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There are two movements leading to insight. One reaches out and grasps at what is yet unknown, attempting to seize its mystery. This is the way of science, and we know how much it has transformed, enriched and contributed to the safety of our lives. 

The second way is to pause in our attempt to grasp understanding, and instead allow our attention to become wide and spacious, until we see the whole instead of its parts. Our gaze is prepared to take in the totality that presents itself to us at once. If we consent to this inner movement, for example when we look at a landscape, when we face a problem or a task in front of us, then we may notice how our visual field is full and empty at the same time. For we can only tolerate such wealth if we avoid looking at the individual parts. In doing so we withdraw into an empty space within, where we simply rest and wait, and from where we can meet diversity and totality. 

I call this inward withdrawal phenomenological. It leads to different insights than any aggressive inquiry could ever bring to us. Still, the two movements complete one another. After all, in scientific investigation we need to pause now and then and direct our attention to a larger perspective; and even insights gained by phenomenological inquiry need examination from a specific point of view at times. 

The Phenomenological Approach 

In phenomenological inquiry one opens oneself up to perceiving a variety of phenomena without judging or focusing on any particular one. This kind of investigation requires an inner state devoid of pre-conceptions, intentions and judgements, particularly relating to inner movements, such as sensations, feelings or ideas. One's attention is both directed and devoid of direction, both focused and wide open at once. 

A phenomenological stance demands readiness to act and yet refrains from action. In the dynamic of these opposites our perception intensifies. If one is able to tolerate the tension arising from these opposites, soon a context emerges, in which a variety of impressions seem to organise around a central theme, perhaps a deeper truth, and the next step will appear. 

Family Constellations 

The potential of the phenomenological approach and what it asks of us is particularly evident in family constellations. On the one hand the phenomenon of family constellations itself is a result of phenomenological inquiry, on the other hand the phenomenological process can only succeed in a posture of humility and trust in the very phenomena, its insights, and the very experience it allows us to gain. 

The Client 

What actually happens in psychotherapy when a client sets up a constellation of his family? 

Initially he selects representatives for each member of his family from a group of participants. In other words, representatives for his mother, father, his siblings and also for himself. It is irrelevant whom he chooses for the various members, as long as he selects members of the same sex. It may even be better if he disregards external similarities altogether and chooses the representatives without any particular intention at all. This represents a first step towards withdrawing inwardly, and collecting oneself, and letting go of old images and ideas about one's family. 

The participant choosing a representative according to age or external body type, is not truly open to what may be essential and still remain invisible. By considering external factors, he limits the strength of what the constellation may reveal, and the constellation may already be doomed to failure. It is for this reason that it may even be better if the therapist himself selects the representatives for the client. 

Once the representatives are selected, the client places them in relation to one another in space. During this step it is helpful if he guides them from behind with both of his hands on their shoulders, so he is energetically connected with them while he moves them to their place. The client remains centred, sensing and listening carefully to his inner movement, following its guidance and subtle impulses, until he arrives with them at a place that feels instinctively right for him. During the process of placing the representative he stays in contact not only with himself and the representative, but also with a larger field. 

This field surrounds him and can guide him, if he is open to receiving the signals. This subtle guidance will assist him in finding the appropriate place for the representative. He follows the same procedure when setting up the other representatives. During this time the client blocks out his surroundings and returns from this completely focused state only after every representative has been placed. Sometimes it is helpful if he walks around the entire constellation afterwards and corrects whatever seems out of place. Then he returns to his seat. 

It is immediately apparent if a client is not grounded in this posture of humility and inner collectedness. In that case he might try, for example, to suggest to the representative a certain body posture, similar to creating a sculpture; or he may move rather quickly, when setting up the representatives, as if he is following a preconceived inner picture; or he may forget to set up one of the representatives altogether; or he may declare that a certain representative is standing in the right place although he or she has not been moved at all. Most constellations that have not been set up in a serious, grounded fashion will reach an impasse or end up in confusion. 

