth ing to your m o t h e r , whatever needs 
to be said. 

B r i g i d (softly): No m o r e , no m o r e . 

H e l l i n g e r : Say tha t again, a bit louder , " N o m o r e , no m o r e . " 
(Hellinger reaches behind her with his right hand and, with a light touch 
of his fingertips, bends her upper body forward. She lays her head on his 
shoulder. He holds her as she sobs.) 

" N o m o r e , no m o r e . " (Hellinger suggests that she put her arms 
around him, which she does.) Brea the deeply, keep your m o u t h o p e n 
. . . a bi t faster . . . still faster . . . b rea the ou t deeply. It i sn ' t neces ­
sary to hold back your crying. (Breathing gradually slows.) (To 
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group): Brigid has chosen the smaller happ iness . (To Brigid): H o w 

are you doing? 

B r i g i d : Bet ter (pointing to her chest), . . . m o r e o p e n . 

H e l l i n g e r : You got s tuck halfway, b u t you still m a d e i t far ther 
than before. 

B r i g i d : Halfway back? 

H e l l i n g e r : Halfway to her . Like G o e t h e said, "Eve ryone creates 

their own unhapp ines s . " 

B r i g i d : I d o n ' t th ink that ' s wha t he said. 

H e l l i n g e r : Oh no? (Both laugh.) Okay, good . (Brigid stands up 
and returns to her seat.) T h a t was a s i tuat ion in which the reach ing 
ou t was in t e r rup ted , a n d we could all see wha t h a p p e n e d w h e n she 
reached tha t po in t . My observat ion is tha t a lot of neuros is s tar ts at 
the po in t of an in t e r rup ted reaching-out m o v e m e n t . In fact, I see 
neuros is as a circular m o v e m e n t that always r e tu rns to the po in t of 
in t e r rup t ion ins tead on moving on. As we r e m e m b e r the inter­
r u p t e d m o v e m e n t , feelings a n d memor i e s c o m e u p , the decis ion we 
learned as chi ldren comes u p , and t hen ins tead of comple t ing the 
reaching ou t , we t u r n back to the s tar t ing po in t a n d s tar t all over 
again. T h a t ' s m e r r y - g o - r o u n d progress . 

W h a t do I do as a therapis t with this kind of pa t t e rn? (Pause) 
Brigid got s tuck and cou ldn ' t comple te the i n t e r r rup t ed m o v e m e n t . 
We m u s t be careful n o t to p re t end that the work b r o u g h t m o r e t h a n 
i t did. B u t even t h o u g h she d idn ' t m a n a g e to comple te he r reach ing 
ou t , she did get a peek. Now, I t u r n the work over to he r loving 
hea r t . Agreed , Brigid? 

B r i g i d : Yes (smiling). 

H e l l i n g e r : Are there any quest ions a b o u t this work? 

P a r t i c i p a n t : I d i d n ' t u n d e r s t a n d wha t you m e a n t , " T u r n i t over 
to he r loving hear t . " 

H e l l i n g e r : You can ' t u n d e r s t a n d it, bu t she did . T rus t i ng the 
hea r t , the good hea r t , is always a good m e t h o d . I t 's really as tonish­
ing h o w often clients find a way that no therapis t could find. A n d 
secretly, w i thou t saying tha t ou t loud here , I also t u r n he r over to 
he r mo the r ' s loving hea r t . 
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P a r t i c i p a n t : Firs t you suggested to he r tha t she reach ou t , and 

then tha t she withdraw. 

H e l l i n g e r : I t doesn ' t ma t t e r in which direct ion people move , 
whe the r they reach ou t or pull back. T h e m a i n th ing i s that they ' re 
in m o t i o n . W h e n reaching ou t doesn ' t work, then t ry the oppos i te . 
W h e n a pe r son s tar ts to move , the m o v e m e n t reverses itself spon ta ­
neously. You go wi th what ' s there . She wi thdrew, a n d so I followed 
he r natura l m o v e m e n t . W h e n she t u r n e d he r head to the left, I h a d 
the image of he r pul l ing away from he r mo the r . W h e n I gently 
t u r n e d he r h e a d to the r ight , feelings came u p . I was following the 
m o v e m e n t as i t emerged . 

P a r t i c i p a n t : T h a t was a correct ion? 

H e l l i n g e r : N o , I d o n ' t " co r r ec t " anything. I t was m o r e nearly a 
s u p p o r t for the m o v e m e n t tha t was already h a p p e n i n g . T h a t ' s w h e n 
the sen tence c a m e , " N o m o r e . " H e r m o t h e r was clearly p re sen t for 
he r a t tha t m o m e n t in the work. 

P a r t i c i p a n t : C a n you give those of us w h o have less exper ience 
wi th b o d y work some suggest ions on how to recognize w h e n a per ­
son is in t e r rup t ing a reaching-out m o v e m e n t and w h e n he or she is 
not? 

H e l l i n g e r : N o t really. You do i t wi th careful observat ion, wi th see­
ing. Pe rhaps you' l l get a chance to see o the r examples du r ing the 
seminar . W h e n you ho ld on to a theory, you m a k e i t difficult for 
yourself to see what ' s there . Seeing i s m u c h m o r e i m p o r t a n t t han 
any specific rules . I th ink I 've said everything i m p o r t a n t a b o u t it; 
m o r e w o u l d n ' t be helpful. 

Later, Same Morning 

B r i g i d : I ' m taking i t all in. My m o o d is chang ing constantly. O n e 
m i n u t e I ' m having a feeling of w a r m t h a n d compass ion—also in my 
eyes (gets teary), and t hen it switches. It 's always chang ing , a n d 
w h e n I reach out . . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s very good , Brigid, very good. (To group): Do 
you see h o w her loving hea r t is working? Le t your good hea r t work 
on i t unt i l i t f inds the solut ion. 
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Afternoon, Same Day 

B r i g i d : I ' m comple te ly present . D u r i n g the l unch break, I 
crawled into my b e d and pulled the covers up . I t r ied to f ind a con­
nec t ion to my mo the r . T h a t was very pleasant . 

Next Morning 

B r i g i d : I was awake a lot last night . I kept th inking a b o u t my 
family a n d my mothe r ' s family. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t h a p p e n e d in your mo the r ' s family? 

B r i g i d : My m o t h e r ' s sister d ied of typhus , a n d six weeks before 
that , he r father died. My m o t h e r was 10 w h e n tha t h a p p e n e d . 

H e l l i n g e r : Was he r sister younger t han your mo the r? 

B r i g i d : She was older, the midd le child. My m o t h e r h a d an older 
b ro the r , too. I keep th inking a b o u t the a t m o s p h e r e in my family, a 
kind of deadly silence. T h e r e was a lot of silence a n d stiffness. I just 
t hough t a b o u t some th ing else: W h e n I visit my pa ren t s wi th my chil­
d ren , tha t a tmosphe re i s gone . My parents love my chi ldren , a n d the 
chi ldren fi l l the i r whole house wi th life. I r e m e m b e r some th ing else, 
too , a b o u t si t t ing on he r lap. W h e n my paren t s c o m e to visit u s , 
b o t h of the girls say, "Si t on lap, G r a n d p a . Sit on lap, G r a n d m a . " 
A n d they ' re allowed to do it. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t did your mo the r ' s father die of? 

B r i g i d : I t was s o m e kind of b ladder infection. He wen t into the 
hospi tal and d idn ' t c o m e out again. T h a t was in 1938 . Six weeks 
later, my m o t h e r ' s o lder sister died. 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s a shock for such a family. 

B r i g i d : Yes. T h e r e ' s m o r e too. I once did a constel la t ion wi th 
ano the r therapis t , and I set my m o t h e r up way ou t on one side, 
looking away. I can ' t really imagine what all she m u s t have exper i ­
enced . 

H e l l i n g e r : She may be following her sister a n d h e r father, b u t we 
can set it up n o w and we'll see. (Brigid sets up her family. Additional 
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information emerges that Brigid's father was the youngest of four children; 

his brother died in childhood and he has two living sisters.) 

H e l l i n g e r : So, how's tha t for the father? 

F a t h e r : I d o n ' t have any contac t with my chi ldren, and my wife is 
just sor t of there . I ' m pre t ty m u c h alone. 

M o t h e r : I feel very m u c h alone. It 's no t good to see the chi ldren 
from b e h i n d . I can just barely feel my h u s b a n d . 

B r i g i d ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : I 'm in a daze a n d feel like leaving. 
T h e r e ' s someth ing beh ind m e , b u t I d o n ' t know what . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e child w h o died in your father 's family, was i t a 
boy or a girl? 

B r i g i d : I d o n ' t know. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t would be your guess? 

B r i g i d : A girl. 

B r o t h e r : I d o n ' t have contac t wi th anyone . My legs are frozen 
comple te ly stiff. 

H e l l i n g e r (to children): T u r n a r o u n d a n d face your pa ren t s . W h a t 
changes w h e n you do that? 

B r o t h e r : I t 's a bi t l ighter now. 

*Legend: Fa—father; Mo—mother; 1—first child, a boy; 2—Brigid's representa­
tive. 



Some Helpful Interventions 297 

Brig id ' s Represen ta t ive : I find it comfortable and I 'm clearer in 
my head. 

Father : Yes, I feel bet ter toward my children, bu t there 's still 
no th ing going on with my wife. 

M o t h e r : T h e same for me . 

H e l l i n g e r (to parents): Exchange places and see if that 's different. 

Father: Yes, my daughter is closer to m e . T h a t feels good. 

Brig id ' s Representa t ive : I 'm feeling slightly excited abou t 
something. 

Hel l inger : H o w is i t between the parents , bet ter or worse? 

Father: Worse. 
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M o t h e r : I feel a little more alive. 

Hel l inger : We'll br ing in the grandfather. (Brigid places her pater­
nal grandfather beside her father. The father and grandfather then experi­
ment and find the best position behind the father.) 

