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Introduction 


As we begin to reflect upon Alice Miller's third book, it might be helpful to come in touch with our quality of presence to this book as we read it. For it is possible to approach this book from various perspectives. 


We might, for example, have entered into the intellectual discussion aspect of the book in which Miller articulates clearly her position in regard to the traditional approach of psychoanalysis. She questions the unconscious pedagogical bent” of traditional psychoanalysis that “labels problems” as opposed to her approach of “seeing in the patients' behavior the active re-enactment of a situation passively endured in childhood.” (p. 14-15) 


If we read from this perspective, we become caught up in the intellectual arguments presented throughout the book in which Miller clarifies and justifies her position. We become excited by the approaches presented, by the arguments and discussions for or against Miller's approach. We dialogue with our own theories and ideas in regard to human development. We experience our own biases toward psychology and toward the psychoanalytic approach, and may become engaged in defending what we believe. We become stimulated and energized by the theories presented throughout the book. We may even experience the need to defend our long-held and perhaps sacred beliefs about human development and about our personal story. We may find ourselves caught up in the professional jargon, as well as in the arguments, discussions and theories in an attempt to arrive at our own conclusions in regard to the theoretical content of the book. Thus, reading the book becomes an academic endeavor in which we remain distanced from ourselves and from the possibility of becoming personally engaged with the text. While we may feel intellectually stimulated and excited, we remain emotionally untouched and disconnected from our story. 


Or we may have read the book with an inner sense of “Here we go again, with the same themes of abuse, and with being confronted with how deprived everyone's childhood has been.” From this perspective, the book may appear to be repetitious, and may tend of turn off, tune out, shut down, thus failing to be present to the possibility of being personally touched by the underlying message of the book. We feel bored, possibly reading the book out of duty or obligation, or because “Once I begin a book, I always complete it.” Thus our reading is characterized by a willful disposition, which may enable us “to get through” without interiorizing the author's message. We focus on reading the words, completing the pages and finishing the chapters, feeling more or less hurried and pressured “to finish” because “I've read this before in Miller's other book. There's nothing new or different here.” And so, caught up in the cultural fascination for the new and different, we fail to personalize or to appropriate what the author is saying. Our willfulness closes us to the possibility of being personally touched by the material. 


Finally, we may approach the book from a reflective perspective, willing to journey with Miller into “the same old themes,” and remaining open to the possibility of connecting more deeply with our personal story. Approaching the reading from this perspective has the spiraling effect of inviting us to dwell more profoundly with the material, somewhat like the honeybee staying with the flower in order to suck every bit of sweet nectar from its core. Allowing ourselves to stay with repeated themes enables us to deepen our understanding of Miller's message, not only on an intellectual level, but also rather on the emotional level of being stirred. Thus we allow for the possibility of the continued emergence of feelings, memories, associations, connections, making sense-deepening our familiarity with our story, owning it on a deeper level, and coming more in touch with our uniqueness. 


Although our reading of the book may have been characterized by certain elements of all three of the approaches described above, we do well to name and to identify for ourselves the approach that has dominated our reading. Have we approached our reading from a primarily theoretical perspective, becoming absorbed in Miller's articulation of her theory and her differences with traditional psychoanalysis? Have we found ourselves turning the book off as a repetition of the same themes she has developed in her previous books? Have we approached the book primarily from a reflective perspective, thus continuing to bore more deeply into our story? If we have tended to remain distanced from allowing ourselves to be personally stirred by the book, we may ask ourselves “Why?” What seems frightening or threatening to us? Why do we need to remain distanced from the text? Naming what we are experiencing enables us to begin to look at it, to dwell with it and to face our resistances, our confusion, our fears, our anxieties. 

“Thou Shalt Not Be Aware” 


The title of this book has the injunction of a commandment. It implies a “should,” a have to,” a “must,” an “ought.” It is a dictate, imposed upon us from without. Furthermore, to be “not aware” is repressive and destructive, as opposed to being aware, which suggests knowing, seeing, perceiving, being present to, being touched by. The following list may enable us to grasp something of the destructive nature of the injunction “Thou shalt not be aware.”


NOT AWARE 







AWARE 


Don't think 







think for yourself 


Be inhibited 







be spontaneous 


Be blind 








see and take in 


Be deaf 








hear 


Don't be in touch 






be in touch 


Be silent 








express yourself 


Be numb 








feel 


Don't be in tune 







be in tune 


Be a robot 








be original 


Conform 








be creative 


Submit 








be yourself 


Be dead 








be alive


Repress 








react and respond

“Thou shalt not be aware” further suggests playing dumb, keeping quiet, pretending it isn't happening, forgetting about it, going on with business as usual, not telling anyone. Thus, we are encouraged to keep to ourselves, to become isolated, to be silent, to keep the secrets of what growing up in our family was like for us. 


In our awareness, we may live our lives “up in the air” as though traveling high above the earth in a 747 jet liner neither grounded nor rooted in the reality that is ours. We perceive the events and situations of our lives from a distance, minimizing them, not seeing them for what they are, remaining in our ivory tower, safely uninvolved and untouched. We live in and from our head, detached and disconnected from our everyday life. 


Or, we may live life in the fast lane, as though traveling down the highway at 80 mph. We whiz by houses, buildings, trees, the general landscape, unable to stay with or dwell upon anything because all of life has become a blur. In our awareness, we lack clarity. No-thing is distinct. No-thing therefore, touches us. We specialize in the new, the exciting, and the fantastic. We move from thing to thing, from person to person, from event to event never sinking our teeth into anything, never holding on to any situation or event, but simply being on the move living a blurred life. Traveling consistently at 80 mph, we risk losing control, crashing and destroying ourselves, thus becoming nothing more than another statistic. Just as this is true of highway speeding, it is also true of living our lives in the fast lane: we risk losing healthy control of our lives, crashing into the depths of meaninglessness and destroying the individuals that we are. 


Or again, we may live our lives as hummers, somewhat like the monotonous boring, repetitious, even, sleep-inducing hum of a refrigerator or an air conditioner. In this state of awareness, we specialize in empty repetition and in surface living in which everything generally remains the same. We become neither excited nor depressed. We experience neither highs nor lows. Nothing touches us. As humans, we remain detached, cool and distant, bored and half alive. We hum our way through life, repeating the same monotone behaviors and patterns with no heart, no life, and no color. (For a further elaboration of these images as they relate to the living of our lives, see Vincent M. Bilotta, III Ph.D., “Guilty: For Betraying Who I Am” in Guilt: Issues of Emotional Living in an Age of Stress for Clergy and Religious, pp. 101-123) 


We pay a high price for not being aware: our uniqueness is threatened and/or destroyed; we live as conforming zombies; we have no sense of who we are; we live our lives in neutral; we remain distant, detached, aloof; nothing touches us; we do not feel; we are isolated and alone; we are lost and confused; we are lifeless and colorless; we cannot become authentically engaged with anyone or anything; we live in haze, for and darkness. 


We have perhaps all walked in or driven in a soupy fog or in the blackness of night. In such a situation, we are forced to slow down. We lose our bearings. We cannot see where we are going. We become anxious and vigilant. Our energy is poured into trying to see what is in front of us. We have to watch our step, lest we fall or hit into something. 


