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2011: A Year of Transition 
LIM founder and Coordinator Larry Matthews reflects 
on transitions for Leadership in Ministry Workshops 

In  this photo I’m seated in a rocking chair on the front porch of a 
farmhouse in the mountains of West Virginia.  No, Jean and I 

haven’t moved and, no, we still haven’t decided when and where we will 
move from Vienna, VA.  What I have decided is that 2010 is my last year 
to serve as Coordinator of the LIM workshops.  Those of you who have 
been in the 2009 and 2010 workshops know that I have been in the process 
of choosing a date.  When Bob Dibble said ‘yes’ to my request that he step 
up to the Coordinator position, that settled the date for me. 

I am pleased that Bob will be our next LIM Coordinator.  His first 
workshop was at Lost River, West Virginia in 1994, the 3rd year of LIM.  
He has participated every year since then.  In 2001 he accepted the invita-
tion to become a faculty coach and has served at each of the workshop 
sites.  He is a committed student of BFST who continues to relate it to his 

Lawrence E. Matthews 

Continued next page 
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A year of transition, cont’d 

life and ministry.  He is also an outstanding Christian educator who has 
served for 21 years as Minister to Adults at River Road Church, Baptist in 
Richmond, VA. 
 Bob is already in the process of contracting with retreat centers and begin-
ning to line up faculty for 2011.  When he asked me if I would be willing to con-
tinue to serve as a faculty coach, my answer was:  “Let me know when you need 
me. I promise to think about it and respond appropriately.” Which means after con-
sidering what’s on my personal and family calendars for those dates!   
 Since 1991 when I founded LIM, twenty seven faculty coaches and the par-
ticipants in each of our 60 workshops have joined me in making it possible.  The 
relationships I have shared along the way have enriched my life and challenged my 
growth and I will always cherish them. 
 What about the future?  No one of us knows what the future holds for LIM.  
I’ve learned from BFST and Ed Friedman that process determines outcome.  
 For twenty years this has been a venture of faith. There is no organizational 
chart or official board or any other institutional structure for Leadership in Ministry 
Workshops.  A web site and an excellent newsletter have been our stack poles.  Our 
bond has been a shared commitment to a common goal: learning, practicing and 
teaching a different way of understanding ‘leadership’ through the process of 
differentiating a self - in our own lives first, then in our families, personal rela-
tionships and the larger communities and institutions in which we work and 
live. I appreciate being a part of this venture. 
   
Larry 
 

 

 

Larry Matthews is founder and coordinator of the LIM workshops. He was a congregational 

minister for 42 years before his retirement, and served as faculty on Edwin Friedman’s post 

graduate program for clergy. After twenty years with LIM this will be his “second retire‐

ment.”  

 

For twenty years this has 

been a venture of faith. 

There is no organizational 

chart or official board or 

any other institutional 

structure . . . Our bond has 

been a shared commit­

ment to a common goal: 

learning, practicing and 

teaching a different way of 

understanding ‘leadership’ 
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T hese memorable lines from Shake-
speare’s King Henry have flitted 
across my mind for more than a year 

now.  Though I do not think of the leadership 
transition in which LIM finds itself now as 
“war,” it is a challenging time nonetheless. We 
know enough about the formidable forces of 
homeostasis in our own personal and profes-
sional lives to appreciate an innate resistance to 
such change. 
                            But across my sixteen years 
of participation in LIM, I have come to the 
strong conviction that both individuals and 
organizations have the greatest potential for 
maturity and growth in the directions of health 
and wellness (you could also insert here: to-
ward greater differentiation of self) through 
challenge.  Such is the time in which we find 

ourselves. 
Who among us does not value highly the 
dream brought to reality in LIM? Larry’s vi-
sion of this affordable ministry for clergy and 
others is the direct result of his passion and 
wisdom and hard work across nineteen years. 
I, for one, didn’t want it to change.  But when 
he approached me awhile back about stepping 
into the Coordinator’s role, there was, quite 
frankly, within me a powerful “life-wish” for 
LIM and its continuing. Was I intimidated at 
the prospects? ABSOLUTELY! But that was 
my stuff, and eventually more of my positive 
first-born traits overcame any fears and reser-
vations (insert anxiety here) I had about suc-
ceeding Larry. Another realization also 
emerged that calmed my anxieties about this 
leadership transition; namely, that there were 

Once More Unto the Breach 
LIM faculty member and new Coordinator Bob Dibble ponders about the  
transition and future of the Leadership in Ministry Workshops 

Bob Dibble 
 

“Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more; . . . 
In peace there's nothing so becomes a man 
As modest stillness and humility: 
But when the blast of war blows in our ears, 
Then imitate the action of the tiger; . . .” 

Continued on p. 14 

Robert L. Dibble 
is Minister to Senior Adults at 

River Road Church, Richmond 

VA. He has served on the faculty 

of LIM since 2001.  Bob will be‐

come the Coordinator of Leader‐

ship in Ministry Workshops in 

2011.  
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Differentiation is the life­

long process of striving to 

keep one’s being in bal­

ance through the recipro­

cal external and internal 

processes of self­definition 

and self­regulation. . . . . 

Edwin Friedman,  
A Failure of Nerve 

“Mindfulness provides a simple but powerful route for getting ourselves unstuck, back into touch with our 
own wisdom and vitality. It is a way to take charge of the direction and quality of our lives, including our 
relationships within the family, our relationship to work and to the larger world and planet, and most 
fundamentally, our relationship with our self as a person.” 

