Marriage and Family Counseling Lesson 9, page 1

Family Systems Theory: Differ entiation and Emotional Triangles

We are going to talk again about differentiationhis lesson. Here is another Jackson Browne quote.
This will help us think about differentiation. Iha middle of the song “Sky Blue and Black” he says,
“Where the touch of the lover ends / And the sduhe friend begins, / There [is] a need to be smjpa
And a need to be one, / And a struggle neither Wisghat not a great expression of the forceshaee
been talking about? It describes the forces ofraartty and connection and how they interact. It iyve
difficult to find the balance point between themnshould not be that either one wins. If one wins,
everyone loses. | do not mean one person winsses|d mean if one aspect wins, all aspects lose.
Should it not be that in the struggle both win? .Yidsat is the goal. However, in reality neither aibu
wins. There is both gain and loss, which is pathefbrokenness of being in relationship afterfak.

Is brokenness a result of the Fall? Yes. If you gara our relationships with the Trinity, there &s n
brokenness in the Trinity. The Trinity is able wtthe separate and the one, which is part of thsore
why it is so hard for our finite minds to understan We do not have experiences like that. Weaget
taste of it sometimes in marriage, but just a tastéimes we have these glorious moments of
connection, but we are still aware that we arersgpaThat usually leads to frustration, becauge it
hard not to see the separateness as diminishingptireection. It is hard for us not to see diffeemnas
diminishing connection. But the Trinity is a petfegample that it does not need to. After the Fall,
however, it does. | think it is because of therai#on, the breakdown of the relationship, withsaives
and others. In the kingdom to come, | think relasioips will be easy. Communication will happen well
all the time.

Stephen Covey wrote a book, which we referencdiearalledSeven Habits of Highly Effective
People In recent years Covey wrote another book calleel 8th Habitl do not know how old Covey

is, probably in his 60s. This is the book that & guhis 60s writes. It is quite good. In the bddavey

has a couple of great appendices. One is aboui@mbintelligence. It takes insights from a boak o
emotional intelligence that came out 10 years eanritten by Daniel Goleman. The book was a New
York Times best-seller. Goleman wrote a follow-upemnotional intelligence in business, and he has a
few other follows-ups as well. It is a very goodisg of books. Covey summarizes all this in an
appendix, which is very helpful. In one of thespamdices there is a drawing in which Covey makes a
statement that is very descriptive of the procéshfferentiation and finding your heart in the raidf
family. It is especially helpful for finding the lzace between those two bases of operation: thgnkin
and emotions. The statement is, “There is a speiveden stimulus and response, and we can grow the
space.”

How do we keep thinking when our emotions are gfpoimagine that someone interacts with you in a
way that you are prone to react to—"response,”ondy’'s language. Well, there is space between the
time that the person says or does what they davdweth you react. If we can grow that space, we
increase the likelihood that we will think and makehoice rather than habitually react. That little
action is called growth. It is becoming more matiecognizing that a space is there and tryingito p
more thought time in that space creates the oppidytfor us to act in a way that is more mature, or
better differentiated. In other words, it is a wdykeeping our thinking in balance while we are
experiencing strong emotions. It is hard to brealits. But the image of a space between stimulds an
response is helpful. It is not that you are a stawgour reactions or that you have no choice.

not like a dog that reacts to whatever stimulysuisin front of it. A dog has no space between ghirs
and response. There is a space for us, howevauseeve are human beings. It is part of being an
image bearer. Part of growing and maturing is bainlg to stretch that space.
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Let me mention two other aspects of differentiatioOn the one hand, there is the ability to separate
thinking from feeling. On the other hand, theréhis ability to maintain identity based on objectarel
clear boundaries. A differentiated person can hetimate relationships without being unduly
controlled. An undifferentiated person, on the othend, will find it difficult to separate themselr
from others. Relationships can look intimate beeahs people are very close. But they find it difft
to free themselves or be themselves in the confexinse relationships. Therefore they find it idiift
to be themselves in the context of any relations@igr family is our school of relationships. We
develop our expectations, reactions, responsegjaaetstanding of relationship in the context of
family, and we carry that forward into other redaships. Certainly there is growth and change and
modification, but our basic relational tools werg m our toolbox by our families. Especially when
things get difficult, we tend to reach down intattkame toolbox.

