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Over the past several years, the so-called war on terror has caused the ques-
tion of nonviolence to loom large in the minds of many North American
scholars and activists. A spirited debate has arisen about whether nonvio-
lence can offer an effective way of responding to the violence of the con-
temporary era.1 Some individuals find it hard to imagine that nonviolence
has a place in our world today—a world in which people fly planes into
buildings and explode their own cars, all for the sake of taking human life.
Others, however, believe that it is precisely in such a world that nonviolence
must persist. The very existence of this debate indicates that nonviolence is
not simply a “thing of the past,” something to be studied in history books
that describe the lives of great individuals like Mohandas Gandhi and Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr. Instead, nonviolence is alive and well—for some, as an
ethic that must be recalled in order to be dismissed, and for others, as a way
of life that even today holds a very real possibility for transformation. 

My own commitments fall on the side of those who endorse the latter po-
sition. This is due, partly, I suspect, to my upbringing in the Church of the
Brethren, one of the historic Christian “peace churches.” Although my re-
flections on nonviolence certainly include moments of doubt about its po-
tential effectiveness and whether it is always “right,” I share the conviction
of the peace churches that nonviolence remains essential to the Christian
life and to the task of transforming violence and the terror it generates. At
the same time, the challenges of the contemporary era have pushed me to
think more deeply about the meaning of nonviolence and the multiple
ways it is practiced. Over the years I have found that the Christian traditions
contain rich resources for such reflection: The early Christians, the eleventh-
century “Peace of God” movement in France, the Waldenses, Lollards, and
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Moravian Brethren of the later Middle Ages, and the sixteenth-century Ana-
baptists and seventeenth-century Quakers represent just some of the groups
that have given nonviolence a vital, if minority, place within Christianity. In
the twentieth-century people as diverse as Martin Luther King, Jr., Walter
Wink, Dorothee Solle, the Catholic Workers, and Desmond Tutu have kept
this tradition alive by endorsing nonviolence as a way of life that can pro-
mote authentic social transformation. 

Within the contemporary era, John Howard Yoder has presented an ar-
gument for nonviolence that has been particularly influential for both the
historic peace churches and for some mainstream Christians. In Yoder’s un-
derstanding, the biblical narratives show that the moral character of God is
revealed in Jesus’ nonviolence and refusal to dominate his enemies with
sheer force. Since Jesus reveals God’s character, Christians must follow after
him. The kind of community Jesus formed is, therefore, what the church is
called to be. The church must live as a community that enacts relationships
that differ from the ones found in the wider society—relationships in which
social hierarchies are relativized, enemies are reconciled, and persons of di-
verse backgrounds can live together in peace. 

While Yoder offers a powerful vision of nonviolence, it is my contention
that his work overlooks a dimension of violence that contemporary under-
standings of nonviolence must address. Yoder’s writings on nonviolence fo-
cus primarily on pacifism and the refusal of military violence, which, as J.
Denny Weaver observes, historically have been central concerns of the Men-
nonite tradition out of which Yoder operates.2 In focusing on these con-
cerns, Yoder’s work clarifies how nonviolence can respond to what some
scholars call “external” violence, forms of violent harm that assault people
from without. But it does not bring into view what others describe as “in-
ternal” or “internalized” violence, forms of violence that have assaulted per-
sons from the outside and then moved into their bodies, minds, and souls.
According to bell hooks, Lisa Adler, and Lily Ling, when the cultures and re-
lationships that form us are violent, this violence does not remain external
to our selves.3 Instead, it becomes integral to our identities. More specifi-
cally, human beings internalize patterns of thinking and acting that are
rooted in the violence we experience through our interactions with culture
and other people. This, in turn, shapes our actions and attitudes toward
others and ourselves. For example, some who are subject to hate speech in-
ternalize negative self-images and a sense of alienation and despair. Others
who survive a physical assault relive this violence in nightmares and flash-
backs that recur repeatedly and against their will; they continue to hold
within them the reality of the violence as ever present, even as they move
through time.

In this book I develop a reconceptualization of Christian nonviolence
that aims to address the problem of internal violence and to show how it
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can deepen traditional Christian views of nonviolence. In focusing on ex-
ternal violence, traditional views have explored the ways in which people
and communities can act as agents of violence by performing actions that
harm others or themselves. Recent accounts of internal violence, however,
indicate that persons and communities also can become sites of violence as
the violence they have experienced is incorporated into their identities. This
raises the questions: How can Christian communities enact an alternative
to violence when the church and its members are formed in and through
violent cultures and relationships? What theological and practical resources
might enable them to take part in transforming this violence, even as they
are themselves constructed in a violent world? What, precisely, does it mean
to enact nonviolence in relation to internal violence? 

An integral part of my argument is that enacting nonviolence in relation
to internal violence entails fostering the healing of individuals and com-
munities that have been harmed by violence. In the pages ahead I explore,
in conversation with both theological and theoretical sources, how Chris-
tian communities might embody this dimension of nonviolence in their
life and worship. Theologically, Yoder serves as my primary conversation
partner.4 His work presents not only a view of nonviolence that I seek to
challenge and deepen, but also a framework that contains useful resources
for reconceptualizing nonviolence. Theoretically, I am in dialogue with two
fields of study. First, feminist theory’s descriptions of the self as deeply
(though not necessarily entirely) socially constructed provide a conceptual
basis for analyzing internal violence by highlighting ways in which people
are formed in and through social contexts.5

Second, the interdisciplinary field of trauma studies vividly describes an
acute form of violence that can become internal to the self over time: trau-
matic violence. Comprised of scholars and clinicians from many disciplines
who all address “trauma” or “traumatic violence”—violence that leads to
patterns of psychic wounding—this field analyzes a range of events and ex-
periences. Some examples include war, sexual assault, domestic violence,
and natural disasters. While those who study trauma do not use the lan-
guage of “internal violence,” it is precisely this dimension of violence that
they address when describing trauma’s ongoing effects. Trauma scholars un-
derstand trauma as a form of violence that can invade the self, breaking it
down over time. For example, they contend that many survivors of one-time
or repeated traumas remain haunted by these events long after they have
passed, reliving them in nightmares, intrusive memories, and flashbacks. In
these ways and more, trauma can become embedded in survivors’ bodies,
minds, and souls, causing them to experience this violence as an ongoing
reality.

By exploring how trauma can become internalized over time, trauma
scholars address a dimension of violence that Christian theologians often
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overlook. Many peace church theologians focus on war and state violence.
Other theologians explore the physical violence that takes place in some
churches, such as in cases of clergy sexual abuse.6 From a different perspec-
tive, feminist and liberation theologians examine systemic violence by ana-
lyzing the institutions, social and liturgical practices, and political structures
that harm particular groups of persons.7 In contrast, trauma scholars focus
on the self as a site of specific acts of harm. Rather than concentrating on
the violence of institutions or macrostructures, they explore how violent
traumatic acts can fragment persons over time, and how these individuals
can (or cannot) heal from trauma’s ongoing effects. 

This emphasis on the individual self as a site of harm does not preclude
analysis of social, institutional, and political structures and practices. Some
trauma scholars emphasize the importance of analyzing structural harms by
arguing that systems of oppression contribute to the perpetration of violent
traumatic acts by creating conditions that sanction, support, and sustain
this violence.8 However, the structural dimensions of trauma are not the fo-
cus of trauma studies, particularly the Western psychological models that
form the cornerstone of this field. Some criticize these models for precisely
this reason. They argue that despite the enormous contributions that West-
ern frameworks have made to our understanding of trauma’s effects on in-
dividuals, these frameworks have a significant limitation: In focusing on the
psychological aftermath of trauma, they sometimes portray trauma’s lasting
effects as an individual pathology rather than as partly the result of social
injustices. Recently, several feminist trauma scholars have argued that this
approach stigmatizes survivors and deflects attention from the real prob-
lem: the perpetrators of violence and the sociopolitical contexts that make
trauma more likely to occur.9

In this book I offer descriptions of trauma and healing that attempt to ad-
dress this potential limitation. To this end, I give an account of trauma and
its effects that highlights not only its impact on individuals, but also the
role that social and cultural contexts play in perpetrating violence and fa-
cilitating (or hindering) healing. The most significant way I do this is by
paying attention to trauma studies’ view of the self as fundamentally social
and relational. By taking seriously the self’s social character, one can
counter the tendency to decontextualize trauma and its effects. 

