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Learning 
Objectives 

1. Increase faith leaders understanding of 
root causes and impacts of trauma, including 
historical and intergenerational trauma.

2. Discussion of the Adverse Childhood 
Experiences Study (ACEs) to help inform 
best practices for recognizing trauma 
symptoms, increasing awareness of common 
causes of trauma, and short- and long-term 
effects.

3. Suggestions for ways to strengthen 
resilience and post-traumatic growth across 
the lifespan and how we can continue to 
build trauma-informed/responsive 
environments in our faith communities.



Trauma Defined
“An event, series of events, or set of circumstances experienced by an 
individual as physically or emotionally harmful or life-threatening with 
lasting adverse effects on the individual’s functioning and mental, physical, 
social, emotional, or spiritual well-being (SAMHSA, 2014).”

When a person experiences or was confronted with a threat of death or serious 
injury, actual or perceived.



• Trauma is a psychic wound that 
hardens you psychologically and then 
interferes with your ability to grow and 
develop. It pains you and now you’re 
acting out of pain. It induces fear and 
now you’re acting out of fear. Trauma is 
not what happens to you, it’s what 
happens inside you as a result of what 
happened to you. Trauma is that 
scarring that makes you less flexible, 
more rigid, less feeling and more 
defended. 

- Gabor Maté, MD



SOMATIC EXPERIENCING 
TEACHES THAT TRAUMA 

IS NOT CAUSED BY THE 
EVENT ITSELF, BUT 

RATHER DEVELOPS BY 
THE FAILURE OF THE 

MIND, BODY, SPIRIT AND 
NERVOUS SYSTEM TO 

PROCESS EXTREME 
ADVERSE EVENTS. 

– PETER LEVINE





Types of 
Trauma

PTSD

Developmental/ACEs

Transgenerational

Complex







SIGNS OF 
TRAUMA

• Addictive behaviors

• Inability to resolve conflicts 
with others

• All or nothing thinking

• Eating disorders

• Inappropriate attachments

• Unexplained intense fear of 
people, places and objects 



Symptoms of Trauma



Effects of Trauma: 
Signs Vs. Symptoms

Signs 
are usually outward, 
what others see.

Symptoms 
are usually inward, 
what the individual
experiences.

Hypervigilance





Intersectionality





How a Person Survives: Trauma-Skills Developed to Help and Protect and Avoid
(Barrett, Stone Fish 2014)

 Mistrust of others
 Flashbacks
 Anxiety and terror
 Shame, guilt, self-

hatred
 Cognitive distortions
 Depression, passivity
 Dissociation
 Disturbed relatedness
 Detachment, numbing 

or withdrawal
 Sexual promiscuity or 

aversion to sex

 Drug and alcohol 
abuse

 Eating disorders
 Suicide, self-

mutilation
 Anger and 

aggressive behavior
 Perfectionism
 Alienation from their 

bodies
 Hyper-vigilance
 Personality 

disorders, mental 
illness



TRAUMA 
AWARENESS 
GOALS

• Trauma – What is it? Where does 
it come from?

• What is the impact of trauma? 

• How do I recognize possible 
trauma responses? 

• How can I be more effective in 
working with people with a trauma 
history?

• How can I care for myself as I 
work with people who have 
experienced trauma? 

Mary-Beth Vogel-Ferguson, PhD, Social Research Institute, 
Univ. of Utah 1/2018 “Bringing ACE study findings to the 
frontline: Impact and Implications”





TRAUMA AND THE 
BRAIN VIDEO

HTTPS://WWW.YOUTUBE.COM/W
ATCH?V=4-TCKYX24AA





Short-term immediate interventions to help regulate 
trauma responses 

 Breath awareness
 Walking
 Letter of encouragement
 Pros & Cons
 Stretching
 Prayer
 Meditation

 Imagery
 Mantras
 Mindfulness
 Self-care apps

 Coloring
 Networking (support)



Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)



ACES STUDY/SCIENCE
“Unified Science” of human development

5 areas of research

• Epidemiology of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) 
• Neurobiology of toxic stress (the brain)
• Biomedical consequences of toxic stress (the body)
• Epigenetic consequences of toxic stress (passing from parent to 

child)
• Resilience research 

























Holocaust survivor and psychiatrist Dr. Victor 
Frankl in his book Man’s Search for Meaning,

“Forces beyond your control can take away 
everything you possess except for one thing, 
your freedom to choose how you will respond 

to the situation.”

https://www.amazon.ca/Mans-Search-Meaning-Viktor-Frankl/dp/080701429X








Resilience:

Dealing with 
crises effectively,

coping, 

and adapting to 
change.