Brig id : I forgot something. My mother ' s father also died young, 
when my mothe r was eight years old. He had epilepsy after a war 
injury. He died from a seizure while he was working in the fields. 

Hel l inger : P u t your mother ' s father behind her. 

* Legend addition: +PGFa—paternal grandfather, died when Brigid's father was 
eight years old. 
** Legend addition: +MGFa—maternal grandfather, died when mother was 10 
years old. 
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M o t h e r : As my h u s b a n d ' s father came in, I felt a s t rong n e e d to 
look. I was sudden ly able to see my h u s b a n d . N o w tha t my father 's 
there , the m o v e m e n t is m o r e toward the left. C o u l d he go over 
there , where I can see him? (Hellinger moves representative of mother's 
father to left.) T h a t ' s bet ter . 

F a t h e r : T h a t doesn ' t change anything in my relat ionship wi th my 
wife. 

B r o t h e r : F o r m e , my mothe r ' s father i s very interest ing. Since 

he 's there , I find myself looking at h i m all the t ime . 

H e l l i n g e r (to Brigid): So tha t looks like your b ro the r ' s identifica­
t ion. H e ' s identified wi th your mo the r ' s father. (Asks the parents, 

with their fathers, to exchange sides.) 

B r i g i d ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : T h a t ' s a dist inct relief. I can exhale 
a n d relax. As my mothe r ' s father was suddenly s t and ing the re , I h a d 
the feeling t h a t I was s tand ing across from so m a n y m e n , b u t I 
d idn ' t have any contac t wi th my mothe r . T h e r e w a s n ' t any o the r 
w o m a n the re . It 's a little be t t e r now. My feeling toward my father is 
m o r e relaxed. It 's good w h e n my mothe r ' s father i s over there . 
W h e n he was on my right , he was too close. 

H e l l i n g e r : P u t your m o t h e r ' s sister in the system, the one w h o 
died. (Brigid places her deceased aunt behind her mother, to the right.) 

W h a t does tha t change? 

M o t h e r : I ' m uneasy. 

B r i g i d ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : I ' m looking m o r e a t her , a n d I can ' t 
see my father as well anymore . 

M o t h e r ' s S i s t e r : I ' m feeling an uneasy pull to my sister, too . 

H e l l i n g e r (placing aunt beside mother): W h a t a b o u t that? 

M o t h e r : I ' m get t ing w a r m e r on this side (toward husband). I ts 
very nice. (She moves closer to him, taking her sister with her.) 

F a t h e r : T h i s p lace is ever so m u c h be t te r for m e . I actually feel 
closer to my daugh te r , as well as to my wife. 

B r i g i d ' s R e p r e s e n t a t i v e : Yes, I can even see my m o t h e r , a n d I 
can see my father bet ter . It 's a comple te p ic tu re , m u c h bet ter . 
Before, I was focused on my aun t . 



300 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

H e l l i n g e r (to Brigid's representative): S t and over there next to 
your b ro the r . H o w ' s that? 

B r o t h e r : I 'd like to exchange places wi th my sister. (Brother and 
sister exchange places.) T h a t ' s bet ter . 

(The father wants to move away a bit. Hellinger places his deceased 
sister next to him. All representatives make minor adjustments, until all 
have a sense of balance within the system. He then asks Brigid to take her 
place in the constellation.) 

B r i g i d (Looks intently at the system, especially at her mother): S o m e ­
thing is pul l ing me over there (to the mother). 

H e l l i n g e r : I t 's okay to go there . (Brigid slowly moves toward her 
mother and takes her in her arms.) Brigid, if you ' re going to h u g her 
at all, t h e n h u g he r good a n d tight. (Brigid holds her mother's repre­
sentative very tightly, starts to rock back and forth.) Calmly, calmly. 
Stay ca lm. Go slowly. Brea the deeply, m o u t h open . (Hellinger brings 
the mother's sister to them and she holds them both in her arms. Brigid 
starts to cry.) Brea the deeply with your m o u t h o p e n , deeply in a n d 
. . . deeply ou t . . . inhal ing is taking . . . no sound , Brigid . . . s im­
ply b r ea the in a n d brea the out , unti l you 've h a d enough . (Brigid 
starts to rush.) N o , n o , Brigid. Take your t ime . Take all the t ime you 
need . In . . . and ou t . . . the silent b rea th has m o r e power in it. 
(Brigid does this naturally. Her body relaxes visibly. After a while, she 
looks around the room, and is radiant.) 

* Legend addition: +FaB—father's brother, died in childhood; +MoS—mother's 
sister, died when mother was 10 years old. 
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Okay, you can go back to your place. T h a t ' s all, t h a n k you . 

(Everyone goes back to their seats.) 

B r i g i d : I ' m feeling great . I feel free a n d my h e a d is o p e n a n d able 

to learn. 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t was a beautiful movemen t . 

B r i g i d (pointing to her heart): The re ' s someth ing mov ing he re , as 

if it were open ing . 

H e l l i n g e r : Beautiful! 

B r i g i d : Its get t ing freer. D u r i n g the lunch break , I h a d such a 
feeling of h o p e that the work I did here will he lp me to feel m o r e 
my age. 

H e l l i n g e r : Surely! 

B r i g i d : I d o n ' t wan t to say anything m o r e a b o u t wha t h a p p e n e d . 

H e l l i n g e r : N o , tha t isn ' t necessary. 



C H A P T E R E I G H T 

Specific Themes in 
Systemic Psychotherapy 

W O R K I N G W I T H D R E A M S 

Q u e s t i o n : H o w do you work with dreams? 

H e l l i n g e r : I d o n ' t work with d reams m u c h , bu t when I do , I take a 
phenomenologica l , process-oriented view. I resist mythologizing 
dreams . S o m e therapists treat d reams as if they were messages from 
G o d , b u t I 'm very sensitive to the distort ion of reality that can occur 
in d r eam work and in hypnosis, especially the issue of false memory . 

I r e m e m b e r one pa t ien t who "d i scovered" cer ta in things in h y p -
no the rapeu t i c d r e a m work with a repu tab le hypnotherap i s t . As we 
r eexamined the mater ia l , i t b e c a m e clear to us b o t h tha t wha t h a d 
b e e n "d i scovered" was actually invented, b u t i t h a d already h a d a 
d a m a g i n g effect in his life. W h e n we reworked the mater ia l from a 
systemic perspect ive , we found someth ing pract ical tha t he could 
do , a n d tha t h a d a very positive effect on the quality of his life. 
Mythologica l d r e a m work and hypnosis don ' t get to tha t kind of 
pract ical ac t ion unless there 's an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of system d y n a m ­
ics. I f s o m e o n e is avoiding do ing wha t needs to be d o n e , t hen talk­
ing a b o u t a d r e a m isn ' t going to help. 

D r e a m s are very adaptable . T h e y adap t to the flow of energy in a 
pe r son ' s life. If your energy is flowing into avoiding decisions a n d 
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effective act ion, or in to ma in ta in ing the s tatus q u o , t hen your 
d r eams justify tha t pos tu re . W h e n you ' re using different t echn iques 
to p u t off do ing what needs to be d o n e and to justify your n o t act­
ing, then your d reams do the same . You can recognize tha t kind of 
d r e a m by the way people tell it. I f people j u m p r ight into the telling 
of their d r eams , wi thou t feeling, wi thou t respect for the d r e a m , 
wi thou t an appropr ia te shyness a n d shame , t hen it 's a lmos t cer­
tainly one of those d reams . 

I call those d r e a m s secondary dreams to go wi th secondary feel­
ings, a n d like secondary feelings, they serve to avoid whatever really 
is going on . Because it's "only a d r e a m , " people th ink tha t they can 
afford n o t to do anything. I f you take such d r eams seriously, you 
only reinforce the p rob lem, and s o m e par t of the d r e a m e r laughs a t 
you for falling into the trap. It 's similar w h e n s o m e o n e s tar ts , "I 
d r e a m e d abou t you last night . You were. . . ." Usually, the pe r son 
just wan t s to take a poke at you. 

I 've got a great example of a secondary d r ea m. A m a n d r e a m e d 
that a h u n t i n g falcon saw a little b i rd , let it sing for a while , t hen 
held it carefully, circled high over the little b i rd ' s nest , a n d let it 
d rop gently into the nes t . He though t that was a wonderful d r e a m . 

His actual s i tuat ion at h o m e was tha t his wife h a d left h i m to live 
wi th ano the r m a n . She came back three days a week to be wi th the 
chi ldren, a n d then r e tu rned to be wi th her friend for the o the r four 
days. A n d he accepted the s i tuat ion, a l though he was deeply hu r t . 
T h e d r e a m descr ibed the m a n ' s s i tuat ion perfectly. Ins tead of do ing 
wha t a falcon appropr ia te ly does , his d r eam falcon carr ied the little 
b i rd tender ly back to its nest and d ropped i t neat ly in. He h a d sur­
r ende red his wife to ano ther , and she h a d fallen into s o m e b o d y 
else's nes t . T h e m a n t h o u g h t i t was a wonderful d r e a m , a revelat ion. 
He d i d n ' t even not ice tha t the d r e a m only descr ibed his s i tuat ion. I t 
was a secondary d r eam. Secondary d reams are like bai t , tes t ing to 
see if you ' re going to bi te . l t ' s so easy to gossip a b o u t things in the 
images of d r eams , ins tead of get t ing to work mak ing the necessary 
changes in your life. 

T h e r e ' s ano the r kind of d r e a m that I call a primary dream. P r i ­
m a r y d r e a m s are coded memor i e s , and like p r i m a r y feelings, they ' re 
n o t d r ama t i c a n d loud . D r e a m s of water , for example , often carry 
the m e m o r y of b i r th . O n e w o m a n d r e a m e d tha t she was skiing with 
he r daugh te r . As they s tar ted d o w n the s lope, she was ho ld ing her 
little daugh t e r be tween he r legs, a n d when they got to the b o t t o m , 
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the daugh t e r fell into a lake. I asked her a b o u t he r own b i r th . She 
said tha t she had arrived very suddenly while her m o t h e r was in the 
b a t h t u b . So , the d r e a m seems to be an example of a coded memory . 

