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THE TRAUMA-INFORMED CHURCH

Prioritizing the role of congregational community 
in trauma recovery



• We live in an age of  trauma (Bond & Craps, 2020)

• Trauma is inseparable from the Christian faith (Baldwin, 2018)

• Christians often attribute mental illness to sin or other spiritual factors (Hartog & 

Gow, 2005)

• Community is essential for individuals to thrive (NAMI, 2019)

• Great need for the church to respond to the mental health crisis

Introduction



• Q1) How do faith-centered approaches, rooted in Scripture, complement and enhance 
trauma recovery efforts within congregational communities of  local churches?

• Q2) How do individuals who have experienced trauma perceive the support and 
resources offered by their congregational community in the local church context?

• Q3) What practical strategies can local churches implement to strengthen their 
congregational community and better support individuals in trauma recovery?

Research Questions



Impact of Trauma

Adapted from "SAMHSA key principles of  trauma-informed practice." Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2014). SAMHSA’s 
Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. 
https://ncsacw.acf.hhs.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA_Trauma.pdf
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• One in five American adults live with mental illness (NIMH, 2021)

• Nearly half  of  the population will be affected in their lifetime (Reeves et al., 2011)
• Community enhances mental health recovery (Zuchman, 2022)

• Sense of  belonging
• Source of  support

• The church exists "as" and "for" community (Bonhoeffer, 1930)

Need for Community



Need for Community

Adapted from "Promoting Resiliency Infographic" (2024). Futures without Violence. https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/promoting-resiliency-
infographic/



• Examples of  Christ

o The Parable of  the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37)

o The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7)

• Pauline examples

o The Call to Bear One Another’s Burdens (Galatians 6:2)

Scriptural Foundation



SAMHSA Trauma-Informed 
Approach

Adapted from "Key principles of trauma-informed practice" (2014). Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2014). SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and 
Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration. https://ncsacw.acf.hhs.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA_Trauma.pdf

https://ncsacw.acf.hhs.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA_Trauma.pdf


Realize the Widespread Impact

Guiking, K., & Jacob, A. (2022). Exploring Church Staff  Knowledge of  Trauma and Trauma-Informed Care. Social Work and Christianity, 49(3), 241-255. 

https://doi.org/10.3403/swc.v.49i3.260
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AGREE NEUTRAL DISAGREE STRONGLY

DISAGREE

Trauma only affects a person emotionally 7.5% 0% 2.5% 12.5% 77.5%

Exposure to trauma is common 25% 57.5% 7.5% 0% 0%

Re-traumatization can occur at any time 67.5% 30% 2.5% 0% 0%

Mental health issues are a reflection of  past trauma 0% 25% 45% 27.5% 2.5%

I am confident I could respond to someone dealing with a trauma 12.5% 17.5% 25% 27.5% 17.5%

I am familiar with the concept of  trauma-informed care 0% 37.5% 47.5% 12.5% 2.5%



• No person is exempt

• No church is exempt

Realize the Widespread Impact

Adapted from Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2014). SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-
Informed Approach. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration. https://ncsacw.acf.hhs.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA_Trauma.pdf

https://ncsacw.acf.hhs.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA_Trauma.pdf


• “If  someone would have just asked me, I would have told them.”

Recognize the Signs & Symptoms

Adapted from "Trauma Healing Basics." Trauma Healing Insitiute (2024). American Bible Society. https://www.traumahealingbasics.org/three-questions



