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Preface


THIS IS THE SECOND EDITION of Family Therapies: A Comprehensive Christian Appraisal. We never imagined that marriage and family, both in regard to research content and social context, would expand and change as much as it has in the past eight years. While the first edition of this book has made a significant contribution in the education of family clinicians—particularly within the Christian faith community—this edition provides us opportunity for an update, a chance to think again of our understanding of marriages and families and how the mental health professions and the church become trained to conduct intervention. It also provides us opportunity to address how the church and the community of Christian counselors might respond to the rapid shifts in social attitudes and behaviors pertaining to marriage and family structures and perspectives.

We have taken what was and remains needed for the training of family counselors, psychologists, and other mental health professionals and added more of the twenty-first century to the text. While updating every chapter with relevant research findings, we have added two chapters—one addressing cohabitation and the other focusing on LGBT+ marriage and family formation. The tone and tenor in which Christian mental health professionals address the complexity of family relationships have a significant impact on how faith is understood within the culture, and how individuals, couples, and families seeking to understand their experience and create narratives to direct their lives can do so with integrity is the clinician’s challenge.

We know so many people in our field who have expressed that there was a need for a resource for Christians engaged in family therapy/counseling/ ministry. Despite the many books on theories of family therapy, how to conduct family therapy, and so on, we could not find one that engaged the various models of family therapy from a Christian worldview. We came together to discuss this and both felt a desire to take on what is really a monumental task. We wrote this book in part to sort out how we think about family therapy as Christians and to provide a framework for Christians entering the field who might want some ideas for critical engagement and practical applications. Rather than creating a radically new model of family therapy, we draw attention to what theorists have gotten right and how their insights can be understood and acknowledged while relying more on a Christian view of the person and the family.

To do this, we took several steps. The first was to explore what we know about families from Scripture. Although we might think that families in the Bible would be exemplary in their functioning, we quickly learned that they are often a mess. What we found were not examples of ideal relationships but of ways in which God in his sovereignty uses all kinds of people and families to fulfill his purposes. We also learned that the Bible is not a family therapy sourcebook. Rather, we can find in Scripture broad principles that contribute to our understanding of family relationships. Our next step was to reflect on ways in which the church has historically approached family ministry and how this relates to the emergence of the profession of family therapy. An additional step involved reflecting on the most influential first-generation models of family therapy and engaging these models as Christians. We then wanted to look at the practical outworking of that engagement in key areas that affect families today.

The book is intended for a broad audience. We would like to see it help students and clinicians in the mental health fields (e.g., psychology, counseling, social work, marriage and family therapy), pastoral care staff and local pastors, and youth ministry leaders who work with families.


Overview of the Book

The book is divided into four parts. In part one (chaps. 1–2) we set the stage for discussing the first-generation models of family therapy. Chapter one explores a distinctively Christian perspective on the family. Chapter two is a discussion of the field of family therapy, how it developed, and some key terms that will help the reader better understand the field.

Part two of the book (chaps. 3–12) devotes one chapter apiece to the major models of family therapy developed in what is sometimes referred to as the first generation of family therapists (e.g., structural family therapy). If each approach to family therapy is a “map” for getting families from a place of some kind of dysfunction to a place of better functioning, then each chapter in this section contains an explanation of the map, followed by a discussion of the theoretical and philosophical assumptions and practical implications. We then focus on Christian critique and engagement of the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings and the practical issues involved in using specific techniques associated with that theory. We also provide brief reflections that tie back to the three foundational themes introduced in chapter one: family identity, family functioning, and family relationships. In the closing chapter of this section of the book (chap. 12) we introduce a framework for integrative Christian family therapy.

Part three (chaps. 13–20) extends the discussion by taking topics that are commonly addressed in family therapy and inviting Christians to interact with the relevant materials. We introduce the reader to the issues (e.g., crisis and trauma, marital conflicts) and then review the literature in that area, followed by Christian engagement in light of what we see as particularly valuable from the first-generation models of family therapy and in light of what we propose for an integrative Christian family therapy. In the second edition we added a chapter on cohabitation and significantly revised the chapter on LGBT+ couples and families. We see cohabitation as an increasingly popular entryway into marriage and as a relationship status in and of itself. We want to help the reader grapple with that reality. An additional reality is the success of the marriage equality movement and the likelihood that Christian clinicians will work with LGBT+ couples and families in the years to come. We also want the reader to be familiar with those cultural shifts and to think deeply and well about some of the concerns that arise.

Part four (chap. 21) reflects our desire to cast a vision for integrative Christian family therapy/counseling/ministry. In particular, we see the need for local family therapy to be influenced by a shrinking, global world in which therapists will need to expand their understanding of family structure and relationships. Societal and cultural changes will have an impact on our work and the ways in which we think about and engage the families in ministry and service.
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Foundational
Considerations



1

A Christian
Understanding
for Family Therapy


Happy families are all alike;

every unhappy family is unhappy in their own way.

LEO TOLSTOY, ANNA KARENINA





LEO TOLSTOY’S FAMOUS QUOTE indeed reflects the debauchery within marriage and family occurring within his culture. Pain, injury, tragedy, injustice, and sin left a unique scar on families in that era, as they do today. As with most who seek family therapy, Tolstoy experienced the despair of life within family and anguish within his marriage. Both of his parents died before he was ten. He witnessed the birth of thirteen children and the death of five. He experienced and expressed through his writings the joy of marital intimacy with his wife, Sonia, and the depths of despair in marital conflict and separation. It is in his great work Anna Karenina that he gives his treatise on marriage and family. It was written in 1875, a time when European aristocracy was seeing marriage as passé and even silly. The culture of his day had rejected the idea of sexual fidelity and the role of parents in nurturing children to adulthood. An existential malaise dominated the Russian nobility, and the idea of marriage was seen by many as idealistic, naive, and digressive. Yet he presented a view of human life that is made meaningful through the experience of marriage and family relationships. To Tolstoy, the DNA of civil society was a successful marriage that could provide illumination on life so as to prevent tragedy from creating despair, and bliss from creating naiveté.

Tolstoy lived and wrote during a time when a new idea was pervading Europe—that marital intimacy was based on “love” (where “love” meant a romantically idealized experience in which individuality is made whole by the attachment to the other). This concept had a profound effect on Western society, and it remains the dominating paradigm of marriage today. Aspects of this idea have a clear and definite Christian element. However, many components of love-based marriage refer to a different form of love. The romantic love of the nineteenth century was a sentimental love, and many hold that this idea of an emotionally-centered relationship is a primary reason for relatively high divorce rates in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. With a touch of humor, Stephanie Coontz writes that in the nineteenth century the United States led the world in romantic marriage as well as divorce, when idealized romance was lost: “Between 1880 and 1890 it experienced a 70 percent increase in divorce. In 1891 a Cornell University professor made the preposterous prediction that if trends in the second half of the 19th century continued, by 1980 more marriages would end by divorce than by death. As it turned out, he was off by only 10 years!” (Coontz, 2005, p. 181).

We, like Tolstoy, have a high view of marriage and family, but not the romantic view that has been carried into the twenty-first century. Indeed, we carry a perspective that the Christian faith has a unique significance in understanding the potential of relational life. Furthermore, we believe that the effectiveness of the counselor, psychologist, therapist, and pastor who seeks to bring aid to families or couples in crisis is better equipped when he or she can utilize the central themes of the Christian tradition with the best practices drawn from mental health theory, research, and technique. In this first chapter we seek to articulate how the great themes of biblical Christianity—creation, fall, redemption, and glorification—interact with the essential challenges of marital and family existence: family function, family identity, and family relationship.


Family as Figure and Ground: A Metaphor to Understand Family in Twenty-First-Century Culture

Marriage today is a topic that can raise sharp disagreements. An explanation as to how and why such divergent views exist can be understood through one of the great discoveries from psychological science: figure-ground perception. Most people recognize this concept by two popular images—one is an image of either a white vase or two facial cameos; the other is either an 1890s Victorian woman or a withered, wrinkled older woman. When you see one, you don’t see the other. Much can be said about the similarity between figure-ground and the state of the family in the twenty-first century. We tend to see family in a way that does not permit us to see it any other way. Consider the following issues (listed alphabetically):


	Abortion rights


	Cohabiting relationships


	Corporal punishment


	Divorce


	Family violence


	Gay marriage


	Infidelity


	Pornography


	Poverty


	Single-parent family structures


	Traditional family roles


	Transgender recognition




When considering the issues on this list, are you seeing social change, advancement toward justice, and positive resolution emerging? Or are you seeing decline, disarray, and social degradation? How you see the social/ political issues related to family will influence your perception about the unfolding of events. If we see the family in a state of decline, we will not likely perceive good emerging from any change. If we see the recent changes as good, we are likely vulnerable to a lack of discernment to some of the factors that affect spouses, parents, and children. Consider the basic supposition of notable authors.

Köstenberger states as his opening argument in his book God, Marriage and Family that “marriage and the family are institutions under siege in our world today, and that with marriage and family, our very civilization is in crisis. The current cultural crisis, however, is merely symptomatic of a deep-seated spiritual crisis that continues to gnaw at the foundations of our once-shared societal values” (2010, p. 15). To Köstenberger, marriage and family are under siege and civilization is in crisis—powerful words that we don’t seek to dispute. Rather, we seek to utilize a systemic mentality addressed throughout this book, which is, “If I see it this way, how will I not see it in other ways, even when those other ways might be accurate?”

Girgis, Anderson, and George wrote in the opening chapter of What Is Marriage? Man and Woman: A Defense, “In just a few years, the battle over marriage has engaged every branch and level of American government and the whole of our civil society . . . . It is hard to think of a more salient cultural conflict” (2012, pp. 4-5). Again, this is portrayed as a “cultural conflict” depicting warring parties in which the most powerful wins.

Sociologist Andrew Cherlin wrote in The Marriage-Go-Round,

In the space of a half century, then, we have seen the widest pendulum swing in family life in American history. We have gone from a lockstep pattern of getting married young, then having children and for the most part staying married, to a bewildering set of alternatives which includes bearing children as a lone parent and perhaps marrying at some later point; living with someone and having children together without marrying; or following the conventional marriage-then-children script, perhaps later divorcing, then probably living with a new partner maybe remarrying. . . . Consequently we choose and choose again, starting and ending cohabiting relationships and marriage. (2009, p. 8)


Cherlin emphasizes a “bewildering set of alternatives,” with Western civilization itself as literally dazed, befuddled, or confused. The wording is powerful.

Balswick and Balswick carry a different tone in assessing the landscape of family. They wrote in A Model for Marriage: “Though many family social scientists are concerned about these modern trends, some hold to a postmodern optimism that embraces alternative forms of marriage.” According to them, the outdated, traditional, lifelong monogamous marriage needs to be revised. They advocate for alternative forms to better accommodate the diverse needs of a postmodern society, such as “same-sex marriage, cohabitation, remaining childless, serial marriage” (2006, p. 18). The nature of the cultural war emerges more clearly here; it becomes the battle between the “outdated” and the “updated.”

Stephanie Coontz wrote in Marriage, a History:

Many of the things people think are unprecedented in family life today are not actually new. Almost every marital and sexual arrangement we have seen in recent years, however startling it may appear, has been tried somewhere before. There have been societies and times when non-marital sex and out-of-wedlock births were more common and widely accepted than they are today. Step families were much more numerous in the past, the result of high death rates and frequent marriages. Even divorce rates have been higher in some regions and periods than they are in Europe and North America today. And same-sex marriage, though rare, has been sanctioned in some cultures under certain conditions. (2005, p. 2)


This gives us reason to pause, to study—to think and then to act.

Finally, as Waite and Gallagher wrote in The Case for Marriage, the most basic becomes the most controversial:

In America over the last thirty years we’ve done something unprecedented. We have managed to transform marriage, the most basic and universal of human institutions, into something controversial. For perhaps the first time in human history, marriage as an ideal is under a sustained and surprisingly successful attack. Sometimes the attack is direct and ideological, made by “experts” who believe a lifelong vow of fidelity is unrealistic or oppressive, especially to women. (2000, p. 1)


Indeed, in regard to marriage, some see an impoverished old woman, some see an elegant youth in the prime of life. Figure-ground makes it impossible to see both at the same time. When addressing a contentious theme such as family, it is easy to see only what we want or only what is familiar and disregard everything else.