Let us talk about emotional triangles. Trianglesurdecause the relationship dyad is inherently
unstable. During a swing of the closeness/distagcke, anxiety develops. To cope with the anxiety
another person or thing is “triangled” into theat@nship. A classic example occurs when parermissfo
on a child to diffuse the tension between their salationship. It does not resolve the tension,dyut
having something else to focus on it does redueadtite nature of the strife.

Let us discuss some laws of emotional trianglethabyou can get a feel for how this concept h&dps
explain the structure and function of a family. $adéaws come from Edwin Friedman. Triangles are
probably one of the most useful tools for helpinigk about the structure and function of a famiily.
you do your own genogram, look for triangles. Theg there. If your family is fairly healthy they yna
be hard to find; that is all right. But generallystis one of the more useful concepts. Here areesuf
Friedman’s laws.

First, the relationship of any two members of arogomal triangle is kept in balance by the way iadth
party relates to each of them or to their relatmnsWhen a given relationship is stuck, thereftnere

is probably a third person or issue—it does noehtawbe a person—that is part of the homeostasis. F
some who were raised in a home where people wergetievers, or in a home where the church that
the family attended is very different from the tygfechurch you attend now, there may be a triangle
between you, a specific parent, and that issuedRran is wise to emphasize that this does not toave
be a person.

Second, if one is the third party in a trianglesigenerally not possible to bring change (for entian a
week) to the relationship of the other two partgrging to change their relationship directly. This
includes anything from trying to make things mordesly, trying to make someone give up his or her
habit, or urging someone to come to church momguigatly. It may well be that in the history of our
species no family member, upon trying to correetghrception of another family member about a third
has ever received the response, “You are rightgeyadndo not know why | did not see it that way
myself.”

Third, attempts to change the relationship withdtieer two sides of an emotional triangle not carley
generally ineffective, but also homeostatic foroten convert these efforts to their opposite ihten
Trying harder to bring two people closer—brothed arster, child and parent, or another party asd hi
or her symptom—will generally maintain or increéise distance between them. In other words, if you
try to bring them closer they usually end up fartygart. On the other hand, repeated efforts tarstp

a person and his or her symptom, a spouse and hex @aramour, or a child and his or her peergrou
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an engaged daughter and her horrible fiancé, arramgnd his or her cherished beliefs, increases the
possibility that they will fall blindly in love wit one another.

For example, a mother became concerned that hge@0eld son developed an imaginary girlfriend
whom he used to bring home for dinner. She waniedd see a therapist, but he would not go. She
kept trying to take her away from him by forcinglity issues, but he only clung tighter. Then hd sa
he was taking his friend with him on a vacationeThother was encouraged not only to stop fighting
his fantasy but to de-triangle by buying “Mrs. Ptwen” a gift for the trip. He left his friend in the
Caribbean. Had mother continued to try to straigliter son out, upon his return he and his frienghini
have moved in permanently.

Think about a situation where your teenage soraaghter is dating someone you are very concerned
about. You are now most likely the third partymat triangle. Perhaps you and your spouse togatiker
the third. Since you are the third, if you try t@ék the other two apart, Friedman says you wiletthe
opposite effect. If you have been in that situatioreal life, you know that is usually what happen
This is a theory that can help explain that realtyen though you are concerned about this, the mor
you try to push them apart the more they are gtwrgpme together. Notice that Friedman’s solutmn t
the above-mentioned problem is not to use chilalpspgy on the couple. In other words, you should
not try to put them together and then hope thelyamiine apart. That is not the point. Friedman’sipoi
is that you need to get out of the triangle. Thatat to say that you cannot speak to them. You can
make your positions clear. Making your positiorsaclis not the same as being in the triangle amaigtr
to change their relationship directly. | am notisgythat you need to be without a voice. Parentmca
lose their voice. But they need to be careful hogytapply that voice. If they are the third iniarigle
and they are trying to change the relationshipctlyethey are going to get the opposite effecivbat
they are intending. | think that is almost univéstaue.

