
 
 
BERT HELLINGER 

 

Bert Hellinger was born in Germany in 1925. He studied Philosophy and Theology at 

the University of Würzburg in Germany (1947-1951), and also Pedagogy, obtaining a 

Bachelor of Arts, at the University of Natal in South Africa (1953-1954). 

 

He then studied one more year at the University of South Africa, where he received a 

University Education Diploma. Subsequently, he trained in Group Dynamics, 

Psychoanalysis, Primal Therapy, Psychodrama, Hypnosis, Transactional Analysis, 

Gestalt Therapy, Neuro-linguistic Programming (NLP) and Systemic Family Therapy. 

He integrated all these disciplines and developed his work on Family Constellations, 

discovering what he called the Orders of Love. The Movements of the Soul and of the 

Spirit are the latest and deepest evolution of his philosophical and therapeutic work. 

 

Bert Hellinger considers his parents and his childhood at home the first, greatest and 

main influence on his work. 

 

During his younger years, he joined a Catholic organisation that did not approve of 

national-socialist ideas and he was consequently watched by the Gestapo. When he was 

17 years-old, he was recruited and sent to fight in the war. He was captured, became a 

prisoner of war and was sent to a camp in Belgium, thus, paradoxically, escaping 

Nazism. Once the war was over, at 20 years-old, he entered a Catholic religious order. 

 

For 16 years he was a missionary among the Zulus in South Africa. The process of 

leaving his culture and living in another became the basis for his understanding of the 

relativity of many cultural values. In South Africa, he served as a teacher and parish 

priest and subsequently as the headmaster of several schools, among which Francis 

College in Marianhill. Later on, he participated in interracial ecumenical trainings in 

phenomenological group dynamics coordinated by Anglican ministers. From the 

Anglicans and the Zulus, he learned to acknowledge the basic human need to be aligned 

with the forces of Nature. 

 

After 25 years, he left the priesthood with a sense of peace. This happened after he was 

interrogated by an Anglican minister, who, for the first time, made him feel that there 

was another dimension in which taking care of the souls was also possible. The minister 

asked the group: “What is more important to you, your ideals or people? Which would 

you sacrifice in case of need?” Hellinger could not sleep that night, given the depth of 

the question. He has written about this experience: “I am very grateful to that minister 

for asking that. In a sense, the question changed my life. That fundamental orientation 

towards people has shaped all my work since. A good question’s worth a lot.”  



 
 

 

He returned to Germany, where he met his first wife, Herta. They did not have children. 

 

In Vienna he started his training in Psychoanalysis. During this process, his instructor 

gave him a book on Primal Therapy, which revealed to Hellinger the existence of body-

based therapeutic work. Once his training in Psychoanalysis ended, he completed a 

nine-month training course in Primal Therapy with Janov and his chief assistant in Los 

Angeles (California) and Denver (Colorado). 

 

Other psychotherapeutic trends that had an influence on Hellinger’s work are Gestalt 

Therapy and Transactional Analysis, which he integrated with what he had learned 

about Group Dynamics and Psychoanalysis. 

 

He developed an interest in Gestalt Therapy through Ruth Cohen and Hilarion Petzold. 

He also met Fanita English during this period, and through her was introduced to 

Transactional Analysis and the work of Eric Berne. Together with his wife, Herta, he 

integrated all these disciplines. His work with the analysis of script allowed him to 

discover that some scripts function across generations and are manifested in family 

relationship systems. Around that time, he became aware of the dynamics of 

identification within family systems. Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy’s book “Invisible bonds” 

contributed to this understanding. The balance between giving and taking in family 

relationships was another relevant finding of that period. 

 

He trained in Family Therapy with Ruth McClendon and Leslie Kadis. It was then that 

he first encountered Family Constellations. He wrote about this realisation: “I was very 

impressed by their work, but I couldn’t understand it. Nevertheless, I decided that I 

wanted to work systemically. Then I got to thinking about what I’d already been doing 

and thought: ‘It’s good too. I’m not going to give that up before I really understand 

Systemic Family Therapy’. So I just kept on doing what I’d been doing. After a year I 

thought about it again, and I was surprised to discover that I was working systemically”. 

 

His reading of Jay Haley’s article on the “perverse triangle” led him to discover the 

importance of hierarchy and order in families. He continued working in Family Therapy 

with Thea Schönfelder and training in Hypnotherapy and NLP with Milton Erickson, 

from whom he borrowed the use of stories in therapy. Both were a great influence on 

him, together with Frank Farelly’s Provocative Therapy and Irena Precop’s Holding 

Therapy.  

 

Through experimenting and integrating all these forms of therapy, Hellinger developed 

his own version of Systemic Family Therapy. His work on Family Constellations, a 



 
 

phenomenological solution-focused method, has granted him professional 

acknowledgement as one of the key therapists of present-day psychotherapy. 

 

Together with his second wife, Maria Sophie, he has given great impulse to Family 

Constellations through training courses, workshops and seminars in all five continents. 

 

 
 