Jon Kabat-Zinn, Wherever You Go, There You Are 
 
How does the saying  go, “crisis as opportunity”? As a result of three recent medical emergen-
cies in my family, one with my husband and two with my father, I have discovered mindfulness 
meditation as a resource for self-regulation, self-definition and connection. I had already been 
trying on mindfulness without even knowing it, as part of the “research project” of working on 
self and “staying in my own skin,” as Larry Matthews calls it. According to Jon Kabat-Zinn 
mindfulness is about paying attention to process—to what is happening inside a person and 
without—to practice awareness and to observe one’s experience, to be present and intentional 
with the stance of a learner. Mindfulness may seem simple, but it is not easy and it is a life-long 
project. Sound familiar?  
 The opposite of being mindful is being mindless, which occurs when anxiety increases 
and one gets carried away, even driven, by automatic thoughts and reactions. Along similar 
lines, in A Failure of Nerve, Ed Friedman distinguished between “cerebration” which he consid-
ers to be reactive and “thinking” which comes from “the differentiation of the thinker’s 
self.” (p.129) 
 According to the current brain research, thoughtful reflection and meditation help 
lower anxiety, promote right and left brain connectivity and assist access to the cortex, the 
higher ground, opening the way for creativity, imagination and insight to emerge. Slowing 
down, noticing one’s breathing, listening to the body, paying attention to senses and experi-
ences are but a few ways to practice mindfulness and to self-regulate in order to get clearer 
about a well-defined response. The opportunity awaits.  
 
Carla Toenniessen is a family systems coach and practitioner. She has participated in the LIM Workshops at Lost River 
since 1998 and joined the faculty in 2008. Visit her website at http://www.systemsjourney.com  

Mindfulness 
A resource for Self-differentiation 
 
Carla Toenniessen  

http://www.systemsjourney.com
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Published by:  
Educational Consultants 

 

Order from: 

Amazon.com 

or directly from Educational 
Consultants at: 

igalindo@aol.com 

A Family Genogram 
Workbook 

by Israel Galindo,  
Elaine Boomer, and  
Don Reagan 

$16.00 

ISBN 0-9715765-3-X 

 

An effective way to  
teach family systems 
theory through the use  
of the genogram. A FREE  
group study guide is 
available on the 
Educational Consultants 
website. 

Leadership In Ministry Scholarship Fund 

I t is no surprise that the present recession has increased requests for schol‐
arship help.  For the second year in a row, almost one‐third of our 2009 regis‐

trants have been unable to register for the 2010 workshops—most of them due 

to budget cuts  that either decreased or omitted continuing education  funds.  

We may very well face a similar situation in 2011. 

As we have noted in past newsletters, we will gladly receive contribu‐

tions for this purpose.  Individual and congregational gifts have enabled us to 
provide partial scholarships again this year. 

We welcome gifts from individuals as well as congregations.  Make 

checks out to “Leadership in Ministry Workshops” and note on the check or in 

an accompanying letter: “LIM Scholarship Fund”.   

Leadership in Ministry Coordinator Larry Matthews was the guest presenter at 

the annual Healthy Congregations Leadership Series at Trinity Lutheran Semi‐

nary in Columbus, Ohio.  Two other faculty members have been presenters at 

the Healthy Congregation’s national conferences, Margaret Marcuson and Is‐

rael Galindo.  

  Former faculty coach Israel Galindo’s latest book, Perspectives on Con‐

gregational Leadership: Applying Systems Theory for Effective Leadership 

(Educational Consultants, 2010) has been named the Book of the Year by 
Healthy Congregations. Faculty member Marcuson’s book, Leaders Who Last: 

Sustaining Yourself and Your Ministry (Seabury, 2009) was similarly recog‐

nized in 2010. Congratulations to our LIM faculty authors!    

LIM Faculty News 

http://www.amazon.com/Family-Genogram-Workbook-Israel-Galindo/dp/097157653X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1282410357&sr=1-1
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Sibling Position 

 

from our functioning position in the 
family. Kerr himself says, “I’m less of 
a youngest than I used to be.” For me, 
this has to do with managing my over-
functioning and being less bossy. I 
recognize that when my anxiety goes 
up, my irritability with the perceived 
underfunctioning (“irresponsibility!”) 
of others increases. I can now see it 
more clearly, and regulate it better, on 
a good day.  

Many in ministry are oldest or 
only children. This can work well, to a 
degree. They know instinctively how 
to take charge and articulate a vision. 
Still, when the pattern becomes com-
pulsive, it can be a problem. People at 
higher levels of differentiation will 
have a wider repertoire than those who 
are less mature.  

Beth Norton, director of mu-
sic at First Parish Church, Concord, 
MA and long-time workshop partici-
pant, notes that in a high-functioning 
staff like theirs, the sibling dynamics 
are a bit less important on an ongoing 

basis. But, she says, at times of higher 
anxiety the patterns emerge more 
strongly: “It’s predictable who is going 
to be the caretaker, who are going to be 
the ones who underfunction when it 
gets really stressful, who are going to 
be the ones who try to take care of 
them and restore harmony, and who 
are going to go into a room and close 
the door.”  

Here are some questions to 
consider: 
What is your sibling position in your 
family, and that of your parents? 
How have your own siblings fared in 
life? Your aunts and uncles? What do 
you notice about how you function in 
your ministry role based on your sib-
ling position? Can you try it another 
way, lightening up if you’re an oldest, 
or getting more serious if you’re a 
youngest, just for a day?  

My  younger brother told me 
recently that one of his 

most enduring childhood memories is 
chasing after me on his tricycle while I 
and my friends shot away from him on 
our bikes. What memories do you have 
of your siblings?  

 “Sibling position” is one of the 
eight foundational concepts of Bowen 
Family Systems Theory. Michael Kerr 
suggests that, for example, “a first born, 
all things being equal (as Dr. Bowen 
liked to say) is born into a different set 
of needs and expectations of the system 
than a second born.”  

Over time, as we work on our 
own differentiation we can better man-
age the automatic responses we learn 

LIM faculty member and author Margaret Marcuson 
writes about sibling position and staff relationships. 

Rev. Margaret Marcuson is the author of 
Leaders Who Last (Seabury, 2009). Read 
her newsletter, The Leadership Adventure 
on her website margaretmarcuson.com 

http:www.margaretmarcuson.com
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Review of Perspectives on Congregational 
Leadership, by Israel Galindo 

   2011 Workshops:2011 Workshops:  
 

 

MID-ATLANTIC  
Lost River, WV 

Workshop A Sessions  

March 21—23 
October 24—26 
 
Workshop B Sessions 
April 11—13 
September 12—14 
 
NORTHEAST, Newton, MA 
May 16—18 
October 10—12 
 

WESTERN  
Colorado Springs, CO 

May 2—4 
September 26—28 
 
See our web site for registra-
tion information and updates. 
Call us for current space avail-
ability at these workshops. 

