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Introduction 


The Drama of the Gifted Child was originally entitled Prisoners of Childhood. The word “prisoner” conjures up certain associations such as confined, restricted, not free, being watched, guarded, vigilant, fear, controlled, manipulated, forced, having to live up to someone else's expectations, subject to punishment if one breaks rules. We further associate being a prisoner with pain, anger frustration, rage, loss, helplessness, hopelessness, powerlessness, uprising. No one of us envies a prisoner. 


Yet, according to Miller, each of us, to a greater or lesser extent, is indeed a prisoner of our own childhood: “Each person is individually stamped by his own fate and his own childhood.” (p. 105) Each of us has been subjected to, formed and influenced by, shaped and molded by our parents' needs, wishes and desires at a time when we were completely dependent upon them. Miller further states, 

The mother often loves her child as herself, passionately, but not in the way he needs to be loved. The result is a lack of a framework within which the child could experience his feelings and emotions. Instead, he develops something the mother needs, and this certainly saves his life... at the time, but it nevertheless may prevent him, throughout his life, from being himself. (Alice Miller, as quoted in “Common Boundary”) 


This early formative disposition, that is, needing to meet our parents' emotional needs, results in the denial of our true self. We become who our parents want us to be, thus developing a false self. We live an inner split between who we really are and the false self we have become in order to please the significant others in our life. We end up not knowing who we are, not knowing what we want, what we need, what we feel, or what we desire. 


No good-willed parent sets out to create such a state of affairs in raising children. However, because parents themselves are living from the emotional deprivation that marked their own formative development, and are seeking unconsciously, and at times consciously, to have their unmet needs met through their children, their relationship to their children's emotional world is characterized by a lack of respect, the compulsion to control, manipulation, and a demand for achievement. Without awareness, parents often show disdain, irony, derision, and cynicism toward their children. They lack a sense of their children’s emotional needs, and focus their attention upon their children's achievements that they further use for their personal glorification. (p. 6) 


All of us, to a greater or lesser extent, have been subjected to this kind of emotional violence and abuse. However, in order to survive the pain, we have learned to block it out. Such denial is fostered by our culture as well: 

We live in a culture that encourages us not to take our own suffering seriously, but rather to make light of it or even to laugh about it. What is more, this attitude is regarded as a virtue, and many people – of whom I used to be one – are proud of their lack of sensitivity toward their own fate and particularly toward their fate as a child. (p. vii) 


In face of our denial, life goes on. If we do begin to come in touch with or to feel the pain, we specialize in dismissing it. We find ourselves unable to take it in: “It's just my imagination; nothing like that could have happened.” If indeed, “it never happened,” why would the specific feelings, memories, images that are being stirred come to the surface? Such stirrings do not emerge from a vacuum.


Or we minimize what is stirring: 

“It's no big deal; I survived, didn't I?” We have indeed survived, but have we lived? Are we living? 


Or we protect ourselves from the painful influence upon us of whatever is stirring within us: “What difference does it make?” If indeed it has made no difference, why are we depressed, or constantly trying to prove ourselves, or relying excessively on the admiration and adulation of others in order to give us a sense of self-worth? 


Or we continue to idealize our childhood and our parents in a defensive manner. If our childhood was so wonderful and our parents were so perfect, why are we so defensive? 


In our fear of coming in touch with and walking through the pain of our story, we deny, idealize, minimize, dismiss, avoid. Yet, we continue to be haunted by a nagging inner emptiness, loneliness, lostness and confusion. We feel the inner pressure of something wanting to break through, but fear what it may be, where it might lead us, or what will happen to us if we begin to listen to what we are experiencing. We fear not surviving the pain of awareness. Thus, we remain prisoners of our childhood: 

A person can have adapted completely to the demands of his own surroundings and can have developed a false self, but in his perversion or his obsessive neurosis he still allows a portion of his true self to survive-:'in torment. And so, the true self lives on, under the same conditions as the child once did with his disgusted mother, whom he has introjected. (p. 87) 


Our “disgusted parents”, who continue to be alive and well within us, whose needs are met through us and whom we can never please, keep us imprisoned within our false self. 

