Advance praise for Michael Reddy’s

HEALTH, HAPPINESS, & FAMILY CONSTELLATIONS

Not only is it rare that a cognitive scientist would enter into an alternative method of healing, but Dr. Reddy does so with passion, clarity, and
insight. He brings fresh perspectives into the systemic constellation field.
Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations is carefully written for a
wide range of readers. It invites you to involve your heart, mind, and soul
in such a way as to leave you knowledgeable, safely open, and gently
moved. It is a joy to read a scientific and creative thinker's integration of
the systemic constellation work.
—J. Edward Lynch, Ph.D.
Former Chairman, Marriage & Family Therapy Program
Southern Connecticut State University
Author of Princples & Practices of Structural Family Therapy
CoEditor, Messengers of Healing

Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations is a rich addition to
this growing field, as well as a supportive companion for anyone making
their journey through life. For facilitators of the work, it brings expanded
languaging of the basic concepts, including the family soul and the crossgenerational impact of trauma. For others, Michael provides a detailed
container for creating your own constellation through the construction
of an ancestral altar. By revealing the personal story of the impact of
his father and fighter pilot uncle on his own life, Michael invites you
to discover privately or with trained help where your own systemic
vulnerabilities lie. The pace of the book is gentle, and the cautions are
prudent. It is a wonderful contribution.
—Francesca Mason Boring
Author of Connecting to Our Ancestral Past,
Notes from the Indigenous Field, and Feather Medicine
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Given my years of work with experts in the fields of psychology, personal growth, and healing, I'm excited to recommend Health, Happiness,
and Family Constellations. It can help you (as well as clients and
patients) on the path to healing—especially when this involves untangling
family legacies that can shape (and limit) future health and well being.
Michael Reddy is a brilliant synthesizer: a Ph.D. cognitive scientist,
trained shaman, and respected practitioner of family constellations--who
brings his heart and mind to healing others in this accessible and important
new work.
—Janet Goldstein, Publishing and Strategy Consultant
Coauthor of It’s Not About the Coffee
Michael Reddy is emerging as one of the most articulate representatives in the US of a still relatively little known methodology called Family
Constellations. As this work and its amazing success spreads almost like
the rays of the sun throughout the world, our nation has been reluctant
to embrace it. Michael has made it his mission to change that by applying
his vast knowledge as a scholar, researcher, healer and teacher. His compassion, in addition to combining heart and mind, makes this book accessible and understandable to broader audiences. Health, Happiness, and
Family Constellations will change your perception about health and healing—and it may change your life.
—Elmar Dornberger, Principle, Hemisphere Consulting
Family Constellation theory has taught me to see how often I am
driven by unconscious forces when making life decisions. All of us carry
hidden patterns of behavior by virtue of being born into any family configuration. Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations will help you
to both honor your past and create a new future. Michael Reddy is an
insightful guide as you undertake this journey.
—Bob Butera, Ph.D.
Author of The Pure Heart of Yoga, and Meditation for Your Life
Publisher of Yoga Living Magazine

Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations offers a wealth
of insights as to why success or failure in personal and professional
relationships, and issues of mental and physical health, are deeply
rooted within our immediate family of origin as well as our often complex ancestral lineage . Systemic Constellation work is as much a worldview as a method. Dr. Reddy’s skillful presentation clearly sets forth
its power and potential. He addresses many levels of suffering and its
resolution in body, personality, and soul. Of particular value is his
profound understanding of the largely unconscious, collective intelligence that he refers to as “the family soul.”
—Anngwyn St. Just, Ph.D.
Director, Arizona Center for Social Trauma
Author of Trauma: Space, Time, and Fractals,
and Relative Balance in an Unstable World
Whether you realize it or not, you (or your clients) may have hidden loyalties and unconscious family relationships operating below the
surface. These can steer your work, your life, and even your emotional
and physical health in the opposite direction from where you want to
go. In Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations, Michael Reddy
ties together cutting edge ideas from biology, psychology, systems theory,
and shamanism in simple language that shows you how to uncover and
dissolve these loyalties.
—Elizabeth Marshall
Marketing Strategist
CoAuthor of The Contrarian Effect
Michael Reddy weaves the perfect blend of theory and practice in
Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations as he explains the
basics of this fascinating healing modality. His personal experiences
bring the book to life. I am a newcomer to this approach and I feel I
now have a good working knowledge to guide my clients as I refer them
to experts in this new field.
—Kevin Koser, LMT, NCTMB
Advanced Reiki, Myofascial, & Cranioscacral Therapist
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Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations guides you through
the concepts, processes, and value of Constellations in precise and simple
terms. Michael’s personal revelations and transformation as a participant,
along with those of his clients when he is a practitioner, clearly reveal the
power and importance of this work at this time. As a drama therapist who
relies heavily on systems theory, I can really appreciate the depth and
impact of the Family Constellation process. This book is a must-read for
therapists and healers unfamiliar with the work, or anyone in any form of
chronic pain.
—Blair Glaser, MA, LCAT, RDT,
Psychotherapist and Leadership Mentor
Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations is a thorough explanation of constellaton work, filled with touching examples—including
the author's own personal journey with the work. Michael has managed
to cover all the salient points and provide a comprehensive, accessible
introduction to what this rapidly growing, innovative approach is all
about.
—Barbara Morgan,
UKCP Registered Gestalt Psychotherapist
Family Constellations Trainer and Supervisor
Editor, The Knowing Field—International Constellations Journal
Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations is a helpful introduction to the world of Family Constellations. For practitioners wanting
to gain an understanding of the systemic influence on success and failure
for their clients, this offers an insightful introduction to a complex yet
fascinating subject. Clients searching for a way to move from what seem
like inescapable cycles of anxiety, limitation or depression, will find an
intriguing alternative—as they begin to explore the world of family systems. They will discover how these systems shape who they are and see the
opportunities for growth and success contained within the same family system.
—Judy Wilkins Smith, NDMT
Principle, Emotional Genetics
Family & Organizational Constellations Facilitator/Trainer

Michael Reddy has succeeded in offering simple, grounded
metaphors enabling his readers to comprehend complex science and
abstract ideas in an accessible, yet expansive, manner. His thorough exploration of current science and study in Health, Happiness, and Family
Constellations provides a significantly important resource—for those new
to the field and seasoned practitioners as well. Combining his personal experience with his wealth of knowledge Michael enables the reader to safely
explore the topic of Constellations from the space of heart, intellect and soul.
—Carolyn Zahner, MCSW, LISW
Psychotherapist, Traumatologist, & Co founder
US Systemic Constellations Conferences & Education
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FOREWORD
by Dan Booth Cohen, Ph.D.
When conventional and alternative therapies cannot calm or resolve
the disturbances that plague our lives, we may feel compelled to re-envision what it takes to heal our minds and bodies. This is how Michael
Reddy literally stumbled into his first Family Constellation workshop.
Severe pain in his feet had been diagnosed as neuropathy, but none of the
prescription medications and alternative therapies had offered lasting
relief. Nearing the limits of his tolerance, he drove from Philadelphia to
South Carolina to find the author of a book. He walked away from that
first constellation workshop a changed man.
Health, Happiness, and Family Constellations is a milestone on
Reddy’s journey to share the potential of this nearly silent healing process
with others. It explains in clear language how ancestors, family systems,
and hidden loyalties are an important missing piece to the puzzle of
human suffering. This compelling volume gives us a framework and accessible tools for understanding and changing the worst of our chronic problems. By looking through the lens of an inherited field of intelligence and
memory, Michael Reddy introduces readers to a different way of creating
harmony in life and love.
Doctors, psychologists, counselors, and coaches all work according to
a simple paradigm. If the client has this particular problem, then prescribe
these particular remedies. The family constellation perspective adds
another dimension to this approach. The client’s particular problem may
be anchored by loyalties to unresolved issues or events in his or her
immediate and ancestral family system. Looking for those anchors then
becomes part of the screening procedure. And removing them either
frees those previously prescribed remedies to succeed, or creates spontaneous remissions.
Over the past 10 years, I have facilitated more than one thousand
Constellations in the United States and Europe, in settings ranging from
an historic Jewish Holocaust site in Germany, to the private homes of
wealthy Americans. My own book, I Carry Your Heart in My Heart:
Family Constellations in Prison, is based on monthly Constellation
circles with a group of “lifers.” Every one of these Constellations has been
about opening the heart and mind to larger truths and deeper love.
i
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I came to Constellations after a 20 year dual career has a business
owner and volunteer peacemaker. In 1980, I was the founding partner of
an engineering consulting firm specializing in energy and water conservation. It grew to 3 offices and 50 professionals before being sold to a
Fortune 1000 natural gas company. After my experience working for the
Director of the Los Alamos Laboratory as a Strategic Planning consultant,
I then became a founder member of the City of Cambridge (MA)
Peace Commission.
Growing up in a Jewish family that was deeply scarred by the
Holocaust, I organized peace exchanges between Jewish American and
German teenagers, and lived in Bethlehem, Palestine, as a Jewish peacemaker. By the year 2000, I was well aware that the toolkit of the peacemaker was missing something essential.
This realization is what brought me to Constellations. Having sold
my business, I took a year to search for that absent tool in the peacemaker’s
toolkit. Someone told me to check out Family Constellations and I flew
to South Dakota to attend a 3-day workshop. What I experienced was
what I was looking for: the missing tool. Over the course of the next
several years, I trained to be a facilitator in Germany and the US and
completed a PhD in psychology at Saybrook University.
Michael Reddy and I share a similar path through our adult lives. He
was a founder of cognitive science at the University of Chicago and
Columbia. Later, he left academia to apply his knowledge of systems theory
as a successful software designer and IT manager. At the same time, being
drawn to study the indigenous healing technologies of North American
Shamanism, he led circles, sweats, and vision quests for more than 15
years. His knowledge of science, systems and Shamanism culminated in
his encounter with Family Constellations, which is itself an integration of
Western psychology and indigenous healing practices.
When we met several years ago, we recognized each other as partners
in the shared pursuit of merging modern knowledge with ancient
wisdom. We have since collaborated on many projects, including poster
presentations at two University of Arizona “Towards a Science of
Consciousness” conferences. The Free Constellation Call, an open, teleconferenced discussion group we co-host every Tuesday evening, is the
longest running resource of its kind. Talking with so many different
people, Michael recognized the need for a book about Constellations that
created a new context to understand the process.
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Reddy brings a scientist’s mind and a shaman’s heart to this book. In
clear language, supported by science and wisdom traditions, he explains
something very basic: what gives us life and our first appreciation of love
is a tightly knit group experience known as the family. Regardless of
how our parents treated us, we remain faithful in hidden ways to the
gifts and deficits of our biological lineage.
Long before the evolution of individualism and rational thinking,
human families, clans and tribes shared a collective intelligence that
supported survival by remembering what worked well, and how members
suffered, got lost, or died. For countless generations these groups inhabited
the same homelands and subsisted on the same foods grown, gathered or
hunted from the same sources. Today, few Americans can name their eight
great-grandparents. We live at great distances from our own birthplaces
much less those of our ancestors. The food, shelter and clothing we buy
everyday would be inconceivable to our ancestors of just a century ago.
Why not entertain new paradigms for relieving disturbances in the
mind? Today is the most fruitful period in the evolution of consciousness
that we have ever seen. For the first time in history, the technologies of
transportation and communication allow people everywhere to access the
cultures and historic records of all other people. From the ancient traditions of Buddhism, Kabbalah, and shamanism to the contemporary
sciences of quantum physics, cognition, and dynamical systems theory—
a new map of human consciousness is coming into view. With it comes
Family Constellations, a new tool for removing the blocks that interfere
with our happiness and good health.
In today’s world, rather than protecting the survival of the family or
clan, the imbedded, unconscious memories of how ancestors suffered or
died emerge as inexplicable fears, unfounded sorrows and inappropriate
behaviors. Without comprehending these impulses, children and grandchildren often are enmeshed in the aftereffects of traumatic events that
occurred decades before they were born.
Readers of this book will learn how Family Constellations reveal and
realign hidden loyalties to painful events in the family’s past that weigh
upon us like millstones. Constellations work directly with the family’s
subconscious system to help us dissolve the blocks that stand as obstacles
to good health and fulfillment. This book tells an exciting and important
story of the hidden architecture of human relationships. It includes
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instructions for how to use Constellations as a self-help tool to achieve
simple, practical resolutions for otherwise resistant problems.
The following pages are a captivating tour through the inner world
of ancestors, family systems, and hidden loyalties. By the end, you will
grasp how Family Constellations can be used to accelerate the resolution
of physical symptoms, emotional disturbances, and relationship conflicts.
With this, problems that have repeated in multiple generations in your
family will lose their grip, freeing you to enjoy and contribute to a new
unfolding in human consciousness.
-- Dan Booth Cohen, Ph.D.
President, Systemic Constellations Conference and Education
Author of I Carry Your Heart in My Heart-Family Constellations in Prison.
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INTRODUCTION
What if there is a missing link in most of the ways we pursue health
and happiness? If so, and if it is what I think it is, it has to do with our
collective, as opposed to our individual natures. I’ve become a believer
because I credit it with saving my life. I’ve also watched it now change the
lives of many others for the better.
I’ve written this book in the hopes that as many of you as possible
can get a look at what I’m talking about, and judge for yourselves. Our
politicians talk about family values. But, in truth, we seem to be clueless
about how deep they really are, and how they affect us. If we had a clue,
we would surely spend more money on supporting careful development
in early childhood.
Who are you then, the readers? For what kind of people has this
book been written? Actually, I’ve tried to keep a whole range of you in
mind as I sat glued to my laptop for longer hours than I might have liked.
First of all, you are simply intelligent people actively involved in rebuilding,
or maintaining, or bettering your health and/or happiness. For yourselves, or for loved ones close to you, you care about the best ways of doing
these things. Any maybe also you’ve had some experiences that suggest
that, when it comes to chronic suffering, as opposed to acute problems—
expensive, or high-tech, specialized, or even alternative approaches don’t
always work so well.
Then, too, you may be a coach, therapist, or any of various kinds of
alternative healer. You might even be an open-minded allopathic MD, or
a homeopath. I certainly hope some of you are. Even if you are doing
fine yourself, you know that some patients and clients are harder for you
to help. With them, your sense of what’s wrong jumps around, and the
usual remedies gain little traction.
For you, this book is an open doorway to consider and perhaps
explore a simple, but radical idea. What if what’s wrong is not located
within your individual client, but is rather a function of his or her current
function in a collective? What if that collective is inescapable and innately
human? What if there are anchors in that collective that need to be
addressed before your client can move forward?
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But you may also be someone already familiar with family constellations, and what we often call the “systemic constellation perspective.”
You’ve been to some workshops. You’re convinced that something very
real is going on there, but it still rather boggles your mind. Or maybe
you’re even someone who went a step further. You got the clear message
that this was something you wanted to add to your own toolkit, something that would aid you in your own work with others. So you’ve
trained, learned to hold your own workshops and private sessions, and
maybe even started training others.
But again, in all that involvement, and in much of the reading you’ve
done, a lot about how and why this approach works has remained elusive.
The workshops and trainings are usually quite experiential. They take
things like “the knowing field” and “representative perception” pretty
much for granted. Explaining them to prospective clients is one of your
regular headaches.
What this book tries to offer you, or your trainees if you have them,
is a practical conceptual framework that ties family constellations into
other advancing areas of human knowledge. It also attempts to address
some of the confusions that crept in when the method was translated originally from European intellectual culture, and from the founder, Bert
Hellinger’s, German language. He dives deep into the mystery at times and
speaks, as one must, poetically—in riddles or stories.
Now that you know who you are, I want to introduce you just briefly
to some of the different influences you’ll meet in these pages. For me,
several dominant threads in four decades of adult life come together here.
I grew up loving physics, cosmology, and the experimental method. I’ve
remained all these years a voracious consumer of open-minded empirical
research of all kinds.
In graduate school, the kind of science I pursued morphed into the
cognitive variety. The mind was the new frontier for me, not space, or the
sub-quantum world. At the University of Chicago, I learned to build
models of how language worked, especially metaphor, without worrying
about whether that was actually the way the brain did it. Any understanding
was better than none, and we didn’t deceive ourselves that our conceptual
and computational constructions captured physiological reality.
The kind of science I cared about changed because I, myself, was
unstable. As a gifted, driven, but also precariously balanced oldest son,
born of an alcoholic, traveling salesman, war-veteran father—what I had
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to figure out was how to hang on to peace and sanity. I couldn’t spend
my time calculating how many photons came out of some star a billion
light years away. As a sideline at Univeristy of Chicago, I got a research job
in a hospital across the street, and used its full resources to find therapists.
In general, the thrust of one of the intellectual explorations in my twenties
and thirties focused more and more on one thing: how to get really well,
and stay that way.
In my early forties, however, after the boom and bust cycle in business automation pulled all my software development jobs out from under
me, I found myself in a serious healing crisis. This one drew me in short
order in an unexpected direction. The people who seemed the most helpful
were Native Americans, “medicine people,” shamans.
There followed a ten-year period in which my scientific materialism
gave way to something else. Quantum physics, I knew, had bumped up
against the fact that consciousness influenced the outcome of experiments. And little particles light years apart communicated somehow
instantaneously, as if space and time meant nothing to them (Jeans, 1932;
Rosenbaum and Kuttner, 2006).
So here I was bumping up against something similar. Learning slowly,
and sometimes reluctantly, to obtain information and bring about effects
in ways that I considered “psychic,” I had to accept that the scientific
materialism I loved so much was, like my models of metaphor, just a kind
of construction—a lego or tinker-toy, if you will. It was a fabulous, mathematically intricate lego toy that changed the world, but it too fell short of
reality. “The map is not the territory,” as Korzybski’s famous saying goes.
After around ten years of training and practice, working days back in
IT management and software development again, my night job became
using the tools of indigenous shamanism, along with everything else I had
gathered over the years—to help people heal. And things stayed that way,
until, as you shall hear in the Prologue, my life and health fell apart yet again.
Parts of this book tie family constellations into developments in biology, psychology, systems theory, and interpretations of quantum theory.
Much of this is there for you readers who, like me, find it not so easy to
accept the apparently psychic ways in which a family constellation workshop connects to no longer living ancestors and other relatives not present.
Extensive laboratory research and military applications (despite the
movie “Men Who Stare at Goats”) make a strong case for the existence of
such effects (Brown, 2006; Hayward, 1997; McTaggert, 2007, 2008;

x

HEALTH, HAPPINESS, & FAMILY CONSTELLATIONS

Radin, 2006, 2009; Sheldrake 1999, 2003). There are open-minded,
empirically plausible ways of beginning to model what happens in family
constellations. And please bear in mind, quantum physics faces pretty
much the same problem.
At the same time, many of you, I know, already take psychic, or “psi”
effects for granted. Studies done by the US National Science Foundation
show that 62% of people with more than a highschool education believe
at least some of these effects are real (Radin 2006, p. 35, and p. 305 footnote 2). So you may not care that much about connections I make to science.
Some of these survey sections can be skipped if you like. I try to point out
which. But if you are a facilator or trainer, remember, these sections may
help you with explanations to clients not so at ease about this.
And, as I make clear in the book, I’m just laying out for all of you
some things that seem to happen, and telling you how I try to explain
them to myself. So if you are skeptical, as I most certainly was twenty-five
years ago, I welcome your attitude. Healthy skepticism, as opposed to a
locked down mindset, is essential to the growth of knowledge. What I’m
doing is giving you a perspective that you can check out for yourself easily
enough. If you’re serious, read some of the books. Or go to a well run
workshop and just watch what happens. Maybe you’ll see it differently.
Most of the explanations and science surveys show up in Chapters
One, Three, and Five. Chapters Two and Four are different. They give
you a practical, insider’s view of what goes on in a family constellation.
They show you how to do simple ones in a valid way for yourself in your
own home. These chapters are not so much the scientist in me talking to
you, but rather now the healer helped out by the business systems analyst.
Software design consists of breaking up a job into rough subtasks
and creating rules for how to accomplish those subtasks. If we substitute
“rough guidelines” for “rules,” then what’s happening in these practical
chapters is this. In the classic manner of a cognitive scientist, the systems
analyst in me is looking at what careful constellation facilitators do, and
giving you initial guidelines for understanding it--and then doing something very similar at home. This will also help you immensely in knowing
what a “well-run” workshop is, and what sorts of facilitators you might
want to work with
Two other important themes show up in this book. The medical
model that responds only when something breaks, and fixes only what’s
wrong, is necessary but incomplete. It does not lead to sustained growth
in health and happiness. Strengthening what’s working already, what’s
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right, is also crucial. It is often powerful enough on its own to crowd out
what’s wrong (Wright, 1998). And what’s wrong is sometimes wrong only
because too much that was right has gotten lost, and the person is missing the kind of joyous focus that organizes health in body, emotions,
mind, and soul in the first place. This is an important perspective.
Some of the things we have to talk about this book are dismal and
tragic. They happen and they create cross-generational scars. But I do not
believe that we can leave mainstream and alternative medicine, nor even
family constellations, solely focused on such negatives. So I keep bringing
the conversation back to the positive side as well. Some hidden loyalties
to the family system are probably postive ones.
At the same time, it is also true that our culture has failed to understand what happens to human beings when they go through tragic, “traumatic”
experiences. We seem to remain clueless about this, as we do about deeper
family values. But a practical, easy to understand, relatively hard scientific,
neurological understanding of trauma and its aftereffects exists (Porges,
2011; Levine, 2010; Siegel, 2008, 2010a, 2010b; Scaer, 2005; St. Just,
2006, 2008, 2012).
And it is a beautiful understanding. It links us on the one hand to
our brother and sister animal species, and shows forth on the other the
amazing resilience of the human spirit in the face of adversity. We need
this understanding for our abused children, our criminals, our victims,
our veterans, our overbearing or else too timid colleagues, our families,
and ourselves. I’ve saved this discussion for the last chapter.
At a time when the mainstream support systems for health in the US
are overly specialized, limited by insurance many do not have, impersonal,
pharmaceutically focused, inordinately expensive, and themselves traumatized by litigation—a simple, low-tech, inexpensive, very human solution
for chronic emotional and physical suffering deserves a look. It won’t solve
all the problems. But for many cases, it’s the only approach that seems to
be looking in the right place.
We are inherently social animals and our collectives, especially that
age-old one called “the family,” are part of the picture. The old,
Darwinian watchword, “survival of the fittest,” is coming to have a new
companion. It is also a matter of “survival of the successfully bonded.”
We must take seriously the nature of those bonds.
--Michael Reddy
June 21st, 2012

PROLOGUE

My Father’s Feet
“What am I doing here?” I wondered, half outloud.
“Here” was a wooden bench overlooking a placid, medium wide river
that flows through downtown Columbia, South Carolina. I sat there with
my friend, Rich. His smart phone GPS labeled the river the “Congaree.”
A beige bridge supported by real curved arches stretched a boulevard out
across it. On a clear, crisp Friday morning, this seemed an odd, out of the
way place to come to for healing. All the way from Philadelphia, at that.
But then, I was running out of options.
In the pale sunshine of this early December day, we both wore light
jackets. A chilly breeze blew steadily upstream, against the current. We
sat more or less in silence. John L. Payne’s workshop did not start until
six that evening.
Of course, even though physically cold, my feet felt like they were
being poked with hot needles. And I felt again the scary anxiety rising in
me at these arbitrary, impossible, unstoppable eruptions of “nerve pain.”
“Sensory neuropathy,” they called it. But that meant nothing. After all
sorts of tests, the mainstream doctors had no explanation for it.
Acupuncture, supplements, and experimental treatments for allergies, and
also therapy, bodywork, and homeopathic remedies had all failed to stem
its increasingly severe flare-ups.
At painkillers, it more or less laughed—even serious ones.
Sometimes they worked. But with a kind of maddening irregularity, they
often had no effect whatsoever. A tricyclic antidepressant had made a
zombie out of me for three weeks, after which the dreaded “stingyburnies” came right back again. Meanwhile the drug left me with an
utterly dry mouth, constant nasal congestion, numb spots, and a really
lovely variety of twitches. I was near the end of weeks of weaning myself
ever so slowly off of the stuff.
Off the far bank of the river, in a small boat, a man was anchored just
below the bridge—after some local fish, it seemed. Me too, I thought.
Only the particular fish I was after was an internationally known healer,
1
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and practitioner of something called “family constellation work.” If I didn’t
catch something soon here, going overboard or off a bridge was seeming
like the best idea. My whole life had ground to a halt, and there seemed
to be no protection short of morphine that could stem the insufferable
pain. Maybe I could arrange a boating accident.
But still, I had read this guy Payne’s book, The Healing of Individuals,
Families, and Nations, and taken in the perspective of a new approach. Its
surprising premise was that there existed a kind of group organism called
the “family soul.” As part of it, in a sort of unconscious load-balancing,
you could end up compensating for unaccepted, unprocessed experiences
of your recent ancestors. You might actually express their unresolved feelings
in your own life. I came from a brave, but very burdened, pretty dysfunctional birth family. My mother did once tell me a story about what
happened to my father’s feet in World War II. They got damaged and
caused him great pain. Could there possibly be some connection there? It
was that thought and a slim hope that had brought me here.
“I hope there is,” I muttered, talking again half to myself, “else this is
another wild goose chase.”
Richard looked up from his smart phone. He was a techie with a
bluetooth in his ear, whom I had once hired as a systems administrator—
back when I was whole and able to work. “Let’s try this Days Inn over off
Route 77,” he said. I just got up, gritted my teeth, and slowly started walking.
“Painkiller working this time?” he asked. “Not so far…” I said. As
we came off the river walk and to his car, he spoke again. “You ready for
this guy tonight?”
I pointed to the cell phone still in his hand. “Think about it this
way,” I said. “I have a phone at home that has voice mail built into it. So
if messages I should have gotten weren’t there, I’d have to troubleshoot
that local machine. But if the phone in your hand there stopped taking
messages, then you could work on that local machine till doomsday with
no effect. The problem is on the network it’s connected to.”
“So what?” he said, fastening his seat belt. “Well think about it,” I
answered. I eased my feet, now swathed in down booties, into a sponge
rubber pad on the car’s floorboards and closed the door. We made a
U turn and headed across the Congaree river bridge.
“Everybody under the sun,” I said, “has been working on the individual
‘me’ to try to fix my feet. It’s not doing anything. So maybe the problem
is not where we are all looking. What if it’s like your remote voice mail—
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what if I’m part of some larger system and the problem’s on it? I guess I’m
here to find out if this ‘family soul’ thing is real, and if that’s what’s
holding my foot-pain in place.”
*****
It was a rectangular, gray-carpeted room in a small medical office.
Worn and drab, it measured maybe twenty by thirty feet in size.
Industrial dropped ceiling, fluorescent lights—not a very warm ambiance
to begin with. And yet the 18 people sitting in a circle around the edges
were getting about as close as any bunch of strangers could quickly get. The
level of trust in the problems being worked on in the group was surprising.
Standing in place in constellations to represent someone’s family
members was an uncanny experience—at once intimate and distant. You
stood here, or moved there, and felt things for or against another stand-in
instinctively. Yet even when the feelings were strong ones, you stayed
quite aware that they were not really your own. And somehow, over 45
minutes or an hour, these arrangements of “representatives” seemed to
paint amazing pictures of why somebody was having trouble. And then
this guy John L. Payne would start re-arranging the players.
He sat now at one end of the circle. In jeans and a comfortable shirt,
he was a pleasant, heavy-set man with a cultured British accent. He had
lived in South Africa and Holland, as well as England, and basically now
traveled the world doing these workshops. It was Saturday, shortly after
noon, but still before lunch. A woman sat in the “working” chair next to
John. He was open, warm, and totally present. As always, he seemed very
much without ego, and totally at the service of whomever he worked with.
At the same time, it was obvious he had a wealth of experience, and was
not afraid to speak from it. And at the moment, it seemed, he was
backing somebody off.
“Well,” he said to the woman, “we’ll have to talk about it. Because I
don’t see yours as a family systems issue. A constellation is not going to
help. Catch up with me right after lunch?”
She walked back to her normal chair. Oh boy, I thought. Pray he
doesn’t say that to me… To come all this way for nothing? And now he
was looking around the room curiously. “Who wants to work before we
eat?” he asked.
There was hesitation all round, but I could wait no longer. I took the
plunge and put up my hand. I went and sat in the chair next to him. He
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stayed simply quiet for a couple of minutes. He gave me what seemed to
me to be an odd look. Then he asked me for my “issue.” I told him about
the intractable pain in my feet, which nobody seemed to be able to either
explain or mitigate. After that he wanted simple, basic facts about my
family of origin. He stopped me from going into much detail several
times. But he was interested in my father.
Though he never talked about the war, from my Mother I knew that
my Father fought first in the Aleutian Islands, off Alaska. There he got
scurvy from inadequate food, and frostbite on his feet. Sent back to the
states for Officers Candidate School, he still had abscesses on them. Not
wanting to be “washed out,” he never told anyone about them. Instead
he snuck into the bathroom in the middle of the night, drained, washed,
and re-bandaged the abscesses, and went on with the training. And then
he was shipped off to the last, and largest, and bloodiest battle of the
Pacific war—the Allied invasion of the island of Okinawa.
“So pick representatives from the group,” John told me, “one for
yourself, one your father, and one for the Japanese on Okinawa. Put them
whereever in the circle feels right to you.” This was the way a constellation
was set up. I stood, looked around at the group, and asked certain people
if they felt ok to take part. When I had placed them all, a middle-aged
woman stood in across the room for the Japanese, about 5 feet from my
father. They faced off against each other and stared.
Off to my Dad’s left, looking at the space between him and the
Japanese, stood the man representing me. John just let them stand there
two or three minutes in silence. In the meantime, I was horrified to realize
that I had picked an Asian woman to represent the Japanese. I had done
this totally unawares. And she was shaking now.
“What’s happening for you?” John asked her. “I feel terrible,” she
said after a minute, “desolate, revolted, sick almost.” She seemed very
unsteady on her feet.
“What’s this like for you Dad?” John went on. The man standing
in my Dad’s place was totally rigid, his face a mask. Finally, with some
difficulty, he said, “I’m carrying out my orders.” John paused a minute
and then told me, “Put someone up there to represent the senior officers
giving him orders.”
I chose another man and placed him a few feet behind and to the
right of my Father, facing the same way. As I turned my back to them and
walked back to the chair, I heard an intake of breath, and caught looks of
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concern on people’s faces. My stand-in for the Japanese of Okinawa was
laying on the floor. John asked quickly if she was alright to continue in
the constellation. She nodded her head.
“I’m OK,” she answered. “But they’re dying… We’re dying…” she
moaned. “Oh god, they’re dying here all over the place.”
This was beginning to get difficult for me. Sure John did not want
to hear about it, but I knew that the Battle for Okinawa was a monumental
eighty-two day horror. Though figures I had seen differed, it seemed like
a hundred thousand Japanese troops were killed, fifty thousand Americans
were wounded or killed, and one quarter of the civilian population either
died or committed suicide.
Unlike Iwo Jima, or Guadalcanal, there was very little glory in this.
It was not much talked or written about. Perhaps this was because the
entrenched Japanese were on the ropes already, and simply determined to
take as many Americans with them into the arms of death as possible.
Then too, the atomic bombs were dropped so soon afterwards, so that, all
that carnage seemed wasted in a way. Had it all been unnecessary?
In any case, picture young men pulled out of jobs or college, sent
through something like this, and then expected to come home and “just
be normal.” They were not. Many would never be again. My Dad
packed it all away somewhere inside and took to drink. So many things
afterwards, especially our family life, fell prey to a creeping glacier of pain
awash in endless martinis—all hidden behind a pretense of fifties normalcy.
And yet, he always held down great jobs, and made sure we all got the best
in educations.
“How’s this for you, Senior Officers?” John queried. This representative too stood stiff as a ramrod. Through clenched lips, “we are doing
our duty,” was all he would say. Finally, now, John turned to the man representing me. His face was scrunched up and streaked with tears. “This
is horrible,” he said. “I can’t stand this. It’s eating me up.” He covered
his face with his hands and wept.
“Well, there’s your problem, my friend” John said to me. “Your Dad
and the Senior Officers felt nothing, and you’re feeling it all for them. The
horror they shoved down, you’ve inherited. Your feet are the connection.
And they are where you’ve put it all to keep it out of your consciousness.”
There were more moments of silence. Tears were forming in my eyes
as well. I felt overwhelmed by what John had said. Was this really at the
core of my whole life? At this point, slowly, my representative on the floor
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sank down and curled up in fetal position. Again, John asked if he was
ok to continue in the role. Again, another brief nod. I say “role” here,
but understand—this was all spontaneous behavior. We all volunteered
for these representations in an effort to help each other. Nobody had a
script. Tears in my eyes turned to weeping now and I covered my face.
“Please keep looking, Michael,” John said to me. “Don’t retreat
inside. This is a major part of your childhood and your life here. See it.”
I put my hands in my lap, but it was hard. I felt torn up inside—it was
horrible for the Japanese, terrible for my Dad. I was empathizing even
with the trapped Senior Officers. No one had a choice. And then I guess,
I felt devastated for this poor guy who was me.
“Who were you” John asked me, “in the onslaught of this disaster?
Nobody, really—except an undefended child who felt all that your elders
could not.” He put his arm around my shoulders. “But hey, man,” he
said softly, “look at you. You’re still alive here today watching this…”
Over the next couple minutes, again in total silence, it was the stand-in
for the Japanese that broke the deadlock. The woman got slowly up and
turned towards my representative. Then, also very slowly, she reached out
her arms towards him. At this, there was some kind of palpable energy
shift in the room. And later, looking back on the whole thing, I would
realize that, like the first of a row of dominoes falling—her gesture toppled
one by one the hardened hearts of everyone in the constellation.
The representative for me seemed to feel something. He opened his
eyes, and looked apparently at the Japanese woman’s feet. In my chair, I
thought of foot-sore soldiers like my Dad, and the cruelly bound feet of
oriental women. But my representative was sitting up now, with the
Japanese representative’s arms dropping slowly as he did so.
“Why don’t you go in for yourself now,” John said. He said thank
you to my representative who then went to his seat. It was the custom to
put the client into the constellation in the later stages. I went and stood
facing this woman, who was the Japanese people.
More silence—then, “may I say something?” she asked John. He told
her to go ahead. “You are an innocent child,” she said to me, with great
fervor. “This was OUR war, not yours. We do not want YOU carrying
our guilt and our pain. You should leave that with us.”
This had an intense effect on me. As if I saw something clearly for
the first time ever. The remarks seemed to, once again, change everything
and everybody in the room. Even my father faltered in his ramrod stance.
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His face was turning, now and then, towards me. John began to put
words in my mouth.
“I’m just a little one...” I repeated after him to the Japanese people.
“I’m too small to suffer this with you... I bear no guilt in this... I give the
pain and devastation back to you... where it belongs... It was your fate...
not mine.” I was crying, and started, once again, to close my eyes.
“It make sense to cry,” John said, “but please keep your eyes open.
Please try to SEE this, because that way you can leave it here.” Then, once
again, he just sat and waited. Slowly, my father turned and faced me. It
was at this point that the first appearance of anguish showed up on his face
“Can I give you some words to say to your Dad?” John asked. “OK,”
I answered.
After him, I repeated these words to my Father. “Dad, you’re big, I’m
little.... This war, the agony in your feet... all that you and these others suffered in it... the acts you committed during it and after it... they
are all way too much for me. I took them on... in all innocence... out of
love for you as a small child. But I give them back to you now. I see that
they are much better off with you. Your life is better for you to feel.
Support me please... as I live my life happily... and with healthy feet now.”
The representative for my father seemed to melt at this. Tears now
filled his eyes. “Yes,” he said, “I truly want that for you. Despite our
struggles, you’ve been an amazing oldest son. Thank you for what you
have endured for us. But do let it go now.” Then he actually hugged me.
More tears from me. After this, his attention went back to the
Japanese. Very slowly, he approached her. And with a kind of timeless
hesitation, ever so slowly, he embraced her. By this time there was not a
dry eye in the whole room. I thought it was over, but there was one more
domino that had still to fall. For my Dad and the Japanese stand-in
turned, now arm in arm, and faced the Senior Officer. John stayed quiet
during all of this. He just sat there and let it unfold.
“I too…” the Senior Officer’s stand-in mumbled. “I—I’m sorry. It
was all an impossible mess. We were all lost in it.” He walked towards
them. It was not an embrace they held each other in, but rather a three
way locking of their arms. Still, it seemed momentous.
*****
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“I’m going out for an ice cream bar,” I said. We were in the room at
the Days Inn, which was actually turning out to be a pretty nice place.
The heat worked, and the free breakfast buffet had been excellent. It was
Saturday night, after dinner. My head was still kind of dizzy from my
constellation. Though I hadn’t done that for a long time, I added,
“maybe I’ll walk around a bit.”
“What about your feet?” Rich asked. “Well…” I answered, “I don’t
know… they’re not too bad right now…”
“Hey well, stay alert then,” Rich added. “There’s nothing out there
but six lanes of speeding traffic and endless strip malls.”
Hagen Dasz bar in hand and it disappearing fast, I approached the
shoulder of the busy highway and looked both ways. Cars sped by in both
directions. It seemed a little quieter to the right, so I headed that way on
the gravel shoulder. I was looking down at me feet. They actually felt
pretty reasonable. But I knew the pain was erratic, so it might or might
not mean anything as yet.
Boy, what an experience that constellation was.
When I looked up again, something odd fifty yards ahead caught my
eye. It seemed like two lines of dim white lights hugged the ground and
led off to the right, away from the road. It was strange. I could not figure
out what I was seeing. But as I passed the last building, more darkness
opened up on my right. Fascinated, I walked a little faster, and was
shocked to realize I was looking at what are called luminaries. These are
small white paper bags, with sand in the bottom, and a burning candle
anchored in each. They lined a narrow, one lane driveway heading into
very large, dark, tree-filled area.
Somewhat surprised at this radical, unexpected shift from streetlights
and traffic, I turned and started to walk in between the luminaries. There
was just enough breeze to make the candle flames dance and jump, so that
the light through the white bags shifted constantly. Distracted watching
them on either side like this, it was a minute before I looked up—and
stopped dead in my tracks.
Stretching off into what seemed like nearly a half mile deep area of
trees and darkness, an astonishing tracery of roads or paths was outlined
with these shining luminaries. I don’t know what staggered me more—
on the one hand, how beautiful this expanse of candle-lit outdoor darkness was, or on the other, how many people must have had to cooperate
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in setting up what were clearly thousands of bags of sand with candles in
them. Who would do all this? It seemed impossible.
And then I got a still greater shock.
The dark shapes off on the grass to either side of these narrow roadways—they were headstones… grave markers. I stopped in my tracks. I
was walking into a huge cemetery decorated in this seemingly impossible
way, all totally empty of cars or any living people. And I had arrived in
what had to be only a four to five hour period during which these candles
would still be burning. Where were the people that laid them out and lit
them? Why would they set them and then leave? This was December
5th—what could possibly be the occasion? What was all this for?
I took a few more steps. But then, I stopped again. Had I not traveled
down here to work in some sense with the spirits of the dead? Did it not now
seem I had spent most of my life tied to all those lost in the maelstrom of
World War II. Had that constellation not just happened? And if Payne
was correct, wasn’t I now finally, hopefully emerging from this entanglement? In unearthing the whole tragic loyalty, I might not indeed leave it
behind? So how impossibly symbolic was it now, to be standing in a
graveyard lit with thousands of flickering candles?
In fact, I had already more than halfway decided that I would learn
to facilitate family constellations. I was already a healer, and maybe this
was the missing tool. If I had one, I was thinking about spending much
of the rest of my life trying to bring the living together in better harmony
with their dead. So, whatever else, whatever other bizarre explanation
there might be for it—was it also there for ME? By virtue of improbable
synchronicity, was this astonishing display of lovingly decorated cemetery
darkness somehow also there for ME?
A sudden feeling rolled over me like a kind of shock wave, and
despite all my rational reluctance— oh my god, the dead were awake in
these candle flames and smiling at me.
I’m not sure how long I walked these candle-bedecked paths among
the graves. It must have been a couple of hours. I had not walked for
such a length of time in months. And as I did, the sense of a benevolent,
ghostly presence in every single candle grew and grew. “We are here with
you,” whispered the flickering flames. “You have found your way back to
us through all the pain and all the mechanized amnesia of this lost,
frenzied world. We are your ancestors and we will light the way.”
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In all the time I walked there, I saw only one car drive along a more
distant path and leave the cemetery. The next morning, before the workshop, I brought Rich back, to convince myself it was real, and to show
him my ravings were not so far fetched. Yes, the white luminary bags were
still there, lined up along miles of drives and paths. How much work went
into them? But of course, when we came, there was one final surprise. It
was flowers. Thousands and thousands of graves—and there were flowers
on every second or third one. Look at the picture. Just one tiny area of
this vast cemetery.