In taking into account the social and structural dimensions of trauma,
however, my analysis does not extend to the broader societal or national level.
This book does rely primarily on Western psychological frameworks for un-
derstanding trauma, and it therefore focuses on the “micro” rather than the
“macro” level. Put simply, I consider how persons (and communities) can
heal from trauma’s effects, but do not explore what it takes to foster the re-
covery of an entire nation that has experienced trauma—such as Rwanda,
Bosnia, or South Africa. While examining ways to reconstitute nations is vital,
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it opens up different issues from the ones I explore here. For example, it raises
questions about how to rebuild political and economic infrastructures that
war and mass violence have destroyed, how to reconcile ethnic groups whose
histories are marked by political violence or genocide, and how to educate fu-
ture generations so that collective violence does not happen again.

The smaller or “micro”-level questions addressed in this book shed light
on a crucial matter for Christian communities: how they can provide a con-
text where traumatized persons may heal from trauma’s ongoing effects.
This is an important matter to explore because trauma affects a large num-
ber of people and its impact is often severe. Many of the church’s members
are, in fact, trauma survivors. Moreover, some trauma scholars argue that
trauma does not affect only those who have directly experienced it.10 As
people hear stories about others’ traumas, they sometimes experience ef-
fects similar to those of the survivors, though to a lesser degree. This means
that trauma can have an impact not just on some individuals in the church
but on whole Christian communities. 

From a theological perspective, one can ground this claim in an under-
standing of the church as a mutually interdependent social organism or
“social body.” As Letty Russell observes, if the church is a body in which all
members are related, then what affects one also affects the others.11 There-
fore, while people who have suffered traumas such as domestic violence or
natural disasters are affected by these events differently than those who
have not, the problem of trauma is one with which the entire social body
must contend. The nonviolence that the church is called to enact in relation
to this violence is thus not something a few people can do on their own. It
is a communal enterprise that requires the embodied participation of all
those who constitute the church.

In exploring this dimension of nonviolence, it is important not to over-
estimate the power of Christian communities to assist traumatized persons
or the extent to which they actually do so. As we will see in the pages ahead,
some trauma survivors who look to Christian communities for help after
their traumas do not find it there. Others report that the church has con-
tributed to their healing, but acknowledge that they have found secular re-
sources more beneficial. Moreover, churches throughout history have often
perpetrated violence against their own members or those outside of their
communities. The vision of nonviolence outlined in this book, therefore,
describes not what Christian communities always do but something they
are called to do. But while this vision is not fully embodied in present-day
Christian communities, is also not entirely removed from them. Faith com-
munities, despite their brokenness, can (and sometimes do) contribute to
the healing of traumatized persons. The view of nonviolence that I offer
here is thus “already” and “not yet” embodied in the concrete, historical re-
alities of Christian communities. 
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In exploring this already and not yet in the life of the church, I consider
ways in which theology and trauma studies can inform each other. On one
level, I seek to discern how trauma can challenge and deepen our under-
standing of a central aspect of ecclesiology: the church’s identity and mis-
sion. To that end, I bring the works of trauma scholars into conversation
with theological topics relevant to discussions of trauma and its healing,
such as the human person, the work of Jesus, and the kingdom of God. As
I bring trauma studies into conversation with these classical themes of
Christian theology, I explore how it can enrich theological discourse and
provide new ways of thinking about the church’s narratives, traditions, be-
liefs, and practices.

At the same time, the analysis in this book brings to light one important
way in which these theological reflections on healing from trauma differ
from the theoretical ones that many trauma scholars offer. As we will see,
those who study trauma often argue that healing involves the reconstitution
of the traumatized person’s identity. In their view, the individual’s identity
is reconstituted through the love and support of communities that embody
healthy, empowering relationships. In contrast, the theological account of
healing that I develop in the pages ahead proposes that individuals also can
heal—or have their identities re-formed—through their participation in the
construction of a communal identity. Christians have both an individual
identity and a communal identity as part of the body of Christ, and under-
standing the dynamic interplay between these two realities remains integral
to discerning the church’s possible role in assisting trauma survivors.

This book is not the first to put Christian theology and trauma studies in
dialogue. Flora Keshgegian has drawn on the insights of trauma studies to
explore how Christian communities can engage in the work of remember-
ing in ways that both foster healing for trauma survivors and redeem Chris-
tianity from its own complicity in violence and oppression.12 Jennifer Beste
has examined how the findings of trauma studies challenge theological be-
liefs about human freedom and God’s grace.13 And in the immediate after-
math of 9/11, Serene Jones engaged trauma studies as a resource for ana-
lyzing the psychological effects of terrorism on our nation and for
suggesting possible ways for Christian communities to respond.14 These
works all make important contributions to our understandings of theology,
violence, and the human person. In this book I strive to continue this con-
versation by drawing on trauma studies to develop a new understanding of
Christian nonviolence that addresses the often-overlooked reality of inter-
nal violence.

An outline of the book will indicate how the field of trauma studies is
helpful in this task. But first I want to offer a brief note about terminology.
I often refer to the multiplicity of Christian communities in the world as
simply “the church.” I do so not to deny their multiplicity and the many
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differences that distinguish these communities from each other, but to un-
derscore that in the midst of their manyness, Christian communities are
united. Theologians often use the phrase “the church” to suggest that all
Christian communities are linked through their shared union with Christ’s
heavenly body, which takes place through the power of the Holy Spirit. Al-
though these communities have differences and sometimes exist in conflict,
we can, from a theological perspective, still refer to them as one body called
“the church” or the “Christian community.”

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

Chapter 1 analyzes Yoder’s understanding of nonviolence and its basis in
the particular narratives of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. By ex-
ploring his interpretation of these biblical narratives, this analysis both lays
out a conception of nonviolence that I seek to deepen and highlights theo-
logical resources that are useful for developing a redefinition of nonvio-
lence in the later chapters. This assessment of Yoder’s work also brings into
focus the reality of internal or internalized violence, a dimension of vio-
lence that his writings on nonviolence do not explicitly address. 

The second chapter considers traumatic violence as a particularly acute
form of violence that can become internal to the self. In doing so, it illu-
minates the multiple ways that trauma can shatter the self as it moves from
the outside in and becomes incorporated into one’s identity. This descrip-
tion of trauma’s effects indicates that nonviolence must go beyond pacifism
and the refusal of external, physical violence to include the creation of com-
munities in which traumatized persons can heal from the ongoing effects
of traumatic violence. Chapter 3 then lays the theoretical foundation for
discerning how churches might constitute such communities. It does so by
exploring three steps that many trauma scholars consider necessary for
healing or reconstituting traumatized persons: establishing safety, narrating
the trauma, and “retemporalizing” the survivor. 

The final three chapters develop a contemporary understanding of non-
violence by theologically reflecting on these phases of the healing process.
Each chapter explores a correlation between Yoder’s theology and trauma
studies’ accounts of recovery. Chapter 4 examines how Yoder’s view of ec-
clesial relations both resonates with, and is challenged by, trauma studies’
descriptions of supportive relationships. Chapter 5 considers parallels be-
tween Yoder’s use of narrative and the role that many trauma scholars be-
lieve narrative plays in the healing process. Chapter 6 then explores Yoder’s
understanding of the church as an eschatological community in light of
many trauma survivors’ struggles to reconnect with the present and envi-
sion a better future. Taken together, these chapters redefine nonviolence to
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include the transformation of internalized, traumatic violence through the
communal creation of a new identity.

These last three chapters are more reflective than prescriptive. This is not
a “how to” manual for Christian communities, a guideline or set of specific
recommendations for particular activities that Christian communities
should perform to better assist trauma survivors. Instead, these chapters ex-
plore how faith communities already function, in some instances, as
sources of support through their ordinary life and worship. While there are,
no doubt, new measures that churches could implement which would ben-
efit trauma survivors, they are not the focus of this book. Rather, this book
theologically reflects on aspects of the Christian tradition’s narratives and
practices that enable some survivors to experience, perhaps in just small
ways, healing from trauma.

