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Preface 

This book takes off where our first book ended. In Adult Children: The Secrets Of Dysfunctional Families (Friel & Friel, 1988), we presented in depth the forces and themes and causes of family dysfunction and co-dependency. At the end of that book, we talked about recovery and what we can look forward to if we take the very big risk of trying to heal.

As we continue our own recoveries and watch the recoveries of the many courageous clients with whom we work, we notice that there is a big gap in the literature . . . that people get to a point where they have done a lot of scary work about their childhood traumas and have healed a lot, but then don’t know where to go from there. People say, “Okay, I’ve done this early childhood work, but now what? I’ve worked through this dysfunction, but what is functional?” Janet Woititz perhaps stated it best when she said that adult children don’t know what “normal” is (Woititz, 1983).

We assume that what Woititz was implying by her elegant statement is that we adult children and co-dependents don’t know what “healthy and functional” are. What is statistically normal, as we showed in our first book, is not necessarily healthy or functional. Sometimes it is, and sometimes not. We believe that the human race, like each individual human being, is on an evolutionary path of gradual improvement; and that each of us is trying to unfold toward greater actualization, dignity, compassion and love.

It is the same with cultures. In ancient Greece and Rome it was accepted practice to kill infants, especially female ones, but we no longer accept this as part of our culture. It was once statistically “normal” to beat children with  sticks, boards, belts and whips but we now see this as child abuse. It was once the norm (and perhaps still is, but won’t be forever) to look the other way, bury our heads in the sand and pretend that the sexual abuse of children was either okay or didn’t exist very much. While we have become a much more humane, compassionate society in some ways, we are still evolving and improving. At least we hope so.

And so we have written this book to serve as a guide and, yes, even a “how to,” for people who have already done a good chunk of family-of-origin and feelings work around the overt and covert abuse that happened to them as children. This is a book about how to be more functional and healthy. It is a book for those of us who have done two years of work, have our major addiction in the healing mode, and who are now wondering where on earth we’re going to learn all those healthy things that our parents couldn’t teach us because they didn’t know either.

We caution everyone reading this book to choose what works for you and to ignore what doesn’t. We also caution you to hold yourself accountable when things in your life cloth work out. Some of the advice in this book may not be for you. But if you find yourself not being able to follow through with healthy changes in your own life in the here and now, please get back into therapy and work through some more of your deeper issues.

Realize that there are some universal principles of healthy living, but that the specifics have to be molded to fit your own style of life. Realize, too, that if there are several healthy options for you and if you can’t get any of them to work, you may need to go back to the drawing board and heal some more. Finally, realize that this is always the way it works. There is nothing to be horribly ashamed of if you have to go back and dig a little deeper. We all have to do this at various times in our lives.

Despite our own human limitations and frailties as therapists and authors, we will try to present here what we and many professionals view to be functional and healthy responses to the many challenges, problems and traps that face each of us on a daily basis. We wish you well on your journey to recovery. We hope this book can help you in that journey in one or two little ways. 

John C. Friel, Ph.D. Licensed Consulting Psychologist

Linda D. Friel, M.A., C.C.D.P. Licensed Psychologist

St. Paul, Minnesota 
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PART I 

The Road 


to Being Functional 

Children naturally want to be like their parents, and to do what they do.

—William Cobbett
Advice To Young Men, V, 1829 
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65 Characteristics of 
 Adult Children Becoming
   Functional People 

Based on the comments and letters we have received over the past two years about our first book, one of the most powerful things we wrote was the list of 65 characteristics of adult children from dysfunctional families. In that list, we tried to show phenomenologically that our dysfunction always occurs in the extremes; that the great tragedy for many of us is that in our sincere attempts to make our lives better than they were in childhood, we go to the other extreme and create equally painful dysfunction. To provide some balance to our first book and our first list, we present here a complementary list which applies to . . .

Adult Children Becoming Functional People . . .