The Present State of Affairs 

Healthy Narcissism According to Miller, as a result of our early formative development described above, we suffer from a disturbance in our healthy sense of narcissism. She describes healthy narcissism as

 ...a healthy self-feeling...the unquestioned certainty that the feelings and wishes one experiences are part of one's self. This certainty is not gained upon reflection. It is like one's own pulse, which one does not notice as long as it functions normally. (p. 33) 


Healthy narcissism is characterized by a genuine sense of self-esteem rooted in our early formation: We know what we want and what we do not want and are able to express it without becoming preoccupied by whether we will be loved or hated. We feel free to experience and to live out our feelings without the fear of making mother insecure or angry. (p. 33) We are at home with ourselves; we feel grounded in who we are; we are in touch with and comfortable with both our strengths and weaknesses. We live in ongoing process of befriending our humanness. 

The Narcissistic Disturbance  Unfortunately, most of us have been wounded by our early formative process which has resulted in varying degrees of narcissistic disturbance. Such a disturbance originates in our early emotional adaptation, specifically in three areas: 


1. The impossibility either in childhood or in adulthood of consciously experiencing certain feelings such as jealousy, envy, anger, loneliness, impotence, anxiety (p. 9)


2. Accommodation to parental needs often leading to the development of the false self in which we live a mask, revealing only those parts of ourselves we know will be acceptable (p. 12)


3. A permanent dependency bond between parents and child in which we as children are used unconsciously to meet our parents' emotional needs, thus preventing our own process of individuation (p. 13)


Thus wounded and deprived of our legitimate narcissistic needs to be noticed, understood, taken seriously, and respected by our parents, we walk through life looking for our narcissistic needs to be met. We may experience our pain as an emptiness that needs to be filled; as a hole that can never be filled; as a hunger needing to be satisfied; as a compulsion driving us to achieve and to try harder so that we may be recognized and acknowledged; as a compulsive need to brag, to be one center stage, to list the litany of our accomplishments to anyone who would listen, as a way of being noticed. All these are feeble attempts to heal the deep narcissistic injury inflicted upon us by our own narcissistically injured parents. Despite all our trying, nothing we do can ever fill the inner emptiness, hole or gap left by the early emotional deprivation we experienced. All we can do is to enter into the process of awareness, to mourn what never was, and to learn to nurture and nourish our own inner child in and through everyday experiences of ordinary intimacy. While our intense inner hunger and emptiness would have us search out the fantastic, the spectacular, the extraordinary, such as drugs, alcohol, sex, power, wealth as ways of fulfilling our inner needs, the wisdom of our human condition confronts us with the reality that we can enter into our lifelong healing process only in and through the everyday of our lives. The extraordinary and spectacular nourish our false self, alienating us further from ourselves, while the everyday grounds us increasingly in who we are, and brings us home to our real self. 

Narcissistic Styles 


Miller states that the' narcissistic disturbance is generally lived out through grandiosity and depression, at the heart of which is contempt for others. 

Grandiosity  In reflecting upon grandiosity, I am reminded of a two and a half year old nephew, who, while at a family celebration during which adult family members were gathered talking among one another, had managed to climb a small slope and to sit on a rock there. His face lit up with pride in his accomplishment, he cried out, “Everybody, look at Tommy!” It was his spontaneous phase appropriate way of gaining recognition for what he had accomplished. He was emotionally healthy enough to express what he wanted without fear if being ignored, rejected, or dismissed. 