I also dist inguish shadow dreams. T h e s e d r e a m s show us the side 
of ourselves tha t we d o n ' t wan t to look at. We usual ly d o n ' t relate 
these d r eams because we aren ' t ready to deal wi th wha t they tell us . 
T h e y can, in fact, reveal a h idden side of us . W h e n you wan t to work 
wi th such d r e a m s , then it 's necessary to take t h e m seriously, to f ind 
a place in your hea r t for whatever you fear in the d r e a m . T h a t ' s the 
m e t h o d of in tegrat ion. 

T h e r e are also systemic dreams. T h e y d o n ' t have any th ing to do 
wi th the pe r sona l exper ience o f the d r e a m e r , b u t r a the r po r t r ay an 
unreso lved s i tua t ion in t h e family or in the e x t e n d e d family. T h e y 
b r i n g s o m e t h i n g to consc iousness tha t ' s i m p o r t a n t to deal wi th in 
t h e family sys tem. I f the d r e a m e r takes on t h e task of ba l anc ing 
t h e who le family sys tem, t hen the c o n s e q u e n c e s are usual ly d i sas ­
t rous . 

Systemic d r eams often have someth ing b ru ta l a b o u t t h e m ; they 
deal with m u r d e r , suicide, or death . T h e shadow of the system itself 
is often visible. W h e n you try to in terpret these d r eams as if they 
were s t a tements a b o u t the person , you abuse your client, mak ing 
h i m or her personal ly responsible for someth ing tha t ' s m u c h larger. 

Q u e s t i o n : Would you give an example of a systemic d ream? I 
d o n ' t get wha t you are driving at. 

H e l l i n g e r : A m a n once d r e a m e d that he found a b o d y in his 
b a s e m e n t tha t was cu t up into pieces. T h e n he called the pol ice. He 
w a n t e d to go into all of the details of the d r e a m , a b o u t his u n c o n ­
scious m u r d e r o u s impulses and all that , b u t I i n t e r rup ted h im. I 
asked h i m w h o in his family h a d been m u r d e r e d . He said tha t he 
d i d n ' t k n o w and called his father. His father said, "I can ' t tell you 
on the t e lephone ." W h a t his father eventually told h i m was tha t 
short ly after he was b o r n , his m o t h e r b e c a m e p regnan t again and 
compl ica t ions developed. T h e hospital d idn ' t have the p r o p e r facili­
ties a n d the baby h a d to be killed and removed by dissect ing i t in to 
pieces while i t was still in her body. Al though he d idn ' t know a b o u t 
the dea th of his u n b o r n sibling unti l he d r e a m e d this d r e a m , he h a d 
b e e n unconsc ious ly mak ing a place for h i m or her in his life. He h a d 
always h a d two of everything—two a p a r t m e n t s , two offices, two 
desks , a n d so on . T h a t was the actual s i tuat ion. 
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T h e r e ' s a n o t h e r th ing tha t ' s in teres t ing a b o u t this d r e a m . Like 
m o s t d r e a m s , every th ing you n e e d is in the first coup le of sen­
tences . T h e tel l ing of a d r e a m usual ly reaches its peak after a b o u t 
the second or th i rd sen tence . Every th ing t h a t c o m e s after t h a t i s 
jus t frost ing on t h e cake a n d de t rac ts f rom the p o w e r of the 
d r e a m . T h e p e r s o n re la t ing a d r e a m t ends to b e c o m e lost in the 
detai ls . If you get peop le in to the hab i t of tel l ing d r e a m s in a very 
c o n c e n t r a t e d way and to s top after the s econd or th i rd s e n t e n c e , 
t h e n you have a be t t e r chance of get t ing a clear message wi th 
wh ich to work . 

T h e r e are d r eams tha t do he lp , bu t they ' re ma in ly helpful to 
people w h o are already working on themselves. Such people receive 
addi t ional s u p p o r t from their own dep th . I call those d r e a m s meta-
dreams. T h e d r e a m e r knows immedia te ly wha t a m e t a - d r e a m is 
a b o u t a n d i t needs no fur ther in terpre ta t ion. Such d r e a m s b r ing a 
solut ion in to consciousness . Somet imes , w h e n I ' m working on a 
p r o b l e m , m e t a - d r e a m s provide a solut ion, or they show me the next 
s tep , b u t only i f I ' m p repa red 'to demons t r a t e my t rus t in the d r e a m 
by my subsequen t act ions. 

So, i f you wan t to work wi th d reams , it's very helpful to dis t in­
guish a m o n g the different types. Obviously, wha t I 've said isn ' t a 
comprehens ive theory of d r e a m work. It 's just a collection of cer ta in 
observat ions tha t may help you to avoid some of the m o r e c o m m o n 
t raps , a n d no t set off in a nonproduc t ive di rect ion. I t 's in no way 
in t ended to replace o ther m e t h o d s of u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d working 
wi th d r e a m s , b u t I do find i t destruct ive w h e n all d r e a m s are t rea ted 
as t r u th . T h e r e ' s a Chinese saying: " T h e wise m a n d o e s n ' t d r e a m . " 
He doesn ' t need d reams any longer. 

Short Transcripts of Dream Work 

M i r i a m : I keep th inking abou t a d r eam I 've h a d three or four 
t imes. In it, I always worry abou t my youngest son. 

H e l l i n g e r : So, tell the d r e a m as if you were d r e a m i n g i t again. 

M i r i a m : I ' m with my younges t son in a large place of bus iness , in 
the bui ld ing in which my sister works . I 'm busy wi th my sister. S u d ­
denly I hea r my son calling. He ' s very far away a n d I can ' t find h im. 
W h e n I find h i m , he 's choking. He has b roken in to a r o o m into 
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which adults can ' t go, and I hear his voice getting fainter and 
fainter. 

H e l l i n g e r (interrupting): Your dream, strangely, makes no impres­
sion on me . H o w old is your son? 

M i r i a m : He ' s 10 years old. 

Hel l inger : D id a child in your extended family system die? 

M i r i a m : My grandparents both came from large families with a 
lot of children. My g randmothe r had 11 children herself. I don ' t 
know whether there was a stillbirth or something like that among all 
those kids. As far as I know, there was no t (longpause). 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s strangely distant. I t just doesn ' t touch the 
hear t , in spite of the dramatic images. I couldn ' t see you in the 
d ream as you were telling it. The re was no movement , no sense of 
presence. T h e d ream leaves me cold. 

M i r i a m : W h e n I woke up , I immediately imagined my son in a 
good situation. 

Hel l inger : T h e interpretat ion that the people in a d ream like this 
actually represent themselves is old-fashioned. It 's a kind of Popular 
Romance interpretat ion. 

M i r i a m : It actually only partially corresponds to reality. I never 
worry about my elder son, even when he doesn ' t come h o m e at 
night. I 'm always sure he 's okay. 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s a distraction. Wha t did I say? 

M i r i a m : A Popular Romance interpretation. 

Hel l inger : Do you worry about your younger son in other situa­

tions? 

M i r i a m : Yes, very often. (Her mood shifts, she becomes thoughtful.) 
I just r emembered that my pregnancy with h im was very difficult, 
and that I had to stay in bed a lot. T h e n , after he was bo rn , he was 
ill. He had a very serious malfunction of his digestive system. It took 
a year and a half before it began to function properly. 

Hel l inger : Let 's go ahead and consider your d ream to be a 
memory . However, something's missing from the whole dream 



Specific Themes in Systemic Psychotherapy 307 

gestalt. Tha t ' s the reason that it keeps trying to finish and doesn ' t 
leave you in peace. First, let's look at the general situation. W h e n a 
t rauma is worked on in psychotherapy, the most impor tan t thing is 
usually forgotten—that the person survived. Unless that 's acknowl­
edged, the gestalt won ' t close and there 's no resolution. So take a 
minu te now, get a picture of your son in your mind , and let h im feel 
how glad you are that everything tu rned out all right. Okay, 
Mir iam? (Miriam nods affirmation, and her work develops in a new 
direction.) 

T h o m a s : I had a terrible dream last night. I woke up in a cold 
sweat, and my hear t was pounding . I have no idea what i t has to do 
with. 

Hel l inger : Tell the dream as if it were happen ing right now. 

T h o m a s : I am sitting with someone in a bus. He 's driving the 
bus . I know that he 's my friend. T h e bus is completely full. We start 
to go up a steep mounta in . 

Hel l inger : G o o d . Start again. 

T h o m a s : I am sitting or standing in a bus , and a friend is driving. 

Hel l inger : Good! Tha t ' s enough. Tha t ' s the point of the d ream. 
(Pause) What ' s the solution? 

T h o m a s : I could drive myself. 

Hel l inger : Okay. Change places with the driver. Anything else, 
T homa s? 

T h o m a s : Yes, something still bothers m e . My dreams always have 
the same endings. T h e beginnings may be different, bu t they end up 
the same. T h a t bothers me . 

Hel l inger : So, tell how they end. 

T h o m a s : T h e y end up with chasms and cliffs, with anxiety about 
falling. There ' s always a fear of falling and of depth . 

Hel l inger : Okay. When you have this d ream, suppor t yourself by 
imagining yourself with your back leaning against your father. 
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T h o m a s (after a pause): I d id it just now. It 's a comple te ly differ­
en t feeling. 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay. T h a t ' s the resolut ion. W h e n a child 's in dange r 
in a d r e a m , the pe r son who can he lp is a lmost always the father. It 
doesn ' t ma t t e r whe the r the child is a boy or a girl. Of course , there 
are except ions , b u t especially w h e n the danger is suicide, or a t en­
dency to pseudosuic ida l accidents or to ca tas t rophes , the pe r son 
usually will feel safe next to the father. Somet imes the g randfa ther 
is n e e d e d , as well. I t doesn ' t ma t t e r what the father did or d idn ' t 
do , or whe the r or no t the child knew h im. T h e r e ' s s t rength in the 
mascu l ine . 