Fourth, to the extent that a third party to an eomatl triangle tries unsuccessfully to change the
relationship of the other two, the more likelystthat the third party winds up with the stresthefother
two. If you have been in a relationship where ymuteying to break up your son or daughter fronirthe
girlfriend or boyfriend, you end up being the onleons anxious about it. In reality, the couple tisat
dating ought to have the anxiety. It is normal avdranxiety about a dating relationship, because yo
are trying to figure out where the relationshipAs.a parent, you do not want to do something tiieds
that anxiety away from them. You do not want taabeean opportunity for them to pass it on to you,
where you are so worried about the relationshipttiey do not have to worry about it. You do noniva
to do that. It contributes to their blindness. Asyt see that you are worried about it, they aregonotg

to worry about it. They are not even going to ptagrdion to it. They are just going to enjoy whady
can enjoy.

Fifth, the various triangles in an emotional systatarlock so that efforts to bring change to ang of
them are often resisted by homeostatic forces lamathers in the system itself. Sixth, one sidarof
emotional triangle tends to be more conflictuahtkize others.

Seventh, we can only change a relationship to wiiglbelong. Therefore the way to bring change to
the relationship of two others—and no one said @dasy—is to try to maintain a well-defined
relationship with each one and to avoid the resipditg for their relationship that they have witime
another. To the extent we can maintain a non-alsxuwasence in a triangle, such a stance has the
potential to modify the anxiety in the others. Th#iculty is to be both non-anxious and present.
Anyone can keep his or her own anxiety down byadising, but that usually preserves the triangle. In
this seventh law, Friedman has defined somethiagishworth taking special note of. He has defined
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the greatest challenge, | think, of counseling ¢esipyou are automatically in a triangle when yoa a
counseling couples. But Friedman is saying thatnye are doing that work you cannot change the
relationship of those couples directly. You canydmve impact on a relationship you are in, and you
are not in their relationship. You can have a retehip with each individual, and in that way yanc
impact the couple’s relationship. But the respaiigridor their relationship has to stay with them.

believe Friedman is exactly right. If you can ursdand that law alone, you will probably be in tbp t

10 percent of people who work with couples, saafaunderstanding what is really happening is
concerned. Most people do not understand that. \Rffiadman has written here should be considered as
gold.

Let me give you a picture of what this looks likeledman says that you cannot impact a relationship
which you do not belong. As an example of this,gma you are meeting with a couple who are sharing
their struggles, and you say, “What you are doiegehs wrong. You two need to do this instead.” You
reason for saying that is that you think it willdg change to the relationship. Friedman sayswiiat

not work, because that is trying to bring changeadlly to a relationship that you are not a part of

Why would that not work? Here is a couple whosé&emiearts are invested in this relationship. Those
hearts have been impacted by family histories. Benvthis couple is sitting in front of you and thag
struggling in a particular way in their relationghihey are struggling for all kinds of reasonseyare
struggling because they are each bringing to #lational moment the way their family has taugleinth
to respond to the anxiousness that they feel beaafuhie disagreement. There are all kinds of #ing
that will be involved. A lot of them are things thhey are not thinking clearly about themselvesew
you are watching them, it is easy to see that icettiings are wrong and destructive. It is easyee

that they need to do things differently. It is eabgrefore, to assume that if we could just gettho do
things differently it would go better. And it woull they could hear you and do things differenity,
would go better. If they would not tear each ofth@wn, if they communicated better, or whateves it i
that you are suggesting, if they could do it, itsebgo better. But the problem is that the suggesgou
are making is not helping them figure out whasithat has driven them to do things this way infits¢
place. You are simply trying to give them a newlsBiut the skill they need is growing the space
between stimulus and response, and you have notteeaght about that. There are all kinds of reason
for their behavior that have very little to do witle way that they are disagreeing at the momento S
try to modify the way they are disagreeing is nutwegh. Rather, | am advocating that you continue
relating to each individual and trying to understaach one in terms of what is happening in their
thoughts, feelings, and choices.

The tricky part of this, however, is recognizingttlyou are not doing parallel, individual therapythe
same time you need to recognize that you can amig lchange to a relationship that you are a prart o
And you can only be a part of a relationship witleteindividual. You are not in their couple
relationship. You are trying to bring change in thimking of the individuals by growing their
differentiation so that they can think more abobtithey are feeling and make different choicess. It
still about the couple’s relationship, but you h&wevork indirectly through each individual. Youvea
to help them bring change into the relationship ave the responsibility for it with them.