CHAPTER ONE

The Ancestral Family Soul
Why it Exists, How it Works, and
What it Means to You
1. “Blind Love” and Human Suffering
In Family Constellations, surprising improvements in people’s health
and happiness have become an everyday thing. Not always, but too often
to ignore, what may at first seem like a kind of guided, but unscripted
play-acting uncovers hidden loyalties that have anchored suffering in
place. These loyalties express a forgotten, but still active love for family or
ancestors. Practitioners refer to this at times as “blind love.” When it can
be shifted, when it can open its eyes, so to speak—the results are life altering. Emotional or physical suffering either recedes on its own, or yields
dramatically to remedies that previously failed.
Actually, though I know some of you are probably intrigued, and
start to get this family connection immediately—I don’t expect everyone
reading this to do that. Wild claims are common these days. That story
you read in the Prologue—perhaps that’s just my own emotional exaggeration. Perhaps my feet were going to get better on their own. Anyway,
coupled with an open mind, skepticism is quite healthy. To soften Carl
Sagan’s famous dictum slightly, unusual claims do require some genuine
backing. At the same time, closed minds did not bring us flight, telephones, cars, or computers.
So what I would ask is this. Hold back any quick judgments for a
moment, and let the story here unfold a bit. This is not some therapeutic
“flavor of the month,” but something with real depth. It’s possible that,
despite considerable research focusing on the individual, constellations
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Section 2: When Hidden Loyalties Shift

have uncovered a real blind spot in the way we try to improve health and
happiness. Wouldn’t that be an interesting development?

2. When Hidden Loyalties Shift
Let’s begin with thumbnail sketches of some of these profound improvements in health and happiness. We’ll dig further into a few of them later.

•

•

•

TERRIBLE MIGRAINES FADE—Don’s debilitating migraines go away

when he resolves a hidden loyalty to his father’s older brother.
At the age of four, a child who would have been Don’s uncle fell
down a stairway, hit his head, and died of a concussion. Instead of
grieving, it seems, Grandma and Grandpa fought over which of them
was responsible. Should he have fixed the stair-rail sooner? Maybe.
Or should she have watched the child more carefully? Who can say?
In any case, blame one another they certainly did, and a lasting
emnity settled into the family. Don’s headaches echoed his uncle’s
concussion. The grief and pain that was stifled by bitterness two
generations back surfaced in the suffering of this grandson--until a
family constellation relieved him of this burden.

PUBLIC SPEAKING PHOBIA VANISHES—Rising executive John’s

incurable panic at presentations vanishes when he discovers a hidden
loyalty: a grandfather was crippled lecturing about explosives.
John’s paternal grandfather was explaining the safe usage of
grenades to recruits when a faulty one exploded. Instead of coming
home from the war a hero, he returned as a cripple—one who apparently could not do what he was supposed to be expert at teaching. He
was thus both maimed and shamed by this and never really recovered.
John’s phobia “remembered” his grandfather’s tragedy. Lodged
in John’s subconscious was the shock his grandfather never got past-lectures can destroy your life. Until the constellation process brought
this to light, and freed him to give the wonderful presentations he was
quite capable of.

CAN’T LOVE BECOMES “I CAN!”—Beth’s avoidance of any man she

starts to love shifts when she releases her loyalty to both a mother and
a grandmother who could not be close to the man they loved.
Back when, Grandma was not allowed to marry her long time
sweetheart. But in her heart, she never let go of him. Mom was
Grandma’s oldest and, although she did actually love her husband, she

•

13

was inexplicably unable to open up to him. Without understanding
it, she experienced suffering similar to that of the mother she loved.
Her innocent, loving, inarticulate child self had taken a kind of lasting
vow. “It’s ok Mom,” said the little one, “I’ll share that pain with you.”
But then Grandma’s oldest daughter grew up and herself had an
oldest daughter named Beth. And Beth inherited a two-generations old
pattern that said “any man you love, you can’t ever have.” So she
avoided love instinctively anytime it even appeared likely. She was
true to the shared fate of the line of women to which she belonged—
until a pair of family constellations opened her eyes and released her
from this blind love.

BREAST CANCER STOPPED--Mary’s second bout with breast cancer

goes into remission when her subconsciousness stops trying to fulfill
her mother’s intense desire to have a boy baby instead of the girl she
was born as.
For some reason, this mom’s mind was set. All the baby things
were already blue, and the story is she wept for three days after Mary’s
birth. To the subconscious, still-loyal child deep within Mary, the
radical mastectomies that threatened her would make her more like
the boy Mom wanted. From the perspective of this childish belief,
budding breasts forming during puberty had already been ambiguous, even unwelcome growths.
Once again, Mary carried deep within her the blind love and
profound loyalty of a naïve and innocent child. After a family
constellation brought the emotions in this scenario to life, this blind
love was resolved in the speaking of two heartfelt sentences: “Mom,
it’s not my place to help you with your desire for a boy child. You’ll
have to love me as the faithful daughter I am.” Afterwards, the
growths and Mary’s fears both disappear.
Do you begin to see some of the patterns here? If we accept these
examples, then it seems like things happen to us before we emerge as individuals, while we are deeply bonded in love to a collective reality in the
family. Let’s call this a “pre-emergent” phase. In it, we want to, and do
actually share in certain of the unfinished struggles that reverberate still in
that system. But that sharing is also completely unschooled in the practical
realities of the world, and of our later, more individual lives.
And when it persists unlooked-at into adult life—that sharing can
anchor a surprising range of maddeningly persistent problems. Typically,
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those problems are a kind of literal or metaphorical echo of what was
previously unfinished. An un-mourned death by concussion morphs into
migraines. A military teaching disaster becomes severe phobia around any
presentations. A parental prohibition against a daughter marrying for love
becomes unconscious avoidance of love from any eligible man. And the
desire to be a boy for mom expresses as a condition that threatens to make
a woman’s body superficially more “boy-like.”
There’s another reaction that I know some people have when they
read material like this. It seems so heavy. There are so many stories of
painful or tragic events. Perhaps I can help you, if you have that feeling,
by offering a few comments.
First, although we are looking here at problematic hidden loyalties,
I do believe there is another side to the coin. That is, I think we also take
on, in this early, pre-emergent state, some of the positive strengths and
triumphs of the family we spring from. We’ll look further into this in
Chapter Three, and I’ll tell the story of one in the Epilogue.
Second, I hope you can remember that we are talking about acts of
love, about the deeply human desire to pitch in and help in the face of
challenges. Isn’t it amazing that this is alive and active even in babies?
Research already suggests that. And these constellations are stories in
which the later challenge of problematic hidden loyalties is also being met
and resolved with love. Perhaps if you can focus on the love, some of the
tragedies will fade in importance.
And finally, it turns out that there are a lot more of these kinds of unmet
challenges in people’s family backgrounds than most of us commonly think.
And the reluctance to look at them is very often what keeps them from
being met and resolved. So rest if you need to, but best perhaps not to turn
away completely.
Here are three more examples, with a bit less detail, just to illustrate
further the range of problems hidden loyalties can anchor. You can read
them now, or skip on ahead to the next section if the picture is already
clear to you. In general, feel free to read around in this book. I’ll be mentioning, at times, that certain sections might not be necessary for some of you.

•

ASTHMA AND COPD RELIEVED—Dave’s life-threatening respiratory

problems finally respond to treatment and stabilize when he discovers
his subconscious bonding to a brother who suffocated during birth.
He was called “Dave” as a “replacement child” for this immediate older brother, whose umbilical cord failed during the delivery.

Section 3: Proof is in the Pudding
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His mother was deeply affected by this earlier loss. Dave’s condition
expressed Mom’s buried grief, and his difficult life as a memorial to a
brother who never got to breathe. It resolved when he was able to feel
and express his rightful status as a unique and different child. Finally,
he too could breathe—as himself.

BUSINESS FAILURES RESOLVE—Seemingly inexplicable blows to

Margaret’s acknowledged business creativity and organizational skills
cease to occur: she resolves her subconscious identification with an
inventor her grandfather cheated.
The inventive best friend was partner in Grandpa’s initial financial success, but Grandpa cheated him out of the company. When this
happened, the inventor took to drink and ended up on the street.
Margaret knew about him only peripherally, because the episode
shamed the family and made them secretive about it. But she was
very close to her Grandpa.
Margaret’s repeated business failures attempted to atone for her
favorite Grandpa’s injustice. In the constellation that freed her,
Grandpa, in the person of a representative—was able to accept the
guilt he earlier denied.

MENTAL ILLNESS DISAPPEARS—Ann’s severe depressions clear up

when she releases her subconscious bond to a banished great aunt.
This “hysterical” great aunt was sent secretly to an asylum and
then lied about to family members Before 1940, families often tried
to cover up insanity in their midst. Although the aunt was actually
institutionalized, descendents were told that she had died young.
Ann’s depressions “remembered” the great aunt and the family’s
failure of love. A constellation helped the family acknowledge their
denial of their role in the aunt’s suffering. This plus some cognitive
therapy—which had failed before—made Ann whole again.

3. Proof is in the Pudding
Once again, and for the last time, I guess, let me say that this book is
not so much about proof. Instead, it just asks you to accept some typical
cases for the sake of argument, and looks at various kinds of explanations
and evidence. Then it leaves it to you to judge for yourself. Together, all
of this attempts to answer a big central question: how can all these different forms of chronic suffering be relieved by a simple process that seems
little more than a kind of unscripted psychodrama? What might our
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Western, individualistic and materialist point of view have missed about
health, happiness, and the forces that shape our lives? What is it that makes
such family-oriented recoveries and spontaneous remissions possible?
Reports from quite literally around the world suggest that, in the last
25 years or so, tens to perhaps hundreds of thousands of people have
found relief through constellations in ways similar to the seven cases
sketched briefly above. The process, which goes also by the name of
“systemic” constellations, has taken root quite swiftly in a surprising
variety of cultures. “Systemic” here just means “related to the system,” as
opposed to the individual.
In North America, we are 10 to 20 years behind Europe, Russia,
Mexico, South America, and Australia in benefiting from this tool. Yet, one
of the most valuable things about this healing modality is how easy it will
be, once you’ve taken in my simple explanations, to look into it yourself.
These are accessible, often brief, inexpensive processes. Uncanny to
watch, sometimes, it’s true, but still no multi-thousand dollar MRI’s, or
surgeries, or drug regimes to make a pauper out of you. So whether you’re
are looking for experiences that might convince you, or already resonate
to what you’re hearing—you can watch, act as a representative in, or have
your own constellation done for very little expenditure of effort or money.
Later, I’ll be giving you some tips on how to best arrange this. And
if you are intuitive, patient, and can make a natural adjustment to working with symbols, you yourself will be able to carry out simple, “home
altar” constellations around issues in your own life.
So I’m just here to tell you this story and share with you how I’ve
come to think about it. It has some mysterious, and at the same time
wonderful aspects. I didn’t absorb and accept some of them easily at first,
and you may not either. But what this book will do is prepare you quite
well to look into Family Constellations, and to easily and safely have experiences yourself that will decide you one way or the other. In short, I’m
giving you ingredients and a recipe. Proof, for you—if proof is what you
need—will come when you use it to make some pudding.
I’ll explain and illustrate the core concepts of the systemic family constellation perspective for you in five simple steps. First, in this chapter,
we’ll get a little theoretical. I’ll introduce you to your family soul. Second,
shifting towards practice, you’ll get in Chapter Two a careful look at the
classic family constellation form that started it all. By this time, you’ll likely
have some real questions, so in Chapter Three, we’ll look more deeply

Section 4: So Every Family Has a Soul?

17

into how problematic hidden loyalties arise, even across generations.
Then, in Chapter Four, it’s back to the really practical again, as I teach you
how to experiment with your own home altar constellations to work with
issues you might face.
Finally, in Chapter Five, we’ll tie all this in to your own pursuit of
health and happiness. I’ll give you a taste of the latest understandings of
resonance, bonding, and boundaries in human interactions, and show how
these can guide you in evalutating all forms of healing, constellations in
particular. This is also where we talk about that poorly understood stubject of trauma. And, oh, in the Epilogue, to expand a bit on the possibility that there are positive hidden loyalties, as well as negative—I’ll tell you
another story from my own life. Without something like one of these
positive loyalties, I would probably not have lived through the late seventies.

4. So Every Family Has a Soul?
In Western culture, North America and Europe particularly, we’ve
experienced what you might call the “flowering of the individual.” With
extensive freedoms, and agricultural, mechanical, and electronic technologies
to support our lives, we can exist and function very independently. Or at
least our dependence has shifted from reliance on smaller physical groups
to trusting vast, less-personalized systems like corporations and governments. On the one hand, invention, art, communication, and knowledge
itself have blossomed because of this. So it’s good—wonderful, really.
On the other hand, it’s also true that something fundamental about
our humanness is getting lost. The diffuse, impersonal nature of our postmodern dependence on one another masks a central truth—we are still a
collective species. We have succeeded so stunningly on this planet
entirely because we do all the basic things as teams. Unlike cougars, say,
or various raptors, we don’t stake out and defend a solitary range. We don’t
make our livings alone, coming together now and then only to mate. We both
procreate and survive by means of a fundamental team—the human family.
Of course, when I say “collective,” we think immediately about ants or
bees, the great collective intelligences of the insect world. Visualize for a
moment the enormous, vaulted halls and chambers of African termites, with
their farms, nurseries, ventilation, drainage, and defense systems. Though
each worker, or queen, or defender has but the tiniest set of rigidly programmed
behaviors, and not a single one of these types sees or directs the whole—
such elaborate structures and survival systems are nevertheless coordinated
and adapted constantly to changing conditions.
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It’s pretty impressive, really. In research, it’s a classic example of
something called a “distributed system.” Whatever produces the more
elaborate structures and behaviors exists spread out among different types
of individual ants or bees. Their rigid behavioral programs interact to
create a distributed intelligence that becomes flexible and adaptive. That’s
what looks out for and guides the whole group. It sees and knows and
responds to changing conditions, even though no single ant or bee
comprehends those pictures. You might say each individual is like a
single neuron in a giant brain. So let’s now think of this distributed intelligence as the “colony system,” or perhaps even the “colony soul.”
Of course, ants or bees, we are not. And also of course, the big
difference is in the amount of freedom and creativity each of us humans,
as individuals, has at our disposal. At the same time, once again, if you
roll history back more than a couple of millennia, and start looking at the
tens of thousands of years our species has lived on this Earth—one fundamental grouping stands solidly in the middle of the panorama. The
human family is our primary collective, the basic procreative and survival
unit of our species.
But if this is true, then consider this. Before language evolved, before
that much in the way of individuality ever emerged, before humans ever
reflected consciously on what they were doing—a guiding social intelligence must have existed in the interactions among the behavioral programs of various kinds of family members. Otherwise, what explains our
earlier survival as a species? And there’s no reason to think that something
so old, so essential, and so originally unconscious could possibly disappear
over a thousand years or so, much less in a two or three hundred year eyeblink of industrialized living.
Here in this book, we’re going to call this collective social intelligence
the “family system,” or “family soul.” And yes—every family has one.
You might think of it as a kind of distributed, subconscious coach that
looks out for the welfare of the family team, that has a kind of playbook of
strategies it uses. And those strategies have been tested and evolved over tens
or even hundreds of thousands of years. That too, is pretty impressive.
What the constellation perspective has to say about this is both crucial
and very simple. Greater health and happiness are achieved not by ignoring the influence of this collective on your life, but rather by understanding, acknowledging, and balancing that influence with the needs, desires,
and talents of your individuality.

Section Five: Well What is it Then?
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5. Well What is it Then?
Ever since Bert Hellinger’s understanding of the family soul began to
emerge in Germany in the early 1990’s, it has been hard to put into words.
Back then, it raised many philosophical questions, and seemed to fly in the
face of some common assumptions about what the world is like. In the
meantime, however, new understandings have come online. And we have
seen that some of those everyday, largely materialist, excessively individualistic assumptions are being challenged from increasingly many areas.
So what I’m going to share with you is a careful, practical, but also
somewhat simplified view—one that works, and will give you a foundation that can be expanded upon later as you get more interested. At the
same time, also as you get more interested, you will hear other constellators
(constellation facilitators) express and even understand parts of the family
soul a little differently. But that’s OK—good even. The same thing happens
in the development of any cutting edge breakthrough.
The way we’ll approach this is pretty basic. First, I’ll give you a set
of bullet points—of characteristics of the family soul. Then I’ll expand
on them and also talk about some of the assumptions we might need to
think about revising. And then we’ll pull all that together again into, not
a definition, but at least a clear characterization.
So here are some initial brush strokes we can use to get going. If it
helps, think of families in pre-industrial survival conditions, because that’s
where this intelligence came into being.
• The family soul is a guiding social intelligence distributed among
built-in, largely subconscious behaviors of its members. It arises
from the interactions of these pretty much like the “colony soul”
arises from the interactions of individual behaviors of ants or
bees—but is much much richer and more complex.
•

The purpose of the family soul, its north star and constant goal, is
to propagate life and love onward through succeeding generations.
Notice that it is not mere survival that is at stake here. As we shall
see very clearly, it is life with love. For we now know that life without that, even among animals, either withers and dies, or becomes
actively destructive. And actually, at times even, we’ll learn that
love trumps life.
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•

The primary strategy used by the family soul in pursuit of this goal
can be summed up in two words: harmonious inclusion. That is,
all members of the family system should be held in a circle of life
and love that remains maximally harmonious. Effective functioning depends on both size and ability to cooperate. When harmony
and inclusion are at odds, then this distributed intelligence seeks
the best compromise.

•

Faced with difficult challenges, the family soul will at times chose
the good of the group over that of the individual member. Since
the individuals do not typically thrive or even survive if the group
fails, temporary sacrifices of individual freedom or well being make
sense if they preserve the group. Many adult problems arise when
these sacrifices outlive their usefulness.

•

The family soul is capable of a kind of cross-generational load
balancing. So, when life and love are challenged, and dealing with
severe disturbances will compromise the survival of the family, the
job of processing them can be put off one, two, or three generations.
This means simply that sometimes, because of subconscious love
and hidden loyalty, some form of what an ancestor could not come
to terms with will emerge in the life of one or more descendents.

If this last point sounds amazing (and it is, in a way), just think back
to the examples we started with here. Most involve cross-generational
echoes. If we orient this last bullet point towards the future, it becomes a
constellation rule of thumb—what you don’t deal with, if it’s major, one
of your children or grandchildren may face again in some form. In so far
as you truly want what’s best for your children, this might be something
worth paying attention to.

6. Life, Love, Harmony, and Inclusion
When I was in graduate school, back in the late 60’s, it was common
to hear the idea that animals were incapable of real emotions. If an embattled lion, fighting for his life and place in the pride against two rogue
males, expressed what looked like raw fury—that was called “sham rage.”
Actually, even then, it seemed pretty real to me. But, generally speaking,
we’ve left that rigid, Skinnerian position behind.
We’ve watched elephants mourn their dead, birds in prolonged,
ecstatic mating dances, and monkey mothers carry around the little bodies
of their dead babies for days before abandoning them. Emotions are no
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longer thought of as the enemy of reason, but rather the essential link
between abstractions and our daily situations (Goleman, 2006). We speak
of “emotional intelligence” now. When that doesn’t work, because of
damage or growths in the brain, reason can no longer connect to our
choices in life. It is cut adrift, and a can analyze endlessly, but no longer
guide us at all (Damasio, 2003, 2005).
Many of us have seen the videos of young primates given food and
safety, but deprived of all loving contact (Harlow, 1958). They do not
develop properly and can become deranged. Almost all mammalian life,
at least in its formative stages, seems to thrive on, or else suffer without—
tender, caring physical interactions with its own kind. Life on this planet
is not simply survival of the fittest. It is also survival of the successfully
bonded. Nature may be “red in tooth and claw” at times, but she is also
fundamentally “soft in care and caress.”
So we can split hairs about the precise meaning of the term in different
species, but essentially, life thrives also on love. And nowhere is this more
obvious and more important to recognize than in attempting to understand the collective family soul, or family system, of human beings. We
are the outstanding species on this planet that behaves regularly in ways
that exemplify the saying, “greater love hath no man than that he lay
down his life for his friend.” It is only from this perspective of the importance of love, and a built-in social willingness to sacrifice our own well
being for that of our family, that so many hidden loyalties begin to make
sense. Look again, perhaps, at our seven examples in Section Two.
So then, I’ll be trying from the outset to emphasize that this second
aspect of the organizing purpose of the family soul is crucial. It is not just
about survival, or the creation of more life. The family soul’s goal is always
to safeguard the propagation of life with love down through the generations. We cannot make sense of what we see happening in constellations
without this, because too often we see movements where love clearly
trumps success, health, and even life itself. One of the best European
books on hidden loyalties and physical illnesses is titled, Even if it Costs me
my Life (Hausner, 2011). Hellinger’s original book on constellations was
called Love’s Hidden Symmetry. Sometimes, truly, “love is all there is.”
But if love is the carrot, then exclusion, when love fails too terribly, is
the stick. I’ve tried to characterize the primary strategy of the human
family soul as “harmonious inclusion.” On the one hand, the need to be
included, to belong, is a kind of Velcro built into all of us that wants to
stay attached. In pre-industrial life, where the family soul took its still
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current shape—love, ongoing survival, and even immediate safety itself,
all depended on that attachment. And they still do, though in slower-acting,
less obvious ways. Strong social bonds, you may have heard, are one of
the best predictors of longevity. It’s fair to say, I think, that we are
designed by Nature to belong. We’ll look into this more in Chapter Five.
On the other hand, however, attachments or inclusions that threaten
the family’s very ability to cooperate cannot simply be accepted and
ignored. Rifts and power struggles that damage cooperation are the
nemesis of all functioning groups or teams. So harmony, which thrives on
love and clear communication, will sometimes require exclusions. And
even if what’s excluded are individuals or memories, at bottom these arise
from the need to exclude, that is, to suppress, strong feelings.
The point here is that this is a balancing act. Harmony and inclusion
are quite often at odds. Neither can simply take over and dominate the
strategic choices of the human family soul. If harmony suffers from too
much inclusion, the group will be larger, perhaps, but less effective. If
inclusion suffers because a few tight, cliquish harmonies take over and
exclude too many, size and variety and strength will go down.

7. Why Have We Overlooked This?
If these things are true, if there is a collective subconscious that guides
families, and if it plays a powerful role in shaping our adult lives—why
don’t we already know about it? What is it about our culture, particularly
in North America, that has kept us from seeing this? In general, we seem
to have too strongly emphasized separation and struggle. And we have
also taken isolated material objects and blind mechanical forces as the
primary reality of the universe—despite accumulating evidence that that
view cannot be complete.
While there are many specific reasons, three stand out. In three related
ways, we have become enamored with a worldview that is perhaps a bit
too extreme. Let’s begin with genetics. It appears that our ideas about
genetics have been both overly narrow and politicized.
The followers of Darwin ridiculed Jean Baptiste Lamarck because he
believed that some important or repeated experiences in the lives of ancestors
could affect the shape and lives of descendants. Not through language or
pictures, but via some form of genetic transmission. This meant that
characteristics acquired during the life of say, your grandparents, could
pass on to you in the normal course of how evolution worked. But strict
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Darwinism says that genes are not affected by experiences, but rather only
by accidental mutations. And when the nineteenth century robber barons
began to use the idea of “genetic superiority” as justification for their
exploits, the social die was cast. And a certain view of genetics now had
political meaning.
Today, however, this view that only the DNA passes on via procreation,
and that it is affected only by accidental failures to replicate perfectly—has
reached and passed its zenith in the Human Genome Project. This grand,
expensive endeavor did not turn out as expected. Instead of a brave new
world brought about by top down genetic control of development, scientists discovered a vast system of molecular switches that turns genes on
and off in complex ways (Burkeman, 2010; Jablonka, Lamb, and
Zeligowski, 2006).
This area of research is called “epigenetics.” That word just means “around
the genes.” These switches are sensitive to what happens in life, and evidence
is mounting that patterns of switching can pass on from one generation to
another. A landmark study proved that the lives of grandchildren in
Norbotten, Norway, for instance, were profoundly affected by a cycle of
feast or famine experienced by their grandparents (Cloud, 2010). Their
lifespans were an average of thirty two years shorter.
So, while strict Darwinian genetics made it seem entirely implausible
that traumatic experiences of ancestors could ever pass on via genetic inheritance to descendents, epigenetics opens the door once again to possible
forms of physical transmission. Stress and trauma are the target of much
research now (Castandi, 2011), and we will look at these further in Chapter
Five. But this is a “stay-tuned” situation for constellation work, not an
explanation. What we can say is that a tide in evolutionary thinking may
be turning. And we may be physically much closer to life experiences of
our ancestors that we thought.
Next, we need to look at the demise of another form or separatism,
and mention revisions to the idea of the “isolated human brain.” Far from
being fully understood in isolation, the picture of the brain that is
emerging is that it is to a large degree an engine for social connection and
cooperation. The same mirror neurons that fire when we perform an intentional action also fire when we perceive (or even read about) another person
performing that action (Rizzolatti, 2008). We understand and empathize
with others by means of a neurological “social resonance” system that samples
our own body’s reactions to what we see them experiencing. Various kinds
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of related studies are now coming together under the heading of “social
neurobiology” (Siegel, 2008, 2010a, 2010b).
On a broader scale, authors like David Brooks of the New York Times,
and Lynne McTaggert have now written books summarizing a great deal of
research that suggests that “rugged individualism” and “survival of the
fittest” are not necessarily the rule in Nature (Brooks, 2011; McTaggert,
2011). Cooperation and elaborate forms of symbiosis occur not only
within species, but also between species. McTaggert presents evidence that,
actually, humans are born to belong, agree, give, and take turns.
Even abstract computer simulations in game theory suggest that
cooperation wins out over competition (McTaggert, 2011, 120-122). In
other words, the science that underpinned the political and economic
exploitations of powerful social Darwinists is beginning to swing in the
other direction—even though our cultural perspective lags somewhat
sadly behind.
We shall see shortly (in Chapter Five) that this new view of the power
of human bonding helps explain more of the effects we find in constellation work. But still, think about that last bullet point offered in Section
Five—that the family soul is capable of transferring unbearable burdens
down across generations so as to keep from crumbing when they first
arise. The examples I gave you display very specific cross-generational
connections. To begin to understand this and other things that seem to
be obviously happening in constellation work, something both deeper and
more pervasive must be going on.
In fact, constellation work suggests that both human beings and the
family souls they belong to are psychically active in ways that seem to
transcend time and space. Now I know that this is a difficult idea for
many to accept. It was hard for me when I first began to study shamanism in the eighties. And even though I work regularly now with psychic
effects, I was raised a scientific materialist, and loved physics. Part of me
still has trouble at times with something I cannot explain in terms of the
world I grew up in.
So this might be a showstopper for some of you except for one
thing. Maybe what has changed the picture for me will be of help to you.
The last hundred years of progress in quantum physics, which is the most
successful branch of science in history, have bumped up against a bewildering variety of undeniable facts (Rosenbaum and Kuttner, 2006). Subatomic matter and energy respond to the intentions and choices of
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experimenters. The behavior of two “entangled” particles remains instantaneously bonded despite any amount of space between them, or however much time it should have taken for effects to reach from one to the
other. Super-cooled electrons merge into a single, coherent entity and
flow without resistance through wires.
There’s much more (Reddy, 2011b), but in short, consciousness may
play a fundamental role in a network of intelligent energy that ignores
time and space and gives rise to the physical world we construct with our
senses. Too much of physics cannot be explained without postulating
something like this. For me, this meant it was time to open the door in my
mind to something much vaster and even more amazing than the material
cosmos I grew up loving.
And in the meantime, the amount and quality of laboratory research
demonstrating the existence of psychic, or “psi” effects in humans grows
ever larger. Much of this has been summarized in books by Dean Radin
(2006, 2009) and Lynne McTaggert (2007, 2008). Radin is an ultimate,
hard-line empiricist. He analyzes many arguments of hostile skeptics, and is
so thorough and detailed that his chapters become at times almost tedious.
Veterans of military remote viewing teams are now active in private
research groups (Brown, 2006). It seems like considerable hostility has only
served to make the experimental procedures in laboratory investigations of psi
effects tighter and tighter. At some point, it is the denial of their existence
that begins to seem irrational. So let’s just say, again for sake of argument, that quantum physics and studies of paranormal phenomena
both have to postulate some kind of non-local, a-temporal network that
can transfer information and effects. “Non-local” here just means independent of space, and “a-temporal” similarly independent of time.
If these far more empirically oriented disciplines need this, then it
seems reasonable that family constellations might be given a small benefit
of the doubt when its practitioners say, “Gee… it looks like we’ve stumbled on it too.” Once again, while some skepticism is completely healthy,
closed minds do not advance human knowledge. (I’ve written about this
at length from a more historical and technical perspective elsewhere—see
Reddy, 2011b, 2011c, 2012a)
In the end, despite epigenetics and human bonding systems, it seems
that some of the cross generational transfers of specific, related conditions
must probably propagate via this non-local, a-temporal network.
Physicist David Bohm calls it “the holomovement” (1995). Biologist
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Rupert Sheldrake refers to “morphogenetic fields (1995, 2009). Physcist
Sir James Jeans is famous for saying, “the universe begins to look more like
a great thought than a great machine” (1932, p. 137).
Constellation practitioners have referred to this non-local, a-temporal
network as “the knowing field.” It does more than just “know,” however,
because it transfers effects as well. For reasons beyond the scope of this
book (Reddy, 2012a), I think “network” is a better term for it. For our
purposes, we might just think of it as the “InnerNet.” Or sometimes, I’ll
refer to the “InnerNet Knowing Field.”
In terms of the best analogy we have, this intellgent substratum is like
the Internet, only it’s “inside of” everything, including us. It’s accessible
somehow at times via our personal subjective awareness. Similar to
Google, oddly enough, the InnerNet seems to want to record and reference instantaneously almost everything.
Let’s be clear, however. We have a very long way to go in understanding how it might work, and how to access it reliably and repeatedly.
When is a constellation (or, for that matter, a military remote viewer) tuned
in to it, and when not? I’ll spend some time trying to help you discern this
in Chapters Two and Four. At the same time, it’s certainly getting harder
to deny that something like what I’m calling the InnerNet does exist.
To summarize then, I want to suggest that we’ve overlooked the family soul because our ideas of genetic inheritance have been limited, our
studies of the brains and social behaviors of humans and animals were too
focused on “rugged individualism,” and our preoccupation with measuring
time and space has made us extremely reluctant to acknowledge anything
that seems to ignore these.
But all this is in flux now. We are, it seems, a social species, and our
individuality emerges slowly, and often incompletely, out of a tightly knit
collective that may also have roots in non-physical reality. But if all matter
and energy have similar roots in non-physical reality, perhaps it’s not so
surprising that the family soul does as well.

8. What Does This Mean to You?
Is your head is spinning a bit with these ideas of distributed intelligence, and everyday reality having roots in a spaceless, time-free InnerNet?
If so, and you want to get grounded quick, here are three simple bottom
lines. Take a look at them, and then get right on to Chapter Two.
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•

If problematic hidden loyalties are affecting you, they came not so
much from any sacrifices for the well being of your family you
made later on consciously, but rather from those you made less
consciously—often in an early, pre-emergent state.

•

You are in the process of learning here a simple, effective set of
tools that can help you reveal and re-align such hidden loyalties if
it does seem that you, or your loved ones, may carry them.

•

Looking forward, the best way to relieve your children and grandchildren of the need to carry such burdens is to avoid avoiding—
that is, to deal with, process, assimilate, and eventually accept any
major bumps life has brought to you and your family.

For those of your who are (like me) theory geeks, on the other
hand—I did promise to try to pull all this together into, not a definition,
but rather a characterization of the family soul. So if you are interested in
that summary, here it is. Just remember, please, that this is one way of
looking at something that can be seen validly also in other ways.
What we appear to be looking at and working with in family constellations is a collective, or distributed social intelligence that has evolved to
safeguard the propagation of life with love onward through generations of
humans. It is in many ways subconscious. We are calling it the family
system, or family soul.
Its guiding strategies seek compromises that best support both harmony
and inclusion, which are at times at odds with one another. Sometimes
those strategies involve choices that put the good of the group above that
of individual members. Sometimes those individuals make the sacrifices
consciously and willingly, but other times unconsciously in what we
might call a pre-emergent state—that is, before individuality really
blossoms very much. It is the less conscious choices that most often result
in hidden loyalties.
The family soul appears to possess a kind of cross-generational
resilience, in that it can somehow suppress and defer dealing with really
difficult upheavals and pass the disturbance downstream in time. In this
way, burdens of shock or trauma that actually happened in one generation
are taken on subconsciously by others in a later generation. This is
wonderful if it helps the family survive what it otherwise might not. After
all, those who come later may owe their existence to the suppression of
that disturbance. But at the same time, if not dealt with, it can leave those
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descendants with problematic hidden loyalties that now burden their
lives. The essential gift of family constellations is to reveal and re-align
these loyalties.
The mistake that our overly individualistic, excessively materialist
attitudes seem to make is to try to become successful adults by ignoring or
actively rejecting these collective roots in the family. In some essential
ways, I personally spent literally half a century in flight from those roots.
Understanding, acknowledging, and balancing them, on the other hand,
removes many otherwise mysterious obstacles to health and happiness.
And that too can be rather wonderful.

CHAPTER TWO

Anatomy of a Constellation
How the Classic Family Form
Unfolds in Workshops
1. Group Workshop Settings
By somewhere in the mid to late 1980’s, a German, ex-Catholicpriest name Bert Hellinger was doing group workshops in which the original family constellations took place. So the history of the modality tells
us. He had borrowed and synthesized from many sources, both indigenous and modern. Many werre North American. His considerable genius
lay in an ability to integrate all of them into a functional whole.
But when Hunter Beaumont and Gunthard Weber encouraged him
to write about it, he was reluctant. In the end, Love’s Hidden Symmetry
(Hellinger, Weber, Beaumont, 1998), the seminal book on constellation
work, was produced by assembling Bert’s lecture notes, poems, and stories—
along with transcriptions of some of the workshops. We’ll look a little
more at Bert, his sources, and different kinds of constellations in Chapter
Five. And in Chapter Four, I’ll teach you how to do a simple kind of constellation by yourself, for yourself, at home.
Still, however much has been incorporated into family constellations,
and regardless of the various directions in which it has developed over the
last twenty five years—the original group workshop approach remains
basic. I’m calling this the “classic” form, not merely because it came first,
but because the extensions are all based on it. Understand it well, and the
rest will make sense far more easily.
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In this kind of workshop, a small group of five to six, up to twenty
or even thirty people come together, many of whom have some aspect of
their lives they want to shift. They sit in a circle, with the facilitator and
one empty chair at the focal point. They are reminded, or in my opinion
at least, they should be carefully reminded to keep what happens in
confidence (Reddy, 2011a).
After a possible brief explanation, a calming visualization, and often
a round of short introductions—individuals who wish to will take turns
sitting next to the practitioner. Each one expresses something significant
he or she would like to see change for the better, and the practitioner then
guides the group in “constellating” the issue.
The constellation itself is an evolving spatial arrangement of representatives chosen intuitively from the participants in the workshop. This
explains the origin of the sometimes confusing name “constellations.” It
is not about astronomy or astrology at all, but rather this geometric
arrangement in the space contained by the circle of participants. The
original German word that names this (“aufstellung”) means something
more like simply a “placement.” The representatives, or “reps,” stand for,
feel, and act as different family members, symptoms, goals, or events relevant to the issue at hand.
Depending upon workshop length and the complexity of their issues,
anywhere from one to five, six, or seven people might have constellations.
Breaks are taken, of course, and a longer one for lunch if it’s an all day
workshop. There might be further check-in rounds in which participants
are asked for a short, general expression of how they are doing. Sometimes
interesting, ancestrally focused exercises can be done, as well. These make
use of the social geometry and representative perception I’ll be explaining
in Section Five of this chapter, but don’t focus on a single client’s issue.
There is usually little or no direct discussion of what happens in the
various constellations. A major thrust of the workshop is to help the
participants, most especially those who have had constellations done,
remain more in contact with their bodies and feelings—and less involved
in intellectualizing about what happens.
Participants who do not have constellations done attend for a variety
of reasons. Some might be just observing, to see if they want to work with
the modality or the particular facilitator. Others come to act as representatives in the constellations others have done. Not surprisingly, this most
often turns out to be helpful to them in solving their own problems. The
experience is one of profound connection and compassion.
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In this classic form, each constellation moves through pretty much
the same stages. There is a brief intake interview, the setting up of representatives, a period of probing for the emergence of a dynamic that relates
to the issue, and then some form of resolution. Though I’ll explain the
stages one by one, they are not necessarily discrete. They can overlap and
blend into one another. We’ll use the TERRIBLE MIGRAINES FADE example
above to explain and illustrate each of these stages.
I’m also going to add another aspect to the segments of this basic type
of constellation. There is, obviously, an aftermath in which the client
experiences positive changes around the worked on issue—or not. This
has always been implicitly a part of the form, and, for many reasons, I feel
it needs to become more explicit. Sometimes brief aftercare or practical
coaching are valuable in grounding the experience. And follow-up contact
can be important to facilitators in refining their knowledge and techniques based on observed outcomes (Reddy, 2011c, 2012a).

