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HAPPINESS & JOY BINDERS: 
 

A HYPOTHETICAL POSITIVE EXTENSION OF BOWEN’S ANXIETY BINDERS 
 
 

WILLIAM G. RESSL 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
All sensible persons know that the best experiences of life are free and depend 
only upon our direct perception of the world – as when we feel glad merely to be 
alive, to be the kind of person we are, to be amidst unspoiled scenery, to be doing 
what we like to do. Philosophers and moralists have affirmed in a thousand forms 
for thousands of years that joy is not in things but in us (Dubos 1981, 216-17). 
 
 

Rene Dubos, the first to develop a technique to discover and produce antibiotics, recog-

nized that living organisms have the capacity to be resilient and experience joy. All animals are 

capable of living a “good life” and are able to recover from traumatic experiences while creating 

new values in the process. In animals the “good life” includes being able to do those activities 

one has been conditioned for genetically and have experienced early in their natural habitats. For 

the human animal that lives in isolated computer created and maintained environments rather 

than natural, biologically adapted habitats, the “good life” is possible through conscious 

awareness of “creative responses” and “creative adaptations” (74). This consciously creative 

choice is harder to achieve than passively following instincts for it requires a creative decision. 

This creative decision is often defined as a human capacity however current research of brain 

systems, homologous chemicals, and neural pathways suggest possible relations in emotional 

experience in both humans and animals. 
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Bekoff (2002) notes that many animals, including the human animal, can experience the 

emotional reaction of love in relationship. One experiences grief when a loved one dies and on 

the opposite side can experience joy that is often found in play - and this joy can be contagious.  

Kotz (2007) suggests that within humans the treatment of complex diseases such as diabetes and 

depression need a combination of medication as well as lifestyle changes with ongoing 

monitoring that addresses the underlying causes. This can be understood to be an awareness of 

creative responses and adaptations through which our perception of a good life and of the world 

becomes focused on positive courageous vitality rather than anxious emotional reactivity. 

Rather than relying on traditional deficit-based perspectives, the new modality of Positive 

Psychology challenges clinical professionals to promote positive competence and the 

development of positive models for intervention and change (Tuppett and Masten 2004). Walsh 

(2006) noted that family systems therapy alters traditional deficit-based perspectives that focus 

on how families fail by redeveloping assurance that they can depend on commitments that have 

been made. Similarly Bowen Theory which attempts to alter traditional deficit-based 

perspectives through systematic understandings is recognized as being “inherently hopeful about 

the future of mankind and our planet” (Kerr 2007, 1). This research extends Bowen’s theoretical 

framework by providing positive understandings of Bowen’s anxiety binders: conflict, 

distancing, internalization, and/or over focusing on a child (Bowen 1978). Exploring Bowen 

Theory through the study of positive courageous vitality rather than emotional reactivity 

challenges clinical and pastoral professionals alike to develop positive models and applications 

in family, business, church, and society. 

Seligman (2002) defined the three pillars of Positive Psychology: “the study of positive 

emotion… the study of positive traits… [and] the study of positive institutions” (xiii). Defining 
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the positive manifestations of the anxiety binders can make Bowen Theory an important voice in 

the study of all three pillars. (Bretherton and Orner 2004) noted that one foundation of Positive 

Psychology is existential philosophy and specifically the existential thought of Paul Tillich 

(1886-1965) who “elaborated the value of self-affirmation for full fulfilled human existence” 

(422). Tillich stated, as Dubos (1981) quoted, that “man becomes really human only at the time 

of decision” (74) – at the decision of becoming consciously aware that a new being is possible, 

that courageous vitality can be a reality. Tillich’s existential philosophical theology creates the 

bridge for addressing anxiety binders in a positive spiritual manner. 