J o s e p h : I h a d a powerful d r e a m . My youngest son goes in to the 
water , falls backward , and I 'm afraid he' l l d rown. I g rab for h i m . I 
feel t o r n because I d o n ' t have m u c h t ime to save h i m , and , at the 
same t ime , I have to work slowly so tha t I d o n ' t lose sight of h im. 
I ' m afraid his clothes will rip. T h e n I get h i m back and I ' m very 
happy. He ' s alive a n d he s tar ts to b rea the , bu t I worry tha t he migh t 
have s o m e d a m a g e . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t ' s a secondary d r eam. I t dramatical ly descr ibes 
the p r o b l e m wi thou t offering a solut ion. T h e solut ion is tha t before 
he falls in the water , you ho ld h i m affectionately in your a rms . 
Agreed , Joseph? 

R a l p h : I fell asleep du r ing the break, a n d I d r e a m e d tha t I 
c l imbed a tall wa lnu t t ree . I c l imbed beyond the l adder into the 
h igher b r anches so I could shake the b ranches a n d m a k e the nu t s 
fall. (There's a quality of superficial boasting in his relating the dream.) 

H e l l i n g e r : T h a t d r e a m won ' t he lp you. 

R a l p h : A n d then . . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e d r e a m won ' t he lp you. You d o n ' t respect it. 

R a l p h : I t won ' t help? After the d r e a m , I woke up wi th the feeling 
tha t I really wan ted to crack the nu t s . 
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Hel l inger : Yes, after you woke, you wanted to crack the nu ts . T h e 
image is violent, forcing things to happen. I don ' t work that way. I 
rarely work with a hammer . — 

Ralph: I really wanted to work. 

Hel l inger : There ' s no energy in your telling of your dream. If I 
stay with the d ream image, you're shaking, not harvesting. T h e solu­
tion m u s t come from outside. Perhaps you think I should do the 
work for you? Tha t ' s a pret ty poor basis for working together. 

R a l p h : N o , I was certain that I wanted to crack the nu ts myself. 
My feeling was that. . . . 

H e l l i n g e r (interrupting): Let go of the image of cracking nuts . It 
doesn ' t help. Mos t dreams only affirm the prob lem, especially the 
dreams people immediately want to tell. T h e y serve to rationalize 
failure. 

Ralph: I was so certain that I was ready to tackle the problem. 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s it. Someone who is swimming a round in his or 
her misery, always feels certain. People who have m a d e the decision 
to keep their unhappiness approach the void with head held high. 
T h e truly good mus t be approached with fear and t rembl ing, with 
profound respect. You were closer to it yesterday. 

Lars: I had a dream a couple of days ago. I can only r emember a 
fragment, bu t I think it could be a systemic d ream. 

Hel l inger : Okay, tell it as if it were happening. 

Lars: I am lying in my bed, about to go to sleep. T h e door opens 
and a w o m a n comes in. H e r face has a very emot ional expression 
and she quickly moves toward me . 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s enough. We can work with that m u c h . I t feels 
like a p r imary d ream that contains a memory. 

Lars: I 've got the feeling that if it's a memory , it's really bad . My 
whole head is getting hot . 

Hel l inger : Look at the eyes of the woman . C a n you see them? 
Close your eyes and look at the woman 's eyes and at her m o u t h . 
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L a r s : I recognize the m o u t h , b u t no t the eyes. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h o s e m o u t h is it? Take your t ime. Observe carefully 
h o w the m o u t h moves—and the eyes. T h o s e are the poin ts a t which 
m e m o r y is easiest. 

L a r s : I th ink i t is my mothe r ' s m o u t h , b u t I ' m n o t sure . 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay. Let ' s leave i t there for now. Pe rhaps the d r e a m 
is a m e m o r y , b u t we d o n ' t wan t to make anyth ing up . Le t ' s just see 
if anyth ing comes to you in the next few days. 

Next Day 

L a r s : D u r i n g the pas t three or four years, I 've b e e n working on 
my relat ionship wi th my father, on taking h im , b u t I haven ' t t aken 
my m o t h e r a n d I miss her , her energy. I wan t to take a step now. 

H e l l i n g e r : I ' m th inking abou t your d r e a m yesterday. As you were 
speaking, I saw the image from the d r e a m again. Were you in the 
hospi ta l as a child? 

L a r s : Yes, I was often ill and I have the feeling tha t I just m a n a g e d 
to escape wi th my life. W h e n I was six m o n t h s old, I h a d an abscess, 
a n d my m o t h e r h a d to take me to the doc to r to have the abscess 
d ra ined . T h a t m u s t have been very painful. 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes, she comes into the r o o m a n d you know what ' s 
going to h a p p e n . 

L a r s : I m u s t have really screamed. A n o t h e r t ime , I was in the h o s ­
pital for. . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : N o t now, Lars . We already have some th ing to work 
wi th . I t 's enough . Let ' s use it. We don ' t n e e d m o r e now. T h a t ' s a 
good in te rpre ta t ion for your d r eam. C a n you imagine h o w a m o t h e r 
feels w h e n the doc to r expresses the baby 's abscesses a n d he starts to 
scream? A baby doesn ' t u n d e r s t a n d that at all. 

A wel l -known psychotherapis t who specializes in r epa ren t ing 
once told a s tory a b o u t her 16-year-old son. He took p a r t in a 
g r o u p she was r u n n i n g in which the par t i c ipan ts regressed a n d 
relived things from their ch i ldhood. H e r son sudden ly said, " M o m , 
you tr ied to starve m e . " She r e m e m b e r e d the s i tuat ion. T h e b a b y 
h a d severe d iar rhea a n d the doc tor h a d o rde red a 2 4 - h o u r fast. 
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T h e baby recovered, bu t the m e m o r y remained as an a t tempt to 
starve h im. Tha t ' s what sometimes happens to parents . 

Another t ime, a therapist told how he once looked very sharply at 
his young daughter . She then went to her mothe r and said, "Papa 
hit me . " And that was what remained in her memory. 

If you ' re willing to feel what your mother felt when she took you, 
as a baby, to the doctor , you'll be able to resolve that image. It 
would have been m u c h worse if she had left you in the hospital . 

RESISTANCE 

Bert Hellinger is a master at working with those pa t te rns of behav­
ior we call "resistance." In observing h im at work, it quickly 
becomes clear how skillfully he uses the short interactions dur ing 
the round to in ter rupt those pat terns . He is extremely quick to rec­
ognize a pa t te rn of avoidance, and he then interrupts with an expla­
nat ion to the g roup or with a story or an anecdote . He can afford to 
confront rather blatantly since the groups quickly recognize how 
m u c h love and respect are contained in his interventions, and how 
often a good resolution emerges in the end. [G.W.] 

Wishful Thinking and Hypothetical Objections 

Lars (referring to a constellation in which he represented a mother's 
lover): Isn ' t it possible for the lover and the husband to get 
together and be friendly? Or is that just wishful thinking? 

Hel l inger : It 's wishful thinking. 

Lars: Yes, bu t it's no t impossible in real life. I know people who 
have done it. 

Hel l inger : T h e lover you represented and the husband could 
make peace if they wanted to have a homoerot ic affair with each 
other by sharing the same woman. If you look carefully at the actual 
people involved, you'll see the price that they and their children will 
have to pay in the long run . 

Lars: Yes, bu t I still wouldn ' t want to exclude it as a possible 
resolution. 
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H e l l i n g e r : I w a n t to po in t ou t a basic p h e n o m e n o n : You can raise 
a hypothet ical object ion to everything, even to what ' s r ight . T h e 
effect of such object ions is that wha t was previously effective sud­
denly has no effect at all. Raising hypothet ica l object ions in therapy 
cuts off the energy, d is turbs a heal ing possibility, a n d is always a 
cheap shot because it 's easier to come up wi th object ions t h a n i t is 
to find good solut ions . Whoeve r raises object ions usually doesn ' t 
have to take responsibil i ty for their effects. 

It 's very different w h e n someone enters into the s i tuat ion, and 
t h r o u g h his or he r persona l involvement, discovers a new varia t ion. 
T h e n he or she can speak from persona l exper ience a n d b r ing 
insight to supp l emen t or correct what was originally said. T h a t ' s a 
very great difference because menta l effort and risk are r equ i red to 
b r ing such a con t r ibu t ion . 

Crit icizing a n d ques t ion ing everything wi th hypothe t ica l poss i ­
bilities is a game you play at the university. Bu t w h e n you ' r e work­
ing wi th real peop le wi th real suffering, you can ' t do it. T h e 
consequences are too great . I can ques t ion everything, b u t wha t 
does i t accomplish? W h a t do you actually achieve w h e n you b r ing 
up such object ions, Lars? You can observe wha t h a p p e n s he re , wha t 
the effect of the in tervent ions actually is. Or you can tell us abou t 
your own experience—if you and your wife's lover are good friends. 
W h e n you mere ly raise hypothet ical object ions, the good effect of 
the work is b locked. 

L a r s : I have a n o t h e r ques t ion . . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : N o t now. (To group) D id you not ice h o w quickly he 
moved on to his nex t thought? He d idn ' t really even cons ider wha t 
we were discussing. T h e r e ' s someth ing th rea ten ing a b o u t observ ing 
a process tha t leads to resolut ion—it se ldom leaves m u c h r o o m for 
choice. We have a lot of r o o m for choice wi th the little th ings , b u t 
w h e n we ' re in teres ted in a good resolut ion, we usually only have 
o n e way to go, especially w h e n we are deal ing wi th one of life's big 
issues. We ' re only too h a p p y to escape the necessi ty of fitting our ­
selves in to wha t life d e m a n d s of us , a n d raising theoret ical objec­
t ions is a good way to escape. We have the illusion of f reedom, b u t 
at wha t price? I t 's only an illusion. 