While such a drawing-of-attention-to-himself is phase appropriate for a two year old, it is hardly appropriate for an adult. Yet, the narcissistic culture in which we live attests to the depth of emotional deprivation experienced by a great majority of people. As a result, most of us hunger for and seek after the emotional recognition and affirmation we failed to receive as children. Operating out of our own unmet needs, we crave admiration and cannot live without it. We become preoccupied with gaining admiration, not for who we are but rather, for what we can do, for our abilities, talents, and qualities. Since our parents loved us more for what we could achieve than for who we were, we have developed a style of standing on our achievements in order to gain recognition. Thus, the childhood trauma continues to be repeated: we seek admiration through accomplishment, success, and/or achievement. 

Depression  When we fail in our attempts to achieve, or when we do not meet our own or others' expectations, we become depressed. Witness, for example, the number of anti-depressants on the market. Or the number of people in our functionally oriented culture who become depressed when they retire: they feel useless. Or again, the number of religious who resist transferring to the retirement center of the Congregation, Society or Institute: they feel they are being “put on the shelf”. Or the current movement in our culture which seeks to terminate the life of handi-capped persons who wish to die because they are “no longer useful”. 


Until the time of retirement, or of illness or handicap, most people unconsciously ward off feelings of emptiness and depression through work, performance, achievement. When they must give these up for one reason or another, depression then breaks through. Miller sees depression as symptomatic of a deeper pain: 

What is described as depression and experienced as emptiness, futility, fear of impoverishment and loneliness can often be recognized as the tragedy of the loss of the self, or alienation from the self. (p. 30) 

Alienation from ourselves, we have no inner anchor to ground us when we are beset by the storms of illness, handicap, retirement or old age. Having grounded ourselves in achievement and in recognition for functional success, we have no firm ground under our feet in face of the loss of our functional ability. We are somewhat like the “hollow men” T. S. Eliot describes in his poem by the same title: there is no inner substance to which we can come home. Is it any wonder then, that we become depressed? 

Contempt   Underlying the grandiosity characteristic of the narcissistic disturbance is contempt for others. In our excessive need to be admired, we specialize in putting others down, just as our parents put us down in order that their emotional needs might be met through us. Others appear smaller, weaker, less talented, less intelligent, less committed, less successful than we are. We believe that as long as we can maintain an inner position of superiority over others, we need not face our own pain or our own helplessness: 

So long as one despises the other person and overvalues one's own achievements (“he can't do what I can do”) one does not have to mourn the fact that love is not forthcoming without achievement. Avoiding this mourning means that one remains at bottom the one who is despised. For I have to despise everything in myself that is not wonderful, good and clever. Thus I perpetuate intra-psychically the loneliness of childhood: I despise weakness, impotence, uncertainty – in short, the child in myself and others. (p. 103) 

Beneath the contempt for others is contempt for our own true self. Miller continues: 

For their scorn implies: without these qualities which I have, a person is completely worthless. That means further: without these achievements, these gifts, I could never be loved, would never have been loved. Thus the small, powerless child, who is helplessly dependent on others, and also the awkward or difficult child will have to suffer contempt. Grandiosity guarantees that the illusion continues: I was loved. (p. 104) 


Thus grandiosity, depression and contempt are interwoven as our narcissistic defensive posture against facing the intensity of our pain and the depth of our deprivation. 

Reclaiming the True Self 


Miller emphasizes mourning as crucial to rediscovering and reclaiming our true self: 

The greatest narcissistic wound – not to have been loved just as one truly was – cannot be healed without the work of mourning. It can be either more or less successfully resisted and covered up (grandiosity and depression), or constantly torn open again in the compulsion to repeat. (p. 85) 


However, mourning implies such realities as death, loss, sadness, pain, wrenching, tearing, separation, letting go. Not one of us relishes the prospect of mourning any loss. For the experience of mourning further implies that some aspect of our familiar take for-granted-world has been shattered. Some part of our world is coming apart at the seams. Hence, besides the pain of loss, we are facing the fear of a loss of control over some part of our life. 


The loss and death pointed to by Miller refer to the death of our false self as well as the loss of our illusions about our childhood. In and through mourning, we begin to face the truth about our story. “The truth (about oneself) always gives us much pain before giving us a new sphere of freedom.” (p. 4) Since the experience of pain is ego-dystonic, we tend to avoid it, to escape it or run away from it in whatever way possible. 