Murray Bowen (1913-1990) recognized the spiritual element in human experience and 

was working towards understandings of spirituality (a possible ninth concept for Bowen Theory) 

at the time of his death. Bowen (1988) acknowledged spiritual understandings may or may not be 

factual, but the fact of a belief in a persons life can create physiological effects – both favorable 

and unfavorable. He recognized that spirituality might one day modify or extend his theory “by 

factual data from the emotional system or from the differentiation of self” (373). This research 

supports Bowen’s recognition of extending the theory by factual data from the emotional system 

by providing positive spiritual definitions of emotional reactivity and the related anxiety binders. 

This study examines Bowen Theory and Paul Tillich’s theology in order to redefine the language 

of emotional reactivity with related anxiety binders towards an understanding of positive 

courageous vitality that manifests as happiness and joy binders.  

 

BACKGROUND ON TILLICH’S THOUGHT 

 

Unlike many other 20th century systematic philosophical theologians, Paul Tillich, an  
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ordained United Church of Christ minister, recognized that Christianity was more than simply 

the Christian Church. Christianity is “the event on which the Church is based... …the state of 

being grasped by an ultimate concern” (Tillich, 1959, 41) – that which one defines as God. 

Christianity for Tillich is religion that is not restricted by or to any special group.  

 
The unconditional character of this concern implies that it refers to every moment 
of our life, to every space and every realm. The universe is God’s sanctuary. 
Every work day is the fulfillment of a divine task, every joy a joy in God. In all 
preliminary concerns, ultimate concern is present, consecrating them. Essentially 
the religious and the secular are not separated realms. Rather they are within each 
other (41). 
 
 
Each of us receives life “as a person from the history-bearing group to which he belongs 

… [with] … physical, social, and spiritual conditions” (Tillich 1963, 346) and has the capacity 

for self-awareness. To be able to understand the horizontal historical aspects of life that 

recognize a finite beginning and end - as well as the vertical divine dimension that recognizes a 

divine creation where “beginning from and ending in the eternal are not matters of a 

determinable moment in physical time but rather a process going on in every moment” (420). In 

historical time the human is defined as spirit (with a small “s”), while the divine in its vertical 

time with its effects in humans is defined as Spirit (with a capital “S”). We have creative power 

from the Spirit because we have spirit - for “without knowing what spirit is, one cannot know 

what Spirit is” (22). Transformation which comes from an understanding of emotional reactivity 

that becomes courageous vitality cannot be achieved without knowledge of the Spirit which is 

Creation that offers each of us new realities as a new being. 

Transformation is the death of an old reality that resurrects into a new being. This resur-

rection “is not the creation of another reality over against the old reality but is the transformation 

of the old reality, arising out of its death” (414). It is always a transformation of the existing old 
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reality – one dies to self and transforms the old self which has died into a new being. Tillich 

defines this resurrection of New Being as a process: “first, increasing awareness; second, 

increasing freedom; third, increasing relatedness; fourth, increasing transcendence” (231).  

During his life Tillich dialogued with psychoanalysts and psychiatrists always attempting 

to answer their questions of existence with theological answers - a process he defined as the 

method of correlation that “explains contents of Christian faith through existential questions and 

theological answers in mutual dependence” (Tillich 1951, 60). Following that tradition, Tillich’s 

theology is offered as a means to define positive theological answers to Bowen’s anxiety binders. 

 

THE HYPOTHESIZED FRAMEWORK 

 

Bowen’s four anxiety binders (conflict, distancing, internalization, and/or over focusing 

on a child) provide a means for assessing the functioning of emotional reactivity within a family 

system. As emotional reactivity increases one or more of the anxiety binders can become more 

prominent: conflict rises, distancing becomes greater, internalization creates a dysfunction, 

and/or children become the focus of the anxiety and end up being the carriers of the parental 

anxiety. As emotional reactivity decreases the manifestation of anxiety binders lessen – there is 

less conflict, less distancing, less internalization, and less of a child focus. It is hypothesized that 

this lessening of emotional conflict can be positively defined as a shift to courageous vitality 

which can enhance functioning defined as the binders of happiness and joy. Specifically: 