1. We are people who hit age 28 or 39 or 47 and suddenly find something is wrong that we can no longer fix by ourselves. Then we make a choice to get into recovery, seek help, do a lot of painful work and then live happy lives.

2. We are people who gaze at our peers on the street or at a party and say to ourselves, “It’s nice to know that I’m not alone in the world.”

3. Or we say, “It’s comforting to know that there are several people in the world who know who I really am and accept me for that.”

4. We are people who love our spouses or partners, care deeply for our children and find ourselves growing happier and more comfortably in love with them every day.

5. We know that our loved ones will never be perfect, but because we are  in recovery, they have permission to get into recovery when they are ready. 

6. We take risks in our careers when it makes sense and move into something new when we need to.

7. We are recovering chemical dependents, sexual dependents and eating disordered.

8. We are recovering migraine sufferers, exercise bulimics and work addicts. 

9. We have solid friendships whether we are extroverted or introverted. 

10. Some of us grew up in chaotic families and were weaned on alcoholism, incest and physical, emotional and spiritual abuse. And now we are healing from those wounds.

11. Some of us were especially paralyzed because the dysfunction we experienced was so subtle (covert) that we couldn’t even begin to put a finger on what it was that happened to us. But through a lot of hard work, we did put a finger on that covert abuse. Now we are noticing it when it happens to us in our daily lives, and we set boundaries around it.

12. Some of us were compared to a brother or sister who did well in school, but we have gone on now to find the worth and value that we have in life.

13. Others were led to believe that we could only have worth and value if we became plumbers or doctors, electricians, lawyers or psychologists. Now we know that this isn’t true for anyone.

14. Some walked on eggshells throughout childhood because the family was poor. Dad worked two jobs, Mom raised five kids pretty much by herself, and everyone was tired and on edge most of the time. Now in our recoveries, regardless of our wealth or finances, we have serenity and spirituality, and we make choices that help us to reduce stress. 

15. Many of us were emotionally neglected because no one was physically there for us; or because they were there for us with material things but were absent emotionally. In our lives today, we know that material things are important for our survival and that emotional nurturing is as important as physical nurturing.

16. Some of us were spoiled and smothered out of misguided love; seduced to stay in the nest years after our friends had gone out into the world and begun their adult lives. We have finally cut the cord even though it was painful, and we now welcome the responsibilities and rights that come with growing up.

 17. Many of us were once afraid of people, especially authority figures. Now we act with self-respect and other-respect regardless of one’s station in life.

18. Others of us used to frighten people, especially our loved ones, but now we have made amends for those offenses and find other ways to meet our needs without bullying our loved ones.

19. We are people who accept others for their beliefs, rather than fearing or hating them as we used to do.

20. We used to let others use and abuse us, or we used to use and abuse others; but we don’t do that much anymore.

21. We are people who used to have only anger, sadness, fear or smiles. We find today that we have a whole range of emotions that are appropriate for the situation.

22. We used to try so hard that we lost or try so little that we never lived life at all. Now we know when to try and when to back off, and we keep those efforts in balance.

23. We are men and women who no longer have to look “picture perfect,” because we have shared ourselves with others, and we know that no one is perfect. What’s inside of us is much more consistent with what’s on the outside now.

24. When we hit skid row, we felt like we finally belonged somewhere. Now we know that where we belong is with other recovering people.

25. We used to have lots of depression and rage. Now we have more healthy sadness and healthy anger.

26. We used to think ourselves into emptiness or feel ourselves into chaos. Now we keep a balance between what we think, feel and do.

27. We used to be on emotional roller-coasters or in emotional vacuums. Today we have feelings that fit the situation, and we know what to do when we get bogged down in those feelings or when we are stuck and can’t feel them.

28. Instead of smiling while we slam the kitchen cabinet shut because we’re really angry, or slamming the cabinet angrily when we’re really sad, we avoid being passive-aggressive and ashamed of our sadness and have surrounded ourselves with others who also operate in functional ways. We now talk it out.