Miller describes the basics of mourning: 

It is as if the “badness” in the parents that had caused a person the most suffering in his childhood and that he had always wanted to shun, has to be discovered within himself, so that reconciliation will become possible. Perhaps this is also part of the never-ending work of mourning that this personal stamp must be accepted as part of one's own fate before one can become at least partially free. (p. 111) 


Whereas our narcissistic self pulls us out of who we are into the fantasy world of the perfect parents and the perfect childhood, and of universal admiration and adulation where our false self reigns supreme, the work of mourning gradually brings us home to our real self, to the limited human self we are. Mourning invites is to let go of the falseness of illusions and masks, of grandiosity and contempt in order to let down into the realness of our brokenness and helplessness, or our weakness and powerlessness. 


Because of the fear and terror associated with walking through our story, psychotherapy becomes an important means of allowing another to accompany us through the pain of discovery, awareness, healing and forgiveness. Referring to the work of mourning as it occurs in and through the therapeutic process, Miller writes: 

His problems cannot be solved with words, but only through experience, not merely corrective experience as an adult, but, above all, through a reliving of his early fear of his beloved, mother's contempt and his subsequent feelings of indignation and sadness. Mere words will leave the split from which he suffers unchanged or even deepened. (p. 99-100) 


As Miller emphasizes, it is not enough to know our story, nor to have insight into its dynamics, nor to be able to repeat it in a detached-factual-matter-of-fact news report style, but rather to relive the pain, terror and horror that have been encapsulated in our flesh and bones throughout our life time. In and through re-living, re-experiencing and forgiving, our true self is gradually freed from the oppression under which we have lived for a lifetime. 


Thus, through the mourning of therapy, we are invited into the ongoing process of embracing more fully the limited reality of who we most deeply are: humbly owning the stamp that we are, yet discovering increased freedom and authenticity in and through befriending that stamp. 

The experience of one's own truth and the postamibivalent knowledge of it makes it possible to return to one's own world of feelings at an adult level – without paradise, but with the ability to mourn. (p. 15) 

IMPLICATIONS FOR LEADERSHIP PERSONNEL

Leaders as Animators 


Church leadership personnel at any level are called to be animators, in touch with their feelings and grounded in their deepest self, engaged in their personal process of development and growth, believing in life and in the process of living, alive and responsible, able to awaken, inspire and excite others. They take seriously the words of Jesus, “I have come that they might have life, and have it to the full.” (In. 10:10) 


Animators then, are life-givers, life sustainers and bringers of life. In order to be life-givers, they themselves must be alive. Their entire being must radiate an alive presence that can touch and call forth life in those to whom and with whom they minister. They must be grounded in a strong and deep sense of self, be inner-directed, firmly rooted in the humble stance of self-awareness and self-acceptance, and live disposed to ongoing conversion and transformation in and through the everydayness of their lives. 


Because of our human limitedness, each of us can embody this ideal of an animator-leader only in a limited way, according to the personal story that is written in our flesh and bones. Whatever our leadership position in the Congregation, Society, Institute or Diocese, each of us carries with us the unresolved baggage of our childhood. As described above, part of this baggage consists of the narcissistic injuries each of us has suffered as children. Alive and well within each of us are dispositions common to the narcissistic disturbance as lived out in grandiosity and depression, such as the false self; a fragile self-esteem; perfectionism; denial of unacceptable feelings; using others to nourish our unhealthy narcissism; an intense fear of losing love, with its consequent readiness to conform; envy of the healthy; oversensitivity, a disposition to shame and guilt; restlessness; strong aggression that is split off and not neutralized. (p. 45) 


Not one of us can read this list without some inner resonance. We did not leave these dispositions behind us when we assumed our present leadership position. Rather, we carry with us whatever unhealthy patterns have developed as a result of the narcissistic injuries we have suffered. Moreover, despite whatever working through we have been engaged in, we carry the wounds and scars of childhood residue to which we remain vulnerable throughout our lives. 