One could undertake similar analysis in relation to other religious tra-
ditions, which each have their own resources. My choice to focus on the
Christian traditions does not reflect an attempt to privilege Christianity
over other religions. Rather, it simply indicates my desire to understand
more fully what it means for Christian communities to live into their
identities as nonviolent communities of faith. The stakes for them to do
so are high; as we will see, when communities facilitate the healing of
trauma survivors, they effect change in the world that extends beyond the
lives of these individuals. When people develop the internal strength
that comes with recovery from trauma, they often become empowered
and motivated to actively participate in broader movements for change.
Moreover, the healing of individuals and their communities is itself part
of transformation of the world. Thus, when the church creates a context
in which traumatized persons can survive and flourish, it enacts a pow-
erful dimension of nonviolence, one that is much-needed in a world
where violence has so many different forms and inspires such wide-
spread terror. The church participates in the construction of communi-
ties and persons who become not only sites of violence, but also sites 
of grace.

NOTES

1. See Anne Llewellyn Barstown, “Nonviolent Interventions: A Response to Ter-
rorism,” Church and Society 94, no. 5 (May–June 2004): 25–33; David Cortright,
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tian Realism vs. Christian Pacifism,” Encounter 65, no. 4 (Autumn 2004): 345–71;
Tom H. Hastings, Nonviolent Response to Terrorism (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Com-
pany, 2004); James L. Rowell, “Has Nonviolent Religion Been Trumped?” Theology
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During my first year of divinity school, a friend placed a copy of John
Howard Yoder’s The Politics of Jesus in my hand. “You should read this,” she
said. “It’s written by that Mennonite theologian, the guy who advocates for
nonviolence. It’s really wild!” 

As I read and re-read Yoder’s work over the next few years, I came to see
the ways in which her description both accurately described and miscon-
strued elements of his theological contribution. No doubt, Yoder presents a
vision of nonviolence that has influenced many Christians in North Amer-
ica. And as my friend’s comment implied, his work has not been uncontro-
versial. Many scholars describe him as a provocative or appropriately un-
settling thinker, one who poses an important challenge to the ways in
which mainstream Christians think about questions of violence and the
normativity of Jesus for their social and political witness.1 Other critics are
less generous and respond to Yoder’s challenge by simply dismissing his
work, portraying him as a representative of a radical type of Christianity
that does not offer a viable option for mainstream Christians. 

Still others, however, persuasively argue that this dismissal overlooks the
fact that Yoder was a significant figure not only in twentieth-century Men-
nonite studies, but also in ecumenical discussions in Europe and North
America for nearly fifty years. Though often described (as the words of my
friend indicate) as a Mennonite theologian, Yoder saw himself as one who
wrote not only for the historic peace churches but for a broader Christian au-
dience.2 He sought to appeal to this audience by grounding his work in a
story all Christians hold in common: the narratives of Jesus.3 While some may
contest his reading of scripture, Yoder himself saw his appeal to the Jesus story
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as an ecumenical position that he hoped would foster dialogue across the
many Christian traditions. 

Yoder’s interpretation of the gospel narratives makes him stand out
among contemporary theologians as one who articulates a view of Christian
faith and discipleship that places nonviolence at its center. In an era where
many Christians, including some members of the historic peace churches,
find nothing within Christianity to support a nonviolent way of life, Yoder’s
work poses a welcome and thoughtful challenge. In this chapter I examine
his reading of the gospel narratives to introduce some theological re-
sources—such as the cross, resurrection, and kingdom of God—that make
important contributions to Christian understandings of nonviolence. 

At the same time, the examination of Yoder’s work in this chapter pro-
vides a vision of nonviolence that I seek to deepen in the latter stages of this
book. Whereas Yoder focuses on how Christians can enact nonviolence in
relation to violence that is external to their communities, I want to explore
how the church can potentially transform violence that has become incor-
porated into the identities of Christian communities and those who consti-
tute them. Yoder’s interpretation of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus,
his view of discipleship, and his description of the nature of Christian com-
munity provide valuable resources for this exploration. I begin with his
work, then, not to reject or embrace it but to open up a dialogue with his
writings that ultimately seeks to illuminate a dimension of human exis-
tence he does not consider.

JESUS AND THE POLITICS OF CHRISTIAN NONVIOLENCE

When Yoder published his groundbreaking book The Politics of Jesus in
1972, many readers were stunned by the boldness of one of its central
claims: Jesus is not only relevant but also normative for Christian social
ethics. Throughout this text Yoder criticizes structures of ethical reasoning
that turn away from the biblical narratives and refuse to see Jesus as the
social-political-ethical standard for the Christian life. For him, these ways of
thinking fail to take seriously the implications of the classical Christian af-
firmation that Jesus reveals the true nature and calling of humanity.4 In Yo-
der’s perspective, this claim implies that Jesus is normative for those who
have made a confession of faith in him. This does not mean, however, that
the church needs to imitate every aspect of his existence. Yoder argues that
the New Testament does not indicate that Christians must take as a model
“Jesus’ trade as a carpenter, his association with fishermen, and his choice
of illustrations from the life of the sower and the shepherd. . . .”5 Rather, the
gospels have a specific focus: “Only at one point, only on one subject—but
then consistently, universally—is Jesus our example: in his cross.”6
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Yoder does not emphasize the cross of Jesus to endorse a theology of
martyrdom or to glorify suffering. Rather, he means to say that the cross
marks the culmination of a specific way of life: a life of nonviolence and so-
cial nonconformity in relation to the world’s dominant social and political
structures. As the summation of this way of life, the cross provides the lens
through which we can interpret other aspects of Jesus’ story. To suggest that
Jesus is our example only in his cross, then, is to indicate that this event
demonstrates most clearly his way of life, and we cannot understand these
two aspects of his existence in isolation. In The Politics of Jesus, Yoder exam-
ines in detail Jesus’ death and its meaning for Christian social ethics. He be-
gins, however, not with the cross, but with an exploration of Jesus’ life and
ministry as described in the gospels.

Yoder draws primarily on the book of Luke to paint a picture of Jesus as
a “radical rabbi” who establishes a new social reality.7 In his view, these
biblical texts show that Jesus set out to construct a voluntary and egalitar-
ian society of mixed composition in which all persons live together in
peace.8 For Yoder, Jesus’ creation of this new human community is a re-
sponse to both Israel’s experience of Roman occupation and Zealot revo-
lutions. Jesus was a “displaced person in a foreign occupation and puppet
governments” who had to choose among several ways of dealing with the
social conflict he encountered.9 Yoder asserts that he rejected the revolu-
tionary violence of the Zealots, the passivity of the Herodians and Sad-
ducees, and the social withdrawal of the Pharisees. Jesus selected instead a
different option: the formation of a distinct, covenanting community that
embodies a specific way of life.10

For Yoder, one distinguishing feature of Jesus’ life is his refusal to use the
political power and revolutionary violence at his disposal. In his life and
ministry, Jesus consistently rejects the temptation to seize the kingship and
the kind of power offered him, which is the power to rule society and to
govern the course of history. For example, in the temptations that Jesus ex-
periences in the wilderness before his public ministry, he is presented with
the possibility of using power to take over and direct all the kingdoms of
the world—an offer he turns down.11 Similarly, when he later realizes that
the five thousand people he has just fed from five loaves and two fish are
about to make him king, Jesus withdraws from the crowd and goes to the
mountain by himself. 12

Yoder argues that in rejecting this power, Jesus does not reject power it-
self. Instead, he chooses to use a different kind of power. Jesus elects not
to rule but to serve, and “servanthood is not a position of nonpower or
weakness. It is an alternative mode of power . . . a way to make things hap-
pen.”13 Yoder’s reading of the gospel narratives of the cross supports this
claim. He notes that after Peter confesses Jesus as the messiah, Jesus does
not withdraw from the crowd and retreat into the wilderness. Instead, he
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goes to Jerusalem, the center of Jewish and Roman power. Yoder writes
that

what he proposes is not withdrawal into the desert or into mysticism; it is
a renewed messianic claim, a mountaintop consultation with Moses and
Elijah, and a march to Jerusalem. The cross is beginning to loom not as a
ritually prescribed instrument of propitiation but as the political alterna-
tive to both insurrection and quietism.14

