
 

 

Understanding Trauma 
 

● Basic definition: 
○ Trauma can be defined as a psychological, emotional, and physiological response to an 

event that causes intense distress or disturbance. 

● Traumatic events: 
○ Traumatic events may include exposure to violence or abuse or neglect, significant illness 

or injury, sexual assault, proximity to a fatal accident or disaster, and sudden death or 
loss or disruption in a close relationship (e.g. parent, sibling, partner). 

○ May be directly experienced by the traumatized person, or they may be witnessed or 
experienced vicariously as they afflict a close friend or family member. 

○ May be related to recent events or to events that can be traced back to distant personal 
and family history, even prior to conscious memory in some cases. 

● Trauma impact: 
○ Inciting events set off the “emergency sirens” within a person (via the complex 

functioning of the autonomic nervous system) that can remain activated at various states 
of alarm well after the event has passed, particularly in response to some felt reminder or 
“trigger” related to the inciting events. 

○ Can produce “intrusion symptoms” (vivid memories, flashbacks, nightmares, emotional 
distress, physical/somatic reactivity) through reminders of traumatic events or through 
subconscious activity 

○ Can produce “avoidance” behaviors as the person consciously and subconciously avoids 
trauma-related thoughts, feelings, potential triggers and external reminders 

○ Can produce “negative alterations in cognitions and mood” as thoughts/emotions 
become filtered through experience of trauma (e.g. persistent feelings of shame, blame, 
excessive guilt, anger, despair, emptiness, numbness; low view of self and/or others, 
hopeless or excessively negative expectations) 

○ Can produce “alterations in arousal and reactivity” as the person remains on “high alert” 
(e.g.  heightened irritability, hypervigilance, hyper-reactivity, easily startled, difficulty 
concentrating, difficulty sleeping, risky or destructive behavior) 

○ Note that most profound effects of trauma exist at subcortical levels of the brain and 
hence are more instinctual, reflexive, persistent than strictly rational or behavioral. 
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6 Principles for Trauma-Informed Pastoral Care 
 

● Recognize the Signals 
○ Sudden change in normal demeanor or activity 
○ Avoidance, aversion, withdrawal, panic 
○ Hypervigilance, hyperarousal, conflict prone 
○ May come across as time-demanding, high-needs, difficulty accepting boundaries 
○ See description above (“Understanding Trauma”) 

● Express Compassion and Authenticity 
○ Respectful, empathetic, listening and asking questions without judgment or assumption. 
○ Sharing genuine desire to understand and support, as the person is able/ready. 
○ Affirm safety and support above all else in the moment. 
○ Acknowledging “egg shell” areas and willingness to discuss openly. 

● Ask for Permission 
○ Much has happened “to” the traumatized person that is harmful and outside of his/her 

control; hence importance of asking for permission and allowing the person to maintain 
agency in the caregiving relationship. 

○ Must earn trust and establish safety before the person can/should share their story. 
○ Being mindful of physical space and avoid physical touch unless explicitly invited. 
○ Offering direct spiritual “interventions” only when requested. 

● Establish Healthy Boundaries 
○ Available, accessible, and involved within appropriate, well-articulated, and consistent 

boundaries/limits.  Restating boundaries as needed, with both empathy and firmness. 
○ Avoid getting lost in “crisis of the week,” which tend to divert focus from primary needs 

and necessary boundaries.  Gently reaffirm those primary needs and boundaries. 
○ Dealing with resistance and conflict in a healthy and meek manner. 

● Allow Space When Needed 
○ Need to restore safety and security when becoming unsettled/alarmed by exposure to 

trauma stimuli, even when the purpose for exposure is meant to be restorative. 
○ If the person asks for time or space before moving forward, best to give and ask for 

follow up after recovery period. 
● Be Patient 

○ Will likely experience short-term gains followed by setbacks, as significant trauma often 
involves lifelong process of healing.  Affirm all demonstrations of growing resilience and 
empowerment while exercising grace and forbearance for challenges along the way. 

○ “Bearing one another’s burdens” rather than expecting them to offload them right away. 
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