This may seem off the point, but it is not. | gehcerned over a common practice that | see in many
the therapists now, even though they are very gooecpists, many of them better than I. This istwha
happens. A person is meeting with the therapist,thimgs are going well. Let us say they meet for a
number of weeks. Eventually the client says, “Wadatut if my spouse comes in, too?” So they start
couple therapy. There is a relationship alreadgiished between the therapist and the one spbuse,
there is no relationship with the other spousedByg that, it seems to me that they do not undedst
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Friedman’s law of the triangle. They do not undamdtthat in couple therapy you are entering into a
triangle. It may be that these therapists can tohibtter than | can. | am aware that there areesom
things that | simply find difficult. | avoid themelsause it will not be helpful. | avoid trianglesevé |
already have a strong relationship with one indigidand not with the other, because | do not know
how to balance it out very well. | will try it aintes. There can be reasons for that. But we wdl @n
talking about it. My fear is that some of my thasaffriends are not talking about it because theyat
see the importance of the triangles. They aremoking about those dynamics. They are thinkinguabo
how they can change the relationship directly,eathan thinking, “I am in a triangle. | cannot oga
that relationship directly. | have to work with seeindividual relationships.” To do that, the two
relationships have to be fairly balanced.

When a couple walks out of the room after a meetiitly you, they should not know whose side you
are on. You do not want them to leave thinking gltat are definitely on one person’s side. The
difficulty, however, is that that is what both imgluals want when they come in. Both are convinced
that they would have a good marriage if the otlmer would just straighten up. You will feel those
forces in the triangle that you are in. You wilefgpeople pulling you. They will tell you a story & way
that tries to make you sympathetic to their sideu Will feel the pull of having each individual wan
you to agree with them. They want you to get bethden and start lecturing the other person. But it
does not take very long before you are pulled therovay. As a result, if you have a good relatiops
with one person already and you are just meetiagpther person for the first time, it is difficultdo

not know how to do it well. Why do people do it@d not think they are thinking about triangles and
especially Friedman’s seventh law. If you can grthsp, you are ahead of a lot of people, and ydu wi
avoid a lot of difficulties. Of course, there mag times when you feel you have to try it anyway.

Pastors, for instance, often have to do thingsrtiadt counselors would not do. Counselors talk itbou
the importance of not having dual relationshipsotimer words, you have a counseling relationship wi
a client and no other kind of relationship withrthe¥ou do not do business with one another; you do
not become friends; you do not meet each otheaBpcrhat is possible when your office is in a
different neighborhood than the one you live in gad are not seeing people who live next door. You
can do that then. It is not like you are goingee gour clients at the grocery store. So you cae ha
really intense, unique kind of relationship in tiféce, and it stays in the office. But pastorsrax have
that opportunity. As the pastor you have at leastrelationships. You are their teacher and frigkl
there are times when you may have to make a dedisai a counselor would not have to. You may
decide, after seeing one person, that you reatiylshsee their spouse. You might feel it is beshake
that decision. But do it with an awareness of gflas and especially of this law. Start with a
conversation about the nature of these things.uladveuggest even saying specific things like, “htva
to make sure that there is enough space for yfeetdike you can be in here equally. | want you to
know that we are going to be trying to build a tielaship pretty quickly to balance out this relasbip

| already have with your spouse.” There are tinseda that. You need to pray for wisdom when you try

What is the purpose of meeting with a couple iféhe so much individual work? | think Friedman is
right in saying that you cannot directly change tiglationship that you are not in. You can onlgraie
the relationships you are in. But that does notnm@al are doing individual therapy. You are doing
work with the couple about their relationship. Yane recognizing that they are the ones who hade to
things differently. You are coaching each one efhthat the same time. Well, it is not always at the
same time, but you do want to keep things balancgaol not always do that so well. Thankfully,
however, people are usually pretty honest abouitathe voice their concerns. They tell me if | have
been unduly hard on one person. | tell them tlaiat hot intend it to be that way. It is difficultetause
one of the two relationships always feels like bligger priority to address. That is how | can fatb
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the mistake of seeming like | am coming on oneg®ssside and attacking the other person. | would
say that is my most common mistake, and it is egtfil at all. That is the thing I really have ta
aware of. Thankfully my clients will usually let nk@ow. I try to be collaborative enough with my
clients that they will usually speak up when | amssing up. | want to emphasize that you are natgdoi
therapy with individuals, because that is not ceupkrapy. The focus is on the relationship. But yo
need to recognize that you have to help the indadgladdress their own contribution to this
relationship. They each have to make changesriétisegoing to be change in the relationship.