The Therapist 

In order for a constellation to succeed, the therapist has to let go of any intentions and theories of his own. In withdrawing inwardly to a void within himself, and exposing himself fully to the constellation as it is, he will recognise immediately if a client is attempting to influence the constellation, or if the client is trying to escape a reality that is beginning to emerge, by setting up pre-conceived images. In that case the therapist tries to assist the client in grounding himself, and opening up to the experience as it presents itself. If that doesn't work, he breaks off the constellation. 

The Representatives 

The same posture of withdrawing inwardly away from intentions, fears, and theoretical ideas, is required of the representatives as well. During the process of being set up they are asked to pay close attention to subtle clues in alterations in their physical or emotional state, for example, if their heart rate changes, or if they feel drawn to look down at the floor, or suddenly feel lighter or heavier, angry, or sad. In addition, any images that might arise, sounds or words that might suggest themselves, are helpful to report, even if they do not make sense. 

For example, there was an American, who was in the process of learning German, who repeatedly heard the sentence, "Sagen Sie Albert," going through his head, during a constellation while he was representing a father. He later asked the client whether the name "Albert" meant anything to him. "Yes, of course," the client responded, "that was the name of my father and grandfather, and my middle name is Albert as well." 

Another participant, who was representing the son of a man who had died in a helicopter accident, continually heard the rotor sounds of a helicopter. This son had once had a helicopter accident himself, with him as pilot and his father as passenger, but they had both survived the accident. 

Obviously, it takes sensitive awareness and intuition, as well as a willingness to let go of any ulterior motives in order for this process to take place. The therapist has to be very alert that the representatives don't mistake their fantasies for actual perceptions. The less prior information both the therapist and the representatives have about a family, the easier it is to avoid this tendency. 

Phenomenological Information 

Phenomenological perception is helped most by asking only for the most essential information, and for that to be done just prior to the constellation, not earlier. 

The essential questions are: 

Who belongs to the family? 

Are there any stillborn members of the family, or any who have died early? Has there been any special fate in the family, for example someone with a disability? 

Was one of the parents or grandparents engaged, or married before, or in a significant prior relationship? 

Any further questioning usually hinders openness to the phenomenal information which emerges. This is true both for the therapist as well as the representative. This is also the reason why the therapist declines any prior conversations with the client or extensive questionnaires. In addition, it is best if the client remains silent during the constellation, and that the representatives refrain from asking the client any questions. 

Focused Attention 

Some representatives tend to interpret their feelings from the image of the constellation, rather than paying attention to their immediate inner feelings. One representative of a father said that he felt confronted by his children, simply because they were placed directly in front of him. When he observed carefully how he was feeling, he realised that he actually felt quite good. He allowed himself to be influenced by the outer image rather that trusting his internal perception. 

Sometimes, a representative withholds information that he considers shocking or offensive; for example, if the representative of a father feels an attraction to his daughter, or if the representative of a mother would prefer one of her children to follow another family member into death. 

The therapist must be acutely aware of all subtle body signals, for example, a barely noticeable smile, a small movement of straightening up, or several persons spontaneously moving closer together. If he communicates what he sees at once, then the representatives have a chance to re-examine their own perceptions. 

Some representatives try to give pleasant explanations in an attempt to help and console the client. Such representatives are usually out of touch with the movement of the constellation altogether and it would be better to replace them right away. 

The Signals 

The therapist must be fearless and without any aims of his own, and also remain mindful and aware of the entire constellation at all times. Only then, will he be able to avoid confusion which may result from superficial statements and be in a position to take the constellation to its full depth. 

There is usually a clear signal if a constellation is on the right track or not. If the group of observers begins to be restless, and the attention of the audience subsides, the constellation has no chance any more. Then it is best if the therapist interrupts at once. This allows all participants to centre themselves and start anew at a later time. Sometimes there may be helpful observations from the audience, but they must be pure observations. Interpreting and guessing only make the confusion worse. If this happens the therapist needs to stop the comments as well and lead the group back to serious, focused awareness. 

I have spoken in such depth here about the procedure of setting up family constellations and possible hindrances, in an effort to deter frivolously or carelessly done constellations. The process of setting up someone's family must not be taken lightly. Otherwise, the phenomenological approach to family constellations will be discredited as a whole. Nor can a family constellation be done out of curiosity, as the seriousness and inherent strength will be sacrificed. 