29. Instead of abusing ourselves and taking care of others, we now take  care of our own needs in healthy ways and care without bondage about the other human beings in our lives.

30. When we are unhappy now, instead of being afraid to tell anyone for fear of being “found out,” we know who it is safe to talk to and we talk to them about our unhappiness.

31. We still have trouble relating to our sons, our daughters or both, because parent-child relationships can be hard at times; but we know how to get out of the trouble and communicate with our children; and they feel safe communicating with us.

32. Now we can make love with our partner when both of us choose to and know how to get emotionally close to our partner as a prerequisite to sex.

33. We still look to others who are wiser than us for guidance, but we aren’t enslaved by what others do. We know we can make our own way in life, and it doesn’t have to match everyone else’s life.

34. Instead of feeling better or worse than others, we feel as if we belong somewhere and it feels great.

35. We get stuck in our lives sometimes, but now we know how to get unstuck.

36. We are at peace with our pasts, look forward to the challenges of the future and enjoy the moment.

37. We don’t work ourselves to death. We work hard, but we also know how to enjoy being still, quiet, playful and relaxed.

38. We are satisfied.

39. God is neither to be feared nor expected to do it all for us. Our concept of Higher Power fits for us, we are comfortable with our spirituality and we know that we have to do a lot of the work ourselves. 

40. We appreciate people who are different and see how they enrich our lives.

41. We can get out of friendships that aren’t working for us anymore; and we can do so with respect to both ourselves and the other person. 

42. We no longer get hooked on things in ways that hurt us.

43. We deal with our inner conflicts ourselves now. We own them and hold ourselves accountable for them, so that we no longer have to project them onto our children.

44. We are proud of our bodies, warts and all.

 45. We know why we are here, and we ask for continued guidance so that we can continue to know.

46. We know that suffering is part of life, but that the kind of chronic suffering we experienced because of the abuses that happened to us in childhood does not have to continue.

47. Now we see a police car and just keep driving. Unless of course, we are speeding and the police officer wants us to pull over.

48. We now know that, while security is important, false security is not as important as our own dignity and worth.

49. Instead of demanding love and rarely getting it, we love ourselves now, have good friends and accept love as a gift when it comes into our lives. We give love freely when it makes sense to do so.

50. Instead of wishing for things and never getting them, we now ask for what we need and want, knowing that we will not always get it, but continuing to try where our chances are optimal.

51. We have hope, we rarely get pessimistic, and we live life as it comes.

52. We can eat in a restaurant alone and be comfortable. In fact, our alone time is very important to us.

53. When we have a problem or a complaint, we know how to assert ourselves without being rageful or passive-aggressive.

54. When we fall in love, we stay in the relationship long enough to find out if it is a fit for us. If we stay, we can keep our own identities while still loving the other person.

55. We neither smother nor crush those we love. We care for them without hovering and without trying to control them all the time.

56. Some of us will turn the tide of history by our actions, and some of us will live in obscurity, but all of us will have great worth and value in our lives and can be comfortable with both those less powerful and more powerful than we are.

57. Rather than fantasizing about how perfect our parents were or rage-fully hating them indefinitely, we will do recovery work that lets us be at peace with them, even if they are still abusive and we have to keep our distance from them.

58. Our guilt about how we were treated compared to siblings and our jealousy about how they were treated compared to us will be worked  through in therapy and laid to rest. We won’t deny our pasts but we won’t be slaves to our pasts either.

59. We will stop hating and overprotecting our parents. They will become “de-mythologized,” and our feelings about them will be based in reality.

60. If we were sexually abused, we no longer blame ourselves. We know that children have no power over adults and that sexual abuse is always the fault of the perpetrator.

61. We have grieved the fact that we had a parent who was chronically ill when we were growing up.

62. We have grieved the fact that we had a parent who was mentally ill when we were growing up.

63. We have grieved and dealt with the fear of abandonment stemming from the fact that we had no parents when we were growing up.