Click here for a 
registration form 

Perspectives on Congregational Leadership: Applying  
Systems Thinking for Effective Leadership 
 
Educational Consultants, 2009 
ISBN 9780971576575 
$25.94   210 page.     Available from Amazon.com 
 
“In this book Galindo combines in‐depth insight into the basics of BFST 
and the theory’s application to leadership, while always maintaining 
the vital connection between theory and practice.” Lawrence Matthews, 
Coordinator, Leadership in Ministry Workshops 
 

Selected as the “Book of the Year” by Healthy Congregations, Inc. 
 

Mention this ad in the Leadership in Ministry Newsletter for a 50% discount  
from Educational Consultants. Order from: igalindo@aol.com 

Margaret Marcuson 
 
Galindo’s latest book, Perspectives on Congregational Leadership: Applying Systems Thinking for 
Effective Leadership, offers in bite-sized segments his usual provocative perspective on pastoral minis-
try and congregational life.  
 The book can be read one short essay at a time, as I did when Galindo originally put them 
out as blog posts. Or it can be read in one sitting, as I also did on a recent plane trip. I found both to be 
valuable ways to take in his wisdom. He includes three major sections: “The Fundamentals” (of sys-
tems thinking), “Leaders and Leadership,” and finally, “Congregations and Organizations.” 
 Galindo always has stimulating titles: “Five Just Plain Wrong Notions about Leadership,” 
“Maybe the Problem Is with You,” “The Ten Best Ways to Ruin Your Staff.” His content often chal-
lenges conventional wisdom: “Essential and developmental changes come about slowly in organiza-
tions, and they don’t happen without a determined leader willing to be the positive deviant.” “Few 
things get done without motivation, but I think it is a risky notion to believe that it is the responsibility 
of the leader in any organization to motivate others to action.” Almost every page includes a thought-
provoking sentence such as these. 
 Founded in his years of work with Bowen Family Systems Theory, in congregations and as 
an educator, Galindo brings a broad base of experience. He’s a good writer, too. Don’t miss this book. 

“Book of “Book of “Book of 
the Year”the Year”the Year”   
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2011 WORKSHOPS 


Continuing education workshops in 
leading organizations as  


emotional systems. 


Leadership in Ministry Workshops 
Dr. Robert L. Dibble 


9506 Heather Spring Dr � Richmond VA � 23238 


(804) 288-1131 or (804) 965-0647 
E-mail: Leadershipinministry@gmail.com 







“I have grown and my work has been transformed 
through my participation in these workshops.” 


WORKSHOP OBJECTIVES 
 


 Learning how the concepts of 
family emotional process can be 
applied to organizations. 
 


 Exploring the implications of 
these concepts. 
 


 Enjoying opportunities for 
reflection on your  work through 
small group case study presenta-
tions. 
 


 Encouraging your work on 
genogram and family of origin 
issues.  
 


 Enjoying a peer group setting 
for continuing education focus-
ing on specific work issues.   


Leadership in Ministry Workshops 


Dr. Robert L. Dibble 
Coordinator 


WORKSHOP FORMAT 
 Workshops consist of spring and fall sessions. 
The format follows the themes of Dr. Edwin Friedman’s 
book, Generation to Generation, with one day devoted to 
each of the minister’s three interlocking ‘families’: col-
leagues’ families, the congregation as a family system, 
the minister’s own family. Workshop sessions include 
faculty plenary presentations, but the major emphasis is 
placed on the small groups in which participants present 
ministry case studies and work on their genograms. 
Guided by an experienced faculty, the overall emphasis in 
both group setting is upon the practical integration of 
theory and the practice of ministry.  
 


WORKSHOP GOALS 
 Since 1991 the goal of the Leadership in Minis-
try Workshops has been to teach a way of conceptualizing 
emotional phenomena rather than merely teaching tech-
niques for handling specific counseling or ministry prob-
lems  
 Family systems concepts offer a way of think-
ing that affects every aspect of leadership in congrega-
tions and integrates administration, supervision, and lead-
ership through the concept of self-differentiation. Experi-
ence has shown that this way of thinking cannot be read-
ily learned from a book or a single seminar. For example, 
stress reduction is addressed not by learning relaxation 
techniques but by learning how to recognize the emo-
tional triangles of our interlocking families and how over-
functioning within these triangles sets us up to absorb the 
anxiety in each system. From a family systems perspec-
tive stress comes less from overwork than from trying to 
handle the problems or others.  
 


WHO MAY ATTEND 
 Ministers, chaplains, congregational staff, de-
nominational leaders, judicatory leaders, lay persons in 
congregational leadership positions. 







Registration 


y Lost River, WV 
     $650 
 
y Newton, MA 
     $800 
 
y Colorado Springs, CO 
     $975 
 
y Fees are for both ses-


sions (spring and fall)*  
 
y Workshops begin at 


1:30 p.m. Monday  
afternoon and end at 
lunch on Wednesday.  


 
y Fees include two nights 


lodging and all meals 
for both sessions 
(spring and fall). 


WORKSHOP FEES: 


Leadership in Ministry Workshops 


Dr. Robert L. Dibble 
9506 Heather Spring Dr 
Richmond, VA 23238 


804.288-1131  or 804.965.0647 
Leadershipinministry@gmail.com 


� Lost River WV—Workshop A 
Session 1: March 21-23 
Session 2: October 24-26 
  


� Lost River WV—Workshop B 
Session 1: April 11-13 
Session 2: September 12-14 
 


� Newton, MA 
Session 1: May 16-18 
Session 2: October 10-12 
 


� Colorado Springs, CO 
Session 1: May 2-4 
Session 2: September 26-28 


Name 


Address 


Phone 


E-mail 


City/State/Zip 


To reserve a place in a workshop please mail registra-
tion form below with a payment of $200 before February 
1, 2011.  
 
