Biblical
Counselling «

After listening to stories of trauma

Itis such a privilege to walk alongside those who have experienced trauma. To be trusted
with people’s hard stories — to be afforded the opportunity to build up relationships of
gentleness, love and hope —is something to be treasured. And yet it can also be hard. As
we listen to those who have suffered in extreme ways, we can find ourselves impacted,
struggling too.

As those walking alongside, we have 3 main options —though only 2 are good.

We can pretend we’re fine, just press on - after all, maybe the person we are walking
alongside has had it worse than us — we don’t want to make a fuss. Though, long term,
this often leads to exhaustion, compassion fatigue or a hardened heart that becomes
cold to the suffering of those around.

We can become overwhelmed. Maybe this won’t happen in the first conversation or
even in the first year of conversation but if we don’t address the impact the stories are
having upon us, it may well happen at some stage. We might begin to show signs of
trauma ourselves. We may have to withdraw from helping others because we simply
cannot face hearing another story of pain.

We can process the stories we hear with humble hearts before the Lord and before
others — knowing that there are many ways we need help. It’s by far the wisest option -
itis the path to long-term flourishing in pastoral work — but would does it actually look
like? Here are 9 brief things that will help us hear painful stories in ways that leave our
heart soft yet strong.

. Acknowledge our finitude. We are small - finite — limited and that is exactly how we

are supposed to be. God is the one who can cope with everything, not us — simply
realising this fact gives us the freedom to not be OK sometimes.

Note our emotions. We are meant to be moved by the stories of the people we walk
alongside. The Romans call to weep with those who weep and rejoice with those who
rejoice is not a cognitive assertion but an invitation to get into the mud of life together
and participate, in limited ways, in the suffering of others. As we hear stories, we do
well to note what emotions they are nudging our heart towards. Are we sad? Angry?



Despairing? Frustrated? Scared? Speaking these out to the Lord enables us to be
honest about our responses — and do so before the One who knows us so well.

Spot moments of resonance. Sometimes the responses in our heart are not just to do
with the person we’ve been listening to — sometimes our heart spots some similarities
with our own history and thoughts / feelings related to our own experiences can come
flooding back. It is wise to take some time to note where our story is intertwining with
the other person's story. Actively praying about our pain can bring relief and a renewed
perspective.

Discern what aspects of the Lord’s character and work need to be called to mind.
We might be adept at helping our friend see the Lord’s work but sometimes we forget to
apply such wisdom to ourselves. What do we need to remember? That we are loved?
That God’s sovereignty is good? That he is trustworthy? That evil has been defeated and
one day will completely go? That his everlasting arms are strong? That he is active, and
we can therefore rest?

Look for wider impact. It may be that the stories we hear have no impact on us beyond
our emotions but, sometimes, they might. After hearing stories of violence, are we
becoming less willing to walk alone? After hearing stories of terrorism, are we more
likely to withdraw from certain people groups? After hearing stories of abuse, are we
more likely to assert our rights in unhelpful ways that in effect say, “I’ll put you in your
place before you have any chance to hurt me” rather than seeking to love those around.
Such occurrences may not be common but when they arise they alert us to the fact that
we are listening to trauma more than we are listening to the Lord. Such moments are
ripe for a turning round — a returning to the Lord that retains our passion for the broken,
that retains our drive for justice, but that seeks a gentler, humbler, more trusting
relationship with the Lord and those around.

Release bodily tension. Often our body expresses stress in physical ways. We can
easily become tight in the shoulders, experience headaches, or find ourselves running
to or away from food. Taking good care of God’s gift of our body is wise. Gentle
exercise, good nutrition, and intentional relaxation — maybe enjoying the glories of
God's creation — are all good things to do.

Talk to a supervisor or support. None of us is designed to work alone. Indeed, solo
care can so easily become dangerous care. We are part of the body of Christ and need
the wisdom and encouragement of others. When working formally, we may have a



supervisor. When working informally, we will hopefully have a team — a pastor or elder -
we can turn to. Regular meetings spaced throughout the year give opportunities to seek
wisdom but also discuss how our heart, the heart of the helper is doing.

8. Rest. Switching off from pastoral conversations is so important. We won’t forget the
people we care about —we will want to be praying for them regularly — but we are not
called to be thinking about them constantly. They are God’s children not ours. The fact
he is working means we can rest. Indeed, rest is a tangible sign that we are trusting the
Lord rather than believing that everything sits with us.

9. Rejoice. There are many reasons to weep. This world is fallen, and there is so much
that rightly breaks our heart. But there is good too. There is hope. There is also blessing
in the here and now. There is laughter and beauty. Seek these things, revel in them -
know that stories of trauma are not all there is.

And as we engage in these activities, we equip ourselves for long-term service. People who
flourish, even when walking with those whose pain is great.