64. Instead of just surviving, we are beginning to celebrate our lives each day.

65. We are lovers of life whose Little Child has been set free!

Regardless of why we were adult children from dysfunctional families, we are now Adult Children Becoming Functional People because . . .

Something happened to us a long time ago. It happened more than once. It hurt us. We protected ourselves the only way we knew how. We have begun to remove our veils of denial and to learn new ways of living and feeling and sharing and being. Our lives are starting to work now, and we feel whole.
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How to Use
  This Book 

Being Functional 

It may feel scary at first. There may be lots of guilt. It may be hard at first to separate the healthy guilt from the co-dependent guilt. There may be loneliness because facing temporary loneliness is the key to avoiding the traps of our dysfunctional pasts. There may be fear because change always produces some fear. As you read through this book, you might even want to skim it in the beginning. Look at the chapter titles. See what it’s about. Then read it from beginning to end, perhaps marking the chapters or issues that are most on your mind these days. Then you can use it as a troubleshooting guide . . . as one possible road-map when you find yourself struggling with a particular part of your life.

Having trouble with what to do for the holidays? Flip to that chapter, read it through and let the suggestions there open your mind to some new possibilities. If the only thing this book does for you is open your mind to  new possibilities that you come up with on your own, then we have succeeded in our goal.

Much of this book grew out of a series of workshops that we do entitled, “Co-Dependency Traps: Getting Hooked And Unhooked?” The Traps we get into are the result of our dysfunctional pasts. In fact, the Traps we get into are re-enactments of patterns from our childhoods. This means that as we were growing up in our families, each of us was exposed to certain rules about living, getting our needs met and interacting with each other. We learned about men from the men in our families. We learned about women from the women in our families. And we learned about ourselves from the way we were treated in our families.

If we were ignored, we will grow up to ignore, ourselves and our needs as adults. If we were hurt, we will hurt ourselves as adults. If we were physically or emotionally seduced as children, we will grow up and become either seducers or victims or both.

We re-enact and repeat the patterns of living that were formed for us when we were children. We emphasize patterns here because this is the biggest Trap of all for so many of us. I look at the specific details of my adult life and say to myself, “My life is much healthier than Dad’s. Dad was an alcoholic, but I don’t drink at all!”

But often the pattern is the same. While I may not drink at all, I may work compulsively, exercise compulsively or avoid intimacy by watching too much television. I may be critical, perfectionistic and terrified of having my feelings, just like Dad was. But because I don’t drink at all, I believe that my life is very different from Dad’s even though I have re-enacted my family of origin right down to the last detail except the drinking. Keep this principle in mind as you read this book.

For all intents and purposes, a good portion of this book is simply a “cookbook” of various normal life problems and how to deal with them in a functional way. It’s really pretty simple. It is based on years and even lifetimes of experiences from our friends, our colleagues, our clients and ourselves. After all, even cooks use cookbooks now and then. We have tried to compile some of the more common Traps that catch us in various areas of our lives; and we have tried to group them into categories that make some logical or emotional sense. In many cases, there is a lot of overlap between categories. Setting boundaries with a friend is going to be similar to setting  boundaries with a partner or boss or child. But there are differences, too. Many of us find it easier to say “no” to a door-to-door salesperson than to our spouse. So we invite you to be flexible in using this book. If our discussion of one situation fits well for another situation in your life, then by all means apply it there.

Part I of this book includes a brief review of pertinent material from Adult Children: The Secrets Of Dysfunctional Families (Friel & Friel, 1988), so that the reader has a base from which to work. It also includes new material on recovery and some pointers on what recovery looks like and how it feels.

The rest of the book deals with common life situations and how to be more functional. By no means can we cover all of life’s problems, nor can we cover all the possible healthy ways to handle those problems. We hope our examples can be guides, that they can stimulate you to think of your own unique solutions and that they can give you a feel for what can be done to take care of yourself in respectful ways. Some of the short chapters state very specific problems and traps and suggest clear, direct solutions. Others are simply lists, stories or bits of wisdom that we have gleaned from our clinical work over the years. Take what makes sense to you and leave the rest for someone else, just as you might do if attending a healthy 12-Step meeting.