Emotional Reactivity  …   Courageous Vitality 
    … 

Anxiety Binders  … Happiness Binders  > Joy Binders 
================== … ============================= > ===================== 
conflict   … a living tension    >   calm harmony 
distancing  … differentiated participation   >   compassionate joy 
internalization  … sense of blessedness   >   hope-filled-ness 
child focus  … focus on ultimate concern   >  multidimensional love 
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Synthesizing Bowen Theory and Tillich’s Theology 
 
 

Attempting to synthesize Bowen’s and Tillich’s systematic thought begins by addressing 

the major difference between both systems. Both men attempted to extend understandings of 

being human – Bowen created a system of the human based upon relations on the horizontal 

historical realm while Tillich created a system of human existence based upon the intersection of 

the horizontal historical realm with the vertical divine realm.  

Bowen based his research from family case studies (including his own family) and 

applied biological concepts to describe human behavior and relationship functioning. Being 

consistent with biology and the natural sciences he excluded concepts of inanimate things but 

remained open to extending his theory with the functional data created by spirituality.  

Tillich expanded the understanding of the human: by redefining the religious situation as 

developed in philosophy and theology, through “honest self-exploration” (Tillich 2007, 56), and 

a strong influence of Jungian psychoanalytical thought. He “acknowledged the reality of the 

demonic in humans and argued it must be embraced, dealt with” (56). By answering the human 

predicament ontologically and theologically, one deals “with historical man as he is given in 

present experience and in historical memory” (Tillich 1951, 167). 

 
Extending Emotional Reactivity Positively 
 
 

Systems theory attempts to focus on the functional facts of relationships. It 
focuses on what happened, how it happened, and when and where it happened, 
insofar as these observations are based on fact. It carefully avoids man’s auto-
matic preoccupation with why it happened (Bowen 1988, 261). 
 

 
 Bowen Theory focuses on the functional facts of relationships and how important beliefs, 

feelings, life principles, and philosophies are experienced individually and in togetherness. An 
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emotional system has a structure and function that is both knowable and predictable. Functional 

facts are defined through eight interlocking concepts: differentiation of self; triangles; nuclear 

family emotional process; family projection process; multigenerational transmission process; 

sibling position, emotional cutoff, and societal regression process. Within the family projection 

process four anxiety binders define the functional facts of emotional reactivity within the 

parental unit, namely: conflict, distancing, internalization, and/or child focus. The goal is to 

understand the functional facts of emotional reactivity in order to become a differentiated self: 

“one who can maintain emotional objectivity while in the midst of an emotional system in 

turmoil, yet at the same time actively relate to key people in the system” (485). It is a large 

challenge since emotional processes are always present even at the highest levels of 

differentiation. 

Emotional reactivity is understood as a chain reaction process within families, groups of 

individuals who live or work together, as well as even larger social groups. “Each person is 

programmed from birth to serve a certain set of functions and each ‘senses’ what is required or 

expected” (420). 

 
This ‘emotional process’ is deep and it seems somehow to be related to the being 
of a person. It runs silently beneath the surface between people who have very 
close relationships. It operates during periods of conflict and periods of calm 
harmony (66). 
 

 
 Like Bowen, Tillich was also a systematic thinker who realized that anxiety is part of our 

human existence and cannot be removed, it is always present. Tillich (1951) defined anxiety as 

“the self-awareness of the finite self as finite” (192). However courage, which anxiety turns 

towards instead of despair, is also always present. To live is to courageously risk the possibility 

of anxiety: 
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Courage as an element of faith is the daring self-affirmation of one’s own being in 
spite of the powers of “non-being” which are the heritage of everything finite. 
Where there is daring and courage there is the possibility of failure. And in every 
act of faith this possibility is present. The risk must be taken (Tillich 1957a, 17). 
 