In reflecting upon Miller's work from a foundational formative perspective, various areas emerge as particularly relevant. These / are: one's disposition toward perfectionism; the head/heart split; // one's quality of presence. Throughout the following pages, we will draw out the implications for leadership personnel of each of these areas. 

The Disposition Toward Perfectionism


It is a well-established fact that most men and women who enter into Church service and ministry and perfectionists. In light of Miller's beliefs that narcissistically injured children strive toward perfection in order to please their parents, and as a way of gaining their love, the question may be raised: Do religious life and priesthood, which have been traditionally described as “ways of perfection” serve to feed into the narcissistically injured child's compulsive striving toward perfection? In other words, does my life as priest, brother, sister, lay associate become an unconscious way of repeating the narcissistic pattern of striving toward perfection, developed early in life? 


The word “perfection” implies without fault, without imperfection, without tarnish, without flaw. Thus, underlying our striving toward perfection is the belief that one day we will arrive. That is, one day we will be perfect, without flaw, without imperfection. Such a belief fosters the denial of our humanness, which is an ongoing process of becoming who we are called to be, humbly aware that we will always be on the way toward becoming who-we-are-not-yet, and humbly accepting that as humans, we remain weak, limited, broken, and can never be perfect. 


Striving toward perfection implies the harshness and compulsiveness of willful effort, of “beating ourself into shape”, so to speak – all in an effort to please our demanding parents whose superhuman demands continue to live within us as the inner tyrant that ceaselessly pushes and drives us toward having to prove ourselves, toward having to be the perfect “narcissistic show piece of the mother”. (p. 41) 


Much different is the gentle and compassionate stance of moving toward accepting oneself as human and limited. However, because we were not treated with compassion and gentleness as children, such a stance seems permissive and lax, especially in the face of the demanding inner voice of our parents. 


Within the context of the religious formative process, the demands imposed upon us by our parents became the demands imposed upon us by God. Since our narcissistically injured self has been steeped in a perfectionistic approach to life, the Scripture teachings on perfection leap out at us, thus feeding into our belief in a God who demands that we be perfect, just as our parents did. We take these passages out of context, failing to see in them our God's ongoing invitation to be in process, to walk through life disposed to respond to moments of transformation and conversion as these occur in and through everyday situations and events. Our perfectionistic self cannot grasp an invitational approach to life and living. Because of our early experience, we know only the harshness of demands. 

Grandiosity   Compulsive striving for perfection rooted in our narcissistic injury as children is in itself an expression of grandiosity and contempt; we strive to prove ourself better than other. Where others have failed, we will succeed. We will try harder, be more self-sacrificing, take more seriously the words of  Scripture and of Community Documents, all in a effort to live up to some unattainable and unreachable ideal of the “perfect Community member” or the “perfect Diocesan priest”. This too is a repetition of early patterns, of attempting to be mother's perfect child by meeting all her emotional needs,. and doing so better than our siblings. In order to maintain this posture, we perceive others as less than we: not trying as hard, less committed, less capable, and so on. Thus we maintain our position of grandiosity, attempting to become “the show piece of the community or of the diocese. 


Once again, we come face to face with the harshness of willfulness, where the effort is exclusively on our side. The notion of developing an open disposition in regard to persons, events and circumstances of our everyday life is unthinkable. We must compulsively strive, try, work at, make happen, force ourself – as we have had to do throughout our lives. Self-giving. Miller points out that narcissistically injured children have learned early on to give of themselves in meeting their parents' emotional needs. However, they were forced to do so before they themselves had received enough emotional nurturance and support. As a result, they harbor resentment and contempt toward anyone whom they consider to be an egoist: 