Above all, remember that . . .

1. Recovery is a process.

2. We don’t have to do it perfectly, even in recovery.

3. Until we have done a good bit of our core family-of-origin work, the practical solutions offered in this book will most likely backfire.

In other words, begin to enjoy the relief that comes from accepting the truth that we are never recovered.

Paradoxically, when we stop trying to recover perfectly, we find that our growth and health move along quite nicely. When we beat ourselves up for “not doing it right,” we take one step backward. If you find that trying out our suggestions always seems to backfire, then it probably means you have another piece of therapy work to do around your family of origin. In that case, go ahead and have your anger and shame about having to get back into therapy, and then get back into therapy for awhile until you’ve worked it through.

 Last of all, take some of the wisdom offered by so many successful business people: There is no such thing as failure.

When a successful person gets into a business venture that goes “belly up,” he or she says, “Oh, I can see that that doesn’t work for me. What have I learned from this experience? And what shall I try next?” When we aren’t working our recovery program, we say, “I am a failure. Why try anymore?” 

Life will always have its ups and downs. Until we work through our core guilt, shame and fear issues, we will be at the mercy of life’s “downs.” We must emphasize that the successful person said, “I failed, but I am not a failure,” while the person who gives up on life altogether says, “I am a failure.” 

It is very important for those of us who are in recovery to share our failures with others who will say, “Yes, I can see that it didn’t work out for you,” and who by their actions and their words say, “And I care about you and will still be here.” That is how unhealthy shame and fear go away.

If trying out the suggestions in this book always backfires, see that information about yourself as a gift. It is important information. It is neither good nor bad. It is a sign, telling you where to go next. Until we are able to make friends with our failure, we will continue to be enslaved by it.

Above all, remember that each of us has certain vulnerabilities, and these may differ from person to person. Joe might be a “sucker” for a pretty face and a charming smile, while Bob might be a “sucker” for false praise from co-workers. Sue might have problems with being alone, while Kathy might find it difficult to be with people.

While we as human beings share a lot in common, we are also unique. Each of us must discover our own strengths and weaknesses. Each of us must find our own traps and hooks and disarm them. No one can do it for us, and no two of us will do it exactly the same way. Recovery requires intimacy with self, above all.
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From Shame and Blame
  to Respect and
  Healthy Love 

Alcoholic. Co-Dependent. Adult Child. Dysfunctional Family System. Sexually Addicted. Eating Disordered. Compulsive. Relationship Addicted. Enmeshed. Lonely. Depressed. Can’t Feel. Burnout.

You name it. We’ve said it before and we’ll say it again. While many of these are primary diseases, beneath the disease they are also about our feelings and our intimacy. They’re about what we didn’t get as children.

Some of these problems also can have a very strong genetic, biological component to them; and because of that we recommend that you have a thorough physical examination and take a good look at your nutrition before ruling out these possibilities.

For example, if your depression escalates during the winter months, you may be suffering from Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) and could profit from being in front of some full-spectrum lights each day. If you try the full-spectrum lights for a few months and still feel depressed, then think  about looking a little deeper into your Co-Dependency/Adult Child issues. 

Or you may have an imbalanced diet with too much sugar and not enough vitamins and protein. If so, change your diet for a few months and see if things improve. If it’s hard to get off the sugar, you may be addicted and if you’re addicted to sugar, you will need to get into a recovery program. 

In Adult Children: The Secrets Of Dysfunctional Families (Friel & Friel, 1988), we presented our general model of co-dependency and adult child issues as a way for us and our clients to make some sense out of the continuing merger of mental health and chemical dependency theory. The model is simple and we believe it is powerful because of that. It shows that our diseases are the first to be discovered, our co-dependency is right below the surface, and our core issues of guilt, shame and fear of abandonment exist deeply beneath. This “Iceberg Model” Of Co-dependency/Adult Child Issues is shown in Figure 3.1. It means that as adults we have some painful problems which can be best summarized as identity and intimacy issues; which in turn developed from unmet developmental needs around guilt, shame and fear of abandonment. The core of this model is based on the timeless work of Erik Erikson (1963, 1968).

