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òIf in the middle of a highly 

charged emotional situation, 

where everything is electric 

and you have a tendency to be 

reactive, you can keep your 

thinking going, you've got your 

snorkel above 50.ó

Murray Bowen  

άLŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ 
ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŀŎǘƛǾŜΣ 
ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƪŜŜǇ ȅƻǳǊ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ  ƎƻƛƴƎΣ ȅƻǳϥǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ȅƻǳǊ  
ǎƴƻǊƪŜƭ ŀōƻǾŜ рлΦέ aǳǊǊŀȅ .ƻǿŜƴ 
 
 
 

“To jury-rig or improvise something in an inelegant 

but effective way, usually as a temporary solution to 

a problem.” 

“A clever or elegant technical accomplishment, 

especially one with a playful or prankish bent.” 

 

HACK: “To jury-rig or improvise something in an inelegant but 
effective way, usually as a temporary solution to a problem.”  
 
“A clever or elegant technical accomplishment, especially one 
with a playful or prankish bent.”  
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Systems Hacks

 

 

1. DIAGRAM

ÅConnect with your frontal lobe

ÅDraw triangles

ÅConnect the dots

ÅGet the big picture

ÅTrack the arc of experience and emotional process: timelines

 

• Diagram 
Connect with your frontal lobe. (Helps for analytical thinking 
and perspective-taking) 
Draw triangles (it’s not geometry) 
Connect the dots of emotional process 
Get the big picture of emotional process in the system and 
reduce focus on individuals 
Track the arc of experience and emotional process: timelines 
 
 
 

ÅConnect with your frontal lobe

 

Diagram 
Diagramming lets you connect with your frontal lobe 
It helps the thinking process 
It enables visual conceptualization 
When I listen to case studies, or listen to people laying out their 
scenarios during consultations, I diagram. 
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Draw triangles (it’s not geometry) 

Basic laws: 

When two persons can’t handle their anxiety, they’ll triangle in a 

third party 

In a congregation, pastoral leaders will be the default third part of 

the triangle 

The function is to stay out of the opposing side of the triangle and 

focus on each relationship to which you are connected.  

The more you try to work on the relationship between the two, the 

more anxiety you take on and the worse that relationship gets.  

 

 

Connect the dots of emotional process 

Get the big picture of emotional process in the system and reduce 

focus on individuals 

Here’s a congregational staff member with a troubling and reactive 

youth committee 

A parent of a troubling teenage sits on the youth committee and has 

become very critical of the youth minister and the church 

First, we’re aware that congregations become depositories for the 

anxiety of the families that make it up 

In this scenario the church staff member would do better providing 

pastoral care to the conflicted parents than trying to fix a reactive 

youth committee.  

 

Get the big picture of emotional process in the system and reduce 

focus on individuals 

A “big picture” view also helps see multigenerational projection 

patterns. 

Unresolved anxiety issues in relations tend to get patterned, 

replicated, and passed on---even through the generations 

Can you help your congregation see the reactivity patterns it faces 

during times of anxiety?  

Even if THEY don’t see it, it helps you as the leader to see it.  
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Track the arc of experience and emotional process: timelines 

Keeping a timeline can help reveal patterns  

Given that some systems are “systems of a type” some patterns are 

predictable: 

Founder’s Dilemma, serial short pastoral tenures, “unintentional 

interim” following a long-tenured pastor, etc. Money a persistent 

presenting issues and focus of anxiety. 

What other common congregational patterns can you identify?  

 

Don’t question people’s motives. Avoid “mindreading.” People in the 

grips of reactivity do not themselves know their own motives. Focus 

on functioning as part of the system.  

Don’t get stuck on “the shoulds.” (People should not act that way. 

That should not have happened. They shouldn’t feel that way.) 

Don’t focus on Personalities, Projection, Prejudices 

A better systems question: “What is it about this system than allows 

people to act that way?” or “What is it about the system that attracts 

anxious and acting out individuals?” 

Another question is, “Who accommodates to whom?” Does the 

system accommodate to a differentiated leader, or does the leader 

accommodate to the togetherness forces in the system? 

Focus on YOUR OWN FUNCTIONING 

 

“The Case of the Big Crates” 

This throws Corie into anxiety overdrive.  

Alison, who is two offices down, and is a “helper” picks up on Corie’s 

panic. 

Alison and Corie triangle in the maintenance crew. The head 

maintenance guy says, “I told you the crates would not fit through 

the doors.” And in essence, “Your emergency is not my emergency.”  

I’m listening to all this drama going on.  