The Beginning 

Now back to the constellation itself. The first decision the therapist has to make is whether to set up the present family or the family of origin. Our experience has shown that it is best to begin with the present family. Then one can add members of the family of origin, who still hold a strong influence on the present family, but at a later point. In this way oppressive or healing influences can be seen and felt across several generations. The only time it is advisable to begin with the family of origin, is in case of a very difficult fate. 

The next decision is whom to include in the initial constellation. One begins with the core family, father, mother and children. If there is a stillborn child or a child who died early, it is best to wait and add them later. In this way it is possible to observe the effect that the child has on the rest of the family. As a rule, one begins with only a few people and allows the constellation to develop step by step by itself, adding others as necessary. 

The Procedure 

Once the constellation is set up, the representatives and the client need some time to take it in, feel its effect, and confront the new images it presents. The representatives often have immediate spontaneous reactions. They might begin to tremble, weep or bow their heads. They might suddenly begin breathing heavily, or look at someone with a heightened interest, or feel as if they were in love. 

Some therapists tend to ask the representatives too quickly how they are feeling , which hinders this process. A therapist who asks the representatives too quickly, often relies on their feedback before his own perceptions have fully formed. This may cause confusion in the other representatives. 

First the therapist needs to allow the image of the constellation to have an effect on himself. Often times, it is quite obvious who is under pressure and who is in danger. If someone has been placed at the outer edges of the constellation, away from others, or merely facing outwards, it is clear that this person is representing someone who wants to leave or to die. Without soliciting any prior information from anybody, the therapist may simply take that representative a few steps forward in the direction he is looking, and pay attention to the effect that this move has on that representative as well as the others. 

Sometimes all representatives are looking in one direction. This clearly suggests that they are looking at someone standing in front of them, someone who has been forgotten or excluded, for example a child who died early, a former fiancée, or perhaps a mother's former lover, who may have died in the war. Then the therapist asks the client if he or she knows who this person could be. A representative is added for that person before any representative makes any other statement. 

Another example is, when the mother is surrounded by her children in such a way, that it appears that they are trying to prevent her from leaving. The therapist inquires of the client immediately, as to what happened in the family of origin of the mother that could explain her feeling drawn to leave. Then he tries to find relief and resolution for her first, prior to proceeding with the work with other representatives. 

Progressing in this way, the therapist develops subsequent steps from the initial constellation, gathering additional information from the client towards the next step, without doing anything more, or inquiring anything other than what he needs for this step. The constellation remains concentrated on what is essential, and retains its inherent tension and intensity. Every unnecessary step, every unnecessary question, each additional person that is not necessary for the solution, only diminishes the constellation's focus and detracts from the important persons and events. 

Condensed Constellations 

Sometimes it is sufficient to set up only two representatives: for example, a mother and her son who is afflicted with Aids. Then the therapist may even abstain from giving any instructions at all. He leaves the representatives to their own feelings and movements that emerge naturally out of the dynamics between them, without words. A non-verbal drama unfolds that not only reveals the feelings of its participants, but also the steps which might still be possible and appropriate for both. 

The Space 

The amazing effect of the phenomenological approach is most obvious here. The energy and dynamics which result from the therapist's posture of attentive reserve and the participants, create a space in which relationships and entanglements can emerge and move towards resolution. In this process, it seems as if the representatives are being influenced by a powerful external force that appears to direct them in some way. Our established psychological and philosophical approaches are not sufficient to explain the phenomena which can be observed here. 

The Field 

The first phenomenon we notice here is that there is obviously a dimension of awareness that we all share. We all participate in a common field. The representatives often feel and behave like the actual persons they represent, although neither the therapist nor they themselves have received any prior information beyond the initial facts. The client is often perplexed when the representatives make the same kind of comments as the real persons, or express the same feelings or symptoms. This suggests that the real family members participate in this dimension of knowing in some way. At this level, there is no information which is not accessible to the soul. 