I remember once walking the beach as the fog rolled in. Initially, I did not mind it; walking the beach in the fog had often been somewhat soothing and comforting. I felt enveloped and protected, freer to be myself. On this particular day however, the fog quickly became thick and soupy. I felt my body become tense and tight, and my heart begin to beat more rapidly. I began walking more quickly, eager to get out of the fog. I was frightened. The familiar beach suddenly seemed unfamiliar and threatening. I strained to see ahead of me, but could see only very little. In the fog, everything took on an eerie feeling of unreality. Although I knew where I was and knew how to return to the main road, I felt somewhat lost. 


Living in the fog and darkness of unawareness is similar to this experience. We experience the eeriness of not being connected to ourselves, to others or to reality. We feel lost and frightened. However, the tragedy for most of us is that we have become so accustomed to living in this state, that fog and darkness have become our taken-for-granted everyday reality. Our eyes have become accustomed to not seeing, our ears to not hearing and our heart to not feeling. 


 “Thou shalt not be aware” has become a rather natural state. We live in a state of “wakeful sleep.” 


In regard to our living in unawareness, Thoreau writes: 

Morning is when I am awake and there is a dawn in me. ...The millions are awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is awake enough for effective intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred million to a poetic or divine life. To be awake is to be alive, we must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by mechanical aids, but by an infinite expectation of the dawn, which does not forsake us in our soundest sleep. I know of no more encouraging fact than the unquestionable ability of man to elevate his life by a conscious endeavor. It is something to be able to paint a particular picture, or to carve a statue, and so to make a few objects beautiful; but it is far more glorious to carve and paint the very atmosphere and medium through which we look, which morally we can do. To affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts. Every man is tasked to make his life, even in its details, worthy of the contemplation of his most elevated and critical hour. (Henry David Thoreau, Walden. P. 62) 


As the victims of poisonous pedagogy and immersed in a culture that encourages us to live in the fog and darkness of unawareness, learning to be awake in the manner suggested by Thoreau demands that we become personally engaged in our process of awareness. For Thoreau, this meant leaving his familiar world and living in the woods close to nature for a number of years. There, he was able to slow down, to wake up and to become reflectively present to the ordinariness of his everyday life and surroundings. He could allow himself to be touched, called forth and nurtured by the ordinary. 


What does emerging from the' fog and darkness of unawareness mean for us? What does waking up mean? What does becoming increasingly reflective about our everyday life mean for us at this time? How can we become increasingly engaged in our process? Listening to our resistances in this regard can clue us in to where and how we need to move. We may resist looking at our childhood as it really was. We may resist developing reflective structures such as journal writing or quiet and alone time and space. We may resist slowing down our work pace. We may resist reading this book. Or we may read it and resist listening to what stirs as we read. Or we may read it and rush through it in order not to be touched. Our resistances, whatever they may be, represent our growing edges and challenge us to move precisely in those directions into which we do not want to move. Are we sufficiently committed to our process to name, respect, and move with our resistances? Or do we tend to drag our feet; afraid to slow down and to look within, afraid of the pain we may have been steeling ourselves against for a lifetime? Perhaps we fear not surviving the pain. This fear may overwhelm us at times. Yet, the reality is that we risk not surviving, that is, not really living, if we continue to deny, rationalize or avoid the pain. 


“Thou shalt not be aware” leads us to wonder what we are not to be aware of. Miller writes, 


The more or less conscious goal of adults in rearing infants is to make sure they will never find out later in life that they were trained not to become aware of how they were manipulated. (p. 19-20) 


She suggests that we were not to become aware of what was done to us, of the power our parents exercised over us, of the process of having been beaten into submission. (For a further elaboration of the notion of parents' abuse of power, see Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper “Foundational Formative Reflections on For Your Own Good by Alice Miller”) As a result of our lack of awareness, we walk through life feeling more or less hurt, wounded, empty, lifeless, confused, afraid, insecure, lonely, agitated, restless. Our pains gnaw at us, but we are unable to name it. Perhaps we cannot even identify it as pain. Yet, we tend to act out the pain we cannot name in a variety of unhealthy compulsive behaviors and patterns such as drinking, masturbating, over-working, not exercising, over-sleeping or not getting enough sleep, being restless, not being able to sit still, being compulsive, being a perfectionist, living from unrealistic expectations of ourselves and of others. Through these and many other unhealthy patterns, we continue to cover up our insecurities and perpetuate living in an anesthetized state. As a result, we become habituated to living “half-alive”, perhaps believing that there is nothing more to life and living than the lifelessness we experience. Our eyes have unwittingly been closed and our ears deafened to the reality of what our life has been. To a greater or lesser degree, we live in the state of unawareness, in the darkness of not knowing, in the fog of being half-alive. 


Miller believes that, generally all of society lives in a state of unawareness. We need only reflect upon the nature and quality of our recent election campaigns in which many candidates sought to create a negative image of their opponent as of means of enhancing their own. Unfor-tunately, the lack of critical awareness and of critical reflection characteristic of our society led the general population to absorb uncritically what they heard, or to focus on the image of the candidates, or to believe unquestioningly those candidates who said what they wanted to hear regardless of the degree to which what they heard was or was not grounded in the reality of experience. As a nation, we indeed live out on a variety of levels the destructive commandment “Thou shalt not be aware.” Generally, we specialize in being lulled into the sleep of unawareness. 


Miller identifies the “drive theory, the Fourth Commandant and the traditional methods of child-rearing” as “a combination of factors that explained the collective denial of childhood trauma.” (p. 306) From her perspective, then, the social sciences, the Church and religion, as well as the cultural approach to childrearing all contribute to and foster non-awareness, blindness and deafness. She maintains that 

It is not a matter to assigning blame to individual parents, who, after all, are themselves victims of this system, but of identifying a hidden societal structure that determines our lives, like practically no other. (p. 192) 


Such a realization may seem discouraging. For if, as Miller believes, lack of awareness, abuse and betrayal are all-pervasive, and have been perpetuated for generations, how are we to become aware of these destructive dispositions and move toward developing more healthy attitudes toward ourselves, toward those whom we accompany, and toward the formation of children? What hope is there that society will ever become sufficiently aware to reverse the unhealthy patterns of centuries? Miller states 

Because we have been taught from an early age “not to be aware” and because the effects of this upbringing are so pervasive we cannot stop raising our children in a manipulative fashion until we become sensitive to these unconscious attitudes 'within ourselves. (p. 150) 


This statement is powerful, for it places upon each of us the responsibility to enter into our own process of awareness. She points to the reality that change on any level begins with each of us as individuals. The social sciences, the Church, religion, the cultural approach to child-rearing, our religious Congregation, Society or Institute, our approach to the formative process, as well as our absorbed understanding of accompanying individuals will not move toward awareness unless we ourselves journey into and through our own story. For, as we face, walk through and own the pain of our story, we are softened and sensitized. We become experientially attuned to the woundedness and vulnerability we all share as humans. We become increasingly compassionate toward others and ourselves. Our harshness and intolerance give way to gentleness and acceptance. Throughout her books, Miller emphasizes in a variety of ways, the importance of coming in touch with and owning our story: 

The ability to perceive and understand someone else's suffering depends more than anything else on the degree to which one has experienced the suffering of one's childhood. ...The ability to feel sharpens our sensitivity, i.e., our vision, thus enabling us to see the other person's situation and the hidden cruelty in society's institutions. (p. 211) 


The reality of this statement was recently brought home to me in a new way. My husband and I were baby-sitting a nephew and niece. My nephew is four years old and is comfortable with both of us. My niece is a year old, and cannot yet tolerate the absence of both her parents. My sister-in-law has warned us that she might cry the whole time they were gone, as she had done with other family members who baby-sat. We were given a phone number to reach them in the event that the situation might become too difficult to handle. After her parents left, Alyssa walked around the house looking for them. When she realized they were not home, she began to cry. I could hear the terror and rage in her screaming. I picked her up, held her and rocked her. I had a clear sense of needing to make her feel safe and secure. After a few minutes, she quieted down. As I continued to hold her, she again cried and screamed, as though overtaken by a wave of terror and rage. Then she became quiet again. This happened several times. After this, she was fine, and was able to resume playing with her brother – all to the amazement of her parents when they returned. 