For us in writing this book, and for you in reading, great care must be exercised so that we don’t end up confirming our bias in regards to marriage. How we see politics, theology, real experience, and desired experience emerge in how we think about marriage and family—both our own and those with whom we will sit, listen, understand, and provide care. The rules that govern what you will see and how you will act with families are influenced by starting points. In the statements above, Köstenberger begins as a theologian, but Coontz is a family studies historian, Waite is a sociologist, and the Balswicks are marriage and family professors. Some used a theological lens that explicitly influenced their thinking, some used worldviews that were less articulated. Each examined the content from a preconception and had postdestinations in mind. We all do.

Your freedom and restraint to advocate positions to the public classroom, the Christian college, the private counseling and consulting room, and the culture at large must be conducted with care. You may bear a license— extended to you by the state or country—with the expectation that you will exercise restraint in regard to your beliefs pertaining to a client’s moral choices; you also bear a conscience that renders you as a moral agent subject to God. This requires you to make decisions about how to act. Jesus acknowledged the moral tension that those in his day faced and that those in ours must still address: “Then Jesus said to them, ‘Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.’ And they were amazed at him” (Mk 12:17 NIV).

The natural inclination is to read ideas from authors and interact with others who already think as you think and believe as you believe. People who see the figure prefer to hang out together; people who see the ground sit at the other table. So we “retweet” those whose ideas on abortion, race relations, LGBTQ rights, or support for single-parent families in poverty we resonate with, and we delete ideas that are challenging or threatening. Our views of family are reinforced by others who see the same thing we see. And so learning becomes limited to reinforcement of what we already believe. A family therapist must be skilled to enter a relational community to bring peace, justice, hope, mercy, forgiveness, insight, acceptance, and countless additional virtues amid both people who see the figure and people who see the ground. This is not just a therapeutic skill. It is also a life skill, maybe even a calling.




Defining the Range and Reach of The Family Relationship

There is much discussion today about the family—about what makes up a family, who counts as family, public policies to support the family, family values, and so on. It is humbling to think of writing about a Christian understanding of the family because there is so much discussion and debate associated with the topic. Any strong claims seem to leave some people today feeling like they do not belong or have any place, and yet not saying anything of substance about something as important as the family seems to be no viable alternative to us either.

We would like to begin by discussing a biblical view of the family. By this we mean to ask what we can know about the family based on a reading of Scripture. We must start with the essence of family that transcends culture, circumstances, and time. The examination of the family cannot be limited to North America, the twenty-first century, or upper-middle socioeconomic class. The initial examination and understanding of family must begin with a “transcendent family,” the basic biological and sociological relationship that endures over time and across cultures.

When we look to the Old Testament for an initial understanding of the family, we find that the word used in Hebrew is mishpachah, a word that “blurs the distinctions between family and tribe and between family and nation” (Moynagh, 1995, p. 372). It includes what contemporary Western culture thinks of as family, at least with respect to a nuclear family or family of origin, but also includes “servants, resident aliens (gerim) and stateless persons, widows and orphans, who [lived] under the protection of the head of the family” (Kingdon, 1988, p. 251).

In the New Testament the words for family include patria, a word suggesting a “group similar to subtribe in the Old Testament,” and oikos, or household (Williams, 1996, p. 245; see 1 Cor 16:19; 2 Tim 1:16). According to Williams, men in the New Testament were generally presumed by Paul to be the head of the household, although there are notable exceptions, such as Lydia and Nympha. Further, in the New Testament understanding, the kingdom of God corresponds to a family with God as Father (Gal 1:3-4), followers of Christ as children of God (1 Jn 3:1-2), and the idea that Gentiles are adopted into God’s family (Rom 8:15) (Williams, 1996).

Family in the biblical narrative is a central organizing theme. The story line of the Old Testament develops around two types of family lineage. The first is through the lineage of Abraham in which Abraham and Sarah’s heirs are the key actors in the depiction of God’s sovereignty, God’s judgment, mercy, and ultimately, faithfulness to the family with whom he made a covenant or promise.

The second family lineage is that of David and the subsequent kings of Israel and Judah. This “family story” describes the history of Israel and Judah through the lives of their leaders. The significance of this history is its culmination of God’s promise to David that the Messiah would come through his descendants (2 Sam 7:10-13; 1 Chron 17:11-14; 2 Chron 6:16).

The story line of the New Testament does not follow a family lineage in the same manner as the Old Testament. First, marriage and family are frequent metaphors to describe God’s relationship with his people, Jewish and Gentile. Second, family is also the organizing metaphor to define the nature of relationships between members of the church community in which the followers of Jesus are described as members of one family. Finally, family is written in through the experience of Jewish, Roman, and Greek influences. The authors and audience who first received the gospels and the letters were aware of the assumptions held about men, women, children, sexuality, roles, power, authority, change, social mobility, race, and commerce. While they understood the context, they were exposed to radical change in their perception of family. The Christian story served to rewrite the cultural understanding of family in ways that were threatening to the status quo.

As these references in the Old and New Testaments suggest, it is best to draw conclusions about a biblical view of the family by locating the family in the broader narrative of Scripture. It seems to us that the overwhelming evidence in the Holy Scriptures is that the importance of family is found in their function, not in their structure. That is to say, the emphasis is on how families are engaged to complete God’s redemptive theme with his people rather than on what families are supposed to look like. Christians have historically recognized that there is a redemptive theme throughout Scripture, and we believe that it is this theme of redemption that must inform our discussion of the family. We also believe that such a redemptive focus provides us with a balanced view—one that neither overvalues nor undervalues the family. This balance is achieved when we locate the topic of redemption by thinking of the family with reference to the four “acts” of the biblical “drama”: creation, fall, redemption, and glorification.




Creation

It is in the creation narrative in Genesis that we first read about humanity: “Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness’” (Gen 1:26). The story of creation also tells us that human beings “have no independent existence” (Erickson, 2001, p. 168). We “came into being because God willed that [we] should exist, and acted to bring [us] into being” (p. 168). To be human is to be completely and utterly dependent on God, whether or not we recognize it.

Also implicit in the notion of being made by God is an understanding that not only are we created by and dependent on God but that we are thus distinct from God. As Jones and Butman put it, “if we were made by God out of nothing, then we are different from and separate from God, though we are continually dependent on him as the ultimate ground of our very being” (2011, p. 64). The two notions of being distinct from and dependent on God are important considerations:

For Christians, separateness from God and others is real and good. We belong in relationship to God and others, but this relatedness is not meant to consume and destroy our separateness. Union with God is a theme of Scripture, but nowhere are we taught that we cease being ourselves in the process of this union. (Jones & Butman, 2011, pp. 64-65)


The separateness we experience in our relationship with God is seen in even the most intimate of human relationships. In marriage, two persons become one but neither loses his or her personal identity. We will also see this in other family members as well: family members will participate in the life of the family and form a family identity, but each person will remain distinct and valuable in the eyes of God.

Not only is our existence distinct from and dependent on God, but our purpose and value are derived from him as well. We will want to explore the idea of purpose and value a little later, but we want to suggest that purpose is first found within the context of our family of origin.

Further, God’s creational intent for human relations was to place human beings in a family by bringing man and woman together in monogamous union (Gen 2:21-24). As Kingdon (1988) puts it, “it is evident that the family unit is a basic part of the structure of creation. From the beginning it is God’s purpose that mankind should increase by families, not as isolated individuals” (p. 251).

It should be noted that human beings also bear the image of God (imago Dei) and that while there are a number of proposed meanings for how human beings image God, one proposed understanding—a model espoused by Karl Barth and Emil Brunner—deals specifically with our capacity for relationships. It is actually that we are made male and female, and this gender difference, the diversification itself, was seen by Barth as a way in which we bear the image of God (Jones & Butman, 2011). That we are gendered selves also suggests we relate to one another as gendered beings, and in the context of heterosexual marriage, human beings become one with one another as gendered selves:

Yet the web of relatedness intended by God reaches . . . also out to our fellow believers in marriage by our capacity to become one with another who is separate and different from us. In this union we image God in having the capacity for procreation, a reflection of God’s much more profound capacity for creativity and generativity. (p. 76)


It is commonly noted that two major themes emerge from the creation story: responsible dominion and loving relatedness (Jones & Butman, 2011, p. 75). Responsible dominion refers to our vocations and callings, and it is primarily through our relationships and work settings that we show ourselves to be stewards of what God has given us.

Loving relatedness refers to ways in which we image God in our capacity for meaningful relationships, as suggested above. The most intimate relationship is that of marriage, but other meaningful relationships have a great capacity for closeness and intimacy and also reflect this love and sharing in a relational context. In fact, the “relational view” of the image of God is not just that human beings have this capacity for relationships but that the image of God is the relationship itself: “We are said to be in the image or to display the image when we stand in a particular relationship. In fact, that relationship is the image” (Erickson, 2001, p. 173).

We have begun to suggest ways to think about the family in light of creation. And we want to extend this discussion by raising questions for our consideration. For example, What was God’s creational intent in placing human beings in families? Certainly there is the obvious purpose of procreation—that families are the relationships through which human beings bear children and raise them as members of a culture or society. So families are a good of creation and are the means by which the human family is extended through generations.

Families are also the first relationships by which we image God. If we recognize the relational view of the image of God, then the relationships formed in our families of origin are based on our capacity for loving relatedness and image God as an aspect of the very relationships formed therein.

Jack and Judith Balswick (2007) discuss this idea of imaging God through our family relationships by referring to this as a trinitarian perspective on the family. They draw on the Christian concept of the Trinity—the relationship between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—to argue for certain qualities and characteristics in family life. For example, they suggest that a husband and wife join and become one in marriage but also retain their individuality, in a way that is comparable to “God being one, yet composed of three distinct persons” (p. 18).

Anderson and Guernsey (1985) develop the theme of covenant to explain family relationships as both social and derived from divine love by God for his people. We will return to this in our discussion of redemption.

We also know that families have been affected by the fall. While families reflect God’s creational intent, they also reflect the reality of our fallen condition. We turn now to a discussion of the fall and the implications for family relationships.





The Fall

We have seen the importance of loving relatedness and responsible dominion as understood from creation. But the created good is also tarnished by the fall. Christians recognize that sin entered into humanity through the fall. Human beings are now confronted with sin and guilt and depravity (Erickson, 2001).

Sin is evident in many ways. It is both a condition and the behaviors that express that condition. As a state or condition, it affects all of creation. There are no aspects of the created order that go untouched by the fall. Indeed, even the natural world labors under the weight of this fallen state (Rom 8:22). We will return to this momentarily, but sin certainly affects the family and the relationships therein.

At the level of the individual, we see evidence of sin in our own divided will. Paul talks about his own struggle with the part of him that wants to obey God and the part of him that is drawn toward disobedience. This disobedience, this “missing the mark,” is a split will that is expressed in what we do and what we fail to do. Our sinfulness can be expressed through our actions and through the failure to act.

When we think about the effects of the fall on the family, we want to first recognize the unique place of the family in God’s providence. As Kingdon (1988) suggests, the family is not only a part of God’s creational intent but is the means by which God communicates his covenant (p. 251). Recall that the covenant God makes with Abraham is to bless all people through his lineage. The family becomes a “theological as well as a biological and social structure” (p. 251).

Not only is the family the intended social relationship for humanity and the means by which the covenant promises are fulfilled, but it is also a place of both great provision and great risk to the vulnerable. It is important to consider ways in which the family and our understanding of the family are affected by the fall. Distortions make it probable now to not only isolate and blame others but to make the family into an idol.

We can see the effects of sin on the family in many ways. There are the effects of others’ sin on us. We see this within our own families. The incompleteness and sinfulness of others has an impact on us in our family relationships. Some people are raised in homes that have been damaging to them, in some cases through emotional, physical, or sexual abuse. Although such abuses are not common, there is a sense in which what makes families so powerful in shaping experiences for good is that they are also capable of contributing to such significant pain.