Hypothe t ica l object ions have the same effect on resolut ions tha t 
the scythe has on whea t before it's r ipened . 
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Lydia: Right now, I 'm feeling calm and strong. I had a d ream last 
night. It woke me and I cried and cried. I had very clear images. 
One was of a person who had fallen into a rain barrel , and then I 
saw my sister, bu t she wasn ' t connected to anything at all. 

Hel l inger : Are those images from the d ream, or what? 

Lydia: T h e y were images after the d ream, and there was a lot of 
tears in t hem. 

Hel l inger : I don ' t think they're very useful. 

Lydia: Good , okay! But there is a connect ion with a conversation 
I had yesterday in which I. . . . 

L o o k i n g f o r C a u s e s a n d E x p l a n a t i o n s R a t h e r T h a n 

A c t i n g 

Louis : I haven ' t managed to make very m u c h out of my life. I 
d idn ' t finish my degree, I don ' t have a career. I've tried out lots of 
things, bu t I've never managed to stick with anything for very long. 
Do you think i t could be an identification with my father? He 
wasn' t allowed to mar ry his first girlfriend because he d idn ' t have 
a job. 

Hel l inger (after a long, thoughtful pause): Even if it were to t u rn 
out to be t rue , your me thod of going about i t is doomed to fail. 
You're still looking for causes and explanations and excuses when 
you already know the solution. 

Louis : Tha t ' s all I have to do? Everything else doesn ' t matter? 

Hel l inger : Wha t ' s the solution? 

Louis : T h e solution is that I pay my father obeisance. 

Hel l inger : And that you tell your mothe r in your hear t , "I belong 
with my father. He ' s right for me ." T h e n you can forget all the other 
stuff. 

Louis : T h e n everything else is un impor tan t , my sisters, and so 
on? 

Hel l inger : T h a t ' s a case of agreement as a form of defense. 
(Laughter.) 
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H e l l i n g e r (interrupting): Lydia , I don ' t th ink that ' l l he lp anything. 
I d o n ' t wan t to h e a r it just now. 

Lydia: Okay, okay. Bu t I wan t to tell you a b o u t i t whe the r you 
wan t to h e a r it or no t . Yesterday. . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : N o , Lydia . I wan t to analyze wha t ' s going on , wha t 
your p rocess is. F i r s t , you h a d an exper ience , a n d af terwards you 
s ta r t ed looking for the exp lana t ion . No m a t t e r w h a t exp lana t ion 
you find, you' l l feel relief, b u t it 's n o t likely to he lp you change 
whatever you n e e d to change so tha t your life c a n be different in 
the way you w a n t . Usual ly, we seek exp lana t ions for o u r own 
refusal to act , or for ou r u n h a p p i n e s s . As soon as we 've found an 
exp lana t ion , we s top t ry ing to u n d e r s t a n d o u r refusal o r o u r 
u n h a p p i n e s s , a n d the process tha t was s ta r t ed by t h e exper ience i s 
i n t e r r u p t e d . 

You can see someth ing very similar when you s tudy the mystics: 
Buddh i s t , M u s l i m , Chr is t ian , a n d Jewish mystics have all h a d expe­
riences tha t are qui te similar. T h e y just explain t h e m differently. 
T h e y t ry to c o m m u n i c a t e wha t they have exper ienced wi th the tools 
they have available. But it's no t possible to explain exper ience , a n d 
i t requires great self-discipline to resist the t emp ta t i on to do so, a n d 
to concen t ra te one ' s a t tent ion on exploring the exper ience itself. 
You have to j u m p into the river a n d swim with the cu r r en t a n d see 
where i t takes you. Is tha t clear, Lydia? C a n you accept my inter­
rup t ion if you look at it like that? 

Lydia: T h a n k you, bu t . . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : I 've failed again. (To group) If I as a therapis t were to 
s tar t to work wi th what she is going to say, or wi th he r explanat ions 
of he r tears , t hen I would be coopera t ing in in t e r rup t ing the flow of 
the process , of the i m p o r t a n t experience itself. (Lydia begins to cry 
softly.) N o w you ' re giving in to the exper ience. Take your t ime , 
Lydia . You've got lots of t ime , all the t ime you n e e d . (To the group, 
giving Lydia time) I once con templa ted pu re t r u t h a n d h o w to deal 
wi th it. T h e wise m a n deals with p u r e t ru th like a cow deals wi th a 
barbed-wire fence: As long as the cow has some th ing to eat, she 
keeps away. Otherwise , she looks for a hole . (He looks around the 
group.) T h a t ' s a general m e t h o d for dealing with cer ta in author i t ies . 
(Work with Lydia resumes.) 
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S t u b b o r n n e s s . a n d t h e J o y o f C o n t r a d i c t i n g 

H i l d a : I no t iced my own pa t t e rn yesterday—I always react first 
wi th an object ion. It 's really difficult for me to go a long with s o m e ­
thing. I ' m so s t u b b o r n . 

H e l l i n g e r : T h o s e are the people who are easiest to man ipu l a t e . 
You c a n always d e p e n d on s t u b b o r n n e s s . T h e r e are th ree k inds 
o f peop le : T h e first say " y e s " f i r s t , a n d t hen th ink; the s e c o n d 
say " n o " f i rs t , a n d t h e n th ink; a n d the th i rd th ink f i rs t . (Pause, to 

the group) D i d Hi lda u n d e r s t a n d w h a t I said? I d o n ' t t h ink she 
cou ld , because she d i d n ' t h e a r it. She was too busy saying " N o . " 
(Laughter) 

E d i e : My hear t ' s p o u n d i n g . I ' m still feeling h u r t by your rejection 
this m o r n i n g . (Her eyes are closed and she's pouting.) 

H e l l i n g e r : Yes. You can hold on to i t as long as i t does you good , 
b u t you can only ho ld on to i t i f you close your eyes a n d d o n ' t look 
at m e as I a m . 

E d i e : I d o n ' t w a n t to hold on to i t at all, bu t I not ice h o w quickly 
I get s t u b b o r n and . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : Pay a t ten t ion to your experience. I t was p leasurab le . 

You showed t h e m . 

E d i e : W h a t ? W h a t d o you mean? 

H e l l i n g e r : You really showed t h e m . Of course , you lost; b u t you 
showed t h e m anyway. 

I'll tell you someth ing abou t s tubbornness . S t u b b o r n n e s s is the 
inability to take. T h e d i l emma is tha t you have to wait for s o m e o n e 
else to he lp you get over it. Bu t as soon as someone tries to he lp , 
you have to reject the pe r son in order to keep your s t u b b o r n n e s s . 
It 's a vicious circle. I 've c o n d u c t e d research on this process for 
m a n y years a n d I have discovered a cure for s tubbornness . Do you 
wan t to know? (Edie nods.) 

Okay, I'll tell you. You p u t it off for five minu tes . 
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Do You Want Triumph or Success? 

Gwen: I woke u p this m o r n i n g a n d I h a d the feeling tha t there 
were so m a n y peop le sitt ing a r o u n d m e , telling m e , "You m u s t , you 
should . You m u s t separa te from your friend, you m u s t pay h i m his 
full d u e before you separate , you shou ldn ' t be angry a t h im . " 

H e l l i n g e r : You must tell each of t h e m , "I will, I will, I will." 
Tha t ' l l shu t t h e m up for a while, a n d then you can do wha t you 
want . (Laughter) 

G w e n : Bu t there are so m a n y of t h e m . T h e r e ' s one w h o says. . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay, okay. If you enjoy it so m u c h . I d idn ' t m e a n to 
spoil your fun. (Laughter) I was descr ib ing an inner strategy, a n d I 
d e m o n s t r a t e d it. However , the strategy requires d isc ipl ine—the dis­
cipline tha t one needs to apply all inner strategies successfully is to 
forego; t r i u m p h . T h e r e are two mutua l ly exclusive things": t r i u m p h 
a n d success /You can ei ther have t r i u m p h a n d sacrifice success , or 
you can have success a n d sacrifice t r i u m p h . T h a t ' s the discipline of 
success, and it requi res an e lement of humil i ty—last ing success , I 
m e a n . S o m e t h i n g else, Gwen? 

G w e n : I haven ' t m a d e up my m i n d to forego t r i u m p h . 

H e l l i n g e r : Exactly. You still wan t to have it. Bu t a puf fed-up . 
breas t is only full of h o t air. You only hea rd the words . 

Irene : My sister was widowed and she has r emar r i ed . H e r new 
h u s b a n d , also a widower , has an adu l t son from his previous m a r ­
riage. T h i s son is very difficult, a n d b o t h my sister a n d he r h u s b a n d 
suffer from his behavior . Unfor tunate ly , he lives in the s ame town. 
My sister basically u n d e r s t a n d s tha t the young m a n i s he r h u s b a n d ' s 
son, b u t she also sees h o w m u c h her h u s b a n d suffers from his rela­
t ionship with h i m . As an outs ider , she sees where he r h u s b a n d 
makes mis takes , a n d she tries to tell h i m tha t from t ime to t ime , b u t 
it doesn ' t he lp at all. (Irene shows an expression of exasperation with 

her brother-in-law.) 

H e l l i n g e r : Obviously no t . H o w could it? She should tell he r h u s ­
b a n d , "You' re the bes t father for your son." 
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A l l e n : I ' m afraid I d id . 

I r e n e : T h a t ' s an interest ing possibility. (Her air of superiority soft­

ens briefly, then returns.) After you m e n t i o n e d . . . . 

H e l l i n g e r (to group): T h a t was a very skillful avoidance. (To 

Irene) W h a t d id I say? C a n you r emember? 

I r e n e : You said tha t she should tell he r h u s b a n d , "You ' re the bes t 

father for your son." A n d I wan ted to . . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : Okay, I rene . You heard the words , b u t you d i d n ' t 

u n d e r s t a n d the issue. 

I r e n e : Yes I did, b u t I d o n ' t th ink you are cons ider ing . . . . 