 
 Tillich’s courage is a daring self-affirmation which “presupposes participation in 

something which transcends the self” (Gomes 2000, xxii). This transcendence can be based upon 

a preliminary concern such as Bowen’s concept of a differentiated self which can be understood 

to be a god of theism, a differentiated possibility that transcends oneself. But to experience 

transcendence that transcends this theism (the differentiated possibility as god) requires 

participation not just with a part of what god is but with the very ground of the whole, the 

ultimate source of courage which is “God above God” (Tillich 2000, 186). This courage allows 

one to have “courage to be as a part” (141) in relationship with others and the divine as well as 

“courage to be oneself” (141) participating as a centered person in the encounter of community. 

 Courage has many forms and is always present in self-affirmation. Courage can be 

emphasized and strong even though the self that is affirmed may be reduced in neurotic form. 

Life, for Tillich, is ever changing but has an essentially established balance defined biologically 

as “vitality” (79), a functionally definable life power: 

 
Diminishing vitality consequently entails diminishing courage. To strengthen 
vitality means to strengthen the courage to be. Neurotic individuals and neurotic 
periods are lacking in vitality. Their biological substance has disintegrated. They 
have lost the power of full self-affirmation, of the courage to be (79). 
 

 
 Courageous vitality is the positive answer to the question of emotional reactivity. 

Courageous vitality never replaces emotional reactivity, nor does emotional reactivity ever 

replace courageous vitality – both are always concurrently present, both are part of one’s reality 

at any moment, both offer broader explanations of individual and systematic functioning. 
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Conscious creative awareness of courageous vitality can lead towards happiness and joy. A lack 

of vitality diminishes courage resulting in heightened emotional reactivity. However, even within 

the most emotionally reactive state, courageous vitality is always possible – and similarly even in 

the most courageously vital state, emotional reactivity is waiting. 

 
Extending Conflict Positively 
 
 

Bowen Theory defines conflict in the family projection process and relates it primarily to 

the parental unit although conflict can also be defined between siblings, across generations, and 

even in social groups. Kerr (1988) defines conflict: 

 
Many of the issues that are fought over in families are just conflicts in philosophy, 
conflicts over what “should” be done and how people “should” act. One view-
point is no more capable of substantiation than another. Problems come more 
from reactions to the differences in viewpoint, a threat to the togetherness, than 
from the fact that differences exist. The reaction to differences can lead to peo-
ple’s pressuring one another to change what they think and what they do. When 
people get reactive to this pressure or start caving into it, the problems get worse. 
When one person can simply define his viewpoint and what he intends to do 
without insisting he is “right” and the other is “wrong,” problems will lessen. 
People do not need an “answer” to the problem to solve it. They simply need to 
focus less on the symptoms and more on defining a direction for themselves as 
individuals (105). 
 

 
 Conflict is the physical manifestation of a deep emotional process silently operating 

beneath the surface in very close relationships. Bowen (1978) recognized that this emotional 

process “operates during periods of conflict and periods of calm harmony” (66). Extending the 

definition of conflict positively offers individuals the opportunity to define an encouraging 

direction thereby minimizing their symptomatic focus. Conflict that focuses on courageous 

vitality, without falling back into conflictual emotional reactivity, can settle into a living tension 

opening the possibility of a lived peace in calm harmony. 



Ó 2008, William G. Ressl, BillRessl.us  Bill@BillRessl.us 
 

11 

 
Emotional Reactivity      …   Courageous Vitality 

    … 
Anxiety Binder  … Happiness Binder  > Joy Binder 
================== … ============================= > ===================== 
conflict   … a living tension    >   calm harmony 
 
 

 Transcending conflict into a living tension and the lived peace of calm harmony can be 

understood through Tillich’s freedom and destiny polarities. Tillich defines three sets of finite 

polarities (individualization / participation, dynamics/form, and freedom/destiny) which serve as 

the ontological structure for addressing finitude, “for it is the finitude of being which drives us to 

the question of God” (Tillich 1951, 166) – the question of one’s ultimate concern. The polarities 

serve as the means to make asking the questions of being possible. Tillich (1988) related the 

polarities to “the cognitive side of an all-embracing polarity – that of self and world. Asking is an 

activity of an ego-self; it is a process of going on in a world to which the ego-self belongs and to 

which it is related as ‘its world’” (64). 