Full payment for the workshops is due on February 1, 
2011. See workshop location fees for the correct amount 
of the workshop of your choice.  
 
Make payment to: “Leadership in Ministry Workshops” 
 
Mail registration to: 


INDICATE YOUR WORKSHOP: 2011 Workshops Registration 


*Conference center and faculty travel costs account for the 
different fees at each workshop site. 





Israel Galindo
File Attachment
LIM registration 2011.pdf

http://www.amazon.com/Perspectives-Congregational-Leadership-effective-leadership/dp/0971576572/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1282410269&sr=1-1
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LIM faculty member Betty Pugh Mills reflects on her 20th anniversary 
as pastor of Grace Baptist Church, Richmond, VA 

 

Betty Pugh Mills 
 
 

A  colleague called me a week or so after my congregation and I had celebrated 20 years of 
ministry together on July 11, 2010. He said, “Well, what’s next for you?” I was intrigued 
that he thought that this particular marker along the journey of ministry might be a sign for 

me and maybe for my congregation, that it was time to think about transitioning. He joked with me 
about leaving on a high note, with everybody wanting more, and not outstaying my welcome. We 
talked at length and I appreciated his question and candor, for unlike the transitions of my first mar-
riage ending in 2001 or my re-marriage in 2005, which invited great anxiety in the congregation, this 
celebration of 20 years of ministry together didn’t seem to me to be an anxious time for anyone.  
 His question surprised me, but it has also confirmed for me that I’ve got a few more years in 
this particular saddle with some things that I still want to do and a good sense that the ministry contin-
ues to be of interest to me and I can see indications of vitality in the congregation. Most days I wake 
up very pleased with how I spend my time, and very few days go by when I feel a total sense of de-
spondency or disillusionment about church life, conflict issues, and the repeating of some of the pat-
terns present in my congregational setting. I find ministry in this place and at this time, interesting, 
enjoyable, fascinating and even when it is hard and filled with waves of deep loss and grief, I am clear 
that it is meaningful work, challenging me and filling me with things that I value in this life.  
 I preached my “I Have a Dream” speech on the morning of July 11. It was nothing new, just 
a reminder of what I think I am supposed to be doing and what I think they are supposed to be doing. 
Sometimes I feel like a broken record, and my guess is that the congregation thinks the same on occa-
sion, but I don’t know any other way to help guide and empower a congregation as it moves forward,  

Betty Pugh Mills 
has served as pastor of Grace 

Baptist Church, Richmond, VA 

sine 1997, and as Associate Pas‐

tor before then. She has been a 

participant at LIM  since 1996 

and joined the faculty in 2005. 

Betty is adjunctive faculty at the 

Baptist Theological Seminary at 

Richmond 

Twenty Years in One Place: 
An ending or a beginning? 
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Continued from previous page. 

 
celebrating their resiliency, their history and DNA and challenging them to work harder when growth 
is causing them pain some way. As the day concluded, I hoped that they went home feeling that they 
knew who their church was and what it was doing, how it would do it, and what the flavor of our min-
istry and mission would be. I hoped as well, that as I managed the flood of 20 years of memories, that, 
I too, would know who I was, what I was supposed to do as the leader, how I was to go about this 
work, and what it would mean to imagine together our future with 20 years behind us.  
 As I filtered through a slew of cards and letters that afternoon following the celebration, a 
number of persons ended their kind words with the phrase, “Here’s to 20 more years!” I guess that’s a 
good thing, to imagine that we could work together for 20 more years and that it would be a blessing to 
God’s world and evidence of God’s presence. There are no guarantees in this life and especially in this 
sort of journey, but I feel a little looser in the saddle when the end is not quite in view and knowing I 
am riding side by side with friends. Keeping to the work of defining, communicating, addressing con-
flict, setting goals, living with clear principles and values, and doing it everyday makes the work hard, 
but it also makes it worth the effort. So, here’s to whatever the future holds. I don’t feel at all anxious 
about it.  

“There are no guaran­

tees in this life and es­

pecially in this sort of 

journey, but I feel a 

little looser in the sad­

dle when the end is not 

quite in view and 

knowing I am riding 

side by side with 

friends.” 

New Contact Information for LIM 
 

Please note our new contact information for Leadership in Ministry Work-
shops. Our new e-mail is leadershipinministry@gmail.com  
 
You may send correspondence and workshop registrations and payment to 
the following mailing address: 
 
Dr. Robert L. Dibble 
9506 Heather Spring Dr 
Richmond,   VA   23238 
 
Our new phone numbers are:  
 
804.965.0647 
804.288.1131 
 

Registration payments should be made to:  
“Leadership in Ministry Workshops” 
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My  grandfather was an alcoholic.   
One of the most important things about that fact is that I was 40 years old before I said 

it.  It was not that I didn’t know; but it was that I didn’t know that I knew.   My maternal grandfa-
ther’s alcoholism colored my mother’s childhood; and because it affected my mother, it affected 
me. The family’s adaptation to this symptom and the contributions of previous generations before, 
lives on still. 

Thus, when I pondered what might be “the most important aspect of Bowen theory,” I 
gravitated toward multi-generational transmission.  In addition, I believe that the first cousin to 
multi-generational transmission is the notion of the emotional field.  These two concepts hugely 
shape the shape of any system.  

I am defining multi-generational transmission as the process of passing along relational 
patterns, resources, symptoms, strengths, anxiety, and behaviors from individuals and groups to 
their successors. The emotional field is an environment of influence. It consists of emotional/
relational pieces; however, once the field comes into being, it has more power to influence the indi-
vidual aspects/relationships/selves within it than any of the pieces can influence the field they have 
collectively created. 

Here is a personal example.  A few months after coming as pastor to Northside Drive Bap-
tist Church in 1997, I attended a committee meeting in the church conference room. A large table 
occupies most of the space with chairs all about. The meeting went well. We walked out. One of 
the participants said casually, “It is so good to have a meeting in that room and leave feeling 
good.”   “What do you mean,” I asked?  “Oh,” she said, “seems like whenever we have met around 
that table, we always have needed to deal with bad news.” 