Post Traumatic Growth 

• The ability to come out of 
a trauma with new skills, 
understanding, awareness.

• Understanding trauma is 
not just about gaining 
knowledge but changing 
the way you view the 
world.





Fostering Post-Traumatic 
Growth and Resilience
◦ Build “positivity currency” –

interactions, events, memories, etc. 
◦ Record positive events to override 

negative memory bias
◦ Build a fulfilling community of like-

minded people
◦ Evaluate the areas that bring the 

most joy and invest more time and 
energy there

◦ Regularly reflect on your “positivity 
currency” and adjust as needed







www.pacesconnection.com









Trauma-
Informed 
Congregations

1. Acknowledge the vast scope of adverse 
experiences common today. 

2. Recognize the impact that adverse experiences 
have on persons and groups. 

3. Practice a key perspective shift that creates new 
sense of reality, or new senses of normal. “What 
happened to you?” vs. “What’s wrong with you?”

4. Practice self-regulation. Understanding that trauma 
impacts our neurobiology, biology, psychology and 
spirituality.
• Recognize “fight”, “flight”, and “freeze” 

chemical reactions to trauma
• Use of various sensory strategies to resolve 

hyper-vigilance and overactive defensive 
stances

• Incorporate these strategies into liturgy, 
fellowship events, rituals



Trauma-
Informed 
Congregations 
continued

5. Actively build and sustain relationships 
–relationships are the key to healing from 
trauma. 
• Strong relationships help create and   

maintain resilience.

6. Have senses of purpose. 
• Instead of trying to fix someone’s 

problems, TIC help direct to 
interventions and healing practices that 
are created and driven by the persons-
in-healing

7. Recognize that practicing care means 
being personally impacted by others’ 
traumatic experiences. 
• Practice and model self-care.

These actions help counter trauma by 
acknowledging the truth and create safe spaces for 
healing. **Adapted from template provided by St. 
Aemilan-Lakeside Inc, based on works of Bessel van 
der Kolk, Babette Rothschild, Robert Macy, Charles 
Figley, Don Catherall, Robert Anda and Vincent 
Felitti



Trauma-
Informed 

Faith 
Community

https://www.ncchurches.org/sacred-series-
toolkit-becoming-a-trauma-informed-faith-

community/

One that practices trauma-
informed care, and actively learns 
new ways of compassionately and 
effectively approaching trauma 
and mental health concerns. 

Realizes the impact of trauma and 
integrates knowledge about 
trauma, and empowers community 
members. 



Toxic 
Theology

A culture that can manifest in conversations, 
sermons, and norms of a faith community that 
include the “just pray harder” philosophy. 

Prayer is crucial! And should be a part of a 
multifaceted approach that includes therapy and 
health support. 

Can include the “pull yourself up by the bootstraps” 
mentality that contributes to the stigma of mental 
health concerns, placing undue burden and harm on 
individuals who need support, not more distance or 
critique. 



Universal Trauma Precautions

Engaging

Engaging with all people as if 
they have experienced 
trauma, and approaching 
situations as if trauma is 
possible, to prevent 
retraumatization. 

Realizing

Realizing how common 
and pervasive trauma 
is.



Steps for becoming a Trauma-Informed 
Faith Community 

Safety:
Includes physical, emotional, and relational 

safety. 
Do people who have experienced trauma feel 
included within the worshipping community? 

What structures are in place to protect a 
person’s boundaries? 

Consider power dynamics in your faith 
community, and how it might feel to be 
vulnerable in your community, or feel 

vulnerable. 
Everything from pastoral visits, to divorce 

counseling, to childcare, to being in need of 
money, food, or resources.

Trustworthiness and Transparency:
Is authenticity and vulnerability 

valued highly within your community 
of faith? 