Debra picks up on the anxiety and Corie’s distress and triangles me 

in. Doesn’t tell me anything I don’t already know, but she feels 

better.  
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Sarah is out of town. She starts getting text messages from Cory. 

Sarah calls me asking what’s going on. I tell her anxiety is 

entertaining to watch.  

 

Insights:  

1. Leave the anxiety (and responsibility) where it belongs. Do 

not reward anxiety. 

2. Do not be too quick to rescue people from their troubles 

(especially of their own making). Promote responsibility. 

3. Be the non-anxious presence if you are the leader (or at 

least, be the least anxious person in the room); sometimes, 

that’s Job 1 

4. Anxiety inhibits thinking. Calm people down so they can 

focus and function better 

 

Remember that functioning is about emotional process in the 

system. 

Our tendency is to see the manifestation of anxiety in people’s 

BEHAVIOR 

Systems thinking requires us to look beyond personality, or individual 

elements, and appreciate how the emotional field, its patterns, and 

the dynamics that affect them influence the “parts,” the individuals 

in the system.  

There may not be a (rational) reason for how people behave, but 

there’s always a CAUSE.  

If you can gain this perspective, then you’ll “get” what is happening.  
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Remember that functioning is about emotional process in the 

system. 

Our tendency is to see the manifestation of anxiety in people’s 

BEHAVIOR 

In this case, the person acting out becomes the focus when people in 

the system get anxious. This one may become the identified patient, 

or, a scapegoat if the situation needs the misdirection. 

If you can gain this perspective, then you’ll “get” what is happening.  

 

 

Systems thinking requires us to look beyond personality, or individual 

elements, and appreciate how the emotional field, its patterns, and 

the dynamics that affect them influence the “parts,” the individuals 

in the system.  

If you can gain this perspective, then you’ll “get” what is happening.  

It is always more helpful to ask “What is going on in the system,” 

than “What is going on with that person?” 

In this case, the real problem is the reactive relationship between 

these two individuals. The reactivity may be about an issue in 

another interlocking system that may not have anything directly to 

do with the acting out individual in the other system.  

 

 

One helpful systems hack is to create your “Top 10 Rules” list  

Rules or axioms are handy and helpful reminders during times of 

acute anxiety, when our frontal lobe is overtaken by reptilian 

reactivity. 

It’s hard to stand on principle when you’re under stress or under 

attack and your “fight or flight” instinct is dominant. 

Having “rules” helps us focus on FUNCTIONING till our reptilian brain 

calms down and our frontal lobe kits in after we’ve had time to 

reflect on the experience.  
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Here are some examples: 

Don’t take responsibility for what is not yours (Ill. At my review 

several faculty members expressed their frustration that I did 

contribute more to faculty discussions. My comment was that I 

respected boundaries and was careful about not speaking to matters 

for which I was not responsible (the curriculum) and for which I 

would not be held accountable for) 

Watch who distances and who moves toward you 

You can only lead the willing (focus on the strengths, and on those 

who “move toward you”) 

Be the least anxious person in the room 

Stay connected 

Challenge promotes growth; coddling promotes dependence 

Don’t accommodate to weakness 

It’s not about you (even if it feels like it) 

For interims: “You’re not the pastor, you’re the interim.” 

“Some problems belong to the next pastor.” 

“I am not responsible for the decisions of the congregation, or its 

outcomes related to the pastoral call.” 

 

Caution: Don’t mistake a rule for a principle.  

Principles are enduring and universally applicable 

Rules may be contextual, situational, and temporal, but very handy. 

The “rules” that are applicable in your current context may not be in 

your next. The rules that you follow in your family may be 

inappropriate in your work setting.  

Family rules that are appropriate when children are younger become 

obsolete when the family trajectory evolves and children are 

teenagers. You need different rules at that time that help inform how 

relationship are re-negotiated.  

Rules are handy reminders when our brains can’t think abstract 

principles.  
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Effects vary with the conditions which bring them to pass, but laws 

do not vary. Physiological and pathological states are ruled by the 

same forces; they differ only because of the special conditions under 

which the vital laws manifest themselves. Claude Bernard, 

Introduction to the Study of Experimental Medicine 

Context and conditions of your system (congregation, family, work) 

mediate the way systemic dynamics manifest themselves. For 

example, the “Laws of Emotional Triangles” are universal, but how 

they become manifested is a product of your context and the 

conditions in it.  