As I reflected upon this experience, I realized that my spontaneous way of being with Alyssa, that is, tuning into the terror and rage in her cries and simply holding her to provide the safety and security she needed, could not have happened without my having walked through some of my own terror and rage. I was aware that years ago, I would have neither heard nor sensed her rage and terror because I was out of touch with my own. Consequently, I would have tried to distract her with a toy or by playing with her rather than simply being with her in her intense feelings. 


As adults, we tend to be quick to blame others, that is, the powers that be, or situations beyond and outside ourselves for the state of affairs in society, in the Church, in the culture and in our Congregation, Society or Institute. Thus, in our unawareness, we continue to perpetuate what seems to be a sad state of affairs. Miller challenges us to look into our own hearts and to journey into the depths of our own being as a concrete way of humanizing our world, our culture, our Church, our Congregation, Society or Institute. We may not change the world. However, our personal transformation affects those with whom we live and our colleagues, as well as those to whom we minister. Because we are more in touch with ourselves, our quality of presence makes others feel at home and gives them a sense of being understood. As they feel increasingly safe with us, they can perhaps begin to let down into the pain of their story. 


I am reminded of a man who was recently reflecting upon his past year's journey through therapy. When he began therapy, he was living primarily in his head. He was out of touch with his feelings, and prided himself in never being angry and being “in control.” As he has entered into his process, he has become aware of and has relived some of the pain of his past. In reflecting upon his therapeutic journey, he states being in inner places he never know existed. He describes his feelings as “signals” which now invite him to listen to what is going on within him and states, “Before, I never paid attention to any of this.” He often states that awareness is making such a difference in his life: “Now I don't need to control as much. I can feel for other people when I have to make business decisions. Before, everything was cut and dry. Now I'm more sensitive to what is going on with people I deal with.” 


As he connects with previously unknown and denied parts of himself, this man is able to allow himself to let down into his humanness, and to feel after years of repression. In reclaiming what he once had to deny in order to survive emotionally, he is increasingly grounded in himself and more able to receive, take in and respect the humanness of others with whom he lives and works. He describes being different and reports that others tell him that there is something different about him. They tell him that he is more approachable and more understanding. 


The same becomes true for each of us as we enter into and walk through the story that has been written in our flesh and bones throughout our lifetime. 

“Society's Betrayal of the Child” 


The sub-title of Miller's book speaks of betrayal. She implies that the lack of awareness perpetuated on all levels of society, as described above, is in itself a betrayal of the child. The child is not allowed to be aware of what has been done to him/her, namely, that s/he has not been allowed to own or express his/her pain: “It is the repression (of trauma) that produces neurosis.” (p. 209) As a result, the aliveness, exuberance and spontaneity of the child are betrayed. 


My experience with Alyssa led me to realize that many of us have been raised with one or the other of the following “poisonous dictates”: Parents should let a crying child cry it out. “If you pick him/her up, you will spoil them”, or, “When a child is crying, do something to distract him/her: get a toy or play with them.” Both these “shoulds” betray disrespect for the child in his/her feelings. Thus, a child quickly learns to hold back or hold in his/her crying, which is the only way s/he can communicate pain, hurt, displeasure, discomfort, anger, terror, rage. As a result, these feelings are repressed from a very early age. 


Moreover, both the “shoulds” articulated above focus on the functional level of dealing with the child's pain-: “Do let the child cry” or “Do distract the child from his/her pain,” Given our highly functional culture, such “doing” responses are not surprising. The parents' need to “do something about” the child's feelings flows perhaps from their own lack of intouchness with their feelings. As a result they either do not recognize their child's anger, terror and rage, or they are frightened by it at some level and cannot tolerate its intensity. The child is thus betrayed by parents' need to do. 


Reflection upon our own experience makes us aware that when we are in the throes of intense feelings, we simply need someone to be with us. We need to be with an understanding significant other who can provide the proper holding environment that enables us to be with our intense feelings – as we are and where we are. As adults, we may become frustrated and feel somewhat betrayed when the other either cannot understand where we are, or tries to do something to make us feel better. The frustration of the-inability-of-the-other-to-be-with-us-in-our-intense-pain is perhaps the frustration most of us experienced as infants and small children. There was insufficient welcoming space for our painful feelings. In many subtle ways, we received the message to “get over it” and “get on with it,” thus being denied the opportunity to express our pain. As a result, most of us have lived our adult lives out of the abusive stance if “get over it” and “get on with it,” thus denying, rationalizing, avoiding, suppressing or repressing our deep pain. We have been denied the privilege of learning to be with our pain in favor of the cultural stance of doing something to get rid of it. Thus, we have been betrayed in our feelings. 


To the extent that we are out of touch with and disconnected from our pain it becomes difficult to be with another in their pain. We may turn it off or tune it out. We may shut down. We may feel restless and agitated. We may have absorbed our parents' message to “get over it” and “get on with it”, which we convey unconsciously to the other. We may experience the urgency to do something to ease the other's pain. It is important that we come in touch with our style of being with another in their pain. For our quality of presence to another may provide a helpful clue into the story of how our parents were with us in our pain. 


From a foundational formative perspective, the word “betrayal” brings to mind a variety of associations. To be betrayed means 


Not being heard 


Not being respected 


Not being taken seriously 


A significant other has turned their back on us 


Having no advocate 


Being without protection 


Being left at the mercy of the powers that be 


Not being accompanied: having no one to walk with us 


Having no mentor or role model 


A significant other has given up on us 


Being rejected 


Being deserted 


Being abandoned 


We can be betrayed subtly, deviously, deceptively, in a way that is barely noticeable. Or the betrayal can occur in a way that is harsh, violent, overt, direct and dramatic. 


As children, for example, we may have been betrayed by our parent's consistent inability to be with us in our feelings. Over time, we received the subtle message, “Feelings are not acceptable;” “Certain feelings are not to be expressed;” “Don't pay attention to your feelings;” “Feelings are not to be trusted.” Or we may have been betrayed but our parents' repetition that whatever punishment we received was “for our own good”, or that whatever restrictions they imposed upon us would help us to “grow up to be good girls and boys.” Or again, we may have grown up in an environment in which we were not affirmed or not supported in our uniqueness. Many individuals in therapy who were raised in families characterized by such subtle forms of betrayal are blind to the devastating effects of such an environment. They commonly state, “It was not big deal. There was no alcohol or sexual abuse in my family. My family was normal, like the others on the block.” They commonly claim that their pain is caused by other problems and has nothing to do with their upbringing. 


