AsK CONNIE—
Family
Reunion
Dynamics

Connie Myslik-McFadden

Dear Connie—

'y family had a reunion this
summet, the first time
we’ve all been together in seven
years. It was wonderful except for one thing: when
my younger sister was leaving, she angrily said “if
you hadn’t gone jogging every morning, you would

have had time for me.”

It’s true that we didn’t spend a lot of time alone
together, but we stayed in the same hotel, and
there were more than twenty other family mem-
bers I wanted to connect with.

I know this is old stuff—our mother never had
enough time for either of us, and at the reunion
my sister was alone, while I was with my husband.
But I recognize that I did avoid being with her
some of the time, and I don’t feel good about it. I
wrote to her, but she won’t answer my e-mails.
What can I do to improve our relationship?

Sincerely, Margaret

Dear Margaret—

irst, let me congratulate you on the level

of consciousness you have achieved, and

for your willingness to take responsibility
for your part in the upset with your sister. Those
qualities matter more than many people realize.

Family reunions can be wonderful, warm-
hearted events, renewing important bonds and
creating lasting, fun-filled memories. They can
also be occasions in which old family patterns
get re-enacted, which can be a source of amuse-
ment, pleasure, or sometimes pain. Very often
siblings who related to one another in a particu-
lar way in childhood find themselves inadver-

tently slipping into their old roles at weddings,
funerals, and family reunions. This can happen
even though many years have passed and they
don’t consciously think of themselves or their
siblings in the ways they did in childhood.

Unconsciously, though, an older brother will
always be “my big brother”; a younger sister will
always be “my little sister.” Complicating this
scenario is the kind of relationship each sibling
had with the parents, and how each of those
relationships affected the sibling relationships.
Get the whole family together, and suddenly
people may act out old hurts, grievances, and
roles in surprising ways—and chaos rather than
contentment may be created.

It sounds like your sister has not healed her
childhood relationship with your mother or with
you. My guess is that she is holding on to a false
belief that she doesn’t matter to you, nor did she
to your mother. The problem with false beliefs is
that they tend to create reality in the present;
i.e., if she believes she is unimportant and not
worthy of attention, and resents it, her attitude
toward you at the reunion would subtly convey
that belief. Unless you were very conscious
while that was happening, understood its ori-
gins, and chose consciously not to buy into that
false belief, you would have tended to avoid
close contact with her, which you did. That, of
course, reinforced her false belief and gave her
permission to be angry and resentful. She didn’t
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get what she really wanted, a
closer connection with you,
but she did get to be right! It’s
a perverse but common feature
of human behavior.

What can you do? You
might write to her about your
understanding of your, and her,
childhood hurts, and let her
know you want to change the
patterns if possible. Convey
your sadness and pain at hav-
ing played into an old, unpro-
ductive role. Let her know you
care; perhaps you can suggest a
time when just the two of you
could enjoy time together.
Then be patient—the next step
will be up to her, and she may
or may not be able and willing
to take it.

Good luck, Margaret
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Do you have a relationship question?
E-mail Connie at conniem@mcn.net,
or call 406-582-7450 and ask!

E-mail sent to Connie is read only by Connie Myslik-McFadden, MSS,
LCSW, and will be held in strictest confidence. No identities will be
published. Disclaimer: The responses to questions in this column are
for information only. Never disregard professional advice or delay
seeking it because of anything you read here.Working with a skilled
professional is highly recommended.
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