Within freedom and destiny conflict is the struggle the two polarities manifest when 

attempting to exist: the conflict “between what one potentially is and therefore ought to be and, 

on the other hand, what one actually is” (Tillich 1957b, 75). This internal conflict is played out in 

all the relationships one is part of including all of one’s preliminary and ultimate concerns. It 

results in “transitoriness without actual presence – destroying what it has created” (69). Tillich 

(1963) defines this through the functions of the church constitution within the understandings of 

tradition and reformation. If the church functions at the level of a Spiritual Community, the 

principles are united “in tension but not in conflict .. [and] the conflict is transformed into a 

living tension” (185). Within the dimension of essence one is able to participate with others in a 

living tension minimized of conflict. 
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 This living tension is a time “between an ‘already’ and a ‘not yet’” (Tillich 1951, 164). It 

is a time with infinite possibilities in historical and personal existence – it has the possibility of a 

new reality, a new being that “has the power to be free from every form in which it appears” 

(165). Tillich (1963) defines this time as the “eternal ‘now’” where “past and future meet in the 

present, and both are included… they have their independent and different function” (395). 

Learning to live in this tension rather than simply reacting emotionally is the transformative 

possibility of conflict. 

Transformation becomes a possibility by applying Tillich’s method of correlation to the 

manifestations of conflict – by answering conflict with answers that are “committed to a concrete 

expression of the ultimate concern, religiously speaking, of a special revelatory experience” 

(Tillich 1957b, 14). This does not mean that individuals are given an answer or give answers to 

one another - but that they search for new meaning within the conflictual relationship by 

focusing on conscious courageous vitality rather than emotional reactivity. Discerning how to 

become a new being redefining conflict as a living tension that has the potential of a calm 

harmony – reforming conflict at its foundation. 

Tillich (1963) recognized that calm harmony is not guaranteed by participation in the 

New Being.  However, “he who is ultimately concerned about his state of estrangement and 

about the possibility of reunion with the ground and aim of being is already in the grip of the 

Spiritual Presence” (223) and it is within the grip of the Spiritual Presence transformation can 

become a reality – reforming conflict into a living tension with the potential of a calm harmony. 

 
Extending Distancing Positively 
 
 

Distancing, sometimes called cut-off, describes how individuals manage the unresolved  
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emotional attachment within the family of origin and the larger family system. This emotional 

functioning is often defined in terms of distancing and pursuit: “the process in which one partner 

pursues the other for emotional closeness only to have the other become more distant, thus 

setting the first up to pursue again” (McKnight 2003, 278). It becomes a cat and mouse game 

that can be played by individuals in the same house or at great distances. Bowen (1978) noted 

that if too much non-communicative emotional distancing occurs, “emotional divorce” (77) can 

result between the two players. Soon emotions are communicated to others outside the system 

and both parties stop sharing their fantasies, feelings and inner thoughts with each other. The 

pattern of emotional divorce can contribute to illnesses such as alcoholism, workaholism, and 

overeating. 

