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Trauma and beauty

The experience of living with post-traumatic stress is characterised by various alarming
and exhausting features. For Christian sufferers, distress is exacerbated if it feels as if
your faith makes no apparent difference. This was my experience over many years
following traumatic events in a medical context.

Despite support, my struggles grew in intensity and impact, and | seemed unable to
connect the riches of Scripture to the difficult realities of life. | felt bewildered that my
faith in the Lord and belief in His word, the foundations on which my life is built, didn’t
seem to touch the gripping terror that constantly overwhelmed me. | was ashamed, in
Christian or secular settings, that my faith wasn’t making a difference.

Psalm 55 became a regular prayer’, ‘My thoughts trouble me and | am distraught...My
heart is in anguish within me, the terrors of death assail me, fear and trembling has
beset me, horror has overwhelmed me’ - but it was difficult to respond to the invitations
and promises that come later in the Psalm. Distressing terror hit daily, robbing me of
rest, peace, and time.

A blogger summarising the opening session of CCEF’s 2023 trauma conference posed
the question, ‘How do we proceed when we encounter good and true words in Scripture
that don’t seem to go deep enough to touch and heal our trauma?’ My heavy heart lifted
a little to find someone shared my experience.

The power of beauty

A conversation pointed me to Todd Stryd’s talk, Trauma, Recovery and the Beauty of
God. | was drawn by his understanding of the way in which ‘the day of trouble’? destroys
hope. Rushing towards the confidence that ‘in all things God works for the good of those
who love Him’® can leave behind those who have experienced trauma and feel stuck in a
pit of destroyed hopes. Instead, Psalm 27 invites a question —why is it that in trouble the
Psalmist longs to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord? Stryd suggests that beauty, located
in the Lord, gives us the hope extinguished by our day of trouble. Exploring the concepts
that we find hope: as God’s beautiful image bearers; in His beautiful gifts signposting us
to Him; and in His Kingdom where brokenness and weakness is turned into something
beautiful, is having a significant impact on my journey.

Stryd observes that God has designed humanity, the masterpiece of His creation, with
the capacity for repair and recovery, the ability to observe thoughts and feelings
(creating distance from intense emotions), and the capability to interrupt the effects of
trauma on our bodies by regulating breathing or engaging with our senses. These
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insights transformed the grounding and orientation exercises | was learning in the
course of trauma therapy. | began to think not just about troubles coming at me, but the
trouble within me, as evidenced in my responses - | began to dwell on my desire to
redirect my misplaced fears to a right fear of the Lord as Creator and Redeemer®.

As aresult, | adapted my exercises. For example, as | daily look out of the window,
developing my observation and grounding skills, | might notice the clouds, the birds and
the light, whether in the stars, the breaking dawn, or other houses. |recall that ‘He
makes the clouds His chariot’®, or that He ‘rides...on the clouds in His majesty’®, that my
Father in heaven takes care of the birds and that | am ‘much more valuable’”, or that ‘the
people walking in darkness have seen a great light’®. As | stamp my feet on the ground
and remind myself that I’'m here and safe, | pray, focusing on Jesus’ presence with me
and His grace for today. Memories of the past, fears for the future or terrible panic in the
present have not been eliminated, but I’m noticing more occasions when | am able to
use my senses to pull back to the present more quickly, from where | have more of a
fighting chance of engaging with other helpful strategies.

Variety of beauty

The beauty of creation, and the senses to engage with it, aren’t God’s only beautiful
gifts. He has designed us with the ability to connect with the world around us and to
other people. I’'m noticing how the beauty of music, literature, and film, or the skills
required by my job, bring connection to the present moment, or new insights, and can
serve as pathways to encountering God. Trauma therapy is aiding my language. I’'m no
longer limited to throwing out cries like, ‘my brain is screaming’, or ‘l can’t make anyone
understand how bad this is’. More friends know my struggles, I’m more able to say when
it’s particularly hard, and a little more able to explain why or how. That connectionis a
beautiful gift because | feel less alone. Others are more able to pray, and sharing my
own vulnerabilities seems to enable others to share theirs. I’'m part of a beautiful church
family where the challenges of life do not need to be hidden, where I’'m encouraged as |
observe others worshipping the Lord despite hardships, and where, because of my
experiences, I’ve been able to contribute a little to our thinking about how we walk
alongside each other well when life is difficult. This brings hope that God uses our
brokenness and weakness for beautiful things in His service. Stryd highlights the gospel
account of Mary pouring a jar of perfume over Jesus’ head and His response, she ‘did
what she could’® and ‘has done a beautiful thing’'®. I’d not seen that angle before, but it
has been a source of comfort, particularly when battling feelings of failure for not
speeding through to some kind of instantaneous victory over post-traumatic stress. I’'m
reassured that God sees my heart, and the depth of the battle, and that He sees doing
what | can, with His help, as beautiful.
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Bad moments still come. Triggers still cause significant distress. The most basic of
medical appointments are still more of a challenge than you could think possible, let
alone any that are more complex, or related to the original trauma. Itis likely I'll be a
lifelong learner in this battle, always in daily need of the Lord’s grace to help me through
the challenges. And yet, the feeling that life would never be ok again, and would be
impossible to get through, is slowly shifting. | am often still very scared and
overwhelmed by emotions that feel too much to cope with, but reflecting on, and
engaging with, the beauty of Christ | have found lost hope to be restored, even though it
is sometimes hard to hold onto it. The gracious beauty that God displays in this world
points us to His Son, our Saviour, who uniquely understands the depth of our
experiences and emotions, and who alone can transform, and even triumph over, our
days of trouble because through His death and resurrection He took the full weight of all
the wrong that contributed to it. He alone opens the way to the safe, secure future for
which we long.



