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By guest author, Fran Kirby

We have all experienced some kind of suffering. Some of us have experienced trauma. That is, some
of us have experienced something so distressing that our physical and spiritual resources were
overwhelmed. For the majority of these people, that feeling fades over time and the event passes into
memory." But for a minority, the opposite is true. Their sense of being overwhelmed does not fade.
This minority feels and lives as though the traumatic event is taking place in the present, no matter
how much time has passed since the event(s) in question.? This is post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD).

PTSD is part of my daily reality, and I’m far from alone: it’s estimated that 4% of the UK’s population
have PTSD at any given time.? It's likely, therefore, that PTSD is a present challenge for people in your
church. So how do we respond when it emerges in conversation for the first time? | want to help you
think through some of the more common responses and why they should (usually) be avoided. | will
also suggest how you could respond instead.

Response 1: “What caused it?”
a) The problems with this response.

This is such an instinctive question to ask. But it’s a risky one. We are, after all, talking about post-
traumatic stress disorder. Whatever lies behind this diagnosis will be deeply, deeply painful to the
individual concerned. Of course, there are times when this question is appropriate (such as during
counselling). Talking can be an essential part of post-trauma healing.? But it needs to take place
safely. We want ‘to bind up the brokenhearted’ (Isaiah 61:1) — we don’t want to start breaking reeds
that are already incredibly bruised (Isaiah 42:3) by forcing a conversation that a struggler desperately
doesn’t want to have.

b) You could try this instead.

Why not try, “Would it be helpful to talk about it?” That kind of phrasing does more than give the
struggler a straightforward way out of the conversation (essential though that is). It also shows them
that the conversation happens on their terms, rather than on yours. For the individual who is used to
being ruled by trauma, that is vitally important.

Response 2: “You’ve got to move on.”
a) The problems with this response.

This approach can be very appealing — certainly to the comforter, but also (sometimes) to the
struggler. By insisting that the struggler is able to sort themselves out, it reduces PTSD to something
that can be defeated singlehandedly. It avoids a need to ask for help. And it offers everyone an excuse
to avoid the painful messiness of wrestling with all that’s happened. But, based on denial as it
ultimately is, this approach can only ever backfire — often in the short term, and always in the long
term.® And we are called to ‘mourn with those who mourn’ (Romans 12:15) and to ‘carry each other’s
burdens’ (Galatians 6:2). Neither is possible if we deny their reason for grieving and minimise what’s
weighing them down.
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b) You could try this instead.

Wonderfully — over time and with the right support — PTSD can be effectively treated.® And the One who
carries the vulnerable in his arms (Isaiah 40:11) whilst juggling snowflakes and galaxies (Psalm
147:16, Job 38:31) can untangle PTSD’s most complex knots and soothe away its deepest hurts. That
means there is an abundance of hope for the struggler. And so, it is often appropriate to encourage
them to seek help. But first, it’s important to discover whether the struggler is already accessing
support. So why not try, “How do you feel about whatever help you’ve had so far?” This spares the
struggler from the frustration of you suggesting an approach they have already tried — but it also gives
them an opening to ask you for help or suggestions. It’s true that it can be a real challenge for either
comforter or struggler to admit that mental health problems cannot be solved by willpower alone. And
yet that is a position of hope, not despair. Because in our “/ can’t”, God reveals his “/ can” (2
Corinthians 12:7-10).

3) You’ve got to forgive the person who hurt you.
a) The problems with this response.

Yes —and | say this with compassion as a fellow struggler — we are all called to forgive (Colossians
3:13). But before we even consider mentioning that, there are two things to do. First, we must
understand the implications of living with PTSD. We all know how hard it is to stop ourselves from
dwelling on past hurts. But that becomes an even harder battle when the struggler is constantly
reliving their trauma through common PTSD symptoms like flashbacks and nightmares. That means
that the struggler’s journey towards forgiveness may well be unusually lengthy and complicated. It’s
also likely that they will need extra support along the way. We need to bear both these things in mind
before encouraging a struggler to forgive. This is a task of divine proportions. We can’ttoss it outas a
flippant suggestion. Second, we must ask ourselves this: why do we want to encourage the struggler
towards forgiveness? Do we genuinely want to help them to take the appropriate next step towards
healing? Or is it rather that their difficulties are making us uncomfortable? We don’t need to be
ashamed of feeling uncomfortable. At the same time, we mustn’t let our discomfort dictate how we
care for those who are hurting. As Brad Hambrick points out, the victim’s struggle to forgive cannot be
seen as more significant than the sin of the one who hurt them.” Our God cares as deeply about
justice for the wronged (Psalm 103:6) and safety for those in need (Psalm 12:7) as he does about
forgiveness (Matthew 18:35). The same must be true of us.

b) You could try this instead.

Your first response doesn’t have to be complicated. In fact, there’s a real relief to be met with a gentle
simplicity that allows for this condition to be seen as itis. We can try, “I’m sorry.” This response does
not try to deny, minimise or sugarcoat PTSD. And it does not try to move the struggler to a place where
the comforter feels more comfortable. Instead, it meets the struggler where they are. And that is an
intrinsically Jesus-like thing to do (e.g. Luke 15:1-7). Of course, we want to hold out the hope of the
gospel to those who are hurting. We will be far more effective at doing that if we are prepared to meet
them wherever their brokenness has stranded them.

Conclusion

Many of us are not the experts tasked with doing the complex work required to treat PTSD. But we may
well be called to walk alongside those struggling with it. There are many fantastic resources which will
help us to better understand its particular challenges. However, knowledge must come hand-in-hand
with love (1 Corinthians 13:1-7). We need to approach strugglers without pride or defensiveness.
Instead, we must persevere in showing them patience, kindness and hopefulness. In other words, we
must approach strugglers as Jesus has approached us. There is a better story coming for us all,
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including for those of us with PTSD (Revelation 21:3-4). As you speak the truth in love to those who are
struggling (Ephesians 4:15), you can provide a glimpse of what that story will look like.