The room itself was a part of the emotional field!  How the church functioned in that 
space was part of the common memory and probably current functioning.    

Continued on p. 13. 

Multi-Generational Transmission 
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Emotional Triangles and  
the Emotional Field 
Bowen Systems Theory is “systemic,” and the components that make 
up the theory are interrelated and integrated.  

S tudents of Bowen Fam-
ily Systems Theory 
(BFST) learn early 

about the importance of trian-
gles in relationship systems. 
The concept of the emotional 
triangle is one of the original 
eight basic concepts in BFST. 
So foundational to the theory 
of emotional process is the 
concept of emotional trian-
gles that it is often said, “If 
you understand triangles, you 
understand the theory.” 

The eight concepts  of 
the theory, and their de-
rivatives, are interre-
lated, together they comprise 
part of what is “systemic” in 
BFST. To truly “think sys-
tems” one cannot focus on 
one concept without consid-
ering all others. While not all 
concepts within the theory 
are equally applicable to the 
same extent for any particular 
case or issue, some are con-
sistently linked in terms of 

emotional process in systems. 
For example: 
 
Anxiety and reactivity 
Overfunctioning and under-

functioning 
Change and homeostasis 
Differentiation and neutrality 
Triangles and 

the emotional 
field. 

One insight we 
often fail to 
apply to the 
concept of emo-
tional triangles 
is that they exist and function 
within the dynamic of the 
emotional field to which they 
belong. One cannot truly un-
derstand the emotional proc-
ess at play merely by identify-
ing the triangle formed be-
tween three persons (or two 
persons and an issue) while 
ignoring the emotional field in 
which that triangle is being 

played out. In other words, 
context matters. Triangles are 
not just a result of anxiety, 
they are, in a real sense, the 
product of the emotional field. 
 
Friedman on the  
Emotional Field 

 
Edwin Friedman 
explained the con-
cept of the emo-
tional field: 
 
“. . . Bowen has at 
times used the 
phrase “emotional 

field” rather than emotional 
system. So used, a field may 
be defined as an environment 
of influence that is not mate-
rial in itself (a magnetic or 
gravitational field, for exam-
ple) but comes into existence 
because of the proximity of 
matter to matter. However, 
once this field does come into 
being, it has more power to 

One insight we often fail 
to apply to the concept 
of emotional triangles is 
that they exist and func-
tion within the dynamic 
of the emotional field to 

which they belong. 

 

influence the discrete particle 
within it than any of those pieces 
of matter can continue to influ-
ence the field they have, by their 
presence, “caused” to ex-
ist.” (Friedman, Myth of the 
Shiksa, p. 167). 
 
Further, he wrote, 
 
“The term ‘emotional system’ 
refers to any group of people or 
other colonized forms of proto-
plasm (herds, flocks, troops, 
packs, schools, swarms, and ag-
gregates) that have developed 
emotional interdependencies to 
the point where the resulting 
system through which the parts 
are connected (administratively, 
physically, or emotionally) has 
evolved its own principles of 
organization.” (Friedman, Myth 
of the Shiksa , p.163). 
 
In light of that statement we can 
consider that triangles are part of 
the principles of organization of 
the emotional field. 
 
Components of the  
Emotional Field 
 
The emotional processes in the 
emotional field that affects eve-
rything in it, including the for-
mation and maintenance of emo-
tional triangles, can include the 
influence of the following com-
ponents to one extent or another: 
 
Continued on page 14 
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W hen I selected an activity for my elementary school students using a ball 
of yarn, I was not expecting how much I myself would learn in the proc-
ess. The idea was to roll the ball from person to person across a circle of 
seated children.  The result was a web, symbolizing the relationships 

students have formed in their class throughout the year.  Each student said something 
friendly about the person they rolled the yarn to. 
 Once the little ones left the room, I ended up with a huge tangle of yarn it took 
hours to unravel.  The complex knot was an illustration of relationships among a network of 
people, whether it is in a work setting, a family, a church or community.  The strings, loops 
and obstacles stand for different individuals, dyads, triads and clumps within a group. 
 Here are some things I learned in my attempt to find the straight and narrow. The 
first instinct is to pull and tug.  The stress on individuals tightens the intricate mess.  I found 
it helped to loosen and separate on the whole system, making some space amidst the fray, 
which was counter-intuitive.  It’s best to open things up so I can see my way through. Even 
tension and stress on one string can tighten the whole knot back up into a wad where it’s 
hard to tell who’s who. 
 The second insight is, I sometimes feel like the end of the string.  I realize I have to 
travel back through the mess I’ve been through in order to come out.  If I try to run away 
from the knots, the aforementioned tightening occurs.  The way out is through contact with 
others, not avoidance.  Some wringing and twisting can be involved. It may benefit me to 
pause and observe where others have been before I attempt to untangle myself from them. 
 Finally, if I take shortcuts, it may look like things are getting better, but it’s still a 
“knot.”  At times things have to get worse before they get better, and sometimes I’m just 
tangled up with myself. In order to get things unraveled, inevitably, I must navigate through 
the chaotic center of the tangled mess.  There is fear of getting lost.  But the hard-won free-
dom and growth is worth it in the end.  

Lessons from a  
Ball of Yarn 
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Multigenerational Transmission, cont’d from p. 10 
 