For Yoder, the cross is a political alternative to insurrection because it re-
veals Jesus’ refusal to conquer his enemies with force. It offers a political al-
ternative to quietism because it directly confronts the authorities who ulti-
mately kill him.15

In describing the cross as a political option, Yoder challenges the assump-
tion that nonviolence is a-political. His argument depends on a particular
conception of politics. For Yoder, politics does not simply refer to matters
pertaining to the state and its government. The Greek word polis is often
translated as “city,” but it does not refer merely to the buildings in a specific
geographical area or to the people who populate this space.16 Rather, the
word polis refers to “the orderly way in which [people] live together and
make decisions, the way they structure their common life.”17 Thus, “To be
political is to make decisions, to assign roles, and to distribute powers . . .
‘Politics’ affirms an unblinking recognition that we deal with matters of
power, of rank and of money, of costly decisions and dirty hands, of mem-
ories and feelings.”18 On this definition, the life and death of Jesus repre-
sent a political alternative insofar as they reveal one way of dealing with the
power wielded by the authorities of his day: the way of nonviolence.

Yoder notes that most accounts of politics would view the nonviolent
politics of Jesus as a failure, since he appears not to triumph over his ad-
versaries but rather dies a public and humiliating death. But these under-
standings of politics err, partly because they assume that immediate effec-
tiveness is the goal. The politics of the cross rests on a different way of
thinking, one that assumes neither that the relationship between cause and
effect remains visible, nor that human beings are sufficiently informed “to
be able to set for ourselves and for all society the goal toward which we seek
to move it.”19

The politics of the cross assumes that faithfulness to Jesus is what is ulti-
mately effective, and the normal path of this faithfulness involves broken-
ness and suffering, the price of living a life of social nonconformity in rela-
tion to society’s dominant social and political structures. Christians,
therefore, must make their ethical decisions not on the basis of what they
think they can accomplish immediately but on the basis of Jesus’ example.
Yoder notes that this does not mean that Christians should give up analyz-
ing how the world’s systems work and how they can best contribute to
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changing them. They must continue to care about social analysis, but they
must temper this analysis with the belief that Jesus reveals God’s will and
sets the standard for how history is moved.20

Even as Yoder argues that the church’s nonviolence is based on obedi-
ence to Jesus rather than an estimation of immediate success, he refuses to
give up on the efficacy of this way of life. He believes that the church’s non-
violence will provide, in the long run, the best way to achieve social change.
When Christians base their ethics on the example of Jesus, their efforts are
guaranteed to “work”—not because of their own power but because God’s
resurrection power that raised Jesus from the dead has affirmed this as the
appropriate way of life for his followers. For Yoder, “The relationship be-
tween the obedience of God’s people and the triumph of God’s cause is not
a relationship of cause and effect but one of cross and resurrection.”21

Christians can be sure that embodying the way of Jesus ultimately will
transform unjust social relations and structures because this way of life has
its roots in the cross, which itself was an effective political stance (as con-
firmed by the resurrection). To understand in what sense Yoder considers
the way of the cross a political stance that can lead to social change, and
how it can make a difference in the world for Christians to embody this
stance, it is helpful to consider his analysis of the cross and the problem Je-
sus confronts in this event: sin and evil. 

RESISTING THE POWERS AND PRINCIPALITIES

When Yoder talks about sin and evil, he focuses not on the acts of individ-
uals but on the powers and principalities. In his discussion on “Christ and
Power,” Yoder observes that the biblical language of power is ambiguous
and unsystematic, primarily because Paul applies it to different challenges
in different situations.22 Rather than seeking to clarify this ambiguity by of-
fering a succinct definition of the powers, he makes the general claim that
they are that which bring order and regularity to God’s good creation. The
powers can be understood as what today we would call power structures—
the state, institutions, and so on—but they cannot be simply reduced to
this, for they are intangible as well. If this explanation seems somewhat un-
clear, Yoder sheds further light on the character of the powers by delineat-
ing two important facts about them: God created them for the purpose of
ordering human existence, and they have both visible and invisible, mate-
rial and spiritual forms.23

Having outlined the basic characteristics of the powers, Yoder describes
their complex role in relation to humanity. He asserts that we need the pow-
ers to keep our world running smoothly. Human society, history, and even
nature require regularity and order, and God has created the powers for this
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purpose.24 But like the rest of God’s creatures, the powers have rebelled and
are fallen. In their fallenness, they seek to separate us from God’s love by
demanding that we adhere to values opposed to God’s will. The powers
now “[hold] us in servitude to their rules . . . . These structures which were
supposed to be our servants have become our masters and our guardians.”25

Human beings are bound to the powers. This means we are enslaved to the
values and structures that are essential for ordering human social life but
that have “succeeded in making us serve them as if they were of absolute
value.”26 This, in Yoder’s view, describes our fallenness, our lost condition
outside of Jesus.

Since human beings are enslaved to the powers, Jesus’ work must involve
liberating us from the powers’ control. Yoder begins to explain this process
of liberation by stating that even in their rebelliousness, the powers remain
under God’s providential sovereignty. God still uses them for God’s creative
purpose. Thus,

Subordination to these Powers is what makes us human, for if they did not ex-
ist there would be no history nor society nor humanity. If then God is going to
save his creatures in their humanity, the Powers cannot simply be destroyed or
set aside or ignored. Their sovereignty must be broken. This is what Jesus did,
concretely and historically, by living a genuinely free and human existence.
This life brought him, as any genuinely human existence will bring anyone, to
the cross.27

Since the powers are God’s creatures and are necessary for ordering human
society, we must not attempt to obliterate them. But since they are fallen,
we must resist them. Jesus reveals the form this resistance should take in his
life and death, when he defeats (but does not destroy) the powers by “sub-
ordinating” himself to their control, by declining to use the power at his
disposal to crush them. This refusal to overwhelm his adversaries with sheer
force is an act of resistance because it means that Jesus has not allowed the
powers to make him over in their image. He has lived in their midst with-
out becoming enslaved to their violent and self-serving ways.

How, then, does Jesus’ subordination to the powers defeat them? Yoder
views Jesus’ death on the cross as an effective political action that defeats
the powers by exposing their violent truth and thereby disarming them. To
explain how the powers are exposed and disarmed, he cites Hendrikus Berk-
hof’s claim that Jesus “made a public example of them.”28 Before God be-
came incarnate in Jesus, the powers were seen as the true rulers of the world;
through Jesus’ work on earth, it became clear that the powers are against
God’s purposes. Jesus willingly subordinated himself to the powers and
morally contradicted their values “by refusing to support them in their self-
glorification; and that is why they killed him.”29 By existing in the midst of
the powers but refusing to be enslaved by them, he provoked the powers to
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reveal that they work against God rather than in accord with God’s will.30

This revelation that the powers oppose God is their disarming, their defeat
at the hands of Jesus. However, that Jesus not only opposes the powers but
also triumphs over them can be known only in light of the resurrection,
which manifests his victory on the cross. The resurrection reveals that at the
cross, God has challenged the powers and demonstrated that God is
stronger than they are.31

For Yoder, the resurrection not only manifests the victory that takes place
on the cross, but also confirms God’s approval of nonviolence as a way of
life for Jesus and his disciples. It does so by disclosing the pattern of God’s
activity in the world as a whole: “‘cross and resurrection’ designates not
only a few days’ events in first-century Jerusalem but also the shape of the
cosmos.”32 The resurrection means that God’s redeeming Spirit is at work in
the world and that through this Spirit people can have present-day experi-
ences of transformation and renewal, even where there seems to be no rea-
son for hope. It thus affirms what the cross, left on its own, would call into
question: that God remains in control of history and will find a way to work
things out, although human beings cannot see how this is possible.33 In
light of the resurrection, then, Christians can live according to the way of
the cross with confidence that their actions will be vindicated in the end,
even though in the present time they cannot see precisely how. 