In Adult Children we also presented our definition of co-dependency:

Co-dependency is a dysfunctional pattern of living which emerges from our family of origin as well as our culture, producing arrested identity development, and resulting in an overreaction to things outside of us and an underreaction to things inside of us. Left untreated, it can deteriorate into an addiction.

Whether we are truly “Co-dependent” or just “Have Some Co-dependent Behaviors” will depend on how much Guilt, Shame and Fear of Abandonment we carry into adulthood as baggage from childhood.

We are either clear about who we are or we aren’t. Our lives feel good most of the time or they don’t. Our arguments and fights either get settled within a few minutes, hours or days (depending on the depth of the issue) or they don’t. We can either help our children grow up without unduly controlling and manipulating them or we can’t. We either like who we live with, play with and work with or we don’t. Then we can do something to change it.

Figure 3.1. Unifying Model of Co-dependency and Addictions 
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Granted, it would be easy to look at the previous paragraph and cry “foul!” “Black and white! Black and white! You’re making it all black and white!” But we don’t mean to say it’s all black and white. What we mean to say is this: Living in the world has its ups and downs. Emotional health means that we have a good share of “ups,” that as all human beings we have our share of “downs,” and that as healthy human beings we can eventually do something to change the “really-bad-downs-that-keep-happening-over-and-over.”

Our Iceberg Model in Figure 3.1 is actually pretty painful to look at and absorb. As therapists, it was hard for us to admit that we had fear that kept us from feeling basically safe in the world; that we had shame that kept us from having dignity and that we had unhealthy guilt that kept us from getting “unstuck.” And when those issues develop enough power to begin to overwhelm us today, it is still hard to admit that they’re there. But we’re human, and we get to have our share of “downs,” too. We have to struggle with it. We have to admit that it’s become unmanageable. We have to share the struggle with our support system. We have to stop and listen to the Little Child inside of us. We have to make friends with our fear instead of pushing it away. We have to stop long enough to listen to what the other person is feeling instead of what they’re saying. Most of all, we have to listen to our own feelings. And month by month and year by year the “ups” get softer and quieter and deeper, and the “downs”get more brief, more enlightening and more respectful.

This book is for us as well as for you. We are not perfect. We fall into some of the Traps in this book, too. We know the healthier way to act but still act in unhealthy ways at times. But it has always been reassuring for us to know that there is another way. To have choices. To admit who we are, weak or strong. To accept guidance. To learn from others. To value respect. We respect ourselves first. Then we respect each other. And the ups and downs become gifts, for which we are grateful.

Recovery is truly a gift. It means having humility instead of being a victim. It means being grateful rather than grandiose. Recovery means being powerful and respectful, not cruel.

For many of us, moving toward health feels cruel at first because we never learned the difference between enabling and respectful love as we grew up in our families.

For example, we do everything for our kids because no one did anything for us when we were little, and then we realize our kids are spoiled and helpless. Even worse, we realize our kids are emotionally disabled—they can’t feel a feeling, take out the garbage or pay their rent after they leave home. It will be hard to admit that we have made some parenting mistakes. But if we truly love ourselves and our kids, we will act on our new insight whether it comes when we are 30 years old or when we are 80 years old. We don’t need to beat ourselves up for waiting until we were 80 to see the light.

We need to have the courage and respect to stop abusing and enabling when we finally see that we are abusing and enabling.

Because recovery feels cruel at first, many of us choose to stop our recovery for a while. We take one step backward and breathe a sigh of relief. Some of us choose to stay back for good, finding “creative” ways to re-enact indefinitely the original system from which we came. For the rest of us who choose to risk something new, there are rewards down the road.