There are also the effects of our own sin in our family relationships. We contribute to the ways in which our family relationships are not all that they could be. We can become focused on our own interests in ways that further distort or take advantage of relationships.

It was mentioned above that sin affects the very structures of creation, including the family. We can ask whether a family is functioning properly because we recognize that a family as a structure and as part of God’s initial creational intent can sometimes be kept from functioning as it was intended.




Redemption

Thankfully, the biblical drama does not end with the fall. God does not abandon us to our fallen condition. Rather, God set in motion a plan for the redemption of a chosen people. A Christian understanding of redemption extends beyond people, however, touching all of creation itself; all of the created order will be redeemed.

The plan of redemption can be traced to the period immediately after the fall, but it comes to a culmination with the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. It is in this sense that the victory over sin is complete, and we begin to see more clearly the effects of that victory in the lives of those who trust in Jesus for their salvation. At the same time, the victory is not yet complete. We live in the “in-between times” as one theologian put it. We are in the “now” and the “not yet” of a life that is redeemed and set apart for God’s purposes.

How do we see the work of redemption in the family? Let us begin by acknowledging with Anderson and Guernsey (1985) that while the family is a social unit, it “finds its quintessential form in the particular quality of divine love that was expressed through redemptive history” (p. 36). It is both the first form of community and is held together by the very covenant agreement that lays the foundation for redemptive history.

At a more applied level, we see in Scripture some moments of reflection on the family that can be important for our consideration. Again, we want to be cautious here. Scripture does not outline the steps we need to take to ensure a better family life. It is not a manual for enhancing family life in contemporary society. However, in places we catch a glimpse of what families can be in the lives of believers.

We know that God’s providence refers to his governing activity and fulfillment of his plan for various aspects of creation. God’s providence extends throughout the universe and has been affirmed by Christians in relation to nature, animal creation, human history, the rise and fall of nations, and the events in the lives of individual persons (Erickson, 2001).

In some ways the family can be seen as a providential structure of creation. God’s continuing work of providence is probably most readily experienced by most people through the family. The family, while incomplete and fallen, is still a structure that is part of God’s provision to care for and provide a place for persons to grow into greater maturity and (ideally) to learn about the person and work of Jesus Christ.

The various models of family therapy discussed in part two of this book are theories for how to best understand family functioning by identifying what is dysfunctional in a family that is seeking counseling services. These models then offer a map to guide the family toward better functioning and cast a vision for how to improve relationships. We can recognize this as redemptive work, but we want to think carefully about what each theory is saying about family functioning, dysfunction, and ways to bring about change.




Glorification

The story of creation, the fall, and redemption will come to a crescendo with Jesus’ return. Christians refer to this as glorification, the fourth act of the biblical drama. As Erickson (2001) indicated, glorification can be considered for the individual, for the Christian community, and for all of creation.

It is interesting to consider the implications of glorification for the family. Perhaps an understanding of glorification will help to confirm why the church is “first family” and should not be idolized on this side of heaven.

Jesus was once asked about marriage in heaven. The purpose of the question was to trick Jesus by having him comment on a theological topic that had been a point of division among religious leaders of that day. But for our purposes what is particularly interesting is Jesus’ claim that there would not be giving and taking of husbands and wives in heaven. Does this mean that there is no marriage in heaven? No. Rather, marriage will not exist between two human beings as we understand marriage today—marriage will be between the church, the bride of Christ, and Jesus, the bridegroom.

It is in this sense that we all will be married to Jesus in heaven. Such an understanding might inform how we approach our understanding of marriage today—that is, while family is important for a number of reasons, including procreative purposes, it is not our first identity. Our primary identity is that we are part of a body that is itself wed to Christ. Single or married, we are all part of the bride, and we are to find our primary identity in that standing.




A Redemptive Focus

If we were to summarize the many characteristics of the Christian view of the family, we might want to examine and apply to families the Hebrew concept of shalom. To facilitate our understanding of the concept of shalom, we draw on the Christian philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff, who, in his book Until Justice and Peace Embrace (1983), developed his understanding of shalom as a kind of undercurrent throughout his book.

Shalom as a kingdom principle has to do with living in proper relationship with God, with oneself, with others, and with nature or one’s physical surroundings. For the family, we begin by living in right relationship with God, which means we take delight in him and come to have a heart for the things God has a heart for. According to Wolterstorff, shalom involves “right harmonious relationship to God and delight in his service” (1983, p. 70). Wolterstorff shares this image with the reader: the prophets in Scripture speak of a time when humanity “will no longer flee God down the corridors of time . . . when they will no longer turn in those corridors to defy their divine pursuer . . . when humanity acknowledges that in its service of God is true delight” (p. 70). What a helpful image—that humanity is running down this corridor and fleeing God. If we do anything, it is to turn to defy God. We do this in our families, too. In other words, families are not exempt from the effects of the fall. And we can live in our families in ways that essentially defy who God is and what his purposes are in our lives. The prophets, then, are speaking of a time when this will no longer happen. And God, in his mercy, lets us begin to delight in service to him today. So we want to begin thinking about families in terms of how we may be of service to God, how we might delight in such service in our families.

In addition to delight in relationships with God and with ourselves, shalom includes “right harmonious relationships to other human beings and delight in human community” (p. 70). According to Wolterstorff, shalom is not achieved when we act like “a collection of individuals all out to make [our] own way in the world” (p. 70). This speaks to the call on us to address injustices and oppression, to live in right relationship to others, and, beyond this, to enjoy and delight in one another (p. 70). So as you position yourself in the world, in your professional role, and in the way you continue to establish supports and meaningful relationships with others, ask yourself this: How will what I do and the way I do it reflect delight in relationships with others in my family?

In terms of nature or delight in our physical surroundings, we are talking about what happens when we “shape the world with our labor and find fulfillment in so doing and delight in its results” (Wolterstorff, 1983, p. 70). We see the family as a place for labor and investment of self and time and relationships, and we would want family members to be able to delight in their family life together, in the home they share. We would want the relationships formed in the home to reflect a kind of fulfillment that family members each experience as they come to a deeper and more meaningful understanding of God’s call on their lives. So family members might ask themselves, How will what I do and the way I do it in my family lead to fulfillment and reflect delight in service of others in the name of Jesus?

To speak of redemption is to necessarily speak to the created good of human relationships as well as the fallen state in which we live and relate to one another and the future humanity moves toward. When we talk about helping families move in a better direction, we are recognizing that there was some creational intent to how we were to relate in families and that those ways of relating are incomplete and partial after the fall. But the ways we are to relate also point to something beyond our here-and-now relationships, to transcendent reality that is both now and soon to come.




Reflecting Redemption: Family Functioning, Relationships, and Identity

We will discuss a redemptive focus with reference to three important considerations to Christians and to the field of family therapy. These are family functioning, family relationships, and family identity. We want to express our appreciation for the work of Mark McMinn and Clark Campbell, whose book Integrative Psychotherapy was helpful to us insofar as they developed the themes of function, structure, and relationship as aspects of the imago Dei. We extend those meanings to incorporate our discussion of the family from a Christian perspective. We then use these reference points in our Christian critique and engagement of the various models of family therapy and specific family therapy concerns in parts two and three of this book, respectively.

Family functioning. When we consider family functioning, we are looking at how models of therapy suggest that families ought to function. While it is common within the Christian domain to discuss and debate family structure—such as the egalitarian versus complementarian view of marriage—our intent is to move beyond that limiting dialogue and discuss marriage and family function as it relates to the broader themes described earlier: creation, fall, redemption, and glorification. We want to come to a fuller and more complete understanding of what the various models suggest is the best way for a family to function in light of its kingdom mission. We believe that each model of family therapy makes either an explicit or implicit claim about how families ought to function and ways that functioning can be improved through participation in therapy.

Families that function under optimal circumstances are prone to fewer tensions and greater success, satisfaction, and opportunities. Likewise, families that function under duress are prone to conflict, violence, separation, divorce, and mental and physical health ailments. We would also be remiss if we failed to note the obvious: healthy, functional families are good for adults and children alike. The research is overwhelming that both men and women are more likely to thrive and prefer to be in families. In a seminal meta- analytic study of 130 empirical investigations of the effect of marital status on human well-being, Coombs (1991) found that marital status was a significant predictor of physical health and personal well-being. Both men and women, when connected to others in a secure, stable, trustworthy environment with those they love and are loved by are more likely to live longer, have fewer negative health problems, manage their health problems with stronger resources, and report a higher level of satisfaction in every stage of life (Waite & Gallagher, 2000). In other words, it is the function of love, trust, security, honestly, vulnerability, stability, and so on within family relationships that has an effect on both the psychological and physical well-being of its members.

It is also true that adults tied intimately to families report less sleep, less free time, less financial resources to spend on themselves, and more necessity to compromise in vital decisions. The summation of the data suggests that family remains, for most adults, a commitment that stretches and enriches them, that drains and renews them.

The data also indicate that successful marriages and thriving families are the result of relational skills demonstrated routinely in the small challenges of life and exhibited extraordinarily in the face of the severity of life challenge (see Blankenhorn, 2007). Furthermore, every marriage and every family, despite its heritage and pedigree of generations of success, is challenged, threatened, and taxed to the point of collapse. Coping with crises brought on by death, disease, economic calamity, childhood wounding, sexual infidelity, natural disaster, and so forth is reported by many to be the greatest challenge faced in life. Enter the marriage and family therapist. The pages of this book are aimed at assisting those gifted with the care of people who have injuries to the space between themselves and their most needed and cherished others.

How would a family functioning as God intends relate, and how might we help existing families more closely approximate functioning most closely associated with Christianity? The bulk of this book will explore, then, how well existing models of family theory reflect these assumptions as well as how well they direct families toward these kinds of qualities and characteristics. At the close of part two of the book, we will turn to whether there is a distinctively Christian approach to the therapy Christians provide to families.

The presence of family function within each theory can be ascertained by the expressed focus articulated by the theory—that is to say, the aspect of family functioning that the theory focuses on. Those theories that have as their immediate goal explicit functional characteristics will tend to emphasize the immediate containment of negative characteristics that are having an effect on family functioning and operation. In the same way, approaches that are oriented toward function will emphasize the presence of behavioral characteristics and values that are exhibited in the present that indicate healthy functioning. For example, a healthy functioning family will have effective communication as a characteristic. Therefore, a family theory that possesses a strong affinity for the function or impact of words would focus a noticeable amount of time toward developing positive communication skills and eliminating destructive communication patterns.

So we want to ask, what is valued in each particular model or theory of the family? How do we know when a family is not functioning as it should? What map should a family follow to function better?

Family relationships. When we consider family relationships, we are talking about how family members ought to relate to one another. What do these relationships look like? How is the “space between” members of a family defined? Each model of family therapy prescribes something about how family members ought to relate. Thinking relationally rather than individually brought about the “systems revolution” that led to the formation of the marriage and family profession. Each theory, to varying degrees, has defined itself through the manner in which it addresses issues that emerge relationally—that is, between people rather than intrapsychically.

Scripture does not offer a comprehensive view of family relationships. But we do see directives to parents to instruct their children in Deuteronomy and instructions to families in Leviticus. We see other glimpses of family life throughout Scripture. Of course, many examples are not held up as models for family functioning. One does not turn to the story of Cain and Abel or of Joseph and his brothers as models of sibling relationships. But when we read of Ruth and Naomi (Ruth 1:16-18), for example, we are moved by Ruth’s commitment to the family of her deceased husband. Or when we read about Timothy’s upbringing, we are reminded by Paul that he is indebted to his mother and his grandmother for his knowledge and character in Christ (2 Tim 1:5). We also read about mutual regard and love toward one another in marriage (Eph 5:21-33).

Tragically, our culture provides messages, themes, values, and expectations that run counter to efforts at relational resilience and success. The devotion of Ruth to Naomi in the Bible provides an example of this commitment:


Where you go, I will go;

Where you lodge, I will lodge;

your people shall be my people,

and your God my God.

