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Praise for Connecting to Our Ancestral Past


“Yet another gift of cross-cultural medicine carefully drawn from the universal indigenous traditions of spirit and the European tradition of mind. As Francesca Mason Boring says, this is not a book for those in search of psychological theory inherent within Systems Constellation work. The treasures offered here lie within other worldviews of healing individuals and communities, of supporting rituals and stories … and the prospect of a good long walk with this gentle and very wise lady.”

—ANNGWYN ST. JUST, PhD, director of the Arizona Center for Social Trauma and author of Relative Balance in an Unstable World: A Search for New Models for Trauma Education and Recovery and A Question of Balance: A Systemic Approach to Understanding and Resolving Trauma




“For those who want to make a connection between Systems Constellations and nature-oriented spirituality, there is no better guide than Francesca Mason Boring. Her humble voice inspires trust. The wisdom of her mother’s Native American lineage speaks through her words and her father’s Western roots give structure and clarity to her message. On the walk she invites us to take with her, she not only shares concepts and rituals with us, but also introduces us to a variety of people from very different backgrounds who all have something valuable to share. Pointing out what the essence of the work should be, she guides us to treat ourselves and each other with more respect.”

—DAAN VAN KAMPENHOUT, founder of the Practice for Shamanistic Ritual, Netherlands, and author of Images of the Soul: The Workings of the Soul in Shamanic Rituals and Family Constellations




“Francesca Mason Boring guides us on a journey whereby we can begin to understand Family Constellations through indigenous eyes. By evoking the elemental, her language connects us directly to nature’s resources. This very naturally brings us to the act of ceremony and accessing the archetypal story as sources of healing. At the same time Mason Boring projects a rare natural humility and groundedness that maintains respect for science and Western psychologies. It is delightful and edifying to read this clearly and beautifully written book.”

—CHRIS WALSH, MBBS, DPM, psychiatrist, international Constellations trainer, and founder of Constellation Talk, an online discussion group for Constellations practitioners




“Connecting to Our Ancestral Past is a wonderful guide to bring healing to indigenous people suffering from trans-generational trauma. Using ritual, ceremony, and Constellations together will bring new hope to people who are suffering. Many Native people will be open to these rituals and ceremonies as they were practiced for centuries among many indigenous people. Helping those who want to heal is an honor; the circle of healing benefits everyone. It is my hope that others who seek healing may find comfort, hope, and laughter in this book as I did.”

—INEZ LARSON, PhD, counselor and healer




“Francesca Mason Boring moves beyond traditional Family Constellations and presents community and ceremonial Constellations that incorporate her profound understanding of indigenous healing practices, nature, and Constellations. Her work is deeply honoring of all nations, cultures, and races, and has the ability to transcend the marginalization of non-Western communities and practices. Mason Boring’s humility and deep honoring of all nations of ancestors, including those of the earth, inspired and touched me deeply as I read this book.”

—TANJA MEYBURGH, founder of African Constellations, South Africa




“Connecting to our Ancestral Past is clearly one of the most important books of our time. Like ceremonial sweet grass, Francesca Mason Boring has braided together a deep understanding of Family and Systems Constellations, and indigenous life and stories, with a heartfelt wisdom that can only come from years of deep personal interaction with people and the field. As modern humans have lost touch with the ecological and psychic reality of Gaia, this book shines a ray of sunshine and hope that we can become connected again.”

—TERRY WILLARD, PhD, clinical herbalist and author of Flower Essence: Emotional Alchemy and Spiritual Evolution and Mind Body Harmony: How to Resist and Recover from Autoimmune Diseases




“This book is an important, timely contribution to our human family’s understanding of what ‘family’ really means. Through clear, heartfelt language, Francesca Mason Boring provides readers of all lineages the opportunity to see, feel, and experience the importance of embracing connection with our ancestors. Whether the reader is experienced with Systems Constellation work or not, this book is a gentle, illuminating guide on the path of embracing our humanity. Mason Boring’s expression of indigenous wisdom is a gift to all and beautifully embodied in this book.”

—LISA B. IVERSEN, MSW, LICSW, author of Ancestral Blueprints: Revealing Invisible Truths in America’s Soul




“Francesca Mason Boring’s book introduces us to a different quality of the here-and-now with every traditional ceremony, ritual, and sharing of an elder that she presents. The book took me gently but powerfully into that inner ceremonial space that connects us with that deep wisdom within. This is a must-read for anyone interested in or called toward the integration of ceremony and ritual in Constellation work.”

