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Trauma Informed Ministry

INTRODUCTION

As we have become more
aware of the brain and how it
impacts every area of our
lives, we have begun to do
more research. There is now
more knowledge about
trauma and its impact than
ever before.
Becoming "Trauma
Informed" means to learn
about trauma and apply it to
the way you do things.

However, I am shocked to
see so few churches
implement these principals.
That is the reason for this
book. I want to help inform
people in the church on ways
to better serve those who
have experienced significant
trauma. This book is
specifically geared to youth
workers in the church but
can be applied by anyone.

There are many guidelines to
apply. I want to break it
SAMHSA (The Substance
down into easy to digest
Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration) has books covering one guideline
attempted to put the research or principal at a time. This is
the first of those books.
into practical guidelines.
There are many suggestions
they have made to help
mental health practices,
hospitals, prisons, schools,
and more.
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One guideline that has been
laid out is the principal of the
four R's. That is what this
book is about. I want to give
you a very brief introduction
to some simple things to help
you minister to the "least of
these."
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4 R'S OF
TRAUMA INFORMED MINISTRY

1
REALIZE

2
RECOGNIZE

3
RESPONDS

4
RESIST
RETRAUMITIZATION

5
RESOURCES
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FISRT R

REALIZE
UNDERSTANDING
THE IMPACT

REALIZE

Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) can play
a huge role in a young
person's life.
These are experiences like
abuse, neglect, experiencing
and witnessing violence,
having a family member
commit or attempt suicide,
being exposed to substance
abuse, and having family
members imprisoned. This
isn't a complete list, but you
get the idea.
According to the CDC 64% of
people in the US have
experienced at least one ACE
and 38% have experienced
more than one. We won't
always know who has or
hasn't experienced these in
their life. We do know many
of people we come in contact
with fall into these
categories.

R1

Everyone experiences life
differently and responds in
their own way. However, we
know the more ACEs
someone is exposed to in
their life the more impact it
will have on them.
People who have more
exposure can have higher
risks for mental, physical,
emotional, and social
problems.
This can impact how they
connect with us, others, and
God. We shouldn't wonder if
people who have
experienced trauma will ever
enter our ministries. We
should know they are already
there.
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SECOND R

RECOGNIZE
SIGNS & SYMPTOMS

RECOGZINE

It doesn't take a long time in
youth ministry before you
run into kids who get labeled
bad, troubled, or difficult.
You know what I mean, the
kids that are starting drama
or fights, the ones who are
bringing bad stuff to events,
the kids who are saying
inappropriate things to get a
reaction.

Another way to recognize
trauma in kids is by knowing
their baseline. If this is a kid
who's been involved for a
while, you might notice a
shift in attitude or actions.
This could be an indicator
that there is more going on
than you can see on the
surface.
Another sign is "triggers."
That seems like an overused
buzzword these days, but it
really is important to know.

These kids are in every town,
school, and youth group.
How do you know which kids
are dealing with trauma?
You may be able to witness
triggers, but you have to pay
One way to know is to be as
attention and look for them.
involved as you possibly can. If a kid has experienced
If you're connected to the
trauma, they may be set off
kids, the church, and the
by something that
community, you'll know a lot consciously or
more. You're more likely to
subconsciousnessly reminds
know if a kids' dad has just
them of that trauma. You
been arrested or if their
may notice that one thing in
mom is in rehab. Being
your environment seems to
connected is part of
be raising the tension with a
discipleship anyway, so it
specific kid.
makes sense.

R2

PRWARD.COM

07

THIRD R

RESPOND
KNOWLEDGE
PRACTICE

RESPOND

First, if you're not sure if a
"difficult" kid has
experienced any trauma or
not, respond like they have.
Most kids don't act out in
severe negative ways for no
reason.
For kids who do act out in
this way there are three
phases of response. Before,
During, and After.
Before any severe negative
events occur build strong,
healthy relationships.
You're more likely to have
success responding if a kid
feels you are a safe person
that they can trust.
During an event is not the
time to discipline or correct
behaviors. That might only
escalate things. It is time for
investigating. Be aware of
anything that might be
triggering negative thoughts
or actions.

R3

If it seems like a specific
thing or person in the
environment might be a
trigger, try to remove that
from the situation.
Ask questions and don't rush.
If it's possible and safe, let
them come down at their
own pace.
After an event is the time to
discuss with the kid, other
leaders, and other kids if
necessary.
Once everything is calm and
back to baseline, try to find
out what happened, and what
the kid was feeling. See if
there is anything you need to
change.
Then debrief with any other
adult staff. Change anything
that's necessary to make
everyone feel safe in that
environment.
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FOURTH R

RESIST
RETRAUMA
DO NO HARM

RESIST RETRAUMA

We must do everything in
our power to prevent
traumatizing those in our
care. We're not out there
looking for ways to hurt
people. Usually these things
are unintentional.
The first way we avoid
retraumatization is
something I've already
mentioned. Know your kids.
The better you know them
and the more you're
involved in their lives, the
better you'll be able to think
ahead and remove things
that may cause further harm.
Provide a safe environment.
Sometimes kids attend
events because they're trying
to get away from the chaos,
instability, and insecurity of
home. Your church might be
the place they're running to
for safety. What measures
are you taking to keep them
safe?

R4

Make it known that you're
working towards their
safety.
Another way we can avoid
retraumatization, is by how
we teach. We often change
the way we say things when
we know there are certain
people in the room. A pastor
may change how they talk
about finances when they
know there are commercial
bankers in their
congregations.
In the same way we know we
are ministering to people
who have experienced
significant trauma, even if we
can't point them out. We
should keep that in mind as
we study and prepare for
lessons or discussions. Words
are powerful and they can
hurt or heal. You choose how
to use them.
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RESOURCES
TO LEARN MORE

RESOURCES

I hope that learning the
basics of the 4 R's will be
helpful as you prepare in
your ministry context. There
will be more books
coming out soon. As you wait
for those you can continue to
follow my writings at
prward.com.

If you are eager to continue
to learn, I've listed a few
resources below. Some of the
numbers and statistics I got
came from these resources.
May God continue to bless
you and all you are doing for
His Kingdom!

The ACEs Study
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9635069
The CDC Resource Pages For ACEs and ACE studies
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/childabuseandne
glect/acestudy/index.html
SAHHSA's Concept of Trauma and Guidance
https://s3.amazonaws.com/static.nicic.gov/Library/028436.
pdf
The Brain Story - Alberta Family Wellness Intiative
https://www.albertafamilywellness.org/what-we-know/thebrain-story
ACEs Connection
https://www.acesconnection.com/

RESOURCES
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