H e l l i n g e r : N o , i t really d idn ' t get t h r o u g h yet. I w a n t to leave i t 

he re for now. 

W a n t i n g t o K n o w M o r e T h a n I s N e c e s s a r y t o A c t 

A l l e n : I d o n ' t know h o w I feel. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h e n you d o n ' t know how you feel, you feel good . 
You'd know it if you weren ' t feeling good. 

A l l e n : I t doesn ' t m a k e me feel complete ly good . I keep having the 
feeling tha t there 's real m o v e m e n t in me a t cer ta in m o m e n t s , b u t 
then i t quickly slips away in some corne r a n d d isappears so tha t I 
can ' t get to it. All that ' s left is a diffuse fog tha t cu ts me off f rom 
reality. 

H e l l i n g e r : T h e r e are always good corners for m o v e m e n t s to slip 
into to escape change . I call tha t the " w a n t i n g - t o - k n o w - m o r e - t h a n -
is-necessary synd rome . " T h a t ' s w h e n I always w a n t to know m o r e , 
ra ther t h a n staying with the m o v e m e n t a n d ac t ing accordingly. T h e 
m i n u t e I s tar t t rying to u n d e r s t a n d , I no longer n e e d to act . U n d e r ­
s tand ing is the escape ha tch the energy of change slips into. Is the re 
some th ing m o r e , Allen? 

A l l e n : T h a t ' s enough for now. 

H e l l i n g e r : D id you u n d e r s t a n d ? 
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H e l l i n g e r : G o o d . T h a t ' s now the except ion tha t proves the ru le , 
the way in which it 's good to unde r s t and . (Laughter) 

R o b e r t : I th ink too m u c h , and I feel overwhelmed. I have the 
feeling tha t it's t ime to do someth ing and to s top talking a b o u t it. 
I ' m going to call my m o t h e r tonight after the seminar . 

H e l l i n g e r : S o m e people like to c o u n t the d rops of water while 
they are taking a shower. (Pause, to the group) He d idn ' t get it. D i d 
you? 

I'll give a n o t h e r example of this process . In the U n i t e d States , 
they have a m e t h o d for teaching foreign languages . It 's qui te expen­
sive, so they most ly use i t to teach spies, b u t it's very effective a n d 
mos t people can learn to speak a language fluently in a shor t t ime. 
T h e m e t h o d is very s imple. Six or seven teachers all s tar t talking to 
the s tuden t in the foreign language at the s ame t ime unti l he or she 
doesn ' t u n d e r s t a n d anything a t a l l—and t h e n the s t uden t learns , 
b u t on a different level. T h a t ' s h o w chi ldren learn to speak; six 
or seven different people all say things to t h e m tha t they d o n ' t 
u n d e r s t a n d . 

E d i e : I r e m e m b e r two d reams from my ch i ldhood and I'd like to 
know wha t k ind of d reams they are. 

H e l l i n g e r : N o ! 

E d i e : Why? 

H e l l i n g e r : Are your chances be t te r or worse i f you ask me why? 

E d i e : Worse . 

H e l l i n g e r : Exactly. Your ques t ion is an a t t e m p t to p u t me in a 
subord ina ted pos i t ion , to obey your p r o g r a m . If you succeed in 
becoming super ior to m e , why should you t rus t me as your thera­
pist? I n e e d at least to be your equal . (To group) W h a t Ed ie d id was 
to p u t ou t s o m e bait . T h e young a n d inexper ienced f i sh will bi te . 

E r i c : I woke up just before we s tar ted wi th a d r e a m fragment . I 
can only r e m e m b e r the end . 
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H e l l i n g e r (interrupting): Eric, I want the beginning. H o w does 
the dream start? Of course, only if you want to tell m e . 

E r i c : I don ' t know, I found the last scene of the d ream lovely. 

H e l l i n g e r (friendly teasing): Tha t ' s very nice, b u t how could it 
have all begun? 

E r i c : W h a t spontaneously comes is the start of a pi lgrimage. 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s an interpretation of the dream. Your interpreta­
tions of your d ream don ' t count . W h a t did the d ream itself say? 

E r i c : Okay. I am getting ready to leave for a strange city. 

Hel l inger : Tha t ' s a good sentence. Let 's work with that . N o w 
you have to check out with yourself whether or no t it 's appropr ia te , 
whether a good energy is leading you to something bet ter or a little 
devil is t empt ing you to leave. 

E r i c (quietly): I think it is a good energy. 

Hel l inger : I 'm guessing it's a devil. T h e little devils are very 
tricky. 

A g r e e i n g w i t h C o n t r a r i n e s s 

Kath e r ine : I 'm still mulling over what you said about feelings. In 
my relationships, I always automatically assume a contrary posit ion. 
No mat te r how m u c h I try to watch out, my habit is always faster. 
Snap , and I 'm in it. W h e n it's a conversation abou t justice, for 
example , I 'm arguing the opposite position in a flash. 

Hel l inger : A w o m a n once told me that her mothe r had told her , 
"You're a whore ." She wanted to know how to deal with it. She 
always argued with her mother , "I am not ." I suggested that she tell 
her mother , "Well, actually, there may be something to it." So the 
next t ime you're t empted to argue in opposit ion, tell the other per­
son, " T h e r e may be something to it." 

Kath e r ine : Tha t ' s very simple. 

Hel l inger : T h e best par t is that, when you unde r s t and how i t 
works, you can really have a lot of fun with it. 
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The Secret of the Path 

Manuela: I hope that, sometime during this seminar, I'll get a 
chance to set up my family. I hope that it will work out, but I don't 
know if it will. 

Hellinger: Judging by how you say that, it seems more likely that 
it will not. 

Manuela: Good, if you say so. That's too bad, but maybe it's bet­

ter that way. (Begins to cry, looks at the floor.) 

Hellinger: I want to say something about the secret of the path. 

You make progress on the path by leaving behind everything from 

before, even your old insights. And there's something else about the 

path. You reach the goal with the last step. Everything before was 

only the preparation. I'll tell you a story. 

The Mule 

A wealthy m a n bought a young mule and immediately began to train 
it for its new life. He packed it with the heaviest loads, m a d e it work 
long hours , and gave it a min imum of food and drink. A n d so the 
little mule soon became a real mule . W h e n his master came, it ben t 
its knee and bowed its head and allowed itself to be piled with bur­
dens to be carried, even when it almost broke from the weight. 

Passersby saw and had pity. They said, "Such a poor little mule ," 
and wanted to help it. O n e wanted to give it a piece of sugar, another 
a piece of bread, and a third even wanted to coax it to a green 
meadow. But, alas, the little mule only showed them what a mule it 
really was: It bit the first in the hand , it kicked the second in the shin, 
and with the third, it was as s tubborn as a mule . T h e n they said, 
"What a mule , " and left it alone. 

Yet it ate gladly from its master 's hand , even straw, and its master 
praised it everywhere, "Tha t ' s the best mule I've ever had." Its mas ­
ter gave it a special n a m e , Mehtyoo. Later scholars were no longer 
sure how to p ronounce the name , until one from Texas decided it 
should be p ronounced , " M e Too." 

Distinguishing Weakness from Need 

Anne (speaking in a whiney voice): I have a lump in my throat and 

there are lots of things coming up for me now. 
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He l l inger : Resist your weakness. Look at me . C a n you see my 

eyes? 

A n n e : Yes. 

Hel l inger : Wha t color are they? 

A n n e : Dark . 

H e l l i n g e r (astonished): Dark? (To group) Do you notice the differ­
ence? She has m u c h more strength now that she's looking. W h e n 
people are weakening themselves, you can help them to look clearly 
at something and they often get out of it. Whenever people make 
themselves weak, they're fi l tering something out of their percep­
tions, and they can ' t see, or hear, or act appropriately. Everything 
that weakens people interferes with their doing what they want to 
do. If we're interested in change, we might as well forget it. If a per­
son really needs to feel weak, then we can tell h im or her to go 
ahead and enjoy it from t ime to t ime, bu t to do it with full aware­
ness. Tha t ' s different from doing therapy. 

A n n e : Is there such a thing as a s trong weakness? 

Hel l inger (after a thoughtful pause): Yes, when it's strategic. 

A n n e : I ask because, for me , weakness is an intrinsic pa r t of life. 

Hel l inger : N o , needs are a par t of life, and that 's something dif­
ferent. It 's very impor tan t to recognize and honor our neediness, 
and to communica te in our relationships that we need our par tners , 
bu t wi thout misusing them. In good par tnerships , bo th par tners are 
needy, and that grants their relationship strength. W h e n one or the 
other no longer is needy, then their relationship takes on a different 
quality. T h e r e are people who achieve their fullness, and then no 
longer are needy in the usual sense. T h e y give by overflowing, and 
others can then take from them. T h a t doesn ' t create a relationship 
in the usual sense, because they don ' t take. They ' r e self-sufficient. 
In our ordinary int imate relationships, the other kind of give and 
take is necessary. 

Do you know how to deal with neediness? You ask for something 
very concrete. N o t like, "Please love me more . " T h a t isn' t concrete 
enough. Rather , ask, "Stay with me for half an hour and talk to m e . " 
T h a t would be concrete enough. T h e n the other could decide 
whether or not he or she wanted to do so, and when he or she did, 
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the person would know when the request was fulfilled. Wi th the 
sentence, "Please love me more ," he or she could never fulfill i t and 
would feel resentful. 

GRIEF AND SEPARATION 

M a r t h a : I think constantly about a colleague who was killed last 

summer in a car accident. I can ' t get him out of my mind . I've lost 

10 pounds since he died, and I've no idea what 's going on. I've 

cried a lot, bu t I have the feeling that what I ' m doing is somehow 

exaggerated and inappropriate . 

Hel l inger : D id you refuse to take something he wanted to give 
you, or did you devalue him in some way? Do you owe h im some­
thing? 

M a r t h a : I had a short affair with his brother . He d idn ' t approve. 