Harsh, violent betrayal on the other hand, is easier to recognize, but nonetheless, just as difficult to own. Such betrayal may occur in the form of having been raised in an alcoholic family, or in a family in which incest or other overt forms of sexual abuse took place. It may have occurred through emotional rejection from birth or in a highly competitive family environment in which we were consistently compared to our siblings, and ridiculed if we did not measure up. We may have been betrayed through severe physical abuse. While these are overt forms of betrayal, the emotional pain is so intense, that often, we have had to block it out for the sake of survival. Over time, such intensely painful experiences and memories tend to become inaccessible. Although these may surface throughout the course of therapy, the individual usually comes to own them only as a result of working through intense resistance to facing how it really was for him/her as a child. 


When we are betrayed, we feel 

Deceived 

Isolated 

Alone 

Unsupported 

Left to fend for us 

Outraged 

Angry 

Hurt 

Powerless 

Helpless 

Revengeful 

Defeated 

Dejected 

Defenseless 

Abandoned 

Mistrustful 

Resentful 

Hating 

Despairing 


The underlying message in any form of betrayal is, “You have to be the way we want you to be; otherwise, .we will not support you. We will betray you.” In face of such a message, we find ourselves confronted with a decision either to collude with the system in order to be loved, accepted and supported, or to remain true to ourselves thus risking betrayal and rejection. As children, we cannot risk losing the love of our parents. Therefore, we must submit to their wishes and desires in order to survive. To the extent that our parents live in unawareness of their own unconscious and unfulfilled needs and desires, we, as their children, become unconscious objects of their unmet needs. Consequently, we lose something of our life, vitality, spontaneity, exuberance, aliveness, individuality and uniqueness. The truth of who we are is unwittingly sacrificed. The self that we are is betrayed. 


In light of the above, we can describe betrayal from a foundational formative perspective as follows: turning one's pack on the individuality and the unique unfolding of the child through a lack of emotional support and through any form of disrespect for the child's individuality and unique developmental process. A child is betrayed when his/her parents fail to respect his/her developmental pace and rhythm on any level: physical, emotional, psychological, social, intellectual, interpersonal, spiritual. Parents move against the child's unique rhythm and pace by imposing upon the child their goals, ideals, needs and wants without taking into proper consideration the specific child's needs. The child is then forced to conform to the pace, rhythm, goals and desires of his/her parents rather than to respond to the movement congenial to his/her being. As a result, the child is alienated from his/her heart, thus continuing the betrayal process begun by his/her parents. 

We tend to consider betrayal in its extreme forms, such as seen on TV or in the movies, when a person turns against another in a violent and ruthless manner. However, as noted above, betrayal can be subtle and imperceptible. On the ordinary level of everyday living, the betrayal of a child can occur in a variety of ways that are condoned and accepted by the culture in which we live: 


A child is not allowed to express intense negative feelings such as anger, rage, hurt, jealousy: “Good boys/girls don't get angry, are not jealous, do not have temper tantrums.” 


A child is not allowed to ask questions, to question decisions, to express his/her thoughts about decisions that have been made by parents. 


A child is “trained” to submit to parents' wishes, desires and will: “Accept what we tell you;” “Do not deviate from the norm;” “Conform and submit.” The child is punished if s/he does not submit. 


A child is taught to “Be like everybody else;” “Fit into the mold;” “Don't make waves.” Fitting in and being accepted are overemphasized. 


A child's creativity, spontaneity and aliveness are discouraged by punishment, by indifference, by not being taken seriously. 


The child's behavior and self-expression are labeled and categorized according to right/wrong; good/bad; white/black; socially acceptable/socially non-acceptable. Certain behaviors and self-expressions are associated with the good or the bad child. 


The child is made to live up to standards arbitrarily imposed by parents, without taking into account the child's unique individuality and needs. 


The mother of a four year old reports that in the nursery school her child attends, children are categorized, labeled and grouped according to how they dress, what hair style they wear, their mannerisms, their speech, their family standing in the area, their behavior, and so on. 


A mother over-emphasizes appearance and externals: she demands that her adolescent son dress in a certain way, wear his hair a certain length and associate with neat, clean-cut friends. Her son continues to reject her standards; she continues to nag him and to be angry with him. 


A child is left to grow him/herself up because of parents' overwork, social over-involvement and/or extensive absence from home. 


A child experiences the forceful manipulative hand of his/her parents rather than their affirming supportive hand. 


Media over-emphasis on the ideal figure, height, complexion and physique; on the ideal lifestyle; on materialism and consumerism; on self-gratification; on portraying athletes and actors as the persons one must look up to and live up to; on being acceptable if one uses certain products, subscribes to certain ideologies, world views or perspectives on life. 


Society's attitudes of leveling: individuals are encouraged to compromise, deny or repress their truth in order not to stand up above the crowd; our culture's “mass mentality.” 


The de-personalization characteristic of our society: a person is a Social Security number; individual needs and circumstances are overlooked; people must conform to the norms of society. 


Which of us cannot identify with one or the other of the above examples? It is important that as we reflect upon these examples, we allow ourselves to be present to what is stirring and awakening within us. Do we feel angry, sad, disappointed, hurt? Are we numb to our own pain? Do we find ourselves dismissing these examples with a simple and quick “That's the way it was” or “This is exaggerated” or “The things listed here are no big deal; they're part of everyone's upbringing”? To what extent has our individuality been destroyed and sacrificed to the mass mentality of leveling? It is helpful to allow ourselves to be present to our reactions whi.ch provide us with clues into our willingness to connect with our personal story. 


For many of us, the betrayal we experienced as children may have been perpetuated through our continued self-betrayal: we continue to live in unawareness and in out-of-touchness with ourselves. Common forms of self-betrayal include the following: 

An attitude of anger toward ourselves 

Belittling ourselves 

The inability to befriend ourselves 

Being ruled by our arbitrary inner shoulds 

A lack of reflective structures in our life 

Giving up on ourselves 

Having excessively high self-expectations 

A lack of self-confidence 

The inability to assert ourselves 

Living in denial of the self that we are 

Being untrue to ourselves 

Conforming blindly to others' expectations 

Being dishonest with ourselves

Repressing feelings, especially sexual and angry feelings 

Overworking 

Overeating 

Insufficient exercise 

Insufficient sleep 

Overtaxing our energies and strength 

Making decisions that are consistently uncongenial to our uniqueness 


Since we have not been taught as children to own and respect our uniqueness, it is rather natural that we continue the betrayal process begun within our family environment and promoted within our society. Being committed to our personal process means rediscovering and reclaiming those parts of us that have been lost through the betrayal that occurred in our childhood, as well as through our continued self-betrayal. Crucial to this process is the development of a reflective disposition that enables to stop, look and listen to our everyday life experience. (For a further elaboration of growing into a reflective disposition, see Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper “Reflective Living”) Through reflection, we create the time and space necessary to distance ourselves from the hecticness of our everyday life in order to tune in to and to become sensitized to our inner world. In this reflective time and space, we gradually come to experience and to name what we are feeling. We experience the tension, anxiety and stress related to our uncongenial style. Such gradual awareness enables us to become healthily responsible for our lives, resulting in decisions that are increasingly congenial to our uniqueness. 


What emerges clearly from all of the above examples is the leveling effect of betrayal –whether it is our being betrayed by others, or our continued self-betrayal: everyone must submit to and fit into “the norm.” No one is allowed to lift his or her head above the crowd. Originality and creativity are regarded as suspect and therefore, discouraged. A mass mentality prevails. We need only reflect upon what has happened in recent years to outspoken Church leaders who have been reprimanded, silenced or even excommunicated. We need only consider the present lack of leadership in our country to become aware of the cumulative leveling effects of generations of betrayal of personal uniqueness and individuality. 


