Biblical
Counselling «

Preaching on trauma

Trauma involves severe suffering. It is a broad category which could arise from
longstanding childhood trauma or a single isolated incident. The impact that a
traumatic event or events might have upon a person can also vary widely. For some
people this might involve heightened states of anxiety, disturbed sleep, changes in
mood, dysregulation of emotions and disrupted relationships.

Memory of trauma is often fragmentary and, when the experience of trauma is recalled,
it can seem as though the trauma is being relived rather than simply remembered.
People may, therefore, avoid situations, conversations or sensations which prompts this
reliving. A soldier, for example, might avoid Bonfire night because the noise of fireworks
creates a severe reaction in them by evoking their experiences from the battlefield.

A preacher cannot possibly know, never mind make allowance for, the sensitivities of
every one of their hearers. Yet, the severity of the distress experienced in the reliving of
trauma can be so intense that it merits particular attention. We can show compassion
in the following four ways.

1. Be Aware

Much is achieved simply by keeping the category of trauma in mind. Staying aware
means recognising that, when we preach, there may well be someone present for whom
past trauma is anissue.

2. Give alerts

Certain topics or narratives can be ‘triggering’ for someone who has suffered trauma.
The memory — or, more accurately, the experience - of their severe suffering may be
vividly brought to mind along with intense distress. Being conscious that those who
have experienced trauma may be present when we preach means the possibility of this
kind of revisiting will at least occur to us. The Bible presents the hard realities of sin and
suffering in our world, and this includes some uncompromising accounts of physical
brutality and sexual violence. Though we should not simply avoid these passages, we
might consider giving advance notice to let people know that they are going to be read
or preached from. A brief mention at the start of the service may be all that is needed.
Acknowledging that some may want to step out before the reading and sermon will
make it much easier for them to do so.



3. Follow Scripture’s lead

The Bible is, generally, very circumspect in its descriptions of violence and suffering.
Where contemporary novels often give extended, and graphic, accounts of events and
emotions, the Bible rarely does either of those things. We would do well to follow that
example and avoid graphic descriptions in our preaching.

We should also avoid misguided attempts to ‘lighten the mood’. What we think are ‘witty
remarks’ to help dispel awkwardness will, in all likelihood, land badly with those who
have experienced trauma. At the least it will suggest that we have no conception of the
severity of what they have lived through. At worst it will sound as if we are dismissing
and trivialising their experience.

4. Acknowledge

It need not take long to acknowledge the presence of people who have experienced
trauma, but doing so can be hugely impactful. Often an experience of trauma creates a
sense both of isolation and shame. A church which makes clear that it is aware of
trauma and of its ongoing impact helps those who have endured severe suffering to feel
noticed. That will make people feel less of an outlier because it says that they are seen
and known and that a church wants them to belong.