One reason many Christians find it difficult to believe that their faithful
actions ultimately will “work” is that even in the aftermath of Jesus’ victory,
the powers continue to have harmful consequences. For example, both the
acts of violence that people perpetrate and the structural injustices of our
society which harm individuals and groups are evidence of the powers’ con-
tinued effects—evidence that seems to belie the claim that Jesus has tri-
umphed over them. Since the powers still clearly have destructive force, Yo-
der argues that Jesus has defeated them ultimately; his work has challenged
the powers’ uncontested ability to convince human beings that they are the
“divine regents” of the world.34 But this ultimate defeat does not render the
powers entirely impotent in the present. To use an eschatological image that
theologians often draw on, Jesus’ triumph is “already” and “not yet” mani-
fest in history. 

Though Yoder maintains that Jesus’ death and resurrection have defeated
the powers ultimately, he cautions that we cannot understand the full sig-
nificance of Jesus’ work without considering the close connection between
the cross and the church. The work of Jesus does not end with his victory
over the powers on the cross, but instead continues in the life of the Chris-
tian community. Since the powers still seek to control the existing social or-
der, the church is called to show them that their unchallenged dominion
has come to an end. It can do this by refusing to be seduced by the powers,
by living as the new social humanity that Jesus created. Nonviolence and
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servanthood must, therefore, constitute the essence of the church’s identity
and witness. By incarnating this stance in its own life, the church manifests
Jesus’ victory—and in this way continues to undermine the potency of the
powers by reminding them of their ultimate defeat.35

CHURCH AS AN ALTERNATIVE 
CONSTRUCTION OF THE WORLD

Yoder contends that when Christian communities embody the nonviolence
and servanthood exemplified by Jesus of Nazareth, they manifest a certain
difference from something called “the world.” Often, he refers to the Chris-
tian community as “other” than the world, an “alternative community” or
“alternative construction of the world.”36 At times he says that the church is
called to be “against” the world, even as it is “in, with, and for” the world.37

What, precisely, does Yoder mean when he makes these claims? How are we
to understand the concepts of “world” and “otherness” in his work and
their relation to Christian nonviolence? 

Let’s begin with “the world.” For Yoder, “world” is a collective term for
the powers and principalities—the material and spiritual structures insti-
tuted by God to order human society—that oppose the work of Jesus. More
precisely, Yoder states that the world consists of those “acts and institutions
that are by their nature—and not solely by an accident of context or moti-
vation—denials of faith in Christ.”38 Thus, he does not view the world as all
of culture or society. Rather, he understands it as culture that is “self-
glorifying or culture as autonomous and rebellious and oppressive, opposed
to authentic human flourishing.”39 In Yoder’s perspective, the world is not
wholly evil, for the powers of the world continue to provide order and reg-
ularity, even in their fallenness. He writes, “The ‘world’ of politics, the
‘world’ of economics, the ‘world’ of the theater, the ‘world’ of sports . . . each
is a demonic blend of order and revolt.”40

In defining the world in this way, Yoder indicates that the basic distinc-
tion between church and world is between belief and unbelief.41 Unlike the
world, the church consists of persons who have made a confession of faith
in Jesus. By virtue of this confession, Christians are called to live as his faith-
ful disciples. Yoder writes:

The need is not . . . for most Christians to get out of the church and into the
world. They have been in the world all the time. The trouble is that they have
been of the world, too. The need is for what they do in the world to be differ-
ent because they are Christian; to be a reflection not merely of their restored
self-confidence nor of their power to set the course of society, but of the social
novelty of the covenant of grace.42
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As a community that has made a confession of faith in Jesus, the church
must manifest its faith by reflecting the grace of God’s reconciling or
community-building love.

In describing Yoder’s view of the church-world distinction, it is important
to note that he does not say that the basis for this distinction is that the
church is sinless, while the world is not. The church itself is a power or
structure, 43 and it is therefore subject to corruption.44 Yoder does allow for
the possibility of moral growth in this life; he believes the church can facil-
itate this moral improvement by providing a context in which people can
imagine and practice new patterns of thinking and relating.45 But he also
maintains a strong sense of the sinfulness of all persons and institutions.46

Given this belief in the omnipresence of sin, he does not ask Christians for
perfection. Instead, he asks that they strive to live in faithfulness to Jesus
and to manifest his identity in the world, however imperfectly. Yoder’s dis-
tinction between church and world is, therefore, not a distinction between
perfect people and sinful people. On one level, it is a distinction between
sinful people who confess faith in Jesus and commit to following after him,
and sinful people who do not make such a confession and commitment.47

While Yoder recognizes the church’s peccability, he holds out the possi-
bility that it can respond creatively to the powers, in ways that follow the
nonviolent example of Jesus.48 His belief in the possibility of creative re-
sponse to the powers is grounded in his conviction that Christians have “re-
sources of faith,” including the support of the Christian community, train-
ing in this community’s discipleship lifestyle, the guidance of the Holy
Spirit, and a regenerate will. Yoder thinks that as a result of these resources,
the church can embody Jesus’ way of nonviolence in the world, though
never perfectly. There is brokenness in the church, but it can still be a “speci-
fiably Christian” community that follows after Jesus and manifests his iden-
tity in the world.49

For Yoder, this specificity of the Christian community means that it must
remain visible as a distinctive social body in the world. He suggests that
while the Christian community is visible by its practices—such as baptism
and breaking bread together—the real essence of its visibility is its mani-
festation of a new set of relationships, which these practices help to create
and sustain. For Yoder, God’s work is to bring into being a “new humanity”
of social wholeness, in both the Old Covenant and the New.50 As this new
humanity, the church must embody relationships that differ from the ones
often found in the wider society—egalitarian and reconciling relationships
that disrupt social hierarchies and allow persons of various backgrounds
and persuasions to live together in peace. 

Yoder asserts that the visible character of the church is essential to its
identity and mission, for at least two reasons. First, the church’s mission,
first and foremost, is to be the church, a faith community that embodies a
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specific set of relationships. However, the church cannot be this community
if it identifies with the world’s dominant social powers, which are hierar-
chically structured and thus create divisions between persons of different
backgrounds. According to Yoder, if the church aligns itself with society’s
dominant powers, then it will remain unable to foster a community of di-
verse people.51

Second, Yoder says that the church has a mission to engage in meaning-
ful evangelism in the world, and it can do this only if it constitutes a com-
munity that embodies the way of life that it hopes others will likewise em-
brace.52 Though this observation makes a practical point, Yoder asserts that
it goes beyond mere pragmatism and gets to the heart of the gospel itself.
In his view, the gospel says that the work of Jesus is, in part, to create a new
social humanity which brings together different people in relationships of
interdependence, reciprocal accountability, and mutual empowerment.53

The distinctness or visibility of the church is, therefore, a “prerequisite to the
meaningfulness of the gospel message.”54

In describing the church as this “new humanity” that is other than the
world, Yoder asserts that the world is not a “tangible, definable quantity”
that simply sits over-against the church.55 Rather, several points of connec-
tion between church and world exist. For example, Yoder says that the
church is linked to the world by the fact that it is called to serve the world
as an agent of positive change.56 He further notes that church and world are
de-polarized57 when the world’s powers are limited and made useful,
thanks to the work of Jesus and to the church that continues his ministry.58

In his view, Christians should not be optimistic about the good the powers
can do, or about what they can accomplish by working with and through
these powers.59 Nonetheless, there are times and places in which the
church’s ministry or the workings of Providence do divest the powers of
their destructiveness so that they can be used for good purposes.60 If the
powers sometimes are tamed, then it is too simplistic simply to say that the
world constitutes an evil system that stands entirely apart from the
church.61

Yoder also indicates that the church and world are related by the world’s
presence in Christians’ individual and social lives.62 As fallen form of cre-
ation, the world is unbelief; and those who profess faith in Jesus participate
in this unbelief as well. Put differently, Yoder recognizes that people’s lives
are a mixture of belief and unbelief; institutions, too, are a “blend of order
and revolt.”63 In light of this complex relation between church and world,
belief and unbelief, he advocates not “the creation, over against the world,
of a ‘church’ that just sits there at odds with the world, but rather an ongo-
ing critical process.”64 This critical process requires the church to discern
which aspects of the world it must reject and which it can accept. It also re-
quires the church to criticize its own identity.65 Since the Christian com-
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munity manifests unbelief as well as belief, it must always seek to improve
its faithfulness by analyzing the ways in which it is failing to live into its
identity as the new humanity that God has brought into being.