As interim pastors we need to understand the particular contexts we 

are in, and appreciate how those mediate the universal principles, 

and hidden life dynamics, present in all congregations. One size does 

not fit all. And while the challenges of congregations tend to be the 

same, because they are systems of a type, each congregation needs 

to solve its own problems.  

 

 

Freedom does not consist in the dream of independence of natural 

laws, but in the knowledge of these laws and in the possibility this 

gives us of systematically making them work toward definite ends. 

Fredrich Engels, Anti-Duhring  

You will never be free of the systemic forces at play in your context 

(or in your family of origin for that matter), but understanding them--

-how they affect the system and in what ways and to what extent 

they influence you---can help you, as a leader or influences, manage 

those dynamics (mitigate, mediate, resist, use) to the appropriate 

ends that are your responsibility to carry out.  

 

 

Sometimes we have trouble differentiating a feeling from a thought.  

Some people “think” with their hearts (affections), others with their 

gut (instinct), others with their groin (impulses) 

A feeling is not a thought. 

Question: How do people in your context “think” religiously?  
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Better-differentiated people are able to distinguish between thinking 

guided by a fact-based rationality and thinking based on an 

emotionally driven reactivity. During their life, they have worked at 

clarifying their own principles for interacting with others and their 

beliefs about what is important about how to live.  

--Ronald Richardson, Pastoral Care of Congregations: Selected 

Workshops Vol 1 

 

 

While part of your brain process stimuli (has “experiences”), another 

part of your brain is trying to make sense of it.  

The brain seems to seek the path of least resistance---whatever takes 

less energy. So, unless you are exerting a lot of energy in “paying 

attention” and analysis toward comprehension, your brain is prone 

to just make things up when it experiences dissonance in not 

understanding something (and usually, it connects the new, novel, 

and unknown to what it already knows). 

The educational principle here is, “the brain can’t learn what it does 

not understand.” This is why being introduced to information the 

first time does not lead to learning, and why lecturing is inimical to 

learning.  

Information that’s easier to process is viewed positively in almost 

every way. And, things oft-repeated (whether true or not) are more 

easily accepted as true. Cognitive scientists refer to this ease as 

“processing fluency,” and it’s why your knowledge base is probably 

more full of flawed ideas than you’d like to believe. 

Do you see this being exploited in political rhetoric?  

This is why it’s so important to hack your brain with facts, skepticism, 

and clearly articulated principles.  
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What are examples of what is on your Top 10 List of rules for your 

interim ministry?  

In what way are they grounded in principle?  

 

 

Get a support group or a coach 

Be resources for each other.  

 

 

1. BFST is predictive, not prescriptive or deterministic 

2. We can predict responses to anxiety in the form of reactivity 

patterns, but we must accept the influences of circumstances 

and acts of differentiation 

3. We need to respect the underappreciated power of 

multigenerational transmission of emotional process, but 

that does not seal our fate. There is a range within the 

emotional process dynamics of family constellations. Some 

are pathological and so rigid as to be intractable to a tragic 

extent. Other family constellations can be more “open” and 

resilient, and so, over time, improve the functioning of both 

the system and of the persons that make it up.  

4. It’s important to give up expectations of outcome (not of 

outcomes, of our expectations) 

5. Murray Bowen consistently used the phrase, “To the extent 

that…” 
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Work the Genogram (Family of Origin emotional process) 

Some of the greatest insights into yourself, and your functioning, will 

come as you examine the emotional process of your family of origin 

That’s where you learned how to handle conflict, gained your 

perspectives about money, learned how to function in relationships, 

etc.  

You carry this emotional formatting into your own nuclear family, 

and, into your work relationships and its context. 

 

 

Exploring the concepts of Bowen Systems theory is worthwhile.  

1) Differentiation of Self. ... 

2) Triangles. ... 

3) Nuclear Family Emotional Process. ... 

4) Family Projection Process. ... 

5) Emotional Cutoff. ... 

6) Multigenerational Transmission Process. ... 

7) Sibling Position. ... 

8) Societal Emotional Process. 

 

 

1. Stoicism reminds us of how unpredictable the world can be. 

How brief our moment of life is. How to be steadfast, and 

strong, and in control of yourself. And finally, that the source 

of our dissatisfaction lies in our impulsive dependency on our 

reflexive senses rather than logic. 

2. {ǘƻƛŎƛǎƳ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ 

about the world, but with helping us overcome destructive 

ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀŎǘŜŘ ǳǇƻƴΦ LǘΩǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ŦƻǊ 

action, not endless debate. 
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Scale of Differentiation 

Feeling is reactivity; it has a biological base (emotions) 

The basic emotions: Fight, flight, fear, play, searching, anger 

Thinking is about functioning. It facilitates agency. Its resource are 

well-defined principles and values 

 

 

When the brain processes an emotional stimulus it occurs through a 

direct or indirect path.  