Where you die, I will die—

there will I be buried.

May the LORD do thus and so to me,

and more as well,

if even death parts me from you! (Ruth 1:16-18)



We need to be reminded that Ruth’s commitment was not to marriage but to the family of her deceased husband. The tie between her and Naomi was a volitional one. She married the family, and to that family she would remain, even after the commitment of marriage was legally dissolved.

We enter into a discussion of family relationships cautiously. Just as we want to recognize diverse views as to what constitutes a Christian view of the family, we also want to recognize various understandings of distinctively Christian family relationships.

We agree with Roberts (1993) when he wrote:

To love God with all one’s heart and one’s neighbor as oneself is what it is to be a fully functioning, fully formed, healthy person. This is what the Christian Word about persons tells us, and it is by this Word that Christians interpret themselves and so become formed as selves. (p. 12)


The questions in the present analysis include the following: How ought family members relate to one another to aid in the forming of us as “fully functioning, fully formed, healthy” persons who love God and neighbor and self? If a family were facilitating this formative process—and we believe families either do facilitate this kind of fully functioning personhood or they approximate it to one extent or another and in some cases fail altogether—how would family members be relating to one another?

Although not exhaustive, we believe family relationships would begin with acknowledging dependence on God. Family relationships—relating to one another in the context of daily family life—lead to vulnerability, and vulnerability can lead us to greater dependence on God (Roberts, 1993).

Christian family relationships also reflect a kind of dependence on God that brings the Christian to an understanding that they are to follow God’s leadership through studying and implementing his revealed will. Further, God leads families and places parents in a position in this world to be the central figures in enacting that leadership in ways that are in keeping with God’s will. Parents are to turn to God as a source for guidance, wisdom, and discernment.

This very act of following and relating to God models for family members how they are to think about their relationship to others in the family. Most family theories have neglected the role of the individual, perhaps to some extent in response to the focus on the individual found in the medical model and much of psychology. And in these contexts, mental health has often focused narrowly or exclusively on the self as the unit of concern and sought to actualize the potential of the self, often with respect to one’s own interests and desires. A Christian view would begin by anchoring this sense of self in relation to God because the Christian claims that self-actualization is a word that is too “thin” to stand within the Christian tradition. To actualize one’s self and one’s potential means to take delight in one’s standing as created in God’s image and for his purposes, for his service.

A Christian view of the family also extends far beyond the interconnectedness so often underscored in systems theory. A Christian view recognizes that systems approaches simply describe the reality that family members are interrelated in such a way that changes to one person will affect the others in the system. Of course this is true, but it is also a “thin” view of our relatedness. A Christian understanding of interrelatedness speaks to the ontological reality of our family relationships. We can begin to see our true “self” only in relation to others, and the family provides a social context in which we are to come to know and relate to others and learn more about ourselves.

In one sense we do not have to be in a family to experience this. As Roberts (1993) reminds us, the apostle Paul writes of how the Christian suffers when others suffer, and rejoices when others rejoice (1 Cor 12:26). However, the family provides us with the earliest opportunities to experience this interconnectedness that is found in our relationships to others precisely because of a more fundamental relationship that we share together in relation to God as our creator.

A Christian view of family connectedness will also recognize the importance of mutuality, in which family members have obligations to one another made important because of the covenant made in relation to God. The valuing of mutuality has been mentioned by other authors, such as Jack and Judith Balswick (2007), who see it as necessarily tied to the trinitarian perspective mentioned earlier.

Perhaps it is in the context of valuing mutuality that we can say that we find ourselves valuing improved communication and problem solving in families—not in and of themselves but as expressions of mutuality. We want to see families know how to listen to and affirm one another. There is also a sense in which all families are made up of fallen and incomplete individuals, and conflicts will be an inevitable part of relationships in a family context.

But in addition to mutuality, the Christian also sees the value of self-denial, a concept not often discussed in contemporary models of family therapy. But the Christian sees within family life an opportunity to grow into maturity by seeing one’s worth in relation to God and ultimately as part of the larger family of God. In this the Christian learns that what he or she wants is not ultimately the measuring stick of what he or she ought to have or has some claim to in this life. Rather, personal wants and desires are always subject to the larger purposes of God, and the Christian family can be a training ground for the kind of denial of one’s personal wants that opens the door to greater maturity in Christ. It is precisely because I am in relationship with others and with God that I might say no to my own interests on behalf of another and out of obedience to God.

The family as seen through a Christian lens also models perseverance or resilience. Marriage and family life is difficult. While a competing view might look at familial ties as potential obstacles to personal satisfaction, a Christian view recognizes that it is precisely through these conflicts that family members both witness and model perseverance. Roberts (1993) reminds us, “Child rearing is an excellent school for learning virtues like patience and self-control” (p. 223). So is marriage, for that matter. A Christian understanding of the family recognizes that family relationships provide unique opportunities to grow in virtues that ought to characterize us as persons. Indeed, “Christian teaching emphasizes that living through one’s trials with God’s help makes one into a mature person, builds Christian character” (p. 37). But it takes a certain amount of perspective-taking to identify opportunities to grow in patience and self-control, among other virtues.

An understanding that we live “between the times” also helps us have realistic expectations for families. They exist in a fallen world, and they consist of individual members who are likewise fallen. So it should come as no surprise that Christian family therapists might find problems presenting both in the individual and as a result of patterns of relating among family members.

The only sure thing when it comes to something that can be trusted is the God who made us. Even the healthiest of families can offer only so much by way of security:

Since Christianity regards human nature not just as relational but as God-related, we are freed to acknowledge that there is much in life to be anxious and distrustful about, even if our family members are as trustworthy as humans can be expected to be. Christian realism about the likelihood of finding security within the bounds of earthly relationships reveals the need for a trusting relationship with one who is trustworthy even when all else in life has fallen apart. (Roberts, 1993, p. 94)


Finally, we see Christian relationships as characterized by integrity. Family members are in this sense to be responsible to one another. This means, among other things, that family members make commitments and honor those commitments, taking seriously their family tasks, roles, and responsibilities (Jones & Butman, 2011). In this sense the family becomes a place in which early efforts to be honest, responsible, and faithful can be understood and enacted.

In our own cultural context we see value in encouraging the qualities mentioned above so that they come to characterize families in contemporary society. We are not saying that these family qualities are clearly derived from Scripture and hence applicable to all families at all times. Rather, they are principles that seem consistent with God’s revealed will in Scripture and also relevant and applicable to our cultural context. This is not an exhaustive list, and it is certainly conceivable that other qualities might come to the foreground in other cultural contexts.

Family identity. Identity refers to definition. It refers to how we are characterized and recognized by our distinction and uniqueness and also by our affiliation. When we consider family identity we are referring to the role a family plays in ordering the world. Families provide individuals with definition and identity—a sense for who they are and what ultimately matters in life. The “I” becomes part of the “us” of marriage, family, clan, and community. Whether they acknowledge it or not, each model of family therapy suggests ways to make sense of the world; each family shapes the way its individual members come to understand themselves and the world around them.

As Moynagh (1995) suggests, Jesus was brought up in a home that modeled what would have been expected of families throughout the Old Testament—that is, “his parents successfully pass on to him the faith” (p. 373). There is a real sense in which family identity will be founded on what it means to be a Christian. This is not merely intellectual assent to doctrines about the person and work of Christ, although it certainly can mean a deeper valuing of Christian doctrine, but it also means a life together in which family members relate to one another as Christians and by doing so create a larger, more encompassing family identity as followers of Christ.

As good as families are, we also want to recognize a perspective that is quite unique to a Christian worldview but one that is lost on many Christians today; that is, the people of God, the body of Christ, are to be considered our “first family,” as Clapp (1993) put it. Clapp actually makes two declarations, one negative and the other positive. The negative declaration regarding the family is that

the family is not God’s most important institution on earth. The family is not the social agent that most significantly shapes and forms the character of Christians. The family is not the primary vehicle of God’s grace and salvation for a waiting, desperate world. (p. 66)


The positive declaration is this:

The church is God’s most important institution on earth. The church is the social agent that most significantly shapes and forms the character of Christians. And the church is the primary vehicle of God’s grace and salvation for a waiting, desperate world. (pp. 66-67)


While we agree with much of what Clapp is saying here, we might place our emphasis on how the family is to be valued by Christians—not for its own sake but in part because the Christian family is one part of the larger body of Christ and a part of the church. It is the part that provides stability and role modeling, love and nurturance, boundaries and consequences, and so much more. Lessons learned early in life in the family are then played out over and over again in the life of the believer in the context of the larger body of Christ.

In the end, the biological family, while so important in so many different ways, is not ultimately the most important institution in and of itself. It is part of the most important institution—that is, the church. God, through the covenant made with his people in the Old Testament, essentially establishes the primacy of those who follow him, and Jesus confirms that priority throughout the New Testament. The bride of Christ, the church, becomes “first family” to those who find salvation in Jesus.

This understanding of the family has tremendous implications—for those who are married and for those who are single. For example, for married persons it means that we may relate to one another in marriage and to children in the family but that those relationships all occur as a microcosm of the larger relationships we sustain in the body of Christ. We are not a family in isolation; rather, we are a family interconnected to others who are also part of the larger body of Christ.

This view of first family also has implications for those who are single. Although we will not be able to address this in great detail, it is important to affirm that Christian singles are “first-class” citizens of the most important institution established by God to further his purposes. The local church can fail to communicate this truth and live it out when singles are made to feel that they are “second-class” citizens because they do not exist in the family form that is idealized in many church contexts.

The question we want to ask about family identity is, what does it mean to form a family life together as Christians? How do we understand our family identity in relation to the larger community of believers?




In Closing: A Lesson from Father Stanley

N-IV-16: it stands for North of the Cross, row 4, 16 graves in from the aisle. It is the burial site of Father Stanley Vesely at St. Procopius Abbey, in Lisle, Illinois. He was not famous—except that there is a baseball field named in his honor. There is really no reason for you to have ever heard of him. He was no authority on marriage, family, psychology, or counseling such that he should be noted in a marriage and family text. All but fourteen of his eighty-nine years were lived in a monastery. That hardly qualifies him for the opening chapter to a textbook on counseling families. But maybe, embedded somewhere in his life’s story, there was evidence of the key principle for successful relationship. We suggest that Father Stanley’s life represents a model for family and for the treatment of families that is fundamental to the purpose of this book, the purpose of our work with couples and families, and your purpose in studying how to assist them to thrive in relationship together.

In 1927 Stanley entered seminary with the intention to become a priest. Behind the church was a cemetery. Being the master of pun, he would say with a smile that at age fourteen, “I entered the cemetery . . . I mean seminary.” In truth, he entered the service of God, and he made the decision to intentionally and purposefully join others in relationships that would shape his character and identity in significant ways. There, amid the trees and headstones, he declared to God that this place would be where he would live and serve and die and be buried. That decision, and the thousands of decisions to follow through on in fulfilling that initial commitment, would shape who he became in the context of the relationships to which he committed himself. In 2003, seventy-six years after making that promise, it was completed.

Father Stanley possessed a mental frame that was unusual in his day—and rare in ours. It was one in which the dedication of self toward an institution and toward others surpassed a love for self. It is this dedication of self toward institutions and toward others that we want to highlight as critical for our understanding of families today. We see successful married relationship as patterned after Father Stanley’s triumphant life. “Here is where I will dedicate my life, and these people will be those to whom I serve, and allow to serve me.” Marriage, in our frame, is most likely to thrive when the mentality of lifelong commitment is made toward each other. It is as if we are saying, “I will die here, with you holding me at age eighty-nine, after a life of service.” This dedication, this frame, informs so many decisions in our day-to-day lives, and as a couple raises a family, the decision, the frame, continues to be a resource that informs decision making for the life of family relationships.