Our contempt for “egoists” begins very early in life. Children who fulfill their parents' conscious or unconscious wishes are “good” but if they ever refuse to do so or express wishes of their own that go against those of their parents, they are called egoistic and inconsiderate. It usually does not occur to their parents that they might need and use the child to fulfill their own egoistic wishes. ...If a child brought up this way does not wish to lose his parents' love, he must learn very early to share, to give, to make sacrifices, and to be willing to “do without” and forgo gratification – long before he is capable of true sharing or of the real willingness to “do without”. (p. XIV) 

These children become- adults develop a special sensitivity to unconscious signals manifesting the needs of others (parents, siblings) and often enter into the helping professions. The development and perfecting of this differentiated sensorium also contains the roots of narcissistic disturbance. (p. 9) 


From a foundational formative perspective, several questions may be raised as we reflect upon this text: 


1. What resonates within me and what feelings stir within me as I read these words? 


2. To what extent have my own narcissistic injuries unconsciously led me to a life of Church service, which has been traditionally understood to be a life of self-giving and of self-sacrifice? 


3. How have I continued to live out my self-sacrificial role as sister, brother, priest, lay associate? 


4. What is stirred within me as I see others attempting to meet their needs in healthy ways, and whom I tend to label as egoist-resentment, contempt, envy, anger, self-pity? 


5. To what extent do I feel inwardly pushed or compelled to give of myself? Is my self-giving a conscious choice and decision, or does it emerge from the drivenness of my inner tyrant who consistently tells me that I do not have a right to my own needs (as my parents did in many non-verbal ways when I was a child)? 


6. To what extent is my self-giving excessively motivated by my need to be noticed, affirmed, admired? 


7. Am I able to face and own that to a greater or lesser degree, my self-giving is the result of my narcissistic injuries? 


In reflecting upon these questions, it is helpful to be in touch with those inner places where we experience a sense of drivenness. Driveness serves as an important clue to where we are unfree and oppressed – to the ways we have learned to live and deal with our narcissistic injuries. All of us to varying degrees repeat these patterns in our chosen life form. Becoming free of the oppressiveness under which we have lived our life means being willing to acknowledge that we have indeed been narcissistically injured and that we continue to live out our injury in our everyday life as sister, lay associate, brother, priest. However painful this truth might be, it represents an important step in our own journey into healing and fuller life. 

Ministry   A further way in which the perfectionism, grandiosity, and selfless giving of the narcissistically injured child are lived out is through one's ministry or one's position of service within the Church. Whatever one's professional involvement, it can become a means of attempting to be the perfect minister, the perfect administrator, the perfect formator, the perfect area coordinator, the perfect provincial, and so on. In this perfectionistic striving, we seek the recognition and admiration of others. We seek to be noticed, not for who we are, for our self-image is poor, but rather for what we can do – for our accomplishments and our successes. We give of oneself, not from the genuineness of our heart, but from the compulsive need to be for others in order to be loved and admired. We feel inwardly pushed and driven in all these directions. 


A further direction in which we may feel compulsively pushed as a result of our early narcissistic injuries is in the area of supporting causes. This is especially significant for religious and priests whose commitment encourages them to champion the cause of the underprivileged, the poor, the oppressed. To this effect, Miller writes: 

Political action can be fed by the unconscious anger of children who have been so misused, imprisoned, exploited, cramped and drilled. This anger can be partially discharged in fighting our institutions without having to give up the idealization of one's own mother, as one knew her in one's own childhood. The old dependency can then be shifted to a new object (the cause). If however, disillusionment and the resultant mourning can be lived through in analysis, then social and political disengagement do not usually follow, but the patient's actions are freed from the compulsion to repeat. (p. 100-101) 

Reflecting upon this text from a foundational formative perspective, raises the following questions: 


1. To what extent is my ministry rooted in the repetition compulsion described by Miller? 


2. Where do I feel inwardly driven and unfree in my ministry? 


3. To what extent does my ministry emerge from a sense of inner freedom, as an expression of who I most deeply am? 


4. To what extent am I in touch with the truth of my story as it touches my involvement in causes and my alliance with the poor and oppressed? Is my involvement motivated by my own feelings of being emotionally poor, oppressed and victimized as they are, particularly as regards my story? 