The DIRECT PATH (“stream of feeling”) involves the emotional 

stimulus triggering the THALAMUS which them communicates to the 

HYPOTHALUMUS which then leads to a visceral, often instinctual, 

bodily response.  

 

 

Å In the INDIRECT PATH (“stream of thinking”) the emotional 

stimulus is communicated via the THALAMUS to the 

SENSORY CORTEX and then to the CINGULATE CORTEX, 

where the stimulus is processed and an appropriate 

emotional response is formulated.  

Å Then, the response is communicated to the HYPO-

THALAMUS for execution of a bodily response.  

Å This “stream of thinking” path allows for cortical control of 

emotional responses (self-regulation).  

Å It is through the INDIRECT PATH that one is able to 

intentionally regulate one’s emotions to a given stimulus and 

temper the body’s instinctual response generated by the 

direct pathway.  

Å You can tap into the indirect path through mindfulness, self-

regulation, thoughtfulness, clarity of principles and values.  
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Å The INDIRECT pathway can be the mediator of reactivity and 

the regulator of anxiety by tapping into beliefs, values, 

principles, experience, knowledge, and reason 

 

 

Lots of interesting research going on about what the “basic 

emotions” are. 

Basic emotions are considered to be “hard wired” and biologically 

based.  

For example: Fear, fight, flight, play, searching 

Paul Ekman identified six basic emotions (anger, disgust, 

fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise) and Robert Plutchik eight, 

which he grouped into four pairs of polar opposites (joy-sadness, 

anger-fear, trust-distrust, surprise-anticipation). 

On the other side of the scale, we have thinking.  

It’s not just “thinking,” rather, what KIND of thinking are you doing? 

THINKING: Analytical, Critical, Concrete, Abstract, Divergent, 

Convergent, Sequential, Holistic, Systemic 

 

 

The Function of thinking 

“The proper work of the mind is the exercise of choice, refusal, 

yearning, repulsion, preparation, purpose, and assent. What then can 

pollute and clog the mind’s proper functioning? Nothing but its own 

corrupt decisions.”—EPICTETUS, DISCOURSES, 4.11.6 

 

Choice— to do and think right  

Refusal— of temptation 

Yearning— to be better 

Repulsion— of negativity, of bad influences, of what isn’t true 

Preparation— for what lies ahead or whatever may happen 
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Purpose— our guiding principle and highest priority 

Assent— to be free of deception about what’s inside and outside our 

control (and be ready to accept the latter).  

 

On Self-understanding 

“Heraclitus called self-deception an awful disease and eyesight a 

lying sense.”—DIOGENES LAERTIUS, LIVES OF THE EMINENT 

PHILOSOPHERS, 9.7 

 

Self-awareness is the ability to objectively evaluate the self. It’s the 

ability to question our own instincts, be aware of emotional-

reactivity patterns, check our prejudices and avoid being blinded by 

our biases.  

Avoiding self-deception or arrogant and unchallenged opinion 

requires that we hold all our opinions up to hard scrutiny; even our 

eyes deceive us. It can be an uncomfortable confession that we can’t 

trust my own senses, or that our feelings can betray us. But it can 

help us function better to accept that our senses are often wrong, 

our emotions overly alarmed, and our projections overly optimistic. It 

can keep us from rushing into premature conclusions about anything. 

We can take a  step back before we DO something and become 

aware of everything that’s going on so we can make the better 

decision. 
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On differentiation and principles 

“An important place to begin in philosophy is this: a clear perception 

of one’s own ruling principle.”—EPICTETUS, DISCOURSES, 1.26.15 

 

Working on differentiation of self can be daunting. Where does one 

start? With books? With workshops? Maybe. Epictetus offers one 

place to begin to exercise our guiding reason and start to question 

the emotions and beliefs and even language that others take for 

granted. That place is to identify the guiding principles and values 

that inform our behavior, our functioning, and our choices in how to 

be in relationship with others.  

 

On principles 

“Take a good hard look at people’s ruling principle, especially of the 

wise, what they run away from and what they seek out.” MARCUS 

AURELIUS, MEDITATIONS , 4.38  

As you observe leaders, can you discern their guiding principles?  

(As you observe the current political leaders, can you discern guiding 

principles?) 