Such a life commitment, made at any age, will be difficult. One can only imagine the sadness that Father Stanley experienced with the comparison of his life path to those of his peers and extended family. He would know of others who made different choices than he made, whose lives were fulfilled by the choices they made and that perhaps part of him would have wanted to make but did not. The weights from our life choices are a heavy burden at times, sometimes because of the difficulties encountered because of those choices, other times simply because the choices also represent closing doors to other ways to live and other opportunities for growth. It is common to make comparisons. Singles compare their lives and dreams to those who are married. Married couples compare their lives to singles and to other couples. Family members make comparisons as they think about other couples and their children and the values and priorities and experiences of others. Who hasn’t struggled when reading through an end-of-the-year Christmas letter from a family that seems to have made the best choices and have had the best experiences imaginable?

Couples also come to us, and will come to you, along with their families wanting assistance with their burdens that emerge with life commitments. The choice to join with another in forming a family is one that will bring pain that can be severe and frequent. In the same way that many must have aided Father Stanley in his commitment to keep his vows to God, so you and we aid families in maintaining theirs.

Such an understanding of the family brings us back to Father Stanley because the qualities and characteristics of the family will likely be reflected in the intentional, purposeful ways we are to relate to one another as believers. As Father Stanley made his vow to live intentionally with others and they with him, we can look at how we are to live with one another in the committed, purposeful relationships we refer to as family. So we come to the question, to what end are we seeking a redemptive focus in our work with families?




Conclusion

Our intent in this opening chapter is to create an image of marriage and family that is not often articulated within most family therapy textbooks. In these opening pages we hope to cast a vision from a redemptive perspective as to what the family can be. We have a high confidence that all of us who are carefully committed to family well-being—the novice and the expert, the religious and the secular, the liberal and the conservative, the professional and the lay worker—must be extremely careful to see, read, hear, and respond to the family as our preconceptions permit us. We fully respect the restraint required of us as professional clinicians to not dictate or manipulate others who come to us for assistance toward directions that they wish not to go—such as refusing to work with a family because the adults see their relationship as being temporal while we see it as something that should be enduring. However, we are under no obligation to uncritically embrace the maps that guide us in assisting families, particularly when they do so based on the assumption that they are merely temporal. Our goal is to offer a text that critically engages the existing models of family therapy and begins to cast a vision for a distinctively Christian understanding of the family and of ways to support and sustain families in their many forms. We and you must engage our work with families with an eye on the figure and an eye on the ground.

We recognize that there is no one perspective on the family with which all Christians will agree. But we give general consideration that we believe many if not most Christians will agree and then ask for grace from those who might emphasize other considerations that we chose not to add to this present discussion.

We look at Scripture and see that God works in so many different forms of family toward his purposes. This is the redemptive focus of this book. God may have in mind a family form from creation, but he also recognizes our fallen condition and, because of the redemptive work of his Son, Jesus, he is at work in our lives, however broken they may be.
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Historical
Foundations of
Family Therapy


It was hard for him who had lived with one

generation, to plead now before another.

PLUTARCH, LIVES





THIS BOOK IS A GUIDE FOR CLINICIANS and pastoral counselors who work with couples and families in the healing of relational pain and injury. This guide is unique from most others in that it is a fusion of the previous work of psychologists, counselors, and family therapists spanning over 130 years with the Christian tradition of family care that has emerged from the biblical text and predominantly Protestant theology.

This chapter will lay the foundation for those that follow, which will address specific marriage and family theories, therapies, and interventions. Included in the discussion will be the philosophical antecedents that have influenced its movement from primarily a religious function through the emergence of a profession associated with the psychiatric treatment of schizophrenia and other mental disorders to its current practice in a broad spectrum of mental health, social service, religious ministry, and human development fields. In the process of presenting the history of the family therapy movement, we will address the important philosophical antecedents and the salient constructs that transcend individual schools of family therapy. These principles serve as a basic or common set of assumptions that separate the group of family interventions from psychology, counseling, and therapy targeted toward individual growth and development.

Therefore, in understanding the full depth and breadth of family therapy practice within the twenty-first century, one must have regard for two traditions. The first is the theological/philosophical tradition that established the practice of human caregiving as it pertains to family life and the well-being of individuals through the advance of the social institutions of marriage and family. The second is the scientific/professional tradition that established the empirical methodology of family therapy through the application of quantitative and qualitative science, psychology, and medicine. The expressed purpose of this text is to illuminate the latter through the respect and regard of the former. That is to say that the practice of family therapy, psychology, counseling, or social work are conducted and regulated through the respective professional regulations and licenses and are derived from a philosophy and a theology about human intra- and interrelationships. The authors, as Christian psychologists, are educated within the profession of psychological science, most succinctly defined by psychological functionalists as “the study of mental activity” (Marx & Cronan-Hillix, 1987, p. 129). Therefore, this chapter will explore the historical foundation of family counseling by paying regard to the science and the ministry of family care. While the subsequent chapters of the text will focus more specifically on theoretical approaches derived from the scientific/professional tradition, it is the theological/ministerial foundation that motivates us to conduct research, engage in practice, and instruct others in the methodology of family intervention.

To consider the history of family therapy is to examine how we have corrected ourselves within the context of real relationships. Therapy connotes the idea of repair, reconciliation, or remediation—commonly associated with a medical application that promotes healing. The profession of “psychotherapy”—literally the profession of “soul healing”—has historically constituted “temporary,” “conditional,” even “artificial” relationships, those based on an economic arrangement between a service consumer with an identified “self need” and a service provider with specialized training and credentials, to foster individual growth, maturation, and healing from the challenges and injuries of life and remediation of the targeted aspect of self. Though we use the terms temporary, conditional, and artificial to describe the therapeutic relationship, we do not mean that the therapist pretends to care but rather that the care and concern are bound by the limits of the profession. Those limits are most fundamentally economic. The “soul healing” aspect of therapy between a professional clinician—therapist, psychologist, counselor, social worker, or religious/spiritual minister—and an individual imitates the real relationship of parent, sibling, extended family member, or friend but is limited to a specific focus of problem or issue that is experienced as intrapersonal pain.

Family psychotherapy is similar but integrates broader constructs. Its therapeutic focus is the healing of the family soul and the healing of individual souls communally within family relationships. That is to say, it focuses on (a) the repair or healing of the space between people in relationship and (b) people in relationship commonly attending to the healing within each member. We see family psychotherapy or family therapy to be the healing of families, the system or the “family soul,” and the healing of individual souls that make up family constellations.

In the case of marriage and family therapy, the healing that occurs is within actual relationships—those that have a historical, a present, and a future set of experiences. Therapy within previously established and continuing real relationships is significantly different than those established between an individual clinician and client. The relationships of family—those established by marriage, offspring, extended relatives, legal contract, or personal volition—exist a priori to the presence of pathology, maladaptivity, or dysfunction, and they continue to exist post hoc. Family therapy is unique from all other psychotherapies in that it involves an outside person entering a closed relational system and helping to prompt change while never actually becoming part of the system. It is the task of the clinician to assist in the revitalization of a social organism such that the system creates its own perpetual motion. Perhaps Carl Whitaker articulated it best by likening the family therapist’s relationship to the family as that of a coach who helps the team perform better but does not actually play in the game.


A Rationale for Family Therapy

We see the developing of a “family therapy profession” emerging later in the twentieth century from three factors. The first is that humans are intrinsically help seekers. The second reason is that the complexity of culture has made help seeking within the traditional extended family structure insufficient. Finally, family therapy emerged when the economies of Western society could accommodate a helping profession funded by the discretionary income of families and of local communities.

For as long as there have been relationships, we suspect there have been persons appointed within the society to help others within the community to work out differences and solve problems together. Certainly within recorded Western history such roles were formally occupied by the philosophers of the Greek era; the rabbis of the Jewish tradition; and pastors/priests, lawyers, and physicians in Christian Europe and the Americas. The role of shaman, imam, spiritualist, or teacher in Native American, Islamic, and Asian cultures plays an equally important position in the counsel of families. In addition, there is the very important role of the family sage—that wise elder, be it an aunt, uncle, or grandparent—who could help the family understand and resolve challenges and threats to the family. That from this condition of nonformal intervention a profession of family therapy emerged should not be a surprise. We see this as an outcome of two important factors. First, it is within human capacity to seek assistance from others to resolve problems in living. Human nature has not changed, though the individual experiences as children, adolescents, and adults from one generation and one culture to another certainly have.

In North American culture, the image of “rugged individualism” has been a pervasive icon of life. However, in all likelihood, it is an exaggerated reality, a “sound bite mentality” that does not really reflect how we actually live in community. Even individualistic presses and values did not override the requirement to live interdependently with others and to seek advice and assistance when one encountered challenge. Benjamin Franklin, in the preface to Poor Richard’s Almanack, said that “it is hard for an empty sack to stand upright.” Just as much as people sought advice to live in the eighteenth century, they pursue it in the twenty-first. Advance the DVD of time 250 years and you have the equivalent form in Dr. Phil or the Supernanny dispensing advice to culture that is desperate for family insight, guidance, and direction—sprinkled with the same wit and amusement.

Second to the fact that we are prone to seek assistance from others within our community is the reality that life, to say the least, is knotty, thorny, and confusing. The rules that once applied, that defined family and gave direction for the maturation of the young, and the boundaries that define responsibilities and privileges for adults are in various levels of suspension. In the twenty-first century the family is, more than any other time in civilized history, a complicated blending of biological and sociological change. The “social instruction book”—the commandments of relationship passed from one generation to the next that instructed us where to live, how to live, and what to live for—has, for most people, been fractured. “The family as an institution perhaps suffers most from the fractionalization of relationships” (Gergen, 1991, p. 179). This is not stated to appeal for a return to the “good old days,” for every day or historical period has problems of its own. This is meant to recognize the importance of understanding the pressures on family systems and to be an advocate for the institution of marriage and family and the individual marriages and families confused and perplexed in their formation of relational community.

Advances in biology have created a radically different life for us compared to our parents and the generation that preceded them. Because of knowledge from medical science, the life expectancy of billions of people has nearly doubled in just the last century. Changes in reproductive knowledge have altered family formation such that the timing of conception, the number of pregnancies, and even the sex of the child can be manipulated. The rapid advance of technology in communication, transportation, biology, and economics has created a pressure on the family system that is essential in maintaining social stability. Gergen refers to this phenomenon as multiphrenia. “Entering a relationship with a multiplicity of potentials, each a possible invalidation of the other, makes it enormously difficult to locate a steady form of relatedness. These difficulties are only intensified in the case of committed intimacy” (1991, p. 176). Multiphrenia is the loss associated with near-infinite opportunity regarding the expectation of personal freedoms and opportunities, limited by the realities of time and energy (Lyle & Gehart-Brooks, 1999).

Finally, significant economic gains have provided an independence from the subsequent generation like no other time in our history and with financial resources never before experienced. The North American economy in the twenty-first century allows for far more options for an individual’s and family’s discretionary income than in generations past. Americans have more money and can spend above and beyond the necessities of food and shelter. For example, the USDA statistics show that in 1929 nearly one-fourth of a family’s income was required to pay for food. Today, that number is less than one-tenth. In generations past, economic opportunities for most families provided for basic food, clothing, and shelter needs. Middle-class families might have a mule or a horse for transportation, but most often they walked. But now, it is impossible in today’s economic climate to remain current with the array of products and services available to every economic class.

We can anticipate that social change will for the subsequent generation occur at a rate equally as fast if not faster than any previous generation. Within this era of greater wealth have emerged many services for the “wealthy middle class” that includes paid “personal/family advisers” to help them navigate the complexity of family life. In the past the need for support—brought on by the need for stability—was addressed by seeking counsel within one’s family, clan, or religious community. The exception to this was the economically wealthy who could use their financial resources to pay for advice and counsel. Freud’s work as an analyst was reserved for only the patrician class of Viennese society. Psychoanalysis was not available to the populace for sheer economic reasons. However, in the current social climate the need for support, which has always been present, is exacerbated by the intensity of change and embedded in the advantage of economic and social policy that has made individual, marital, and family therapy accessible to almost anyone within North American society.