—AUREL MOCANU, psychologist, shamanic practitioner, and Family Constellations facilitator
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Walking with a Story

There are other places you could be in this moment. There are other books you could be reading and other viewpoints you could be more interested in, but for this moment, this is where you are.

What you are about to read is a perspective on Family Constellation, ritual, and ceremony that is influenced by indigenous, tribal, or Native thinking and traditions. If you wish to read a book steeped in psychological theory, this would not be the book for you. If you are interested in other worldviews, possibilities, supporting rituals, and stories, then we will have a good walk together. Hopefully, at the end of that walk, you will have some things that will be useful to you, and I will understand a little more about the big world of which I am a small part.

I had to decide how to approach this sharing. I could cross-reference and defend a non-Western viewpoint and approach, and you would easily have been able to research the same things yourself. Or, I could expand and share with you from a deep heart place what is true for me, has been true for some in my family, and has remained true for aboriginal communities and people who walked within the indigenous knowing field—that place of healing and knowledge accessed for millennia by Native healers and teachers throughout the globe—as an ordinary part of life.

It seemed the best thing was simply to share openly, knowing and respecting that what you read may or may not be true or relevant for you. We would take this time together as a buffet: You are free to take what looks interesting or palatable, and to walk past what is not of interest. It may even be that for you, something at the buffet looks, smells, or tastes uninviting. You are also free to be honest about that reaction—you can say, “No one in my family has ever made that dish. I don’t think my stomach could digest that!”

Fortunately, some people familiar with Constellation work and who come from tribal traditions, as well as facilitators who have worked with Native people, have been willing to share some of their perspectives and experiences throughout this text. Again, when you spend time with their sharing and these other traditions, you are free to disagree—and to take what blesses you. I am deeply grateful for the willingness of others to contribute to this opportunity to explore aboriginal perspectives that may support facilitators of Constellation, therapists, and human beings who are trying to walk with open eyes and heart.

I also appreciate that many of those who originally came from Germany had worked with aboriginal people as they taught and shared the Constellation work that was rapidly developing in Germany and moving throughout the world. The willingness to be open to fields other than their own has also nurtured a soil in the work that is warm toward the truths in different fields, the unique histories, the ceremonies, the stories, and the pain. Those early German facilitators are too numerous to mention individually, but I am indebted to them all.

Among more contemporary sources, I have a deep gratitude for Sneh Victoria Schnabel of Freiburg, Germany, who followed an inexplicable impulse to provide an extended training opportunity in the town of Colville, Washington, not far from my home. Gunthard Weber, MD, a psychiatrist from Germany, also made the journey to Colville, which at the time had a population of approximately 3,000 people, more than two hours from the nearest airport. Both allowed me to experience the span and the hope of Constellation work.

I am bicultural. On my mother’s side, I am Shoshone, a Native American tribe in the Western United States; and on my father’s side, I am descended from immigrants to the United States. In my father’s blood is the memory of the minerals from the lands of Ireland, Scotland, and Lithuania.

For most of my early adult life, I worked with people from a variety of Native American tribes, and currently I am an author and facilitate Family, Human, and Natural Systems Constellation and Constellation as ceremony. My mother is the youngest of ten children and the only sibling in her family to marry a non-Indian. My father was an only child, so you can extrapolate which side of the family had a greater impact by volume. Each of my parents has experienced Family Constellation and is encouraging my path.

Throughout my life, the differences between Native culture and dominant society have been of great interest to me. I learned not to have judgment against either one. Both have some challenges to clearly understand each other. That is as it should be.

To generalize, one is a culture of the spirit and the other a culture of the mind. This is a very big generalization, but as a child trying to remember which rules were in play in which environment, it served me well. My parents, coming from two cultural poles, have been encouraging and warm, but they provided opportunities in which I observed numerous general cultural differences between aboriginal and non-Native gatherings. The difference in comfort—the smoky smell and softness of the leather worn in formal ceremonial dress in Native American pageantry, and the stiffness, lack of color, and antiseptic smell of the formal tuxedo—was an early illustration of cultural difference for me.

In Western thought, a “story” is rarely considered a form of medicine, although as someone once pointed out to me, Milton Erickson was a gifted storyteller. For many tribal people throughout history, that is what a story is: a form of medicine. Constellation work involves the kind of usage of words, the kind of openness to story as “medicine.”