 

 

On reactivity: 

“The soul is like a bowl of water, and our impressions are like the ray 

of light falling upon the water. When the water is troubled, it appears 

that the light itself is moved too, but it isn’t. So, when a person loses 

their composure it isn’t their skills and virtues that are troubled, but 

the spirit in which they exist, and when that spirit calms down so do 

those things.”—EPICTETUS, DISCOURSES, 3.3.20–22 

We just have to be the least anxious person in the room.  

 



16 
 

 

On reactivity and not taking it personally 

Who does the harm  

“Keep in mind that it isn’t the one who has it in for you and takes a 

swipe that harms you, but rather the harm comes from your own 

belief about the abuse. So when someone arouses your anger, know 

that it’s really your own opinion fueling it. Instead, make it your first 

response not to be carried away by such impressions, for with time 

and distance self-mastery is more easily achieved.” EPICTETUS, 

ENCHIRIDION , 20  

The Stoics remind us that there really is no such thing as an 

objectively good or bad occurrence—just like in systems theory, we 

say concepts related to functioning---like triangles, overfunctioning, 

even anxiety---are not “good” or “bad.” Criticism from your worst 

enemy is received differently than negative words from a spouse. If 

someone sends you an angry email but you never see it, did it 

actually happen? In other words, these situations require our 

participation, and categorization in order to be “bad.”  

Our reaction is what actually decides whether harm has occurred. If 

we feel that we’ve been wronged and get angry, because that’s the 

way we learned that response in our family of origin, then that’s how 

it will seem. If we raise our voice because we feel we’re being 

confronted, we feed the reactivity and confrontation will ensue. But 

if we retain control of ourselves---manage our own anxiety---we 

decide whether something good or bad. It’s better to choose how to 

respond than to react.  

 

 

On Expectations and Outcomes 

“Let all your efforts be directed to something, let it keep that end in 

view. It’s not activity that disturbs people, but false conceptions of 

things that drive them mad.”—S ENECA, ON TRANQUILITY OF MIND, 

We often say, “Give up expectations of outcomes.” Having an end in 

mind is no guarantee that you’ll reach it—no Stoic supports that 

assumption—but not having an end in mind is a guarantee you 

won’t. To the Stoics false conceptions  are responsible not just for 

“disturbances in the soul” (anxiety) but for chaotic and dysfunctional 

lives and functioning.  

“When your efforts are not directed at a cause or a purpose, how will 

you know what to do day in and day out? How will you know what to 

say no to and what to say yes to? How will you know when you’ve 

had enough, when you’ve reached your goal, when you’ve gotten off 

track, if you’ve never defined what those things are? The answer is 
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that you cannot. And so you are driven into failure—or worse, into 

madness by the oblivion of directionlessness.” Ryan Holiday. 

If you’re a leader part of your responsibility is to bring about 

appropriate outcomes. The trap is holding on to unrealistic or rigid 

expectations.  

 

 

Finally, “8. Develop Your Anxiety Hacks” 

Learn to identify your reactivity repertoire: anxiety is not 

imaginative—you do the same things every time.  

REACTIVE RESPONSES: Preach, Teach, Lecture, Curse, Blame, 

Triangulate, Feed, Fight, Flight, Fornicate 

INTENTIONAL ACTIONS: Pray, Meditate, Contemplate, Reflect, Think, 

Breathe, Study, Dialogue, practice Mindfulness 

“Anxiety Hacks” are those things we do to help self-regulate at times 

of acute anxiety, when we experience threat (real or perceived) and 

our tendency is to get reactive (behave and function in an unthinking 

manner).  

 

 

One interesting phenomenon is that when we experience threat and 

our amygdale kicks in and overrides our frontal lobe—our capacity to 

think, discern, and differentiate, we tend to be unable to 

differentiate the nature and level or threat we perceive.  

Whether we experience physical or existential threat, we experience 

anxiety the same.  

Congregations during the interim can experience both existential and 

physical threat. It can help them to see if they are perceived or 

actual. 
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What are some of your “anxiety hacks”? 

How do you differentiate a perceived threat from being in the “Red 

Zone”? 

What are some things you DO to help you manage your reactivity in 

an anxious situation? 

(Breath, think, diagram, mull it over, be aware of your body, talk it 

through, focus on emotional process rather than content “What’s 

really going on here?”….) 

 

 

1. Diagram 

2. Focus on Functioning 

3. Create your Top 10 Rules 

4. Get the Band Back Together 

5. Take a Cue from NPR 

6. Go Back to Basics 

7. Think Like a Stoic (not like Spock) 

8. Develop Your Anxiety Hacks 

 

 