The Unique Contribution of Marriage and Family Therapy

Despite the radical social changes that have constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed what it means for many to be in a family, some aspects have not changed. It was true in any age past and remains true today that the strongest of human bonds are those formed through the affection and dependence of family attachment (Bowlby, 1969). With economic and technological advancements, the individual’s need for connection to family and the family’s responsibility in nurturing its members has shown no evidence of change. Less academic, and possibly more meaningful, is A. A. Milne’s explanation of attachment found in the dialogue between Piglet and Winnie the Pooh:


Piglet sidled up to Pooh from behind.

“Pooh!” he whispered.

“Yes, Piglet?”

“Nothing,” said Piglet, taking Pooh’s paw.

“I just wanted to be sure of you.” (The House at Pooh Corner, 1928)



Family psychotherapy has come to be the “healing of attached souls.” Like Piglet, family members need to be sure of one another or to be confidently attached. When that security is destabilized or becomes detached by environment, circumstances, or behavior, the figurative glue that permits people to “keep their lives together” breaks down. People become “unglued.” Theorists, described later in subsequent chapters, have argued over whether the therapeutic repair process—the “re-gluing” that occurs in marital or family counseling—is an individual’s internal process with family as the tool (Whitaker & Keith, 1981) or is a repair process of the actual space between individuals (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). For now it must be sufficient to assume that healing involves both the individual soul as well as a mystical corporate “soul” of family—that is to say that family therapy is both an intrapsychic and an interpsychic intervention. Family therapy exists to evoke change, alleviate suffering, and promote growth for each of the identified patients with a system (intra) and for the family as a living organism (inter).

This tension between family and individual has transcended time and culture. While the laws of physics and biology are stable through time, the principles of family therapy are tied to how cultures embedded in time and place come to define the nature of individual existence and the individual’s relationship to others. Rapid increases in biological science, economics, and technology during the twentieth century have accelerated the rate of change of family structures and definitions of individuality. In spite of changes such as the human migration away from ethnic geographies that have existed for centuries and economics that have changed the way individuals acquire the necessary resources for survival, certain facts regarding the stability and continuity of family remain. First, human beings are ill-equipped to survive in the earth’s environment alone. Individuals must shelter themselves from the seasonal extremities of heat and cold and must protect themselves from micro- and macroscopic predators. These include everything from viruses and bacteria to lions, tigers, and bears (“Oh, my!”) to scenarios where humans must compete for limited survival resources such as food and water. Therefore, humanity—in our view by God’s design and in the view of others by evolutionary progression—must live with others. For the most part, these “others” are families.

Second, while society has come to provide much of the essential services previously provided by family (i.e., education, work, protection from predators, health care, and recreation), the empirical research is abundantly clear that offspring are most likely to thrive in the presence of stable, biologically based families. Biologically based parenthood and nurturance within a community of siblings, extended family, and communities provide the highest probability for later success in the exhibition of adult skills required to exist in the society (Stanton, 1997).

Third, end-of-life issues are best managed by those with whom the experiences of life were shared. We all know of the images of death: one with a spouse, children, and extended family at bedside to both embrace the life well lived and accept the death now visiting on the family, and another of the stark impression of death in one’s eighth decade with no one present to share the significance of one’s last breath. The research bears out the difference that the elderly adult who is engaged in life with extended family is more likely to live longer, in better health, and with fewer injuries and greater life satisfaction than those who are alone.

And finally, as much as pop culture places a value on the freedoms of the single life, the research presents a drastically different image. Married men and women are healthier physically and report lower frequency of missed work and lost wages; lower percentages of suicide, depression, and anxiety; and higher levels of life satisfaction (Stanton, 1997).




A Brief History of Family Therapy: How We Got Where We Are

Reading most mental health and family therapy texts, you would learn that “psychology” is a relatively new field of study compared to other scientific disciplines, having a beginning in Europe with Wilhelm Wundt and his laboratory at the University of Leipzig and in North America with the writings of William James, both occurring in the 1870s. Family therapy, one of the many specialties of the mental health profession emerging from psychological science, traces its origin as a profession from the era immediately following World War II. It is true that psychology as a scientific discipline defined as the empirical study of human behavior began then and there. And it is also true that family therapy as an academic discipline and as a profession is just over a half century in age. However, it is not true that psychology, as a term to describe the efforts to understand and alleviate mental anguish, began in a laboratory, clinic, or university. Likewise, family therapy—the process of rendering aid to family groups to assist adults and children in the complications of life—can be traced through Eastern and Western societies for millennia, not decades.

We have divided the history of family therapy into three periods. The first period is the family ministry period. The second is the family science period. The third and current era is the social constructivist period. We will examine the emergence of these three times, the first covering three hundred years, primarily from the establishment of Western culture in North America in the early 1700s continuing through the first generation of the twenty-first century, but having a more diminished role in the larger society than it did up until the rise of empirical science in the late 1800s. The second period, family science, had its origin with the formation of the early adherents to structural, functional, and analytic psychology just prior to the dawn of the last century, continuing through the present. During this period the profession of family therapy was established as something other than ministry and individual psychology. Its preeminence was the three decades between 1950 and 1980. This period saw the establishment of a profession with a distinct theory, therapy, and identity. The family science period continues as a powerful force but is having to share the spotlight with social constructivists beginning in about 1980 up to the present. The third period, social constructivism, has a clear time of emergence in the 1980s and has continued to grow in influence through the first decade of the twenty-first century. Because it includes the present we do not yet know its lasting imprint on the culture and the profession, nor where it will lead in the future.

Conceptually, we liken these three periods to a trio of vocal musicians. For about two hundred years religion’s family counseling was a solo lead singer. Then for much of the twentieth century religion’s voice was a background singer to the scientific approach. During this era the emphasis was on theory, research, education, and licensure of clinicians who understood the practice of family therapy to be a derivative of medical science. The religious approaches remained present but far less prominent. Then, most recently, a new voice was introduced to the group; the social constructionist approach had a new rhythm, a new lyric, and a new audience. This new musician did not replace the previous two: it redefined the fundamental assumptions about the music of therapy. Previously there was a struggle between these voices, fighting for who would be heard. At other times they were discordant, singing in competitive keys. And at other times, there has been a blending and a resonance of three different voices with a common purpose. We, the audience, have unique relationships with all three members of the band—we may prefer one and wish the others would retire or come down with an extended case of laryngitis. However, the fact remains that the religious, scientific, and relativistic influences remain and continue to have a place in the culture. So to understand family therapy, we must understand the unique contribution that all three of these traditions have made and continue to make to the practice of healing the attached souls of family.




Family Therapy as Ministry

We believe that Gladding was in error when he said that “Prior to the 1940s, family therapy in the United States was almost a nonentity” (2007, p. 56). As we have said earlier, it is true that the profession of family therapy had its genesis immediately following World War II. However, the historical evidence suggests that family counseling and therapy as a practice did not begin with Ackerman, Bell, Whitaker, or Bowen. Family intervention has a tradition lasting millennia within the realm of ministry and the church. University of Chicago sociologist Ernest Burgess addressed the emergence of formal study of the family in 1926. He wrote, “Nine years ago I gave for the first time a course on the family. There was even then an enormous literature in this field. But among all the volumes upon the family . . . [there was] not a single work that even pretended to study the modern family as behavior or as a social phenomenon” (1926, p. 4, italics added). Burgess found an abundance of writings on family processes and care from within the religious context because at that time churches were the ones doing the caring. His work was among the first to consider family processes with the emerging empirical sociopsychological paradigm.

Family therapy—that is, the healing, repair, education, and maturation of family units and of individuals within family units working with external caregivers—is a practice with a long-standing tradition. Rather than Gladding’s short history of the secular profession of family therapy, we concur with McNeill that the care of families—that is, of soul care of the attached—is “a unique and sacred profession that spans the centuries” (1951, p. viii). In their classic work on the history of Christian ministry, Niebuhr and Williams (1956) cite cases of pastoral counseling ministry to families from the primitive church to the time of their writing in the mid-twentieth century. For example, they include Hudson’s work on ministry in the Puritan era in which he cites the works of early American Puritan ministers who authored “family counseling manuals” available for pastors. “Even though many of the more prominent divines . . . busied themselves with the preparation of this type of literature, there was a continual demand for additional manuals or directories which would provide the clergy with guidance in dealing with ‘cases of conscience’ which they encountered in the course of their ministry” (Hudson, 1956, p. 196).

These manuals were the equivalent of pastoral case studies that provided family ministers with examples that served as templates for pastors to aid families with challenges to marriage, child development, employment, and economics. Hudson quotes Puritan pastor Richard Baxter: “We must have a special eye upon families to see that they be well ordered and the duties of each relation performed for if we suffer the neglect of this, we undo all. . . . You are likely to see no general reformation till you procure family reformation” (p. 194). Baxter goes on to state that one day a week was dedicated to visiting families in their homes within his parish so that by the end of a year’s time he would have extended personal contact to each of the 800 families within his care (Hudson, 1956).

By far the most prominent tools used by the “family counselor” in this period of family ministry were the Sunday sermon delivered from the pulpit and the Sunday school for children. Learning of family life and thinking about resolving relational differences came from modeling conducted within one’s own immediate and extended family and from the ministry received from the church. In our era, with the presence of a literate population, mass media, information technology, and professional services, the significance of a sermon as an educational tool and as the means by which a person received insight into repressed motives, realization of shortcomings, public and private declarations to change, and specific instruction toward effective living is not often perceived. The effect of the Christian pastor as a family counselor, mentor, model, teacher, and caregiver can be evidenced by the great British Baptist pastor Charles Haddon Spurgeon. In his book Come Ye Children, written to train parents and teachers to seek maturation in the children under their care, he writes,

Next, get the children to love you, if you can. “Come, ye children, hearken unto me.” You know how we used to be taught in the dame’s school, how we stood up with our hands behind us to repeat our lessons. That was not David’s plan. “Come, ye children,—come here, and sit on my knee.” “Oh!” thinks the child, “how nice to have such a teacher, a teacher who will let me come near him, a teacher who does not say, ‘Go,’ but ‘Come!’” The fault of many teachers is that they do not get their children near them; but endeavor to foster in their scholars a kind of awful respect. Before you can teach children, you must get the silver key of kindness to unlock their hearts, and so secure their attention. Say, “Come, ye children.” (1975, pp. 83-84)


The essence of family therapy in the prescientific era can be justifiably criticized for some of its methodologies, as is described by Kimball (2001). She points out that many “interventions” were based on guilt, manipulation, and coercion. She quotes John Wesley, cited in Moran and Vinovskis (1992), as saying, “It is this; never, on any account, give a child anything that it cries for. . . . If you give a child what he cries for, you pay him for crying: and then he will certainly cry again” (p. 349). In a similar fashion, Jonathan Edwards said, “The methods of disciplining most favored by evangelicals therefore had their most profound impact upon the moral conscience of evangelical children. For the rest of their lives, they would never be entirely freed from the pangs of guilt and the embarrassments of shame implanted within them during their earliest years” (p. 349).

While there was instruction and beliefs that maintained male dominance in social and political structures, the Christian counsel emerging from the Bible, theological systems, and the pragmatic Christian culture was that family members require mutual respect and support for survival. The predominating tone and instruction that emerges from the literature of early “pastoral family counseling” is the affection, care, and concern for every man, woman, and child. For example, McNeill (1951) writes of Ichabod G. Spencer, author of A Pastor’s Sketches or Conversations with Anxious Inquirers (1850): “Mr. Spencer met his consultants with a gentle urgency that arose from confidence in his message and a genuine sympathy for mental suffering” (p. 262). Of Charles Spurgeon, who pastored in the 6,000-seat Southwark Tabernacle, London, McNeill writes that he was said to be a “counselor to many in person and letter” (p. 270).

To summarize the influence of the Christian tradition on forming family counseling skills, we can see that the cultural Zeitgeist spanning the centuries prior to the modern scientific era was for communities to encourage and at times coerce its members to adhere to a shared value. Individuals and adults responsible for nurturing, educating, and training their offspring to become mature adults were often encouraged to seek out the support, guidance, and wisdom of appointed or intrinsically gifted counselors.