2. The Intake Interview
Most intake interviews begin with a question something like: “What
would you like to see change for the better?” A major goal is to uncover
leads or clues that allow the facilitator to form a hypothesis about the
following: are hidden loyalties standing in the way of this change, and if
so, what might they be?
A good practitioner has a fund of experience along with knowledge
of various typical sources of hidden loyalty. We’ll look at seven major
patterns in the Chapter Three. If we call the person for whom the constellation is done the “client,” then we can say that facilitators frame questions that assess the likelihood that this or that pattern of subconscious
loyalty might be affecting the client’s situation.
Originally, many of these interviews were very short. Hellinger and
other practitioners were definitely influenced by NLP and various forms
of “brief therapy” (Sparrer, 2007; Hellinger, Weber, and Beaumont, 1998,
p. 329). And it is important to explore the bigger picture first, before too
much detail in any one area clouds the search. Also, as mentioned,
constellations are a largely non-verbal investigation, and to complete one
in an hour or two, not that much time can or should be spent talking. In
my own workshops, I often say to the client something like this: “Forgive
me if I interrupt you at times and lead us on to something else. It just
means I’ve learned enough about this or that.”
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But gathering information is only one aspect of what needs to
happen. The client also needs to feel safe and supported, and have a feeling of good rapport with the facilitator. The intake interview thus sets up
the whole constellation process. Experienced facilitators care for and
encourage this rapport. Smiles, eye contact, appropriate humor, or an
expression of support when a difficult subject is broached—all such
indications of genuine empathy can help.
This means that a creative tension may exist between the search for
clues and the deepening of interpersonal resonance. If the quest for information interferes too much with maintaining rapport, that might not be
the best thing. But if rapport dominates and the interview wanders off
target, that can also create problems. So it’s a balancing act. More recently,
I’ve seen facilitators switch from short to longer interviews when clients
need more time to feel safe.
Two other things are also usually happening during the intake interview. First, a seasoned facilitator is observing very carefully the client’s
energetic reactions to different questions and answers. These are expressed
in terms of posture, breathing, hand gestures, tone of voice, eye movements, and so on. Sometimes the most important clues to where the
loyalties are to be found exist in this “somatic” layer of body language.
Clients are often thinking and talking about family events for the first
time in many years. And their immediate, unfiltered, non-verbal reactions
reveal a great deal.
There is is a shared understanding among counselors, therapists, and
coaches that sometimes the problem the client first brings up in a session
is not the real problem. Or the real problem is voiced, but then everything said after that either masks or leads away from solutions. After all,
if the stories the client is telling him or herself about the situation were
completely on target—he or she would likely not be asking for help. And
some hidden loyalties and deeper blocks do exert a subtle pressure to stay
concealed. In trainings, letting the client lead you astray like this is called
“being taken to China.” It’s the other side of the world from where the
interview needs to go.
So secondly, a good facilitator will be also listening “between the sentences,” watching for what isn’t being talked about, what might not want
to be talked about. Sometimes an unexpected question or frank observation can suddenly illuminate the real problem, or actual solution—and
the client moves forwards much faster. It’s wonderful to see. On the other
hand, this is another area where balance is important. Sometimes a client,
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despite a genuine desire to shift things, is not ready to acknowledge
certain events or feelings—even to him or herself. This may mean there
is trauma in the picture, as we shall discuss in Chapter Five. In such a case,
a careful practitioner will also honor the need to wait.
What this comes down to then is that effective, engaging intake interviews are works of high art. Mark Wolynn, one of my first constellation
trainers, put it very nicely when he taught us that, very often, a good
intake interview already is the intervention. In summary, we can say that
effective intake interviews:
• Strike a balance between acquiring information and at the same
time creating and maintaining rapport.
•

Involve careful observation of non-verbal, body-oriented cues.

•

Probe at times in order to help, but remain sensitive to deeper
boundaries in some people that need to be respected.

Different facilitators will emphasize different shadings of these factors
in their personal style. As you look into constellations and watch facilitators work, my initial advice is to look for ones whose personal style makes
you feel comfortable. Someone with a big reputation may by extremely
good, but still not right for you. Whereas someone less well known might
well suit your needs perfectly. On the subject of probing versus respect for
personal boundaries, stay tuned for much more in Chapter Five.

3. Setting Up
Setting up involves getting representatives chosen and placed in some
arrangement in the space within the circle of participants. As I said, they
will stand for and act as different family members, symptoms, goals, or
events relevant to the issue at hand. Most often, the client is asked to
intuitively select someone from the circle for each representation. For
more mentally oriented clients who might have trouble understanding
what “select intuitively” means, I might say something like, “Just look or
walk around until you feel drawn to someone, or stop in front of someone. Oddly enough, it usually doesn’t matter who it is…”
Facilitators have different styles and little rituals they may use in this
process. Some may want several representatives selected at once before
any are placed out on the floor. Because I often start setting up while the
intake interview is still in progress, I don’t do that. In my workshops, as
an example, each representative stands up and is placed when they agree
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to represent. My ritual for placement is for the client to stand in back of
the chosen “rep” (again, a useful shortening of “representative”), place his
or her hands on the person’s shoulders, and walk the new rep around the
floor until the position and orientation feel right. The client then goes
around in front, looks the person in the eyes and says, “You are my sister,”
or “You are my phobia,” or whatever is appropriate.
As for the representatives themselves, I have already given them some
helpful hints on what they will be doing. I tell them there will be periods
of silence, that this is not so much about their thoughts. I ask them to
pay attention to their bodies, their feelings, and in particular to their
instinctive social reactions to other reps on the floor. Don’t worry about
feeling too little or too much, I tell them—I’ll keep an eye on that for you.
Sometimes there are strong feelings, and sometimes feeling nothing
is exactly right. Some ancestors are not yet ready to feel the situations
never accepted in their lives. That’s exactly what brought us here. I have
also already told everyone in the circle not to agree to represent if they
don’t feel an inner willingness to do so.
Whether it occurs all at once, or else person by person during the
intake interview, an intitial set up is normally a first look at the facilitator’s hypothesis about what is relevant to the client’s desired positive
change. It’s a way of getting a sense of the kinds of feelings that might
have existed among the players in some past family situation. Sometimes
the first guesses will be spot on. No representatives will need to be
removed or else added to the picture because a dynamic emerges from the
initial group.
Other times, new reps will enter later, chosen either by the client or
the facilitator, or else previously chosen ones will be thanked and asked to
take their seats again. Something was missing in the original guesses. Or
what emerges “out on the floor,” as we say, brings an entirely different
hypothesis about the origin of a hidden loyalty in the client into play.
On occasion, I’ve stopped a whole constellation, asked everyone to sit
down, and explained to the client that we would come back to this later
in the workshop. It’s not that common, but sometimes I’ve gone off in a
wrong direction, or perhaps been “taken to China” during the intake
interview. Best then to rest it a couple of hours and start again knowing
that more obvious approaches got nowhere.
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4. Intake and Set Up—TERRIBLE MIGRAINES FADE
So let’s imagine that Don has taken the chair next to me. He says he
wants to be free from debilitating migraines. They have reached the point
where they have begun to interfere with his work. Two participants have
done constellations already, and there is a good feeling of openness and
trust in the group. “So what’s your desired positive change?” I ask him.
He’s already said it in a way, but I ask again—to assess his energy.
“I…” he hesitates a moment, then says strongly, “I want to heal my
headaches.” I like that. It feels like the kind of firm, positive intention it’s
easiest to work with. “Well good,” I answer. “So let’s see if perhaps they
are actually somebody else’s headache.”
Of course his actual name is not Don, and various circumstances
have been shifted to preserve confidentiality. Remember, these are teaching examples in this book, most often amalgams of two similar cases. In
any case, he feels comfortable with me, so it is easy for me to maintain rapport while querying various aspects of his family background. Because he
is a man, when early life in Don’s birth family appears generally harmonious, I turn first to questions about his father’s family.
I learn quickly that grandma and grandpa were not that close. As
Don experienced them, they seemed to stay always aloof from one another.
They both passed on about a decade ago. To my question, “any lost children or early childhood deaths here?” Don answers “yes.” His Dad’s older
brother died accidentally at age four.
“So how did that happen?” I ask. “Well,” Don says, “he fell down
the stairs and died within a couple of days from a concussion. They said
he never regained consciousness.”
Hearing this, I go immediately on alert. Four things are important.
• First, early childhood deaths are very often highly traumatic for
families. They are a common source of later hidden loyalties based
on the originally suppressed, now displaced anger or grief.
•

Second, Don’s uncle died from a painful injury to the head, and
Don himself experiences unexplained head pain.

•

Third, Don experienced Grandma and Grandpa as distant from
one another, which often happens to a married couple after a
young child is lost.
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•

And fourth, as he tells me this, he remains obviously unaware of
the telltale head pain connection so obvious to me. It is often the
case with hidden loyalties that the facts behind them are known,
but any awareness of a likely association is missing. Think back for
a moment to the Prologue, and the situation with my father’s feet.

But remember, at this point, this is nothing more than a promising
guess. When no suggestion of further disharmonies or exclusions turns
up in other questions, however, I decide to test out the hypothesis—
namely, that Don’s headaches express the displacement of energies in the family
soul caused by his uncle’s untimely death. I therefore ask him to set up
representatives for his grandmother and grandmother, his lost uncle and
his father, and one for himself.
The actual client typically remains next to the facilitator, observing
the constellation, until nearly the end. This can be an important part of
the process, by the way. It very often results in the client seeing him or
herself in a crucial family situation completely from the outside. And the
fact that strangers seem to be tuning accurately into emotional relationships among family members they have no prior knowledge of—only
makes this experience stronger.
Following the process described Section Three, Don sets people up
as diagrammed in Figure One. In cases of untimely, or tragic death, it is
common in constellations to lay the representative down on the floor to
symbolize this. While Grandma and Grandpa are also deceased, their
representatives stand up, since their natural deaths late in life are not likely
relevant here.
Before you decide there is something “too obvious” about the
arrangement you see in Figure One, please notice the numbers indicating
the order in which Don placed the reps on the floor. I think you will see
that it likely emerged from something other than any conscious planning
on his part. These constellation arrangements almost always reveal a great
deal, and the revelations come just as often as a surprise to the client.
Before we talk about what the representatives have to say, both in
terms of their words (in bubbles in Figure One), and their body language
(in italics in Figure One), we need to delve a little further into two very
important subjects. The word “anatomy” in the title of this chapter tells
us we’re going to look at structure, about what parts a constellation has.
But frankly, we can’t do that effectively without raising a lot of questions
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unless we add just a brief bit of “physiology.” Physiology is about how the
parts work. That is, if the structures here are going to make sense, we
need to look briefly at how and why the constellation parts work.

5. Representative Perception & Social Geometry
At the heart of family constellations is a phenomenon we call
representative perception. It’s what brings information somehow out of
the non-local, a-temporal InnerNet, or Knowing Field, and gives us a look
at what’s happening in the less-present parts of the family soul.
Representatives regularly feel and react non-verbally in ways that reveal
the emotional attitudes of living, but not present family members, or else
of no longer living ancestors. How it is that this happens we do not know.
It is something that wider theories of physics, the nature of consciousness,
and psychic phenomena will have to address. As I explained in Chapter
One, all of them, in their own way, face this problem.
Let me mention again that I’ve written about this elsewhere in detail
(Reddy, 2011a, 2011b, 2012a). And if you remain somewhat skeptical
about this kind of thing happening, but have an open mind, I strongly
urge you to observe it for yourself by visiting a well-run workshop.
Something very important to our understanding of human awareness
occurs, and we will not make progress in understanding it so long as too
many of us deny its very existence.
What I can give you here is one way to start thinking about it. It’s
known in physics that large arrays of antennas can be more powerful and
sensitive than a single one by itself. Most of the latest, most ambitious
astronomical observatories involve larger and more elaborate arrays.
And if you look at Radin’s (2006, 2009) or McTaggert’s (2007, 2008)
summaries of psi research, it’s clear that groups of people can exhibit an
analogous kind of strengthening.
So I’ve begun to look at the arrangement of the bodies of representatives on the constellation floor as somehow analagous to, for instance, an
array of radio telescopes—one that is focused by the whole process on the
family soul of the client. The combination of a circle of supporters, a sensitive, trained facilitator, a client with an emotionally important need,
and the spatial arrangement of representatives on the floor adds up to a
powerful receiving system. Again, representatives typically feel and act in
ways that express the areas of harmony or disturbance in the family system
of the client. It is a kind of group movement, because I’ve watched it happen easily in representatives who were initially skeptical of the experience.
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But even granting that this phenomenon exists, we do not know nearly
enough about what makes it reliable or repeatable. In terms of the group
workshop, however, I do see certain general factors as important. A
crucial aspect of this tuning and modeling effect seems to relate to what I
call the social geometry involved in the placement of representatives.
Each of us is surrounded closely by a personal space with distinct
areas in it that are monitored closely. Some of this is conscious, but a large
portion, I think, is sub-conscious. Turning our backs to someone or
something has specific meanings. We’re not interested, it seems, or we are
leaving. Or, in a different context, we trust them to protect our blind
spot, or we are leading them. That which we face is that with which we
want to engage. This engagement could be either friendly or hostile.
Alongside of us are partners of some kind. Distance from us gives us more
time to react, or suggests that we may not know how to approach.
Think for a moment about how you feel at a cocktail party or
networking event where you don’t know that many people. Without a
word being spoken, some you will be drawn to, others may repel. Some
clusters appear welcoming, while others seem to exclude. Part of this
relates simply to how the people have arranged themselves in space.
Get two or three friends and stand relatively close to them in different positions and orientations—and you will start to feel these things
immediately. The arrangements have intuitively felt sets of possible meanings. And these sets of meanings arise from what I’m calling the social
geometry of our surrounding personal space.
One reason why family constellations appear to work so well in so
many different cultures may be that the social geometry of humans is
relatively universal. Our eyes and hands and bodies all work best in
certain directions. Many linguistic expressions have come to embody
social geometric meanings. Think of “put that behind you,” “turn your
back on him,” or “don’t worry, I’ve always got your back.”
What I am suggesting here is that representatives in a constellation
are all subconsciously reading the meanings of, and reacting to the group’s
positions and orientations.
So the constellation, that array that receives information from the
InnerNet Knowing Field, has its own internal social structure—even when
no words are spoken. There is much that could be said about this, and you
will see examples of it here and again in Chapter Four. But to get you
started in making your own subconscious awareness of social geometry
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more explicit, some of the natural meanings we give to different positions
around our bodies are diagrammed in Figure Two. Scan these meanings
from the idealized bodies outwards. The closest one in front is the opposite of the closest one in back, and so on.
Our eyes, nose, mouth, arms, and preferred direction of motion all
orient to the front. Unlike a starfish, we are not radially symmetric.
Looking at the top half of the Figure Two, we see that what’s behind us
remains thus normally unseen and un-manipulated. This can be either by
accident or on purpose. Support, that which we reject, or hidden danger
can all wait behind us. In front is the focus of our movements and actions,
whether friendly, or hostile. Alongside of us, typically, are allies. And in
a predominantly right-handed species, the right side typically leads a bit
more, while the left supports more.
We also conceptualize time as a kind of motion, as seen in the
bottom half of Figure Two. This places the future in front of us, and the
past to our rear. Ancestors, who precede us in time, belong metaphorically
behind us, where they support us in growing forwards towards a new
future. We in turn, produce and support our children in growing towards
their future. But we do that with the help of our generational contemporaries, our siblings and spouses. Extending the “time is a kind of motion”
metaphor further, anyplace departed from, or something already done
belongs also behind us. Whereas destinations and goals go in front.
As you will see, interpreting the various possible meanings of a constellation starts with noticing the ways in which the arrangements of social
geometry seem to support or else stand in the way of the client’s stated goal.
Suppose the goal is renewed health. But the mom rep and the dad
rep stand with their backs to each other on a direct path between the
health rep and the client rep. Their gaze is away from each other and
perpendicular to the client-to-health pathway they stand on. And the representative for the client looks away from this whole arrangement of people.
Seeing this, a good facilitator asks certain questions. Does the illness
relate to a parental struggle? In blocking awareness of that struggle, is the
client failing to move towards recovery? Sifting through the various
suggested questions to find the right ones is the name of the game.
Beyond the social geometry and these array-like effects that it creates,
a well run constellation workshop also organizes certain more conscious
aspects that help it tune into the InnerNet. First, the attention of the rep-
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resentatives is focused on the same unfolding process. Second, they all
share a typically heartfelt intention to be of help to the client. And the
shift desired by the client has emotional importance, or sometimes even
urgency. It’s not just based on curiosity or a whim.
My experience is that, when everyone shares this coming together of
attention, intention, and emotional importance, the “array” of representatives becomes coherent. There is a palpable shift in the whole. It acts more
as a collective, group entity. That local collective is then able to tune into
and model aspects of the client’s also collective, but non-local family soul.
It is the collective in the constellation that is modeling the deeper
collective, you might say.

6. Probing for a Dynamic
The dynamic in a constellation is an unprocessed disturbance apparent
in the representatives’ modeling of the family soul—one that could produce hidden loyalties which now stand in the way of the client’s desired
shift. That’s a mouthful, I realize, but it is the accurate way to say it.
Although certain techniques are employed to further the investigation, it is most accurate to say that the dynamic, if there is one,
“emerges” from the interactions among representatives, client, and facilitator. Good facilitators are skilled at remaining patient, open-minded,
and focused broadly on the whole, developing gestalt. They do not set out
to prove their initial guesses correct. They do not simply impose patterns
experienced in the past on the unique unfolding of this particular client’s
family background. In short, the earlier stages of a constellation remain
an investigation.
Probing for a dynamic, that is, testing for the emergence of one, is
the next stage of a constellation after set-up. It is important to understand
that careful support, observation of, and dialogue with the client continues
throughout the process. Remember, he or she is still in the chair next to
the facilitator. A genuine dynamic usually elicits a strong emotional reaction
from clients. On the other hand, if the client is disinterested, or feels little
resonance with what the constellation suggests—things may be heading
away from the mark.
Beyond careful facilitator client interaction, several other techniques
are involved in the probing process:
• Silence—quiet periods of a minute or two or more allow representatives to settle and become aware of subtler reactions, and give the
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facilitator more time to observe carefully. Sometimes this is
described as “feeling into” the situation. It assembles a richer variety
of reactions, and helps prevent overly hasty conclusions.
•

Check-in’s—representatives are asked for brief expressions of
what they are experiencing. The questions are never phrased in
terms of thought (“what do you think?”), but rather of feeling
(“how do you feel at the moment?”) or even more generally as:
“how is it for you now?”

•

Repositionings—representatives change position or orientation
either on their own or at the request of the facilitator. By means of
the changed social geometry, new relationships among the players
are expressed.

•

Rep Changes—as new elements are revealed as important, new
representatives may be brought in, or old ones taken out of the
picture. Either the client or the facilitator may feel the need for
these, and either one may intuitively select any new representatives.

•

Tentative Truth Statements—short sentences that express the
bare facts of a possible dynamic can be tested by asking reps to
speak them and report on how it felt to do so. Examples are: “I’m
very, very angry at you,” or “Even though you are my son, I still
cannot look at you,” or “I was very lonely and I took advantage of you.”

•

Perspective Shifts—facilitator, or both facilitator and client
themselves change seats in the circle or stand briefly in a different
place. This allows one or both to see the whole configuration from
the viewpoint of this or that representative, or to see faces that are
otherwise turned away from them.

Different facilitators will employ these tools in different styles and
sequences. While some allow representatives to change their position or
orientation at will, my preference is to investigate a given configuration
before it slips away. To oversimplify somewhat, there are for me roughly
distinct periods during which I alternate between interaction with the
client and silence, check-in’s, perspective shifts, and tentative truth statements. Each of these periods ends when I say, “OK, does anybody need
to move someplace now?”
Rep changes might come at anytime, but usually only after a couple
cycles of investigation followed by movement. During check-in’s, I
encourage representatives to keep their comments short and restricted to
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their bodies, their feelings, or their reactions to the social geometry in
which they find themselves.
If there is one thing that characterizes my own approach to this period
of probing, it is something I call the “butterfly method.” I don’t land anywhere very long. Between repositionings I am flitting from one technique
to the next, from one rep to the next, from the client to the constellation,
and back again. My goal is to sample as many different parts of the experience as possible, visually, verbally, and intuitively.
If something warrants a deeper look, or further questions, I’ll hold
that until I come around again—rather than staying put. My goal is to
get as broad a foundation as possible before narrowing the focus to this
or that interaction.
It’s fair to say, I think, that one of the larger challenges involved in
facilitating family constellations is avoiding premature closure. A good
facilitator has to remain as long as possible in a space of not knowing, and
possibly even having to say, “well, I don’t see that this is working.” One
big advantage of the butterfly method for me is that it keeps me too busy to
worry about not knowing what to do yet. Sometimes during the silences, I
just zone out and wait for the next thing I notice or the next thought.
Then it’s off again to more sampling.
This is not to say that some constellations, such as our TERRIBLE
MIGRAINES FADE example, are not somewhat clear from the start—and
only get clearer. But even then, it pays to be careful. You are looking, not
just for a successful drama in the workshop, but also forward to the greater
health and wellness of the client and often other family members as well.
The proof comes only in the healing.
Many meanings and possibilities may be apparent in most constellations, as you will see for yourself in Chapter Four. It can seem quite a lot
at times. Still, if you have remained patient and open to them all—you
most often reach a point where some particular combination of them reveals
itself to you with a kind of felt certainty.
Through the lens of the client and representatives, you suddenly start
to perceive this particular family soul as a living being. Things that made no
sense by themselves are now part of a pattern so obvious you wonder how
you could have missed it. And at this point, you say, well, there’s a dynamic
we can work with here.

Section Seven: The Dynamic Emerges—T ERRIBLE M IGRAINES FADE

45

7. The Dynamic Emerges—TERRIBLE MIGRAINES FADE
Please look once again at the initial set-up of this constellation in
Figure One. You saw there first the positions and orientations of the reps.
We noted that the order in which they were placed on the floor suggests
that this arrangement was not something consciously planned by our
client, Don. Notice now that the group forms a rough arc, with the uncle
at the center.
I’m sure your own intuitive social geometry sense is already at work
on this configuration. But let’s make it explicit as well. Grandma and
Grandpa don’t look at each other. Neither of them look at their lost child.
Grandpa and Father have Uncle John directly in the position of that
which is ignored, rejected, or fled from. Grandma puts all the men in that
same position. Only our client, Don, who never even met this person, looks
at his Uncle on the floor.
But listed also in Figure One are aspects of their body language, and
their responses to the first check-in. A rigid Grandpa feels next to nothing,
wobbly Dad feels troubled by what’s behind him, and Grandma slumps
and feels sadness. The lost Uncle on the floor feels alone, while the
representative for the client senses something odd about his fixation on
this lost person.
Together, all of this suggests that this early accidental death, which
was of central importance to the previous two generations, has never been
processed. Has it fallen on the shoulders, or rather the head, of a young
man in the next generation to carry the weight of their unfelt anger,
sadness, and grief?
Premature closure might say, “sure,” already at this point, but that’s
not responsible constellation work as I have learned it. Watching Don,
next to me in the chair, I see that he is concerned and absorbed by what
he sees in front of him. Finished with my first butterfly cycle, I turn to
the group and say, “OK, anybody who feels like moving now please go
ahead.” As you can see now in Figure Three, when the rearranging is
done, Grandma and Grandpa have now turned their backs to each other,
Father has turned around, and Don’s representative is now on his knees
next to lost Uncle John.
I leave the configuration in silence for a moment. The movements,
especially that of Don’s representative, all reinforce a possible connection
between the migraines and the uncle’s un-mourned death by concussion.
Looking around the room, I see that participants still seated in the circle
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are attentive and involved. They usually are when a dynamic is growing
clearer. But Don and I are seated at a position that, if shown, would be
near the caption below Figure Three. In a perspective change, he and I
now take different chairs along the upper left side of the diagram, where
we can see faces better. Don’s rep is in tears, we are now able to observe.
Turning now to Don, I now ask: “What else do you know about
your Uncle’s accident?”
“Dad says he fell off the side of the living room stairs,” Don answers,
“when the whole railing gave way. He told us Grandma never forgave
Grandpa because he kept putting off fixing the loose railing. And
Grandpa blamed her for not watching the child better.”
This too fits the unfolding picture. If anger and blame displaced
natural grief in the Grandparents, and this settled over time into bitterness
and distance—then it is very possible that the flow of life and love in the
family was seriously disturbed. A beloved child was emotionally excluded
and harmony suffered thereafter. On a hunch, I ask another question,
because, curiously enough, anniversary dates are often important in hidden
loyalties (Schutzenberger, 2009).
“What time of year did your Uncle die?” I say. “It was just before
Halloween, I know,” answers Don, “because Dad told me he was trying
out his costume.”
“OK,” I go on, “so when are your headaches better or worse?” Don
looks at me strangely and says, “Uh... wow… they get really bad in
November, tail off in late Winter, and are milder the rest of the time.”
This is, of course, the exactly how the cycle of his grandparents’ need
to suppress feelings would run. I feel safe now in concluding we are dealing
most likely here with a hidden loyalty to Don’s Uncle, and that it is well
worth attempting to shift. This one was a little more obvious from the
first than many, but waiting brought out still more evidence. So I’m glad
I did fall prey to premature closure.
Corroborating details like this temporal overlap of the accident and
suppressed grief cycle, on the one hand, with the yearly progress of Don’s
migraines, on the other—are not always available. But they do show up
in many cases. As I said earlier, at a certain point, the family system seems
to come alive, and tell you what it wants to see happen.
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8. Resolutions—Techniques and Types
The goal of resolutions in constellations is to remove the need for a
hidden loyalty by re-aligning the flow of life and love within the parts of
the family soul most relevant to the shift the client wants to make. Much
can be said about this, but perhaps it is best to begin by emphasizing that
the people and feelings within the family soul comprise what we call a
“whole system.” This means that shifting any one part of it affects as well
all the other parts. It’s for this reason that we use “family system” as a
synonym for “family soul,” and family constellations are also called
“systemic” constellations.
Imagine an actual net in which beads are attached to one another by
rubber bands of different lengths and strengths. Let’s say the whole thing
is strung between a round hoop. Suppose you want only the big red bead
moved permanently five inches to the left of where it is currently suspended.
But you cannot get it there and keep it there just by grabbing it and shoving it over. For as you do this, many other beads will also shift their position. And the resulting tensions may pull the red one right back, or your
movement may permanently stretch or break some rubber bands—so that
the whole network adjusts in ways you did not expect.
The right way to get the big red bead where you want it is to start
replacing rubber bands in key positions with ones of different lengths and
strengths. In this way, with a little trial and error, you can get the whole
web to adjust so that that bead stays put. In Figure Three, the big red
bead in the wrong place is our client Don attached to his dead uncle.
And he’s pulled there in this elastic network of relationships because
those in the previous two generations who should have come close to and
resolved their connection with this death never did. So Don’s rubber band
is way too short and tight, largely because theirs are too long and weak.
And in family systems, all the rubber bands relate to life and love, and the
rejection that so often comes when these are thwarted.
So creating effective resolutions in constellations means looking for
and finding the relational rubber bands that, with a little help, are going
to be able to adjust their length and strength to values that are more
natural and loving for a family.
But remember, the facilitator’s only hold on the deeper non-local
parts of this system depends on maintaining the resonance of the representatives with the ancestors or events they stand in for. And these are
people involved in matters of life and death—not beads in a hoop. So you
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don’t just push the reps around. If you lose the resonance, what’s left is
not much of a constellation. In fact, role of the facilitator is best compared to that of a midwife. She may be powerfully instrumental in
instigating and guiding the change, but still cannot make or give birth
to the baby.
An absolutely crucial aspect of working towards resolutions in
constellations is to remain in and always express a grounded attitude
of compassionate non-judgment. Facilitators can be confronted at times
with the worst in human behavior, and one of the biggest blocks standing
in the way of effective resolutions is shame on the part of the perpetrators.
Non-judgment protects the facilitator from inappropriate involvements,
and creates a safe space for perpetrators to take open-hearted responsibility.
Also, as will certainly be clear to you by the end of this book, the
whole of the constellation perspective makes it hard to blame any single
individual for acts that arise so often from collective roots that go back
many generations. Perpetrator guilt is a subtle and highly nuanced topic,
but one way to express the best attitude is, “responsibility, yes, restitution,
if possible, but blame and shame, no.” As if to say, “you did it, and you
need to accept that and perhaps try to make up for it, but beyond that no
one here will judge you.”
With this whole-systems understanding, it is also easy to see that the
healings that result from resolutions in constellations are most often bi-directional. All the parts adjust to a healthier state. The client’s movement is to
return a burden not individually his or her own to its rightful owners in
the family system. The client benefits from this in terms of increased freedom,
obviously. But it seems that certain members, and the family soul as a
whole, grow stronger as well. Carrying the ultimate fate of others, even
those we love, may not help them.
Let’s look at it, for a moment, from the perspective of reincarnation.
You can understand this as a metaphor, or just consider if for sake of argument, if you like. From this point of view, the ancestors whose burden the
client carries never came to terms with and learned from their own fate—
their own experience in life. That suggests that these experiences might
well have to be repeated in another life for them to grow further.
So if it is possible for them, in some kind of in-between state (van
Kampenhout, 2001), with the compassionatte help of a representative, to
take back their own fate—this might then allow them to move on ahead
in the evolution of their souls. They don’t have to start over and re-enact
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the same trauma again in another life. They benefit in that they complete
the experience, and moreover do not suffer the pain of seeing their descendants burdened by what they themselves failed to learn from.
Now as these positive shifts take place in the family soul, so also does
the flow of ancestral love and support that actually reaches the client
increase. If the client were a tree, it is as if parts of the root system that
were blocked now provide nutrients. Viewed this way, the successful
constellation is a win-win situation for both the living and the dead.
Once a dynamic has emerged in the constellation, the focus narrows
somewhat as the facilitator looks for the best places to invite adjustments
in important relationships. And it will narrow even further as these
adjustments take place and the changes need to be grounded in the living
client. Four further techniques come typically into play at this point.
• Ancestral Backing—one or more representatives are placed in a
chain behind an otherwise abandoned or ashamed family member to
represent support from grandparents further back in the ancestral
field. This happens when the immediate parents or grandparents
are not yet able to connect with the person. Each rep in this chain
puts hands on the shoulders of the person to the front. Typically
this helps to strengthen, and/or soften the family member so supported. Think of the classic supportive position of a parent, standing,
hands on shoulders, behind a small child.
•

Nudges—are truth statements uttered by the facilitator designed
to help a certain ancestor come to terms with the facts of the
dynamic. A nudge might be something like: “Listen, that’s your
grandson over there, and he’s suffering quite a bit carrying the
family’s pain—are you sure that’s what you want?”

•

Healing Sentences—are truth statements uttered by representatives based on the facts of the shifted relationships coming into
being. So we might also call them “new-truth statements.” They
occur most often near the end of a constellation, as the resolution
focuses now very narrowly on the desired new reality for the client.
A classic set of healing sentences from descendant to ancestor
might be: “I’ve carried this for you out of love, but it’s too big for
me. I give it back to you now. Support me please as I live free of
it and thrive in honor of what you went through.”

•

Client Insertion—happens when the actual client gets up from the
chair and takes the place of his representative in the constellation.
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This is done pretty regularly at the end of a constellation unless the
client is dealing with significant trauma, and the experience might be
too strong. Again, we’ll look at this more in Chapter Five.
It is around the time that healing sentences become appropriate that the
client is invited to step into the constellation in place of his or her representative.
One purpose of this is to experience now more directly the new flow of
life and love that is moving to him or her through the family soul. And
another is for the client to personally relinquish hidden loyalties that have
been blocking positive change.
Constellations often end in moving, heartfelt hugs between client
and one or several representatives. These often bring a tear to the eyes of
everyone in the room. In the context of what has come to light, these
simple actions have profound, healing effects.
All these more directive techniques not withstanding, a careful
constellator keeps always in mind that, occasionally, a given dynamic is
stuck and may not be ready to re-align. Ancestors, especially ones whose
unaccepted events or feelings involved guilt, shame, or intense fear, may
be reluctant to face what actually happened. That’s exactly why the client
is experiencing them.
The periods of silence and slow, patient pacing of a constellation
often provides the needed time and a safe, non-judgmental space for
ancestors to “soften.” On the other hand, sometimes the clear revelation of
a stuck dynamic is all that can happen in a first constellation. And the softening will take place between this and another constellation, over periods
of time ranging from hours, to weeks, to months.
So, although they are relatively rare in my experience, there is something I call a null resolution. That is, the dynamic appears clear, but it
seems just as clearly not ready to shift. Perhaps there is something missing
still from the picture that needs to first show up. Perhaps the client or
some particular ancestor just needs time to take in and be with what has
been revealed. In this situation, the client can still benefit from having seen
the likely roots of the difficulty he or she is experiencing. And the goal
becomes to start the release process in the client, both for the client’s sake,
and as a kind of catalyst to the family system as a whole.
At the other end of the spectrum, also relatively rare, is something I
call the global resolution. In the fractured, many ways dysfunctional families of our postmodern world, there is often more than one area in which
a given family soul is stuck. And several of these may become apparent
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among the representatives. Global resolutions seek to resolve all the
disturbed family dynamics in one constellation. On the few occasions
when I have seen facilitators try to effect global resolutions in every
constellation, my feeling has been that both the resonance with the family
soul and the focus on the client’s needs suffer unduly.
The vast majority of resolutions, then, can and probably should be
neither “null” nor “global,” but rather, carefully “focused resolutions.”
Focused resolutions, then, are those that remove the need for a hidden
loyalty by re-aligning the flow of life and love within the parts of the
family soul most relevant to the shift the client wants to make.

9. The Resolution—TERRIBLE MIGRAINES FADE
As we left our constellation with Don, a fairly clear dynamic had
surfaced, as shown in Figure Three. Grandmother and Grandfather are
locked back to back, ignoring their offspring, caught up in a turmoil
suppressed anger and guilt. Father is able to look at his lost brother and
son together, but reacts with confusion. And Don’s representative is on
his knees next to a victim of an accidental death whom he never knew,
expressing all the grief and sadness appropriate to Grandmother,
Grandfather, and Father. Don and I sit close to the lost Uncle who is
stretched out on the floor. Don is caught up in the tears welling from the
eyes of his representative.
As I sit with this dynamic, and scan once again the representatives in
the arrangement, I am looking for the place to start. Which ancestral
domino, tipped first, will start the others tumbling into place?
Archimedes said, if you give me a long enough lever and the right fulcrum,
I can move the whole world. Though not as grandiose, something like
this is what’s needed. If intake interviews are a high art, then so too is the
process of bringing about resolutions. Very often, if you can find the right
place to start, the rest simply flows into place.
“Well,” I say loudly, “it’s certainly clear what the problem is.” I’m
talking now to the whole group, and by intention also in my mind to the
ancestors being represented.
“Don has to feel the grief that belongs rightfully to the rest of you.
And that makes his headaches unstoppable. Too bad for him, I guess.”
Then I just get quiet, letting this nudge hang heavy in the air. But notice,
I’m not pushing directly on anybody.
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As I sit, I realize that I cannot start with Grandmother. There are no
other women on the floor. She is outnumbered and may have been cast
out by the men in her family—a scapegoat, perhaps, for the tragedy that
took place. Father is confused, and won’t go against his Dad, I’ll bet. So
that leaves Grandfather. If he moves, everyone else will probably loosen
up. If not, perhaps his refusal will energize his son to take a stand. I don’t
think I can nudge Grandfather towards his wife, however. He’s too mad
at her. But he’s not mad at his grandson, so maybe that’s the key.
I get up and walk reflectively around the floor, standing in various
places in the constellation. Finally, I approach Grandfather, standing
neither in front of nor behind him, but alongside to his right. In social
geometry, this is the place of partners and companions, and sometimes of
slightly higher-ranking companions. This man has been blamed, rightly
or wrongly, so non-judgment is crucial. Softly, mustering as much respect
as I can express in my posture and voice, I give him the opportunity to
move in the form of a verbal nudge.
“I know it’s terrible what happened,” I say. “It must have been very
hard. But look… I mean… that’s your grandson over there… He’s
almost to the point where he can’t hold a job anymore. Is that what you
want for your legacy? Is that what’s right for your family?”
Halfway back to my seat, I turn back and say, “Maybe you can just
turn around and look at him.” And then I just sit down and wait, thinking
about what I’ll do next if he doesn’t budge.
But this starting point is successful, so that the constellation progresses
to what you see in Figure Four. Grandfather has moved closer to Don’s
representative and is facing him. Sparked first by his love for a grandson,
he has shifted out from under his wife’s blame, and realizes it makes no
sense for him to blame her either. The other reps are all affected by this,
in ways indicated by Figure Four. Notice how their heads have turned.
All eyes have shifted towards Grandfather. The ice has broken now, so it’s
easy for me to suggest the next movements.
There are three further phases in the resolution here. Without going
into detail, the first involves Grandfather and Grandmother reconciling in
what ends up as a tearful, heartfelt hug. This is shown in shadows on
Figure Five. Once again, I would urge you to experience the authenticity
of these kinds of movements for yourself. The representatives are not actors.
And yet they feel and move as if the events that embroiled the family are
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real to them. Again, I believe this is the human social resonance systems
amplyfied by the group experience.
From the inside, when you are representing, it is a curious kind of
dual awareness. You are fully aware of yourself as a separate being, but at
the same time, out of a sense of deep empathy and compassion, you allow
these strong feelings to guide your behavior in what is a safe, controlled
space. Your social resonance system, you might say, is going full blast. It’s
a kind of gift to those who are trying to solve old, damaging problems.
And, as I’ve said, the experience is healing and connecting in its own right.
In the second phase, Grandmother kneels down next to her son,
while Grandfather stands to her right with his hand on her shoulder. At
this, the representative for Don feels like he can get up and move away.
Another reconciliation takes place now, this time between the grandparents and their lost child, Don’s uncle. These new positions are shown
in Figure Five, but without the speech bubbles and appearance indicators
appropriate to the reconciliation.
The experience of most in the constellation community with those
who have suffered untimely deaths is that being mourned and remembered helps them greatly to be at peace. So lost Uncle John is now in a
much better state.
Finally, in the third phase, the constellation arrives at the exact details
shown in Figure Five. This phase attempts to focus the beneficial changes
in the family system directly back towards Don, the client. For this experience, I have asked him to replace his representative and stand in the
constellation as shown. What is important here is that he truly let go of
a task he took on subconsciously, probably very early, out of that naïve,
pre-emergent, childlike love. Losing a child was not his fate. He never
knew the person lost.
I give him the healing sentences shown in the diagram to help him
internalize a new emotional reality. Essentially, what I want to have Don
say, right there facing his family, is something like: “I give you your
painful feelings back... I see they were yours all along... I was just carrying them for you out of love... So support me now as I thrive in life... in
honor of what you have gone through... in creating me.”
If you take in the configuration in Figure Five, I think you can see
how the family system has reorganized itself. The connection of the
movements to the actual changes in feeling among the representatives has
been honored. It’s not simply that bodies were moved around. Time and
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the impact of the constellation on Don’s health will tell if the dynamic
that was worked on was indeed anchoring the migraines, and if the whole
constellation retained it’s resonance with the non-local, a-temporal
aspects of the family soul.
I consider this a focused, rather than a global resolution for a couple
of reasons. First, there is a sense of some form of disengagement between
Don’s father and his father. Don’s father has fallen in line with the overall
movement of the resolution, but there’s a suggestion that he doesn’t know
how to father that well, perhaps because he himself wasn’t fathered that
well. And fathers are very important to most sons.
And second, in all likelihood, there may well be disturbances in the
family systems behind Grandfather and Grandmother that contributed to
their life-long failure to accept the death of their son. Both of these I
think of in this case as beyond the scope of a first constellation. The
representatives have gone through three intensely emotional movements,
and everyone needs a break. Going deeper into the family system at this
point would likely only distract Don from the emotional and subconscious impact of the powerfully focused resolution already achieved.