In exploring how the church can live more faithfully into its identity, Yo-
der does not assert that only the Christian community can embody an eth-
ical stance similar to the one manifested by Jesus. At times he insists that
the language of “visibility,” “distinctiveness,” and “otherness” does not nec-
essarily imply that the church embodies a clear ethical difference from
other communities in the wider culture that object to violence and injus-
tice. Sometimes, what makes Christian communities “specific” or “distinc-
tive” is not what they do, but the reasons they do it or their willingness to
continue when their actions appear not to be “working.”66 Yoder’s discus-
sion of the church-world distinction thus does not set the church apart as
the sole community that can incarnate a set of values and relationships that
differ from what one commonly finds in the broader culture. It does, how-
ever, suggest that the Christian community is the only one that would em-
body these values and relationships based on faith in Jesus.

Often, Yoder’s critics take his insistence that the church must live as the
new social humanity Jesus created as evidence that he thinks the church
should enact an ethic of withdrawal, living as a “sect” on the margins of so-
ciety and remaining unconcerned with the problems of the world. Yoder,
however, contends that this is not the case. Conformity to the way of Jesus
does not imply a lack of concern for the current social order. Quite the op-
posite is true: The nonviolent church must remain an active presence within
society, struggling to achieve positive social change. Put differently, Yoder
asserts that even as the Christian community is called to be “other” than or
“against” the world, it must be, at the same time, “in” and “for” the world.
His construal of the relationship between ecclesiology and social ethics clar-
ifies this perplexing claim and illuminates how he thinks nonviolent com-
munities can bring about genuine social change.

THE SOCIAL ETHICS OF THE ALTERNATIVE COMMUNITY

Yoder’s understanding of the relationship between ecclesiology and social
ethics rests on a central claim: The church does not first become a faith
community and then enact a particular social ethic. Rather, the church’s liv-
ing as the new humanity created by the work of God is itself a social ethic.
Yoder underscores the inseparability of the church’s social shape and the
substance of its social ethics when he writes, “peoplehood and mission, fel-
lowship and witness, are not two desiderata, each capable of existing or of
being missed independently of one another; each is the condition of the
genuineness of the other.”67 In the very processing of becoming a faith
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community that does certain things together, the church engages the
broader society. Yoder explains, “To participate in the transforming process
of becoming the faith community is itself to speak the prophetic word, is it-
self the beginning of the transformation of the cosmos.”68

Yoder’s account of the powers and principalities clarifies how he thinks
the church can have a transforming impact on the wider society simply by
being the church. As David Toole observes, Yoder indicates that the church,
by being a new social humanity in the middle of the current social order,
incarnates a “concrete rearrangement” of this order and thereby begins to
restructure its power relations. This restructuring of power relations, in
Yoder’s view, is itself an act of resistance to society’s unjust social relations
and structures. The notion that restructuring power relations is an act of re-
sistance depends on the idea that the powers are part of God’s good cre-
ation. As noted above, Yoder argues that since the powers are part of God’s
creation, Christians must not destroy them through frontal assault. The
church’s task is rather to show them that their rebellion has been overcome
in Jesus by living as a community that remains freed from their destructive
ways.69 Here, he is suggesting that the new covenantal rule within the
church can rupture the hierarchical character of the powers and, without
making a direct assault upon them, subvert and transform them. The
church’s formation of a community that enacts the stance of Jesus thus can
be the first step in a process of significant social change, though one cannot
always account for exactly how that change takes place. 

In addition to this somewhat obscure account of how the church can par-
ticipate in the transformation of the current social order, Yoder gives several
concrete explanations. First, he suggests that the church, simply by being a
new kind of community that remains present on the social scene, can pro-
vide an example for the world to follow. The church can model for the
world an alternative way of making decisions (through open dialogue and
consensus).70 It can also show the world how to feed the hungry and care
for the sick.71 By setting such examples, the church can influence the world
through “moral osmosis,”72 making an indirect contribution “to the devel-
opment of generally recognized moral standards” outside of the Christian
community.73 Though the church cannot expect the world to adhere to the
same degree of love, forgiveness, and nonviolence to which the church is
called, it can show the world how to live in a more loving and forgiving and
less violent way. For example, Yoder observes that Christian organizations
performed international relief work for victims of war and natural disasters
before governments became involved in such efforts. Similarly, the church
provided the services of schools and hospitals before the larger society be-
gan to manage such institutions.74

Yoder also asserts that the church can serve the world by speaking directly
to it. The fact that the church is called to be a nonviolent community that is
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“other” than the world does not mean that it should not address the world if
it has something to say.75 In speaking to the world, the Christian community
can lobby its institutions and agencies, though it should not be overly opti-
mistic about the chances of immediate success.76 Yoder claims, “The world
can be challenged, at the most, on one point at a time, to take one step in the
right direction, to approximate in a slightly greater degree the righteousness
of love.”77 One way to facilitate this communication between church and
world is to use “middle axioms,” principles that both parties hold and to
which they are both accountable—such as the need to care for the poor and
to show respect for human rights.78 The existence of these middle axioms, in
Yoder’s view, enables Christians to offer a meaningful social critique that chal-
lenges the world to address and remedy specific injustices that occur in given
times and places. This does not mean, however, that Christians may impose
their ways on the social order. When it addresses the world, the church should
embody a posture of humility, rather than one of domination.

For Yoder, the church’s service to the world should also involve its active
participation in opposing social injustice. Far from showing a lack of con-
cern for society, he argues that “the love of a sovereign God drives [Chris-
tians] into concern for the social order.”79 Christians must identify and
strive to transform oppressive social relations and structures, but they must
remain committed to making these changes “in the way of Christ.”80 For Yo-
der, this means that the church should strive to transform society through
nonviolent ways of resisting injustice and oppression. In his view, Chris-
tians must take such service in and to the world quite seriously, for the life
of discipleship may prove costly. Above all, then, the church must witness
to the world through its deeds—even to the point of being willing to suffer
for the sake of its faith.81

By emphasizing the active dimension of nonviolence, Yoder’s work chal-
lenges those who would equate nonviolence with doing nothing. Often,
critics of a nonviolent social ethic argue that nonviolence leads people to
become passive in the face of evil, to simply stand by and watch while oth-
ers suffer. Considering the immense horrors perpetrated daily around the
world, such a response is understandably characterized as inadequate. Yo-
der, however, makes it clear that inaction is not what he advocates. He
stresses that Christian nonviolence has a positive or creative dimension: It
involves not just withdrawing from violence, but also striving to resist and
transform specific injustices in the current social order.82 In pointing to this
positive dimension of nonviolence, Yoder indicates that the nonviolent
church is not irrelevant to the social issues of its day. It does not ignore
these issues, but rather directly engages them precisely by acting as a non-
violent agent of social change. 

In developing this vision of the church, Yoder not only makes a com-
pelling argument for nonviolence, but also challenges many Christians to
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rethink some of their fundamental theological beliefs and perceptions.
Specifically, he calls into question the common tendency to dismiss Jesus as
the true revelation of God’s character and will. He likewise challenges the
need human beings often have to feel that we are in control of the world
and can direct the course of history. And he critically evaluates the assump-
tion that immediate results are the measure of genuine success. In interro-
gating these basic convictions, Yoder points Christians toward an alterna-
tive way of thinking—one which asserts that the direction of history
ultimately lies not in our hands but in the hands of God; that it is precisely
when we try to control the world that we inevitably do the most damage;
that there is more to the world than we can see with our own eyes; and that
nonviolence may work in ways that we cannot recognize at the current time.

