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Family Systems Theory: An Example

One crucial element in marriage is that each sphasehe ability to pay attention to his or hereinn
life, put it into words, and be honest about itaflis really a summary of a lot of the things weéha
already said. You have to pay attention to thethear

We want to put issues behind us so we can go arthemd or past them rather than go through them.
Change occurs, however, when we have to go thrthegh, and going through them means we have to
grieve things and forgive them. That is often a Wwaye-experience pain, like the Ethiopian woman |
described in an earlier lesson who ended up sadt&rour time together because she was facing the
issue more honestly. The challenge for couples gy enough attention to their own inner liveshsd
they can actually name their feelings and make tparhof the relationship. That is another sumnadry
what we are trying to do as counselors. We wahetr enough of the story so that we can help the
couple notice what they are feeling and put it iwtwrds. We do not just want them to be able taifput
into words when they are in the room with us, bbhewthey are actually living their lives. Sue
Johnson’s bookold Me Tightis about this same thing. How do we help peopteeaavhat is really
going on in their conversations? A person’s praetesay be about what they are not getting, what they
need in their inner life. The protest begins tdgth ways in the relationship. It is really abontissue
that never gets recognized. Sue Johnson attemp&dggeople do this very thing. Pay attention.iPut
into words. Make it part of your relationship immmre honest way. That is a good summary of a lot of
what has been said up to this point.

| would like to discuss Eric Clapton’s autobiogrgphecause it is a good illustration of the impafct

story on a person’s life. It illustrates how yotorg and history can shape your life. Clapton is an
English musician. He was born in 1946. In the bdwkreflects back on a time when he was quite young
and he recognized that there were secrets in m#yfaAround the age of eight, he figured out that

was the secret. People would be whispering untivteld walk in the room and then they would stop.
He was eventually able to put the story togetherfigured out that the man he looked at as his much
older brother was telling the truth when he reféte@Eric as the little bastard. Eric figured duttthe

man he thought was his older brother was actuadlyihcle. The people he thought were his parents
were actually his grandparents. The person heatidee very often, but thought was his sister, was
actually his mother. She was sixteen when he was Bdis was at the end of WWII. She got involved
with a Canadian Army officer and became pregname. I8t him know that, but he went back to Canada.
She stayed out of the public eye after that p&nt was born in the upstairs bedroom of her patent
house. Not long after that she went away and eadigtnarried someone else and had a couple of other
kids. Eric was raised by his grandparents as Wae their child. This was all a big secret. Butinlgr

family gatherings Eric became aware that peopleldvba whispering and often stop when he would
come in. That is how he realized that he was até&meer of this story. Eventually he figured it @lit.

There is a very sad aspect of this story. The sbe@ame more open when Eric was about 12 or 13. Hi
mom came to visit with Eric’s two half-sisters amet husband. Eric asked his mother, “Does this mean
| can call you mom now?” She said, “After all thegve done for you I think we should just leavédé t
way it is.” That felt like terrible rejection. Asl&pton tells about the rest of his life, it becornesgious

that there are some clear connections betweemrvWeat and what happens later. He became a terrible
alcoholic and an extreme drug addict. Those wecepinases of his life. After his alcoholism he went
through rehabilitation and got sober. But then tiehgrribly addicted to heroine. He spent huge
amounts of money on heroine. He was living withdiffriend at the time, who was the former wife of
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George Harrison. Both of them were terribly addict€lapton ended up going back to rehabilitation
and got off heroine. After a number of years theree been some really significant changes in fas li

One of the intriguing questions is what happenedlapton during his second time in rehab. Clapson i
very honest in the book. He is very open, honest,even-handed. He talks about disputes with people
and what he sees as his contribution to problerag/od are reading this you get the feeling that thi
man, who is now in his 60s, is a relatively emadiibnmature person. He says that he was supposed to
be in rehab for a month, but he recognized aftéyaor two as he was going through the groups and
saying the right things that he could do that fon@nth, but it did not mean that things would cheang

He knew that. One day he was alone in his room hanthought about how he had heard people talk
about surrendering. So he got out of his bed amdt klown and prayed. And something happened. | do
not think he knows what it was or how to descrihéut something happened. He basically prayed that
he surrendered. He gave up. Where is he spiritadldio not know. | do not know that he knows. Ilwil
not be surprised if when we all stand before tmerte one day that Eric is standing there, too. &esh

will not be surprised if he is not. But he talkoabpraying for certain people every day. He piayat.

It is very clear that he is theistic. He beliewve$siod, and he understands the Gospel.

There was a change that happened in rehab at ddwesrthat stretches back into Eric’s early stdry
shows up in a couple of ways. Eric had severaguhfit relationships with different women, and heé ha
a few children from these different relationshipsie of the children was visiting Eric in New Yorkthv
his mom. Eric was walking down the streets of NewvkYon his way to an apartment building where
they were staying. When he got there, howeverethes a big commotion on the street and lots of
emergency vehicles. Eric’s son had been playingnaegin the apartment, which was several floors up.
There had been cleaners there, and they had th&estiteen off one of the windows, and the window
was left open. Eric’s son, who was five years ddah, out the window and fell to his death.

Throughout this time period Clapton kept going togholics Anonymous meetings. People asked him,
“How did you keep from drinking?” But it really wamot an issue for him. It was not a temptation. It
seems that Eric came to understand that the al@ttbthe drugs were not about a high. They were
about escaping, numbing, and avoiding the thingswtere going on in his inner life. But now he had
stopped avoiding, and he knew that he could noidatis terrible circumstance. He would just hawe t
face it and grieve through it. He understands htewlorks. You cannot get around these things. You
have to grieve them.