Hel l inger : D id you have a relationship with him? 

M a r t h a : N o , bu t a friend of mine was marr ied to h im. 

Hel l inger : I've given you a couple of hints about where you 
might look. Let 's leave it here for now and see if those hints have 
some effect. I still have the image that you owe h im something, or 
that you need to take something from him. 

My neighbor became extremely dis traught when her husband 
suddenly died of a hear t attack 10 years ago. She cried and cried, 
bu t noth ing changed. I suggested to her, as a neighbor sometimes 
can, that she could turn to me if she wanted help. About a year 
later, she knocked at the door and said, " M r . Hellinger, could you 
please help m e ? " I invited her to come in, we sat down, and I said to 
her , "Pic ture in your mind exactly how it was when you me t your 
husband for the first t ime." She closed her eyes, and after a short 
t ime began to laugh. I said, "You can go h o m e now." She got up 
and left. Since then , she has really blossomed and has become a 
very active and effective woman. 

You know, good memories belong to every effective separation. 



Specific Themes in Systemic Psychotherapy 323 

G e t t i n g B e y o n d t h e D e s i r e t o H e l p w i t h G r i e f 

A d e l a i d e : H o w can you help people to get to the poin t at which 
they can live the answers to their problems? 

Hel l inger : Let me ask you a very basic quest ion. Why do you 
want to do that? 

A d e l a i d e : Isn ' t that the whole purpose of doing therapy, to help 
people? 

Hel l inger : A therapist is someone who limps along behind , and 
with great effort just barely manages to keep up. People have a right 
to their own destinies, and we mus t be very cautious when interven­
ing in mat ters of destiny. 

A d e l a i d e : I 'm working with a family with a re tarded son. Would 
you also say that to them? Is that t h e resolution, that the parents 
agree to their fate? 

Hel l inger : N o . In a case like that , something else is needed . 
W h e n people become parents , that has eno rmous consequences 
and entails risks that can last a lifetime. Procreat ion is the mos t p ro­
foundly h u m a n act. I t needs to be properly respected and valued. 
Tha t ' s the first thing. 

W h e n they fully under s t and and value the magni tude of parent ­
hood , then they can accept the consequences of their action. It 's a 
quest ion of h u m a n dignity. T h e y then honor and love the child, 
however that child is. Tha t ' s the at t i tude tha t allows resolution. It 's a 
h u m b l e at t i tude that expresses h u m a n dignity. W h e n parents are 
able to affirm a child like that, something good and loving flows 
through them that can ' t flow otherwise. 

Actually, that 's how mos t parents of re tarded children feel. It 's 
the outsiders who are mos t bothered . T h e parents usually accept a 
re tarded child wi thout difficulty—unless the prejudicial a t t i tude of 
some therapist gets in their way. As a therapist, you might wonder 
why they keep the child, or how they manage to love h im, b u t your 
compassion is missing. Tha t ' s why it's difficult for you, as a thera­
pist, to truly affirm the child as he is. 

T h a t would be the first step, for the parents to affirm the child as 
he is. It 's difficult for a therapist , and for o ther outs iders , to affirm 
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such a chi ld—truly a n d lovingly and wi thou t s o m e p h o n y " o h isn ' t 
he c u t e " act. I t requires tha t you, and everyone else, keep your nose 
ou t of their business . I t seems to me tha t that ' s what ' s appropr ia te 
in s i tuat ions like tha t—they love their child, and you keep your nose 
ou t of their business . 

I'll give you an example . Several years ago, a w o m a n called me 
for some advice. She was a m e m b e r of a m o t h e r - c h i l d g roup . O n e 
of the o the r m o t h e r s h a d a f ive-year-old daugh te r wi th t e rmina l 
cancer . T h e w o m a n on the te lephone h a d gone to visit t h e m to do 
some " d e a t h a n d dying counsel ing." After she h a d b e e n there for a 
while, she h a d the feeling tha t someth ing was wrong . I asked he r 
wha t was going on as she arrived. She said tha t the child was play­
ing happily. I said, " T h a t ' s appropr ia te . Le t the child play as long as 
she can, and leave he r to her paren ts . W h a t are you looking for 
there? Jus t stay ou t of it." T h a t ' s wha t she did, a n d the pa ren t s d id 
what was r ight for t h e m a n d for the child. 

Here ' s ano the r example . A therapis t called me after o n e of he r 
clients c o m m i t t e d suicide. She said she h a d the feeling tha t she 
should help the relatives with their "grief work" a n d w a n t e d to 
know if I t h o u g h t she should go to the funeral. I told her , " D o n ' t do 
it. You've d o n e your work, and now they m u s t do theirs . You m u s t n ' t 
i n t rude in to their family affairs." 

No therapis t has the right to feel responsible for p ro tec t ing a 
family from life—and everything that belongs to it. T h e illusion tha t 
the rapy can change the realities of life (or improve life) is the source 
of a lot of h u r t , especially in relat ionships. Life is the way it is, w i th 
all its joys and sorrows. 

A d e l a i d e : I'll th ink a b o u t what you 've said. 

H e l l i n g e r : W h a t does tha t mean? 

A d e l a i d e : I need t ime to think it over. 

H e l l i n g e r : I t sounds as t h o u g h you ' re going to.stick to your op in ­
ion, b u t your react ion doesn ' t change anything a b o u t wha t ' s ac tu ­
ally helpful to families in grief. Still, your opin ions migh t interfere 
wi th your percep t ion of the effect of wha t you do. T h e ques t ion 
r ema ins : Are we talking a b o u t their n e e d for help or your need to be 
a helper? 
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When Grief Doesn't Stop 

B a r b a r a : I have a n e i g h b o r w h o lost h e r 20 -yea r -o ld son in an 

a u t o m o b i l e a c c i d e n t a b o u t 10 years ago. She ' s still g r iev ing for h i m , 

as if h e ' d jus t d ied last week. 

H e l l i n g e r : M a y b e she 's a n g r y a t h i m . W h e n a p e r s o n is a n g r y a t a 

deceased p e r s o n , t he grief d o e s n ' t s top . I f she we re in t e re s t ed in a 

r e so lu t ion , she c o u l d say to h i m , " I r e spec t a n d h o n o r y o u r life a n d 

y o u r d e a t h . " (Pause) I ' m tell ing you , b u t y o u c a n ' t tell h e r t ha t 

b e c a u s e i t w o u l d just h u r t h e r m o r e . 

W h e n he was 31 years o ld , t he p o e t R a i n e r M a r i a Rilke w r o t e a 

le t ter to a f r iend, "G ive up look ing for t he answers . You w o u l d n ' t be 

ab le t o live t h e m i f you f o u n d t h e m . " T h a t ' s an i m p o r t a n t p s y c h o ­

t h e r a p e u t i c ax iom: D o n ' t give anyone an answer t h a t he o r she c a n ' t 

yet live. 

H e l l i n g e r : O u r t i m e toge the r ha s c o m e to an e n d . I t ' s b e e n a 

p leasure for me to be h e r e wi th you , a n d to show y o u s o m e o f t he 

th ings I 've obse rved o p e r a t i n g in families tha t h e l p love to f low a n d 

to b e c o m e fulfilled. I 'll be p leased i f w h a t we 've e x p e r i e n c e d h e r e is 

of use to y o u in y o u r lives a n d in you r work; i f i t he lps y o u r i n t i m a t e 

re la t ionsh ips to b r i n g t he sat isfact ion a n d h a p p i n e s s y o u wish for; 

a n d especial ly i f i t he lps families wi th ch i ld ren to feel m o r e a t p e a c e 

wi th o n e a n o t h e r a n d t o b e m o r e loving. 

Before we go, I 'd like to tell you o n e m o r e s tory—just for the road . 

Two Measures of Happiness 

In the old days, when the gods still seemed close to human beings, 
two singers named Orpheus lived on the same island. One of them 
was Orpheus the Great—the one we know from legend. He was the 
inventor of the kithara, a precursor of the guitar, and when he 
plucked its strings and sang, Nature herself was moved by the beauty 
of his music. Wild animals lay peacefully at his feet, and the tallest 
trees bent near. Befitting his greatness, he was a companion to the 
most powerful of kings and dared to love Eurydice, the most beauti­
ful of women. Thus began his downfall. 

T h e beautiful Eurydice died just as their wedding celebration 
began, and his overflowing cup broke before it touched his lips. But 
Orpheus the Great refused to accept Eurydice's death as final. Call-



326 Love's Hidden Symmetry 

ing u p o n his highest art , he found the en t rance to the Unde rwor ld 
and en tered the realm of shadows. He crossed the River of Forge t ­
t ing, sl ipped pas t the H o u n d of Hel l , and still alive, r eached the 
th rone of H a d e s , a n d there he sang. 

T h e G o d of D e a t h , moved by the beauty of his mus ic , agreed to 
release the beautiful Eurydice b u t only u n d e r one cond i t ion—tha t 
O r p h e u s not look back at her unti l they were again in the world 
above. O r p h e u s was so overjoyed that he did no t not ice the malice 
concealed within this boon . 

Set t ing out for h o m e , he heard beh ind h im the footsteps of his 
beloved wife. T h e y safely passed the H o u n d of Hel l , crossed the 
River of Forge t t ing , and began the long c l imb up . As they saw the 
light of day above, O r p h e u s hea rd a c ry—Eurydice h a d s tumbled . In 
panic , he t u r n e d to help and saw death ' s shadows, released by his 
loving fear, closing in a round her . He was alone. Ove rcome with 
grief, he sang his m o u r n i n g song: 

" S h e is dead—all happiness is gone forever." 

O r p h e u s m a n a g e d to r e tu rn to the realm of light, b u t his sojourn 
a m o n g the dead had w o u n d e d h im, sickening his love of life. A g roup 
of d r u n k e n w o m e n , r emember ing the beauty of his song, t r ied to 
seduce h i m into accompanying t h e m to the Festival of the N e w Wine . 
Enraged by his refusal, they fell u p o n h im a n d tore h i m to pieces. 