F. David Peat is a theoretical physicist whose life and thinking were deeply impacted by a Sundance he attended in Blackfoot country. As a result of his experience and a journey with Native people and teachings he wrote a book called Blackfoot Physics. He speaks eloquently about the challenge in translating Native concepts into nonindigenous language, particularly the concept of “medicine”:


English, and for that matter French, German, Italian, and other European languages are noun-oriented. They are employed to divide the world into separate concepts (again, nouns). Many Native American languages do not work this way. They are verb based. Thus, when in English we speak of “medicine” we automatically seek a referent, a substance, an object, something tangible, something that can be conceptualized. But suppose we begin with something verbal, with activity, process, a movement of harmony and balance. Medicine could then be felt in the beating of the heart, sensed as a movement around the sacred circle, the wind blowing through the leaves of the trees, the growing of green plants, and the astronomical alignments of the medicine wheel. (Peat 2002, 128)



Mary Johnson, a Saanich coastal Elder, attended several constellation circles. At the end of one of the circles she gifted me with an eagle feather. She spoke to me about what I was doing and included in her statements she said, “This, what you are doing, is good medicine.”

Perhaps when Constellation work (perhaps when any method) meets indigenous ceremony, if the wind is just right, method can become “medicine.”

When I experience and speak of what occurs in Constellation work, it is “medicine” in the indigenous sense.

Beyond recognizing Native “medicine” in this discipline that sprang from European roots, there is the element of story medicine (the healing of words). This is very different from the emphasis of having clients tell their story, which is present in talk therapy. In Constellation, that memorized story is sometimes recognized as what Hunter Beaumont occasionally refers to as “family propaganda.” The story medicine in Family Constellation involves the stories that Bert Hellinger and others tell, which speak to the heart about healing and the connection of the soul within families.

In Family Constellation there is also the element of nonjudgment, which one sees in many of the Native Elders who have lived too long to see in only black and white. Certainly in Native communities there are criticisms, but there is also an awareness of destiny. Cultures with oral traditions have a sense of the whole of the story. What happened to one’s parents, what happened to the grandparents, what happened to that tribe long ago, when the animals still spoke.

In Constellation work, things are viewed holistically.

In Constellation work there is an organic quality that requires a discipline of nonjudgment. It is a particular kind of nonjudgment that one can encounter in traditional Native circles, where the whole of the truth of a person’s life, and roots, and transgenerational trauma or challenge is understood and included.

Perhaps one of the reasons for the common abstention from judgment seen in many indigenous cultures is this deep bond with a greater story. And, when story is implemented as a teaching tool, or “medicine”—the story is just what it is: You may listen, or you may not; you may believe it, or you may choose not to. You may think it is a joke in either a positive or negative way, but you do not have to agree.

In Native tradition, simple stories may have an impact that progresses with life. Most tribes have traditions of storytelling. This is not something exclusively for children. The stories are told to the whole community, regardless of age. A story may be heard by a child as entertainment. A teenager may hear the same story as a cautionary tale, and an adult may experience it with a deep sense of peace.

I am a modern person. I have helped an Elder from the Hupa tribe prepare acorn mush with an electric blender, rather than hand-pounding every nut. I have cooked a lot of deer meat on the stove, rather than over an open fire, and my mother prepares a Shoshone traditional delicacy (choke-cherry pudding) in a porcelain bowl, not a basket. But behind those modern accessories are ancient family traditions. My mother’s parents are from the Pine Nut Eater and the Fish Eater bands of the Shoshone, and it feels right to bring food into this story. I hope that this sharing will give you something to chew on. On this journey you may find fact, metaphor, place, story, animals, ancestors, and vision, all woven into a simple utilitarian basket of hope. At times the concepts of the “science” of Western psychology may be challenged. The concept of Native science and aboriginal healing paradigms may seem odd, or may in fact be entirely familiar at a cellular level, connecting to the echoes of all of our ancestors; and the reality is that if we go far back enough, we all came from the tent.