A short time ago, a friend of mine told me about a woman, whose father was Jewish, but had withheld this fact from his children, and even had had them all baptised. She learned about this only shortly before his death. At the same time she learned that her father had two sisters who had died in a concentration camp. This woman had had several careers during her life. First she was a farmer, then she restored antique furniture, and then she took up her present profession as a therapist. As she researched more about the life of her deceased aunts, it turned out that one had been a farmer, and the other one had had an antique furniture store. Without knowing it she had followed them both by choosing the same work and was deeply connected with them in this way. 

How to explain this phenomenon remains a mystery. Rupert Sheldrake , an English scientist, has proven in multiple experiments with dogs that when their owner is absent, some dogs instantly sense the moment when their owner decides to return home. They may even sense this if the owner's journey home begins on a different continent. Distances seem to be irrelevant here. This proves that there is some field of connection which extends beyond time and space, in which the dog and the owner participate. 

The Dead 

In family constellations it has become clear that the behaviour of the representatives reflects something about the behaviour and fates of the real family members. In addition it seems clear that family members are connected to other members who have long since passed away. How else could one explain the fact that within one family during the last hundred years, there have been three men from different generations who each killed himself at the age of 27 on the 31st of December? In addition, it later emerged that the first husband of the client's great-grandmother had died on the 31st of December, and that most likely the great-grandmother and her second husband were the murderers, and had poisoned her first husband. 

The Family Soul 

There seem to be forces at work here which lie beyond the limits of our usual understanding. Beyond our traditional understanding of soul, there seems to be a greater soul which unites the living and the dead, or a "family soul" that joins living and deceased family members. We can actually see the extent of the family soul when we observe that only certain family members are affected and may be entangled in the fates of other family members. Those included in a system are: 

the children, including stillborn children and those who have died early, 

the parents and their siblings, 

the grandparents, 

sometimes one of the great-grandparents and, at times, ancestors even further back. 

everybody - and this is most important - who made room to the advantage of the above members. This includes, in particular, former partners of parents or grandparents, as well as all those whose misfortune or death brought the family an advantage or gain. 

victims of violence and murder by any members of the family. 

I would like to share some experiences I had only recently which had to do with the last two groups. In constellations with the descendants of those who had acquired great wealth, what was remarkable were the particularly difficult fates of the grandchildren and great-grandchildren, which could not be explained by events in the family alone. After representatives had been added for the people who had suffered through the acquisition of this wealth, it became apparent that their sacrifice continued to have an effect in the family over several generations. 

There were for instance labourers who died during the construction of the railroad or in oil production, whose contribution to the prosperity of their employers was not acknowledged and honoured. 

In many constellations involving the descendants of murderers, for example the perpetrators during the Nazi Regime, it was clear that the grandchildren and great-grandchildren wanted to lie next to the victims, which implies a danger of strong suicidal tendencies. 

The solution was similar for both groups. The victims must be looked at and acknowledged by all members of the family, who need to bow to them and grieve for them. Afterwards, those who originally benefited, as well as the perpetrators, need to lie with the victims, and the other family members need to let them go to that realm. Only then will the descendants be relieved. 

The family members behave as if they all share a common soul, or a common conscience, and as if they are all subject to a common higher authority. It even appears that this authority follows certain laws and demands. 

The Greater Love 

The first phenomenon we see here is, that the members of a family are bound together by this greater soul, or common family soul. This is true even to the extent that a child, whose mother or father dies early, feels a longing to follow them into death. Even parents or grandparents occasionally want to follow their child or grandchild into death, and we can observe this dynamic between partners as well. If one dies, often the other one loses the desire to live. 

Balance and Compensation 

The second phenomenon we notice, is that there is an urge to balance gains and losses across generations. That means that someone who has profited at someone else's expense will pay for it with an equivalent loss to compensate. If those who benefited were also the perpetrators, their descendants are often the ones who end up paying. The family soul uses them in place of their ancestors, frequently without anybody being aware of it. 

The Order of Precedence 

In other words, the family soul favours those who came later over those who came earlier. This represents a third movement, or natural order of the family soul. Someone who is born later is prepared to die for someone who came earlier in the system, sacrificing his own life in an attempt to prevent the death of another family member. Or, the later family member may be atoning for the unresolved guilt of someone who came earlier. A daughter may represent her father's former wife, and behave towards him more like a partner than like his child. In such a case, she becomes her mother's rival. If the father's former partner had been wronged, the daughter may take over the feelings of that woman towards the two parents. 