So great was his suffering, so futile was his high a r t—bu t he is 
known to all the world. 

T h e o ther O r p h e u s was O r p h e u s the Lesser. He was a singer of 
modes t talent , s inging for ordinary people , a n d en ter ta in ing on ordi ­
nary occasions, where he enjoyed himself. Since he could no t sup­
por t himself by singing, he learned an ord inary t r ade , mar r i ed an 
average wife, h a d n o r m a l children, and commi t t ed ord inary sins from 
t ime to t ime . He lived happily and died at a ripe old age, having 
d r u n k his fill of life. 

'So m o d e s t were his gifts, so was great his sat isfact ion—but he is 
u n k n o w n in all t he world, except to m e . 
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INFLUENCES ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
HELLINGER'S WORK 

Bert Hellinger considers his parents and his chi ldhood h o m e to be 
the first major influence on his later work. T h e i r part iculiar form of 
faith provided the entire family with an immuni ty against believing 
the distortions of Nat ional Socialism. Because of his repeated 
absences from the required meetings of the Hitler Youth Organiza­
tion and his participation in an illegal Catholic youth organization, 
he was eventually classified by the Ges tapo as "Suspected of Being 
an Enemy of the People." His escape from the Ges tapo was para­
doxically m a d e possible when he got drafted. Just 17 years old, he 
became a soldier and experienced the realities of combat , capture , 
defeat, and life in a prisoner-of-war camp in Belgium with the allies. 

T h e second major influence was certainly his chi ldhood wish to 
become a priest. At the age of 20 , immediately after getting out of 
the prisoner-of-war camp, he entered a Cathol ic religious order and 
began the long process of the purification of body, mind, and spirit 
in silence, study, contemplat ion and meditat ion. 

His 16 years in South Africa as a missionary to the Zulu also 
deeply shaped his later work. The re he directed a large school, 
taught , and acted as parish priest simultaneously. He tells with sat­
isfaction that 13 percent of all black Africans a t tending the univer­
sity in South Africa at that t ime had been s tudents at this one 
mission school. He learned the Zulu language well enough to teach 
and minister, bu t he tells amusing anecdotes abou t the cour teous 
dignity of the Zu lu people when he inadvertently said something 
rude rather than what he in tended. With t ime, he came to feel as 
m u c h at h o m e with them as is possible for a European . T h e process 
of leaving one cul ture to live in another sharpened his awareness of 
the relativity of many cultural values. 

His peculiar ability to perceive systems in relationships and his 
interest in the h u m a n commonal ty underlying cultural diversity 
became apparent dur ing those years. He saw that many Zulu rituals 
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a n d c u s t o m s h a d a s t ruc ture and function similar to e lements of the 
Cathol ic M a s s , po in t ing t o c o m m o n h u m a n exper iences , a n d h e 
expe r imen ted wi th integrat ing Z u l u m u s i c a n d rituals in to the 
Mass . He i s c o m m i t e d to the goodness of cul tural a n d h u m a n vari­
ety, a n d to the validity of do ing things in different ways. T h e Sacred 
is p re sen t everywhere. 

T h e next major influence was his par t ic ipa t ion in an interracial , 
ecumenica l t ra ining in g r o u p dynamics led by Angl ican clergy. T h e y 
h a d b r o u g h t from the U n i t e d States a form of working with g roups 
tha t va lued dialog, phenomeno logy , and individual h u m a n exper i ­
ence . He exper ienced, for the first t ime, a n e w d imens ion of car ing 
for souls. He tells how o n e of the t rainers once asked the g r o u p , 
" W h a t ' s m o r e i m p o r t a n t to you, your ideals o r people? W h i c h 
would you sacrifice for the o the r?" A sleepless n ight followed, as the 
impl icat ions of the ques t ion were p rofound . Hel l inger says, " I ' m 
very grateful to tha t minis ter for asking tha t . In a sense, the ques t ion 
changed my life. T h a t fundamenta l or ienta t ion toward peop le has 
shaped all my work since. A good ques t ion is w o r t h a lot." 

His decis ion to leave the religious order after 25 years was ami ­
cable. He descr ibes how he gradual ly b e c a m e clear tha t be ing a 
priest no longer was an appropr ia te expression of his inner g rowth . 
W i t h character is t ic impeccabil i ty a n d consequen t ac t ion, he gave up 
the life he h a d known so long. He r e tu rned to G e r m a n y , began a 
psychoanalyt ic t ra ining in Vienna , me t his future wife, H e r t a , a n d 
they m a r r i e d soon after. T h e y have no chi ldren. 

Psychoanalysis was to be the next major influence. As wi th every­
th ing he d id , he th rew himself into his psychoanalyt ic t ra in ing, 
eventually read ing the comple te works of F r e u d , a n d m u c h of the 
o ther relevant l i terature as well. B u t with an equally typical love of 
inquiry, w h e n his t ra ining analyst gave h i m a copy of Janov's Primal 
Scream short ly before he comple ted his t ra ining, (a book the t ra in­
ing analyst h a d no t himself r ead) , Hel l inger immedia te ly w a n t e d to 
know m o r e . He visited Janov in the Un i t ed States , eventually c o m ­
plet ing a n i n e - m o n t h t ra in ing wi th h im a n d his fo rmer chief assis­
t an t in L o s Angeles and Denver . 

T h e psychoanalyt ic c o m m u n i t y in Vienna was less enthus ias t ic 
t h a n he was abou t this way of including body-based exper ience in 
the the rapeu t ic process , a n d he again confronted the issue of wha t 
was m o r e impor tan t—loyal ty to a g roup or love of t r u t h a n d 
inquiry. Love of free inqui ry w o n out , a n d a separa t ion from psy-
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choanalysis became unavoidable. His skill in body-based psycho­
therapy, however, remained an essential e lement in his work long 
after his association with Janov had ceased to be fruitful. 

Several other therapeutic schools have had a major influence on 
his work: in addit ion to the phenomenological/dialogical orientat ion 
of the group dynamics from the Anglicans, the fundamenta l need 
for h u m a n s to align themselves with the forces of na ture that he 
learned from the Zulu in South Africa, the psychoanalysis he 
learned in Vienna, and the body work he learned in America. 

He developed an interest in Gestalt The rapy th rough Ruth 
C o h e n and Hilar ion Petzold and trained with them both . He me t 
Fani ta English dur ing this per iod, and through her was in t roduced 
to Transact ional Analysis and the work of Eric Bern. With his wife, 
Her t a , he integrated what he had already learned of group dynam­
ics and psychoanalysis with Gestalt Therapy, Pr imal Therapy, and 
Transact ional Analysis. His work with the analysis of scripts led to 
the discovery that some scripts function across generat ions and in 
family relationship systems. T h e dynamics of identification also 
gradually became clear dur ing this period. Ivan Boszormenyi-
Nagy's book Invisible Bonds and his recognition of h idden loyalties 
and the need for a balance between giving and taking in families 
also were impor tant . 

He trained in family therapy with Ru th M c C l e n d o n and Leslie 
Kadis , where he first encountered family constellations. "I was very 
impressed by their work, bu t I couldn ' t unders tand it. Nevertheless , 
I decided that I wanted to work systemically. T h e n I got to thinking 
about the work I'd already been doing and realized, 'I t 's good too. 
I 'm not going to give that up before I really under s t and systemic 
family therapy.' So I just kept on doing what I'd been doing. After a 
year, I thought abou t it again, and I was surprised to discover that I 
was working systemically." 

His reading of Jay Haley's article about the "perverse t r iangle" 
led to the discovery of the impor tance of hierarchy in families. 
Addit ional work in family therapy with T h e a Schonfelder followed, 
as did training in Mi l ton Erickson's Hypnotherapy and Neuro -L in -
guistic P rogramming ( N L P ) . F rank Farelly's Provocative The rapy 
has been an impor tan t influence, as has been the Hold ing The rapy 
developed by Irena Precop. T h e most impor tan t e lement he took 
from N L P was its emphasis on working with resources ra ther than 
with problems. His use of stories in therapy, of course , pays t r ibute 
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to M i l t o n Er ickson. T h e first s tory he told in therapy was " T w o 
M e a s u r e s of Happ iness . " 

T h o s e familiar with the full range of psychotherapy will recognize 
that Hel l inger ' s con t r ibu t ion is his u n i q u e integrat ion of diverse ele­
m e n t s . He makes no claim tha t he has discovered some th ing new, 
b u t there ' s no ques t ion b u t tha t he has m a d e a new in tegra t ion . He 
has the na tu ra l ability to th row himself in to a new si tuat ion, to 
i m m e r s e himself in it, and w h e n he has learned wha t there is to 
learn, to move on. Certainly, his early experiences t augh t h i m indel­
ibly the i m p o r t a n c e a n d skill of l istening to the au thor i ty of one ' s 
own soul—for a l though it isn ' t foolproof, it's the only real p r o t e c ­
t ion we have against seduct ion by false authori t ies . His insis tence on 
seeing wha t is as opposed to blindly accept ing what we ' re to ld , c o m ­
b ined wi th the unwaver ing loyalty and t rus t in one 's own soul , is the 
fundamenta l basis u p o n which this work has been buil t . 

In a sense, he ' s the u l t imate empiricist . 
T h r o u g h a l l of this , his phi losophical c o m p a n i o n has b e e n M a r ­

tin He idegger , himself no s t ranger to the dangers of false au tho r ­
i ty—al though Heidegger ' s p ro found quest for the t r u e words tha t 
r esona te in the soul m u s t have commona l i ty with those sen tences 
clients speak in the constel lat ions hera ld ing change for the be t te r , 
signaling the renewed flow of love. 

O n e last inf luence—or perhaps bet ter , c o m p a n i o n — m u s t be 
m e n t i o n e d : Hel l inger 's archetypally G e r m a n love of mus ic . Yes, 
opera ; a n d yes again, especially Wagner. 