The “Golden Era”: Family Psychology as Science, 1950 to 1980

The rise of science as a philosophy of life took a central place in the North American culture in the late 1800s and early 1900s. While beginning as a movement in science and technology, it encompassed all aspects of life, including theology, politics, education, art/literature, and economics.

As it pertains to formation of family therapy between 1900 and 1940 there was both a rise in the optimism of human potential and significant social change. Ernst Groves described these changes, including the alteration of gender roles, emancipation of women from single domestic duties, parenthood by choice, and the migration from rural to urban settings (Burgess, 1926). In addition, the modernist movement, which valued education, created an environment where lay and professional organizations were formed to help families adjust to the radical changes in the social structures. Education beyond grammar school became a middle-class value and expectation. Families shifted from rural agrarian to urban and suburban industrial and service economies. With this shift came the creation of new stressors—and new support systems to help families with the changes of modernity.

One of the early evidences of these changes occurred around 1905 with the Emmanuel Movement. Elwood Worchester, rector of the Emmanuel Church in Boston, was instrumental in the emerging science of therapy (Benner, 1998). By the influence of his personality he shaped an ecumenical movement that included adherents from most Christian denominations to seek to integrate the forming science of psychology to work with individuals, families, and groups (Gifford, 1998). Worchester sought to integrate the gentle work of a pastor with the science of human behavior emerging in Europe and North America:

The two lines of thought from convergence of which this work sprang are the critical study of the New Testament and the study of physiological psychology. . . . I trust also that from the years devoted to the study of the life of Jesus some rays of His spirit, some feeling for the sorrows of men entered me. . . . From Fechner, Wundt and James, I learned how delicate and powerful an instrument for the improvement of human life modern psychology places in our hands. (Worchester & McComb, 1909, pp. 10-11)


The influence of the Emmanuel Movement was directly linked to the development of Alcoholics Anonymous, and later group dynamic movement associations. Its importance in family therapy is that it served as a transitional link from the understanding of “therapy” as a ministerial duty toward the development of a profession of mental health clinicians that fifty years later would include marriage and family therapists.

There were many other early family therapy precursors. This list includes Hannah and Abraham Stone, a wife-husband physician team, who in 1929 established the first marriage clinic in New York City. Their book on marriage and family, A Marriage Manual, was first published in 1935 and went through twenty-two editions until it went out of print in 1952.

Emily Hartshorne Mudd formed the Marriage Council of Philadelphia in 1932, an organization targeted at providing counsel to families concerning marriage, sexuality, family formation, and child development. Her work led to the formation of a family studies program at the University of Pennsylvania and was influential in making Philadelphia an intellectual center of family therapy theory.

These and other individuals, such as Paul Popenoe in California, Ernest Groves in North Carolina, and Bela Mittleman in New York City, participated in forming organizations such as the National Council on Family Relations and the American Association of Marriage Counselors that preceded and helped seed current institutions that nurtured family therapy into a science and a profession. These organizations were designed to help families affected by the tumultuous years of the Great Depression and World War II.

Looking back, the years prior to World War II were characterized by the emergence of an important clinic here or an influential book there. Yet it was not a social movement or an emerging profession. However, immediately after the war new ideas were spawned about family intervention that led to the rapid coalescing of many theories and approaches to family intervention. Nichols and Schwartz’s (2006) timeline of “Major Events in the History of Family Therapy” begins with Bertalanffy’s presentation of general systems theory in 1945 (p. xi). The “Golden Age” is a term applied to a span of over three decades—from 1950 into the 1980s—in which family therapy theory was developed, institutions formed, and the profession established. The family therapy “giants”—Ackerman, Bateson, Bell, Bowen, Boszormenyi-Nagy, Haley, Jackson, Minuchin, Satir, Whitaker, and others—collaborated with one another to develop theory and technique. “These new-style of healers were pioneers, busily opening up new territory and staking their claim against unfriendly elements in the psychiatric establishment” (Nichols & Schwartz, 2006, p. 41).

The pioneering work accomplished by these early family therapists occurred in a context influenced by two important factors. First was the technology theory established through research and development stimulated by World War II. The second was the disease of schizophrenia.

World War II was fought in Europe, Africa, and the Asia-Pacific, but it was won in the laboratories and the factories of the United States. It could be said that the war was won by scientists—mathematicians, physicists, chemists, and engineers who designed machines, tools, and weaponry to defeat the Axis powers. The great minds of North American, European, and Asian technology were dedicated to winning the war effort—then in 1945 that energetic focus shifted from military to civilian applications. Bateson (1972, p. 474) describes it most succinctly in a quotation cited by Becvar and Becvar:

Now I want to talk about the other significant historical event which has happened in my lifetime, approximately in 1946–1947. This was the growing together of a number of ideas which had developed in different places during World War II. We may call the aggregate of these ideas cybernetics, or communication theory, or systems theory. The ideas were generated in many places: In Vienna by Bertalanffy, in Harvard by Wiener, in Princeton by von Neumann, in Bell Telephone labs by Shannon, in Cambridge by Craik, and so on. All these separate developments in different intellectual centers dealt with different communication problems, especially with the problem of what sort of a thing is an organized system. (2006, p. 19)


The concept of systems thinking served as a transformational construct that continues to have a reverberating effect on technology. At that time, Norbert Weiner was developing at MIT the critical link between the perpetual feedback that could redirect machines and the internal psychological patterns of human thought developed by Freud and Jung (Becvar & Becvar, 2006, p. 18). Weiner referred to this feedback communication as cybernetics, in which a self-regulating system can “talk to itself.” It can obtain information and feed that information back to other components of the system that prompt it to adjust. Machines can respond to data and implement alterations in order to maintain their designed or programmed function. Any machine that can turn itself on or off, such as a thermostat on a furnace, an electric eye on outdoor lighting, or the cruise control on our cars, utilizes cybernetic technology.

Weiner defined the information created by machines as either negative feedback or positive feedback. Negative feedback loops return a system to stability, positive feedback loops prompt a system to engage in change. Maybe because of the counterintuitive nature of negative and positive terminology, students often have difficulty distinguishing the two. Here is a story to illustrate the difference. The neighborhood boys are playing outside on a cold winter day. There is snow on the ground and sun in the sky. It’s a great day for a snowball fight. Teams are chosen, boundaries marked, the snowballs start to fly. One boy realizes that he can throw ice chunks farther than snowballs, which allows his team to obtain an advantage. The other team has a shortage of ice in their territory, but they possess stones. One of the stones goes through a window, which prompts a parent to come out and deliver a scolding to the kids—“You know you are not supposed to do that . . .” After a brief cooling-off period the battle resumes but returns to the hurling of snowballs.

The positive feedback was the information that prompted the boys to escalate the “weapons of destruction” from snowballs to ice balls to rocks. These messages to the system are always change, change more, change again, increase speed, volume, mass, intensity, grow, expand, develop, charge!!!

On the other hand, negative feedback loops instruct the system to maintain and return to the limits of the range previously established. In this case, the parental intervention brought the boys back to the expected or the “normal.” Systems that rely on positive feedback are in a perpetual expansion mode.

The idea of cybernetic systems crossed from the mechanical to the interpersonal when anthropologist Gregory Bateson, who was interested in human communication patterns, interacted with Weiner at a series of think tank conferences sponsored by the Macy family in New York beginning in 1946. “Attempting to understand how families in various cultures sustain stability, he introduced the notion that a family might be analogous to a cybernetic system in its use of self-regulating feedback mechanisms to maintain balance and constancy” (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2004, p. 15). A decade later, Bateson, having teamed with Don Jackson and Jay Haley, provided an important contribution to the theme of schizophrenia occurring in families by using these principles of feedback and communication.




The Treatment of Schizophrenia and the Development of Family Therapy

John Dillinger, the murderous bank robber and former “public enemy number one,” was asked why he robbed banks. His response: “It’s where the money is.” When asking “How did family therapy come to be linked with schizophrenia?” the answer would the same. It was where the money was. World War II brought exposure to the disease of schizophrenia. The disorder commonly emerges in late adolescence and early adulthood—about the time that a generation of young men were being drafted and sent abroad. The number of new cases of schizophrenia occurring in young men while in the care of the US government prompted a significant amount of research dollars to be directed toward the development of medical and therapeutic interventions. Between 1940 and 1955 a number of large medical research grants were awarded. Many of the recipients of these projects were the founding thinkers of family theory—including Theodore Lidz, Lyman Wynne, Murray Bowen, Carl Whitaker, and Gregory Bateson, along with his associates Don Jackson, John Weakland, and Jay Haley. Becvar and Becvar state that “in an era of scientific prestige, schizophrenia loomed as mystery not amenable to solution by current therapeutic modalities. Thus, researchers were able to obtain grant money for the support of studies in this area, a factor whose importance must never be underestimated” (2006, p. 31).

Enter Freud. His writings were fundamental to the practice of psychiatry between 1900 and 1950; this remained true as the emerging discipline of psychology was developing its behavioral foundation. The deterministic perspective in psychoanalysis created an environmental implication for the cause of mental disorders: parents, especially mothers, did not fare very well. Any social scientist writing in that era seeking a “talking cause” and a “talking cure” would naturally be drawn to the influence of dysfunctional families— especially dysfunctional mothers. The frequently cited treatise espousing this concept was written by Frieda Fromm-Reichmann (1948). In this paper she used the term schizophregenic mother, laying responsibility for the formation of schizophrenia on mothers who displayed characteristics of domination, aloofness, detachment, and unpredictability. John Rosen (1962) theorized that it was just as likely that fathers were responsible for the formation of the disease. Haley, in summarizing the thinking at that time, wrote, “Typically the mother of the schizophrenic is described as dominating, overprotective, manipulative of the child and father, and also overtly rejecting. The father is usually described as weak and passive, holding aloof from the patient and occasionally overtly rejecting and cruel” (Haley, 1959, p. 357). To be fair, Fromm-Reichmann did not conclude that schizophrenia was caused by poor maternal parenting, only exacerbated by it.

The net result was that a number of emerging scholars launched a frenzy of empirical studies on the influence of family dynamics in the formation and management of schizophrenia. The effect was the formation of ideas pertaining to marriage and family interaction that served as new language in understanding conflicts occurring within families not addressing schizophrenia. These include marital skew, which was Theodore Lidz’s discovery that dysfunction within a family was more likely related to conflict between adults than between adult and child; Murray Bowen introduced adult differentiation from the previous generation; Whitaker developed conjoint marital therapy; and the Palo Alto group brought the therapeutic double bind into the common vernacular. At the time that these ideas surfaced no one was intending to develop a new profession of family industry, but their combined research created a corpus of ideas that overflowed into the general population.

During the following decades the initial research was formalized into theories. Varying theories stirred debate that prompted the formation of formal organizations. The most prominent to emerge during this time was the American Association of Marriage and Family Therapists (AAMFT) in 1942. However, complementary organizations in psychology, counseling, and social work were also developed. The licensure in individual states and Canadian provinces began in 1970 and has continued to be a key factor in legitimizing marriage and family as a distinct mental health profession. “MFTs have sought legal recognition primarily because licensure has become synonymous with professionalism (Huber, 1994). And because reimbursements from health plans for providing clinical services are paid only to licensed providers” (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2004, p. 428).





The Postmodern, Social Constructivist, and Constructivist Marriage and Family Therapy of the Twenty-First Century

The current Zeitgeist of marriage and family therapies is a reflection of the contemporary practice of social science thinking. Theory in any scientific discipline is the product of its time. The theory does not emerge ex nihilo (that is, out of nothing). It is a result of the culture in which the thinkers think. That theory emerges within and is influenced by history and culture has been the motivation for the rethinking of many modernist, empirical assumptions. The “truth” of twentieth-century social science is in part a product of the twentieth-century history and culture.