The leveling of betrayal occurred not only within our family of origin. Miller maintains that it permeates all of society – even religious life, priesthood and lay ministry programs. For, the conformity and uniformity that characterized pre-Vatican II religious and clerical formation has had a leveling effect upon all of us. Our individuality and uniqueness we sacrificed. We did not dare draw attention to ourselves or be noticed in any way. In fact perhaps we endeavored to become “like everyone else”, in the hope of becoming the perfect cleric or religious. 


How many of us, for example, have felt free over the years, or to express feelings, or to express our thoughts and opinions regarding certain administrative decisions and policies? To what extent have our personal needs been taken into account throughout our years in the Congregation, Society, Institute or Diocese? To what extent have we been allowed to express our creativity? Have we been missioned in places and situations that have been congenial to the unfolding of our gifts and talents? To what extent has the prevailing felt-sense within our religious community fostered the unfolding or our uniqueness? 


Although there have been significant changes in the Church in recent years, we nevertheless have been marked by, and perhaps even wounded and injured by the leveling effects of conformity and uniformity that characterized pre- Vatican II clerical and religious life. As we journey into our personal story and commit ourselves to our process, we begin to reclaim those parts of us that have been lost, and we enter into the lifelong process of healing the pain, wounds and injuries that have been suffered along the way. 

Sexual Abuse


Miller elaborates upon sexual abuse as a specific form of betrayal. 

The child has feelings stemming from his position in the family triangle. Jealousy, powerlessness, hopeless rivalry with the adult male, who impressed on the child the latter's lack of power, feelings of inadequacy, a desire for closeness, confusion arising from stimulation – all this is part of the so-called Oedipal phase from ages three to five, a period when children's beauty is in full flower and they are often a prime sexual object for adults and older siblings… If the parents' emotional life is stunted because access to their own childhood has been cut off, they will have difficulty understanding and responding to the abundant and intense feelings of their children...Between parents' overt violation of the child and their unconscious (because repressed) expectations lies a whole spectrum of parental attitudes that inevitably produce in the child feelings of bewilderment and inadequacy, disorientation, stress, powerlessness and over-stimulation. (p. 147) 

It is important to note that Miller refers to sexual abuse ranging from overt violation of the child through sexual molestation to parental attitudes that influence a child's image of him/herself as boy or girl – as sexual. For although we usually identify sexual abuse with overt acting out and violation of the child, there are many ordinary attitudinal and dispositional ways in which we as children may have been sexually abused or injured. Among the “ordinary ways” common within our cultures, are the following: 


Parents' disdain for their child's body: it is not masculine or feminine enough; or it may be too masculine or feminine. 


The child's body has to measure up to a certain shape, form, strength, musculature, physique. 


Parents fail to proclaim the “little boyness” or the “little girlness” of their child. 


Parents' lack of in-touchness with their maleness or femaleness, with their masculinity or femininity fails to provide an adequate role model for their child regarding growing up as a little boy or girl. 


The parents' way of holding their child: to the extent that it is cold, disrespectful, rigid or limp, the child receives a negative message about him/herself. 


The parents' way of looking at their child: a woman states, “My father raped me with his eyes. I felt he could see right through my clothes. He would stare at me and his look made me feel uncomfortable.” 


A family atmosphere that includes an uncomfortable silence around sexuality and related questions. 


Parents' failure to answer in a direct, honest and phase-appropriate way a child's questions about his/her body, about where babies come from, about male/female anatomy, and so on. 


Bathing a baby in a disrespectful stimulating manner. 


Parents make a big deal over a child's genitals in regard to care, touch, manipulation, and/ or cleanliness. 


Parents make a big deal over a child's touching and playing with his/her genitals: “Don't play with yourself;” “Don't touch yourself there;” “Get your hands away from there;” “That's dirty.” 


Toddlers go through a natural phase of wanting to run around naked; parents make a big deal of it with various forms of “It's wrong and bad to do that.” 


Parents' manner of looking, touching, holding, and caressing of their child is seductive. 


An adult's lustful attitude toward a child: Another parent (father) tells the mother of a four year old, “Your daughter is sexy; look at those legs!” 


Parents' reject a child on the basis of the child's sex: “I wanted a boy and here I am stuck with a girl!” 


Parents demonstrate obvious discomfort with their child's aliveness, spontaneity and seductiveness. 


There is a family attitude of sexual permissiveness that fails to adequately protect the child. 


Parents make a big deal out of their child's normal body exploration. 


Most of us can perhaps identify with one or another of the above examples. Or, reading this list has perhaps awakened and stirred certain feelings and memories associated with our story. 


It is important that we return to and dwell with those examples that have stirred something within us, and to be with what has been stirred – feelings, memories, associations, and fragments of memories, fantasies. Whatever is alive for us points to some aspect of our own story that is beckoning us to stop, look at and listen to. Can we be still enough and quiet enough to respond to that invitation? Are we too threatened or afraid? It is important that we own what we experience and well as our ability or inability to be present to it. 


Our own attitudes toward our body and toward sexuality can also be important clues into dispositions and attitudes prevalent in our family of origin. For although very little may have been said, we have been influenced by the prevailing atmosphere and affective environment that characterized our family. In this respect, Miller quotes Jung (1909): 



What influences him (the growing child) more strongly than anything else is his particular affective environment, of which his parents and teachers are totally unconscious. Concealed dissension between the parents, secret suffering, repressed and hidden desires all engender in the individual an affective state that slowly but surely, even though unconsciously, finds its way into the child's psyche, where it produces the same state. (p. 199) 

It is important then, that we attempt to be present to the affective space in which we were raised. Was our household characterized by coldness or warmth, harshness or tenderness, violence – or gentleness, fear or freedom, anxiety or calm, agitation or peace, a cold silence or a comfortable and appropriate silence, coldness or distance? What was the prevailing atmosphere in regard to sexuality – repression, permissiveness, denial, silence that conveyed, “it's wrong,” incest, rigidity, phase inappropriate knowledge that left us confused? Whatever the atmosphere, it has had a significant effect upon our emotional development. Being able to connect with the feeling-tone of our household may help us gain clarity into some of our patterns, our ways of relating, our attitudes and dispositions. 


In regard to betrayal, Miller writes: 


  A child who was abused at a very early age in order to fulfill an adult's or older siblings needs will be left for the rest of his life with the feeling that he had to give too much of himself. (p. 159) 

We may gain further insight into our story by being attentive to what we experience inwardly in regard to our own neediness. Do we often experience inner haunting feelings of having given too much of ourselves, of having to protect what is left of us, lest that too be taken from us? Do we find ourselves holding back for fear of being poured out and being left with nothing? Such feelings may be clues to some part of our story that remains hidden. We may have been betrayed and abused by our parents or other family members, and left with very little sense of who we are. 


For all of us, it is relatively easy to consider betrayal in its extreme forms, for then, we can perhaps remain distanced from the more subtle forms of betrayal we have experienced in our own lives. For this reason, it is important that we reflect upon the common ordinary forms of betrayal that all of us, to some degree have experienced, not only because of our own parents' story, but also because of the unawareness characteristic of every level of society: culture, education, Church, religion, social life, our religious Congregation, Society or Institute. 


