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In our busy lives as church leaders and care givers, it is easy for us to lose sight of “the big 
picture.” We get caught up in the immediate issues and can start reacting to our “problem 
members” and relying too heavily on our “favorite members” and fail to see that we are all part 
of larger systems. Often, we can be like a sports coach down on the sidelines, who is too close 
to the action on the field to be able to see everything that is going on. We can get caught up in 
the intensity of individual plays and players, see our efforts “fail,” and wonder what the heck is 
going on. It helps that coach down on the sidelines to rely on those observers they have up at 
the skybox level, high above the field of play, who call down to the coach what they see as the 
big picture. They can see what is really going on as the systems of offensive and defensive 
players move and adjust to each other on the field. We all can get too caught up in the smaller 
dramas of congregational life that are very close to us (the things that can easily stress us out) 
and miss the main play. 
 
When we speak of the “solar system,” we mean that all of the universe, the individual stars, 
and planets (including ours) exist within powerful centrifugal and centripetal forces that keep 
them in balance as they careen through space at incredible speeds. “Weather systems” are 
another example of how all of the forces are interconnected that produce localized storms and 
other destructive phenomena. Biological systems, like plants on the earth, or life in the seas, or 
our own physical bodies are systems that attempt to keep things in balance or homeostasis. 
When they get unbalanced there are problems that often show up in just discrete, individual 
parts of a system. 
  
The word “system” is an abstract term that simply recognizes the deep interconnection of 
people in a family or in a community like the church. They are all involved in “plays on the 
field.” Sometimes it becomes quite intense. When we can maintain a systems perspective, it 
helps us to see the bigger picture. It can have a calming effect to see that what we are dealing 
with is not just individual personalities (our own or others) but something much bigger. We can 
then be more effective pastors to all of our people. Paul chose to speak of “principalities and 
powers” as real things. They were forces larger than just the immediate group of people he 
addressed. He saw the individual people in his churches, and in the societies they were a part 
of, as embedded within these larger systems. In using an abstract term like “systems,” the 
intent is not to depersonalize people within it, but to do a better job of relating to them and 
ministering to them because we understand better the larger whole. 
  
The systems model helps us get beyond the individual model (that is too narrow and tends to 
fail to see the deep inter-connections between people) so that we can see our congregational 
members (and also ourselves) in a bigger picture so that we don’t have to “diagnose” them or 
personalize their reactions to us so much. When we diagnose individual members with terms 
like (to use professional language) “obsessive” or “paranoid” or (to use lay language) “jerks,” 
we automatically set up a “treatment plan” that focuses on them and that leaves out the big 



picture. And we miss the larger context that is a part of their lives that influences them in 
significant ways. 
  
Like the solar system, congregations are composed of forces that both attract and repel. In 
systems terms, we say that people “react” to each other, positively or negatively. We ourselves 
are part of those systems of attraction and repulsion. In Bowen family systems theory we speak 
of people being part of their “family emotional systems.” This means that they, and we, come 
into congregational life with most of our “reactive” systems already in place. They are deeply a 
part of who we are and we play out these systemic reactions in our congregational life. If we 
can learn to see our people within the larger context of their own family systems, or even their 
societal systems, we can more accurately minister to them and address their underlying 
concerns. And we don’t have to be so reactive to how they are with us. 
  
However, we also bring to ministry our own set of reactions out of our own family background. 
For example, when in contact with your parents or your siblings, how long does it take you 
before you start having those old feelings you had as an adolescent? When things are calm in 
the church, we can usually function in more or less professional ways and do an adequate job, 
but when the level of anxiety begins to go up in the congregation, and in us, the automatic 
reactions we developed while growing up in our families begin to kick in. We start contributing 
ourselves to the chaos of an emotional system getting unbalanced and not functioning well. 
The amount of triangulation begins to grow in the church, people belong to this or that party of 
beliefs or positions (about the church leader or whatever the issue is) and these “principalities” 
start taking over and we can get caught up in it all. 
  
To do an adequate job of leading in chaotic (and polarizing) times involves being able to get 
“outside” of the emotional system, not getting caught up in the reactivity and emotional 
turmoil of our own and others, and to be able to actively relate to all of the players, on both 
sides of any issue, with a pastoral intent. This is similar to Paul talking about being “’in’ but not 
‘of’ the world.” 
  
A major way we work on achieving this stance is by doing our own “family of origin work.” We 
reconnect differently with those powerful emotional family systems that we all grew up within, 
and work on being a different sort of self within them. We “reposition” ourselves within the 
major triangles in those family systems so that we can get outside of the emotionality, and be 
more able to relate to the people who we can get reactive with. Bowen family systems theory 
helps us to understand how to do this. Doing that work in our families helps us be different in 
our congregational relationships, and, very importantly, with our own partners and our children 
in the new families we are creating. 
  
  

 