5. What stirs in me as I reflect upon Miller's belief that political action, i.e., causes, can be motivated by my unconscious anger, that fighting the system can be a substitute for fighting my parents, that as long as I put my energy into fighting the substitute, I can continue to idealize my mother and/or father? 


As we reflect upon these questions, it becomes important to be present to whatever stirs within us. For our inner stirrings represent our spontaneous pre-reflective reaction to the questions. Our spontaneous reactions in turn are important clues into the inner truth from which we may be escaping. 

The Head-Heart Split   Throughout her book, Miller emphasizes the head-heart split resulting from the narcissistic disturbance: 

The narcissistically cathected child has the chance to develop his intellectual capacities undisturbed, but not the world of his emotions. His intellect will assume a supportive function of enormous value in strengthening his defense mechanism but hidden behind that, his narcissistic disturbance may grow deeper: expressed as grandiosity or depression. (p. 38) 


In the face of this reality, we need only reflect upon the self-alienation rampant in our culture to realize that ours is a narcissistic culture, that not one of us is immune from some degree of narcissistic disturbance. As members of the culture, we bring this self-alienation into our formative process as lay associate, priest, brother, sister. We continue to live out the split between our head and heart, our intellect and emotions, our thinking and feeling. We trust our head, our intellect and our thinking capacities, while we mistrust our heart, our feelings, our emotions. Consider, for example, our emphasis upon theologies, theories, ideas, intellectual discussions, and, on the other hand, our fear of letting down into our own experience and feelings. We thrive on the certainty of the intellect that enables us to argue, defend, explain, be on top of things. On the other hand, we mistrust experience. We perceive it as unimportant. We undervalue it. We rationalize it. We attempt to conceptualize it rather than to allow it to reveal its meaning. We have an intuitive sense that allowing experience to speak to us may bring us closer to our world of feeling. We cannot afford to unleash the floodgates of our feeling world: some feelings frighten us; others have become unacceptable. What would happen if they broke through? We may not be able to control them. We may lose control of ourselves. Furthermore, we cannot explain feelings and experience. They do not make “logical” sense. We may be perceived as foolish or strange if we share feelings and experience. We have learned early on, in our early formative process that feelings and experience are not important, or that it is not safe to share these. We may be laughed at or not taken seriously. Or we may displease mother or father. And so, we have learned to live in the ivory tower of our head and to negate our body. One person, aware of this phenomenon in his own life, described a significant image as he struggled to connect with his feelings and his experience: He saw himself as a huge head dragging around a dried-up, shriveled up, atrophied body. To what extent does this image speak to us about the head-heart split in our own life? Miller claims that this split applies also to value judgments placed upon our behavior: each of us has learned early on what is right and what is wrong, what is good and what is bad, ...according to our parents' judgments: 

If a mother cannot take pleasure in her child as he is but must have him behave in a particular way, then the first value selection takes place for the child. Now “good” is differentiated from “bad”, “nice” from “nasty, and “right” from “wrong”, and this differentiation is introjected by the child. Against this background will follow all his further introjections of the parents' more differentiated valuations. (p. 84) 


Beneath this head-heart and right-wrong split is the issue of control, which is another prominent value in our culture. If we can categorize feelings, situations, behavior into right or wrong, good or bad, then we “know” the perimeter in which we can safely live our lives. Within this framework, we have learned that feelings are unpredictable and spontaneous, that feelings such as anger, hate and jealousy are dangerous, and even sinful. In order to live a “good” life then, we cannot afford to befriend the world of our feelings. They may lead us in places we do not want to go. Moreover, they may put us in touch with the pain of our story. The head-heart split, then becomes a necessary safeguard and an important means of control. 


