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What does it mean to be trauma-informed?

The language of ‘trauma-informed’ and ‘clinically informed’ has become something of a
hot topic in recent years. Considerable confusion exists because these phrases are
used, and understood, in very different ways. Those who take a negative view of these
phrases do so because they think being ‘trauma informed’ means a person has become
unbiblicalin their thinking and is deferring to secular thinking and secular solutions.
Others, however, are using the term ‘trauma-informed’ simply as a way of identifying
their familiarity with secular approaches and to indicate that they are comfortable using
the language of trauma. It doesn’t mean they have jettisoned biblical thinking in favour
of secular approaches. It just means that, as they consider the experience and impact
of severe suffering, they are aware of secular thinking and the treatment that is offered.

Darby Strickland, in her mini book on trauma, has this helpful comment:

When [ first heard the term trauma informed, | thought, “‘Why would |
want trauma to inform my care? | want the Bible to inform my care!” And
rightly so. We need to be on guard against taking on a world view that is
centered around trauma... Scripture’s perspectives on human suffering,
sin, and redemption should control how we understand traumatic
experiences and approach survivors.

At the same time, there is tremendous value in being trauma informed —
in reading widely to understand the impacts and effects of trauma on a
person. Literature on trauma encapsulates key research and a wealth of
case studies that help us to see impacts of trauma that are not
immediately apparent.!

Those who have experienced severe suffering may well have seen a ‘trauma-therapist’
or read secular books about trauma. Their thinking and language will reflect these
perspectives. By identifying themselves as ‘trauma-informed’, a Christian offering
counselling can signal a familiarity with such approaches. This means they are well
placed to help Christian believers bring a biblical framework to the things they have
read and the help they have received.

" Darby Strickland, Trauma: Caring for Survivors (P&R, 2023), p4-5



To some degree, this debate captures a broader issue about the way we connect the
timeless truths of Scripture with our contemporary world. The language we use and the
issues we address inevitably change over the course of time. Believers today have
issues to wrestle with that simply did not exist a century ago. Navigating the ethics of
fertility treatment and choosing when our children should have access to a mobile
phone are distinctly modern problems.

Our thinking about desire and motivation as well as our understanding of temptation
and sin are inevitably influenced by modern psychological perspectives. You can’t grow
up in Western culture without absorbing secular thinking to some degree. It’s in the very
air we breathe. If we are going to think biblically about secular ideas, we need to have
some understanding of those ideas. Moreover, communicating the gospel accurately to
those without a Christian faith means understanding the ideas and language dominant
in their culture. In Athens Paul famously quoted his hearer’s own poets and engaged
with the cultural approaches he had seen in the city. He did this to help him
communicate the gospel as accurately as he could. At its best to be trauma informed is
an exercise in doing exactly the same thing.