I offer three reasons why I believe the multi-generational transmission process 

(coupled with the notion of the emotional field) is the most important piece of Bowen Theory.  
First, I believe multi-generational transmission always is an unspoken leg of every 

triangle.  
            Andrew Archie, my distinguished colleague from the great state of Missouri, will 
enlighten us as to the tenacity of triangles.  However, I will lobby that when it comes to over-
lapping triangles, the genogram always is one leg.   
            The first time I “saw” a triangle was when Larry Matthews drew one on a dinner napkin 
in a Greek restaurant in Vienna, VA.  He spoke of hearing Friedman speak of the inherent trian-
gle of nearly every new pastor.  It consists of 1) the congregation, 2) the congregation’s vision, 
and 3) the new minister.  Friedman unpacked it: “With joy, the new pastor takes up the mantle 
to achieve the congregation’s vision.  Yet, as she or he does, the resistance kicks-up.” 
            As Larry drew it, I “got” it.  I still remember the “ah ha”.  To this day, I still relish the 
rush of identifying the triangle in a stuck scenario.  There is something about the delight of 
“Now I see it!” that unleashes all sorts of energy and creativity and perception and a reduction 
in anxiety. 
            Michael Kerr says, “If you aren’t thinking triangles, you aren’t thinking systems.”  Ex-
actly. 
            Friedman said, “We are always in a triangle with our predecessors.”  This points to the 
multi-generational nature of systems---whether with family members or employees.   
            I am the eighth pastor of Northside Drive Baptist Church.  The sixth pastor of the church 
lives 300 yards from my desk.  A former Associate Pastor and two former Youth Ministers are 
members of the church.  Part of my job is to live in these relationship  triangles.  What a won-
derful opportunity to keep working on myself! 
            Bowen’s own confession of his vulnerability to the emotional weight of triangles gifts 
me from afar.  (Have you heard the rabbinical saying, “By your confession, I am healed?”)  
When Bowen spoke of his early work on his family of origin, he said, “As for my own emo-
tional part…if a person working on a triangle can stay less involved than others, I think that is 
to be desired.  In other words, I was able pretty much to laugh at my brother while he was shak-
ing his finger at me.  But I still get emotional.  I get emotional talking about it here.  I didn’t 
find a way to get around this last one.”1 

“If you aren’t thinking 

triangles, you aren’t 

thinking systems.” 

Michael Kerr 
 

 

“We are always in a  

triangle with our prede­

cessors.” 

Edwin Friedman  

Click here to continue reading this article. 
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Multi-Generational Transmission 
 


The Most Important Concept of Bowen Theory 
(at Least 70% of the Time) 


 
James Lamkin 


 
The Design  


On September, 25, 2009, at the Leadership in Ministry Workshop in Lost River, 
West VA, some colleagues and I participated in a panel presentation and discussion.  The 
topic was The Most Important Concept of Bowen Theory…At Least 70% of the Time.   


Obviously, the title was bogus. Systemic thinking would be hard pressed to label 
any one of the eight concepts in Bowen Theory as more important than the others.  
Seemingly, Bowen practitioners rarely speak in such superlatives anyway.   


Though the subject was artificial, it offered a good exercise for looking at life 
through Family System lenses.  Plus, the line about “70% of the time” had some of Ed 
Friedman’s playfulness in it.  Thus, with theory and humor in hand, our bunch was off 
and running.  


The following article contains my notes from my panel presentation.  I took the 
position that Multi-Generational Transmission is the most important of the eight 
concepts.   
 
Introduction  
 


My grandfather was an alcoholic.   
One of the most important things about that fact is that I was 40 years old before I said it.  It was 


not that I didn’t know; but it was that I didn’t know that I knew.   My maternal grandfather’s alcoholism 
colored my mother’s childhood; and because it affected my mother, it affected me. The family’s adaptation 
to this symptom and the contributions of previous generations before, lives on still. 


Thus, when I pondered what might be “the most important aspect of Bowen theory,” I gravitated 
toward multi-generational transmission.  In addition, I believe that the first cousin to multi-generational 
transmission is the notion of the emotional field.  These two concepts hugely shape the shape of any 
system.  


I am defining multi-generational transmission as the process of passing along relational patterns, 
resources, symptoms, strengths, anxiety, and behaviors from individuals and groups to their successors.   
The emotional field is an environment of influence.  It consists of emotional/relational pieces: however, 
once the field comes into being, it has more power to influence the individual aspects/relationships/selves 
within it than any of the pieces can influence the field they have collectively created. 


Here is a personal example.  A few months after coming as pastor to Northside Drive Baptist 
Church in 1997, I attended a committee meeting in the church conference room. A large table occupies 
most of the space with chairs all about. The meeting went well. We walked out. One of the participants said 
casually, “It is so good to have a meeting in that room and leave feeling good.”   “What do you mean,” I 
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asked?  “Oh,” she said, “seems like whenever we have met around that table, we always have needed to 
deal with bad news.” 


The room itself was a part of the emotional field!  How the church functioned in that space was 
part of the common memory and probably current functioning.    


 
The Presentation 
 


I offer three reasons why I believe the multi-generational transmission process (coupled with the 
notion of the emotional field) is the most important piece of Bowen Theory.  


First, I believe multi-generational transmission always is an unspoken leg of every triangle.  
            Andrew Archie, my distinguished colleague from the great state of Missouri, will enlighten us as to 
the tenacity of triangles.  However, I will lobby that when it comes to overlapping triangles, the genogram 
always is one leg.   
            The first time I “saw” a triangle was when Larry Matthews drew one on a dinner napkin in a Greek 
restaurant in Vienna, VA.  He spoke of hearing Friedman speak of the inherent triangle of nearly every new 
pastor.  It consists of 1) the congregation, 2) the congregation’s vision, and 3) the new minister.  Friedman 
unpacked it: “With joy, the new pastor takes up the mantle to achieve the congregation’s vision.  Yet, as 
she or he does, the resistance kicks-up.” 
            As Larry drew it, I “got” it.  I still remember the “ah ha”.  To this day, I still relish the rush of 
identifying the triangle in a stuck scenario.  There is something about the delight of “Now I see it!” that 
unleashes all sorts of energy and creativity and perception and a reduction in anxiety. 
            Michael Kerr says, “If you aren’t thinking triangles, you aren’t thinking systems.”  Exactly. 
            Friedman said, “We are always in a triangle with our predecessors.”  This points to the multi-
generational nature of systems---whether with family members or employees.   
            I am the eighth pastor of Northside Drive Baptist Church.  The sixth pastor of the church lives 300 
yards from my desk.  A former Associate Pastor and two former Youth Ministers are members of the 
church.  Part of my job is to live in these relationship  triangles.  What a wonderful opportunity to keep 
working on myself! 
            Bowen’s own confession of his vulnerability to the emotional weight of triangles gifts me from 
afar.  (Have you heard the rabbinical saying, “By your confession, I am healed?”)  When Bowen spoke of 
his early work on his family of origin, he said, “As for my own emotional part…if a person working on a 
triangle can stay less involved than others, I think that is to be desired.  In other words, I was able pretty 
much to laugh at my brother while he was shaking his finger at me.  But I still get emotional.  I get 
emotional talking about it here.  I didn’t find a way to get around this last one.”* 
            As an aside, here is an example of  Bowen’s observations regarding his work system triangle.  “I 
noticed that when I was away on trips I was much clearer and more objective about work relationship, and 
that the objectivity was lost on returning to work….  After a trip, when I returned to the city on Saturday, 
objectivity would hold until returning to work Monday morning.  There was one occasion when the 
objectivity was lost during a telephone conversation with a staff member before returning to work.  On 
other occasions the objectivity would be lost when greeting a staff member in the parking lot before 
entering the building.”1 
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 When it comes to stabilizing a triangle or passing along symptoms or the conveyance of resources, 
the multi-generational transmission system is the river bed that carries the water.  The past always is 
present in the present.   This brings about a second affirmation:   
 I believe that the genogram is the engine that drives the train.     
            Speaking of trains…you may remember my presentation on my genogram.  In 1902 my maternal 
great grandmother’s family was moving from Mississippi to Louisiana.  Four members of the family were 
going on ahead.  It was one of my great grandmother’s brothers, a brother-in-law, and two nephews. 