10. Constellation Aftermaths
Bert Hellinger and many of the earliest trained family constellation
practitioners tended to do constellations as single interventions, without
necessarily much in the way of follow-up. But as the modality becomes
something that coaches, therapists, and other healing professionals
employ in ongoing work, that approach is taken less often.
Because I’ve practiced shamanic healing and counseling for over two
decades, and been certified more recently as a coach, it’s normal for me to
have clients that move from ongoing work into constellations, or from a
particular constellation that needs aftercare into some sessions of coaching
or counseling. And I’m also concerned about assembling follow-up in
order to keep learning from the results of constellations I facilitate.
In general, I’ve found there are three kinds of aftermaths to focused
resolutions in what feel like successful constellations. In one, spontaneous
remissions of a targeted physical condition occur. Or else surprising,
effortless, positive solutions show up for the emotional or behavioral problems that were worked on. In the second kind of aftermath, the positive
changes are not effortless, but rather come about when treatments or
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strategies that failed before are tried once again. This time, they work. Or
new ones show up, but also require active engagements. Sometimes the
further treatment might be another constellation or two. And in the
third, the changes are real, but less than what was hoped for, or sometimes
just not impressive at all.
My case data is not that exhastive yet, and these categories are relatively vague. But it seems that, in my work, the different types of aftermaths break up roughly into thirds. A third are spontaneous successes,
another third succeed with some aftercare or later constellations, and a
third don’t produce that much of what the client seemed to be asking for.
Notice please that here, and in the above paragraph, I am speaking of
successful constellations, not ones where dynamics remain confused or
else absent.
So here is how I have come to think of what happens when you have
a successful constellation. Removing a relevant hidden loyalty from your
subconscious is like hauling up an anchor. That anchor has been keeping
the boat of some positive change in your life from getting into motion.
Well, sometimes, there was only one anchor down there, and your boat
takes off all on its own. The sails were already set, so to speak, the crew
at their stations, and the good ship was tugging at the chain. That is the
situation when we see the first sort of aftermath. A constellation hauls the
anchor up, and voila—you’re off.
Other times, however, there was actually more than one anchor
down. So there are actually one or two more hidden loyalties that need
to be resolved. Constellations further down the line might then be needed
to haul up those other anchors. Or else the boat of positive change in your
life has been held in place for so long that the crew has gone to sleep or
forgotten how to sail in the first place.
In this case the behavioral help of coaching, or physiological help of
other kinds of medicines or healing are required to wake up the crew and
get them functioning again. My experience is that more and more
constellation practitioners think of providing this kind of follow-up and
aftercare as part of their job.
In the two cases that were combined to make our TERRIBLE
MIGRAINES FADE example, the hedaches did go away. In the one where
the onset of the headaches was seasonal, they lessened considerably for the
remainder of the autumn during which the constellation took place. And
then they did not come back the next season.
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But let’s say they lessened briefly, but ramped up again shortly thereafter. My first thought would be to set up the family and the issue once
again and look more carefully this time at what was going on between
Grandfather and Don’s father, and then Don’s father and Don. Or delve
into Grandfather’s family to see what might have happened there that
could still be influencing Don. Not all cases are simple. And I knew these
might be loose ends. There might have been two anchors down, and we
only hauled up one of them.
At the same time, there are also occasions where I have seen clients
who simply do not accept the possibility of such a healing modality. Their
constellation happens, and it feels exactly right, but minds long rooted in
scientific materialism cannot engage enough belief to allow the change.
There is an overriding attitude of “something like that could never change
what’s bothering me.”
Also, I’ve facilitated constellations for one or two clients who did
accept constellation work itself as meaningful, but refused on a rather
deep level to acknowledge a resolution that seemed powerful and obvious
to everyone else in the workshop. If that was the anchor, then they were
going to leave it solidly on the bottom thank you. Again, we’ll shed
further light on this in Chapter Five when talk about trauma. But sometimes the second or third anchor is not easy to face, so the client is not
ready to let the first one come up.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Sources of Hidden Loyaly
How They Can Affect Your Own
Or Your Children’s Lives
1. Imaging the Mysteries
As we move deeper into the Family Constellation perspective, what
we uncover becomes harder to put into words. Based on the hard to
explain cross-generational influences we’ve seen already, perhaps you
might expect that. These, in particular, are susceptible to different interpretations. When a field is still relatively new, and touches on the same
kind of non-local, a-temporal aspects of reality as quantum physics—it
can be important to have several interpretations anyway. Different points
of view always help to illuminate a mystery.
My own approach is characterized by four related efforts.
• First, some ideas can be freed from what I think are subtle, but
inevitable translation problems moving from the founder’s
German language into English.
•

Second, I believe cultural influences appropriate to Western
Europe should be shifted to correspond more fully with North
American experiences.

•

Third, I bring to this endeavor a wide knowledge of cognitive
science, systems theory, psychology, and biology, and draw on this
to understand, support, or restate certain ideas.
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And fourth, my background in coaching, and transformational
healing practices, and shamanism lead me to believe that positive
hidden loyalties probably also exist, and should be worked with to
improve people’s lives.

So some of the ways I try to explain things are not the only ways to
look at them. Other authors discussing constellation work may thus
hold different opinions that deserve a hearing. Really, various important mysteries of human life come into play here—and there will always
be different ways of viewing these. The intricacy of interactions in human
families deserves respect. It’s not going to reduce to formulaic prescriptions. At the same time, though my perspective is not the only one, I do
think it is a valid and grounded point of view. And it does tie constellations, wherever possible, into other areas of advancing human knowledge.
Let’s remember, with respect to mysteries, that quantum physics has
given us lasers, transitors, MRI’s and more—and yet its basic principles are
simply not understood. Rosenbaum and Kuttner (2006), two grounded
physics professors at Cal Santa Cruz, list ten different, at times competing,
interpretations. We do not always wait until we fully understand
phenomena to acknowledge and make use of them. In ways very different
from lasers, family constellations may prove to be also quite valuable.

2. Seven Sources of Hidden Loyalty
When we talked about intake interviews, I mentioned that a constellation facilitator has both practical experience and also an understanding
of the sorts of disturbances that create hidden loyalties in later generations.
Often this understanding has been gathered slowly. While quite rich, it
may not be articulated that clearly. None of my trainers ever handed me a list.
But the joy of cognitive science for me has always been the effort to
make things like this more explicit. We can make models, guidelines, and
rules of thumb, and they can be very useful—so long as we don’t mistake
them for the realities, which are considerably more nuanced. First approximation models can certainly speed up learning, for example.
Most negative hidden loyalties do seem to arise from roughly seven
general sources. I’ll begin by listing each of these with a thumbnail explanation. I’ll also give each one a short name, so that we can refer back to
them easily. But don’t mistake the name or the thumbnail for the full
richness of the thing itself. Remain aware that this introductory list doesn’t
cover absolutely everything. If I expanded it further, I would want to add
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immigrations, for instance. And if the next few paragraphs bring your
spirits down, please hang on or skip ahead. The profound silver lining
behind all this will show up in the next section.
That said, then, interactions that give rise to negative hidden loyalties
come most often from:
• Failures in Early Childhood Bonding—It’s now fairly well established that the first 2-3 years of a baby’s existence are crucial determinants of success or its lack in adult life. When the flow of love
and basic care in this time period is interrupted, or simply absent,
children have trouble “taking life” from the family soul and often
subsequently from the world around them. (short name: Early
Bonding Failures)
•

Parents and Children Switching Seniority Levels—By preschool-age
and later, children sense already when a parent cannot or will not
provide love, care, and guidance. So some forego a childhood freedom and begin parenting the parent, or their younger siblings, or
both. Again, if the parents are not genuinely available to each
other as partners, these same children can start to become
emotional, or at times even sexual, spouse-substitutes for the missing love. Here too, normal developmental experiences of childhood can get lost. (short name: Seniority Switching)

•

Exclusions of Former Partners or Lost Loves—in a culture of
divorce and remarriage, families are reconstituted one or more
times. But the family soul remembers biological parents, or deeply
loved former partners, even in these situations. When they are
excluded, memories of them are suppressed, or children are used as
weapons in struggles between them—the children will often carry
the emotions displaced by grown-up failures to accept what has
happened. (short name: Lost Loves)

If we look back at the improvements in health and happiness in
Chapter One, we can see these sources operating to create the hidden
loyalties that were shifted. Both Mary’s breast cancer and Dave’s asthma
and COPD that needed relieving can be traced back to early bonding failures. Mary’s mother was fixated on a male, not female, child, and Dave’s
remained preoccupied with a stillbirth. The baby each did have was
wrong somehow or else a substitute. In another example, Beth’s avoidance
of love from any suitable male partner leads directly back to her maternal
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grandmother’s lost love. Beth’s mom was affected by it first, and it passed
on to Beth herself.
Seniority switching does not appear in the seven teaching examples I
offered. But we can easily expand on Beth’s situation to see how this
source could become involved. Suppose that a focused resolution in a first
constellation does not alter Beth’s avoidance of love from suitable males.
An eligible, exciting man does show up within two months of the workshop—and Beth finds herself struggling with the same desire to shut
down. In this case, seniority switching becomes the next source of
hidden loyalty in the family situation most likely to be relevant.
When a mother is not available to a father, very often a daughter
becomes a kind of emotional spouse to her dad. Or vice versa for a son
and his mother. So, a second constellation, if it confirmed this to be true
in Beth’s case, would help her take her father back as father. She will be
moved to let go of a felt obligation to fulfill emotional, or even physical
needs that should have been met by mother. As this space for a partner
opens up, she will typically find it much easier to give her heart to someone
of her own generation.
Moving on now, other sources are:
• Large Injustices Even When Directed Outside the Core Family—
There are times when, if grandfather grew rich exploiting a business
partner, or great-great grandfather owned many slaves whom he
treated very badly, a grandchild will experience unexplained poverty,
or an underlying need to atone somehow. The loyalty here is to the
person or group that was damaged by a family member. (short
name: Large Injustices)
•

Untimely or Tragic Suffering or Deaths in the Core Family—
Miscarriages, deaths of children, especially young ones, and debilitating illness or death of a parent while children are young—all
create later problematic loyalties when the feelings are not
processed by those who experience the events. Children or grandchildren, when grown, can often benefit from constellations that
ask: “whose fear, grief, or anger are you feeling?” (short name:
Tragic Loss)

•

Deaths and/or Woundings in Catastrophic Situations—men, largely
(but women also), who kill or see comrades destroyed in lifethreatening situations (war, terrorism, civil lawlessness) are very
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often not able to process their feelings about the events.
Something similar is true of all people caught up in natural or
political disasters that destroy lives or property. PTSD is now
widely recognized as the result of this failure to assimilate. What is
less understood is that, if not dealt with, it can pass on to children
or grandchildren. (short name: Catastrophic Damage)
•

Abusive Perpetrator-Victim Dynamics, Especially within the Core
Family—Significantly abusive interactions establish a dangerous
bond between those involved. When the perpetrator cannot
accept responsibility, and/or the victim come to terms with the
feelings and reality of damage—not only their subsequent lives,
but also the lives of children and grandchildren can continue in
either victim or perpetrator mode. (short name: Significant Abuse)

Looking back again at the examples in Chapter One, it’s easy to see,
I think, that Margaret’s repeated business setbacks stem from a case of
large injustice two generations back. She was loyal to her granddad’s
inventive partner, and atoned for her grandparent’s extortion. Don’s
migraines lead back to a tragic loss, in the form of his uncle’s accidental death.
But a tragic loss was also part of Dave’s story. The asthma and
COPD arose not merely from an early bonding failure, but also from the
unexpected stillbirth of his older brother. Finally, rising executive John’s
public speaking phobia had its source in catastrophic damage. His grandfather was maimed and shamed when a faulty grenade exploded during a
lecture supposedly teaching safe use of explosives.
In Dave’s story, and in Beth’s as well, we see a combination of sources
at work. Both tragic loss and early bonding failure affected Dave’s loyalties.
While, in the just expanded version, both lost love and seniority switching accounted for Beth’s difficulties. These are good examples of something we meet regularly in constellations. Often enough, one hidden loyalty helps create or connects with a second or third.
To go back to our “boat of positive change” metaphor, two or more
anchors are down, and create a persistent drag on health or happiness.
And maybe the crew has forgotten or never learned some of their sailing
skills. In these situations, what works best is usually two or more constellations, with periods in between of coaching or counseling, as well as representing in other people’s constellations.
You will notice, perhaps, that I have not given any example here of
significant abuse. We’ll look at that somewhat in Chapter Five. I don’t
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mean to whitewash human behavior by doing this. But intentional damage
perpetrated by one human being on another usually involves layers of hidden
loyalty coupled with behavioral problems. It’s not so much an introductory subject. We need to get some more basic understandings in place
before approaching it. Any anyway, our little tour of all the things that
can go wrong needs to end for the time being.

3. Loadsharing in The Name of Love
At this point, I’d like to help you reframe what is probably a negative
reaction to a depressing list of unhappy, even terrible problems. After all,
why should innocent children or grandchildren suffer for the failures of
their ancestors? Doesn’t it seem like only an unjust or otherwise maladaptive
process would result in such a thing?
Well, you can see it that way if you want. And I’ve known some constellation practitioners who do seem to explain hidden loyalties as a kind
of dark imposition of a mindless group system. As I said, there are different
ways of understanding this material. But I don’t think the dark imposition
is what’s happening. Until we get into the area of significant abuse, and
even then in some cases—what I think we are looking at here are in fact
acts of deep love.
Imagine that you walk out of your door one morning, all dressed up
in your business best, to make an important appointment. You’re running
a little late to catch the 8:45 commuter train to the city, so you’re rushing.
But you trip and fall in a puddle, muddy and tear your clothes, and sprain
your wrist. The appointment falls through. Later, even with an ace bandage
on your arm, it feels like you won’t be typing two-handed for a few days.
You’re cursing an evil fate, but still you peck out the URL for the local
news. That’s when you find out that the 8:45 derailed at high speed and
killed 30 of the passengers. What do you think of your fate now? A
sprain, a trip to the cleaners, and repairing a missed appointment may be
a lot for your morning—but how does that stack up against a train wreck?
Remember, in Chapter One, where we said that the glue that holds
the family soul together is the need to belong, to give and receive a very
deep kind of love. Children and grandchildren may willingly take on what
their elders and ancestors cannot handle for several reasons:
• Within them dwells a profound, partly subconscious gratitude for
the gift of life they have received, and they want to give back
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•

•

By offloading unfinished emotional burdens from their elders and
ancestors, they are trying help avoid the larger train wreck that
would happen if those burdens caused the elders and ancestors to
collapse
If allowing that train wreck to happen were to prevent them receiving
life, or render their own development significantly worse—then it
is also in their self interest to take on the burdens

In other words, though it may seem terrible on the face of it that
children and grandchildren take on suffering for their ancestors, the reality of what’s happening may reveal a profound and loving resilience in the
human family soul. Bruises and sprains are bad, but if they prevent broken
bones or worse, then we are actually grateful for them.
From the perspective of systems theory, if the groups of servers that
power the Internet could not perform this kind of load sharing as huge
numbers of hits flood a website—the world wide web as we know it
would not be viable. And any group of semi-autonomous agents that can
shift loads among its members is vastly more resilient that one which cannot. “Swarms” of linked robots that can do this are already being built.
So we might say that it’s a beautiful and wonderful thing that the
collective family soul can spread out the loads this way—especially when
we take into account that it does this by shifting some of them literally
into the future. Remember, despite the carnage and devastation in our
families and civilizations, we are still here.
My experience in working with the sources of the problematic
hidden loyalties we’ve talked about suggests that the family soul does not
impose anything on children or grandchildren that they do not lovingly
accept. You can call that acceptance naïve—blind, if you will—because
it happens at various pre-emergent stages of development. With little
experience of life, children cannot judge what it is possible and practical
for them as individuals to take on.
But childrens’ innate emotional responses tune them deeply into a
family soul, which they want avidly to support. In terms of unprocessed
disturbances that may more seriously damage that collective soul, what
children do may be both practical and necessary. It may indeed save the
day. Hidden loyalties may be the bruises and sprains that prevented
broken bones.
In fact, it seems that the core movements of love that underlie most
of the hidden loyalties we deal with are very simple.
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•

You’re suffering so much, so I’ll either do that for you or else at
least share it

•

You can’t accomplish or feel it, so I’ll do that, or at least help

•

You did wrong and created damage, so I’ll be the opposite and
atone for you

•

You suffered or died, and I cannot take life without you, so I’ll follow you

Mary’s movement was, “you didn’t get your boy baby, so I’ll try to be
that for you.” Beth’s mother shared lovingly in her mother’s loss of closeness to the one she loved. Margaret atoned for the sins of her favorite
grandfather by means of her business reversals. Ann likewise atoned for
ancestors who banished her great aunt by experiencing similar mental illness. Dave shared in the “can’t breath” suffering of his lost older brother
and bereft mother.
Of course, none of these people necessarily remember these movements of love in their adult years. As grown-ups, they tend to regard such
innocent, now obviously impractical feelings as childish and beneath
them. But the children we were dream on in the layers of our subconscious until we reach in and manage wake them up to the new realities of
later life. And constellations do that quite well.
In summary, then, it seems to be built into the nervous system of
babies that they want to help. Leaving aside once again cases of significant abuse (see Chapter Five), far from just accepting this or that burden
of unfinished feelings, or having it somehow forced on them—I think
they reach out and grab it. Love and life itself come to them from the
family soul. Babies and small children are more tuned in to it than they
are to what we call the “outside world.” It there is a tragedy here, it’s not
generally some mindless imposition on children. It is rather our adult
mindlessness in not understanding what they are by nature doing.
Finally, if you think in terms reincarnation, or can at least accept it as
a metaphor, there is another extremely powerful way in which love, and
the larger harmonies of the universe, might be at work here. That is:
• If the burdens children take on also happen to be largely the ones
their individual souls have incarnated to learn and grow from,
then accepting them helps fulfill the evolutionary purpose of their
life this time around
This too is a subject that goes beyond the scope of this book. Still,
for those of you who see life as a process of your soul incarnating in order
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to evolve in certain ways, then it seems possible that you gift the family
system by taking on burdens, and that system gifts you by giving you the
just ones you need to grow through.

4. Aren’t These Loyalties Ever Positive?
When I worked during graduate school as a research technician in a
hospital, I encountered something called “med student’s disease.” All of
us who spent time reading about illnesses in the medical library tended to
feel we surely had six or seven or eight of these ourselves. Med student’s
disease was that tendency—that state of being negatively suggested by all
the suffering we had to read about. Nowadays, of course, this has graduated to the general public. Now the lurid descriptions are all over the web,
and we could call the condition “Internet hypochondria.”
My point is that, evidence of loving resilience notwithstanding, the
list of sources of problematic loyalties above can be a sadly suggestive
commentary on the human condition. It seems all so negative. But there
is a wider issue here as well, which is one I want to address. Does everyone have negative hidden loyalties? What about positive ones?
Modern medicine, and family constellaitons also as they have evolved
so far—both follow the medical model. That is, their primary job is
thought of as curing whatever is wrong. So they wait for emotional or
physical suffering to show up, and then try to fix it.
But as far back as the mid twentieth century, thoughtful people started
to question this. Fixing what’s wrong, they said, only gets us back to
zero—it doesn’t necessarily make things any better. And sometimes the
very impact of focusing so much on what’s wrong discourages, drains
away hope, and makes recovery harder. What if we started to look for
what’s right, some said, what is already working, and make it stronger?
Maybe that would have the effect of crowding out what’s wrong, or at least
make fixing it much easier.
In this vein came various therapists and workshop leaders who,
broadly speaking, created humanistic psychology and the human potential movement. Abraham Maslow, Fritz Perls, Carl Rogers, Jean Houston,
and Anthony Robbins, and to name a few. And in the last twenty years,
many of these approaches have crystallized in the practice of professionally
trained, interpersonal coaching. Many of us thank Thomas Leonard for
that. But Martin Seligman’s successful crusade to establish a “positive
psychology” certainly helped as well (2002, 2006), Coaches, instead of
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helping people move from dysfunctional to functional, try to take them
from functional to optimal. We try to make what’s already right stronger.
Since both transformational trainings and coaching are part of my
background, I have asked myself the question above since first encountering
constellation work. Are there only negative hidden loyalties? What about
positive ones? Aren’t there likely to also be situations where individuals
inherit outstanding strengths as well as burdensome attachments?
Perhaps these are not so hidden, so we might want to use a more
general, but still accurate term, and call them “systemic” loyalties. Again,
that just means loyalties to the family system. But shouldn’t we be looking
for, acknowledging, and strengthening positive systemic loyalties, in addition to shifting negative ones? Can’t the constellation perspective encompass this kind of wisdom as well?
If we were to look for these, some at least would probably lie in the
areas where special loves, powerful inspirations, great teachers, and the
like had strongly uplifting effects. One of my trainers, Ed Lynch, does
have a workshop exercise he uses in workshops called “family of angels.”
Participants sets up representatives for three figures from their earlier life
who affected them profoundly for the better. The reps are told a little bit
about whomever they are connecting with. After a silence in which
everyone feels into the situation, the person doing the exercise thanks
these figures and converses with them. In working with fourteen trainers,
this is the only time I have seen this kind of emphasis on “what’s right.”
Look at Margaret’s situation, for instance, in our example. Her
grandfather had the business skills, so it is natural that she might inherit
these. And she was close to him, so he probably schooled her. But
creative inventiveness did not seem to run in her family. Where did she
get that? It’s not clear, because constellation work doesn’t currently investigate things like this, but could such abilities have been somehow
enhanced by Margaret’s connection to the creative man her grandfather
cheated? Is this possibly some gift to her for remembering his plight? Was
there perhaps also, before the tragedy, some kind of powerful love between
her grandfather and this man? Did some of it spill over?
Grandfather and this man were described as “best friends,” but we
don’t know about any spill over—because we are not yet looking. A complementary focus on positive systemic loyalties is not generally part of
family constellation work. But I wonder if it should not be. And I will
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end this book with another story from my own life. You read, in the
Prologue, of how a very problematic hidden loyalty to my father’s
unprocessed Second World War experiences was shifted via constellation
work. But it seems relatively clear that I also inherited a very positive
systemic loyalty to another soldier who was my uncle. And it was hidden,
because I never connected all the dots until recently. This positive attachment to my Uncle both supported my life and saved it also in dramatic
circumstances at least twice. Feel free to read that Epilogue anytime you wish.

5. Optimizing Harmony and Inclusion
One of the difficulties in trying to explain hidden loyalties lies in the
fact that we are used to talking about either simpler collectives or else pretty
much isolated individuals. The truth about us, on the other hand, is that
we partake to a greater degree than any other species in both of these.
Individual choices and loves overlap and interact with sub-conscious
social instincts and pre-emergent bondings in the family soul—in many
situations, it seems, but especially when we are very young. Hidden,
systemic loyalties then, whether negative or positive, exist right at the
intersection of these two ways of thinking and talking.
So far, in this chapter, I’ve approached things more from the individual side. But to go on further, we have to step back and take a broader
look at the collective, at some of the dynamics that characterize the
human family soul as it has evolved. Apart from load-sharing, how does
it react to the sorts of challenges described in the seven sources we’ve
talked about here?
Gathering our observations so far, what we have now is this. The
family system, or soul, we’ve said, is a collective, largely subconscious
intelligence that tries to safeguard the propagation of life and flow of love
onward through generations. It arises from the interactions of the social
resonance systems built into each one of us. Though it is much richer and
more complex, we can think of it initially in terms of an analogy to the
colony system, or colony soul, that guides the groupings of ants or bees.
That analogy breaks down soon enough, but it makes sense to start there
and work back in the direction of greater individuality.
The primary strategy employed by the family soul in its efforts is to
maximize what we have called harmonious inclusion. Let’s unpack this a
bit more now. Inclusion here has to do with group size, yes, but also with
how many different kinds of ideas and customs the group has within it.
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More members means more raw strength, more load sharing, and more
insurance against loss of members. More members also bring more
different ideas and customs, which allow for a richer variety of adaptive
responses.
If this were the whole story, then family groups should just get bigger
and bigger. But it isn’t, for several reasons. Of greatest concern to us here
is this reason—bigger and bigger groups don’t remain as easily harmonious. Harmony requires high quality communication and coordination,
along with honoring of the differing needs, talents, and desires of each
individual member. It is ultimately a smooth flow of understanding and
love within the group.
Because the responses of each member of an ant or bee colony are
simple and programmatic, harmony is pretty much fixed in place. But the
range of individual desires, thoughts, and behaviors of each member of a
human family group is vast and unpredictable. Obviously, then the more
members there are in this richer kind of collective, the harder it will be to
preserve harmony.
What this all means is that the greatest amount of inclusion stands
often in opposition to the greatest amount harmony. If the family soul
were to favor raw strength, insurance against loss, and adaptive richness by
including too much—harmony could suffer. On the other hand, if it
favors tight communication, individual needs, and easy flow of love by
harmonizing too much—then inclusion may suffer. Too many less easily
harmonized members and ideas are kept out. When two factors are desirable
and important, but wholesale increase of one tends to diminish or destroy
the other, finding the sweet spot is called an “optimization process.” So,
when I say that the family soul seeks to maximize harmonious inclusion,
I’m speaking of this optimization of crucial, but opposing factors.
Now that we have this notion of optimization, we can use it to
emphasize another crucial trade-off in family groups. With ants or bees,
once again, because their individual behaviors are fully programmed, the
collective functions always rather smoothly. For us, because our individual
needs, talents, and desires are so uniquely variable, and fulfilling them is
so important—the collectives we depend upon succeed best when suitable
individual fulfillments can be found that also make those collectives work
well. If what’s most needed is a homebody, and nurturer, and that job
falls to someone who is ambitious and drawn towards achievements
outside the family, that’s not going to work particularly well.
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So then, within the optimization of harmonious inclusion is this
other one: finding another set of sweet spots, that is, optimizing the fit of
each individual’s contribution to the collective to both that unique individual and the needs of the collective. It’s fair to say, I think, that many
of our problems come about from failures to do this well. And in terms
of families, what we have is something like this. The flow of life and love
down through generations depends on optimizing harmonious inclusion
in the family, which itself depends upon optimizing the individual-collective fit of each member. This is illustrated in graphically Figure Six
It’s helpful at this point to look briefly at how these two levels of optimizing work in collectives that are richer than ants or bees, but still not
nearly as complex as human systems. Wolves depend on cohesive groups
we call packs just as we depend in survival conditions so clearly on families.
Wolves have flexibility and varying individual desires and skills that are
not as elaborate as ours, but still much more intricate than insects. So,
as each pack evolves down through generations, it is constantly sorting
out different balances of harmony versus inclusion, and seeking to match
individual desires and skills with collective pack needs.
One of the more interesting aspects of this balancing act to me has
always been, not the alphas, but rather the omega wolves. Most of us
know that the alpha male and female lead the pack, and are the only ones
to produce cubs, which the whole group protect and nurture. These two
remain in the dominant positions by being some combination of larger,
stronger, smarter, more aggressive, and gifted as well with good social instincts.
This last is important. If you doubt that these animals are capable of
and bonded by something like love, I urge you to watch the PBS special
called “The Wolf that Changed America” (Leith, 2008), or read Ernest
Thompson Seton’s account (1983) of his experiences with an alpha pair
named Lobo and Blanca.
In any case, there is another far less glamorous role that needs to be
filled in successful wolf packs. Like us, these animals have to be relatively
aggressive to survive. Sorting out the social hierarchy involves both
friendly displays that recognize and reinforce status, along with more
violent competitions that test skill levels. A bigger pack brings strength
and skills but also tests harmony. What happens if the competitions,
especially among the most gifted, get out of hand? Then the natural
leaders damage each other or the pack has to split. Harmony is lost and
inclusion may suffer as well.
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To moderate this, the pack system seems to have evolved the omega
wolf. This one is perhaps the least gifted in terms of external excellence
in wolves. And rather than tear each other up, the alpha contenders most
often divert their disappointment and excess aggression into picking on
the omega. You can see this as a lowly and possibly unhappy role to play.
But it may be a large part of the glue that holds a larger, more aggressive
and successful pack together.
Omega wolves make a valuable contribution to collective stability.
They are not dispensable. I have often wondered if this contribution is
not merely a matter of poor size or skills, but perhaps also the result of
some form of stronger empathy. Does an omega wolf have something like
a systemic loyalty that is plugged into the needs of the pack?
In human families, it is quite clear that certain members, very often
the most empathic, will absorb a larger share of whatever disturbances are
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not being dealt with and accepted by the others. Psychologists sometimes
call this person the “symptom bearer” for the whole family. The disturbances are really elsewhere, but they show up only in this one. On the
simplest level, daughter gets a disease or becomes anorexic because that
keeps mom and dad from fighting all the time. In broader terms, a son
lives a life atoning to women in painful ways to make up for generations
of overbearing male-chauvinism in his grandfathers.
Many of us, you might say, are walking around still being the omega
wolves in family systems we emerged from decades ago. Even if it helped
the collective we lived our daily lives in back then, it damages our individual
health or fulfillment now. We tend to gather around ourselves another
group that keeps us in the symptom bearer role we know so well. Family
constellations can reveal and re-align these left over loyalties.

6. Tactics (not Orders) of Love
When he was first encouraged by Hunter Beaumont and Gunthard
Weber to publish about Family Constellation work, Bert Hellinger
described certain patterns he had come regularly across as “the orders of
love.” In the original German, these became “die Ordnungen der Liebe.”
They described more particular ways of optimizing harmony and inclusion that seemed to lead most often to success in families. Whatever one
says about it, I feel Bert’s formulation was a wonderful first approximation
to something dynamic, subtle, and not that easy to articulate. There are
some observable, if also very flexible, patterns. On the other hand, the
English word “orders” has caused some confusion.
Perhaps because I once spoke German in my life, I have always
understood “Ordnungen” here in the sense of “arrangements” or “regularities.” But the English translation of “Ordnungen” into “orders” brings
different meanings into play. “Orders,” for English speakers, is also a verb,
meaning, “to command”—as in “she orders him around a lot.” So it’s possible to understand “orders of love” as “the commands love gives us.”
In German, that doesn’t happen. The most common verb for “command” in German is “befehlen.” They would say, “Befiehlt sie ihm viel
herum” for the “she orders him around” sentence. So the easy ambiguity
in English (as well as perhaps also the well-known German passion for
order) has led in some cases to a kind of pushy interpretation. “Families
only work this way,” says this attitude, “and until you and your family get
in step with it—you won’t do well.”
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But once we see that what we are describing here are two levels of
delicate optimization, one inside the other, it’s clear that simple, one-size-fitsall prescriptions cannot do justice to them. It would be like saying, “you
always win chess games by following these three rules,” or “here’s exactly
how you make a killing on the stock market.” Personally, I think
Hellinger’s well-known devotion to always speaking entirely in the
moment, and never comparing one situation with another—suggests that
he has an underlying sense of this.
In any case, what we might want to talk about in English are not
“orders,” but more accurately perhaps, “tactics of love.” If the mission of
the family soul is to propagate life and love, and the overall strategy is to
maximize harmonious inclusion—then particular ways of carrying out
that strategy are tactics. This translation may limp a bit as well. But at
least it suggests the family soul is coping with situations that are too fluid
to give simple rules for.
Essentially, these tactics of love are organizational behaviors in families
that honor the natural arrangements in them, and provide models for
what seems to accomplish the life and love mission with the least amount
of difficulty. All other things being equal, in other words, here’s what you
can strive for, or seek to correct if correction is possible. If we substitute
our new translation, we can now say that Hellinger articulated three
centrally important “tactics of love.” To state them simply raises many
questions. Nevertheless, I will attempt that, and then tackle the problems
of how some phrases might be understood. The simple statements are:
• Families work best when members, events, memories, or feelings
that are important enough can remain included.
•

There are natural levels of seniority in families, with attendant
obligations and privileges. It’s best when these can be honored.

•

There is a balance of giving and taking that differs when it is within
a seniority level from what it is between seniority levels. It’s best
when these different balances can be honored.

The first of these we have already looked at. It’s what gave rise to the
inclusion part of “harmonious inclusion.” Here we only need to further
emphasize that inclusion relates to strong feelings as well. Suppression of
these, the failure to work them through to some eventual state of acceptance, lies at the heart of many later hidden loyalties. Too often, some form
of these feelings is displaced downstream to children and grandchildren.
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Beyond this, though, the biggest questions raised by the simple statement of this first tactic are: what makes any instance of these things
important enough; and, well, fine, but who exactly qualifies as a member?
So, “important enough” can be spelled out only so far in the abstract.
Events, memories, feelings, and family members are important enough
to merit inclusion when they have a deep enough impact on the flow of
life and love to really change its course. Notice that the word “enough”
still shows up here. Whether a family group is in the midst of a challenging
situation, or we are looking back on one, we cannot get rid of the judgment
call. This always remains a balancing act in which various factors blend into
a sense of degrees of importance. There is no rigid black and white.
As to who qualifies as a member of the family system, we’ll dig into
that one in Section Seven. But for now, let’s look at the second two tactics. Both of these relate more to harmony, and to that other optimization—
finding the happiest fit of individuals to collective needs.
Children just arriving in a family system have generally better
chances of developing if they are given security, care, and guidance by
those who have been there longer. Parents in the prime of life are far better
equipped to provide these. So it’s best if children don’t have to start
acting like parents, and do not get tangled up in confusing, “emotional
spouse” relationships between parents. And it’s best if parents are mature
and stable enough to refrain from acting like children.
This is what is meant in the second tactic by “honoring the seniority
levels.” When they cannot be honored, the distributed social intelligence
we’re calling the family soul will adopt fallback positions. This is the real
world and things happen. An older daughter will typically step into roles
mother cannot fulfill, or is no longer there to fulfill. As son will forgo
schooling, take over consoling his mother, or go to work early to provide.
Families will survive adaptively however they can. At the same time,
the flow of life and love to that daughter or son may have faltered in the
process. She or he may live an individual life later in which health or
happiness is constrained by these early adaptations. And family constellations then become a tool of choice to help remove those constraints.
In The Bond, McTaggert surveys considerable research suggesting
that human beings have an innate sense of fairness, and are aware of unfair
situations already as babies. Hellinger was also influenced by Eric Berne
(1964), who founded transactional analysis. Both of these relate to the
third tactic above, that balances of giving and taking are also very important
to the preservation of harmony in families.
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But, the right balances tilt between seniority levels differently than
they do within any given level. Parents must naturally give more, whereas
children take more. The children will then return the favor when they
have children, or possibly when their parents approach death. At the same
time, things work best when children can respect and honor their parents
for their greater share of giving.
Seniority here generalizes to all who arrive earlier in the family system.
To a lesser extent, older children, especially significantly older ones, give
more to their younger siblings, who take more and can hopefully be grateful
for the gifts. You may notice that seniority switching, which happens
when tactic two cannot be employed, is likely to throw giving and taking
out of balance. The second and third of these tactics of love are closely
linked. And they relate strongly to that second optimization we talked
about—finding the right fit of individual skills and desires to the needs of
the collective family.
If you look back now at the seven sources of hidden loyalties listed in
Section Two, you will see that all of them can easily create situations
where these tactics are not, or cannot be followed. The causes can be
external, internal, or both. When what surrounds and impacts the family
is poverty, unemployment, relocations, overly demanding careers,
economic meltdowns, civil lawlessness, natural disasters, epidemics, or
wars—there can easily be no way these best case tactics can be implemented.
On the other hand, often enough, external circumstances are stable
but family members are otherwise burdened within by lack of ability,
physical or emotional illness, or displaced feelings or effects from their
ancestral families. And obviously, instability in the culture surrounding
the family system will demand more from each member, and so challenge
its internal resources.
Perhaps you can see once again why the family soul’s ability to displace
feelings or some form of analogous suffering downstream into future
generations is so valuable. It is an adaptive, resilient response to situations
where the mission is threatened, the overall strategy is challenged, and the
best tactics cannot be implemented. If harmony is too much at risk, the
family system may resort to exclusion—and someone later on will take up
the job of “re-membering” what was excluded. If inclusion is too much
at risk, harmony may have to suffer. Incompatible energies must remain
in the system—and the effects of struggle or abuse within the group will
propagate similarly downstream. And if individual fit to collective needs
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is off target, people will try, or even be forced to give what they do not like
or are not good at giving. This too may have its aftereffects.
It’s as if the family system has a kind of burdens backpack on its journey through time. Some things get broken, but are important enough to
the flow of life and love that they cannot be abandoned. They go into the
backpack, and hopefully someone in a later generation will have the
wherewithal to pull one or two out and fix them. For the adult lives of
such burdened first generation children, or burdened lives in later generations, the all-important question becomes—why not see what you
ended up carrying from that backpack? Especially when you can fix it
and lighten your load.
What you did for love in the pre-emergent, or childhood time of your
life is often exactly what that same love wants you to stop doing as an
adult. Otherwise, the burdens backpack of the family just gets heavier
and heavier.

