
All in the Family 
        As we get a little on in years, many of us reflect on our younger days and are somewhat bemused at the differences between then and now. Leaving aside the almost inevitable changes in body shape and energy levels, we are prone to notice other altered perceptions. In some cases, we were boisterous and party-loving; now we hang out on the couch with a good book. Once we spoke as if we had all the answers; these days we are less sure. For others, the reverse may be true. Timorous youth, awash with fear and uncertainty, has given way to confident, self-assured middle age. Reverence has replaced rebelliousness. And so on.
            In a way, change is at the heart of this article. Most things do. Some don’t. Beyond the certainties of ‘death and taxes’ lie other invariables. Parents, for instance. Biologically, unless genetic modification works its future wonders, we are stuck or blessed (depending upon how you look at it) with one ‘birth’ father and one ‘birth’ mother. Unless we are adopted or orphaned at an early age, our family-of-origin will have a major influence upon our conditioning and development. In fact, as researchers and therapists frequently remind us, our experiences within the family crucible over the course of time usually range from the pleasant to the painful – and in some cases can be profound.
        Developmental psychologists, such as Jean Piaget and Erik Erikson, see our lives in terms of stages, with each stage requiring us to come to grips with critical tasks. Betty Carter and Monica McGoldrick take this further, outlining a family life cycle theory that follows the progress of individuals and families “as a system moving through time”. For example, in young adulthood, we normally leave home and accept emotional and financial responsibility for ourselves. This transition implies an independence and a ‘letting go’. Rarely does the change come easily but, once managed, usually results in a certain relief all round. In due course, most of us move from single life to life as a couple. This brings fresh challenges, as a new marital system forms, in-laws are acquired, and relationships with extended families are realigned to include our partners. When we have children of our own, new responsibilities and delights emerge, while our parents become grandparents to the latest generation. Again, the family dynamics change.
        We grow up with little discussion of these dynamics. “Family systems” is not taught at school, and unless we have an interest in psychology, counselling or social work, we are unlikely to come across this dialogue in the tertiary arena. Yet, we do grow up with a learned (though often unspoken) understanding of the rules, boundaries, and secrets that surround our family beliefs and behaviour. We come to know what will cause grief to ourselves – or to other family members. We note what garners approval. We have no obvious say in our choice of parents, grandparents, brothers or sisters – and neither, at conception, can we predict with any confidence what manner of child will result. But while these cards seem to fall as they may, we can offer, either inwardly or openly, strong doses of appreciation, judgment, or dislike for all our various family members. 
        What often remains in the dim recesses of our awareness is the extent to which our family background continues to affect us. Sometimes the patterns are hard to spot, let alone to acknowledge. Often it is our partner who will point out the bleeding obvious (only to be met with denial and protests). It can be critical to understand how patterns arise and how imbedded they become. Clinical psychologist, Edward Teyber, sees three relational styles. We either move away from others (avoid or disengage), we move against others (rebel or seek to intimidate), or we move with others (acquiesce or attempt to please). The coping strategy we adopt is the one that blocks us feeling the anxiety that results when our needs are not met.  We can spend the rest of our lives trapped in this way and not achieve what has been called “emotional intelligence”. 
        How our parents act has a major bearing. Severely authoritarian parents communicate disapproval, often with anger or rejection. Instead of being directed at a child’s behaviour, their disapproval attacks the child’s sense of self. Regular withdrawal of parental warmth and emotional connection may engender shame and guilt in the child. Attachment needs are not met, leaving the child exposed and vulnerable.  Coping strategies may be found but in all likelihood the child will carry the underlying anxiety into adult life. 
        With highly permissive parents, the outcomes may be different but equally problematic. Children do not know what is expected of them, and because their parents do not consistently enforce any rules that have been set, these children learn they do not have to obey. In later life, they often avoid taking responsibility, and expect instant gratification.

        In any case, according to renowned family therapist, Salvatore Minuchin, parenting has always been “more or less impossible”. Most parents try to do their best, while children tend to be very forgiving, and are usually prepared to make lifelong efforts to repair or improve relationships with their parents. Teyber believes that unless we can integrate the good and the bad aspects of our parents, we will have difficulty integrating the good and bad parts of ourselves (and of our children).
       Immersed in the day-to-day realities of work, child-raising and social activity, we may find neither time nor inclination to explore the nuances of family interactions. Relationship dramas with our intimate partner may be more than enough. On the other hand, there is much to be said for biting the bullet, especially if we accept Carter and McGoldrick’s assertion that “the tremendous life-shaping impact of one generation on those following is hard to overestimate”.