Friedman noted that issues are somehow passedyperation to generation. Parents pass their
immaturity on to their children. That is the famgyojection process. Emotional forces operate in a
family over the years in recurring patterns. Sthennuclear family there are recurring patternsea
project their immaturity on to their kids, and des from generation to generation.

Bowen recognized the importance of sibling positiat it is much more complex in the thinking of
Bowen than what we are commonly told. We commoelgrtthat firstborns are one way, the youngest
another way, and the middle child is another waly $here is some truth to that, but it tends &ad

very simplistic understanding. Bowen borrowed d@esysof thinking about the impact of birth order and
sibling position from a fellow named Walter Tomagot Toman’s book one time and after glancing at
the table of contents | realized that | would net gnything from reading it. The book was very good
but it was too detailed. It would describe, fortaree, the case of a firstborn who is a male anohén
child. Then it would describe the case of a firstb@ho is a male in a family of males. Then it wbul
talk about a firstborn who is a male but the onblenThen it would talk about a firstborn who was a
female and an only child. On and on it would gomBn recognized that there are all these differences
that shape and modify things. It is so much moragex than what is in the popular literature. | aot
saying that the popular literature is uselessthmre is a lot more complexity and subtlety to it.

| do not know that | think about this too much whemm counseling, but | do try to listen to peoate
they explain their experiences. | am an exampden kthe youngest. There are certain things that the
popular literature says about what it is like tathe youngest that are certainly true for me. Retance,
am | less responsible than my older two siblings®,Yrobably. | am certainly less responsible thgn
oldest brother. He was a guy who would take chargdl kinds of things. He was an administrator all
his life and a great one at that. Part of the ne&spthat was his role in the family, his siblipgsition. |
have done administrative things, but it is notlyepart of my giftedness. That is partly becausengf
temperament, but it is also partly because ofaleethat | am the youngest. Why would | pay attamti
to stuff like that? 1 am a lot more free-spiritédm my two brothers. But the popular birth order
literature would not suggest to you the most imguatrfacet of being the youngest in my family. Tisat
because it is something that is fairly unique tofamily.

My father died when the kids were five, 10, andatdl-a-half. He was a pastor, but he was also fairly
athletic. My mom was always called the oldest,dhé was really the second born. The firstborn ghied
the first two days of life. So she was always chilee oldest of 11 kids. There were lots of atlsléte

that family, too. | did not really know that. | wagorant of it. Even recently my mom, who is 9Bsw
telling me some stories about her brothers, andd tinking, “Really? | wonder if that is still &L |
knew that the youngest, who was born when she nvesliege, was athletic. He stayed at home for
college and went to Winona State in Minnesota, tvivack then was a teachers’ college. Now it is a
university. | knew he played football there, buteetly my mom was telling the story of how Lance,
that was his name, found it hard to leave homewHl® really attached to his mom. His dad died when
he was about 15 years old. Lance had the oppoyttmftlay football elsewhere, but he stayed home so
he could play at Winona State. | had known thatysfiar a long time. Since Winona State is not known
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for having a good football team, | had always thaugHow good of a football player could he really
have been?” But | came to find out that he endedhgosing between Winona State and Oklahoma
University. When | looked back at the record of @idma University, | found out that that was the
same time that Oklahoma was in the midst of thgdshwinning streak in the history of college
football. The coach at that time was named Bud WWsi&n, and he is now in the College Football Hall
of Fame. All of a sudden | realized that Bud Wilkom tried to recruit Lance when Oklahoma was the
most powerful football team in the nation. Theyuatty went four or five years without losing a game
My mom also recently said that another uncle ofemiras a great hockey player and still holds some
records. He is now 70 years old. | wonder if itrige. | think it might be. | am telling you all ghto

make the point that in our family the basic factifef was, if you were going to make it and be some
it was going to be through athletics. Be a gooddiian, of course, which meant following a bunch of
rules. But if you were going to make it, it wasmgio be through athletics. That was your identity.