7. So Who Belongs to the Family System?
Let’s return now and answer that other question posed above. If it’s
so crucial that important enough family members—along with events,
memories, and feelings central to them—remain included, then who
actually are the members? Who belongs and who doesn’t?
We might start by saying that it’s just genetically related people, but
that’s clearly incomplete. Husbands and wives are not genetically related.
So we can expand to say that any woman and man that create children
together become members of the same family soul. That helps, but what
about married couples without children, or lesbian and gay life partnerships, or steady lovers, or just brief sex partners?
We can go on here for some time, bringing up further distinctions,
and wondering who’s in and who’s out. Are unknown fathers of pregnant,
teenaged mothers still part of the child’s family soul? What about completely abandoned babies soon adopted. Is their family system that of the
unknown biological parents? Or do they belong to the system of the
adopting parents. Is an unidentified rapist a member of the family soul of
the resulting child? But before these kinds of nuances drive us a little
crazy, let’s realize that this is not the best way to approach the question.
If we look at three of the sources of hidden loyalties in Section Two,
Lost loves, Large Injustices, and Catastrophic Damage—it’s clear that all
sorts of seemingly disconnected people might have to be considered
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members. Beth’s grandmother probably never had sex at all with the
deeply loved young man she could not marry. The inventive business
partner cheated by Margaret’s grandfather out of the business they founded
together was likely not loved in the romantic sense by grandfather or anyone of Margaret’s ancestors. And yet we see that hidden loyalties have
resulted from their exclusion.
Soldiers in my father’s company, descending the landing nets with
him to storm the beaches of Okinawa, were shot and killed right next to
him—even as he was not. So my mother told me, long ago, before I realized
what that could mean. And I have lived much of my life under the shadow
and effects of survivor guilt. It seems as if, even though those soldiers are
long gone and total strangers to me, we might have to consider them part
of my family soul. Because, largely unawares, I have done the mourning
and atoning for their deaths my father probably never was able to complete.
As constellations have been performed worldwide over the last quarter
century, in numbers counted at least in the tens of thousands, some thousands of facilitators have seen people get well when the constellations
resolved by re-including various kinds of people not part of what we
might call the core family. Based on repeated results like this, we say, well,
it certainly looks like various family systems have taken in different kinds
of seemingly peripheral people. And if this is true, then there is little point
in worrying overly much about nuances of romantic love, sexual relations,
and parentage. Important as those may be, in the end, something else
holds the trump cards.
What this has always come down to for me is simple, real, but also
necessarily slightly vague. The mission of the ancestral family soul is to
protect and enhance the flow of life and love through succeeding generations. So, just as events, memories, and feelings become important
enough to merit inclusion in the family soul by virtue of the strength of
their impact on the flow of life and love—so too people, even seemingly
peripheral ones, become members of the family system whenever they
have a deep enough impact on this flow. We hit the same wall of judgment calls, and reasonably correct details can only be glimpsed in context.
It would be nice to get clearer than “deep enough,” and “important
enough,” but I don’t see that happening.
At the same time, this is not a trivial reduction. It guides us to ask
always three central questions: what happened to life here, and what
happened to love? And who—regardless of other relationships, or the
positive or negative nature of the drama—who were the main actors?
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These are questions whose answers will always involve degrees of involvement, degrees of relationship, degrees of impact, and degrees of good or
bad. The term “enough” signifies that there is some threshold in each intricately different situation. At some point, all these degrees add up to a hidden loyalty we now have the ability to deal with.
I can give you a rough survey of the kinds of people we have found
to be important as members of family systems. And though these categories give you some idea of where members might show up, they limp
considerably. People have membership in what I call the primary family
system by virtue of genetics, marriage, birth, romantic co-habitation,
co-parenting, adoption, or fostering. This might be generalized to: anyone present and active for a significant time in day to day family life,
especially as it affects children, is likely a core member. I’ve done several
constellations which only resolved when I realized that an excluded nanny
was crucially involved in what the client carried.
But the generalization fails for me when we think about ancestors
one and two generations back. They seem like they ought also to be core
members, but they are often never present in day-to-day family life. At
least not in North America. For the Zulu people, and the Chinese, on the
other hand, they may well be present. And if you become interested in
the home altar form of constellations I’ll explain to you in the next chapter, perhaps they will once again be present in your day-to-day life.
Moving out a bit further, members of what I think of as the secondary
family system might include lost loves, former partners, comrades in
combat or catastrophe, and sometimes, more remote, no-longer-living
ancestors. These days, with serial monogamy and re-constituted families, secondary family systems can get large and complicated. Of course,
secondary here does not imply that such people are unimportant to
some particular hidden loyalty. They can be major players in the
creation of such burdens.
Then, finally, into the family system, often right into the core, come
sometimes what I call intrusions of fate, which are most often tragic interventions, sometimes intentional, other times not. It seems very clear, for
example, that a UPS man whose careless driving accidentally cripples the
child of a family becomes by virtue of that act a member of that system.
Regardless of the fact that he is a total stranger, the impact on life and love
in that family is huge, and the quality of the family’s response to him and
this event will affect them deeply.
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If later family life is clouded with anger and bitterness, if the desire
to punish never softens even a little, then later hidden loyalties will often
result. Something will be placed in the family soul’s backpack. On the
other hand, if the stages of grief are honored, and eventually there is a sad,
ambivalent, but real acceptance—then children and grandchildren are
likely not going to be burdened by this intrusion.

8. Acceptance Heals
Whether you are looking ahead to the lives of your children and
grandchildren, or behind towards hidden loyalties you might be carrying,
the question becomes—what does this all mean to you? Am I telling you
here that pretty much anything that went significantly wrong in your
parents’ or recent ancestors’ lives has left you with a subconscious burden
that is anchoring persistent problems with your health and happiness? Or
that anything going significantly wrong in your life now puts your
children and grandchildren at risk?
Obviously, life is an open system, with plenty of ups and downs and
potential accidents. Do we have to put an invisible protective shield
around our families to be reasonably safe?
It’s time now to remind you again that it’s not what happens that
generates later problematic hidden loyalties. It’s how it’s processed,
assimilated, and accepted—or not— that makes the difference. Systemic
burdens carried by later generations are a return of the family’s unfinished
business. And that business is most often a failure to acknowledge the
reality of events or feelings. Previous family members have not come to
terms with what actually happened. They have not felt it yet, taken it in,
and moved on with a newly intact, but now changed story of life. The
truth of the family’s saga has no trespassing zones in it, placed there by
stubbornness or the pressure of external events. And down the line,
restoring harmony and inclusion means somebody gets invited to bring
back what was sequestered in those zones.
So what this all ultimately means to you is really very simple. Not
necessarily always easy to carry out, but supremely simple nonetheless.
Acceptance heals. In so far as you can face and feel what happens in
your life and the progression of events that affect your family, you have
nothing to worry about. If you can move through stages of shock or grief,
for example, or eventually forgive damage done, or take responsibility for
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damage you have done—your children and grandchildren are as safe as
anyone can make them. “Eventually” is an important word here.
To get a better sense of what I mean, let’s rewrite some of the stories
of damaging hidden loyalties offered in Section Two of Chapter One.
How might they have been processed differently, how accepted? Take the
TERRIBLE MIGRAINES RELIEVED example, which we detailed in Chapter
Two, for instance. Suppose that, after several months, or even a year or
two, Grandpa had come to Grandma in tears.
“I’m sorry,” he says. “I know I contributed to that accident. I should
have fixed the stair railing sooner.” Grandma is surprised. She almost
can’t believe what’s happening.
But Grandpa goes on. “You can’t be watching the kids every minute
with all you have to do,” he whispers. “It was just too much for me to
face… that I helped to cause his death. I’m so sorry. I can see it now.
Please forgive me for blaming you.”
And now suppose that Grandma, realizing how long it has taken for
Grandpa to work through this, and moved deeply by his admission, says
something like: “Oh God… I’m sorry I screamed at you about the railing
after it happened… I was just distraught.”
And now we see that the harmony between them grows slowly solid
once again, even if tinged with a real sadness. Together, for several years
thereafter, they visit the grave of their lost child on his birthday. Do you
think there will be anything left in the family soul’s backpack for a grandson to resonate with? I don’t. I think irrevocable change has been accepted
and the business is finished. These people now in harmony with their
own fate.
Think of Margaret’s unlikely but repeated business failures, which
involved a loyalty to the inventive business partner from whom her
beloved grandfather stole everything. She is atoning for a major injustice,
one which destroyed the life of someone with skills much like her own,
perpetrated by an ancestor she was very close to.
Well, suppose Grandfather, after years had passed, stumbled across
his former partner homeless, shivering on a park bench. What if a realization of the brutality of what he had done, of all that he had been
hiding from himself—what if it hit him like a ton of bricks. Three days
later, he comes back determined to search, but learns that the man died
later that first night. At this point, Grandfather ends up weeping and
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shivering himself on another park bench.
And in the months and years that follow, he turns more and more of
his money and life energy towards helping homeless men. Once again, I
don’t think Margaret would have inherited a need to atone now.
Grandfather’s done the work already. He has accepted his own fate, and
is now drawing strength and purpose from what actually happened.
I could do something like this for all the examples in Chapter One.
But perhaps these are sufficient. Or perhaps you might like to visualize
a different story for Mary—say, one in which prior acceptance might have
removed any need for the hidden loyalty that anchored her breast cancer.
It’s not hard to imagine one. For Ann’s mental illness, the answer is trivial
almost. If possible, don’t hide and tell lies to children about the tragic fate
of a dear aunt. Love has a way of not liking that.
But the bottom line for you now remains very simple. Acceptance,
even when reluctant and long delayed, still heals. In fact, as we see
regularly in family constellations, acceptance, with the help of a living representative, still heals—even a generation or two after death.

Section One: Home Altars and Learning Curves

CHAPTER FOUR

Home Altar Constellations
Achieving Simple, Practical Resolutions
At Home for Yourself
1. Home Altars and Learning Curves
Based on what you’ve understood so far, some of you may be ready
to explore the thing itself—as opposed to just reading about it. In fact,
probably some of you are eager. In the next chapter, I’ll offer some
suggestions for finding trained facilitators and evaluating how well their
style fits your needs. But constellation work is not yet widespread in
North America, especially. And there is something ancient and very basic
about working with one’s ancestors. It’s still common in many cultures.
So there is a way you can experiment with, and grow from simple constellations done by yourself at home.
My background in coming to constellation work included twenty
years of learning, practicing, and teaching indigenous, North American
shamanism. Over the first seven years of apprenticeship, I was trained to
use various healing tools and ceremonies. For many of these the process
of building up necessary skills and mastery was the same. It’s a way of
teaching that’s actually very old.
Beginners are shown a form and then told to use it for a while by
themselves, or for themselves only. Next comes a period limited to
working with close family, and after that, with other apprentices,
extended family, and close friends. Naturally, all of this involved some
supervision. Working at all with the general public was a couple of
years, or even further down the line.
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People often ask me if this book, or the teleclasses that it grew from,
will teach them how to set up shop as a constellation practitioner. Neither
one can do that. What they will do, however, is allow you to embark, in
sequence I hope, on the first two stages of this time-tested, indigenous
learning curve. You can do home altar constellations by yourself to resolve
your own issues. And after you get some skill at this, you will be in a position to attempt some beneficial work with family members closest to you.
After all, in this area, working with the family soul on your own
issues already involves, but does not focus primarily on, other family
members. And even if you ultimately want to train, or are already in
training to facilitate constellations out in the wider world—there are core
skills in this at-home form that will support you at any level.
It’s also common in shamanism to work with personal altars. These
are simply dedicated spaces, usually with some privacy, used to lay out and
work with various symbols. So it was very natural for me to see constellations as large, slowly moving altars. And a great deal of modern professional coaching takes place over the phone. So in ongoing voice-only
coaching and counseling sessions, I began experimenting with asking
clients to set up their own small altar, and lay out on it symbols for
various family members, goals, or problems.
They centered themselves and visited these altars on a regular basis
typically over two to five weeks. Just as in a workshop constellation, there
were movements as the configuration of symbols changed during the period.
Smart-phone pictures the clients emailed to me allowed us both to track
and interpret the movements.
There are small sets of figurines made for professional constellators to
use in laying out tabletop constellations in one-on-one settings. These can
be very nice. But I could not have every client buy a set of these, so I suggested to them that they simply employ small, household objects. As time
passed, I realized these actually had some strong advantages. A seashell, a
fountain pen, the statue of a cat, or a small music box—all embody many
associations and kinds of symbolism. Color, size, shape, origin, historical
meaning to the client—all these, in addition to the relative positions on
the altar, contributed greatly to the eloquence of the constellations.
Another advantage to these slow-motion constellations appeared as
well. One of hardest things in training professional constellators is to
teach them to refrain from premature closure. As explained in Chapter
Three, there is an important skill that involves attending to the whole, and
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holding many meanings and possibilities in the background of your mind
for as long as possible—before concluding to a dynamic. In a time-limited
situation, with a whole circle of people staring at you, and a tearful or perhaps
even urgent client depending on you, this is understandably not easy.
But with this experimental at home form, the visits of the client to
the altar, as well as my own viewings of the emailed pictures, were hours
or sometimes days apart. In between them, we both occupied our minds
with other things. There was no time limit. And during the intervals
away from the altar, our subconscious minds connected more easily to the
InnerNet and the family souls involved.
The client would return to visit an altar, and some movement, or the
meaning of a symbol, would be suddenly quite obvious. It was served up
directly from the Knowing Field, as it were, while he or she was otherwise
engaged. I began to think of this process as “slow intuition.” And slow
intuition pretty much removed the premature closure problem.

2. The Animist Advantage
Of course, this is different from the workshop form, in that objects,
as opposed to people, are the representatives. Can an array of these somehow tune itself into the dynamics of a family soul? I wasn’t sure. Where’s
the social resonance, after all, in little kick-knacks and household implements? Comparing the different forms of constellations that have evolved
with the group experience in workshops is something we will look at more
carefully in the next Chapter Five.
But the fact is, after the third or fourth experiment, it was obvious that
the slow, home altar constellations worked quite well. It’s part of the mystery
of this for us new frontier of consciousness we are encountering nowdays
in the mainstream Western world. It’s no surprise to other cultures.
And I began to realize something about what was happening. In part
at least, these constellations worked because I was presenting the altars to
clients from the perspective of indigenous shamanism. Actually, I used to
cringe every time the English language pressured me into using the word
“objects” for the little symbols there in a home altar constellation. I say
pressured, because the words “obects” and “things” are pretty much the
only general ways we have to refer to them. But these terms reinforce a
whole materialistic, mechanistic, separation-based worldview to which I
no longer subscribe. That worldview is built in many ways into our very
English language.

Section Two: The Animist Advantage

87

It took a while during my apprenticeship to wean me from my
university-based, “Ph.D.” habits of mind. But eventually my native
trainers taught me not to think of my things as “medicine tools,” or “medicine objects.” That way of speaking squeezed the spirit—all the magic, if
you will—right out of them. It treated them without respect, as if they
were not themselves forms of the universal consciousness. What was simplest
and most effective was to think of them and speak to them as little persons.
It was Martin Buber’s “I-thou,” as opposed to “I-it” relationship coming
at me from indigenous culture, as opposed to the pages of a book.
This is the origin of Native American colloquialisms in which they
talk about “the stone people,” or “plant people,” or “animal people.”
What I carried in my bags and bundles and laid out on my altars as a practicing shaman were “medicine helpers,” or “spirit friends.” Objects are
dead things that we control. Helpers and friends, on the other hand,
cooperate out of love, and bring their own unique perspectives to enrich
our own. And this animistic way of thinking did work. What else can I say?
Needed information and desirable effects followed when I worked with it.
Eventually, my educated mind framed it this way. “If the divine energy,”
I would explain later to my own students, “wants to flow personality and
awareness into a seashell so that it can help me—who exactly am I to say
no to this?” And of course, I thought then, and still think now, always of
the mysteries of quantum theory. There is something going on beneath
our reality that is universal, mind-like, and connected intimately to our
own awareness. Here, we’re calling it the InnerNet, or Knowing Field. In
other contexts, I also call it the divine energy.
But I hasten to add that, in using that phrase, or speaking here of a
home altar, I don’t want to suggest that there is anything to worship. In so
far as the InnerNet, or divine energy, can think or want—I don’t think it
wants us to worship it. Having respect for, or standing in awe of the mystery
and grandeur of something is not the same as bowing down and abasing
oneself. Especially when the emerging truth appears to be that we are not
separate from it.
In any case, family constellations are certainly not a form of ancestor
worship. The whole notion of “worship” to me seems like a patriarchal,
authoritarian overlay on a much richer and more interesting reality. When
speaking of indigenous people, this other worldview that sees everything
as alive and somehow also conscious is called “animism.” But it’s also
surfacing now in scientific efforts to understand consciousness under the
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glitzy, post-modern name of “pan-psychism.” Again, as physicist James
Jeans put it, “the universe begins to look more like a great thought than a
great machine” (Jeans, 1932).
And so, in a curious way, your home constellations may work best
for you if the little household symbols that find places on your altar are
different in degree, but not in kind from the “two-legged people” who
represent in workshops. Regard them in a childlike way as if they were
people too, and could speak to you in the form of intuitive feelings and
connected thoughts that arise over time in your awareness.
One justification for this is utterly pragmatic. Doing so, I think you
will find, will bring you useful information not otherwise available, and
spark real positive change. And now I’ve borrowed from Native American
culture and will speak here of “object-people,” or little “object-persons.”
That way I don’t have to perjure my worldview.
Two further justifications come to mind as well. If you regard the
symbolic helpers on your home altar as if they were little people, then
guess what—the whole panorama of human social geometry comes
immediately into play. Often the object-persons will have fronts or
backs, or be laying down, or even be upside down. Suddenly all of the
meanings that would be suggested if human bodies were found in these
positions become available.
But beyond this, as we shall explore further in Chapter Five, suppose
you were able to move back through the stages of your own development,
to the very early, childlike layers. What you would find there are little
selves that started out seeing the world in terms of animism. If social
resonance develops first, which we now begin to understand it does, then
what’s real at first to emerging children are people. Everything is people,
and they only break out “things” as different later on. So of course teddy
bears and trees can talk to these little selves that you once were.
And since these are the layers of you that took on any hidden
loyalties you may carry, they are the ones you have to communicate
with now if you want them to release these. So your pre-emergent child
selves will probably do just fine with the little “object persons” on your
home constellation altar. You cannot speak to a two or three year old in
the language of a dead, objectified world. I’m pretty sure they don’t
experience it that way.
For many reasons, then, I feel good about offering the home altar
constellation form to you here. The problem of premature closure in
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professional constellations is avoided. Your home constellations are
extended over time. You attention is elsewhere over long periods. The
pressures of performing for other people are removed in indigenous stage
one (by yourself, for yourself)—with which you should become thoroughly comfortable before attempting stage two (working on with close
family members). And, within these stages, the fact that you may not be
extensively trained is compensated for by the greater richness of household
object-persons, as opposed to figurines or footprints, when used as symbols.
Next, the animistic perspective that may bring you the greatest
success in this endeavor is literally the oldest form of human spirituality
on the planet. Not to mention that it’s surfacing in discussions of cutting
edge science. Even by itself, I’ve seen exposure to it change so many
lives for the better.
And finally, I’m being very clear here that none of this qualifies you
to go out and offer constellations as part of a professional practice—even
though it will give you a great head start if you want further training, and
expand your abilities if you are already trained.

3. Choosing and Cleansing Your Altar
There are a few things to look for when you select a space for your
home altar constellations. A good size is around two to three feet on a
side. Pull a pillowcase off of one of your sleeping pillows, if you like, and
use it as a guide, or perhaps even your altar cloth. After all, it is something
you have dreamed on. One of these is typically a rectangle about twenty
by thirty inches.
If you have more room, your space can be larger—but not too much
smaller or your representatives will all have to be very small themselves.
To be very precise, your altar can be any size that gives the object-people
people you place on it room to move around.
Beyond this, the external things to consider in your choice relate to
height, privacy, and viewing angles. Say you were to choose a mantel, for
example, or the top of a high chest of drawers. If the surface is too close
to your own eye level, you will not be able to look at it from above and
take in the social geometry of the arrangements. Waist high, or slightly
above, is wonderful. You will also need occasional privacy for your visitations, and you don’t want the altar disturbed in between. Bedrooms or
studies are usually better than living rooms or kitchens for this. If you
have next to no privacy, you can put the constellation away between your
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visits, and set it up again at each viewing. But this involves remembering
the configuration. It can be done, but it’s harder.
There might be an internal consideration in your choice as well. If
there’s a place in your home that already feels special, peaceful, or somehow sacred to you, and privacy is not an issue—that can be a great choice.
It’s always best if you can center yourself a little as you begin a visit with
your altar. Stretching, relaxing, taking a few slow, deep breaths, as you
likely know, are good ways to do this. Or you can visit right after meditating. So if your altar is in the same space where you regularly pray, do
yoga or chi kung, or meditate—you will always have a head start at
centering. That is, as they say, a big plus.
One caveat I learned the hard way. Do not put your constellation in
front of a mirror. Over time, I had two clients who did this and the results
were problematic. Left, right, front, and back are reversed in a mirror. So
we were seeing not one, but two constellations, each of which had subtle
differences from the other. If you have to use for your altar a dresser or
make-up table that has a mirror, then find a way to cover the mirror when
you visit. Also, if the altar is sharing space on a surface with other everyday things, make sure there is a fairly clear separation. You don’t want to
be seeing or feeling the energies of unintended representatives.
Finally, it can be helpful, though not necessary, to be able to view the
arrangement from different angles, to have different perspectives on it.
How does it look from Dad’s position, for example? Is that different from
what Mom’s seeing? To do this, you would have to be able to stand on
different sides of the altar, or else have the altar on something that can
itself be turned. The best thing I’ve seen for that is one of those singleperson, folding dinner tables. They are also called “TV dinner trays.” The
level surface is about fifteen by twenty-two inches in size, and very easy to
move around.
Perhaps you will know immediately where your altar space belongs.
Or perhaps you will need to spend a day or two considering the trade-offs
of different places in your home. Either way, when you have made the
choice, it is good to cleanse the space you have selected. “Cleansing”
means two things—one, once again, external, and the other internal.
First, just clean the area physically. But while you’re doing this, start the
internal preparation as well. Talk to the space and the altar in your
mind—consider this child-like make-believe, if you like—and explain to
it what sort of activity you are asking it to help with. And then do a deeper
symbolic cleansing as well, using sage, incense, or salt water. It’s just a
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little ritual that says, “this space is now purified for a special purpose.”
Hold the intention in these actions to help prepare it for connecting with
your family soul in the days ahead.
For some of you, this “talking to the altar” will be quite natural—like
praying, for instance. It’s not “altar worship,” remember, but rather a
communing with the InnerNet, or Knowing Field, or divine energy that
is somehow supporting it, and indeed supporting everything. But if
“talking to an object” feels strange or pointless to you, try thinking: I am
only suspending doubt for a while in order to find out if a certain way of
doing things works for me. If it does, then like many others with inquiring
minds, I can be happy with the results and start trying to figure out why
it works. If not, no harm in investigating.
A good book that deals with this is Letters to Vanessa—On Love,
Science, and Awareness in an Enchanted World (Hayward, 1997). All the
most powerful empirical knowledge of science came from experiments
that seemed to many to be ridiculous at first. Think of all those early
seventeenth century people saying, “I don’t care about what people say
they see in Galileo’s funny tube—Jupiter can’t possibly have moons!”

4. You and Your Intake Interview
When your altar space is prepared, the next steps in the home
constellation process are to settle on a positive change you desire,
and carry out just enough exploration of the present and the past to
begin setting up representatives. Essentially, this is an intake interview
and you play both roles. Have fun with it if you can. After all, you may
well be changing your life for the better—so take a chance and feel some
anticipatory happiness.
Now please, insist that your client self state the change in positive, as
opposed to negative terms. “I don’t want to stuff myself in the evenings,”
is always less powerful an intention than, “I do want to feel satisfied and
happy doing my sketches in the evenings.” “I don’t want my biggest business deals to fall through at the last minute,” will not carry you forward as
well as, “I want my large business deals to proceed smoothly to increasingly
successful completions.”
What kinds of things do you want to work with in your first one or
two constellations? Here’s a good way to look at this. It can’t be trivial,
because we humans don’t seem to connect well to the InnerNet Knowing
Field unless the matter at hand has some emotional importance. Think
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of the mother who normally has trouble carrying her laundry basket, but
can inexplicably lift the rear of an automobile when her small child is
suddenly trapped beneath. That’s what emotional importance can do.
On the other hand, it’s easier if you can to establish a bit of a track
record of success with home altar constellations before you tackle your
deepest, darkest issues. Practice does make perfect. So, all other things
being equal, a positive change of medium importance is a good place to
start your home constellation practice.
That said, if you are very hard pressed in a certain area, and seriously
need to change—then go ahead and go for it. That will always lead to
better outcomes than something too trivial. Once you settle on a desired
positive change, one good approach is to write it down on a post-it note,
and stick that on the front, or in a corner of your altar.
At this point, your intake interview of yourself moves into its second
phase. What elements relating to this intention are going to be set up on
your home constellation altar? You may have intuitive hits right away that
guide you, and that’s great. One way these might come to you is to stand
in front of your altar, state your intention aloud with real energy, and then
just pay patient attention to what comes up. What happens in your
feelings, or mind, or body when you do this? What seems suddenly relevant? Who comes up?
Remember, this an iterative process. That is, your home altar constellation is cumulative as you repeat similar activities with periods of time
spent elsewhere in between. So expect more the second or third time you
state your intention at the altar than might come to you the first time.
On the other hand, a more mental approach will work better for
some people. Personally, I usually combine both. Intuition and investigative logic can be powerful partners if you give each one its due. The
more mental approach involves moving simultaneously along three parallel
tracks, bouncing as needed from one to the other to the third. You are
looking to develop information about:
• Current Players—whatever in your current situation most affects
your desired positive change? These could be people or things or
events that help, hinder, or will be somehow significantly affected
by your movement towards the goal. They could also be relevant
fears, desires, or even competing voices inside of you.
•

Past Patterns--what in your own and your family’s past comes to
mind when you focus on your now expanding view of the desired
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positive change? When did the problem first manifest for you?
Who in your family might have experienced something similar or
perhaps metaphorically related, and when was that? Who were the
players then? Who and what in these two areas of the past comes
up when you firmly state your intention?
•

Promising Overlaps—when you put the current players together
with past patterns, what stands out? Where are the areas of
strongest similarity? What resemblances in time or place or other
circumstances show up as you make comparisons? What elements
are the same in each, and which are missing in one or the other?

Once again, this will work best if you honor the iterative nature of
this process and cultivate the slow intuitions that come when you alternately immerse yourself in the questions and then let go of them two,
three, or four times. If you’re not trained already as a facilitator, you might
be slower to come up with likely guesses about hidden loyalties or other
kinds of blocks. But that’s no problem, because, in that case, you can just
do what the professionals do when they find themselves in a similar
situation. You simply let the constellation tell you where to look.
What that means is this. You can put the desired positive change
itself on the altar in the form of a little helper. Along with it, you place
other representatives for some current players or past patterns, and then
the possible hypotheses, or else the unknown solution or the block, or the
missing factor that’s confusing the whole picture. Essentially, you use this
kind of pre-constellation to help you set up the main one. In Chapter
Two, I mentioned that I start the set-up process at times during the intake
interview. Sometimes, this is what I am doing. In short, you can let the
Knowing Field help guide you towards the best set-up.
Now that you know the seven major sources of hidden loyalties in
Chapter Three, you can turn them into questions about your family’s
past. What has happened that might be relevant and important enough
in the areas of early bonding failures, seniority switching, or lost loves?
What about large injustices, tragic losses, catastrophic damage, or significant abuse? Remember, as you scan your family, that what happened to
and with mom and dad is usually important, whatever else.
Grandparents, siblings, aunts, and uncles come next. Move on the
balances of giving and taking. What family members were favored, or
especially close—to you, or to each other? Which ones fought, or gave or
received too much, or fell into abusive patterns?
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Normally, you don’t need to go back much past grandparents.
Looking again at the four core movements of love in Chapter Three is a
good idea. Who might be sharing in, helping with, or atoning for something unfinished? Beyond that, scan for any really difficult situations that
look like they might not have been assimilated and accepted. Though we
haven’t talked about it yet, and will in Chapter Five, it’s possible that a
failure to assimilate and accept what really happened is part of your own
life. Don’t forget intrusions of fate, which may have extended membership
in your family system to outsiders or complete strangers.
If this seems like a lot, usually it’s not—because it’s narrowed by
constantly moving back and forth between current players, past patterns,
and promising overlaps. Suppose the desired positive change is to feel
satisfied and pleasantly active after dinner instead of stuffing yourself.
Some obvious current players might be your feelings when you try not to
eat more, your feelings when you do, the activities you would most likely
engage in if you didn’t eat, and the impact of all of these in other areas of
your life.
Past patterns might relate to what happened in your childhood home
during dinners or in the evenings? What were Mom and Dad’s relationships to food like? Do you know anything about what meals or evenings
were like when they grew up? As babies, love comes very much as food,
and too much food often relates to not enough love. Who didn’t get
enough? Promising overlaps might come in the form of recollections that
Dad or Grandparents went hungry during the depression, or dinner in the
family was always so tense that people ate more by themselves afterwards
just to ground themselves and calm down.
Try not to get involved, at this stage, in what I call the “information
chase.” All you are doing is a broad scan of your family background that
feels around for intuitive hits that say, “this might be important—so put
it on the altar and see if that’s true.” Later, as the focus narrows, you might
want to go looking for more information. Or you might feel certain that
something happened in an area of the past where you cannot get information. Either way, the goal is your desired positive change, not a history
book. The constellation will speak a kind of truth related to your goal.
That truth doesn’t have to be highly detailed or even literal to work. Very
often it is metaphorical.
So I’ve explained above what to do if your intake interview of yourself remains unclear. But what if you cycle through the seven major
sources of hidden loyalty and find likely instances of them many places in
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your family? Instead of too little, now you’ve got too much. Families have
been challenged quite a lot in the last hundred years, and many of us look
back at a lot of unfinished business. If what you turn up starts to feel overwhelming to you, then you may well be better off with a professional partner in your constellation process. Look at Chapter Five for more on this.
But if you feel solid, resilient, and determined, it makes sense to go ahead
with the home altar constellation.

5. Selecting, Setting Up, and Visiting
You’ll be placing your little helpers, the symbolic “object-persons”
from around your home, on the altar you have chosen. This may happen
all at once, after you’ve collected them. Or you can put them there one at
a time as each one first strikes you as appropriate. I urge you not to think
much or at all at this point about the arrangement that forms on the altar.
It’s far better if you put helpers down randomly than if your mind shapes
a configuration that expresses how you think things should be. The
constellation needs to express its own meanings, not yours, and will do so
in ways that seem accidental or random to you.
Remember what we said back in Chapter Two about the stories
clients tell. If what you already think and know could solve the problem,
you would not be doing this. So lay back and make room for something
new. Pretend where you put things on the altar doesn’t matter, try a little
trust, and you will most often be rewarded. Typically, vague feelings
about the accidental patterns will show up first, and tease you by remaining
inarticulate for a while. Then, during a later visit, several hints will fall
suddenly into place—and only then will you find yourself with clear
thoughts or words to speak the new truth. “Oh! It means this!” you’ll say
one day. “It’s so obvious.” But it only became obvious after you let go
for a while.
Refraining similarly from rational intrusion also works best for selecting
which household “object-persons” will represent Mom, which Dad, or
which one will stand for a goal, or a block, or some tragedy. Sometimes
you will have an immediate intuitive flash the minute you decide that
Dad, for example, is part of a past pattern that relates to your desired
change. You’ll know the right symbol is a cufflink he gave you, or his
Purple Heart medal, or a six-inch ruler because he was always so precise.
That’s fine. Don’t think about it. Just go get it.
Other times, you’ll find it very difficult to settle on which potential
symbolic helper wants to be someone or something. Nothing will call out
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or seem right. Keep working on it, but don’t be concerned. Again,
“honor the iterative.” Let it go a bit, then pick up the search again. But
you can also be alerted to the fact that the home constellation process is
quite possibly already speaking to you. Are there secrets here? Some
mystery perhaps? Is someone somehow too ashamed to show up?
If the confusion persists, pick anything at first. It may change later—
since representatives do sometimes change their form during the constellation. In one case, I remember three different object-persons that stood
in succession for the same ancestor. Each contributed its own little bundle
of meanings. And each exchange of little helpers expressed an underlying
change in this person’s attitudes towards the client.
Most of the time, however, your process in selecting and placing
representatives on the home altar will be somewhere between the immediate intuitive hit, and an experience of longer confusion. In these more
common cases, just walk around your house until something strikes you,
and then grab it. Or perhaps two or three things will stand out, and you
will choose one, but keep the others in the back of your mind.
Remember, this is all now part of the experiment. You can stay loose, and
change things as needed. Most altars have three or four, up to nine or ten
little helpers arranged on them. More or less than that, and the constellation is typically either too complex, or overly simple. Not necessarily
always, mind you, but often enough.
The duration of a typical home altar constellation seems to range
from one to two weeks minimum, up to four to five weeks maximum.
You want your subconscious to have time to work with this, so a number
of altar visits over a week or so does seem needed. On the other hand, I’ve
noticed that, whether they resolve fully or not, this kind of constellation
seems to lose its poignancy if it lasts too much longer than a month or so.
How often should you visit it? This depends very much on the
tempo and movements of your life. It might be as much as two or three
short visits a day for some. Whereas others, committed to busy schedules,
away-from-home jobs, or managing home and work-life in the same
space—might only make one longer visit every couple days.
I can state a general guideline here. And I think it’s accurate, because
it would naturally work out to these different rhythms in the different
situations we all face. You want just enough visits that the constellation
stays active in the back of your mind and your subconscious. You don’t
want to be thinking, goodness, where was I with this thing, every time you
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return. On the other hand, visiting the constellation so much that it
interferes with your life, or takes up too much space in your conscious
mind—well, that is too much.
So what do you do during a visit? It’s simple. You center yourself at
the beginning, and you spend a few minutes or longer with the arrangement
of little helpers on the altar. During this time, you look at it (perhaps from
different angles), or touch or pick up and hold some helpers (replacing
them carefully), and commune with them about how they regard other
helpers in the arrangement. Are they content where they are? Or do they
want to change orientation, or move closer or further from someone? I’ll
say more about this in the next section. But, in general, you are offering
your mind and your loving attention as a space for different movements
and later on meanings to emerge.
There are only a couple of situations in which I can conceive of
people doing these constellations over shorter periods of time, like two or
three days, or even in one sitting. If you already have training as a facilitator,
your skills in all of this—especially symbol interpretation, familiarity with
the sources of hidden loyalties, and restraint around premature closure—
are naturally going to be greater. It might well go faster for you. On the
other hand, don’t miss the chance to compare “slow intuition” with the
feel of your faster, one-sitting constellations.
Alternatively, you might be untrained, but just in an urgent situation,
and have a strong intuitive feeling that a home altar constellation may
bring you much needed peace or safety. I’ve been there myself, and my
heart goes out to you. In that case, a shorter, more intensely focused
process may work for you also. It’s OK to try it. But keep in mind, your
connection to the InnerNet Knowing Field, while it requires emotional
importance to function, can also be overloaded by too much speed,
intensity, or urgency.
Think of what you are trying to do as something like cooking up a
new way of feeling and living. If there’s not enough heat, the ingredients
stay raw, and the flavors never fuse. But if there’s too much, the whole
thing boils away before any ingredients have time to cook through.
Sometimes, you know, we just have to get pushed right up against the
wall before we become willing to release old, non-functional, but still
familiar ways, so as to make a deep, positive change. If you’ve tried other
forms of help, and they are either not working, or else not currently available to you, and if having professional constellations done is not an
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option—a home altar constellation in a moderately urgent situation may
get you through. The costs of all forms of healthcare are on the rise, at
the same time that many people’s incomes have dropped or stagnated. So
a home altar constellation can be worth a try, for many reasons.

6. Interpreting Everyday Symbols
Back in the fifties, it seemed that most people felt that interpreting
their dreams was something only an expert psychiatrist or psychologist
could do. People wanted books to tell them what this or that in their
dreams meant. I never quite understood this, because everyday “objects”
and events always seemed rather transparently symbolic to me. Probably
that’s why I did research on metaphor in the universities, and became so
deeply involved in shamanism later on.
But over the decades, I’ve seen that general shyness around symbols
start to evaporate. Everything, it seems, in this post-modern, “material”
world is revealing deeper meanings to everyone more easily. Some people
call it “deconstruction,” and everyone’s doing it. Perhaps it’s part of the
change of ages.
Just like the social geometry of spaces around out bodies, natural
metaphors are built into our cognitive awareness. We don’t have to learn
them. The developmental child-layers that still exist within us perceived
the world metaphorically well before they learned all the fussy, grown-up
restrictions of literal usage. Studying these things, as I have, you realize
that everyday language is largely a tissue of frozen, “dead” metaphors. If
there’s any shift to be made here at all, it’s about opening up and letting
go of those hard, overly precise boundaries.
In any case, I want to assure you at this point that interpreting the
symbolic meanings of the little helpers and their arrangements on your
home altar will be a piece of cake. Oops, did I say, “piece of cake”? Why
did I just use that metaphor? Did you understand it? If you did, does that
prove my point? Well, let’s acknowledge that I used it to say that these
symbolisms will be easy to take in and very enjoyable. Perhaps even sweet.
In fact, once you open the baker’s box, you may find that it’s easy to eat
too much. All sorts of meanings will start jumping out at you.
Every object-person serving as a little helper on your altar is a different
combination of shapes, sizes, colors, functions, origins, and unique interactions with your life. So if you are starting from the mental side, one way
to open the baker’s box is to ask questions like the following:
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•

What does it look like?