Betrayal in whatever form, does not leave us unscarred. Miller states: 

The consequences of sexual abuse are not restricted to problems in one's sexual life; they impair the development of the self and of an autonomous personality. (p. 160) 

For example, if we grew up with a sense of having been rather consistently used or abused sexually, either in a harsh, violent and overt way through incest or other forms of sexual molestation, or in the more subtle ordinary ways described throughout these pages, we are likely to develop a poor sense of who we are. We grow up haunted by guilt and shame. We feel dirty. We tend to dissociate from our body, which we consider to be the source of the problem. We blame ourselves for what happened, and may continue to blame ourselves throughout our life for whatever goes wrong for us. We feel burdened and weighed down by the sexual abuse. We remain alone with our secret, which we cannot share with anyone for fear of being ridiculed, not taken seriously, and not believed. We tend to see ourselves as objects to be used by others. We have very little self-respect or self-confidence. 


Interpersonal relationships become problematic. We remain vigilant, guarded, hesitant and defended for fear of being once again used, betrayed and hurt. We keep our distances from others: getting close is too risky and threatening. Although we crave and long for intimacy, we are frightened by the very thought of getting close to another person. We remain distant, aloof, isolated, alienated. We feel lost, lonely, threatened, frightened, and terrified. We tend to live life as victims: powerless and helpless in face of the overwhelming abuse we have suffered. We walk through life somewhat like a beaten dog, with our tail between our legs and our head hung low. We need to protect ourselves at all costs. 


As a result of sexual abuse, our aliveness is diminished. Our quality of presence to ourselves and to others is impoverished. Our interpersonal relationships remain shallow and unsatisfying. We are disconnected from our body. We live burdened by shame and guilt as well as with a pervasive sense of our “badness”. 


The betrayal we suffered as children in the various ways described throughout these pages has had devastating effects upon all of us. Miller addresses what can be described as major effects of betrayal: dependency and our image of God. 

Dependency 


Miller writes: 

The road from the child's idealization of his parents to true mature independence is a long one and usually passes through an area of deep conflict with the parents of the child's early years. This conflict is experienced emotionally for the first time when the child grows up and comes in contact with groups, ideologies, sexual partners, his own children, and, in certain cases, his therapist. Although these violent emotions originated in childhood, they were never allowed to be expressed the. (p. 83) 

For all of us, these words stir up memories of our own adolescence. What we do remember about the conflict we experienced at that time in regard to the values, beliefs and attitudes our parents had instilled within us? Had we become so submissive that we were unable to find our way, that is, to question and challenge what had been instilled in us in order to make it on our own, to let it go, to gain a sense of our uniqueness as an emerging adult? Did our parents provide us with the emotional support and psychic space to allow us to find our own way? Did they encourage or discourage, support or reject, move with us or against us? To what extent did we experience their supportive hand as we lived through the intense conflicts of adolescence? 


Since we live in an abusive culture and have been influenced by generations of abusive child-rearing practices, chances are that our adolescent years were characterized by significant turbulence as we attempted to discover who we were and what we wanted. For, to a greater or lesser extent, our upbringing was influenced by the “poisonous pedagogy” of “beating the child into submission”. (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper “Foundational Formative Reflections on For Your Own Good by Alice Miller) Consequently, our vitality, spontaneity and individuality were somewhat diminished. Perhaps we found it difficult to think for ourselves, to make our own decisions, more or less consciously fearing what our parents might think or say, or how that might react. Perhaps we began to rely heavily on the opinions and thoughts of family members or significant others, lest we make a mistake and fail. As a result we may have lived in the fear and anxiety of being alone, of standing on our own, of making decisions for ourselves. Perhaps we did not trust ourselves, nor did we trust our judgments and opinions. We constantly sought the reassurance and encouragement of others, whom we believed, knew what was best for us, as our parents had when we were children. 


Or perhaps we were able to move through and beyond the submissiveness of our childhood. Thus the turbulence of adolescence provided us with the time and opportunity to experiment, to adapt, to take on new ways of thinking and new attitudes, perhaps even to reject some of what had been instilled in us by our parents, or to re-appropriate it according to our uniqueness. In so doing, we gradually came into our own, separating from our parents in a healthy way and learning to rely upon our emerging and unfolding self. 


Miller believes that the quality of our childhood significantly influences the way we live through adolescence: 

The nature of the initial relationship between parents and child will determine what forms the adolescent's liberation will assume in adult life and whether his or her new sense of security turns into a second, and this time permanent prison. ...in post-adolescence a feeling of security is generally prized more highly than freedom. Above all it will depend on a person's earliest experiences whether he will be able to deal creatively with new theories and ultimately find his own point of view or whether he will cling anxiously to the orthodoxy of a school. If this person was raised to be absolutely obedient, without ever being able to escape his parents' watchful eyes, he will run the risk as an adult of making theories into absolutes and becoming a slave to them, even though these theories abound with words like freedom, autonomy and progress. (p. 84) 


Miller's words invite us anew to dwell with our story, to come in touch with and to continue to own what our childhood and adolescence really were for us. As noted above, given the pervasiveness of “poisonous pedagogy”, all of us, to a greater or lesser degree have had to struggle to gain a sense of our autonomy. Perhaps we are still struggling, as we attempt to own who we are within the context of group living in our community or parish rectory. We do well to allow ourselves to be in touch with the extent to which membership in our Congregation, Society, Institute or Diocese has perhaps been for us a way of continuing the dependency of our childhood. 


To what extent, for example, do we absorb uncritically structures, policies or whatever comes from our administrative body? Or on the other hand, to what extent do we rebel indiscriminately against whatever is asked of us, particularly by anyone whom we perceive as having authority over us? 


To what extent do we seek out the opinion of others, not to facilitate a personal decision, but rather, out of personal fear or anxiety? On the other hand, to what extent have we become “Lone Rangers,” doing our thing, objecting to the input of others, and trying to prove to ourselves and to others that we do not need anyone. 


To what extent are we dependent upon the support, approval and affirmation of others, without which we find it difficult to move or to make decisions? On the other hand, to what extent do we pride ourselves in not needing any support, of being excessively self-sufficient? 


What absolutes guide us? Have certain theories, worldviews, approaches to ministry I to theology, or to the life of the spirit become “the last word” for us? To what extent do we cling to our absolutes as means of giving meaning to our lives? What happens when our absolutes are challenged? Do we become excessively defensive, as though our life depended upon this absolute? 


All of these situations point to our continued struggle with the effects of “poisonous pedagogy” which, as Miller maintains, permeate every level of society, even our Congregation, Society, Institute or Diocese. All of these represent forms of continued dependence, with the consequent fear of standing on our own two feet in a healthy manner. 


Though rebellion may seem to assert our independence, it too, is characteristic of dependence. For when we rebel, we react against or we fight something that has a grip on us. Rebellion indicates a defensive posture in which we must at all costs, assert ourselves against whatever has us in its grips, that is, whatever we find ourselves dependent upon. 


Miller considers addiction as a further form of unhealthy dependence: 

Every form of addiction...a glass of whiskey or a cigarette that can be held in the hand, set aside when not needed, and immediately reached for when needed establishes the comfortable feeling that an available mother can give. ...The addictive substance thus provides not only a feeling of comfort, but also the torments of dependency. (p. 84-85) 


We may read this quote, thinking, “I don't drink and I don't smoke.” However, we may ask ourselves what we turn to consistently for comfort. It may be food, ice cream, desserts, coffee, the telephone, TV, work, exercise, sex. Upon what have we become dependent to soothe us when we are in need of being soothed? Miller points to such dependencies as providing the comfort of the always-available-mother, there for us whenever we are in need. It is true that we all need healthy outlets at such times, as well as the comfort of a dependable-other. However, Miller addresses the issue of childhood dependency continued in adulthood, which leads us to create absolutes in the same way our parents did regarding their dictates and their demands for submission. What are those outlets in our lives that have become absolutes, that is, those things I-cannot-live-without? To what extent have we become dependent upon these relative things as providing soothing and comfort in the way of the all-perfect-mother? 