Gregory Cajete, in Native Science: Natural Laws of Interdependence, talks about the tension between indigenous ways of holding story and Western views in regard to Native creation stories:


When the Western scientific story meets that of Native origins, a clash of paradigms occurs, because cultural stories of origin are creative interpretations of the experience of a people in participation with places. Literal fact is woven with metaphoric meaning. The ethnocentric notion that only the Western scientific story is accurate prevents any dialogue regarding the participatory meaning of Native origin stories and their orientation to people’s homeland. (Cajete 2000, 75)



As we walk, I invite you to be honest with yourself if there are parts of this story that make you feel uncomfortable. If that should happen, I encourage you to invite your ancestors to read this with you. I am sharing a worldview that does not come from the field of psychotherapy. I acknowledge the good that therapy can do, and also acknowledge that psychotherapy is also a worldview. Within the worldview of psychotherapy is a group conscience and belief system that decides that some things are good and some bad; some are believable, and some unbelievable. If some elements in this story bump up against your worldview, you may notice it and decide if it is time to stretch; or, if this part of the story is not compatible with your worldview, your group conscience, it is all right to say that part of the story is nonsense.

Some of what we share in this book is presented in a linear way, and some is explained in a more indigenous way. We will be flexible. In addition to sharing in a nonlinear way, the cadence of this book may be deceptively simple. Nothing in this text is meant to be empirical, but much of it can be heard only by your soul. If you read this text with only your mind, you may feel that you were not given enough information. Compared to European languages, aboriginal languages have a minute number of words, yet they are considered oral traditions. In your heart, you already know that most of the deep communication in your own walk through life has not been entirely contained in words.

Throughout this text there are references to men and women, “he” and “she.” Much of Constellation work, and these stories, take place at the level of the family soul. This is the universal “organism” (for lack of a better term) that has transmitted and carried life for generations. Women have given birth. Birth has required the union of men and women—even in modern medical interventions to encourage fertilization, we still are left with the situation that requires the egg of a woman and the sperm of a man to “create” and continue life. At this level of the soul, each is honored specifically for their contribution to life.

I honor the two-spirited, those who are called to a different sexual destiny. I am aware of the many gradations of sociopolitical correctness in gender discussions and respect the many struggles throughout the world to find equity and safety. This book is about life, birth, death, and everything being given a place—whatever that place may be. My references to men and women and gender designations are part of a discussion of what our biological history, and thus far many of our destinies, have been.

I have always liked the way that many indigenous peoples and other spiritual traditions talk about a “walk” as a way of life, the journey of learning. Sometimes on a walk, you stop to reflect; sometimes you go slowly; sometimes you may sit and think for a very long time.

This walk (this book) should be distinguished from a hike. A hike has an end point; it is task-oriented, brisk, and purposeful. Hiking has the implication that you must reach the end—but this walk has no end. You will find places in this story that bring you to a fork in the road, spurring you to remember a story of your own people or your own experiences, and you will go down that road for a while, and then you may come back. You may read this book from start to finish, or you may want to walk for only a short while and then come back to the path on another day.

Rituals presented within these pages may be used in a group setting, presented as visualization, or even be experienced as an individual meditation if you feel drawn to that. For some, it is an unusual premise to consider that you can trust yourself, you can follow your soul, and your ancestors will walk with you in the rituals; and to know that may be your birthright as a descendant of those who walked easily in the universal indigenous knowing field.

If rituals, and this knowing, are tools that contain a necessary benefit for us as human beings, how do we begin to reintegrate those vital supports in our everyday walk and work?

In his article “Personal Reflections: Emotional and Psychic Hygiene for Family Constellations—A Shamanic Perspective,” Michael Reddy, PhD, CPC, has a gentle suggestion:


What might give facilitators open to experimenting, but not yet comfortable with the more ritualistic end of the spectrum, a foothold in this area? To begin with, the Western scientific worldview, with its external, mechanistic, and reductionist bias, is in the throes of a paradigm shift. As its horizons expand, a steady flow of previously unexplainable data is understood. One intellectually healthy approach to ritual is to suspend judgment (especially when the ritual works) and wait for this kind of knowledge to catch up. (Reddy 2011)



Who is this book for?

If you have it in your hand, apparently it is for you. If you are a facilitator of Constellation, perhaps you will find some things in this sharing that will support you in your work. If you are a therapist, a bodyworker, social worker, or teacher, or utilize any of the healing arts, perhaps some of the perspectives or rituals will be something you choose to include in your practice, or perhaps they plant a seed for something that you wish to grow in your approach. And if you are neither a facilitator nor a therapist, hopefully you will find something within these pages to support or nurture you in your life’s walk. My hope is that at the end of this sharing, you will not be afraid to know. My hope is that when you encounter someone who is comfortable with the knowing field, you will be able to look at them in an open way and appreciate that it is just so—and perhaps you will notice that they also have beautiful eyes.

Welcome.
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