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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 differ-
ent positions and orientations—and you will start to feel these things
immediately.  The arrangements have intuitively felt sets of possible mean-
ings.  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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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 representa-
tives 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 sen-
sitive, 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 hap-
pen easily in representatives who were initially skeptical of the experience.  
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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 oppo-
site 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 contempo-
raries, 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 constel-
lation 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 rep-
resentative 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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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 state-
ments.  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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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 representa-
tives 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 pro-
duce 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 investi-
gation, it is most accurate to say that the dynamic, if there is one,
“emerges” from the interactions among representatives, client, and facili-
tator.  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 represen-•
tatives to settle and become aware of subtler reactions, and give the
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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 “med-
icine 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 prac-
ticing 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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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 some-
how 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 imple-
ments?  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.
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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 thor-
oughly 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 visita-
tions, 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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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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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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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 inter-
actions 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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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 mat-
ter of a mistake or lack of skill and effort on her part.  Everyone expects
the arrangements to work out.  But then some strange, unforeseen deal-
breaker 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 grand-
mother 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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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 unfortu-
nate 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 pow-
erful, dominant, perhaps defensive ancestor.

7.  Symbols on a Sample Altar
Let’s illustrate the process of symbol interpretation now by consider-

ing 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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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 impor-
tant?  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 situ-
ation, 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 arrange-
ments, 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 intel-
ligent, a writer or reader, or an accountant?  Gold suggests value, or wealth
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her father, there is possibly a tragic loss.  It’s also possible that her step-
father 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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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 pre-
emergent 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 constel-
lation, and financial abundance that is the focus Joan’s desired positive
change—both are all tied up with the blockage of love between two gen-
erations of mothers and daughters.  
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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 your-
self, 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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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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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 move-
ments 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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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 oppo-
sition in the system to emerge.  If you genuinely commit to the guidelines
I’m explaining here, my experience with clients suggests that that an oppos-
ing 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, worth-
while 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 work-
shops, each rep in this chain puts hands on the shoulders of the per-
son 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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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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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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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 ances-
tors, 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 respect-
fully for any other family member in need, not merely yourself.
Healing sentences—are truth statements uttered by representa-•
tives 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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