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The Nature of 
Trauma



Case Study

           Jane  
• Early 40’s 
• 3 children (15, 11, 9) 
• Married 15 years 
• Grew up low SES 
• Abuse by cousin 

• Told family about abuse in her 
20s  

• Seeking counseling: panic attacks 
have become overwhelming 



DSM-5 Defines a 
Trauma 
(Criterion A) 
as…

Exposure to actual or 
threatened death, serious 
injury, or sexual violence in 
one or more ways.

Note: does not apply to 
exposure through electronic 
media, television, movies, or 
pictures unless exposure is 
work related)



DSM-5 PTSD 
Criteria 
Continued

Criterion B: intrusion 
symptoms (one 
required)

The traumatic event is 
persistently re-
experienced



DSM-5 PTSD 
Criteria 
Continued

Criterion C: avoidance 
(one required)

Avoidance of trauma-
related stimuli after 
the trauma



DSM-5 PTSD 
Criteria 
Continued

Criterion D: negative 
alterations in cognitions 
and mood (two 
required)

Negative thoughts or 
feelings that began or 
worsened after the 
trauma



DSM-5 PTSD 
Criteria 
Continued

Criterion E: 
alterations in 
arousal and 
reactivity



DSM-5 PTSD 
Criteria 
Continued

Two specifications

1.) Dissociative Specification: In addition to 
meeting criteria for diagnosis, an individual 
experiences high levels of either of the 
following in reaction to trauma-related 
stimuli:  
Depersonalization. Experience of being an 
outside observer of or detached from oneself 
(e.g., feeling as if "this is not happening to me" 
or one were in a dream). 
Derealization. Experience of unreality, 
distance, or distortion (e.g., "things are not 
real").

2.) Delayed Specification. Full diagnostic 
criteria are not met until at least six 
months after the trauma(s), although 
onset of symptoms may occur 
immediately.



Changing Definitions

DSM-III-R 
• Trauma definition included threats to psychological integrity as a form 

of trauma.  

• The following forms of trauma are therefore excluded from DSM-5 
criteria 
• Degradation or humiliation 

• Coerced sexual experiences (if not physically violent) 
• Emotional abuse 
• Separation or major losses



Simple Trauma  
vs.  

Complex Trauma



Co-occurring Struggles with Simple and 
Complex Trauma

Alcohol and Substance Abuse

Depression

Anxiety 

Panic Attacks

OCD



Combined and Cumulative Traumas
• People who experience interpersonal traumas are at greater risk to 

experience additional interpersonal traumas 
• For example – those who have experienced child abuse are much 

more likely to be victimized again in adolescence or adulthood 

• This is likely due to behaviors that often accompany childhood 
abuse 
• Substance abuse 
• Attachment issues 
• More indiscriminate sexual behaviour 
• Running away from home 
• Reduced danger awareness



Impact of 
Trauma

Impact on the 
Soul and Meaning

Impact on the 
Body



The Impact of Trauma on 
the Body



Coincidentally (or not so 
coincidentally), in many 
Christian circles, emotion (and 
therefore the body) was 
relegated to the caboose when 
addressing pastoral issues. 

For 50 years psychology was 
focused on directing people to 
think their way out of problems.



Trauma leads the body to continue 
defending against a threat from 
the past. While time has marched 
on, the body is left in the past. 



Fear 
Responses

Fight

Flight

Freeze



• Rational brain composes 30% of 
our brain 

• Reptilian brain is responsible for 
eating, sleeping/waking, crying, 
breathing, temperature, hunger, 
wetness, pain and excretion.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

The Rider  
and the Elephant 
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The Rider and the Elephant 

• Hypothalamus is relay centre to controls 
energy levels of the body (homeostasis), 
coordinating heart rate, respiration, 
endocrine and immune systems.  

• Limbic system/Mammalian brain is 
concerned with emotions, monitors 
danger, judges whether something is 
painful or pleasurable, and social 
relationships.  Creates an emotional and 
perceptual map based upon experiences. 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Emotional 
Brain

Combination of Reptilian and 
Mammalian brains.

Emotional brain helps you 
navigate the world 
effectively.

Initiates preprogrammed 
escape plans.



Neocortex 

LANGUAGE AND 
ABSTRACT 
THOUGHT

PLANNING AND 
SELF-REFLECTION

MAKE 
PROBABILISTIC 
CALCULATIONS

CRITICAL FOR 
DECISION MAKING



The 
Amygdala 

Designed to detect, and 
react, to people, places, and 
things that are potentially 
dangerous. 

After trauma, this area can 
become sensitized and even 
become larger. 

Sensitization can lead to 
false positives



Hippocampus
Involved in 

learning and 
memory.

Childhood 
trauma may 

result in 
abnormal 

hippocampal 
development

.

May not 
retain 

information 
about what 

makes a 
safe, or 

dangerous, 
environment

. 



Stress Response

• If amygdala senses something very threatening, it sends a message to the 
hypothalamus and brain stem. The whole body is beginning to respond 
before the neocortex can make a determination about the threat. 
• Low road is through hypothalamus and brainstem 
• High road is through the thalamus, through the hippocampus, anterior 

cingulate and to the prefrontal cortex. It is also the slow road!



Medial 
Prefrontal 
Cortex

Helps to control activity of the 
amygdala and is involved in identifying 
previously threatening stimuli as no 
longer dangerous. 

Connection between the mPFC and 
amygdala may not be as strong after 
trauma (particularly complex trauma). 

Effect is mPFC is not as effective at 
reducing amygdala reactivity.