My uncle was an all-state athlete in two sportthastate of Wisconsin, and my other uncle wasbett
than that in basketball. We had people like Deaitts(tegendary basketball coach of the University o
North Carolina) and Charles “Lefty” Driesell (basik&ll coach of the University of Maryland) in our
house when | was a kid. I, on the other hand, veashat great at any sport. | was not bad, butd neat
great. To understand the impact of being the yosingemy family, you need to understand the
importance of athletics and how | was the thirdt loéshe three. That experience negatively shaped t
view | have of myself, and | fight it every dayar a fairly shy person. It does not show usuallyalose
| do pretty well at working at that. But there amany days in a semester when | walk into a classroo
and question what | am doing there. | question Wy the one walking up to the front of a clasg tha
has 75 people in it. | do not want to be up theda not want all those people looking at me. |ramh
thinking that, but | am feeling it. A lot of thabgs back to the fact that | was always the thist bat of
three. You cannot get much lower than that, whecWwhy | ask myself what | am doing at the frontof
class.

A big piece of my identity is connected to siblipgsition, but you would not discover that from the
sibling position books. | have often felt that | @t that good. Thankfully, through the years thHeaee
been lots of good things that have happened tha helped me grieve the loss of not being an all-
American. Enough has happened that | have beert@bheeve it to the point where | can accept it.
Today, | am able to say that | was a good athfetertain ways. Several years ago | would have said
“No, | was not very good.” | have been more condbhe with what God has given me. It is all righdtth
when my brother Dave was born, my middle brother] Gaid that Dave was going to get Dave’s
athleticism and | was going to get my athleticisom. | was not going to get much. That is reallyatvh
happened. | am saying all this so that we do nbtagetied into sibling position. The individual
application of it is probably more important. Allis is more of a factor in my life than the facattham
the youngest and a freer spirit than my brothers.

Let us talk about emotional cut-offs. Emotional-ofitis a method people use to control fusion. That
may seem counterintuitive. Fusion is the enmeshthenthappens when people are too connected.
There is not enough distinction between peoplan®wsder to manage it, people cut off the relatiops
They go away. They break the relationship. Peoplerate distance from parents by physically moving
away or emotionally by limiting conversation to ierponal topics. The emotional cut-off reduces the
anxiety but does not solve the problems that laetl tanentioned a while back the coaching
conversations | get into with people who are ap#ttng going home. Often we are talking about the
cut-off that has occurred, where these people ddattoabout things. Even though they are going @dom
to visit they do not really talk about importaninids.
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A good song that talks about this is a song by D&ieox called “Covert War.” It is a song writteis a

if it were a letter to his parents about why heas coming home for Thanksgiving because of the war
that has gone on between them. As a younger péesassumed that he could step in and take the. shots
He thought they would pass right through and notatge him. But the truth is that it did something to

kill his heart, and he is not going to do it anymdBy not going home he is cutting off. But on ttker
hand, he is not, because he is being direct ahddéisays that he is not coming, but he is exprgss

the reason why.

Having a conversation with your parents about thiesgs is something that can be done well or
something that can be done poorly. To do this well, need to be well differentiated. In other words
you cannot be reactive. This is not about accuging.about having conversations. You need to
remember that the point is not to diagnose thergibeson’s pathology. If you decide that you aremgo
to be more honest with your parents, that doesnaain telling them all the ways in which they didiyo
wrong. A lot of people start there. A lot of peofiénk they have taken a good step forward by going
home and telling their parents all the things thaye done wrong and how everything is their fault.
Systems theory, however, says that blame is nqidive. Yet at the same time it does not relieve gb
your personal responsibility. If you have made bladices, they are your choices. Your family may
have operated in such a way that shaped your imeanpparticular way, but that does not make your
family responsible for your choices. Life is noatldeterministic. You are still a human being. Yeere
exercising your will. Even though it has impactedi yn this way, you are still responsible. So to go
home and tell your father, for instance, that hi® islame is neither right nor helpful. The pomniot
about why you are messed up. Rather, the questmnare asking are “What am | looking for? What
do | feel I did not get that | keep acting out abiousuch a way as to try to prompt someone to it
me?” Usually the question is, “How do | know youwe’ Usually it is about the connection and the
difficulty to be connected and the needs for attaet.