They were crossing the river at Vicksburg.  There was no bridge at that time.  Railroad cars were 
ferried across on a barge.              


My four relatives were with the cattle in one of the railroad cars while the train was being 
transferred onto the ferry.  One newspaper said that this was against the railroad’s rules.  As the train 
backed down the embankment, a coupling broke.  The train cars ran onto the barge so fast, they sheered-off 
the stop-block at the end of the barge.  All of the cars, the men, the cattle, and their property went into the 
river.  Newspaper accounts vividly reported the cries of all four as they drowned inside the box car.  
            Their deaths took with them all of the family’s belongings, livestock, and furniture.  My maternal 
grandfather--the one with whom I began this presentation--was named by my great grandmother after her 
favorite brother.  My grandfather was 2 years old when his uncle (his namesake) was one of the ones killed.   
            In that line of my genogram, there are three siblings older than my grandfather.  All seemed to live 
long lives with stable marriages.  There are two siblings following my grandfather.  One was divorced 
twice; the other three times; and my grandfather was an alcoholic.  With that kind of variation in the family, 
and with the 1902 train wreck in the middle of the timeline, the question is relevant, “Could my great 
grandmother’s reaction to this tragedy have changed how she parented her kids?”  Seemingly, the answer is 
yes. 
            When I got into systems thinking, I went to Jackson, MS, to do some original source work on the 
train wreck.  I remember pulling-up the newspaper articles on microfilm.  I remember the compression I 
felt in my chest made by an event that was nearly a century old.  It was tactile.  The insinuation from the 
newspaper was that my kinfolk sneaked on board the train, maybe trying to avoid buying a ticket.  Maybe.  
But the thing is, if I were desperate, I could see me doing the same thing.    
 Also, on that same trip, I interviewed some of my second cousins.  They told me of a family 
proverb.  When they were children and any of them were “playing the fool,” their parents would warn 
them, “If you don’t change your ways you will end up like Uncle Clois.”  Uncle Clois was my grandfather.   
 The theme of shame is woven into my story.  I can feel it.  It was a shameful thing for my uncles 
to sneak into that cattle car.  It was a shameful thing for my grandfather to go to my mother when she was 
in the ninth grade playing in the high school band, and ask her for liquor money in front of her friends.  It 
was shameful to drink too much and be kicked-out of the house by my grandmother and great aunt just 
before World War II.  It was a shameful thing for my father to have to go to my grandfather and tell him, 
“If you want to see your grandson, you will need to stop drinking.” 
 The story goes that with this sobering statement from my father, my grandfather was motivated to 
stop drinking.  And he stopped that day.  From that point on, he was dry.   


In the family mythology, I got credit for his sobriety.  Though I was only one year old, I got 
named as the hero, rather than my father who took the strong stand. 
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 It always has been my sense that my mother’s embarrassment over her father’s drinking has added 
an extra layer of expectations on me as a first born son.  I was born with a destiny for the heroic.  However, 
Superman’s cape and the standard bearer’s flagpole can get awfully heavy and terribly isolating.   
 The surest way to hook me is to appeal to my “sense of the heroic.”  Begin the sentence with, 
“You are the only one I know to call upon.”  (It is like my two page genogram becomes Superman’s cape.  
When trouble brews, out comes the cape, then “Up, up, and away!”)   Shame is another hook—the hero’s 
dark side.  Friedman said, “It is tough work to redeem three generations in a single lifetime.”   


I remember meeting with The Tuesday Group with Larry Matthews on the week following the 
death of Ed Friedman.  I was new to systems thinking; but I remember asking Larry, “What sense do you 
make out of Ed’s seemingly premature death?”  Larry replied, “Nobody, not even Ed Friedman, out runs 
the multi-generational family system.”  I then found out that Ed’s son was the same age that Ed was when 
Ed’s own father died. 


These examples illustrate what I mean by “the genogram is the engine that drives the train.”  
Family patterns perpetuate patterns of fusion, function, and anxiety management.   


It always is hard work to work on one’s self-differentiation with multi-generational forces strongly 
in place; and yet, these strong forces also provide opportunity. 


 
The third reason I believe that the most important concept in Bowen theory is multi-


generational transmission is because one’s genogram a creative cauldron of resources and 
grace…and you and I are the alchemists.   


It can be easy to focus on the liabilities and pathology in our family stories while neglecting the 
strengths.  We are heirs of both. 


I remember the first time I came to Lost River for a Leadership in Ministry seminar.  Bob Setzer, 
now pastor of First Baptist Church in Macon, GA, was my small group leader.  I presented a case study in 
which it was obvious that I needed to take a courageous stand.  I remember Bob connecting the dots back to 
my grandmother when she had taken the stand to say that it was time for my grandfather to leave the house 
due to his drinking, just before WWII.  She was not a woman given to strong stands; and yet, she found 
courage (with the encouragement of her brother and sister-in-law).  Bob suggested that I “draw upon my 
grandmother’s courage.” 