As we have seen, Yoder’s confidence that nonviolence ultimately “works”
stems not from abstract ideas about the incarnation or specific doctrines
but from the biblical narratives of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
In chapter 5 I explore further the significance of his turn to these narratives,
asking how “narrative” functions in his work and how the gospel narratives,
in particular, might speak to those whose lives have been shattered by over-
whelming violence. Though I move beyond Yoder’s writings in these latter
stages of the book, I have begun with his interpretation of the biblical nar-
ratives because it offers key resources for reconceptualizing nonviolence.
Yoder’s reading of Jesus’ life and death, his account of the powers, and his
understanding of Christian community and discipleship provide valuable
tools for exploring a new dimension of nonviolence: the transformation or
healing of the ongoing effects of violence.

INTERNAL VIOLENCE: THE SELF AS A SITE OF VIOLENCE

Yoder’s work, however, does not provide the theoretical analysis of violence
needed for this re-examination of nonviolence. His view of Christian non-
violence centers on pacifism and the refusal of military violence, which is
not surprising, given that historically these have represented central con-
cerns of Mennonite peace theology.83 However, this understanding of non-
violence misses an important form of “violence.” It addresses what some
scholars call external violence, but it does not explicitly attend to the real-
ity of internal violence.84

What, exactly, is the difference between external and internal violence? At
a most basic level, external violence consists of violent harms that assault
people from without.85 Within this category, one can include acts of overt
physical force perpetrated by one individual or group against another, such
as when one person strikes another or when the police brutalized civil
rights activists in the south during the 1950s and 1960s. In addition to such
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instances of physical aggression, external violence includes systemic forms
of oppression, which are not necessarily overtly physical and are perpe-
trated through the social, economic and political structures of society. A
concrete example is poverty, which restricts people’s access to the basic ne-
cessities of human life. 

In contrast to external violence, “internal” or “internalized” violence
refers to violence that has assaulted people from without and then become
embedded within their bodies, minds, and souls. For example, scholars and
clinicians who study the long-term effects of physical violence often observe
that many persons who have survived this violence relive it through night-
mares, flashbacks, and intrusive memories that recur repeatedly and against
their will.86 In this way, they continue to experience the violence as held
within them and ever present, even as they move through time. Along sim-
ilar lines, internalized violence includes forms of systemic violence, such as
sexism and racism, which not only harm us from without but also pro-
foundly shape our ways of thinking and being in the world. For instance,
some people who are repeatedly subjected to hate speech and other forms
of degradation turn “inwards and against themselves,” internalizing nega-
tive self-images and a profound sense of alienation and despair.87

One way to understand how violence becomes internalized is to consider
the social construction of identity—or, in common parlance, the ways that
“nurture” or “socialization” help make us who we are.88 In recent years, it
has become commonplace to say that human beings are shaped in and
through our social, economic, political, and cultural contexts. While schol-
ars hold differing views about how “deep” this social construction goes—
some think we are more the products of our environment than others—
those who endorse constructivism agree that our identities have a dynamic
character: We develop and change as we encounter new cultural forces,
events, discourses, and traditions that help constitute us into the unique
persons we are. 

This ongoing process of social formation is not itself violent. Human be-
ings can, in fact, be formed in many nonviolent ways. However, violence
does become integral to our identities when the relationships and cultures
that form us are violent. For example, as we are shaped in and by a sexist,
racist, and classist society, we learn to relate to others (and ourselves) in sex-
ist, racist, and classist ways. In noting that violence can move into the self
in these ways, it is important to stress that no one is immune from this
harm. While we are not merely passive in our social formation, we all in-
ternalize violence (though not in the same ways and to the same degree),
given our participation in a society in which violence is manifested in so
many different forms.

In his famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” Martin Luther King, Jr. gives
a concrete example of how violence can become internalized through social
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construction. Addressing the eight white clergy who criticized his activism
in Birmingham as unwise and untimely, King explains what racism does to
the human mind and spirit. He describes a young black girl who learns that
she cannot go to the public amusement park because it remains open only
to whites. When she finds out why she can’t go, “ominous clouds of inferi-
ority” start to form “in her little mental sky . . . ”89 King further describes
segregation as a system that instills in blacks a “degenerating sense of ‘no-
bodiness.’”90 Such examples indicate his awareness that violence does not
remain external to those it violates (nor does it remain external to those
who perpetrate the harm). Instead, it becomes internalized, shaping our
psyches in a debilitating and deformative way.

This internalization of violence points to a second, related distinction
that remains crucial for reconceptualizing nonviolence: the self as an
“agent” of violence and the self as a “site” of violence. Traditional accounts
of Christian nonviolence focus on ways in which people and communities
can act as agents of violence by harming others or themselves. An analysis
of internal violence, however, indicates that individuals (and communities)
also can become sites of violence as the violence they have experienced is
incorporated into their identities. Note that these categories of “agent” and
“site” of violence are not mutually exclusive. Sometimes, our harmful ac-
tions and words are rooted in the violence that has become part of our own
identities; the violence we have experienced and internalized becomes the
space out of which we think and act. For example, King warns that the op-
pressed may find themselves tempted to engage in hate campaigns and
physical violence against their oppressors.91 Similarly, some scholars indi-
cate that a small percentage of individuals who grow up in abusive homes
commit violence against their own children or partners later in life.92 Like
external and internal violence, then, the self as agent and as site of violence
are distinct but interrelated.

This distinction between the self as site and agent of violence points to
the need to expand traditional Christian understandings of nonviolence.
Rather than focusing only on how the church can resist external violence by
refusing to act as an agent of violence, it is necessary to consider as well how
it might contribute to the transformation of internal violence. As King’s
work suggests, this transformation remains integral to the creation of per-
sons who have the wholeness that empowers them to participate in efforts
to stop cycles of external violence in the world. A crucial dimension of non-
violence, then, is the healing of selves and communities that have been
formed as sites of violence.

There exist at least two different kinds of violence that we can internalize
through our social formation. First, as I have already suggested, human beings
can internalize systemic violence by living in a world where we encounter vio-
lence as part of our daily lives, either as victims or oppressors (or both). For ex-
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ample, simply by living within a culture in which systemic violence is per-
petrated in various ways—through degrading images in the media, discrim-
inatory hiring practices, and cultural systems of value that exclude and stig-
matize certain people—we internalize violence. As King indicates, this
violence has a destabilizing or demoralizing force. For example, some indi-
viduals find that their sense of self is diminished, their confidence is under-
mined, and their voices are silenced. 

At the same time, we have the power to resist systemic forms of violence
in many ways. For example, one way we are constructed is through our con-
sumption of representations and images that we encounter in the media.93

But as consumers we are not simply dominated by these images against our
will; we also choose much of what we consume. In addition to thoughtful
selection, we can consume images with a certain awareness of their effects,
a critical eye that mediates their impact on us.94

A second kind of violence, however, has a particularly destructive force
when internalized. Traumatic violence—violence that leads to patterns of psy-
chic wounding—represents an especially severe form of harm, one that not
everyone experiences firsthand. For those who do, however, it can lead to psy-
chological, physical, and spiritual symptoms that break down the self. For ex-
ample, scholars and clinicians who study trauma observe that individuals
who have traumatic experiences often suffer from intrusive flashbacks that
make it difficult to concentrate, a loss of memory that renders them unable
to recall specific events or whole periods of time, and a profound sense of de-
pression and despair. Trauma thus represents a kind of “external” violence
that can become embedded within (or “internal to”) individuals in ways that
not only destabilize them but also deeply fragment their identities over time. 

This fragmentation calls into question one of Yoder’s key assumptions
about the human person. Yoder’s vision of Christian nonviolence assumes
that human beings have an agency that remains intact or whole. For exam-
ple, his insistence that Christians can oppose the powers and principalities
nonviolently is based partly on the conviction that, as a result of the Spirit’s
work, they are ontologically regenerate and thus have wills strong enough
to resist the patterns of violence and injustice to which they have been ex-
posed. Research studies on trauma, however, challenge the notion that all
persons enjoy the wholeness or coherence that Yoder assumes. They sug-
gest, using Yoder’s terminology, that sometimes the violence of the powers
can embed themselves so deeply in people that they experience a fracturing
of their identities which makes it difficult to sustain the internal coherence
necessary for living a life of Christian discipleship.