Recognize the Signs & Symptoms

• Adverse childhood experiences
§ Abuse
• Emotional
• Sexual
• Physical

§ Neglect
• Physical 
• Emotional

§ Parental separation
§ Mental illness

• Adverse community environments
§ Poverty
§ Discrimination
§ Community violence
§ Economically disadvantaged
§ Lack of  access to healthcare
§ Substandard 

educational institutions



• Implement trauma-informed practices

• Establishing partnerships with existing local resources

• Mental health professionals

• Know when & where to refer

• NAMI faith-based initiative

• Offering community support groups

• Integrating trauma-informed practices into existing church ministries

• AACC Mental Health Programs for Ministries

Respond by Fully Integrating



• Establish clear boundaries

§ Place safeguards in ministry

• Trauma-sensitive language

§ Example: person-first language

• Be sensitive to triggers

• Address spiritual wounds

• Collaborate with external resources

Resist Re-Traumatization



• Educate ministry staff  and volunteers

• Assess ministry environment

• Develop trauma-informed policies & procedures

• Regular training & evaluation

• Cultivate a culture of  healing & resilience

Results / Conclusion



The American Bible Society & Barna, (2020). Trauma in America: Understanding How People Face Hardships and How the Church Offers Hope. Philadelphia, PA: American Bible Society, 64-101.

Baldwin, J. (2018). Trauma Sensitive Theology: Thinking Theologically in the Era of Trauma. Eugene: Cascade Books.

Bond, L., & Craps, S. (2020). Trauma. London/New York: Routledge.

Bonhoeffer, D. & von Soosten, J. (1930/1986). Band 1 Sanctorum Communio. Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus. https://doi.org/10.14315/9783641106959

Carello, J. & Butler, L. D. (2015). Practicing what we teach: Trauma-informed educational practice, Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 35(3), 262–278.

Futures without Violence (2024). "Promoting Resiliency Infographic" [Infographic]. https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/promoting-resiliency-infographic/

Gilbert, S. (2019). The importance of community and mental health. National Alliance on Mental Illness.

Guiking, K., & Jacob, A. (2022). Exploring church staff knowledge of trauma and trauma-informed care. Social Work and Christianity, 49(3), 241-255.

Hartog, K., Gow, K. M. (2005). Religious attributions pertaining to the causes and cures of mental illness. Mental Health, Religion & Culture, 8(4), 263–276. doi: 10.1080/13674670412331304339.

Harvey M. R. (1996). An ecological view of psychological trauma and trauma recovery. Journal of traumatic stress, 9(1), 3–23.

National Institute of Mental Health (2021). Mental illness [Fact sheet]. https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/mental-illness#:~:text=Mental%20illnesses%20are%20common%20in,(57.8%20million%20in%202021).

Palmer, R. A. (2021). Best practices for trauma-informed preaching. Ministry: International Journal for Pastors, 93(11), 18.

Park, E. Y., Oliver, T. R., Peppard, P. E., & Malecki, K. C. (2023). Sense of community and mental health: a cross-sectional analysis from a household survey in Wisconsin. Family medicine and community health, 11(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1136/fmch-2022-001971

Reeves, W. C., Strine, T. W., Pratt, L. A., Thompson, W., Ahluwalia, I., Dhingra, S. S., McKnight-Eily, L. R., Harrison, L., D'Angelo, D. V., Williams, L., Morrow, B., Gould, D., Safran, M. A., & Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC) (2011). Mental illness surveillance among adults in the United States. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report Supplements, 60(3), 1–29.

Sancken, J. (2019). Words That Heal: Preaching Hope to Wounded Souls. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 3.

Simpson, C. (2021). Trauma and intersectionality in trauma informed ministry. [Graduate Thesis, Ballarmine University]. https://scholarworks.bellarmine.edu/tdc/96

Singer, P. (2024). Toward a more trauma-informed church: Equipping faith communities to prevent and respond to abuse. Currents in Theology and Mission, 51(1).

Streets, F. (2015). Social work and a trauma-informed ministry and pastoral care: A collaborative agenda. Social Work & Christianity, 42(4).

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2014). SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach. Rockville, MD: 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. https://ncsacw.acf.hhs.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA_Trauma.pdf

References

https://doi.org/10.14315/9783641106959
https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/promoting-resiliency-infographic/
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/mental-illness
https://doi.org/10.1136/fmch-2022-001971
https://scholarworks.bellarmine.edu/tdc/96
https://ncsacw.acf.hhs.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA_Trauma.pdf