When | think about my life, | was living in a wortbat taught me that | would be cared for if | vga®©d
enough. My brother could do all kinds of thingsletically, and people liked him for it. They would

like me, too, if | could do the same things. Babuld not. | was not rebellious, however, in resgeon

did not act out in that particular way. But thisxdynic was fairly influential in some of the othkings |
did, which were done to try to make others like hraid a lot of school for that reason. | did cokée

then a graduate degree, then later another gradagtee, and then later another graduate degree. Th
last time it took me eight years to get it done] @mwas very difficult and challenging. If | didhneed

it to keep my job | probably would have quit. My ther came for graduation at the end of it. She doul
have been in her mid 80s at that point. She didlpainymore, so | went to pick her up. The drivasw
about 10 hours. | went up and got her and the axicame back so she could be here for graduation.
She was here for a few days and then | drove hek. lf@ur or five days after finishing that last okl
was driving back, and on the way | passed by Mai®dsconsin, where | was born and where my
father is buried. | chose to pull over and figurt again where the cemetery is where my dad isturi

| have not gone there enough to have it memorBatonce | get in the gate | always know where his
grave is. So | went and visited his grave.

There were a lot of things going on at that timkial led to a realization. Part of this was becaifse
some reading | was doing at that time, includirmpek calledrinding our Fathey which is a helpful
book. But also, | was tired. My brother Dave wasnea about me. | was tired. It had been a lond,hau
and it was hard. Doing a dissertation is the witnisty you can possibly do. Several things went \gron
with mine. It was very stressful. | was very wourt at the end of it all. | get that way from tinzetime.

| am able to keep putting one foot in front of dtker, which is a very bad thing, because | jusingen
out sometimes. Another part of the context is #hdhat time | started to add up the years thaidl h
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been in school. | went to school in kindergarteéentthere were 12 more years, which makes 13, then
there were 4 years of college, which makes 17. Wiaelded it all up | realized that | had been ihcsu

for 31 years. | am now 55, which means | have arathven years to go before | break even. Even at
my age it is still the case that | went to schoolger than | have been out of school. That is vihen
realization came that part of the reason | had loeémg all this was to try to make my dad proudafTh

is part of the reason that | kept trying so hardtietics even though | was not as gifted. | méamed
hard. | played three sports in college. Most pedpl@ot do that. That is working too hard. But dimdy
way | could prove | had ability was to do all thr¥¢hy was | doing that? There may have been several
reasons, but in the final analysis | needed to knowdad was proud of me. | simply needed to know he
was proud of me. Perhaps all men need to know kMegbe women do, too. | do not understand that
side of it. That is not the side | have lived.

| am not saying this for the purpose of baring raylsl am trying to create a better teaching montgnt
illustrating how this whole thing works, the impdtchas, and the way it shapes us. As we are wgrkin
with people, it is best to help them see some egelthings. They would never see it all. But irdain
sense you are trying to get them on a differentnjey than the one they are on so that they grow in
understanding their own heart. Perhaps one of thretinterpretations of any Scripture passageds th
one that is sometimes applied to Jeremiah 17:9ak&¢old there that the heart is deceitful and m® o
can understand it. But it does not follow to saatthve should not try. That is one of the worst gisimve
can do. God wants to work in us so we know who ke and it is all right.

God was doing a good thing when He made you j&stMily you are. Romans 8:28 is true. God uses all
things for good, even the evil things, becauseisfldl/e for us. This applies to my situation grogvimp
and not being athletic. | was set up to fail in time clear way that was available to me to be someo
Yet even in that God was doing something good. @rke worst things that could have happened to
me would have been that | was more athletic. Fipdlre level of success that | wanted in that area
would have been destructive.

This is about paying attention to the impact of ifgrand the way it shapes life. It is about helping
others see it better to expand our spiritual foromatRecognize that the Gospel has something to do
with this. The Gospel is where | find out that thées a God who loves me, who has made me the way |
am and likes it. Sovereignly, in some mysteriouy Weannot understand completely, He arranged my
life the way it was and has used it, even the shaff is a product of evil, for my good. | can riesthe

fact that this God is proud of me. This God waonttake me under His wing, counsel me, love me,
father me, direct me, and encourage me to be timeHeanade me to be. In that framework | can trust
that my biological father would have done somethilkeg that, too. Or at least he wanted to.