Three related but slightly different terms have emerged that need definition: (1) postmodernism, (2) constructivism, and (3) social constructionism. Postmodernism refers to the broad social movement in the arts and sciences—including psychology, counseling, and marriage and family therapy—that challenges the previously held tenets of the “modern era.” These challenges focus on the formation of “multiple realities” based on the experiences of the individual and the language used to describe those experiences (White, 1995). Constructivism emerged from the study of perception within cognitive biology. It is the belief that we hold perceptions or images about reality, never possessing the universal or absolute truth (Maturana, 1978). Finally, social constructionism is the view that reality is a product of communities or cultures. We build or construct a reality by putting words or language to our experiences and defining the experiences with meaning. The meaning is influenced but not controlled by our previous definitions and by the definitions that others have created to define similar experiences. Hoffman has created a humorous image of modern constructivist and social constructionist perspectives using the differing views of baseball’s home plate umpires: “I call ’em as they are,” says the modernist. “I call ’em as I see ’em,” says the constructivist. And the social constructivist says, “There ain’t nothin’ till I call ’em” (Hoffman, 2002).

With this challenge to the assumptions of modernist truth the theories established in the past fifty years have been under reconsideration. The postmodern era has prompted us to reconsider our thinking of what family therapy is and how it is conducted. The theories that have driven the formation of the profession are seen to be cultural and historical creations that are fluid and in transition. For example, in Western, economically advantageous cultures, where individual autonomy and self-sufficiency are the principal cultural values, theories of individual and of marriage and family therapy replicate the contours of the prevailing social mentality. Thus:

The postmodern view of multiple realities is well suited to the concurrent acceptance of a widespread range of belief systems, the acknowledgment of the importance of cultural differences, and the growing awareness of the differing experiences and perceptions encountered in growing up male or female. . . . That each person involved constructs his or her personalized views and interpretations of what they might be experiencing together—has a particularly significant impact on the field of family therapy. (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2004, p. 321)


The scientific structure on which our “classic” family theories were constructed faced a significant challenge beginning in the final quarter of the twentieth century—and will likely be a vociferous debate well into the twenty-first century. Postmodern reflection sees the theories established and developed since the 1950s as encouraging a hierarchical family structure with “dad at the peak, then mom, and the kids according to age and power.” This patriarchal structure of family was criticized as not just a cultural creation but as restrictive to the development of human potential (Chodorow, 1978; Hare-Mustin, 1978; Baber & Allen, 1992; Gilbert & Scher, 1999).

Furthermore, the nature of the therapeutic relationship established by the modernist theories placed the therapist as the central point of power in the family therapeutic process. The counselor assessed, diagnosed, and implemented a strategy or imposed a structure on the family to prompt change. This created an impression of power held by the counselor that he or she did not actually possess. Practitioners don’t actually know why a family exhibits the characteristics and behaviors of their unique system, nor do they have any claim as to how it can be altered, or for that matter even whether it should be changed. Because reality is seen as a construct developed by the participants, any set of problems and solutions are not seen as preexistent but as created entities (H. Anderson, 1994; T. Andersen, 1987; H. Anderson & Goolishian, 1988). A real problem exists when a family system creates an interpretation of events as a “problem” or even a “crisis,” then holds themselves imprisoned by the circumstances and impotent toward any change. To counteract the imbalance, therapeutic process was encouraged to be more collaborative and descriptive rather than authoritative and prescriptive (Hoffman, 1993).

To consider the origins of family therapy, from the perspective of the twenty-first century, we must look through nearly three hundred years of historical events, philosophy, and research. Gergen (2001) cites three themes emerging from the Enlightenment that formed the basis for science and the motivation for creating this new realm of thought—of psychology, or the study of the soul. These three themes were (1) the centrality of individual knowledge, (2) the objectivity of the material world, and (3) the stability and trustworthiness of language.

Regarding the importance of the centrality of individual knowledge, Enlightenment thinkers articulated a view that created the individual as a near “holy” institution and the mind as the ultimate in mystery and sovereignty—even greater than established political, religious, or social institutions. Descartes’s “Cogito, ergo sum” exemplifies the idea that the human mind defines our existence. Moving from the Enlightenment to the age of modernity and science, Gergen states that “It is this 17th century construction of the individual mind . . . that served as the major rationalizing device for the nineteenth-century beginnings of systematic psychology. . . . The individual mind became the preeminent object of study” (2001, p. 804).

The second grand theme of the early twentieth century was the objectivity of the material world. Christian apologist and social critic Francis Schaeffer described this theme through the metaphor of a two-story house—with the bottom floor being “truth” based on science that is factual, measurable, stable, secure, reliable, valid, and discernable—real truth (Pearcey, 2005). The second floor, that of metaphysical truth, was subject to individual experience and opinion and was considered less reliable and with some sense of inferiority to the more important and reliable scientific truth. It is as if there is a real truth (science) and a nonreal or personal truth (metaphysics). This perspective on truth prompts the Western scientist to believe that the empirical investigation of truth (first-floor truth) is superior to all other methods in containing and understanding the causal relationships within our mental processes (Gergen, 2001).

The third theme regards the stability and trustworthiness of language. Mental health science from the modernistic era viewed language as the tool by which the human mind articulates its understanding of the objective world with other minds. To create a metaphor, if in the humanistic tradition each person is a god, then language is the priesthood that serves the gods. “We treat language as the chief means by which we inform our colleagues and our culture of the results of our observations and thought. In effect, we use language to report on the nature of the world as we see it” (Gergen, 2001, pp. 804-5).

Emerging in the scientific culture predominantly in the 1980s was a critique of these three themes and the presentation of alternative ways of understanding science, the profession, and the way that all psychotherapy, including family therapy, is conducted. Regarding how the theorists and practitioners saw themselves, the science that they created and the practice of family therapy was no longer considered a reflection of objective reality but a creation embedded in the time, condition, and culture of the creator. The individual mind was no longer viewed as the independent evaluator of knowledge. Rather, the individual is seen within a social, communal, and collective context.

Harlene Anderson (1997) advocated the premise that the individual was neither the creator of knowledge nor the one who can accurately determine the meaning of knowledge. The individual mind is second to the community mind. We are not individual thinkers but are individuals whose thought is influenced by the thoughts of others, particularly those who possess power and influence. This postmodern perspective on collectivism instead of individuality would appear to be a given within the systemic perspective. However, the modernist/empirical perspective of family theory and practice was that the theoretician and the therapist possessed an insight, skill, or competency that could assist the family in altering previous pathological patterns. In the postmodern era, there are no experts, authorities, or specialists. Family therapy is seen not as directed by the therapist but as an exploration conducted with the therapist (Gergen, 1985).

The clinician conducts a form of collaborative therapy because knowledge of a problem is not something that is objectively held; rather, it is seen as a characteristic that is socially constructed. “What one takes to be real, what one believes to be transparently true about human functioning, is a by-product of communal construction” (Gergen, 2001, p. 806). Most prominent in this collaborative effort of postmodern family therapy is the work of Norwegian Tom Andersen and his colleagues (1987, 1991). Andersen noted the supervision conversations post therapy to be an unusual therapeutic phenomenon. Noting two languages—the public talk, with the client, and the private talk, with colleagues—they sought to integrate the family within the conversation of the clinicians. This shift reveals an important emergence in the understanding and practice of therapy. Rather than the individual practitioner “helping” a family resolve a conflict or problem, the therapist participates in the search “for new descriptors, new understandings and new meanings” (Andersen, 1991, p. 65) with the family. The postmodern family therapist has turned from the clinician to the collaborator. Problems are not remediated or resolved, they are understood and redefined.

The understanding and re-creation of meaning occurs within the context of language. To postmodernists, all that is known is made possible only through language (Parry & Doan, 1994). This is particularly important for what is known about family—both in its motivation for seeking therapy and in the solutions that it implements. Gergen believes that languages will describe and explain and are always to occur within relationships (Gergen, 2001). These languages are not pervasive, like a therapeutic intervention; rather, they are created spontaneously by a family in the process of relationship. The counselor participates in the dialogue—becomes part of the family dialogue to assist it in understanding and accommodating the perspective needs of each member.




Postmodernism’s Offspring in Marriage and Family Therapy: Feminism and Multiculturalism

Postmodernism’s effect on the profession of marriage and family therapy has encouraged two other crucial realms of thought: feminism and multiculturalism. In many ways, postmodernism and feminism emerged within the humanities and social sciences simultaneously. It was through the pathway established by postmodernism that feminist scholars questioned the formational structures of the field, and in true social constructionist fashion, feminist scholars were crucial in creating the perspectives that were defined as postmodern (Miller, 1976; Hare-Mustin, 1978).

Valued and highly regarded thought has been produced on this subject by scholars at the Stone Center for Developmental Services and Studies at Wellesley College; the work of Jean Baker Miller and her associates (1976, 1991) has provided challenging ideas to the meaning of feminine and masculine gender, the efforts that both men and women make for meaningful connection with family, and how family can both extend and impede an individual’s dreams and aspirations for himself or herself.

Similarly, the multicultural emphasis within marriage and family counseling has found its voice along with the feminist perspective. McGoldrick, Pearce, and Giordano (1982) authored an important book in the early 1980s on which the emphasis of the profession has turned from a perspective of family “normalcy” that is North American, Caucasian, college-educated, and upper-middle class to a perspective that can transcend national, racial, generational, economic, and physical categories. “Multiculturalism has become a prevailing theme in family therapy, as reflected in conference agendas, journal articles, and graduate school curriculums. The attention to these issues represents a welcome sensitizing to the influence of ethnicity” (Nichols & Schwartz, 2006, p. 288).




Empirical, Postmodern Family Therapy and the Christian Counselor: A Tripartite Union of Faith, Pluralism, and Science

We consider this era to be a unique, exciting, and pivotal period to be both a follower of Jesus and a counselor, psychologist, or therapist who conducts marriage and family interventions. In the spirit of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, we have traced the movement of family intervention in this chapter from an exclusive activity of clergy, through the formation of a profession that held the therapeutic process to a near exclusivity against religious integration, to a postmodern era in which it becomes possible to be both Christian and explicitly professional simultaneously. We believe that it is no coincidence that the rise in masters and doctoral training programs in marriage and family therapy, counseling, and psychology has occurred at the same time that the profession was undergoing its postmodern, feminist, multicultural transformation. This is in no way to suggest that the postmodern movement is “Christian.” However, there are components of postmodernism that have permitted Christian thinkers and practitioners to have a legitimate seat at the table of ideas.

The increase of institutions that seek to integrate Christian thought with the mental health profession has resulted in societies of scholars and volumes of quality scholarship that serve ministers and clinicians in their work with religiously committed families as well as provide a philosophical basis for the Christian engagement and participation in the broader professional culture. The scholarship emerging from Christian mental health has a powerful symbiotic relationship with Christian theology and with Christian ministry. The majority of academic Christian scholarship has emphasized the integration of psychology with Christian theology on a philosophical level. Scholarship such as that of Stanton Jones (1994) and Robert Roberts (1993) as well as many others provides thoughtful analysis, critique, and intervention in the pursuit of honoring the Christian tradition and respecting the complexity of the human condition. However, there are considerably fewer attempts to address the integration of family psychology with the Christian tradition. Balswick and Balswick (1989) and Garland (1999) are two exceptions. The former focus mainly on the sociological factors of family development, and the latter is a thorough guide to family ministry within the church context.




Conclusion

Christian ministry has an important contribution to make to marriage and family therapy. It has been active in reconciling marriages and restoring families since the time of Jesus. The contribution to the process made by the profession of marriage and family has exponentially increased the knowledge available to the counselor, pastor, or therapist who is called to render assistance to family systems under strain.

The role that Christian pastors and counselors have played in the practice of family care extends beyond the relatively short existence of the mental health profession. However, the secular profession has overtaken counseling from a religious context because of the attention given by the broad culture toward professional interventions that have a scientific base. Christians are reclaiming some of their lost role by developing theory and demonstrating through empirical evidence the effectiveness of religious-based interventions for those families seeking assistance from that worldview. They are also demonstrating the effectiveness of religious-based intervention because of the key constructs introduced to the broader culture—such as fidelity, grace, forgiveness, reconciliation, justice—that have a positive effect on families apart from the family’s adherence to any religious practice.
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