•

How big or little is it relative to the altar space and other helpers?

•

What colors are in it and where else are such colors found?

•

What does it do, how does it interact in the world?

•

Where do such things come from in general, and where did this
one come from?

•

What are the personal meanings it has to you or others in your
family?

You see, though I did not want you to think too much while you
arranged the symbolic helpers, it’s fine to think about them now. Now
you are starting to look for the messages in something that arose from
your subconscious and maybe also the InnerNet as well. We’ll look at a
sample altar, and answer some of these questions for the little helpers
shown in it in the next section.
But some of you, perhaps more poetically oriented, will find symbolic
aspects of your little helpers jumping out at you without any conscious
effort on your part. You may only need the above questions to expand
beyond those spontaneous perceptions. Or not, if a dynamic seems
already clear. But remember, constellations, at home or professionally
done, are like good Dylan Thomas poems. They typically have not one,
but a set of different readings.
As always, avoiding premature closure means taking in a range of
potential symbolisms before focusing on the one or two that seem most
important. If your quick first impression of a dynamic was right, it’s
always rewarding to find that further readings support and amplify it.
Suppose, though, that your mind tilts very strongly towards literal
thinking. In that case, I can suggest this approach. Just start generalizing
the kinds of interactions each little helper has with the world. A simple
candy bar, for instance, is quite literally something to eat. It’s also a treat,
something sweet, and sweetness can be a quality of people as well as food.
The bar itself is literally something with a protective wrapper. Unlike a
nut, its protection is flimsy. Also unlike a nut, that protection is decorated
and meant to be attractive. But excessive sweetness can also cloy, so if the
candy bar were really big relative to other “object-persons” on the altar,
might it not suggest too much sweetness, a strong desire to attract, or lack
of boundaries? Now suppose the candy bar stands for your Mom, and
your Dad is the nut—and carry on yourself from there.
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In addition to the unique symbolism of each little helper, there is also
their particular arrangement on the altar, and the movements over time
that shift those arrangements. Some objects will have fronts and backs,
and so be “facing” a certain direction. This brings the whole system of
meanings in our social geometry into play. You can use your natural
intuitions about this, and also go back and look at our discussion of these
in Chapter Two, and Figure Six.
Some little helpers will be able to stand on their bases, or else lay on
their sides. To be up is to be functional; down is damaged or asleep. Some
will be containers. The directions in which their openings point suggest
what they are willing to receive. Others will be like straight or curved
lines, either connecting helpers to one another, or else separating them
with a barrier.
Helpers may form groups, or circle around an empty space, or
around another helper. The middle (empty or full), or the focus of an
arc—is often very important to the dynamic. The closeness in groups
might mean cooperation or companionship, or it might suggest unfortunate attachments. If a mother is turned away from the dad, but her oldest
daughter is really close, looking straight at him, or hovering protectively
behind him—might we looking at a case of seniority switching?
Finally, once you have taken in the spatial suggestions, you will often
find that relevant characteristics of the individual helpers will start to play
off of one another. Some will harmonize, at times, or else clash. All the
representatives of women, for example, may share a pastel color, and all be
shells that came from the ocean. But if they are all smaller shells, and all
pinkish, and all are rounded and sitting with their opening faced upwards,
and Grandmother is a large conch, opening closed off to the floor, with
all those spiky protrusions sticking out—you may be dealing with a powerful, dominant, perhaps defensive ancestor.

7. Symbols on a Sample Altar
Let’s illustrate the process of symbol interpretation now by considering a picture of an actual altar. It was sent by one of the students in my
Home Constellation Practice Teleclass (see the Resources section in the
back of this book). Again, I am preserving confidentiality by changing
some details and blending in elements from the situations of two different
people. We’ll call this blended woman Joan. The initial set-up of her
home constellation is shown in Figure Seven. But wait, perhaps, before
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you look at it. You might want to understand her intake situation, and
then decide first what players you would put on the altar. That way, you’ll
get some interesting practice.
Joan is bilingual and brokers international business deals. Arranging
small to medium ones always goes well enough to sustain her. But she
comes every now and then across larger potential deals that would change
her life very much for the better. There is a pattern, however, in which
these larger deals always look very positive—but then fall apart in some
odd or even uncanny fashion at the last minute. Joan’s hopes for real
success soar, and every time they are dashed. It never seems to be a matter of a mistake or lack of skill and effort on her part. Everyone expects
the arrangements to work out. But then some strange, unforeseen dealbreaker always pops up and—it’s over.
Joan’s desired positive change in her home constellation is very simple.
She wants one of these larger, life-changing deals to proceed smoothly to
the positive conclusion everyone expects. But what about her present
players and past patterns? She shares in the teleclass that her father died
when she was two. Her mother was poor, and she was sent to live with
her maternal grandmother. This grandmother and grandfather, however,
were quite wealthy.
In the meantime, Joan’s mother married again, to a stern man who
quickly became abusive. When she neared the age of 10, and the grandmother died, her grandfather was too aged to care for her. So she was sent
back to her mother and the difficult stepfather. Her grandmother did not,
however, forget her. Her grandfather too died shortly thereafter, and it
came to light that they had left most of their substantial fortune to their
granddaughter Joan. Despite this (or because of it), there followed a period
in which she was treated badly by the stepfather.
What was worse, however, was that this man was a lawyer. Working
with Joan’s mother, the stepfather managed to create legal arrangements
that gave them, not the student, control of the fortune. All she received
from these two was the education that now supported her business life.
Most of this took place away from home at boarding school, and business
school abroad. Meanwhile, her mother and stepfather lived a lavish life
that squandered basically all of the inheritance.
If you look again at the seven sources of problematic hidden loyalties
in Chapter Three, you will see that Joan’s desired positive change might
be held back by several different systemic anchors. In the early death of
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her father, there is possibly a tragic loss. It’s also possible that her stepfather did things that would qualify as significant abuse. But since we are
primarily concerned with failures in financial dealings, large injustices
seems like a good place to start. Again, before you examine Figure Seven
too carefully, ask yourself perhaps: who or what would you want to
represent on the home altar in this situation? What would help test the
hypothesis that the theft of her legally given inheritance is the unprocessed
tangle in Joan’s family soul most relevant to her desired positive change?
As you can see, with this likely connection in mind, Joan placed
little helpers on the floor in an empty corner of a room. As labeled in
Figure Seven, they stand for herself, her mom and dad, her maternal
grandmother and grandfather, the stepfather, and the inheritance. What
you see is the first layout of the constellation, before any movements have
taken place. Our job now is to feel into the characteristics of these helpers
and their social geometry and get a sense of what might be expressed here.
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Remember, the student did not plan this arrangement. She selected
intuitively household object-persons as helpers and placed them without
conscious thought. I know I’m suggesting this a third time, but why not
commune with this picture yourself for a few minutes, before reading on.
Ask the kinds of questions outlined in the previous section, if you need to.
See how the symbolisms of the object persons develop in your own mind.
It can be well worth the little time it will take you. You’ll experience how
easy it is to “open the baker’s box” of possible meanings.
Let’s begin then with sizes and shapes. They jump out at most
people quickly. Grandmother and Joan are both much larger than any of
the other helpers. All the rest are about the same smaller size. Are
Grandmother and Granddaughter similar people? Larger, more powerful
souls? Or is it just that, in the student’s eyes, Grandmother is most important? But this leads quickly to their similar shapes.
Both are towering figures. They do not look at the family and its
situation behind them, but off into the distance. Both also are stylized,
misshapen, grotesque even. The Grandmother as a white tiger is rare,
sleek, and dangerous. Her body faces one way, alongside the family situation, while her head turns back towards her granddaughter Joan. Has
the grandaughter called her attention back to a family she had otherwise
little regard for? But although the granddaughter is similar in size and
shape, her posture is one of submission, prayer, or supplication.
Now, perhaps, when you looked at these figures before reading the
above paragraph, you “read” their possible meanings differently. That’s
fine, wonderful, even. Now you have both your own and the ideas above
to work with. As I’ve said, the individual object-persons have plenty of
meanings. It’s the desired positive change, the family situation, and the
little helpers’ relationships to one another that narrow these down again.
So put them all in your interpretive shopping bag, relax, and then let your
sub-conscious go work on them.
Remaining aware of these possibilities now, but refraining from
much in the way of conclusions, let’s move on. Remember, if you were
doing this on your own arrangement, you there would be periods of time
between sittings, over a few days perhaps. Looking at spatial arrangements, we see the men all on the right side of the constellation. The
Grandfather, a small tiny music box, seems the least imposing figure on
the altar.
The student’s biological father is a gold fountain pen. Was he intelligent, a writer or reader, or an accountant? Gold suggests value, or wealth
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even. Did he somehow manage money, but not have much? He is placed
as a barrier between the stepfather and the Mother. Was he kind, or
protective? On the other hand, the stepfather is polished black stone.
Hard, dark, somehow also sophisticated—these are what is suggested.
Consider Joan’s mother, now. What are we seeing there? A seashell,
with the opening closed off by being placed down towards the floor. Is
she protecting herself somehow? The shape could suggest anything from
an armored turret to a human breast. Are we seeing ambiguity here? Is
she, like her mother, somehow capable of going in two very different
directions—perhaps showing warmth and coldness at different times in
ways that might confuse loved ones? She has no face, notice. Perfectly
round and symmetric, there is no way to tell where she might be looking.
So I’m wondering right now. Do you see how easy it is, knowing
something about the present players, the past patterns, the overlap, and
desired change—to feel further into a rich fabric of possible meanings
associated with the likely overlap? And you no doubt recall me suggesting
that, once the flow is started, there might well be too many meanings, as
opposed to too few. Perhaps that’s your feeling as this “deconstruction”
continues. So it’s time then for me to remind you of something.
In a real, professionally facilitated constellation, these reverberations
would not just be stored away while more are collected. They would also
become leads prompting further questions to the client. So, what was
your mother like, I would be asking. Between your Grandmother and
Grandfather, who ran the family? Where did the wealth come from?
Who managed it? What do you remember about your real father?
Perhaps you can see that queries like these would also be pruning back
some of the readings that sprout so easily from the altar.
And in your own situation, doing a home altar constellation for yourself, this same kind of process will be selecting among the meanings of
your little helpers and their configuration. At different points either
during or between your altar visits, you also will pull in new information.
You will ask yourself (or even another family member) a new question, or
remember a corroborating detail, or suddenly retrieve a memory that fits
a given meaning. Or, at times, you will think of something that rules out
a meaning. In this early part of the constellation, we might say, your
intake interview of your own awareness continues.
And so there is both a springing forth of possible interpretations, and
process of selection among them that guides you towards what is usually
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a felt sense that your first guess is right or wrong. If it feels right, and you
have a relevant dynamic, then you move on, looking now for what kinds
of resolutions might be possible. If not, usually there are other hypotheses
that occurred or else now occur to you—and you shift gears towards
testing one of them.
In terms of our sample altar, what seems apparent is that Joan and her
Grandmother are somehow connected and alike. The birth father and
Joan’s grandfather are both smaller, perhaps associated with words or
music or art. Daughters often marry men like their fathers. The mother
and the stepfather are hard and polished. Grandmother and
Granddaughter are both trying not to look at Mother or the family. And,
oh yes, in the middle of it all is the lost inheritance.
Like a big fish, it is swimming off parallel to the line formed by the
Mother and the Stepfather. The one that got away, as it were. Think
about it. Arranging complex international business deals is often like fishing.
You get a couple of big clients on the line who might be able to help each
other—and then you try to reel them in. In short, there’s certainly enough
in this first configuration to feel a relevant dynamic has been found.
After all, what happens if you really feel into this family situation?
Beyond the behavioral blow to Joan of having her inheritance stolen, what
of her loyalties? The mother who bore her, usually one of the strongest
channels through which we receive ancestral life and love—was somehow
spurned by, or else rejected her own Mother. Else why is she poor when
the grandmother is wealthy? Out of subconscious loyalty to her mother,
the student might well need to remain poor herself, or at least not wealthy.
It’s true that Joan was supported and probably well loved by her
grandmother. But was Joan’s inheritance also a way for Grandma to express
contempt for her own daughter, Joan’s mother? What happens in Joan’s preemergent subconscious when she tries to bring two large international
clients together? Is the innocent, loving child deep within her actually still
trying to bring her mother and grandmother together?
If so, we have a powerful and also classic hidden loyalty. The little
one has felt that Mom and Grandma can’t love each other, and moved in
to try to fix that for them. The inheritance in the center of this constellation, and financial abundance that is the focus Joan’s desired positive
change—both are all tied up with the blockage of love between two generations of mothers and daughters.
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Section Eight: Seeking a Dynamic

8. Seeking a Dynamic
In the initial set-up of Joan’s home constellation, something very nice
happened. It’s not always that a relevant dynamic appears already in the
first configuration. This one popped right out at us without any movements on the altar. But of course, that’s what made it a good clear example
to learn from. More often, just like a professional facilitator, you may
have to probe a bit. And that is what will bring the dynamic out.
Doing this is actually simple. You make use of pretty much the same
techniques used in workshops, except that now they are translated into the
personal home altar situation. They begin with careful facilitator client
interaction. Since you are both of these, that means simply that you pay
attention, in a careful, patient, supportive way—to your own reactions as
the process unfolds. What are you feeling? Are you drawn to your altar
visits, or do you have some trepidation? What’s that about? What feels
supportive on the altar? What do you find it hard to look at?
As the constellation unfolds, you may well come in contact with layers
of developmentally early child selves inside of you. We’ll look into this
more in Chapter Five. For now, it’s simply important to understand the
basic principle. What these inner, earlier, childlike layers of you need
from the adult, grown-up you is nothing more or less than good parenting.
You love and comfort them when they are upset or afraid, tolerate but
don’t enable any craziness or exaggerated emotions, and guide them
towards a more mature perception of what’s really happening in life as it
is now. That’s one big part of how they release their hidden loyalties.
Here’s how the other professional probing techniques translate into
the home constellation setting:
• Silence—is now not so much about not speaking, but more
importantly, about quieting the mind. If you meditate, as I’ve said,
conducting your altar visits right afterwards is an excellent choice.
In any case, take the time to stand or sit with your constellation
and let your thoughts settle. Out of that kind of inner silence, your
sense of where the process is taking you will grow quite easily.
•

Check-in’s—little helpers are asked for brief expressions of what
they are experiencing. To check in with a little helper, place your
hand on it, or pick it up and ask it, “how is this for you?” Then
say, mentally, or out loud, whatever it is that comes first into your
mind. Or notice how your body feels at that moment. Don’t
judge or analyze this yet, even if it sounds like nonsense. Far too
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often, what makes perfect sense ten minutes or an hour or a day
later—sounds crazy at first. Accept what comes, put it in your
interpretational shopping bag, and sort out the less useful stuff
later. If you pick up and hold a little helper, replace it carefully
unless it wants to move.
•

Repositionings—little helpers change position or orientation
either on their own or because you feel they want to be moved and
then move them. Two things I can say about this. At times, you
will just sense that some “object-person” is not in the right place
anymore. You will reposition it, check in with it, and it will feel
better. Or, often enough to support this whole idea that the physical
world arises from something deeper and also conscious, I’ve seen
cats, cleaning ladies, or who knows what knock over or move a little
helper. Not surprising, except that the event perfectly expresses
some form of progress in the constellation. Don’t let the problem
of explaining it keep it from speaking to you.

•

Rep Changes—new “object-persons” may come in, or old ones
leave, or an element that remains may change the little helper that
stands for it. These changes will arise during your silence or check-ins.
They express either alterations in your hypotheses about relevant
dynamics, or else shifts in the quality of some ancestor, block, or
goal. New or replacement object-persons are chosen intuitively the
same way you selected the original ones.

•

Tentative Truth Statements—short sentences that express the
basic facts of a possible dynamic can be tested by speaking them
aloud during check-ins and noticing how it feels to say them.
Examples are: “I’m was so angry at you,” or “Even though you are
my son, I was afraid of you,” or “I let you do this to me because I
loved you.” The best way to do this is to pick up both little helpers, one
in each hand, and pretend they are puppets talking to one another with
your voice. The initial tentative truth statement can lead to a whole
conversation between the two. Don’t be shy or feel foolish about
this. The rewards of moving your life dramatically forward will
make such tiny embarrassments seem meaningless.

•

Perspective Shifts—try, if you can, to situate the constellation no
higher than your mid chest, and view it from different angles.
Notice how the appearance and groupings of object-persons
change as you see them from the point of view of this or that
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element. Mom sees only the backs of all of her men but one. You,
the client, cannot see your goal at all from the position of your
representative. If you have to use the top of a high chest of drawers
for your altar, then get a stool to stand on.

How do you know when you have confirmed a relevant dynamic and
can start looking towards resolving it? Well, sometimes, as we saw, it’s
quite clear right from the start. Relationships among the people, goals,
illnesses, blocks, remedies, and such configured on the altar are either not
supporting or actively prevent the desired positive change. You will know
this by means of your own reactions as client, the social geometry of the
arrangement, and the overlapping metaphorical meanings arising from
the little object-persons.
Backs are turned. The wrong people or things stand close together.
Your interpretations of the shapes, sizes, colors, history, and real world
interactions of the symbolic object-persons say, “no way.” In short, life
and love are not flowing towards fulfillment of the desired positive change
through this system of relationships. And often, at this point, you
yourself may feel stuck and discouraged.
This feeling comes even to me at times when the frozen, opposing
dynamics are all there in front of me in a workshop. You are now more
aware than perhaps at any other point of the problems to be solved. So
good. Stay with that. Before, you were perhaps ignorant, or else in denial.
You cannot make progress on what you do not even see.
Before this point is reached, things will feel confused, or unclear, or
perhaps even meaningless. So you remember that this is an iterative
process, and that Rome wasn’t built in a day. You have, while keeping
busy with other good things in your life, two or three weeks of visits at
least for something to emerge. Meanwhile, during those visits, you run
your tests. You push and pull the elastic network of the little helpers this
way and that and feel how it reacts. It’s going to surprise some of you, but
you are going to know when the arrangement does or does not “like”
something you have tried.
What does it feel like if this one goes over here? Oh, that makes
another one feel really scared. Suppose that one says such and such to a
different one. Ah… everybody seems to nod their heads yes to that.
Anything can speak tentative truth statements to any other thing on your
altar. The little helper representing your desired positive change can say
to the rep for you: “you are simply afraid to have me in your life.” You
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can hold your illness in your left hand and hear it say: “I want you to
remember your passion for music.” Or something else.
Just like a professional facilitator, you accept the confusion or apparent
meaninglessness, revise your guesses about dynamics as necessary, continue to
probe in different ways, and wait for the clarity around some relevant opposition in the system to emerge. If you genuinely commit to the guidelines
I’m explaining here, my experience with clients suggests that that an opposing dynamic to your desired positive change will show up most often quite
clearly. Or, to practice with a group, see the Resources section (P. 169)

9. Moving Towards Resolutions
There is a point in each constellation, when you feel that unhappy
dynamic staring you in the face, where the focus of what you do changes.
That change is not absolute, but it is real. You may still be learning things,
but your primary goal is no longer exploration. All constellations are time
limited, even if the time is measured in weeks, and their purpose is to
enable a desired positive change that has been heretofore elusive.
So the goal now becomes, how much of the stuck opposition that you
see reflected in the system sitting there on your altar can you change into
harmonious support? What can you ask the ancestors and present players
to do that will repair the flow of life and love towards your positive, worthwhile change? There are a number of things to keep in mind about this
phase, as well as additional techniques. Let’s take the techniques first.
As with the six probing techniques listed above, three workshop
resolution techniques transfer analogously to the home constellation
setting. Client Insertion is the one that does not carry over. Otherwise,
all nine are used as you help the system move towards a resolution. The
additional resolution techniques are:
• Ancestral Backing—one or more representatives are placed in a
chain behind an otherwise abandoned or ashamed family member to
represent support from grandparents further back in the ancestral
field. This happens when the immediate parents or grandparents are
not yet able to connect with the person. Typically this helps to
strengthen, and/or soften the family member so supported. In workshops, each rep in this chain puts hands on the shoulders of the person to the front. On the home altar, you simply line any backers up,
or simulate hands on shoulders with a ribbon strung out to lay
beneath them.
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•

Nudges—are truth statements uttered by the facilitator designed
to help a certain ancestor come to terms with the facts of the
dynamic. Since you are the client, and these are your own ancestors, nudges can now become something more like respectful pleas.
You might say, for example, “Grandmother, you see how I am held
back by unfinished business that seems like it’s really yours. Is this
what you want for family? You gave me life. Can you not also
restore the flow of love?” As a family member, you can plead respectfully for any other family member in need, not merely yourself.

•

Healing sentences—are truth statements uttered by representatives based on the facts of the shifted relationships coming into
being. So we might also call them new-truth statements. They
occur most often near the end of a constellation, as the resolution
focuses now very narrowly on the desired new reality for the client.
Again, a classic set of healing sentences from descendant to ancestor
might be: “I’ve carried this for you out of love… but it’s too big
for me… I give it back to you now.... Support me please as I live
free of it… and thrive in honor of what you went through.” One
way to use these in the home situation is to hold the rep that speaks in
front of your heart, and the other extended out in front of your chest.
The two face each other and you speak for the one next to your heart.

But how can you help bring about a resolution if you don’t know
what one looks like? Although considerable training and experience can
go into resolutions, configurations that represent the successful flow of life
and love are fairly intuitive, and based mostly on human social geometry.
I’m going to take you through an example in a moment, but first let me
suggest some basic steps you might follow.
• Visioning—imagine how the little helpers would be arranged on
the altar if they signaled a strong flow of love and support for the
desired positive change. You can draw yourself a picture of this easily
enough. Or you could use other markers to lay this out on a
different surface. Your intuitive sense of social geometry, along
with the explicit knowledge of it you are gaining here, are what will
guide you. I don’t recommend doing this visioning process using the
actual representatives in the constellation. Leave them in place on your altar.
•

Comparing—relate this vision to the current, oppositional
arrangement on the altar, notice who would have to move where
to achieve it, and understand which relationships would have to
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change in order to make these movements without losing resonance
with the family soul. You are not just moving markers around.
Anybody can do that. You are in communication with something
deeper that affects your family and even physical reality, and
respecting the link between movements and relationships is the
only way to do that.
•

Sequencing—thinking of the system represented on the altar as a
kind of elastic net, or a kind of Rubik’s cube, in which certain
movements have to be made before others become possible, look
for starting points and possible sequences of movements that
would allow the system to move closer to your vision. In Chapter
Two, for instance, Don’s representative is not going to move away
from his lost uncle until the grandparents take their rightful place
at his side. But they are too furious with one another to even
reconcile, much less do that. Grandmother is alone and rejected by
the men led by Grandfather. So the most likely successful first step
is to work with Grandfather’s ancestral love for his grandson Don.

•

Inviting—use the nine techniques of probing and resolution to
experiment with a sequence of moves that helps the relationships
re-align, inviting and enacting reconciliations that are willing to
happen, and adapting your sequence as they succeed or fail. If you
were Don, for example, healing your migraines with your home
altar, this would mean check-in’s with Grandfather’s rep and a
respectful nudge requesting his help with your suffering. If that
works, you can probably move his rep closer to your lost Uncle, or
help him speak a healing sentence to your rep. Or perhaps his rep
would change to a softer kind of object-person. If approaching
Grandfather doesn’t work, offer him ancestral backing, and go see
if his refusal motivates his son, your Father, to help. Or come back
three days later and see if Grandfather has changed his mind. As
these efforts succeed, you will find that the little helpers on your home
altar will move comfortably to positions closer to your vision of support.

The most basic description of what you are doing here is this. In
touch with and respecting the elastic web of relationships and feelings in
your life and family, you invite reconciliations where they seem most
possible, test the success of these with the barometer of your own feelings,
help the system move towards support of your desired positive change. In
most cases, this also helps the your family soul as a whole move towards
greater harmony and inclusion.
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In order to use our sample home altar as an example of movements
towards resolution, I want to shift from pictures to diagrams. If you look
at Figure Eight now, you will see Joan’s initial set-up on top, just as it was
in the picture. She and grandmother are both drawn as figures, because
they are both statues. Grandfather, mother, father, and the stepfather look
like the objects they were in the picture.
In the center are two rectangles (drawing a fish didn’t work). On the
surface, we see in one the disputed inheritance, represented by the raised
fist and a dollar sign, pointed in the direction the fish pointed—away
from Joan and grandmother. But beneath that, and by our hypothetical
dynamic linked to it, are Joan’s larger business deals. In addition to a dollar
sign, we see here also two hands shaking each other, in a form that
suggests also a heart. Joan’s business deals fail, we are suggesting, because
she the child in her is tangled up in trying to fix the failed relationship of
love and money between her mother and grandmother.
The bottom of Figure Eight shows an arrangement that, while not
entirely free from oppositions, provides much better support for Joan’s
desired positive change. This is the visioning step. It’s not entirely free
from oppositions because this is a complicated family soul, and a global
resolution of all it’s issues is not likely to happen in one constellation. But
this is a picture of a very well focused resolution. What lead’s us to this
vision is pure, simple social geometry. Joan needs to face and be close to
her goal, without unfinished business from the family’s past in between.
The disputed inheritance belongs therefore behind her, in her past,
probably somewhere near her Mother and Grandmother. It’s really their
dispute. Joan needs her parents in support behind her, just as they need
their parents in support behind them. We’re not going to resolve any
abuse perpetrated by the stepfather, so probably the father will want to
stay in his shielding position. It’s not that this exact resolution will be
achieved, but rather that it forms the goal towards which we can invite the
family system to move. Another glance at the bottom of Figure Eight will
show you what this supportive geometry looks like.
Comparing now the actual set-up with the vision, we look at what
the movements of various little helpers into the envisioned positions
would mean in terms of the relationships they represent. Grandmother’s
head, looking originally behind her, would have to turn to her front, and
regard not her past, but her future and her progeny (what is she so twisting
her head to look at back there anyway?). Mother and grandmother would
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have to take back their battle, and work some things out between themselves, instead of using Joan’s life as a weapon in their war. Grandmother
and Grandfather would have to stand more together, signifying some sort
of acceptance there, as would Mother and Joan’s birth Father.
Does this feel like it might be a tough network to begin realigning?
You’re on target, I think, if you notice that. There are probably two or
three constellations in this. But if we move on to sequencing and inviting,
I can show you in Figure Nine two major milestones that will probably
show up along the way. Imagine then that we begin with Grandmother.
After a series of check-in’s, some ancestral backing, and respectful nudges,
the twisted white tiger that represents her leaves and is replaced by a the
statue of a native woman looking straight ahead. It looks now at her
daughter, Joan’s mother.
Gradually, over several visits to the altar, these two pull back into the
oval shown in the top half of Figure Nine, and the disputed inheritance
goes with them. Joan puts a piece of rose quartz in now, in the center, to
represent her own business deals. It may not be the end of it, but some
tentative truth statements, check-in’s, and healing sentences suggest that
there’s at least a temporary truce between grandmother and mother. In
the end, like most ancestors, they want to see their offspring live happier
lives than they did. Especially after they have passed on and gone into
what may be the “in between” state (Kampenhout, 2001). This temporary
truce, as it happens, is a major step forward.
But Joan’s representative still stares away from the whole system—
including her own desired positive change. If she was doing this constellation in the home setting, a next step might be to check in with her own
representative. She can perhaps nudge a bit by telling her child selves that
Mom and Grandma are beginning to reconcile. Maybe it’s OK to look at
the whole thing now. The next milestone is shown in the bottom half of
Figure Nine. Joan’s in a very male-dominated business. But if she moves
over towards the middle of the altar some, and faces the other way, then
she and her father and her grandfather all three look at her now liberated
business deals. Again, this is shown in the shaded oval.
This feels like another excellent movement on the way to the envisioned configuration. Because this is a complex system, this might be a
time to wrap up the current constellation, with the idea of resting a week
or two, or longer. Some shifts in Joan’s business life would probably
already become evident. She could then come back, set up the altar again,
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and look for further movements. Here’s what’s most important. If you
make this slow, simple, intuitive, iterative home constellation process a
part of your life, the possibilities for increased self-understanding and
healing of your life and family are really quite large.

them. There they are, and no matter what you try, they seem to
stay stuck. In this case, it’s important to remember that null resolutions can be extremely valuable. Ask the key players in the constellation to please be more helpful if they can. Emphasize to them
that you are suffering and rightfully deserve their help. And at the
same time, make it clear to them that you respect their situations
and need for time as well. Then wrap up the constellation and wait
a while. Often one or more of them will soften up. It’s usually just that
more time was needed. Come back to the problem again later, or else
take what you have learned about your family soul to a workshop or a
private constellation.

10. Releasing and Aftermaths
How do you know when to stop your home altar constellation?
What’s the best way to put the little object-persons back into everyday,
non-symbolic use? What might you expect to go on in your life after you
do a constellation? I’ll end this chapter with a look at these kinds of questions.
To begin, let’s remember that three kinds of resolutions were
explained in Chapter Two. Global resolutions to complex family and
personal situations are not something you should expect or aim for in
your home constellations. You are not there to help re-align everything,
but rather only that which relates most directly to your desired positive
change. These are what we called focused resolutions. Even then, if your
altar displays as many somehow relevant dynamics as we saw just now in
Joan’s arrangement, for instance—it’s best to work with shifting them over
two to three constellations.
The first two ways you might know it’s time to end your constellation, then, are simple.
• If your life has altered already in such a way as to move you significantly closer to, or even achieve your desired positive change—
you’ve hit the jackpot of a single-anchor, spontaneous remission.
Awesome! Express your thanks and bask in the changes for a while.
•

Otherwise, if you come to a felt sense that the constellation has
reached a focused resolution, clearly it’s time to stop.
Congratulations! You too have done it. Gratitude and pats on
your own back are the order of the day also for you. Now you want
to look optimistically for positive changes that either just appear,
or are helped along by renewed clarity and efforts on your part.

Other kinds of outcomes that suggest ending the current constellation are possible also. In most cases, the message here is: come back to
this particular intention after a rest, either on your own or with professional help. These outcomes might occur in a couple of ways.
• First, there may at times be what we have called null resolutions.
The dynamics are apparent, and you don’t find any way to shift
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In the mean time however, see what kind of impact that very clear
vision you got of the stuck dynamic has on the way you conduct your life.
Sometimes the changes in emotional and mental clarity that come when
you see the tangle in all its grandeur are very helpful. Your feet are now on
the ground at least and you understand the blocks—as opposed to denying or
running from them.
• Second it can happen that your altar remains in a state that confuses
you. You really never feel that any clear dynamics emerge. If you
practice the home method for two to three weeks, and this is what
happens, my suggestion is to wrap it up, rest a bit, and then take a
look at some things.
The areas I would examine before attempting a second constellation
are several.
• Did you take on too much? Rather than working, as suggested,
with something of real, but also medium intensity—did you actually dive right into your deepest, most difficult issues?
•

Did you really follow the guidelines, space your visits, quiet your
mind, and so on?

•

Did you do well in these areas, but simply come at the problem
from the wrong direction? Even professional constellators do this
at times. In these kinds of situations, usually letting go of the
whole thing for a while and then re-approaching it will yield
better results

•

Are you having trouble actually believing that any process like this
can be real. The world we experience does conform to our deeper
belief systems. So if you are going through what I did in adjusting
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to the tools of shamanism, there may be a period where the issue is
more about trust. You aren’t yet really giving this process a chance,
because in your heart you still don’t see how such simple nonsense
could possibly help.

What this does, it seems, is to close down the channels that connect
you to the InnerNet Knowing field. The best remedy I can suggest for
this, and a good thing for anyone undertaking home constellations to do,
is to attend one or two well-run workshops. You will most likely be
amazed, and your belief system will shift accordingly. Or again, you
might read Letters to Vanessa (Hayward, 1997)
There is a simple ceremony for wrapping up home constellations.
Pick up each little helper. Thank the object-person for its help and simultaneously release the ancestor or other kind of constellation element from
its resonance with the object-person. Symbolize this releasing if that feels
good to you. You can blow the resonance out with your breath, as if you
were blowing something out of a container. Or you can bump it out by
striking the object into the palm of your hand gently three times. Usually,
this is called “clearing” the little helper. And finally, give heartfelt thanks
to the ancestor or other player for participating as you return the objectperson to its everyday place.
Keep in mind that there are two primary kinds of positive results that
show up in the aftermath of successful constellations. Often enough,
spontaneous, otherwise unexplained shifts bring the desired positive
change into your life. This can be true not only of the central change you
hoped for, but also in terms of related situations that were not directly the
target. If you have re-aligned your whole family system, which is usually
the case, greater harmony will be apparent among other members—even
though they know nothing about the constellation.
The other kind of positive result happens when strategies or treatments that failed before now become effective. Think again of the
anchoring effect of hidden loyalties and analogy to the sailboat. The
anchor is up, and you can now sail the boat, but you need to do some things
to get it in motion. If you don’t see spontaneous change, review your
previous efforts, or see if some new strategies or treatments don’t show up.
If you do not have an intuition about what sort of previous remedy
to strategy might now work for you, one very nice approach is to lay the
possible choices out in a constellation. The desired positive change is
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now: which of these remedies or strategies is going to start working for
me. Designate one little helper as “the right remedy pointer,” and watch how
it moves among the possible choices. This constellation might well be a
shorter one.

Section Two: What Makes for Healthy Healing?

CHAPTER FIVE

Exploring
Family Constellations
How Resonance, Bonding, and
Healthy Boundaries Work in Healing
1. Exploring the Constellation Perspective
From the first four chapters, you have gained a basic understanding
of the core concepts, you might say, of family constellations. You also
have a way to work with the modality now, and experience it privately, on
your own. From this point, there are many directions you might take in
exploring further. Some of you may want to go back and dig deeper into
the foundations of this powerful process. Why does it work? Are we
humans really as strongly interconnected as it suggests?
Others will want to go out and find workshops and facilitators to
explore in another way. Is the experience of constellations in a professionally led group or private session really as intense and potentially life altering
as it sounds? Of course, many of you will just want to get well, or move
past what seem to be change-resistant blocks in your life. Understanding
why the process works may be secondary for you. Finally, I know that
some of you who explore in these ways will be taken with the idea that
maybe you’d like to facilitate yourself, to develop a practice—or add this
versatile tool to healing modalities you already offer.
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Recovering from chronic illness, or releasing a sticky pattern of failure
in relationships or career—these can be quite challenging at times. There
are ups and downs in the process, and finding the right tools and helping
professionals can take some wrong turns. So that’s another area that
might concern you at this point. How to stay safe, choose helpers wisely,
and generally move with the fewest setbacks forward on your journey to
greater wellness.
In this chapter, I’ll try to give you a bit of a head start on any or all
of these. To do that, we are going to look first at the nature of healing,
not merely in the narrow sense, but also in that very broad and important
sense of seriously improving, in other words “healing,”—your life. To
me, “healing your life” means bettering both your health and your happiness, or else maintaining them in the face of new challenges. With that
under our belts, we can look at the wider world of constellations, and
suggest how you might best navigate it. But to really take care of yourself
in a more difficult search for wellness, we need to update your understanding of how your brain and body cope with stressful situations. And
surveying some of the emerging ideas from empirical science around that
topic will take us right back to the roots of how and why constellations work.

2. What Makes for Healthy Healing?
To some of you, this section title may sound like a paradox. If we say
that all healing is a restoration of proper, harmonious functioning—then
what is it if not healthy? Yet, in truth, the situation is more complex than
that. As I’ve already pointed out, surgery always involves damaging some
parts of the body temporarily to get at and repair other parts. And, drugs,
as we have come to know only too well in our postmodern world, typically
restore one organ or bodily sub-system to proper functioning, while at the
same time throwing others quite off their normal tracks.
Even supplements have this double-edged characteristic. Too much
vitamin D, one doctor told me, and the body will strip bones of calcium
in the process of metabolizing the little pills. Remember that elastic net
analogy we talked about? Anytime you start pushing or pulling on one
node in the web, it’s going to move others around as well. Some of those
other movements may help achieve what you want, others may be neutral,
and some may actually get in the way. So let’s begin then with the understanding that all healing involves trade-offs, some of which involve risks.
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Without putting to fine a point on the distinctions, the restoration
of proper, harmonious function we call healing takes place in four somewhat different areas.
• First come acute physical conditions of illness or damage that
require emergency rooms, allopathic doctors, and timely, aggressive
treatments involving drugs or surgery.
•

Second, chronic physical illnesses occur where the threat to our
health is less, but allopathic and alternative diagnoses and treatments
come and go without really resolving the condition. These are less
immediatly threatening but nevertheless serious drag on our lives.

•

Third, there are the legions of more emotional and mental disturbances, many now named (and perhaps over categorized) by the
DSM’s three and four letter acronyms. Despite aggressive psychiatric
drug regimes, these still seem to be on the increase (Whitaker, 2011).

•

And fourth, there are many conditions not thought of particularly
as either emotional or physical illnesses, but which cause real
suffering in the lives of people and need some form of remediation.
Here we find things like: multiple failed relationships, persistent,
seemingly unexplained financial difficulties, painful family struggles,
difficult life transitions, and so on. In other words, though the
body, emotions, and mind seem to be functioning adequately, our
lives are afflicted with something analogous to a sickness. Let’s call
these “life disorders” for short.