Integrity 

The fourth order of the family soul attends to the integrity of the family and demands that every family member have the right to belong. Later family members represent earlier members who have been excluded or forgotten, thereby honouring their right to belong, and restoring them to the family by making a place for them. 

This is only a brief summary of some of the movements of the family soul and its underlying orders. My book "Love's Hidden Symmetry" and "Acknowledging What Is" deals with the topic more extensively. 

Solutions 

The question remains what kind of solution can be found for a client? What constitutes the phenomenological approach here? 

The phenomenological field of vision ranges from a narrow point of view to a spacious awareness, it extends from what is close at hand to distant vistas. This means, instead of looking only at the client, the therapist also looks at the entire family; and instead of looking only at the client and his family, he looks beyond them, to a larger field of phenomena and to the larger soul containing all of it. An individual and his family are bound together by a larger field and affected by the forces of a greater common soul, which appears to guide and direct them. Furthermore, it seems clear that a problem may only be understood fully, and solutions may only emerge, in the context of a larger view. 

If I hope to assist the client's soul, I must look at his soul as being guided by the family soul. But if I only look at the client and his family, I may recognise what may have lead to entanglements, but the solution may not present itself, until a connection has been made to those forces and dimensions of soul which lie beyond the individual and his family. These dimensions are beyond our influence. We can merely remain open and receptive to them. When we focus on the essential during a constellation, this greater soul may provide insights into a potentially healing image, a healing sentence, and a possible next step. 

The therapist merely makes himself open to be touched by this larger soul, by refraining from any direction on his part, and remaining deeply humble towards all that he fears, even fear itself. Then suddenly, a picture, a word, or a sentence may emerge, guiding him to the next step. But it will always be a step into the dark and the unknown. Only in the end will it be clear whether this was the right step, or if it actually helped. By taking a phenomenological stance we come into contact with these dimensions of soul, and this is more easily accomplished by non-doing than by doing. 

It is the therapist's own focused presence that assists the client in adopting a phenomenological attitude himself, and to receiving the insights and strength it offers. Often the client cannot bear what is being revealed and closes down against it. The therapist consents even to that. The therapist does not allow himself to become entangled in the destiny of the client and his family. This may seem cold-hearted. But our experience has shown, that insight gained in any other way, remains incomplete and tentative, for the client as well as for the therapist. 

In closing, I will return again to the beginning, and the difference between the scientific approach and phenomenological path to insight. I wrote about that in a story that I will share with you now. 

Double Measure 

An observer of detail asked a seer: 

How does a part 

recognize its place 

within the Whole? 

And how is knowledge of the part 

different from knowing 

the fullness of the Greater Whole? 

The seer answered: 

The scattered parts become a Whole 

by yielding 

to their centre's pull, 

by allowing it 

to gather them. 

Their wholeness makes them 

beautiful and real. 

Yet, for us, their wholeness 

is so obvious, a gentle nothing, 

an urge 

to join together 

hidden within enduring. 

To know the Whole, its many parts need not 

be known, 

or spoken, 

or grasped, 

or done, 

or shown. 

I reach all that is in the city, 

by entering a single gate. 

I strike the gong, 

its one tone reverberates and 

sets the lesser bells achime. 

I pick one apple. 

I hold it in my hand. 

Though I know no details 

of its origin, I eat. 

The scholar objected: 

Whoever desires the whole truth 

must know all its parts as well. 

The wise man answered: 

Only from what is past 

can all the parts be known. 

Truth springs out of the Void 

into Being. 

It is always new, 

concealing its goal within itself, 

as the seed conceals the tree. 

Therefore, whoever hesitates to act, 

waiting to know more, 

misses what works, 

as if becoming condoned temerity. 

He makes the coin 

for merchandise 

and manages only firewood 

from living tress. 

The scholar thought: 

There must be more 

to the answer of the Whole, 

and asked 

for what he thought 

still failed. 

The seer said, 

the Whole is like a keg of fresh cider, 

sweet and cloudy. 

It needs time to ferment 

and to clear. 

Then those foolish enough to drink, 

not sip, get drunk.
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