Later, his mom was dying in Canada, so he wenisib. e has had very little contact with her. He
never had contact with his natural father. He ditlhrave a relationship with his mother. His sisteese
there, and it was a hard thing. The woman he waatethtionship with and needed a relationship with
he never had a relationship with. She never steppdd that. She died, and any hope that was there
was now gone. That was harder for him, | think.ddes not say that. It is my interpretation. He does
say that he got busier and he stayed busy. He aiag grojects in California and England and flying
back and forth. He says, “I really did not know wtwdo, so | kept moving.” He could not face the
death of his mother as well as he faced the dddils on, but he could recognize what he was doing
He was avoiding this, and he knew it. He did ndtige alcohol. He got into work, instead.

The book is a wonderful depiction of someone whaeigling with his family issues and how they
shaped his heatrt. It illustrates some good, healtiys of working through that. It also includes gsom
good examples and stories of what God can be uptte process, even though it was not clear to Eri
what God did. It seems clear to me that God inteedeat some level to do something. Whether it was
common grace or special grace | do not know.
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Let us shift topics for a moment and discuss a laopissues. As a counselor, how do you leave your
work at work and not continue thinking about it wh@u are at home? | try to limit my thinking teeth
drive home. A long time ago | read an article wheerean talked about how he would envision himself
hanging his briefcase on a particular stop sigtherdrive home, and he would pick it up there m th
morning. It seems funny, but there is somethinth&d. | had a special challenge creating some
separation between work and home the first fodiveryears of my job as a social worker because my
office was three houses away from my house. | vehtlkevork. If | needed to go out for visits | would
walk home to get the car. | could go home for lunidiere are some great advantages to that, and also
some challenges. There was a telephone pole algngatik home, and | treated that telephone pole like
the man treated the stop sign. I tried to putlitredre and pick it up in the morning. You cannietays

do it. But you need to try to find some way to ¢pfine yourself to create some separation.

For pastors this can be difficult because you aregyto see the people you are counseling on daegu
basis. That is why you need to discuss how whattgiiuabout is going to stay in the office. Whemyo
see each other on Sunday morning and you are ghh&imds at the door and the pastor says, “How are
you doing?” he means, “How are you doing?” He do&tsmean, “How are the things going that we
were talking about in our counseling session aarli¢ghe week?” Keep that to the counseling roost. S
up those boundaries. It is somewhat artificial, god cannot do that completely, but you need tadry
work at it. The counselees need to help you work &30. When the counseling relationship is
terminated, it needs to be fully terminated. Yoglmiactually need to say the words, “Good byecah
be hard to say those words because you do notthemnelationship to end. But you have to be
disciplined enough to recognize that this is the. ditnat is hard. Many pastors want to say, as ¢negn
is leaving, “You can always come back.” But thatrijsng to avoid the pain of the fact that the time
together is over. You have to work on the disciplai setting up boundaries.

You will be helped in doing that if you can rememiao is responsible for the change. It is difftcul
because you care for the person, and so you cantkiméing about it. But if you are feeling too ntuc
responsibility for the change, it is really goimglte hard to stop. You are going to reassesseathings
that you said and did. The truth is that it is Isebhrd to break people, or to mess them up.ri¢adly

hard to do that. It is not that we cannot do wrtriggs and make mistakes. | do not mean that. But
usually when we make mistakes we get opportunitie®rrect them. The most common mistake | make
is that | miss things. But the opportunities usuk#ep presenting themselves again. By the fourth o
fifth time I usually pick up on them. Be comfortalwith the fact that you will make mistakes. Yoa ar
not likely to really mess people up that way. laliidn, you usually get opportunities to correat th
mistakes you will make. But it is hard to be contdibie with the fact that you will make mistakegoi

are feeling a great responsibility for the charges. a works-righteousness mentality that you are
feeling, really. You are thinking that the changgoing to be dependent on how well you do. Butitha
not how change happens, according to the Gospat.iglthange in a works-righteousness way—if you
do this right, then you will get good results. Aspel-centered approach recognizes that you cannot
make this happen. They need to work at it, butetheralso mystery to the process. God is involved.
That is true whether the person is a Christianaby ihseems to me. There are other things invothat!

we are trying to contribute to, but it is mystespgsometimes guess work, and we do not always know
what is going on. We are trying to come alongsiae lzelp. Stay away from the idea that if you do
things right, they will have to change. The entaiimnof that is that if change is not taking plavent

you must not have done things right. That is a eg@ldce to be in. It is not true.

It is all right for you not to know what the prohids right away in a counseling situation. You aoé¢
supposed to know what is going on, really. It Igight not to know what is going on. Counseling is
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often like going into a dark room and wanderinguaich Eventually you get to where you are going. But
you do not know that immediately. You go forwardhwine process, watching and paying attention to
what emerges.

| do not do a genogram while | am in a session p#bple. Some counselors do, and it can be good. |
am not saying that it is wrong to do it. But | fecon having a conversation with people. It woulddme
easy for me to get distracted if | were doing aogam while having a conversation. | want to lobk a
people and pay as much attention to both the ndmavand verbal cues as | can. After a sessiokel ta
notes, doing a genogram to see what | missed aatiwdndid not talk about. Sometimes | will then go
back and talk about things that we missed. Genagama tool, but do not be a slave to them. You
need to experiment with them and see how theywest for you. Further, there is not one right way t
do a genogram. There are some standard rules amubts; but there will be many situations that will
not fit the mold and you will simply have to maket@s on the side of the genogram. Most of our famil
histories will require notes. You will have to baective in terms of how much detail you put in the
notes. For instance, | do not know what order mymsasiblings were born in.
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