And there is another side to the Iceberg in our model. If we risk enough to find people we can trust on a regular basis, and if we risk enough to be separate and alone when we need to be, and if we risk enough to respect ourselves and others instead of enabling, then the gifts will start to flow.

In Figure 3.2, we show the other side—The Iceberg Of Functional Health. If we get into recovery, do the painful but rewarding family-of-origin work that we all must do, and make the initially painful decisions we must make to stop being co-dependent in our present lives, then the Iceberg Of Co-dependency And Addictions over the years gradually becomes the Iceberg Of Functional Health. Our diseases of addiction, compulsion, stress disorders, etc., begin to fade and are replaced with Self-Care, Respect, a solid and Safe Support System, proper Diet, Exercise and Sleep. Our underlying co-dependency issues of stuck identity and pseudo-intimacy are replaced with a Clear Identity and Healthy Intimacy. And changes happen deep inside of our personalities as well—beneath the Iceberg. Unhealthy Guilt is replaced by Respect, good Decision-Making, the ability to take the Initiative and get Unstuck, and the ability to see and feel Traps and to avoid them or get out of them quickly. Unhealthy shame gradually diminishes, and we develop a strong sense of Dignity and Worth, Autonomy and Separateness, and Clear,  Flexible Boundaries. And lastly, the deep sense of Mistrust and Fear of Abandonment slowly becomes a deep sense of Trust, Okayness and Safety, despite the fact that we do not always get what we want from life.

Figure 3.2. The Iceberg Of Functional Health— What Happens To Us When We Get Into Recovery 
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As so many of us have already experienced, we begin our journey of recovery with a lot of shame, hurt, pain, sadness and anger. We blame everyone else for our unhappiness. We lash out either as offenders or as manipulative victims always ready to blame others for our misery. As we get deeper and deeper into recovery, we find these feelings and beliefs and attitudes transforming into health. Recovery means moving from shame and blame to respect and healthy love. Recovery may be painful. Avoiding or getting out of Co-dependency/Adult Child Traps may hurt at first. But we’ll take respect and healthy love over shame and blame any day. We can learn to be functional!
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Caught in a Trap
  or Living a Life?

Changing our patterns of feelings and actions is hard. After all, we grew up this way, day after day after day. “Normal” is whatever we’re used to and “healthy” is just a fantasy in self-help books. We laugh when we ask, “Is there such a thing as a healthy family?” And yet at some deep unconscious level we know that there is such a thing as a healthy family, and that just frustrates us all the more.

We grope around in the dark, floundering in our dysfunction, overwhelmed by our guilt and shame and fear. We watch other people whom we think might be healthy. We imitate what we think they might do to solve the problem that’s bothering us, then we get even more frustrated and hopeless when it doesn’t work out. Or worse, we may even know in our heads what the healthy thing is, but can’t seem to bring ourselves to do it.

We read parenting books and recovery books and “how-to” books and have all the answers for our friends and colleagues. But when it comes to us, we can’t seem to pull it off. This is because “knowing in our heads” is not enough. We must also have conviction in our hearts and our guts. Words are cheap. Actions are what count.

The biggest Trap of all is to be in total denial. As the veil of denial begins to lift and we get into recovery, the Traps gradually become more and more visible to us. We stumble through the early stages of recovery like toddlers learning to walk. We fall down. We pick ourselves up again. We get frustrated and want to quit. We try again. Then some more Traps become visible. We find ourselves stepping into fewer and fewer Traps. Then one day we awaken and find ourselves saying, “I like my life.” We blink and pinch ourselves to see if we’re dreaming. We check in with our feelings. “Yes,” we say, “I like my life. I like myself!”