Family constellations, of course, are not a substitute for allopathic
treatment of acute conditions. And it is true that in these kinds of situations, we are at times not a position to take much responsibility for the
kinds and qualities of healings that are performed. But for chronic physical
or emotional suffering, and life disorders—the situation is different on
both counts. Family constellations can be either crucial complementary
interventions, or sometimes, the only form of healing needed for these.
And the question of taking real responsibility for one’s health and happiness becomes very important here.
Apart from acute conditions, and certain high tech forms of intervention
(like a hip transplant for instance), doctors, therapists, counselors, and
coaches don’t heal you. At best, they help create conditions that make it
easier for the parts of you to heal themselves. The systems of your body,
emotions, mind, and life were designed by evolution to keep you well and
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happy through a wide range of conditions. They’ve been focused on
learning and doing that job for tens of thousands of years.
The number of complex, intricate computations your bodily systems
perform every minute in doing this is beyond what even today’s supercomputers could model. And because your body, emotions, mind, and
yes, even your life, all talk both intimately and instantly to one another all
the time—they can deal with the many powerful ways each one affects the
others. No one and nothing outside of you can do this as well. This
understanding comes from the same, cutting edge, whole-systems
approach that characterizes constellation work. Healthcare providers differ
greatly in their knowledge of, and attitude towards it.
Allopathic specialists, despite their caring attitudes and valuable supply
of knowledge about this or that organ or disease, are mostly trained to
never consider the resonances between your body, emotions, mind, and
life. Their often impersonal advice may have tunnel vision. That is beginning
to change now, but it will take time. If you are wealthy enough, you can
hire teams of body-part specialists that at least consult with one another.
But good luck affording that these days.
Coaches, on the other end of the spectrum, helping largely with life
disorders, are perhaps the most tuned in to this whole-systems reality.
They are taught not to give advice. You, the client, are considered the
expert in your own reality. Among other things, the successful coach helps
to draw out your innate wisdom with the right questions. At the same
time, coaches do not deal with acute physicla or emotional problems.
I don’t mean to suggest here that you should fail to seek out, or ignore
knowledgeable opinions from qualified professionals. There are acute,
obviously, and also many chronic situations where specialized information
and skills can be crucial. Of course you call 911 in a medical emergency.
But that’s different from expecting narrowly focused, outside
“experts” to do a better job of managing your overall health and happiness
than your own systems can. What works best in recovering from chronic
suffering of any kind is to remain in solid, intuitive touch with your own
systems, and take in outside information or treatments very much in the
light of their responses as well. In the end, you are what gets you well again.
You may remember I described healing above as the restoration of
proper, harmonious functioning. Parts don’t just have to work well in isolation, they have to work well in close coordination with what’s going in
other parts. We’ll talk more about his in a coming section, but the right
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way to say this is that your body, emotions, mind, and life are all in tightly
bonded resonance with one another. The best forms of healing take this
intimately interconnected wholeness into account.
Consider, for example, a woman who has a chronic digestive disorder,
troubling skin problems, doesn’t like her career much anymore, and is
growing rapidly apart from her husband of twenty years. Let’s call her
Alice. The internist and dermatologist keep sending her for different tests,
and prescribe different regimens and drugs in a sincere effort to help. She
is told to eat no fats, and becomes gaunt and boney. Some of the exploratory
tests they want run turn up other numbers that are out of “normal” range,
so the doctors express their concerns to her about these. Now perhaps
even more, unrelated things are wrong. These explorations are not necessarily in Alice’s best interests (Welch, et.al., 2011; Groopman, et.al., 2011)
Neither doctor is talking to the other one. Meanwhile, she doesn’t
get better, and her suffering is compounded by the lost time, spent money,
increased stress, unhappy side effects—and an obsessive preoccupation
arising from her skin and stomach not getting “fixed.”
This is what I have come to call the “chronic disease trap.” Alice
came into treatment having lost two serious areas of fulfillment in her
life—her work and her relatiionship . The skin and digestive conditions
resist diagnosis. Instead of being guided to also face up to her life disorder
issues, the narrowly focused remedies and tests have sucked even more
happiness out of her life, and become a really wonderful excuse not to deal
with either job or marriage. The regime of overly specialized, impersonal,
outside expertise has now created, in a larger sense, more “dis-ease” among
the four systems of Alice’s life.
In cases like this, over and over again, I have found that a different,
whole-systems approach produces generally better results. The body,
emotions, and mind respond best to some form of passionately pursued
interests. So a first task is not to fix Alice’s non-acute skin and stomach
conditions, but rather to help her find new, or else restore some old, forms
of fulfillment. Then come questions about what she really wants in terms
of a career and relationship. That is, as some happiness creeps back in, we
approach the life disorders. Meanwhile, she is encouraged to listen carefully to the doctors, but choose carefully among the options they offer her,
on the basis of their total impact on her evolving situation (Groopman,
et.al., 2011; Weil. 2000). And Alice is experimenting just a bit on her own
with what foods and activities seem to move her towards a better place.
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Notice also that, in addition to a whole systems approach, this arises
from the human potential stance on healing. We need to also pay attention to and increase what’s right. Because as what’s right takes up more
space, it will reorganize the body, emotions, mind, and life in such a way
as to drive out what’s wrong (Wright, 1998). Nine months later this
woman has no stomach or skin symptoms. She is eating whole foods and
back to her normal weight.
But she has also left her job, is graduating from massage school, and
is in serious discussion with her husband about their relationship. As a
whole self, she is excited and positive. Yes there are some serious changes
in the offing, but she has a reason for living that is meaningful and fun for
her. So dealing with the ups and downs of those changes is has become
rather more worth it.
In sum then, as you look for healing in those areas of chronic physical,
emotional, and life-disorder suffering that family constellations work best
with—certain things should be kept very much in mind. Here they are.
You will get well faster and more permanently, the more you can:
• take positive charge of you own health and happiness
•

cooperate intelligently with healing professionals who recognize
that health is also your responsibility and take personal interest in you

•

take a whole-systems view of the challenges that face you and look
for healing professionals who understand this

•

pay equal attention in your efforts to strengthening what works
well in your life and fufills you

The immediate chronic conditions are addressed and treated, but just
as importantly, they are shifted subtly or forcefully to the sidelines. Once
again, or for the first time, getting a life back or for the first time is a main
benefit. Curing the symptoms is sometimes almost a byproduct of that.
This, I submit, is what the best in “healthy healing” for chronic, as
opposed to acute, suffering is.

3. Finding Facilitated Constellations
In this section, we’ll assume that you are interested in experiencing
the family constellation process as facilitated by a professional, either in
workshops or else private sessions. What sorts of things would it be good
to know as you begin this exploration? Where did this unusual modality
come from, and where is it going? How well does if fit with the four
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criteria I’ve suggested above for healthy healing in chronic situations? In
short, what does the rapidly expanding world of constellations look like?
As we do this, there are three general things to keep in mind. First,
family constellations, although not well-known in North America, have
some very deep roots. In addition to an indigenous, shamanic influence,
they grew organically out of a variety of well-known, Western approaches
to healing. Many of these influences were actually North American. At
the same time, however, the constellation process has touched and even
enflamed a surprising range of culturally very different peoples around the
world. So the second point is that growth, experimentation, and cultural
differences are strong forces at work.
And third, I must confess I’ve kept you in the dark in one way in this
book. As part of an effort to stick to the basics, and not tax either your
minds or your belief systems too much too soon—I’ve said not a word
about another, increasingly widespread application of the constellation
process. In fact, the issue of hidden loyalties in the unspoken cultures of
businesses and other non-family associations is a quite real and troublesome one. In Europe now, when some very large and well known businesses find their analytical methods are missing something, they are turning
to facilitated, “organizational” constellations to give them a snapshot of
these less apparent factors (Horn, Brick, & Beaumont, 2005). In fact, the
approach works in this area as well.
So, if we call the more general method “systemic constellations,” then
it actually breaks down into family constellations, on the one hand, and
organizational constellations on the other . At the same time, I’m still not
going to talk about organizational constellations here. All you need to
know is that they grew from family constellations, provide valuable
insights, and very often lead back to hidden loyalties in the families of the
major players in the organization.
Turning now to the history of the modality, most people say that Bert
Hellinger, a German ex-Catholic-priest turned eclectic therapist, “created”
Family Constellations. And of course he did, in a way. But very little
utterly new ever emerges in the world. A form of creation that is both
very important and very undervalued in cultures dominated by specialists
is synthesis. To truly integrate different perspectives or methods into a
new and coherent whole is also a profoundly creative act.
When everyone else is taking the world apart into smaller and less
connected pieces, putting a few back together again can be important. So,
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what I like to say is rather that Hellinger synthesized Family
Constellations, and did so from a surprisingly wide range of pre-existing
modalities. I think he deserves enormous credit for this. He is a pioneer
philosopher, poet, and a healer of major stature.
There is a joke sometimes told in the Constellation community
about Bert. I’ll lead up to it this way. He spent sixteen years as a Catholic
missionary to the Zulu people in Africa. This is a tribe for whom the
ancestors have always been a living, regularly consulted presence.
Ancestor “worship” may be too strong a term, but there is certainly great
respect and a feeling that grandparents and other no longer living relatives
remain involved for a while after their passing. When Hellinger left Africa
and the Church, and went on to later assert that our ancestors here in the
Western world are perhaps also still involved—the joke was born.
Hellinger, it seemed, did not convert the Zulu to Catholicism as much
as they converted him to ancestral presence.
So that’s the first, and a very central root to Family Constellations—
indigenous ancestral shamanism. But Hellinger’s exploratory odyssey
through different therapies and healing tools was also long and varied—
almost twenty years. He started out with Viennese psychiatry, but left it
quickly. The classic Family Constellation form you have seen here integrates
a number of other well-known approaches. Hellinger spent significant
amounts of time studying with and appraising the ideas of people like
Arthur Janov (primal therapy), Eric Berne (transactional analysis), and
Milton Erickson (the father of medical hypnosis and concepts of brief therapies).
He learned and borrowed a great deal from Joseph Moreno (the
father of psychodrama), and Virginia Satir (who used psychodrama-like
techniques and family systems theory in something called “family sculpture.”) It was a Russian by the name of Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy, living
and working in Philadelphia, who put Bert onto the strong influence
of invisible loyalties in ancestral family systems.
And finally, even while still in Africa, Hellinger was profoundly
impressed with a process of open dialoguing used by Anglicans in bringing opposed social groups together. What all this amounts to is that family constellations, once again, are not some passing “flavor of the month”
approach to wellness. They are firmly grounded in indigenous as well as
Western healing practices.
At the same time, Bert Hellinger was, and remains to this day, far
more an explorer than any kind of system builder. Profoundly repulsed
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in his youth by Nazi fascism, he refuses to be pinned down in many ways.
He is as much an eternal seeker and poetically inclined philosopher as
anything else. Eighty-six years old as of this writing, he continues to
spread the central message of constellation work worldwide with amazing
eloquence and endurance.
At the same time, he has never tried to codify or authorize this or that
way of doing things. He can be profoundly healing in his interactions
with clients, or else quite authoritarian and abrupt in some situations.
And some of the eccentricities of his later years are not necessarily a good
model for constellation facilitators of lesser stature to emulate.
How do family constellations stack up in terms of the four criteria I
suggested above for faster, more permanent recovery from situations of
chronic suffering? As I think you can see, the whole approach invites and
encourages you to take an active role in healing. This includes not only
your own healing, but also in the healing of others in your family, and
workshop participants for whom you may represent ancestral influences.
Your active role starts when the facilitator asks you to formulate a desired
positive change, grows stronger when you are guided to release hidden
loyalties that have stood in the way, and should continue during
your aftermath.
Notice also, that if the facilitator does press you to express your intention positively (with no negatives in the sentence), then the constellation is
also already working to strengthen what’s right. The visits to the past are
brief, and culminate in a search for untapped strengths in the family’s
network of life and love that can be re-aligned in service to the whole.
And speaking of “whole’s,” obviously, family constellations are a
profoundly holistic, whole-systems oriented tool. If we think again of
the four levels of body, emotions, mind, and life, what family constellations
do, actually, is focus within that life level on the important familial and
social loyalties that affect us.
Finding facilitators near you or who also work via phone or Skype is
relatively easy. Web searches turn up many, and you can start with information in the Resources section at the end of this book. Lists of facilitators
on my own and other websites will broaden your search quickly. The
Internet just makes this part of your exploration far easier than it used to be.
Do you like to read books? The first ones I read, when I began my
own exploration, were those of John L. Payne (2005, 2006, 2007), starting
with The Healing if Individuals, Families, and Nations. John writes very
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much for the general public. Next you might turn to Acknowledging
What Is (Hellinger and Ten Hovel, 1999), which is a fairly accessible
interview with Hellinger, and then Family Constellations Basic Principles
and Procedures (Schneider, 2007). Also interesting for it’s perspective on
constellations done with “lifer’s” in a prison, is Dan Booth Cohen’s I
Carry Your Heart in My Heart (2009)
Apart from financial considerations, which remain minimal in either
case, the choice of private or group workshop constellations is a matter of
different advantages. Well-run groups have a power, intensity, and an
ability to affect your belief system that is unparalleled. Helping others by
representing is often as valuable as having your own constellations done.
On the other hand, some problems want more privacy. And the facilitator in
your private constellation will be focused more fully on just your desired change
and your family without the pressure and flow of an entire workshop.
But how do you best evaluate the fit between your needs and the
background and style of this or that facilitator. You may well have your
own ideas about this, which is great. And with what you have learned
from Chapter Two, and possibly also the practice of home altar constellations taught in Chapter Four—you are actually in a very good position
to assess levels of quality as they relate to you personally in constellation work.
But I’ve worked now with fourteen different practitioners spread
across North America and Europe, and helped people face this question
regularly. So here are some of the more particular guidelines I use and
suggest that others keep in mind.
• Feel Comfortable—a good facilitator for you is someone you feel
safe and comfortable working with. This is not to say you won’t
experience nervousness or even anxiety about the content of the
work. You may well. But the umbrella of safety that shelters you
and the facilitator should remain strong.
•

Take Your Time—visit a workshop or two, or wait a while after a
first constellation, before finalizing your evaluation. You are, after
all, going to learn things about yourself and your family that have
not been apparent to you. Sometimes it takes a little time for the
wisdom of what a facilitator has done to grow clear to you.

•

Assess Patience and Soft Focus—in general, look for facilitators
who, in the early parts of constellations, really are experimenting
and listening to the InnerNet Knowing Field. These are characterized typically by patience, some periods of silence, obvious attention
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to the whole, and the sense that they are really probing for a
dynamic. Remember, one of the hardest things to teach beginning
facilitators is to avoid premature closure. Personally, if a facilitator
seemed to know what the resolution should look like already at the
very beginning of every constellation, I would exercise caution.

•

Look for Nudges, Not Fudges—as constellations move into
resolution phase, watch for facilitators that are respectful of ancestors represented and careful to preserve the resonance that connects
them to their reps. When an ancestor-representative combination
is embarrassed, judged, or otherwise coerced into movements,
nudges become fudges and resonance is lost.

•

Notice Cultural Differences—if you are assessing a facilitator
with strong roots in a country or ethnic or social group different
from your own, watch for differences in style and unspoken
assumptions about how families work best. Asians, African
Americans, Europeans, Latinos, LGBT people, Middle Easterners,
Russians, and so on, don’t act or feel the same in families or workshop situations. It takes more experience to work well with groups
as diverse as these.

•

Seek Client Support and Aftercare—watch the way in which
facilitators remain in close touch with, and supportive of those
receiving constellations. Ask what the possibilities for help after
constellations are. Hellinger is known for being quite hard on
strangers in constellations held in front of hundreds of people—
sometimes—and that being the end of it. Some say later that this
works, and I believe them. But many others appear to be hurt by
it. Tough love makes the most sense when you know someone
well, the situation is more private, and you are available afterwards
to monitor its impact.

With this, especially in this last suggested guideline, we come to
another important subject about which I have said very little so far.
Significant physical and emotional damage to human beings both go by
the name of “trauma.” Increase in the popular understanding of Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) has made us all aware that some kinds
of damage have lingering aftereffects. For so many of us, recovering safely
and efficiently from chronic emotional or physical suffering really requires
a basic understanding of trauma. Frankly, I think it’s something everybody should have, if only to help us understand the behavior of others.
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But to give you this understanding in a way that is simple, empirically
grounded, and cogent, we need to take a deeper look now at resonance,
bonding, and boundaries. If you don’t enjoy accessible surveys of relevant
science, you can skim a bit, or just read the boldface parts. Still, I have
another reason for including this material here. It fulfills that other goal
of this chapter. It takes us back for a deeper look at the constellation
perspective. And it helps us understand better what it means to live as
beings that participate simultaneously in individual and collective realities.

4. When Energies Echo and Grow
I’ve spoken about “resonance” in various ways earlier in the book, but
without going into much detail about it. Our nervous systems have social
resonance systems built into them, I explained. Out of the interactions of
those resonances arises the ancient, slowly evolving collective intelligence
we call the family system or soul. Careful constellations achieve a poorly
understood, but still effective resonance with the InnerNet Knowing Field.
At the same time, I’ve really not explained this most important term,
and it’s time now to remedy that. The main root of the word is the same
Latin term that underlies “sound,” and “sonic.” So to resonate means
literally to “re-sound” something, to sound it again. But what’s that got
to do with anything?
Let’s start by looking at one of the simplest examples of resonance.
As I type these words, I sit about six feet from one of my guitars. It has
six strings, each one tuned to a different note. So plucking a particular
string sounds that note. Now suppose I use my voice and hum one of the
notes created by plucking a certain string. What will happen to five of the
strings is—nothing. But the string tuned to the same note I’m humming
will start to vibrate, and literally “re-sound” that note. If I stop suddenly,
I’ll hear the guitar still faintly singing that note.
Quite simply, that’s resonance. The string resonates the note because
the frequency of the sound waves I’m producing is the same as that of the
sound that string produces when plucked. In general, things have natural
ways they like to absorb and emit energy. When just the right sorts of
energies strike them, they shake right along. But with most of the other
energies floating constantly all around them, they don’t dance. You can
experience something similar sometimes if you hum low, loud notes in an
enclosed shower stall. Slide up and down the scale a bit, and you will find
one place where the whole enclosure suddenly booms the sound back at
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you. Every enclosure has a fundamental frequency just like the guitar
string—and you’ve just found it.
Examples of resonance are everywhere, and some have been quite
surprising. The London Millennium Footbridge was closed for two years
after it started resonating, on opening day, to the subtle footstep energies
of thousands of pedestrians. The whole huge structure swayed back and
forth. And pictures of the Tacoma Narrows Bridge literally shaking itself
to pieces in 1940, when the wind speed across it hit exactly 42 miles per
hour, are quite famous. But that was still just resonance.
So resonance with the energy in the wind, or footsteps, or sound
waves is all around us. But none of these have had the impact on our postmodern, wireless world that resonance with electromagnetic energy has.
Just like sound, this energy has a waveform. Think for a minute of waves
on the ocean. The distance from one peak to the next is the wavelength.
And a certain number of waves pass any give point per second. That’s
called the frequency. Electromagnetic energy comes in higher frequencies,
in which case we see it as light or use it to make x-rays, or lower ones,
which we use for radio, microwave ovens, and broadcast TV. This range
of frequencies is called the “electromagnetic spectrum.”
Radio became a reality when researchers and inventors figured out
how to use resonance to tune an electronic circuit so that, like the guitar
string or a bridge, it would have it’s own fundamental frequency. When
you twist the tuning dial (or punch a button nowadays), you are changing
that frequency. It’s just like tuning the string on the guitar to a certain
note. All kinds of radio signals are humming through the air, but you
tune your radio’s electronic circuit so that it “re-sounds” just the waves you
are interested in.
Of course, your cell phone, or wireless router, or portable landline
handset are pre-tuned to just one frequency. And as you have probably
experienced, sometimes those frequencies are too close to one another—
and your Internet wireless is scrambled and shut down by a telephone call.
The tuned electromagnetic circuits we use to communicate in radio
and wireless are the most natural models for what happens in family
constellations. What the representative does in connecting to a no longer
living ancestor is best conceived of as somehow similar to electromagnetic
resonance. When I caution that going too fast or pushing too hard on
representatives can cause a constellation to lose resonance with the family
soul, I’m suggesting that something happens that is like turning the
tuning dials away from the right frequencies.
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Of course, evidence from psi laboratories suggests that the electromagnetic spectrum is not literally involved (Radin, 2006, 2009). These
kinds of effects happen between experimental subjects in completely
separate, fully shielded rooms. So don’t get the wrong idea here. But the
best available model is where the growth of knowledge always starts. And
that’s what I feel this is. An atom, for exmaple, is not really the little solar
system Rutherford first thought of it as. But if he had not thought of it
that way, Niels Bohr would not have painted his own more accurate picture.
So let’s go a step further here. We’ve spoken about energy emitted by
one system exciting similar energies on another one. But what if the energies so excited in that other one now stimulate the first system to emit
more of the original ones. The two systems are linked now by what is
termed “feedback.” If they start to become dependent on that stimulated
feedback from one another, then they are what we want to call “bonded.”
When two systems trade energies in a mutually interdependent way, they
are bonded. I’ll also speak of them as being in bonded resonance.
To see a simple and very intriguing example of this, let’s return for a
moment to the London Millennium Footbridge. When this eleven hundred foot long structure started swaying back and forth on the first day
pedestrians were allowed to cross—engineers were mystified. They all
knew that many soldiers marching exactly in step across a bridge could
sometimes hit the fundamental frequency of the bridge and make it shake.
But these were thousands of people who could not possibly have been
walking in step with one another. It took two years to understand and fix
this problem. And yet it was a simple case of bonded resonance.
What happened was this. Of the thousands of people on the bridge
that first day, of course some were walking by pure chance in step. And
the frequency of tiny, grouped pushes happened to match the frequency
with which the bridge liked to shake—not up and down, but sideways.
But very slight sideways movements of the bridge affected other, out of
step people, when they were pushing off from either their right or their
left foot. And this caused them, by reverse resonance now, to get more in
step with the first group.
So the bridge swayed a little more. And then more people adjusted.
Eventually, this form of bonded resonance had most people walking in
step and the bridge swaying back and forth in a way that became truly
alarming. Videos actually confirmed this progressive development of
spontaneous bonded resonance.
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The same phenomenon shows up as well in slower and richer forms
between adaptive systems like plants and animals. Here it also goes by
names like “synergy,” or, when speaking of interactions between species
over longer time periods, “co-evolution”. In this kind of bonding, the
plants or animals become in certain ways mutually dependent on one
another for successful functioning. Sometimes, these relationships
become so important that life itself depends on them. In this case, we’ll
say they are in tightly bonded resonance. Let’s look at one more example
of this before we go on to consider the most outstanding case of tightly
bonded resonance in humans—that of mother and child.
Some hawkmoths feed on orchid nectar through a proboscis that is
eight inches long, or even longer. It has to be kept rolled up when they
are in normal flight. But why is it so inordinately long? It turns out that
this is because the orchids have deep, trumpet-shaped blossoms, and the
nectar is produced way down inside. The reason the orchids produce food
for the moths is to get them to collect pollen on their heads and take it
from blossom to blossom. That’s how these plants breed their next
generations. So the needs of the orchids and the needs of the moths
resonate with one another and are bonded.
Over thousands of years, however, certain kinds of hawkmoths have
reached the point where they can only feed from certain orchids with very
deep trumpets. They cannot get that proboscis unrolled in shallower
flowers. Now these moths and these orchids are not just bonded, but also
tightly bonded. The continuation of each species depends upon the other
one. Why should something like this happen? Actually, it’s very much
like what happened on the London Millennium Footbridge, except now
in evolutionary terms. It’s the spontaneous growth of bonded resonance.
Deeper trumpet shaped blossoms force the moths’ heads to collect
plenty of pollen, so plants with deeper trumpets grow more abundant.
Shallower orchids don’t get their pollen distributed, so fewer of them
reproduce. But the moths with longer sippers feed better, reproduce
more, so that they also become more abundant. Now the flowers want to
get deeper still, and the sippers longer once again in response. One of
Darwin’s contemporaries, Alfred Russell Wallace, successfully predicted
the existence of certain moths based on the ten to fourteen inch deep
trumpets he saw in certain orchids.
Again, though, why should two species become so tightly bonded
that the life of each depends almost solely on the life of the other? That’s
certainly not playing the field. Scientific materialism may see this as a
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case in which the mechanisms of blind chance have led to a precarious
evolutionary position. In humans, on the other hand, tight, exclusive
bondings of this sort usually involve feelings of love. Can we speak of that
here? In an extended sense, or perhaps with the animistic eye of a shaman,
can we say that something like love exists between a plant and an insect?
Maybe the particular hawkmoths, and their specific orchids, have mated
monogamously for the duration.

5. Mirrors in Our Minds
With these things in mind, we might now say that resonance is
important, simple enough to understand in its basic terms, and going on
in various forms nearly everywhere. Bonded resonances, and even tightly
bonded resonances can occur not just between devices, or between individuals and bridges, or even between species of wholly different types of
creatures. Obviously, they are going to exist between individuals. If a type
of plant can become tightly bonded to a kind of insect, then how much
stronger might we expect systems of resonances to become between
animals that can only survive in herds, packs, schools, or troupes?
Something in an individual antelope is designed by nature to go on
instant alert whenever any member of its herd raises its head sharply and
sniffs the air. Something in the nervous system of a wolf knows to distract
a dangerous bull elk so that it cannot focus on the pack mate most in danger
from the horns or the kicks. Something in the tiny brain of a small fish
knows to dart and swerve exactly in line with those closest to it in the
swirling ball that keeps the hunting dolphins from singling out any individual. And as it turns out, we got our first real look at those somethings
by studying animals that live in troupes—our close evolutionary
relatives, the monkeys.
In the early 1990’s, a team of Italian neurologists under the leadership of Giacomo Rizzolatti was isolating exactly which neurons fired in a
monkey’s brain when it reached out to grab a prize. What they discovered
they at first thought was a mistake, and was resisted for years even after
they established it beyond all doubt. The same neurons that fired when
the monkeys reached for the prize also fired when the monkeys saw a
researcher reach for the prize. Over time this led to a profound revision
in the way scientists think about brain organization in both monkeys and
humans (Rizzolatti & Sinigaglia, 2008). Both contain “mirror neurons.”
Several areas of research, theory, and practice have now converged in
what is called “social neurobiology.” One of the leading integrators and
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exponents of this work is Dan Siegel, MD. His book Mindsight (2010a),
and a set of audio CD’s called The Neurobiology of We (2008), are both
accessible and well worth reading. Starting with mirror neurons, and
extending from parts of the forebrain down into the emotional structures
of the brainstem and further—Siegel outlines an extensive social resonance system that is active from birth. He also presents a wonderful,
initial, and very practical model of how we either use, or are used by this
system in our daily lives. I’ll be returning to this shortly in the discussion of trauma.
Without going into the details, we make sense of the actions, experiences, and intentions of other people, it seems, in a certain way. We fire
the same neurons we would fire if our bodies were themselves doing what
we perceive them to be doing. It’s no surprise that these neurological
systems were named “mirror neurons.” They also mirror what’s happening
to others using the same nerve circuits that would fire if that was happening to us.
Obviously, while watching, we don’t actually trigger the muscle
movements to also swing a large sledge hammer, or feel its heavy head
smash accidentally into our ankle. But we do come close to grunting at
the exertion, or cringing at the mirrored pain of the blow. Honestly, if you
look for this in your own reactions, it’s not that hard to become aware of
it. You can almost feel the faint, phantom pain and shock as you imagine
this accident using a sledge hammer.
Whatever you see or hear or read about other people doing or experiencing, you understand by listening to a kind of echo coming back to
you from your own organs, muscles, and nerves. This now becomes the
basis for a neurologically hard-wired kind of empathy. And notice,
though significantly more complex, this is exactly like what happens when
I hum and my guitar string sounds a quieter version of the same note
without me touching it.
In other words, though you are an individual, you are also built by
nature to resonate intimately with other members of your species. When
aspects of this innate capacity fail to develop, that may result in people at
various places on the autism spectrum. If this built-in empathy is not
there at all, we sometimes call people psychopaths.
If you smile at a baby only a few months old, and look it in the eyes,
it will most often look and smile right back. It can’t control its arms and
legs, and probably hasn’t yet figured out where the blanket stops and the
stroller starts—but among all the shifting blurs and blobs in front of its
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eyes, it’s already programmed to recognize a human face. And its mirror
neurons trigger in its facial muscles the same thing it sees in yours. The
exact extent to which, at this point, parts of the baby’s brain are a social
imitation and learning machine is still being uncovered. But it is pretty
clear that this is what they are. And further corrections to an excessively
individualistic view of human nature are being uncovered at the same time.
Of central importance to us, as we begin to look now more deeply at
the sources of hidden loyalties in humans, is this. It may very well be that
a baby’s brain is building a model of its mother long before it begins to
distinguish a separate, independent self. McTaggert quotes another
researcher who says it this way:
The human brain is a relentless copycat from the moment it is
born. Our brain’s first impulse is to merge with the brain of our
mother. The American neurologist Allan Schore … says, “the prefrontal cortex of the mother becomes the prefrontal cortex of the
infant.” (McTaggert, 2011, p. 62)
Think for a moment. We’ve seen that hidden loyalties to unresolved
events or issues people have little conscious knowledge of still show up in
their lives. Is this intimate developmental modeling process another
possible means by which they could be transmitted?

6. How Babies Bond—or Not
Obviously, as explanations once move beyond the introductory level,
so much more could be said about all seven of the sources of hidden
loyalty listed in Chapter Three. But the best way to understand a new
subject is to get the trunk and the main branches straight, so to speak,
before getting lost in a thicket of twigs and leaves. Otherwise, you don’t
know where to hang them all. Giving you these “core concepts” has been
one of the main purposes of this book.
But the trunk and branches have been laid out here well enough in
overview, so it makes sense to spell out some twigs and leaves on a main
branch. The first of the sources of problematic hidden loyalties listed in
Chapter Three is Failures in Early Childhood Bonding, or Bonding
Failures, to use the short name. We described that briefly, but have not
yet expanded on its what and why. But we’ve got the empirical background now to take a closer look at these, and they are certainly one of the
most important sources of hidden loyalties.
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When Bert Hellinger first spoke of and worked with this, he called it
the “interrupted reaching out movement.” What he was describing was
anything that significantly interfered with the profoundly bonded mirroring
of the mother that keeps newborns, crawlers, toddlers, and preschoolers
both feeling safe and loved, and also developing properly. The child
reaches out, but the mother’s love and support are, because of illness,
absence, or inability—not there. So the child draws back, closes in, and
stops looking for it. This kind of deep, early withdrawal tends to persist
in the subconscious of the adult that child will become. The operative,
underlying conclusion is something like, “life is not there for me, really.”
Expectations and perhaps even ambitions may be scaled down.
But this can often be repaired in the resolution phase of one or more
constellations. The whole person, including the pre-emergent child layers,
becomes able to feel, acknowledge, and grieve the loss, and to see the
mother perhaps with more compassion, as herself a burdened human
being. This can restore the healthy flow of ancestral love and support. The
world comes to be felt now as, after all, a welcoming place. The impact
of such a deep shift on the adult’s wellness and levels of fulfillment should
not be underestimated.
Bert certainly hit the target dead center in emphasizing the importance of this kind of bonding failure. But there are some other nearby
rings around the bull’s-eye that it is important to add to his picture. After
World War II, a British psychotherapist named John Bowlby was asked to
figure out why orphaned and homeless children so often turned into
delinquents. He was able to relate this clearly to their experiences in
earliest childhood. From his work and that various others (GarhartMooney, 2009), notably, social neurobiologists like Dan Siegal—four
different forms of early childhood bonding have been distinguished.
A child’s attachment to Mom is either secure, ambivalent, avoidant,
or incoherent. Secure attachment is ideal, and wonderful for the child.
Research shows that this generally leads to happier, more fulfilling lives.
Ambivalent is just that—confused. Sometimes Mom’s there with what’s
needed, other times, she’s not—and the baby’s learning routines cannot
sense a pattern that works. Avoidant is the “sour grapes,” interrupted
movement kind of rejection that Hellinger focused on. You weren’t there
for me, it says, so I ask for nothing. And incoherent attachment, which
leads often to severe problems, stems from cases of active abuse. Here the
child can suffer major and lasting setbacks in its basic abilities to organize
emotional and cognitive experience.
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Siegel describes a specific interview process, the Adult Attachment
Interview (AAI), which can determine what kind of attachment the
person had, and relate this clearly to their successes or failures in later life
(Siegel, 2008). Others point out that the patterns in the adult’s intimate
relationships tend to correspond to these earlier types of attachment
(Garhart-Mooney, 2009).
From our perspective in this book, these kinds of things should
perhaps be obvious expectations. And the guidelines of William and
Martha Sears for “attachment parenting” are worth looking at (Sears and
Sears, 2002), even if you are not a parent. So much human suffering later
on in life could be prevented if society really focused on ensuring better
attachment experiences our youngest children.
Mother and child not only begin as the same organism, but are
designed to remain in tightly bonded systems of resonance until they
reach certain developmental milestones. Here I’ve used the word
“pre-emergent” to characterize these early states. It’s not clear yet, but it
is nevertheless probable that many of our hidden loyalties develop first in
these pre-emergent, tightly bonded states. It’s also best when there are
gradually increasing relaxations of the bonding over time, as the little one’s
abilities and independence grow.
A child’s first reality is collective, with might say, taking the first steps
down a long road that will lead to existence as both an individual and yet
still collective-forming organism. Ideally, in traditional families at least, a
good birth father becomes an aid to the gradual and developmentally
appropriate separation from early, more deeply bonded states. After all,
remaining merged with Mother too long can present another set of problems for both mother and child. Obviously, failure to emerge does not
produce healthy, happy adults either.
Let’s be clear that these bonded resonances are not simply about food
and warmth. The child’s social resonance systems are busily at work developing models of physical and social reality, mirrored patterns for handling
pleasure, pain, and all strong emotions, and the entire sense of self that
becomes a personality. Others within and outside of the family play roles
in this, of course. But the birth mother’s place is unique.
But what of the cross-generational influences that play a role in so
many problematic hidden loyalties? On the surface, early bonding failures
seem to arise from the immediate family system, not from any unresolved
issues or events on the part of ancestors further back. The answer here is
interesting because we have to look deeper in two ways. First, very often,
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the kind of mothering a child receives is patterned on the kind of mothering the child’s mother did or did not receive. So the flow of life and
love in the ancestral family soul was already interrupted. And many
constellators will work to restore it also in the preceding two or three
generations. In short, the bonding failure itself became cross-generational. Notably, it has already been established that mothering style
transfers epigenetically from mother to daughters in mice (Nestler, 2011).
But secondly, what of accidents, or disease, or severe hardships that
separate the birth mother and child early in development, and produce
ambivalent or avoidant attachment? Here, it would seem, the bonding
failure is no one’s fault. It is purely a this-generation eventuality. Well,
not always, but often enough that we know to look for it—there’s something deeper and cross-generational here, as well. The mother or the child
that experiences “accidental” events leading to bonding failure is already
carrying a hidden loyalty to something in the family’s past.
What this means is that the “accident” turns out to be an echo, somehow analogously related to what was not processed and assimilated from
that past issue or event. I know this sounds uncanny, and that’s often how
I experience it. And yet, what I know is that discovering this ancestral
connection, and resolving it even much as I try to resolve the immediate
bonding failure—that does tend to bring greater relief to the client faster.

7. As Boundaries Break or Bend
We’ve looked now at mirror neurons, and the social resonance
systems they are part of. We’ve seen that those resonances create bondings
of various strengths between us, and have gotten an initial glimpse of
how important it is to acknowledge, respect, and also manage those
bondings. For mother and child to be too far apart in the beginning can
create difficulties. But at the same time, for them to be too close later on
does not work well either. Perhaps it is clear then, that tightly bonded
resonances are something of a double-edged sword. Between too much
and too little, too deep and too shallow, there are shifting zones of
growth and safety.
We have also explored the idea that all healing has risks, and looked
into how to best avoid those risks in recovering from chronic, as opposed
to acute suffering in its emotional, physical, and life-disorder forms. But
the last of the suggested guidelines for finding faclilitated constellations
was left somewhat incomplete. It counseled you to keep careful eye on
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how practitioners care for and support clients in constellations. In fact,
this is where the need to manage resonant bondings and the challenges of
recovery from chronic suffering intersect. Resonances in constellations are
strong, and crucial healings are very often at stake. This brings us to the
subject of boundaries, and the sorts of things that can happen when they
bend or break.
So what about boundaries then? Insofar as we are individuals, clearly,
we must have them. They are the barriers we put up when interactions
have overly negative effects on us. The obvious physical ones are clear—
the body stops here. Shove me really hard, and I’ll step aside, push back,
or run. The emotional boundaries, which protect us in resonant social
mirrorings and tighter bondings, are harder to define, but no less important. Just as we have elaborate, long-evolved systems that enable us to
bond, so too we have systems that kick in when events or people push us
too far, and begin to threaten our independent functioning.
One way to see these systems most clearly is to consider more
extreme challenges. In the mid twentieth century, people spoke of the
“fight or flight” reaction. When threatened, the human body mans the
battle stations, so to speak. Adrenalin powers up the nerves and muscles
for stronger, lightning fast responses. Digestion shuts down, along with
all but the most necessary blood flow to internal organs. And the ancient,
emotional, limbic structures of the brainstem evaluate all perceptions with
respect to one basic choice—stay and resist, or turn and flee.
This was on target, as far as it went. But there are other parts of the
built-in sequence that had not been discovered. In humans, first of all, it
is a “fight, flight, or freeze” system that kicks in (Porges, 2011; Levine,
2010; Scaer, 2005). Sometimes, resisting or running are no longer in the
picture. Challenges either unfolded too quickly, or else these first two
tactics have been tried and did not work. In that case, another physiological reaction takes place. It’s called the “freeze.”
Instead of “man the battle stations,” now it’s as it would be on a ship
in mortal crisis. All the different compartments are sealed off from one
another, so that flooding can be contained. Electrical systems may be shut
down to prevent fires. Everybody’s wearing life jackets. And in the
extreme, the cry is “abandon ship, every man for himself.” In the body,
this means that blood flow to the muscles and extremities is now curtailed.
Blood is pooled in the interior so that wounds don’t cause too much loss
too fast. The heightened nerve reactions are slowed, so that stillness and
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numbing of pain are enhanced. In short, separation and isolation of
various subsystems take precedence.
In animals, in the wild, there is a distinct secondary value to this
freeze reaction. Predators are triggered by fighting or fleeing. But playing
dead removes this challenge to the enjoyable exercise of their considerable
skills. If they are not particularly hungry, they may pass on dessert, so to
speak. Some are wary of carrion, or will get distracted and wander away.
If this shut-down works, a prey animal will typically remain in freeze
mode for several minutes. When it gets up, however, a violent shuddering
takes place, which researchers believe releases the nervous shock and fear
built up during the incident (Levine, 2010). The animal can walk shortly
away largely free any aftereffects. As if it could say: “oh well, let’s see…
ah yes, I was heading for a drink of water.
I call this part the “shake-off” reaction. That makes the complete
threat response sequence something like this. Try fight or flight first, but
if they fail then freeze—and if that works, then shake the whole experience. The shake-off is what returns an animal safely to normalcy.
Unfortunately, what I have to tell you now is that we civilized humans
have more or less lost this shake-off part. After extreme challenges to our
boundaries, we are not so good at returning our organism to normalcy.
This brings us to the word “trauma.” It has two meanings. First, trauma
designates extreme boundary violations in response to which fight or
flight did not work so well. Our coping reactions are overwhelmed and
we go into freeze mode. But it has also come to have the associated meaning
of the leftover effects felt very often in humans because we have lost the
shake-off part of the threat response cycle. So trauma is also the
psychological condition that needs to be treated in PTSD—the anxiety,
hypervigilance, and flashbacks.
To keep these concepts separate, let’s say that origin-trauma refers
to the original experiences, and after-trauma to the aftereffects that often
need healing. So, for example, we can say that a psychologist should treat
after-trauma, but hopefully not cause any further origin-trauma.
Finally, we need to distinguish two forms of origin-trauma—the
original experience. The damaging event be single, and thus “incidentbased,” or a series of events spread out over time, and so, “pattern-based.” In
incident-based origin-trauma, something profoundly overwhelming or
damaging happened unexpectedly or all at once. A gas tank exploded, there
was an auto accident, or perhaps a close friend died suddenly at your
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French restaurant table. Types of after-trauma that might follow these
could be fear of loud noises or driving, or digestive problems eating any
obviously French cooking.
Pattern-based origin-trauma is subtler, but can result in after-trauma,
the leftover after-effects, just as well. In pattern-based origin-trauma,
a series of many less challenging events forms a pattern that, over time,
creates a kind of behavioral overwhelm that becomes psychologically
problematic. Here’s an example from my own life. From about age 6 to
around 18 when I left home, and even after, whatever I did to please or
win approval from my alcoholic father was almost always wrong or not
enough. Indeed, whatever I did in any endeavor was less than it should
be. The pattern in this origin-trauma was: my father is impossible and
out to get me. The lingering after-trauma was: most mail authority
figures are also out to get me.
To go back to our analogy of boundaries breaking or bending, we can
think of incident-based origin-trauma as something that overwhelms
them all at once. Pattern-based origin-trauma bends them over and over
again until they become rather permanently deformed. In both cases,
after-trauma, possible lingering after effects, may have to be dealt with to
restore the boundaries to healthy, resilient functioning.