It is important that we move toward considering the deeper issues underlying our dependencies. A woman, for example, describes eating uncontrollably: “The first thing I do when I get up in the morning is go to the refrigerator. I just can't stop myself. I think of food all the time and eat anything that's around.” This woman's craving for food has begun only within recent months. 


In therapy during these months, she has begun to experience the pain of emotional emptiness in her life and the lack of affective nurturance that has characterized her upbringing as well as her unhappy marriage of over twenty years. From the perspective of her present emotional experience, her uncontrollable eating can be placed within the context of her deep inner emptiness: the soothing experienced through food is her attempt to fill the inner emptiness she experiences and to sooth her intense pain. 


From this perspective, our dependencies can be regarded as symptoms of a deeper malaise and of intense pain, in Miller's words, as our unconscious search for the all-comforting mother. However, unless we are willing to move beneath the surface of our dependencies in order to discover their root, we may spend considerable time and energy attempting to discipline ourselves to stop eating, drinking, and/or smoking. Often such attempts fail because we are trying to put a band-aid on a deep wound that needs greater attention and care, that is, we are focusing on exterior self-discipline without being attentive to the pain at the heart of our dependency. 


Miller believes that it is often possible to move from the home of our parents into a group, where we unconsciously continue the dependency patterns established in our family of origin through abuse and betrayal of our uniqueness: 


When a group takes over this ersatz role, although it gives the illusion of being an ideal mother, it mercilessly requires the same adaptation to its demands that the real mother once did. ...But the group, chosen in adolescence of his own free will and seemingly so promising, will end up intimidating him in the same non-verbal way his mother's expectations did during the first year of life. Just the thought of having opinions deviating completely from those prevailing in the group can evoke such strong anxiety that at first such opinions cannot even be formed. Usually the anxiety is not based on present reality but goes back to a period when it actually would have been life threatening for the infant to risk losing love – i.e., losing the mother – by inappropriate behavior. (p. 85) 


As we reflect upon these words, we may ask ourselves what we experience when we are in a group of peers? Are we intimidated? Do we fear speaking out? Are we defensive? Have we become so sensitized to the expectations of the group that we are unable to be ourselves? Do we find ourselves in the group compromising what we truly believe in order to go along with the prevailing mood, opinion, thinking? 


I remember attending annual reunions of students in the graduate school program that I had completed. Generally, I felt professionally confident and competent in my ministry and felt good about the work I was doing. However, whenever I attended these reunions and found myself among peers with training similar to mine, I suddenly felt anxious and insecure. As I listened to others talk about their professional involvements, I questioned myself and what I was about, inevitably ending up feeling inferior as a person, as well as incompetent and inadequate in my work. I spoke very little at group meetings and declined when asked to prepare a paper to be delivered at the following year's reunion. Somehow, I felt leveled. I felt everyone knew more than I did and was more qualified and competent than I was. In that group, I felt like a child again. Indeed, the group did stir significant childhood residue: feelings of inferiority and of inadequacy; a sense of worthlessness; the belief that I had nothing worthwhile to say; feelings of being lost in the crowd as I had been lost in my own large family. 


Given the influence upon all of us of the submissive dependence characteristic of the 'poisonous pedagogy' with which we were all reared, as well as of the mass mentality and leveling dominant in our culture, it is not surprising that such feelings are stirred and awakened within us when we find ourselves in a group of peers. We may fear losing whatever autonomy we have gained. When this is the case, we may become defensive, or we may withdraw and remain silent, seeming outwardly compliant; but aware that inwardly, we are holding our own. Or we may look to the group to meet our needs, thus looking for the perfect mother we never had. Then, we collude with the group in the hope of gaining acceptance. Or we allow ourselves to be leveled so that we might gain the reputation of being a “good” group member. Or we comply and submit indiscriminately as we did as we did as children. 


As members of a religious Congregation, Society, Institute or Diocese, living out our lives within the context of a group, it is important that we become aware of what happens to us when we are in a group. Are we the same person? Are we different? If so, what differences do we sense, and why do we need to be different? To what extent can we contribute constructively to the life of the group, that is, to what extent can we lift our head above the group mentality and risk being ourselves? To what extent do we look to the group to meet our affective needs, and thus fall into compliance and submission, fading into the mass? To what extent can we remain grounded in ourselves when we are in a group of peers? Do we allow subtle peer pressure to pull us away from who we most deeply are? 


All of us have been victimized by a conformist and submissive past, beginning in our family of origin and continuing through our years in religious life and/or priesthood. We can do nothing to change this past. However, we can, to varying degrees, free ourselves of its power over us in the present and the future. Becoming free demands the courage and honesty of owning our past for what is has been, of facing and working through the pains, wounds and injuries we carry within our body and in our hearts, and grieving what has not been. Thus, we create the inner space to accept humbly the story that is ours, to become increasingly grounded in who we are and to live more fully the gift of life that is ours. 

The God Image 


Miller addresses the harsh and punishing God image presented in the Scriptures and states that this God image is rooted in “poisonous pedagogy”: 

As far as our flesh-and-blood fathers are concerned, the more they make a show of being mighty and authoritarian, the more certain they are to be insecure children inside. But to revere a God with these characteristics out of fear would be in keeping once again with the dictates of “poisonous pedagogy”. If there really should be a loving God, he would not burden us with prohibitions. (p. 96) 

All of us are familiar with the image of a harsh and punishing God. Since childhood, we have heard about the watching and punishing God who sees and knows everything we do, and who will punish us if we do not obey. Most of us were raised with a sense that “God will get you if you disobey, if you lie, if you are bad…” 


This image of God was reinforced when we began reading the Scriptures, particularly the Old Testament. As a result, our prevailing image of God is of someone harsh and punitive, someone who constantly had to be appeased through prayer, sacrifice and good deeds. 


As we entered into the formal study of Scripture and began using Scripture for daily prayer, we came in touch with a loving and tender God who is compassionate, understanding and caring. Why then has there been so much emphasis on the harsh, punitive and judgmental God?


Contemporary researchers and theorists engaged in the study of the formation and development of the God image agree that our sense of God comes to us through our parents. (See works by Rizzutto and by McDargh) Since God is invisible and beyond any of our human conceptualizations, the only way we can glimpse something of this invisible God is through visible others, that is, through our parents and/or significant others. As a result, our sense of God came not only through what our parents told us about God as children, but more importantly, how they dealt with us as children. 


Throughout her books, Miller emphasizes the effects of “poisonous pedagogy” upon every aspect of society, including religion, and more importantly, upon our sense of God. Since our parents were themselves the victims of abuse and betrayal, and unconsciously continued abusive child-rearing practices with us, it is not surprising that we developed an image of an abusive God: the God who threatened and punished, the God who made demands and who was jealous, the God who could be hurt and was sad. Just as we sensed our parents' vulnerability, so too we developed the lived sense of a vulnerable God who was affected by whatever we did not do. 