| know that if my dad would have lived my life wahave worked out differently. | am in a different
denomination, and I think differently theologicallythink that would have happened no matter what.
think that was God’s work in my life. | do not knamhy God worked that way in my life and not his. If
he were still alive this could be a tense relatimbecause of that difference. But it does notenat
God worked to strengthen my heart, to do what Peays for, to strengthen my inner being. This has
not fully happened. | can still walk in the backaotlassroom and think, “What am | doing here?"tTha
struggle will probably be there for the rest of hfig. But each one of us needs to know that wendre
God wants us to be. That is not a statement almuthyehavior. | know you do things that are sinful.
That is not what we are talking about. God madewba you are, and it is important that you lovettha
that you love yourself the way God made you toThet is really good. It is also really good that we
love each other.
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| had the wonderful privilege of going on a misstap with a group of counseling students. We wtent
work with an HIV/AIDS project in Addis Ababa, thaital city of Ethiopia. In one of our meetings
before we left, the director of the trip said, “Shvill change you.” He said he did not know howt ibu
would change us. Around day four or five of the ttiwas sitting toward the back of the bus as weeew
traveling somewhere, and the director happenee tat bhe back of the bus as well. | looked at hith a
thought about how profound the change really washk was talking about.

| had a realization recently regarding one of thenges. We had an experience where we were talking
with people of all different faiths who were in assionary-run project for people who are HIV paosgti
There were times when we were counseling peoplewdre in situations for which there is no real
answer. Almost without exception, however, thers wvamendous resilience in their spirits. | do not
think | heard any complaining in my 11 days awaynfrhome. One of the hardest adjustments when |
came back home was listening to Americans who cam@lbout everything, most of which is not very
important. This is in comparison to people who2iteor 22 years old, HIV positive, and their biggest
prayer concern is that they will live long enouglraise their child. Now, that is something to ctéenp
about, but they do not do it. | remember we hadreversation with the whole team together and
someone said, “Do you not just love these peoptafl’ it was universal. There was something special
about the Ethiopians. It was wonderful.

On the way home from work the other day | stoppealr@staurant where they had free Internet access,
because | had e-mail to catch up on. | was eatinig and | had talked to my wife, who had decided

to join me. | was there about an hour, and dutrag time there were a couple of families who were
there with their kids. There was a mom in frontrad with a girl who was about seven or eight years
old. Little girls sometimes catch my attention heszal have two daughters, and it takes me back to
when they were young. So | was looking at this nam her daughter, and | could tell that the ligile
was definitely her daughter. She looked like hére @aughter was explaining something to her mom,
and although | was not close enough to hear, skevery animated, and it was fun to watch. There was
such a joy in that moment of seeing the uniquenétss little eight-year-old girl expressing her
personhood before her mother, which is in partride from her mother. But more than that, it is
unique and special. It is a special reflection ofiS creation.

Another family there had three or four kids. Theiygest was about two or three years old. He was not
crying, but he was making a protest of some kinelé¥theless, it made a similar impression on me.
This three-year-old was doing the same thing irolia way with the tools he had available to him. He
was expressing his own personhood and his owndgiiss. As the parents responded they showed their
own goodness and what God had created and builthetm. At that moment | thought, “God has

worked something in me.” It had something to ddhwiite Ethiopians. They impacted me in a way that |
have not experienced before. | love people in thairety and goodness. Seeing God’s created work in
people is wonderful.

| do not know those people, their situations, oerelthey are spiritually or emotionally. | do noiokv
whether one of those kids is going to be a completemquent. | have no idea. | do not know which
ones God is going to work in through His providermoaking them realize that they need a Savior. | do
not know which ones are going to accept Him as &8&qbirit works in their heart and draws them to
Himself. But even though | did not know that, il diot matter, because | had something of a glinspse
all these things that we are trying to understand.

Do not get too focused on negatives. Somewhergeimidst of this God’s finger is still there. The
beauty is there. The beauty is in those people bEagty is in the Muslim man we met who does not
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know God. Yes, he is HIV positive and he is dyibgt that does not have much to do with it. Thers wa
something of beauty in that man. There was somgthiiiod’s image in that man. The glory of God

was shining through. Even though he is wrong abimngs and does not know the Lord, God’s
handiwork and glory were still represented. | henissed that for too many years by looking at the
negatives and the lack of faith. | have not lovedpile as well as | should. That should be the primye
every one of us. Let us look at this so that welzegome more and more the people God wants us to be
That is the bottom line. Know that He made eachain@u exactly the way you are. All the messed up
parts, He is all right with. He is going to userthéecause that is what He is up to.
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