8. When the Hippocampus Takes a Hike
The next questions we come to are: well, why do we have after-trauma
when animals don’t usually seem to, what’s going on in it, and how do we
fix it? The first of these, the “why” question, is very interesting. But it’s
also a large question, the fuller exploration of which is beyond this book.
Essentially, once again, we are the richest, most complex and adaptable
organisms on the planet. Not only have our social resonance systems
allowed us to build civilizations and cultures that shield us from the wild,
but with these have come entirely new forms of threat and overwhelm. In
a sense, we are changing things too fast for some forms of neurological
evolution to keep pace.
On the other hand, what’s going on as we experience lingering effects
of after-trauma has been the subject of research in social neurobiology
(Porges, 2011; Levine, 2010; Scaer, 2005), and some of the results are
simple to understand. They are also profoundly useful in our effort to live
and heal wisely. Dan Siegel, in Mindsight (2010a), gives a beautiful explanation of what happens in the brainstem during origin-trauma. And once
you understand that, so many things fall right into place.
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The “right-brain” versus “left-brain” distinction in popular culture is
too pat in various respects. But, oversimplifying now in ways that don’t
affect the outcome, it’s true that in most people the right hemisphere
experiences the world pretty much as a unified whole. A vast amount of
sensory data flows enters all at once in parallel and is not subdivided very
far into categories or parts. But it is all recorded and remembered in considerable detail. The right hemisphere is utterly holistic. And its kind of
memory Siegel calls implicit memory. It’s there, in all its glory, but it’s not
fully processed in some ways.
It’s the left hemisphere on the other hand, that breaks out the different
pieces of the pie and puts them in conceptual cubbyholes. Its strengths
are language and precise manipulation of all the precise little chunks of
reality it succeeds in isolating. So the left-brain can not only talk about
things, but also bind them into stories, and generalize based on the
patterns in the stories. After this kind of integration, we can talk about
explicit memory. For us to fully assimilate our experiences, we need both
what the right-brain does first, and the left-brain does next. That is, if
important implicit memories do not become explicit, we are not playing
with a full deck. We haven’t consciously processed and learned yet.
The importance of this observation becomes only more obvious
when we consider the two main behavioral jobs of any animal organism.
On the one hand, it needs an extremely broad, soft-focus awareness of
everything and anything in its environment that can either help preserve
or else threaten its well being. That’s what the right brain seems to be
doing. But all that is useless unless it can also isolate, and focus on, and
then manipulate tiny portions of that environment that constitute food or
drink, or else enemies. So the left-brain scans the world that the right
brain records for it and performs the narrow-focus tasks (McGilchrist,
2009). And if, for some reason, the left-brain doesn’t get a look at parts
of the right-brain’s panorama—that means those aspects are not available
for storytelling and manipulation.
Now, do you remember, in our ship analogy, how various parts
isolate or shut down during an extreme threat? And we saw that the
human body does something analogous? Trauma researchers and neurologists have found out that a midbrain structure called the hippocampus is
essential to the job of transferring data from the right-brain to the left.
Implicit memories don’t become explicit unless it is functioning. And
guess what? During experiences of origin-trauma, when various parts of
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the body and nervous system isolate, the hippocampus shuts down this
transfer of implicit to explicit memory.
So experiences that happen to us in origin-trauma, which are associated with tension, fear, anger and so on, are registered forever in the rightbrain’s global memory. But because the transfer to the left-brain never
took place, we cannot think or talk about them very well. We don’t learn
or generalize well from them, and they are essentially not part of an assimilated story of who we are. Instead, the catch us continually by surprise.
Similar, but now really different and actually relatively safe experiences
trigger these unassimilated implicit memories. Feelings come up, quite
powerfully sometimes, that were entirely appropriate during the origintrauma—but are not warranted by the actual, current reality.
In extreme cases of PTSD, a person can be so suddenly and powerfully affected by these outdated, and currently inappropriate memories
and feelings that a flashback occurs. A car backfires and the combat
veteran drops his shopping bag and ducks behind a delivery truck.
Sometimes there are even visual or auditory sensations experienced that
relate to the now long gone origin-trauma. But Dan Siegel believes, and
from my experience, I would totally in agree with him—that most of us
carry lesser forms of painful or frightening implicit memories that emerge
and influence us at times.
In other words, there’s not some sharp cut-off where origin-trauma,
especially the pattern-based variety, begins all at once. Freeze reactions of
lesser intensity can and do happen to most of us throughout life. The
hippocampus does fail to transfer some painful or humiliating experiences
to our left-brains, and they remain in implicit memory. As long as they
remain unassimilated, the feelings and judgments associated with them
will color our perceptions of current events that may suggest the origintrauma. What we say then is that these likely innocent events have
“triggered” the after-trauma. And our responses to these events may well
be exaggerated.
Because I’ve dealt with these smaller, but misleading emergences of
unprocessed implicit memory both in myself and in helping many clients,
I’ve coined a word for them. Flashback is clearly too strong, but we are
reacting to the current reality seen through a fuzzy screen of old, off-target
feelings. So I talk about blur-backs. I had blur-backs in the office of my
dissertation advisor because I was experiencing his actions through the
inappropriate fog of the much more problematic, implicit memories of
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my father. Different degrees of after-trauma can show up then either as
flashbacks or blur-backs.
Knowing these basic facts about what after-trauma really is can help
you. They are very simple, and pretty well grounded in research. Aftertrauma is composed of incomplete experiences whose leftover emotions
tend to emerge and pretend they relate to the current situation. Most of
us have blur-backs in some situations. Becoming more aware of when you
are more likely to misjudge people or situations because of your particular variety of blur-backs can improve your life measurably. Others are at
times not seeing you, or the events you see, but rather a blur-back from
something that damaged them. If you realize this, your responses can
perhaps be compassionate as opposed to defensive.
Beyond this, I think it is extremely important for all of us, including
all manner of healthcare providers, to understand and act carefully and
responsibly whenever it looks like more serious forms of origin-trauma
and after-trauma are relevant in the picture. Even in terms of physical
injuries and accidents, some procedures and arrangements in hospitals
and emergency rooms do not seem to take the current research on trauma
into account (Levine, 2010).

9. Safe Release Mode Saves
Let’s tease out one more implication of these ideas about after-trauma
by following the sequence through once again. Implicit memories of
painful, traumatic experiences often emerge rather raw and unfiltered.
They can be felt quite strongly, but are almost by definition not understood. They remind us of things we’d rather not even think about, much
less experience again—even just in terms of the unpleasant feelings. And
they deceive us emotionally about what we is currently happening to us,
making it appear worse, and more like the actual origin-trauma than the
situation actually warrants.
So what then happens if we react to our situation strongly in terms
of our exaggerated feelings? They are not an accurate assessment of what’s
happening to us. In fact, in so doing we can sometimes actually contribute
to a recreation of experiences like the initial origin-trauma. This is called
“re-traumatization,” and I’ll illustrate it by giving you an example from
my own life.
I was in my early forties apprenticed to Native American and mixed
blood teachers, before I really stopped subconsciously antagonizing male
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authority figures. Before that, despite my efforts to get along, men with
power over me resonated too often to the hostility my implicit memories
of fatherly abuse brought up in me. With them, I tended to either defend
or attack. So they became in turn more hostile to me than they would
have otherwise. Or else, the unprocessed anger and resentment in my
right-brain blur-backs drew me into situations with authority figures who
were in fact overbearing and unfair—because these feelings were seeking
targets at which to strike back.
In this way, a couple of situations that developed actually became
re-traumatizations for me. The raw, unassimilated material in my subconscious conspired with outside perpetrators to damage me again in pretty
much the same way my father had. My thoughtless and unhealed
reactions to one important dissertation advisor turned him from a champion of my interdisciplinary work on metaphor into a bitter enemy. For
an entire year, he tried to prevent me completing my Ph.D. For me, there
it was again: my origin-trauma, that constant nemesis. Not seeing my
own hand in the picture, the expectation that all male authority figures in my
life were going to be like my Dad was driven once again deep into my subconscious. In a word, they were all out to get me.
With regard to after-trauma, then, there are two extremes that can be
problematic on your path to greater wellness and fulfillment. Whether
the implicit material is moderate or stronger, if you try to completely avoid
dealing with it, then some of your life energy is tied up in maintaining the
avoidance. You can end up closing off various areas of experience as too
risky, because they trigger the old feelings. And, despite the avoidance, the
unassimilated feelings tend to leak out in various ways anyway, and you
find yourself drawn into triggering situations.
On the other hand, it is not a good idea to plunge willy-nilly into a
wholesale excavation of after-trauma, either. Opening up that right-brain,
implicit memory backpack you carry carelessly, or too quickly, and letting
too much tumble out a once—not only is that quite uncomfortable at
times, but it can lead to re-traumatization. Or you can simply get flooded
with origin-trauma type feelings and have a hard time functioning much
at all in the present. So there is a spectrum of approaches, ranging from
always-avoid-it, on the one hand, to fix-it-all-at-once, on the other. My
strong recommendation to you is: avoid either end of that spectrum.
health and happiness grow best in the middle.
During two decades of shamanic healing practice, guiding people
safely through healing circles, sweat lodges, and vision quests—I dealt
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very often with persons working to re-integrate the implicit memories of
moderate and larger after-traumas. The middle ground, that best working space between costly avoidance and risky re-submergence in the
material—I came to call safe release mode.
“Safe” here means that these out-of-place feelings are released in
more protected situations, as opposed to open-ended ones where your
well-being might hang in the balance. And it also means that they are
released in small enough quantities, and over long enough periods of time,
for your now more experienced left-brain consciousness to digest and
learn from them.
You want to heal after-trauma through processes in which only
manageable amounts of these lost, frozen-in-time feelings thaw out,
sometimes over several sittings. Often, it helps to have a knowledgeable
partner who can support and ground you while the disturbing recollections and feelings vent. They need to become part of a new, emotionally
coherent story of your survival and return to normalcy. Peter Levine
borrows the word “titration” from chemistry, used there to describe slowly
adding small amounts of one reagent to another (2010).
Release a bit, reframe a bit, rest and repeat—that’s the recipe. The
old, after-trauma-based feelings come up and are reframed through
conscious learning a bit at a time, always with an eye on how much how
soon. Keep that hippocampus online, so that you don’t go back into
freeze just feeling it all again. For my work, the watchword has always
been, “stay in safe release mode.” Safe release mode saves.
If we put two of the most important guides I have used in navigating
a tangled odyssey of various kinds of recovery, they are—safe release
mode saves, and acceptance heals. What you can assimilate and accept
will not trouble you later. But to do that, you’re hippocampus has to keep
functioning during events, or else transfer them to the left brain later as
you carefully process after-trauma. And when you have to go back and
excavate so that you can now accept what you earlier didn’t—safe release
mode saves you from getting flooded, or perhaps attracting the same
origin-trauma once again.

10. Like Family, Like Self
Now, not everyone has to deal with significant amounts of after-trauma
as they achieve improved levels of health and happiness. For many of you,
the value of this discourse on the human threat response will come in your
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dealings with friends, colleagues, and family members who have not been
as lucky as you. The precautions I’ve spoken of here are not necessary for
the smaller blur-backs arising from lesser freezes that all of us face. But as
we turn this understanding back towards family systems and constellation
work, some very interesting ideas show up.
First of all, many facilitators work in these lighter areas where significant trauma does not come up. Constellations can be practical, and very
revealing in forward-looking ways without going in psychological terms
very deep. And then, in cases where trauma plays a role, it’s often not the
client’s at all. That’s the point. The hidden loyalty that blocks positive
change is to an unaccepted after-trauma in the lives of a parent or ancestor
that significantly affected the flow of life and love in the family system.
Another look at the seven sources of hidden loyalty in Chapter Three
makes it clear. Most of these are potentially traumatic.
So, in these cases, the facilitator does not have to work carefully to
keep the client whose constellation it is in safe release mode. The person
may be frustrated, angry, or upset at a mysteriously change-resistant problem—but that doesn’t necessarily involve any personal origin-trauma or
after-trauma. Think of Don with his migraines, or John with his public
speaking phobia. They are still searching for solutions and might well
never have gone into freeze mode. In the many constellations like these,
the facilitator only deals with trauma secondarily, at a distance, through
the medium of the representatives.
Most of the time, the traumatized, but non-present ancestor’s
distance in both time and space from the origin-trauma, coupled with the
separate consciousness of the representative, ensure safe release without
much need for help. I’ve written about this at length elsewhere (Reddy,
2011a). On the other hand, sometimes, as was certainly the case with me,
it’s also possible that the ancestral traumas have led directly to origin-trauma and after-trauma that is personal to the client’s life. And in that case,
the facilitator needs to have the basic understanding of trauma outlined
here, and know how to keep the client, and the whole process of the constellation, firmly in safe release mode.
This is now the completion of the last guideline I offered for evaluating the fit of your needs to the background and skills of constellation
facilitators you check out. Observe carefully the kind of care and support
facilitators provide to different clients. If you are in doubt, you can also
ask a practitioner directly what his or her understanding of how to work
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with after-trauma effects is. My experience is that tough love, applied
initially and uncritically, is not effective healing after-trauma.
Some of the early German constellation facilitators don’t seem to
attract directly traumatized clients, and prefer not to work with them.
Again, the traumas in the ancestral field are older and at a distance. On
the other hand, as constellation work spreads, more and more practitioners
are trained to deal well with origin trauma and after-trauma as manifested
directly in the lives of clients (Schmidt, 2006; Rupert, 2008). All in all, a
constellator who understands trauma, and can provide aftercare as needed,
can deal successfully with a wider range of people.
As your journey towards greater health and happiness moves forward,
you will get a sense pretty quickly of your own needs in this regard. If you
are dealing with significant after-trauma, look for someone who understands this and can support you staying in safe release mode.
As we bring this introductory book now to a close, let me leave you
with this brief glimpse of a wider, and to me most fascinating vista. In
Chapter Three, we looked at how the family soul reacts to important
enough challenges that are too overwhelming to process and accept as
they are happening. The primary need is often to keep going, keep the
group surviving, in whatever the best possible ways are. This is true even
if those ways may be sadly lacking in some respects. Communications
break down, people are excluded, events are put on hold. The turbulent
feelings are put in a kind of “deal with it later” backpack, as it were. And
descendents often carry that backpack still, unless the material can be
somehow taken out and processed.
Are you beginning to notice that this situation sounds suspiciously like
the just-described workings of the human threat response in individuals? To
get through a powerful enough calamity, the individual separates and
isolates parts of what we might call an inner family of systems. In particular, individuals turn off the integrative function of the hippocampus. So
the right brain of an individual, which can accumulate its load of implicit
memories, is very much like what I’ve described as the backpack of the
family soul.
With unprocessed after-trauma in an individual, it is later developmental versions of the self that are burdened. Either the implicit memories and feelings are integrated into full consciousness, or the person suffers
from avoidance, blur-backs, flashbacks, or even emotional flooding at
times. With after-trauma that remained unprocessed in the lives of ancestors
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and seriously affected the flow of life and love in the family soul—it is
later descendents that are burdened. Either they will remove these
anchors through something like constellation work, or they will find
certain desired positive changes continually and mysteriously blocked.
If the family soul is thought of as a continuous consciousness evolving
through time, just as individuals evolve through stages of life, then later
generations are the later developmental stages of its life. The “deal with it
later” process works exactly the same way on both levels. The same
burdensome backpack of unassimilated experiences is there for both the
family soul and the individual human. And the same healing tools are
appropriate to a large extent.
Though we have not discussed it here, family souls themselves
belong to larger ethnic, national, racial, and religious organizational systems. These are larger collective souls. And clearly, they are subject to
origin trauma and the resulting after-traumas just like families or individuals. Think of slavery or the Holacaust, for exaample. Do nations, races,
and religions have their own burdensome cross-generational backpacks?
Is it possible that the same understandings, and the same tools that work
on the individual level, and then on the family level—could also bring
much needed healing on this next larger level? The answer seems to be: “yes.”
In geometry, self similar structures that repeat on successively larger
or smaller scales are called fractals. These correspondences in the way
trauma, resilience in living systems, and healing all work on different
levels seem very analagous to fractals. There are insights about multileveled living systems of great beauty and importance coming into view
here (St. Just, 2012; Payne, 2005; Iverson, 2009). For a theory-geek like
me, these are fascinating, enticing overlaps.
But before I go off on another science round-up, let’s just remember
the bottom lines. Exactly the same strategies can make your own life, that
of your children and grandchildren, and possibly even the afterlife of your
recent ancestors—healthier and happier.
• On both the collective and individual levels, acceptance heals.
•

When acceptance of serious disturbances was not possible in the
past, safe release mode will get you to back to it more efficiently
than anything else.

•

And the whole-systems, cross-generational tools of constellation
work can seriously help to resolve the hidden loyaties you may have
to those after-traumas that are not actually yours.

EPILOGUE

My Uncle’s Luck
Sometime around 1957, a small, single-engine plane droned its way
Eastward across the North Atlantic ocean. In it sat my Uncle Bill, my
mother’s younger brother. Fueled up in Houston, Texas with enough
avgas to qualify as a flying bomb—the plane, and my Uncle, were trying
to add a footnote to Lindbergh’s 1927 transatlantic triumph. From
Houston to Paris, the great circle distance is 5278 miles. Nobody had ever
flown non-stop that far in a single-engine plane.
You may not remember, but Charles Lindbergh was also called
“lucky Lindy.” And though no one called him that, Bill Mullen was also
gifted with an unusual sort of luck. But in 1957, he was a happily married man, with five or six children already. I knew them as my cousins.
What exactly was he doing risking his life in this way? Think of 48 hours
without sleep, locked up in the cockpit of a tiny plane, navigating alone
across the vastness of one of the world’s stormiest oceans. Think also—
no GPS in those days. You could really get lost. Whose idea of fun was this?
Like so many stories in my life, the tale of how Uncle Bill ended up
in the seat of this plane goes back to the War. Not the “Great War,” early
in the century, but rather the second one. Both he and my father were
named “William.” How I got to be a “Michael,” I’m not sure. Bill Reddy
was a “ground pounder,” captain of a company in an army ordinance
battalion. He froze his feet in the Aleutians, and fixed the machines of
death on Okinawa.
Bill Mullen was a fighter pilot, a very good one. He flew out of England
over France and Germany, and made it back to base in planes that literally fell apart as he landed them. Other people fixed the machines for him,
when they could, anyway. He went off and used them to kill.
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In the air, death dances differently that it does on the ground. The
details are mostly hidden. Either they are far away in fiery explosions, or
they come in mortal collisions so sudden there is often no time for
thought. You impact the ground, or a rocket or stream of bullets ploughs
into you. The quick ends are often best. Flight is a glorious, rapturous,
rising-up that takes you above the mundane and messy details of life, or
death, on the ground. Pilots sometimes also describe it as hours of mindnumbing boredom, punctuated by minutes of gut wrenching anxiety.
Yet Uncle Bill, as I knew him afterwards, was a wholesome, happy,
humorous, adventurous man. He loved families and children, and
seemed to embarrass easily. If there was a killer in him, it had gone to
sleep in those days. Even during the War, stenciled on the engine cowling
of his fighter planes had been—not jagged teeth or some curvy “Memphis
Belle”—but rather the names of his mother and father. In the old postwar family pictures, he often has wears a silly, self-conscious grin.
Whereas my Mom and Dad were married before he shipped out, Bill
Mullen made it home a single hero—months before my father. Without
children yet of his own, I was, as his older sister’s firstborn son, important
to him. He bounced me on his knee and cheered when I imitated him
saying “Boy!” Later on, he showed me football stances, took me on motorcycle rides, and clowned around in wonderful ways. I really loved him. I
think now that this was not that easy for my Dad.
I was around five or six when Uncle Bill took me up in single engine
planes and showed me how to fly them. He was a flight instructor then.
The rudder pedals, of course, he had to work—because my little legs didn’t
begin to reach. But I moved the now old-fashioned controlling stick and
guided the plane up and down, right and left. He explained to me why
we stayed in the air.
Sometimes Uncle Bill would take the stick and dive us towards flocks
of ducks on an isolated lake. We would watch them scatter as we leveled
out and roared over the water at a hundred feet or so. These flights
became central epiphanies in my young life. I came away from them not
only further bonded to him, but also filled with the belief that I could do
anything I put my mind to. If the idea that these dives also resembled
strafing runs ever crossed my young mind, I don’t remember it.
And somehow, in all of this, Bill Mullen also imparted to me a subtle
sense of valor, duty and humility. On one visit, he told us the story of
being attacked by a robber who got into his hotel room. Uncle Bill
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jumped out of bed, beat the guy up, and held him down until the police
got there. His major reaction to the event centered around the embarrassment of having to deal with both the villain and the police in his underpants. “Thank god no photographers from the paper showed up,” he said.
And of course, once again, the much more painful kind of heroism that
lived in my father took a back seat. He managed two hundred men who
got wounded and killed trying to retrieve and fix tanks and jeeps.
But if Bill Reddy came home from the Pacific with shock and
survivor guilt that passed on as hidden loyalties to me, what of Uncle Bill
Mullen? What happened to him afterwards? Remember, these were the
late forties and fifties. Soldiers and veterans stuffed their feelings or faced
ridicule. And what part of those unprocessed feelings might my Uncle’s
family soul have passed on to his children, my cousins? In the aftermath
of the war, there were a great diasporas in which aunts and uncles on both
sides of many families spread out from their birthplaces to locations all
over the country. My aunts and uncles were no exception. So there is
much I probably do not know. But what I do know tells a gripping story.
After a long life, during which he never stopped flying for a living,
Uncle Bill and the corporate executives he was piloting for were all killed
in a mid-air collision. After a year and a half,the NTSB to exonerated him
of any blame in the accident. The other plane was completely at fault,
almost as if it had been intent on killing them. On the one hand, I know
Bill Mullen would not have wanted to live longer than he was able to fly.
It was a warrior pilot’s collision with death, swift and clean. In that sense,
you might say his luck held right to the end.
But was this also one of those uncanny expiations we’ve seen in
constellations? Did the slow workings of a lifetime of perpetrator and
survivor guilt play some subconscious part in this? Who can say? And I
would not take the question any further except for another set of facts.
Uncle Bill’s oldest daughter, my cousin Jeanne, grew up to be a beautiful
and gifted singer-songwriter. As with so many of my cousins, I lost track
of her in my late teens and twenties. But, from some of her songs, it’s
plain that she loved her father much the way I did. It sounded like young
men in her life may have been hard put to compare to him.
Jeanne, and the musicians in her band, were all killed instantly in a
head-on collision with another out of control vehicle. She was twenty-six
at the time, and just about to get a major break in her singing career. It
was a tragedy that caused my Uncle to literally throw himself on her coffin.
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So here, the question of a hidden loyalty to the many victims of a World
War II fighter pilot’s fatal bullets rises up once again, with greater force
now. Another death by sudden collision. Was this the displaced workings
of inherited survivor guilt, passed on now to a child? I won’t try to answer
that question. But I will always wonder if what was in my Uncle’s mind
when he tried to join her in that coffin was not something like, “Oh God,
why did you not take me instead?”
But you see, I think that in a real way, he already had offered himself
instead. Somewhere down deep, I feel like that was part of the reason he
undertook that dangerous attempt to set the single engine, solo flight
record. He would have flown right over Great Britain once again into the
European theater of war, on his last reserves of strength, focus, and fuel. If
God was going to take him, as he Bill Mullen had taken so many others,
and as the Germans had taken so many of his friends—surely this would
be the place. We all wondered why he was taking this risk, when he had
already such a large and apparently happy family. When my mother asked
him, his response to her seemed a bit odd. “I’ve had a good life,” he said.
But uncanny luck in the realm of adventurous activities was part of
my Uncle’s fate. It was not to be denied. And the world needs certain
sorts of heroes along with all the rest of us. So let me return you now to
the cockpit of that small plane, and tell you how his attempt at the
distance record ended. Here is the true story we heard afterwards.
Somewhere over England, in stormy weather, the gas line to Uncle Bill’s
last tank froze solid. With little warning, he was in the clouds, engine
about to quit, and who knows what beneath him. He probably trimmed
the plane for the best dead-stick glide-ratio and called out his Mayday on
the radio. Maybe this was it.
But lo and behold what was actually beneath him was an abandoned
Royal Air Force base. Just the kind he flew out of and made it back to 13
years before. And as only more amazing luck could arrange it, there was
an RAF veterans’ reunion dinner in progress at just that moment. The airfield
had been opened up only for this event. Someone who understood emergencies heard his Mayday. They turned on the landing lights, gave him
the wind and ceiling conditions, and talked him onto the runway.
Thirty minutes later, exhausted and unshaven, he sat down to a
banquet with the very people whose country he defended. You can’t make
things like this up. Once again, he was dressed inappropriately, in a
brilliant orange flight suit, instead of a tux. But at least it was not his
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underwear. That’s good because there were pictures and newspaper articles about this. And if he was offering to expiate buried survivor and perpetrator guilt over the skies of France—God sure as hell said, “no.”
****
Earlier in the book, I told you this would be a story about something
I think of as a positive systemic loyalty. Probably it does not sound that
way so far. We Reddy’s were very different from the Bill Mullen family.
With an increasingly alcoholic father, we became the talented, but otherwise strange relatives among the cousins. Still, if anything, it seems as if
Jeanne may have carried the burden of atonement for her warrior father’s
deeds, just as I carried that for my different kind of warrior father. So it’s
all rather grim. Where’s the good part?
Well, at least one good part is this. In the narrow sense, I too had
some harrowing encounters with death by collision. And from them, I
emerged unscathed just like my Uncle. And in a larger sense, in my case, all
of the burdens of shock, guilt, and PTSD that I inherited from my Dad were
counterbalanced by this enormous positive identification with my Uncle. If
my hidden loyalties were immovable objects, then the thrust of subconscious,
“I can do it” inspiration I got from Uncle Bill was the irresistible force.
I say subconscious partly because I never really connected the dots
until recently. It wasn’t that I thought about him that much. But if you
look at way certain events played out in my life, Bill Mullen is right there
inside of my responses to them. In so many ways, I would be long gone
from this planet if it were not for this loving connection to him, not to mention his uncanny luck. Here are just the highlights of two of those stories.
****
The University of Chicago sits in an upscale, gentrified enclave in the
middle of what were, during my time there, the south side ghettoes. The
joke used to be that the blacks, the whites, the intellectuals, and the Jews all
worked shoulder to shoulder to push out the poor. Hyde Park, which is
the name of that enclave, is also right on the shores of Lake Michigan.
Aside from antagonizing various important professors, and walking away
eventually with a very unusual, interdisciplinary Ph.D.—two things

158

HEALTH, HAPPINESS, & FAMILY CONSTELLATIONS

relevant to this story happened to me there. One involved martial arts,
and the other competitive sailing. And both led quite literally to collisions.
In 1967, my first year of graduate school, my younger brother, yet
another Bill, was harassed in Hyde Park by a gang. He was a sophomore
in the College. With Uncle Bill and the robber somewhere in the back of
my mind, I decided to take up judo. I stayed with it for four years, until,
at brown belt level, two consecutive separations of the same shoulder
made me decide to stop.
Unusual self-damage seemed to be part of my inherited pattern. I
think of it as more atonement now, but did not have such an understanding back then. Kodokan Judo comes from Japan, remember—my father’s
kind of enemy. Later, in New York City, when I taught and did research
at Columbia, I discovered Aikido. There followed a couple more years of
this even more interesting martial art.
In neither of these trainings do you learn to meet force with force.
The philosophy is very different. If someone pushes on you, get out of
his way and pull him really hard. With your energy and his energy
moving in the same direction, he will literally fly out of control across
the room. The other thing you practice constantly is taking great,
wheeling, rolling falls. That’s the first thing you have to learn, actually—
to fall safely, rolling on out, or else taking the shock on the flat of your
arms and legs. It’s no exaggeration to say that you take thousands and
thousands of huge, but perfectly safe falls.
Eventually, in New York, my life moved on also from Aikido. It was
not long after that that I had my first unlikely escape from a deadly collision. One weekend I was buying Sunday brunch goodies in Zabar’s on
Broadway at 83rd in Manhattan. My car was parked on the street in
front. I exited the store and came around to open the driver’s side door.
My girlfriend was on the sidewalk getting in with our groceries. But
something made me look back over my right shoulder. Some old man
going around 25 miles per hour right there just twenty feet away pulled
the wheel of his car and swerved right towards me. I was about to be run
down. There was no time to do anything.
But I wasn’t. I wasn’t run over. It was more like I was run under.
What I felt was a slight dizzy twisting as I turned over in the air above the
car. Then I was on the ground behind it. I felt around myself and knew
I was completely unharmed. Aware of that, I sat up as fast as I could and
memorized the license number of the car, which was now screeching its
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back tires as it accelerated away from me. The license was: 121ATY. But
there was no need to remember it actually. The old man was hell bent on
becoming a hit and run driver. And his aim was off. He spun his old
Pontiac out of an accelerating left turn, right across Broadway—and
smashed it into the front of the store on the opposite corner.
Apparently, exactly as the front hood of the car hit just at my hip
joint, I must have unloaded and committed to taking one of those big
falls. That means my body jumped, and went into the well-worn reflexive
grooves of a big, over-the-top judo fall. I didn’t even have a bruise. Short
of an outright miracle, I can devise no better explanation.
Bystanders on the sidewalk were either stunned or else angry at me.
There I was, standing up, looking fine. A couple stared at me as if I were
a ghost. Seven years of martial arts inspired by Uncle Bill’s robbery story
it took to have this happen this way. But still, you would not think all this
training would mean a thing faced with a speeding automobile. So it was
also a stroke of that same perfect luck. And now think back again and
compare this with the collision experience of Bill Mullen’s daughter Jeanne.
No luck there, at all.
Returning to Hyde Park now, let’s pick up that other beginning. A
chemistry grad student I met in the Judo Club my first year asked me to
crew on a 34 foot Vanguard sailboat that was raced on Lake Michigan. “I
don’t know how,” I told him. “Read a book,” he retorted. “You’re smart.
It’s not hard like chemistry.” Phil, you see, didn’t think much of my unfocused, interdisciplinary explorations. But I read a sailing how-to book
and thought, shoot, this is just like an airplane with one wing stuck down
in the water and the other one up in the air. I can do this.
And whether it was those early airplane rides or not, do it I could. It
was second nature to me. By the end of that first summer we took fourth
in division in the 333 mile race from Chicago to Mackinac Island. Two
thirds of the way up Lake Michigan, 60 mile per hour squalls blew
through the fleet and boats all around us lost sails and masts. And I was
one of only two people on our boat who could steer the thing in that stuff,
or undo the huge spinnaker wrap that later threatened to take us out of
the race. I loved it. These boats were my airplanes.
At Columbia, later on, I discovered Long Island Sound—literally
right there off the Bronx. I taught sailing, raced on various boats, and
eventually managed to buy a tiny, but somewhat famous, used ocean
racer. It was a trimaran. That means it had a larger central hull, and then
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wings with smaller hulls attached outside of each. These boats are very
light, extremely fast, and actually resemble airplanes more than any other
vessel. Mine was supposedly outmoded, which is why I could afford it. But
after a year or two, my friends and I had her out there winning races again.
By my fifth year as assistant professor, however, things were turning
bad for me again. It was like my fifth year at Chicago, somehow, all over
again. All brains, no tact, ignorant of academic politics, and still prone to
hostility at the wrong times—I had both intellectual and one or two
personal enemies. The very work I was hired to do, which later became
famous, lost favor in the two departments I belonged to. A major
romantic relationship was on the rocks, and it seemed like the old “always
successful, never fulfilled” nemesis was striking again. My brash and
abrupt solution was typical. To hell with it, I thought. I’ll sail my little
trimaran alone around the world.
I hope this risky and somewhat ill-conceived expedition sounds
familiar to you. Who does it sound like? Crossing oceans alone in tiny,
lightweight vehicles… Why was I doing it? It’s not that my sailing skills
weren’t up to the task. But the boat was 27 feet long, flew like a banshee
across the tops of waves, and had about as much living space in it as two
pup tents. These are not actually exaggerations. Still, in despair about
academics, half in love with a woman who was leaving me—I spent
months preparing and set out. Nor did I take the easy way. That would
have been down the coast to the Caribbean. Instead I headed straight for
Bermuda, that tiny, reef-studded dot in the mid-Atlantic.
But it didn’t matter which route I might have chosen. Within the
first three days out of New York harbor, I experienced two further bizarre
escapes from terrible collisions. A forecast 20 mile per hour northwesterly
turned quickly into a forty knot gale. It caught me after dark with too
much sail up. Getting it down and lashing it in tangles on the deck was
all I could do.
Around midnight, with the boat lying dead in the water, doing her
nasty snap rolls on the top of the waves—I looked around and got the
shock of my life. I was still in the shipping lanes. Something very big had
come already too far over the horizon and had its range and running lights
aimed right at me. Death was coming at me swiftly from the South.
I won’t relate here all the nautical details. Suffice it to say that, with
no engine, no radar, and a weak radio, a small wooden boat at night in
these rough conditions has no safe course of action except get sail up and
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move out of the way—and fast. But cleaning up a thorough mess on
deck, finding and rigging a little storm sail, raising it and sailing out of the
way on the dark heaving deck of a little boat like this—that could easily
take 20 minutes. It seemed like I had about 5 or 6. Yet somehow, with
neither second thoughts nor the tiniest misstep—I did it. The little ocean
racer shot out from under the bows of something 200 feet long with
maybe 10 seconds to spare. A deep, booming horn went off, and two
searchlights flashed across the wild waves. They had seen a ghost, it seems.
And the unlikely threat was not over yet. There’s one more near
collision coming up shortly. But before we get to that, let me say I’ve
thought about this trip, and these narrow escapes a lot over the years.
Why was I doing it? It was a blessing, in a way, that the ocean repulsed
me so strongly, so soon after departing. The boat was an airplane out of
its proper element. I could sail her, but would surely not survive trying to
live on her.
But beyond that, I recall now that my father, and every one of my
uncles crossed oceans on boats to encounter war, terror, and death. Again
and again, what I come around to is this. In large measure, the displaced
trauma of my male ancestors helped drive me out there, and my Uncle
Bill’s “can-do” kind of luck kept me alive through the experience.
Fifteen hours after the big one just missed me, it was a bright, blue,
wild afternoon. The boat was running fast downwind, surfing on big
waves. Normally, I loved this. But out here, alone, where this could go
on for days without end—it was different. The boat’s breakneck speed
fooled the self steering, so that we went off on wild runs in wrong directions. I got no rest, and could barely eat. And forget about navigating.
Also, I was still in shock. After being usually so at home on the water,
the previous night’s events left me feeling like I was in the cross-hairs of
something mysterious and deadly. When you go to sea in a small boat,
normal reality sometimes does not come with you.
But hey, I was out of the shipping lanes at least. It had to be safer
in open ocean in broad daylight, I told myself. After about 36 hours with
little sleep and high adrenaline, I was starting to nod out whenever I didn’t
have to correct the course. I took a deep breath and told myself I could
afford a little catnap. But when I came on deck and looked ahead—there
it was again. Collision on the high seas. Death in the South. The boat
was about a minute from ramming an offshore oil derrick. God, what was
it even doing out here? Where was I?
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It was easy enough to take the tiller and avoid. But something broke
in me, at this point, and I decided not to undertake the solo voyage. It
would prove to be a huge blow to my male pride. Still, it was as if a voice
told me me flat out: “You are sailing into the jaws of a terrible death.” I
made a snappy turn around the giant, three-legged platform, waved to
the surprised men leaning on its rails, and started the windward slog back
to New York.
If a horse throws you, they say, you should get back on one as soon
as you can. Three weeks later, I flew down to Bermuda and crewed on a
45 footer coming back to Newport. As far as sailing went, I was still fine.
My life took many unexpected turns after that. But even though many of
them seem to relate to what I now see as the systemic loyalties I inherited—
both positive and negative—those are stories for a different book.
All you need to know now is that it was only nine weeks after I was
not killed in two collisions at sea that my cousin Jeanne was killed in the
head-on collision. Why did things work out that way? My feeling is that
both she and I carried the burdens of our soldier fathers’ war experiences.
But in my case, I also got a very strong positive systemic loyalty. I got my
Uncle’s inspiration. And I got my Uncle’s luck. She was a girl, a woman,
and perhaps that was something he did not know how to pass on to her.
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