Kerr (1988) defined “cohesive” and “explosive” family systems in an attempt to evaluate 

the degree of cut-off, distance that people have from their families (274). A cohesive family lives 

in a similar geographic location for generations. Poorly differentiated cohesive families interact 

regularly but their high emotional reactivity isolates them emotionally even though physically 

they are close. Better differentiated cohesive families are involved in each other’s lives while 

maintaining comfortable emotional contact. Explosive families live far distances from each other 

and often scattered across a country or around the globe. Poorly differentiated explosive families 

become both physically and emotionally distant. Explosive families with better differentiation 

also move apart but to pursue life goals. The goal at any level of differentiation is to reduce the 

cutoff, the emotional distancing: 

 
For some people, being less cut off requires more ability to be responsible for 
themselves (less of a child in their families). For other people, being less cut off 
requires more ability not to be responsible for the emotional functioning of others 
(less of a “know-it-all” in their families). Many people have aspects of both 
postures (and other postures) in relationship to their families of origin. People 
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rarely reduce cutoff by being “more honest” with their families or by “confront-
ing” them. When people want to “get it all out on the table,” they are usually 
focusing on the deficiencies they perceive in others, on what is “wrong” with the 
family, rather than focusing on their own part in the problems (273). 
 
 
Addressing distancing through Tillich’s existential thought requires one to examine the 

understandings of time and the polarity of participation. Tillich (1963) defines time as a structure 

of self-destruction found within the category of being and knowing. Tillich recognizes that time 

is more than just a simple moment tracked by a clock. Time differs. There is: 

 
not one time for all dimensions, for the inorganic, the organic, the psychological, 
the historical; but in each of them, there is time. Time is both an independent and 
a relational concept: time remains time in the whole realm of finitude; but the 
time of the amoeba and the time of historical man are different (313). 
 
 
Within all dimensions time is the element of “after-each-other-ness” (313) – a relation-

ship with the other, a recognition that regardless of the distancing one attempts there is always an 

encounter with the emotional relatedness within the systems we are a part of. The time we 

experience as our own always has the element of relationship, of after-each-other-ness – it 

cannot be escaped. Thus the question arises: If it is impossible to truly distance or cut-off, how 

do we participate in this emotional after-each-other-ness? 

The answer is found through the polarity of participation: “understanding demands one’s 

participation in what one understands, and we can participate only in terms of what we are, 

including our own categories of understanding” (Tillich 1957b, 104). We are finite beings 

existing in an after-each-other-ness – and regardless how one attempts to maintain independent 

autonomy, “there is no personal life without the encounter with other persons within a 

community, and there is no community without the historical dimension of past and future.” 

(135). To self-determine oneself, to become responsible for oneself, one needs to be in 
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relationship, person to person, standing within the emotional reactivity while not emotionally 

reacting to the determination of others through distancing. To minimize emotionally reactive 

distancing means to increase courageous vitality that offers differentiated participation and the 

possibility of compassionate joy. 

 
Emotional Reactivity      …   Courageous Vitality 

    … 
Anxiety Binder  … Happiness Binder  > Joy Binder 
================== … ============================= > ===================== 
distancing  … differentiated participation   >   compassionate joy 

 

Through differentiated participation compassionate joy is possible – defined by Tillich 

(1963) as a personal actualization of “saintliness” (211). As distancing is reformed one begins to 

participate in differentiated time which is both independent and relational - without being 

trapped in emotional reactivity. Recognizing time as after-each-other-ness allows one to reform 

their participation in time and become independent while in relation. It allows one to participate 

and know the compassionate joy of community. 

 
Extending Internalization Positively 
 
 

Internalization, or dysfunction in a spouse, defines functioning that addresses unresolved 

emotional attachment from within the family of origin. Internalization is an internal distancing 

mechanism. The individual that uses internal mechanisms can develop a number of dysfunctions 

“such as physical illness; emotional dysfunction such as depression; and social dysfunction such 

as drinking and episodic irresponsibility in relation to others” (Bowen 1978, 536). Kerr (1988) 

added that 

 
when anxiety is internalized and becomes an emotional symptom, feelings 
envelop a person’s mental processes. ... When anxiety is internalized and ex-
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pressed as a physical symptom, the person feels bad “physically,” when anxiety is 
internalized and expressed as an emotional symptom, the person feels bad ‘men-
tally” (218). 
 
