






Murray Bowen (1966, 1978; Bowen & Sagar, 1997; Kerr & Bowen, 1988),
which is commonly known as “Bowen Theory.”  The Bowen Center for
the Study of the Family, also known as the Georgetown Family Center,
continues to carry on Bowen’s work since his death in 1990.  The Bowen
Center website briefly describes Bowen’s theory this way:

Bowen family systems theory is a theory of human behavior that
views the family as an emotional unit and uses systems thinking to
describe the complex interactions in the unit.  It is the nature of a
family that its members are intensely connected emotionally. . . .
The connectedness and reactivity make the functioning of family
members interdependent.  A change in one person's functioning is



All clergymen and clergywomen, irrespective of faith, are simulta-
neously involved in three distinct families whose emotional forces
interlock: the families within the congregations, our congrega-
tions, and our own. Because the emotional process in all of these
systems is identical, unresolved issues in any one of them can
produce symptoms in the others, and increased understanding of
any one creates more effective functioning, in all three. (p. 1)

Friedman goes on to show that employing the models and approaches
of Bowen Family Systems Theory “will demonstrate how the same
understanding of family life that can aid us in our pastoral role also has
important ramifications for the way we function in our congregations”



clergy persons in applying this theory in their current ministry contexts.
I took the opportunity to make it both a personal and professional
growth experience as well as a research project.  

The training program was offered by the Louisville Presbyterian
Theological Seminary (LPTS) in Louisville, Kentucky.  The first year of
the program, called “Family Systems Seminar,” was offered as continu-
ing education for practicing clergy of all denominations.  It also offered
a track for Doctor of Ministry students to take it for elective credits.  This
seminar met monthly from the fall of 1999 through the spring of 2000.
Then an advanced seminar was offered in 2002-2003.  The subjects of my









way that allowed him to understand what was happening.  Then he
began to be able to see his own patterns and be able to predict for him-
self how he would likely respond in various situations if he did not make
an intentional effort to do otherwise.  Once he could see that and under-
stand the dynamics, then he was able to begin to work on interactions in
his own original family tree.  As he worked through this, he was able to
apply it in the system relationships at work and in his current nuclear
family with his wife and two daughters.  

“It’s just like the professor kept saying in our clergy class at the semi-
nary,” Greg thought.  “‘When you move higher on the scale of self-differ-