Stages Of Recovery 

1. The Stage Of Oblivion 

This is the typically long period in our lives when we are in complete denial that we came from a dysfunctional family or that we have any addictions, compulsions or symptoms. We may be like Pollyanna about our lives and our relationships. We smile and say that everything is “fine.” We wear the mask of co-dependency—looking good on the surface but hurting inside. We may look unhealthy to others but be good at keeping others from giving us feedback. Whatever our trick is for staying in denial, we are in denial nonetheless. Usually our lives start to show signs of strain and wear and tear somewhere between the ages of 25 and 45, then we go into the next stage.

2. Crisis Management 

Something finally snaps enough for us to identify that some kind of problem exists. Still pretty much in denial, though, we try to isolate the problem in our heads. We try to contain it and define it as more limited than it truly is.

“My wife is unhappy. Oh, well, she just needs to get out of the house more often.”

“My son is using cocaine. Oh, well, he’s just at that age when kids experiment a lot.”

“I’ve been stressed out a lot lately. Oh, well, it will pass as soon as I get this project done.”

“I find myself getting very interested in other men lately. Oh, well, I won’t say anything to my husband. It will probably go away.”

Each one of these statements, taken by itself, is not necessarily a big problem. But if we are in denial about a much deeper family system issue, the problem won’t go away. In that case, we may seek outside help.

We may go from one therapist to another, seeking one who sees the problem as limited, the way we see it. We try to fix the problem with logic. We become excellent problem-solvers. We make charts of behavior. We make lists. We stay up late into the night with our spouse, lover or friends, analyzing and talking about problems. But the problem doesn’t go away. We are in crisis, and we are doing crisis management, but the crisis doesn’t go away. It has become unmanageable.

3. The Recovery Decision 

It may take months or it may take years to reach this stage. This is the point at which we say, “My life has become unmanageable.” I need to admit that there is a deep-seated problem here that isn’t going to be fixed by some simple behavior modification. I need help. I need to do some deeper therapy work. I need to get into a 12-Step group.

Two things happen during this stage. First, we feel like failures and we feel a lot of fear and shame. Second, as we share these feelings with others, the fear and shame and sense of failure begin to lift. We feel an initial burst of relief. We start to get better and healthier. Within a few months we realize that there is something inside of us, our Little Child, that needs to be allowed to heal. This brings us to the next stage in our recovery.

4. Family-Of-Origin/Feelings Work 

We have seen few people, ourselves included, who could do this stage without professional help. And while 12-Step groups are a mandatory part of the work that we do with our clients, even these groups do not seem to be enough to do the deeper healing that needs to be done. At some point most of us have to do some family-of-origin and feelings work in a group therapy setting for this deep healing to take place. Why? Because this work must be done in a very safe place; and some of it can be scary. In our Lifeworks Clinic, which we offer around the country, we see this process of healing as going through the following steps (Kellogg).

1. We need to identify the wrongs that happened to us as children.

2. We need to have our feelings about those wrongs, not just talk about them.

3. We need to embrace those feelings, i.e., let them become as big as they really were back then.

4. We need to share those feelings with others, not just talk about them with others.

5. We need to make a decision about our relationship with the person or people who hurt us and who continue to hurt us.

6. Then we can begin to heal and forgive. Not before.

As you begin looking for a therapist or treatment program to do this kind of work, ask around. Be an informed consumer. If this is the kind of work that you want or need to do, ask the therapist or treatment center directly to see if they know how to do this kind of work.

5. Healing The Self 

For most of us, family-of-origin/feelings work is done on and off for one to four years. We may attend a short-term intensive treatment process and do a big chunk of work around family of origin, and then spend some time integrating what we’ve learned into our daily lives. Then another big chunk will come up and we may work on that in our ongoing therapy group. At some point in this process, we may start to notice that we feel better, in little but significant ways, right down to our toes. We listen to our Little Child more often. And we start to heal.

6. Integration Into Daily Living 

Only when we have started to heal from the inside out are we ready to apply the suggestions and examples contained in this book. Until then, we may know that we have the right to get off the phone when someone is boring us or trying to make us into their therapist, but we won’t be able to do it. Our Guilt, Shame and Fear of Abandonment will always be tripping us up.
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