 
Internalization is often defined to describe one of the partners in the parental relationship 

however it can also be seen in sibling groups as well as across generations, and even in relation 

to larger societal systems. The goal of therapy is to modify the relationship processes so that a 

family can stabilize the system by having each family member focus on their own functioning 

and anxiety. 

Answering this anxiety binder positively requires one to recognize that it is possible to 

reform the internal mechanisms focused on internalization towards a sense of blessedness and 

hope-filled-ness.  

 
Emotional Reactivity      …   Courageous Vitality 

    … 
Anxiety Binder  … Happiness Binder  > Joy Binder 
================== … ============================= > ===================== 
internalization  … sense of blessedness   >   hope-filled-ness 
 
 

A sense of blessedness “participates in the Divine Life, not to man only, but to everything 

that is” (Tillich 1963, 405). Participating with everything that is, recognizing that we are each 

part of much larger systems, requires a self-awareness of the structures of self-destruction: 

 
the four main categories - time, space, causality, substance – we must in each case 
consider not only the positive and negative elements “from the outside,” namely, 
in relation to the world, but we must consider them also “from the inside,” 
namely, in relation to the self. Each category expresses not only a union of being 
and nonbeing but also a union of anxiety and courage. (Tillich 1951, 193). 
 
 
Becoming aware of one’s actual situation and the forces one struggles with – time, space, 

causality, substance - makes it possible to reform internalization into a sense of blessedness that 
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offers the possibility of hope-filled-ness. Recognizing the substance of our historical dimension 

and situation makes it possible to become familiar with the larger systems of life in which we 

participate. Life is part of “a system of sociological, psychological, and cultural tensions and 

balances” (T, 1963, 325) struggling with the positive and negative inner and outer relationships 

of time, space, causality, and substance. Through self-awareness causality is understood to be 

contained within our substance but that “under the dimension of the spirit causality breaks 

through this containment” (323) - a “New Creation” (326) is possible. This New Creation allows 

one to participate with more than just one’s own internalizations: 

 
The space of the creative spirit unites an element of abstract unlimitedness with 
an element of concrete limitation. The creative transformation of a given envi-
ronment has no limits imposed by this environment; the creative act runs ahead 
without limit into space, not only in imagination, but also in reality (314). 
 
 
The creative New Creation redefines space and time. Space that was once defined as a 

“dimension of the ‘eternal here’ [is replaced] by the dimension of the ‘universal here’” (Tillich 

1957b, 69) – reforming the finite definitions of space with the hope-filled-ness of universal 

multidimensionality. This allows one to experience “the presence of the power of being itself .. 

as spatial contingency .. [with the recognition that one is] a ‘pilgrim on earth’” (69). The 

understanding of time also broadens. Time no longer simply destroys that which it has created 

through finite understandings of beginnings and endings. Rather it can be experienced as “the 

‘eternal now’ through the presence of the power of being itself” (68) where the “past and future 

meet in the present” (Tillich 1963, 395). 

Creative vitality enlarges our understanding of personhood so that internalization can be 

viewed in relation to the spirit that is not limited by the substance of our internalizing inner 

mechanisms. One need not place their anxiety into internalized spaces that create physical and 
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mental symptoms – rather one can broaden their understanding of space and creatively 

participate as a pilgrim on the journey of life in the eternal now. Time has no presence but has all 

the creative potentialities of the past, present, and future - potentialities of blessedness that fill 

the anxious internalizations with hope-filled wonder – a renewed hope-filled-ness. 

 
Extending Child Focus Positively 
 
 

A child focused relationship occurs when the anxiety between two parents is focused 

upon one or more of the children. This makes the child or children the carrier of the parent’s 

anxiety and often results in impairment in one or more children. Bowen (1978) defined that the 

“parents operate as a ‘we-ness’ to project their undifferentiation to one or more children” (204). 