        Is this a shared concern within established religions and alternative spiritual circles? Well, yes – and no.  Major religious traditions, while espousing ‘family values’, tend to endorse a conservative approach, heavy with patriarchy, and based upon obedience and respect for elders. Rarely is there serious investigation into the pathological aspects of unquestioning faith and rigid value systems. Conversely, new age spirituality, emerging from the exuberance of the 1960s, and hand-in-hand with the human potential movement, ushered in a collective bout of introspection, particularly among affluent westerners. Those of us who threw in our hat with exotic teachers and gurus of one form or another were urged to turn within and examine who we were. We did so with great enthusiasm, often to the dismay and incomprehension of our immediate families. No matter – we were urged to ditch or distance ourselves from our old lives, all in the name of personal growth. Though we may have gained insights into our patterns – and those around us – we were usually unprepared for the schisms and the estrangement.
      Decades down the track, it is fascinating to observe what has happened. For some, the wheel seems to have turned full circle. Café-talk is likely to swirl around our elderly parents or the first grandchild. Fences have been progressively mended. Not only has the role of family been better understood but the lifelong impacts of transgenerational family systems upon our individual beliefs and behaviour are receiving overdue attention. It is no surprise that “family constellation” workshops are in vogue (though the concept itself dates back to Freud and Alfred Adler).
       Flip the coin, however, and one sees a tendency for others to duck the issue, or to negate its importance. This can be the case among self-proclaimed seekers who have been in the game for some time. Peak experiences, transcendental glimpses, powerful insights, or blissful states, – often around charismatic teachers – can inculcate subtle disdain for more prosaic investigations. Sometimes pride will play a part. (“After all I’ve done, surely I don’t need to look at my childhood again”)? Well, perhaps not. But for many of us, there can be a tendency to seek the easy way out, particularly if we believe the accumulation of familial hurts, resistances, conflicts and differences of temperament make rapprochement and accommodation all too hard. We may find it prudent to dismiss or ignore any nagging thoughts that some residues remain. This negation can be expressed in various ways. A minor example is the name we use. We may prefer to retain a colourful, guru-given name rather than resort to the one handed out at birth. Or we may have an ongoing preference for silent meditative practices and heightened energy workshops over a therapeutic exploration of our relationships with our parents and extended family. No problem in preferences – but it can be useful to conduct a self-examination as to why we choose certain ones. Otherwise we may unknowingly ‘jump over’ impediments to our inner growth. Buddhist psychotherapist, John Welwood, deftly describes this as “spiritual bypassing”.
        Charismatic teachers and religious leaders, it must be said, are not immune to this condition. It can be a litmus test to see the extent to which a teacher self-discloses about past and present issues with his or her own family. Some do; others rarely mention this aspect of their own voyage. Not that the omission necessarily detracts from the clarity or power of their teaching. But a discerning student may at least wish to raise the subject. Should the teacher elect to remain mute then the reticence could have more to do with where the teacher has unfinished business, rather than his or her personal or family privacy. Transparency in this regard, it could be argued, is a hallmark of the integrity of any teacher or guru who proclaims a transcendent realisation. For the teacher to act otherwise has the potential to de-humanise the realisation; to embrace Heaven while steering clear of Earth’s banalities.
        As we look around the contemporary spiritual scene, it is rare to find these issues under the microscope. Longing for identity, meaning or transformation can colour our lenses. Impatience, in our western upbringing, is seen as a virtue. In the self-help supermarket, we try this and that, ever anxious for the quick fix that will somehow change our lives. Understandably, we may attempt to consign messy family stuff to the dustbin of our personal history, only to find that the lid flies off at most inopportune moments. Even if we lead contemplative, solitary lives there almost always comes a reckoning. Author, Jack Kornfield, captures the dilemma in After The Ecstasy The Laundry where he eloquently describes the angst-laden transition from Buddhist monk to husband, father and breadwinner. Twenty years of meditation evaporate the instant he is reunited with his mother!
        Today we hear much talk of living holistically – eating well, exercising, easing our workload, making space for relaxation and ‘inner work’, and spending quality time with family and friends. We all have an idea of how the ideal balance would look. In acting out our dreams, we make choices. Occasionally, we experience a measure of fulfilment. Often, we simply aspire to what has been called “manageable happiness”. Yet in the background, unless we are truly alone, we tune into the emotional hum of the family. An aunt has died. A brother’s marriage has foundered. A daughter has a drug addiction. A father’s business is floundering. A grandmother needs to move into a nursing home. From year to year, events conspire to keep us involved. Sometimes we can be available and supportive. On other occasions we despair or run for cover. Over our latte we may find ourselves telling a friend that nothing could be more complicated than our particular family.
        Yet the challenge of knowing ourselves is inextricably bound up with understanding our family dynamics and our role in them. We don’t need to love or even like the cards we have been dealt – but we do need to find ways to turn them face-up. Our family may not share our interest. We need to tread warily and with great sensitivity. In so doing we may notice changing relationships, as if the ripple effect of our increased awareness works its own magic. In embracing rather than evading the inevitable complications we assist our deepening and enrich our journeys.
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