Are confidences kept? 
Does unintentional sharing of 

information happen, even with good 
intentions such as the example of a 

prayer chain, prayer requests?



Steps for 
becoming a 

Trauma-
Informed 

Faith 
Community 

continued 

Mutual support:
Does the community go beyond being friendly to being a place 
someone can make friendships? 
Does your place of worship cultivate genuine shared 
vulnerability? 
Where a person can seek help without dealing with 
repercussions or power systems? 
Can this happen both in large group and small group settings?
Are ministry leaders modeling self-care through their personal 
practices?

Collaboration and Mutuality:
Is there a culture of learning and growth, 
where ego does not hinder new and 
healthier ways to do ministry? 
Does the church prioritize listening and 
being with those who have been deeply 
hurt by life?



Steps for 
becoming a 

Trauma-
Informed 

Faith 
Community 

continued 

Empowerment, Voice, and Choice:
Are those who are ministered to also given the 
opportunity to share and teach? 
Is there an understanding that people with lived 
experiences of trauma bring value and wisdom to the 
worshipping community? 
Are they fully integrated into the life of the faith 
community and given a voice for self-advocacy?

Cultural, Historical, and Self-Identity:
Does your faith community recognize the unique 
cultural issues often bound up with trauma?
Examples of this include gender, race, nationality, and 
more. 
Is there room for the expression of faith and practice in 
ways that honor the unique cultural and historical 
backgrounds, and self-identity backgrounds, of those 
you seek to serve?



Guiding Questions
What are examples of community trauma that you see?

How can our faith community better address Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs) in our children and youth programming?
What are some possibilities of trauma-informed care within your 
congregation?
Name specific ways individually and collectively we can reduce 
stigma around trauma and mental health concerns.
Specify ways to address trauma and mental health concerns in 
worship.



Impact of 
Traumatic 
Exposure If we are to do our work with suffering 

people and environments in a sustainable 
way, we must understand how our work 
affects us. 

When we refer to trauma exposure 
response, we are talking about the ways 
in which the world looks and feels like a 
different place to you as a result of your 
work.  - Laura van Dernoot Lipsky, Trauma 
Stewardship



Tools for Faith 
Leaders

• National Child Traumatic Stress 
Network

• https://www.nctsn.org/



• Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration

• https://www.samhsa.gov/ 





ADOLESCENTS





“Our job in doing this work is 
to help people find meaning 
in what they’ve experienced, 
so they can take 
responsibility in changing 
their own lives, in healing 
themselves, their families 
and people around them, in 
interrupting the 
intergenerational 
transmission of toxic stress.”  
-Rob Anda, MD, MS



Resources
• https://www.samhsa.gov/faith-based-initiatives
• https://worship.calvin.edu/resources/resource-library/becoming-a-trauma-informed-faith-community/
• https://childrensministry.com/trauma-informed-ministry/
• https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/about.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.c

dc.gov%2Fviolenceprevention%2Facestudy%2Fabout.html
• https://www.ncchurches.org/sacred-series-toolkit-becoming-a-trauma-informed-faith-community/
• https://trcutah.org/faith-leaders
• https://communityresiliencecookbook.org/
• PACESconnection.org
• https://www.christiancentury.org/article/recommendations/four-ways-faith-leaders-can-shift-trauma-

informed-ministry
• https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/population-focused-modules/faith-and-spiritual-communities/
• https://www.iowaaces360.org/faith.htmlhttps://ncsacw.samhsa.gov/resources/trauma/trauma-

resource-center-websites.aspx

https://worship.calvin.edu/resources/resource-library/becoming-a-trauma-informed-faith-community/
https://worship.calvin.edu/resources/resource-library/becoming-a-trauma-informed-faith-community/
https://childrensministry.com/trauma-informed-ministry/
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/about.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fviolenceprevention%2Facestudy%2Fabout.html
https://www.ncchurches.org/sacred-series-toolkit-becoming-a-trauma-informed-faith-community/
https://trcutah.org/faith-leaders
https://communityresiliencecookbook.org/
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/recommendations/four-ways-faith-leaders-can-shift-trauma-informed-ministry
https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/population-focused-modules/faith-and-spiritual-communities/
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