The odd thing was, I sat up in my chair, breathed deeply, and said, “I can feel that.”   
For me, this is some of the mystery of genogram work.  It is some of the power.  Our family map 


is a cauldron of resources and grace—at least 70% of the time.  I need frequently to call upon this grace and 
embrace these resources.  This especially is true when I am reactive—especially when my shame button is 
pushed.   


Here is an example.  Several years ago, an interview was scheduled on a Wednesday for an 
organist applicant at our church.  The day before the interview, I was told by the Director of Music 
Ministries that the interviewee had been involved in a legal situation with a minor.  It involved an 
inappropriate action with a twelve year old boy; however, “It didn’t amount to much….”   


Needless to say, I had quite a conversation with the Music Director; but following that, I consulted 
a lawyer in the church and called the Worship and Music Committee Chair.  The Worship and Music 
Committee was spearheading the search.  Admittedly, we lacked any documentation regarding the 
allegation; also, this guy was not the best qualified candidate anyway.   I suggested that we proceed with 
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the next day’s interview knowing that the process would most probably eliminate him.  The church lawyer 
and Worship and Music Committee chair agreed with that procedure.   


Sure enough, the applicant interviewed poorly.  We hired a great organist instead.   
About two months later I suddenly was ambushed by the co-chairs of the Personnel Committee 


wanting to know “what I knew and when” and why I wasted their time with the interview?  Also, they 
misrepresented my conversations with the two church leaders and said that a letter about how I handled this 
would be put in my personnel file.  


I felt defensive, attempted to describe my thinking and actions, but my anxiety and a sense of 
shame pretty much shut me down.  However, later that week, my anger kicked-in.  Also, as I checked with 
the church leaders they quoted, these leaders denied saying those things. 


So, I decided to “do an intervention.”  I called together the chairs, a trustee, and all who had been 
involved in the discussion.  I wanted go over what happened, then make the point of “this is not the kind of 
process I support.”   


To make a long story short, the group was not invested in process improvement.  Rather, they 
wanted to know from me, “James why are you making this such a big deal; and why can’t you let it go?”   


I could debate the value of how I handled this.  It was not all bad.  To the extent that I was trying 
to self-define, “this is not the kind of process I support,” I spoke the truth.  However, my anxiety and need 
for impression management called the shots. 


I can see now in retrospect that one of the driving engines in this story was my effort to 
compensate for feeling shame.   Also, I wanted to be vindicated.  Plus, and I hate to admit this, I wanted to 
them to feel shame too.   


I tell this story to say that I eventually was able to dip into my own genogram/cauldron to 
understand what had happened, and there find enough grace to be gracious to myself and live beyond it.  
Sure, we all regress; but we also can find resilience.   


Yes, the multi-generational process calls the shots…but it also gives antibiotic shots!  The 
inoculation for survival and stamina also is there.  The family story is a source of healing and growth.  
Thanks be to God.   
 
Conclusions 
 (1)  I believe that multi-generational transmission is the most important concept of Bowen Theory 
because I have seen it derail the train.  However, I also have seen it contain the resources to get the train 
back on track.   


(2) By staying at my genogram work, I have noticed that I have become more gracious to myself 
and I am less focused on impression management.   Said another way, I have found a lot of grace through 
my grandfather who managed to find his own grace.  All my memories of my relationship to him are good 
memories.  He had a forgiving and accepting way.  He died when I was 34; and he had been dry for 33 of 
those years.    


(3) I have learned that alcoholics have a beautiful capacity for spirituality—like a reservoir carved 
out of their own pain.  Seemingly, their hollowness can become hallowedness.  Not only can the shame 
(which could be seen as over-functioning) be passed along, but so can the grace.  Thank God. 


 
1Murray Bowen (1967), “On the Differentiation of Self.” Family Therapy in Clinical Practice.  
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many others who shared the same “life-wish.” All of you, I know, remember Larry’s 
closing words at almost every workshop: “We literally couldn’t do this without you!”  So 
true! As formidable as assuming the mantle of LIM Coordinator felt to me, there was this 
deep awareness that what keeps this ministry “alive-and-well” is not entirely wrapped up 
in whoever occupies the “L” position, but rather in us, the faithful participants, who have 
made–and will continue to make–this enterprise sustainable and successful. 
 We are in this together; we go “once more into the breach, dear friends.” 2011 
will be a year of transition and challenge.  And there will be wonderful opportunities to 
celebrate everything good about Larry’s leadership across these years.  There will also be 
all the systemic forces within us as individuals and as LIM that will resist the change. But 
Larry has astutely noted that “our bond has been a shared commitment to a common goal: 
learning, practicing and teaching a different way of understanding ‘leadership’ through 
the process of differentiating a self–in our own lives first, then in our families, personal 
relationships and the larger communities and institutions in which we work and live.” As 
long as that shared commitment to a common goal exists, LIM will not only continue but 
prosper.  

 
Emotional Field, Cont’d from p. 11 
 
• The positions of the individuals in the field and the functions they serve (leader, IP, etc.) 
• The field is moderated by the level of differentiation of self of those within and among the 

field 
• The field may be mediated by culture (ethnicity, religion, etc.) 
• The field is influenced by biology 
• The systemic structures of the field (type of system—biological family, corporation, con-

gregation; developmental stage of the system) 
• The field is influenced by external and internal forces—positive and negative 
• The field can provide resources or be a deficit to emotional processes 
•     The field is influenced by multigenerational transmission dynamics. 
 
The next time you identify emotional triangles in a system, work at gaining a deeper under-
standing of the emotional process at play by remembering that triangles are situated in the 
context of a specific emotional field: a biological family, a congregation, a family business, 
an organization, etc.  

Israel Galindo is Dean and Professor of Christian Education Formation at the Baptist 
Theological Seminary at Richmond.  
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