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Welcoming with trauma in mind

We may not realise it, but for many, entering a church building is surprisingly difficult.
Those unfamiliar with church feel uncertainty about where to go, what to do and what s
about to happen. It’s been said that such an experience could well be similar to the way
many Christians would feel on entering a betting shop. There would be a sense that
everyone is looking at you because somehow it is obvious you don’t belong. There
would be confusion about what happens or who you need to talk to and why that table
has lots of bits of paper on it and whether you are supposed to pick one up!

When someone arriving in church has experienced trauma, the difficulties are only
intensified. It is possible that they will have a heightened general level of anxiety and
may well find unfamiliar situations particularly stressful. For some the level of anxiety
will be such that they begin to dissociate (that is to feel detached from their
surroundings) with feelings that move close to panic.

All these difficulties increase still further if the trauma a person has experienced was
associated with church. Ordinary aspects of church may now be associated with threat.
A song that many visitors might find reassuringly familiar, may instead evoke powerful
and visceral memories of past suffering. Those who have suffered trauma often
experience reminders of the trauma more like a kind of reliving rather than a simple
remembering.

Helplessness is often part of the experience of trauma. For this reason, situations with
limited options to escape can be difficult for trauma sufferers because they evoke
feelings of being trapped in a threatening context.

With this background, what general principles are helpful when we consider how we
welcome people to church?

Consider the possibility

Since ‘welcoming duties’ will often involve greeting those we don’t know, we cannot
know that someone has a past history of trauma. That means we should always remain
alert to the possibility. We should not assume that the distracted individual who fails to
make eye contact with you as you greet them and who then speaks abruptly, is simply
being rude. They could be wrestling low grade anxiety as they bravely try to get into the
church building rather than simply turn and flee.



Create space

A congested entry area with lots of people and lots of noise brings a sense of
uncertainty and unpredictability. The layout of a church building may allow limited
options, but it makes sense to look for ways we can reduce the sense of congestion
around our church entrance.

Adapt willingly

Unusual requests — like asking to sit at the back or enquiring about a quiet room to
escape to - should be received graciously. People will probably be reticent about
explaining the reasons for their request because they will, understandably, not want to
outline their past experience of trauma to someone they have just met. A readiness to
consider the possibility of past suffering and struggle should make us glad to
accommodate others in whatever way we reasonably and safely can. This is simply an
expression of grace.

Maintain exit routes

Someone who experiences high levels of anxiety as a result of being in a church building
is likely to want a clear exit route. When an exit door is closed (or, worse, locked) or
when people or objects are positioned in front of the exit, anxiety levels are likely to rise.
They may also find it helpful to sit at the end of a row of seats.

Offer information

Making ourselves available as a source of help needn’t be complicated. ‘If you need
anything, do just ask. I’ll be glad to help.” An open invitation like that is usually more

helpful than direct questioning that makes someone feel as if they need to say more
than they want to.

Persevere

Someone struggling with anxiety may leave early or arrive late. They may go outside for a
time and then later re-enter the building. People will feel more welcome if we make it
easy to do these things without conveying a sense of awkwardness.

Finally, it goes without saying that it is always good to remember a person the following
week — for someone who has experienced trauma, it can make a big contribution to
them feeling safe.