Increased overall anxiety 



Top Down 
and Bottom 
Up

Top down 
 involves increasing 

awareness through mPFC

Examining thoughts  
Prayer 

Bottom up

Breathing 
   (deep breathing) 

Movement 
Touch  

(grounding)



Autonomic 
Nervous 
System (ANS)

Sympathetic Nervous System 
(SNS)
• Responsible for arousal, fight & 

flight system

Parasympathetic Nervous 
System (PNS)

• Brakes for arousal 
• Calms the body down 
• Relaxes muscles, slows heart rate 

and respiration



Trauma and Awareness

• Areas involved in the Mohawk of Self 
Awareness show lower activity in those 
who have a histories of chronic trauma. 

• Result is less self-awareness, and 
agency 



Suffering will lay bare 
what you believe about 

flourishing
If flourishing is about enjoyment, enough suffering will make life 

not worth living. 



What is 
good?

• Classic philosophical discourse would 
argue that the “good” of an object is 
related to its fitness to function for 
the purpose it was made. 
• i.e. a “good” knife is one that cuts well 

• What is a “good” human life? 
 What are we made to do?



A “good” life is one that’s telos is lived 
through both suffering and pleasure. The 
goodness of that life, in a sense, transcends 
pleasure and suffering. 



The goal of 
Trauma 
Counseling 
is…

… to develop the necessary skills 
to process the emotions, 
memories, and sensations 
associated with trauma
… to help the counselee process 
their pain and suffering with 
Christ and in a way that leads to 
Christlikeness

… adopt the purpose, meaning, 
and agency offered through Christ 
in a world of suffering



Biblical 
Anthropology



Foundational Aspects of our Created 
Nature

Psychosomatic Union

•Material and immaterial 
•We are made from the 
dust, and from the breath 
of God. 

                 

Given a Mandate

•Fill and subdue the 
earth 

•Work 

• Responsibilities 

      



The Impact of 
Trauma

The Soul and Meaning



Meaning is 
Shattered or 
Distorted



That word 
doesn’t mean 
what you think 
it means

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

http://timdunn.deviantart.com/art/Hello-My-Name-Is-Inigo-Montoya-119315997
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What it 
might mean 
to the 
traumatized

• You make me feel good all 
the time 
• I can’t live without you 
• I’m dependent on you

Love

• We act like that didn’t 
happen 

Forgiveness



What it 
might mean 
to the 
traumatized

• I nearly died. Anything less 
doesn’t count as abuse.

Abuse

• You want something

Nice

• You do what I say, and you do it 
now

Respect



What it 
might mean 
to the 
traumatized

• I’m going to hurt you 
• I’m unpredictable and dangerous

Anger



Shattered 
Connections with 
Others



Mirror Neurons and Social Connection

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-
SA

http://www.theoildrum.com/node/3178
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Mirror Neurons

Paradigm for brain has moved from 
that of a computer making 
calculations to that of a social 
organ.

Being able to feel safe with other people 
is probably the single most important 
aspect of mental health; safe connections 
are fundamental to meaningful and 
satisfying lives…Social support is not 
the same as merely being in the presence 
of others. The critical issue is reciprocity: 
being truly heard and seen by the people 
around us, feeling that we are held in 
someone else’s mind and heart. For our 
physiology to calm down, heal, and 
grow we need a visceral feeling of safety. 

Bessel van der. Kolk MD, The Body Keeps the Score 
(p. 79)



Mirroring

Traumatized people may feel as 
though they are out-of-sync with 
others. They cannot mirror others, 
and others do not mirror them. 
They feels as though they belong 
to groups that share their 
experience(s) of trauma.
Accepting differences between 
self and others is a sign of health 
that may inadvertently be 
discouraged by groups who define 
themselves by their trauma. 



For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 
sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every 
respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let 
us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, 
that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time 
of need. 
                                                                  Hebrews 
4:15-16



The 
Suffering 
Servant

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Suffering Servant

•It is the person of Christ that we point 
people to, rather than an intellectual 
argument 

•The humanity of Christ: The 
incarnation involved voluntary suffering  

•Christ chose to give up his agency for 
the sake of saving and joining with us 
as his people

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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The Agency of Christ

“Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God 
something to be used to his own advantage;  rather, he made himself 
nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 
likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by 
becoming obedient to death—  even death on a cross!” 
                        Philippians 2:6-11 



Road to 
Damascus  

“Paul, Paul, why are you persecuting 
me?” 

• This is a statement of Christ’s 
union with his people.  
• The pain of His people is His 

pain 



Union with Christ

• 1 Peter  
• We are a nation of priests.  

• Jesus Holiness Makes the Unholy 
Holy  
• Woman washing his feet  
• Woman in the crowd 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://internetmonk.com/archive/79893
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Spiritual 
Sources of 
Strength

Prayer

Worship

Scripture

Fellowship

Service



Overview of Significant Interventions

The Body
• Breathing 
• Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
• Sleep 
• Nutrition 
• Grounding

Soul
• Corporate Worship 
• Prayer 
• Processing (Emotional, 

Cognitive) 
• Learning to Read Scripture



Planning: Building Capacities, Skills and 
Purpose

Resiliency

Trust in 
God 

Love of 
God and 
Others 

Participati
on in God’s 
Kingdom 

Agency

Calming the Body Ability to Processing Emotions and 
Thoughts

Sense of Purpose

Capacity for 
Relationships

Reintegration of 
Identity in Christ

Willingness to Face TraumaSafety Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Level 
4

Counseling 
Alliance