As a result, our heart remains underdeveloped. We become intellectual giants and emotional dwarfs. We experience neck and shoulder tension as a result of needing to “hold ourselves up”. Our body cries out to be listened to and our heart hungers for nurturance as our head reigns supreme. We cannot take in the language of the heart, for it threatens our fragile sense of control. We consider as soft and weak people who are in touch with their heart. By escaping into our head, we continue to defend ourselves against our own pain. 


As leaders who are life-givers and animators of life in others, it is crucial that we be in process of healing the split within us, and that we come in touch with the sources of life within us, through the pain of mourning that enables us to befriend those unfamiliar and rejected parts of who we are. Such a process eventually frees us from the demanding inner voice of our tyrant and enables us to live from the deepest part of who we are. Only to the extent that we are able to be for ourselves through our personal process of awareness, can we be genuinely for others, calling forth within them their own life potential. 

Quality of Presence   The narcissistic injuries from which each of us has suffered through our upbringing, affect our quality of presence to ourselves as well as to persons, events, situations and experiences of our everyday life. Our unresolved baggage becomes the distorted filter in and through which we take in, receive, perceive and listen to ourselves as well as our life experience. Throughout these pages, we have described the dispositions and styles resulting from the narcissistic disturbance: grandiosity, depression, contempt, perfectionism, compulsive self-giving. 


As leaders within the Church, it is important that we be in touch with the particular dispositions and styles we have adopted as ways of surviving our early narcissistic wounds. 


For example, as administrators, formators or persons in ministry, we may have an excessive need to be admired by others. As long as we receive the admiration we seek, we can continue to function effectively. However, if we feel we are taken for granted, that what we do is not noticed or sufficiently acknowledged, we become depressed. We feel worthless. We consider ourselves to be failures. Or in our excessive search for admiration and adulation, we may adopt a “nice guy” posture, always willing to accommodate, as we accommodated our parents as children, while inwardly seething with unresolved anger and a desire to lash out at others. 


Or again, we may become workaholics out of our unconscious need to prove ourselves, to succeed, to achieve, to be looked upon as competent, efficient, talented and gifted. No task is beyond our capabilities. No undertaking is too great. Unconsciously, we continue to seek the approval and love of our parents, not for who we are but for what we can do. Or we become secretly contemptuous, looking down upon others as less than we, or subtly in our “nice guy” fashion, putting others down so that we maintain our superiority over them. Or, while experiencing contempt for others we nevertheless use them as sources of admiration and affirmation. Or again, because we are unaware of the effects upon us of our narcissistic injuries, we collude with those to whom we minister. Just as our parents sought to have their emotional needs met through us, so we, in our unawareness, repeat the cycle by seeking to have our needs met by those to whom we minister, be they candidates, other members of the Congregation, parishioners, and even co-workers. From their perspective, those to whom we minister also live from their own narcissistic injury. They seek in us the mother or father who will affirm, support and admire them for who they are. In order to receive the emotional strokes they need, they unconsciously accommodate us, repeating their cycle of accommodating their parents in order to be loved. Thus, in our mutual blindness, we feed into one another's emotional needs. 


As leaders, we have been called to be animators of life. It is crucially important then, that we be engaged in our personal process of awareness, that we enter into our story, willing to walk through, to face the truth of what our story has been, to befriend the story that is ours, and to accept the limited human persons that we are. (See Formation Consultation Services, Inc. paper on “Storytelling”) 


In order to evoke, call forth and nourish the life in others, we must be in touch with the life sources in the depths of our own being. As caregivers, we tend to take others seriously, while dismissing as unimportant our own needs and process. Unless we are aware of the dynamics of our narcissistic style, we contaminate others through our quality of presence. If we are to break the cycle of acting out of our narcissistic injuries, we must begin by becoming engaged in our personal process. As we grow in awareness, we are in a position to accompany others more authentically along their journey. In Miller's words: 

Experience has taught us that we have only one enduring weapon in our struggle against mental illness: the emotional discovery and emotional acceptance of the truth in the individual and unique history of our childhood. (p. 3)
________________________________________________________________________________________________
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