It is often played out as a projection between a parent, often the mother, and a child. In a 

projection the parent functions better by: 

 
“ascribing certain aspects of herself to the child, and the child accepts. .. The 
child, and even the entire family, accepts the mother’s perception as a reality in 
the child. The mother then “mothers” the helplessness in the child (her own 
projected feelings) with her adequate self. Thus, a situation that begins as a 
feeling in the mother, becomes a reality in the child (59). 
 
 
With time this action can make the child the symptomatic person within the system: “the 

one most emotionally attached to the parents, and the one who ends up with a lower level of 

differentiation” (477). Although this child attempts to hold the anxiety of the system through the 

development of their own symptoms, the relationship between the parents where the anxiety 

truly resides continues to build. This often results in the rise of other anxiety binders within the 

parental unit such as internalization, emotional distancing, or conflict.  
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Bowen acknowledged that “knowledge of the relationship patterns in the extended family 

system is important in understanding the over-all problem and in devising a family 

psychotherapy program” (168). The goal is to restore the family’s emotional equilibrium by 

having both parents productively resolve “the parental interdependence” (168). 

Understanding the child focus anxiety binder positively requires one to discern the 

difference between preliminary and ultimate concerns. Defining and focusing upon one’s 

ultimate concern opens the possibility of multidimensional unity that offers minimized child 

focus tendencies. 

 
Emotional Reactivity      …   Courageous Vitality 

    … 
Anxiety Binder  … Happiness Binder  > Joy Binder 
================== … ============================= > ===================== 
child focus  … focus on ultimate concern   >  multidimensional love 
 
 

Tillich (1951) noted that within the historical dimension, within one’s historical situation, 

all secular concerns such as finite relations that lack holiness, that lack ultimate concern, are a 

preliminary concern. Child focusing makes the child/ren an ultimate concern even though they 

cannot reciprocate in like manner for they are a finite relation, a human entity. An “ultimate 

concern must transcend every preliminary finite and concrete concern. It must transcend the 

whole realm of finitude in order to be the answer to the question implied in finitude” (211). Any 

ultimate concern, the child/ren in child focus, that does less is a preliminary concern that has 

become ultimate. “Whatever concerns a man ultimately becomes god for him, and conversely, it 

means that a man can be concerned ultimately only about that which is god for him” (211). 

Binding anxiety within the child focus process is making the child/ren a representation of one’s 

ultimate concern – thereby creating idols of the child/ren. 
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To transcend this idolatry, parental interdependence which creates the child focused 

process must be reformed into a self-transcendence that drives “toward the universally and 

totally transcendent” (Tillich 1963, 332): 

 
the multidimensional unity of life.. [that is] the dimension of spirit [which] 
includes all other dimensions. The spirit reaches into the physical and biological 
realm by the very fact that its basis is the dimension of self-awareness. Therefore, 
it cannot be expressed in spoken words only. It has a visible side, as is manifest in 
the face of man, which expresses bodily structure and personal spirit. This experi-
ence of our daily life is the premonition of the sacramental unity of matter and 
Spirit (200).  
 
 
The sacramental unity of matter and Spirit allows the possibility of a new relationship 

within the parental unit and a new relationship with the child/ren who become free of the child 

focused idolatry. This transcendence requires the grip of the Spiritual Presence and begins 

through existential seriousness which “is evidence of the impact of the Spiritual Presence upon 

the individual. He who is ultimately concerned about his state of estrangement and about the 

possibility of reunion with the ground and aim of being is already in the grip of the Spiritual 

Presence.” (223) Transcendence begins as soon as the parents become aware that they have made 

their child/ren their ultimate concern, an idol of worship. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 

The extension of Bowen Theory through the positive binders of happiness and joy offer a 

broader appreciation to the challenge at hand – attempting to assess the emotional reactivity 

within the family system so that individuals have a chance at differentiating. The challenge is 

great and togetherness forces are strong, yet a lived courageous vitality that offers new forms of 

understanding and participation is possible. 
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