Biblical
Counselling «

Avoiding words that wound

- speaking well into trauma

Those wounded by traumatic events have experienced deep hurt or threat. They are, therefore,
in some ways fragile and vulnerable. The care of their souls calls for a marked gentleness which
must be expressed in how we speak that care.

Despite our best intentions, however, we don’t always get things right. Due to the intensity of
shame, fear or guilt, sufferers may be distressed in ways that seem beyond our reach. We can
feel we are making things worse. We might then feel a pressure to ‘fix’ a person or move them
forward at a pace they’re just not ready for. Our own anxiety can sway our focus away from
helping to wanting to protect ourselves. Watchful for these tendencies, we must take heed to
our hearts and our words.

What kind of communication will heal? The following is not intended as a script to follow.
Rather, take it as a guide to orientate us as we seek to walk in love with those who have deeply
suffered. Although aimed at formal helping conversations, these words can be used in everyday
care of another person.

Words that help
o Words that convey safety

Establishing safety is an important priority when we walk with someone who has suffered
deeply. Here are some ways to create security in the conversation. We might say,

I understand you want to talk about some very hard things. We can take this at your pace. Let me
know if it is going too fast, or if any questions seem to go too deep for you.

Let’s agree that you can ‘raise your hand’ or let me know in some way if it feels like there’s
something that is too hard to talk about.

Please don’t feel pressurised to talk about anything you either don’t wish to speak about or feel
that it’s too soon to discuss.

Where is it least difficult to start? What seems most important to talk about?
e Words that want to understand

Taking time to know the person is crucial. Here are some questions that can help us gain an
understanding of what happened.

What happened? Would you like to tell me a little more...
I’'m not sure I fully understand...
What was most difficult for you in this? What was the most frightening experience?

How has your body responded to this trauma? What do you notice physically in your struggle?



How has this event or experience affected your faith?
o Words that reflect compassion

The following questions can help us to take a step back from the content of the conversation
and think about how our approach is affecting the person in front of us.

How are you doing with what we are discussing?
What has helped you in your struggle?

Before we finish, are you feeling ok? Will you be ok leaving our time together today? How shall
we pray?

Do you anticipate any difficulties before we next meet? How can we plan for these?
What will help you before we meet again?
e Words that impart grace

Paul speaks of imparting grace to the hearers through our words. In trauma, suffering can feel
like sin, for example, overwhelming anxiety can look like lack of faith. Anger at injustice can look
like unforgiveness or bitterness. Itis our privilege to speak the grace of Christ, rather than our
own judgment.

It’s very understandable that you would feel this way / ask those questions when you consider
all that you’ve been through.

Let’s begin to think about these feelings in light of how Jesus speaks to our fears...to our
injustices...

e Words that bring comfort and hope
We comfort others with the comfort of God and want to hunt for hope in the midst of darkness.
Can you think of anywhere you have seen God at work for good?

Is there anywhere in God’s word, or through hymns / songs, where you have found comfort or
hope?

Where might we be able to see the care and working of God for good in your life?
Words to avoid

We can easily, in the words of James, stumble in what we say. Here are some ways we might
misstep with trauma.

It’s in the past. Words that convey that this is that should be ‘behind you’ or that you should be
able to ‘get over it and move on’ miss the significance of what has been faced.

You shouldn’t be thinking like that. Words that seem to judge the struggler for their reactions -
‘can you see how that is an overreaction?’ — miss the natural depth of response evoked in
trauma and minimise the suffering.

You really need to repent of your anxiety (or anger or....) As stated above, deep suffering can feel
and look like sin. It is important to slow down and understand the emotion fully, seeing the
suffering beneath, before discerning how the Lord speaks to it.



We need to believe that God is always sovereign and good. Struggles with who God is and what
He is doing are to be expected in traumatic suffering and can be the opportunity for careful
Christ-centred conversation. But to jump to theological correction risks missing that
opportunity for edification or compassion. Another version of this question to avoid is, What is
God teaching (or, trying to teach) you through this? God is always leading us to know more of
Himself through trials, but His way is not to leave us distressed, wracking our souls for answers.

I know how you feel. This can be an attempt at being empathic but risks drawing attention away
from the struggler, putting a focus on your suffering, and not recognising the uniqueness of
someone’s trauma. ‘That sounds so hard (or substitute an appropriate word that describes your
feeling of compassion)’ is a grace-giving alternative.

The essential attitude

Finally, we will always make mistakes in our care as weak and fallible people in Christ. The
undergirding attitude we need beneath our words is humility — a lowliness of heart that is willing
to self-reflect, to accept where we might have been less than helpful, to say that to the one we
are helping, asking their forgiveness and seeking the ongoing grace and mercy of Christ in our
work. And His grace is sufficient for us all.