The Scriptures themselves convey this same image of God. Although we believe that the Scriptures are the revealed and inspired Word of God, they were nonetheless written by humans immersed in their culture, bringing who they were to their writing, their human experiences, as well as the various influences upon their lives, that is, the effects of their own upbringing. Since they too were victims of 'poisonous pedagogy”, as is evident in the violence, struggle for survival and the wars recorded in history from the beginning of time, they unwittingly portrayed a God in human terms, similar perhaps to their parents-for they had no other way to describe our invisible God. Furthermore, the unawareness, the blindness and deafness that permeate humankind have prevented us from giving 'equal time” to the loving, tender side of God who seeks to draw us into intimate relationship. 


Miller's addressing the issue of the God image invites us to reflect upon our own image of God as a further access into what our childhood was like. Though we may be out of touch with the pain of our childhood, or we may defend against it, believing that ours was the perfect childhood or that our parents were perfect, we need only come in touch with our ingrained sense of God as a clue into the reality of what our child was like. 


If we grew up feeling afraid of God, perhaps we were also afraid of our parents. 


If we became preoccupied with pleasing God, perhaps we also had to be preoccupied with pleasing our parents in order to gain their love. 


If the fear of God's punishment hung over our head in a habitual way, perhaps we lived in fear of being punished by our parents. 


If we grew up with a sense that we could never be good enough for God, perhaps our parents conveyed a sense that we were not good enough for them. 


If we grew up feeling ashamed and guilty before God, perhaps our parents unwittingly instilled in us an excessive sense of shame and guilt. 


If we grew up with a sense of having to earn God's love, perhaps our parents made us earn their love. 


If we believe in a God who sees us only as sinners, perhaps our parents reflected back to us only our weaknesses and imperfections. 


If we believe in a God who demands that we be perfect, perhaps our parents made similar demands upon us. 


If we live with the haunting fear of being rejected by God, perhaps we feared being rejected by our parents. 


What resonates within us as we read through these lines? What stirs and awakens within us in regard to our lived sense of God? For through study over the years, we have come to know more about God. However, beneath all our “knowing about', who is the God we really “know and worship? That is, what is our lived sense of God? We may know that God loves us, but do we believe it? Has God's love become real for us in our lives, or does it continue to be dependent on what we do, or on how much we do, or how good we are? Do we live with the need to continue to prove ourselves to God as we perhaps had to prove ourselves to our parents as children? Can we let down with God and be the self that we are, be present to God with whatever we feel and experience, or do we tend to repress whatever negative feelings and thoughts we are experiencing as we had to do with our parents? 


Throughout the Gospels, Jesus repeats that he has come to reveal God to us. He speaks continually of a God who is gentle, compassionate, understanding, self-giving, merciful, loving, forgiving. Jesus also tells us that to see him is to see God. From this perspective, the Gospels reveal a God who is present and sensitive to the needs of individuals, a God who is tender, a God who cares about us, a God who accepts us in our weakness, while also challenging us to be the individuals we have been called to be, a God who invites us to come in touch with and live from our heart. To what extent are we able to take in Jesus' revelation of God? 


As we come in touch with our story and enter into our own process of being present to and walking through the wounds and scars we have carried within us throughout our lives, and as we grow into a more wholesome sense of ourselves, our sense of God begins to change without having “to work at it”. The harsh God of our childhood gradually gives way to a more tender God. 


The punishing God becomes more accepting and forgiving. The demanding God becomes the God who accepts us as we are. Thus, we come to know experientially, that all of life is one, that our sense of God is intimately connected to our story; as we connect with the sources of life within our heart, we come to know the living God who has come that we might experience the fullness of life. 

Conclusion 


In and through her writings, Alice Miller gives us the words to understand and to begin to articulate our early childhood experience. She names and describes important dimensions of our story, such as our childhood repression of intense feelings of rage, anger, pain and hurt, with our resulting emotional isolation; the power and control exerted over us by our parents; our lack of aliveness, freedom and spontaneity; our emotional survival through compromise of our true self; the abuse and betrayal of our true self and the resulting development of a false self; our unawareness of the poisonous effects of culturally accepted child-rearing practices. In a word, Miller awakens us to the reality and effects of “poisonous pedagogy.” 


Reflecting upon her personal experience, she describes the influence of poisonous pedagogy” upon her own life and her resulting movement into awareness: 

Is it any wonder, then, that those children who were robbed of their feelings forfeited their vitality and in the process lost the key to their past? Or that they remained silent about what they knew and that the opportunity to attest to what had been done to them never arose? The more I attempted to understand and justify my mother, the less I understood myself, for in order to succeed in that attempt I had to learn not to feel my own pain. Yet, without being able to feel, I couldn't understand myself. No one can. 

I was unable to alter my situation until I began to feel how much harm had been inflicted on me. This awareness became possible only when I finally stopped blaming myself for the resulting pain, stopped taking the plight of others more seriously than my own. It was this change of perspective that gradually brought such clarity to my feelings that I was at last able to find what I had long been searching for: the images and story of my past, which no one else could have shown me or told me about, since they were stored up solely inside me and I was the only one who knew them. (“Childhood and Creativity,” p. 6) 
The personal awareness and healing process Miller describes is one into which she invites each of us, particularly as helping professionals who, as she states, tend to take others more seriously than ourselves. Key to this process is intouchness with our feelings, a willingness to walk through our story, and the ability to enter into the mourning process – all of which Miller reiterates throughout her works. 


In giving us the necessary words, and in naming our experience, she massages our consciousness, awakens what has been asleep in us and brings sensitivity into those numbed places in our minds, hearts and bodies. She invites, encourages and challenges us to come in touch with our inner child as a way of healing our inner wounds and hurts. Speaking of the compulsion to defend and excuse our parents, which we all experience, Miller writes, 

Probably I, too, would have remained trapped by this compulsion and, because it is so all-pervasive, would not even have recognized it as such, had I not come in contact with the child within me, who appeared so late in my life, wanting to tell me her secret. 

She approached me very hesitantly, speaking to me in an inarticulate way, but she took me by the hand and led me into territory I had been avoiding all my life because it frightened me. Yet I had to go there; I could not keep on turning my back, for it was my territory, my very own. It was the place I had attempted to forget so many years ago, the same place where I had abandoned the child I once was. There she had to stay, alone with her knowledge, waiting until someone would come at last to listen to her and believe her. Now I was standing at an open door, ill-prepared, filled with all an adult's fear of the darkness and menace of the past, but I could not bring myself to close the door and leave the child alone again until my death. Instead, I made a decision that was to change my life profoundly: to let the child lead me, to put my trust in this nearly autistic being who had survived the isolation of decades. (“Childhood and Creativity,” p. 10-11) 

Who of us cannot identify with Miller's description of the lost, hidden and nearly autistic inner child? In and through naming our experience and massaging our consciousness Miller provides us with access to the lost child who lives in each of us. Thus, she offers us an alternative to our half-alive way of being and living. Through her challenge into awareness, she introduces new life, new hope and new freedom into our daily existence. As a result, that which was devastated in us, that which was laid waste in us, and that which was inaccessible to us, is reverently and respectfully awakened, taken up, nurtured and tended to. 


In stopping the repetition compulsion, in bringing to a halt the taken-for-granted quality of how we relate to our stories, Alice Miller invites us to break the pattern of “poisonous pedagogy” toward ourselves and others around us. In describing her work with her patients, she writes, 

Gradually it became clear to me that genuine liberation was possible only for those patients who could bring themselves to face the truth and to experience their childhood again. (“Childhood and Creativity”, p. 4) 

Such is the way of healing for all of us!
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