Contemporary understandings of Christian nonviolence need to take
into account traumatic violence and explore how Christian communities
can address the ongoing effects of this violence. In undertaking this explo-
ration, it is important to emphasize that traumatic violence is not just an
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individual problem, something those whose lives have been shattered by
trauma should strive to address on their own. In The Church Has Aids, Letty
Russell argues that Christian communities are social organisms or social
bodies in which what affects one affects all.95 Thus, while individuals in the
church who have directly experienced traumas such as domestic or sexual
violence are affected by this violence differently than those who have not,
the problem of trauma is one that has an impact on the entire community
and therefore must be addressed by the church as a whole. Those who con-
stitute the Christian community must struggle together with the questions:
What does it mean for Christians to enact nonviolence when violence be-
comes integral to their individual and communal identities? How might
one rethink the meaning and practice of nonviolence in relation to inter-
nalized, traumatic violence?

Yoder’s work provides a good starting place for addressing these questions.
Although Yoder does not explicitly attend to internalized violence, his writings
contain resources that shed light on how faith communities can participate in
the transformation of this dimension of violence. Specifically, his reading of
the narratives of Jesus opens up the possibility that although we may become
sites of violence through social construction, this does not express the totality
of our being. Individuals and communities also can be formed in ways that
transform internal violence and integrate nonviolence into their identities, so
that they become not only sites of violence but also sites of grace. 

In the pages ahead, I explore how Christian communities may foster (or
impede) the healing of internalized, traumatic violence and the integration
of nonviolence. Before turning to this task, however, I first want to consider
the dynamics of internalized violence: how this violence can become inte-
grated into our identities and the ongoing effects of this harm. I thus turn in
the next chapter to trauma studies, an interdisciplinary field that analyzes
trauma as a destructive form of violence that can become deeply embedded
within individuals and communities as they are formed in history over time.
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In her book Too Scared to Cry, psychiatrist Lenore Terr tells the story of a
group of children who were kidnapped while riding their school bus home
from a summer program in Chowchilla, California. As she describes it, the
kidnapping began when a masked gunman and his companion stopped
their bus and took charge, forcing the children out of the vehicle and into
two different vans. After hours of confinement with no food or light, the
children were ordered by their captors to get off the vans and climb into a
hole in the ground, from which they eventually escaped. While they were
declared in good condition by doctors who examined them immediately af-
ter the ordeal, those who knew them well soon came to realize that some-
thing was wrong. The children—and some of their siblings and friends who
were not present during the kidnapping—suffered from nightmares, feel-
ings of helplessness, fear of death, anxiety, and a sense of pessimism about
their personal futures. They experienced the kidnapping not merely as an
event in the past, but as a present reality that shaped their lives in many
ways.1

This story of the Chowchilla children captures well the essence of
“trauma” or “traumatic violence,”  violence that leads to patterns of psychic
wounding. In recent years, scholars and clinicians have analyzed trauma as
a particularly acute form of harm that can become internal to the self over
time. They have observed that some trauma survivors, like the kidnapped
children, remain unable psychologically to “let go” of their traumatic expe-
riences. Instead, the memories and emotions associated with these events
remain powerful and become deeply entrenched within their bodies,
minds, and souls. In this way, trauma survivors become sites of violence:
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They hold within them the reality of the violence they have experienced as
ever present, even as they move through time.

In this chapter I draw on the interdisciplinary field of contemporary
“trauma studies” or “trauma theory” to analyze this form of internal vio-
lence and its implications for Christian nonviolence. After a brief discussion
of the origins of trauma studies, I examine what constitutes a “trauma” or
“traumatic event” and its long-term effects, both those included in the well-
known clinical description of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and
those not discussed under this category. In exploring the dynamics of
trauma, I focus on how it can fragment the self as it moves from the outside
in, disrupting the survivor’s ability to integrate memories, create a coherent
personal narrative, establish healthy interpersonal relationships, and con-
struct a positive vision for his or her future. 

In presenting a picture of the traumatized self as deeply fractured or frag-
mented, contemporary trauma studies requires us to rethink traditional
Christian understandings of nonviolence. Rather than focusing only on ex-
ternal violence, we must consider as well how faith communities can resist
and transform the ongoing effects of internalized, traumatic violence that
many of their members experience. While not all trauma survivors who par-
ticipate in religious communities benefit from them, some do, and trauma
studies gives us a language and conceptuality for understanding how. It of-
fers a detailed description of the ways in which trauma affects people psy-
chologically, spiritually, and physically; furthermore, it explores (as I will
discuss in chapter 3) how traumatized persons can work to transform the
effects of trauma through healing. In these ways, trauma studies illuminates
an often-overlooked dimension of nonviolence: the creation of communal
contexts in which traumatized persons can survive and flourish.

TRAUMA AND TRAUMATIC STRESS

Trauma studies is an odd academic discipline. Unlike most other disci-
plines, it is comprised of clinicians and scholars from different fields who
all study trauma and, therefore, contribute to what many in the humanities
now call “trauma theory.”2 Although there are differing accounts of the ori-
gins of this field, those who study trauma (“trauma scholars” or “trauma
theorists”) generally agree that the modern analysis of trauma began in the
late 1800s. At this time the British physician John Erichsen noted the stress
symptoms suffered by railway accident victims and described these symp-
toms as the result of an injury to the spine.3 Near the turn of the century,
the term “trauma” acquired more psychological meaning when figures such
as Sigmund Freud, Pierre Janet, and Alfred Binet began to study the injury
to the mind that resulted from sudden emotional shock.4 One example that
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captured their interest was the “hysteria” found in some females, which Freud
initially attributed to their unconscious, repressed memories of sexual vio-
lence (a theory he later denied).5 The study of trauma subsequently tapered
off in the early 1900s but resurfaced after World War I when veterans exhib-
ited signs of what people later called “shell shock”—a topic that commanded
significant medical and public attention again during World War II. While in-
terest in trauma declined again after World War II, it reemerged in public con-
sciousness when psychiatrists, social workers, and activists began to discuss
the psychological effects of the Viet Nam War on its veterans.6

Since the years following the Viet Nam War, the study of trauma has ex-
panded to incorporate a broader range of questions and concerns. In the
1970s and 1980s women’s advocates began examining the psychological ef-
fects of sexual abuse on women and children, extending the discussion of
trauma beyond the problem of war neuroses and accidents.7 Recently, the
conversation has moved into the field of psychobiology, where scholars
study how trauma affects the brain and multiple levels of biological func-
tioning.8 In the field of literature, writers working on Holocaust literature
broach the subject of trauma in a different way: They ask how we can write
about events that are so horrible it seems we cannot even describe them in
words.9 Many legal and political theorists interested in trauma consider
how collective violence harms whole communities and countries, such as
in the case of South Africa or Rwanda—and what healing involves for a na-
tion shattered by this violence.10 And some scholars who work in the fields
of history and cultural studies analyze trauma by examining topics such as
the Middle Passage and racial subjugation during slavery in North America
and its aftermath.11

While these trauma theorists approach the study of trauma from differ-
ent perspectives, they share the goal of understanding the dynamics of vio-
lence that leads to patterns of psychic wounding. Using a variety of method-
ologies, they analyze how trauma affects individuals and communities,
both in the immediate aftermath of the violence and in the long-term. In
undertaking this task, they often begin with an account of what constitutes
a “trauma”—a term whose meaning has evolved over the years.

As poststructuralist literary critic Cathy Caruth observes, the term trauma
(in English and German) derives from the Greek trauma, or wound, which
originally referred to a blow inflicted on the body.12 In later years, especially
in the psychiatric and medical fields, “trauma” came to denote events that
inflicted wounds not only on the body but also on the mind.13 More re-
cently, scholars in the social sciences have developed this latter under-
standing of trauma by defining it more precisely as an extremely stressful
event that elicits an intense sense of helplessness, fear, and loss of control.14

With this definition, they indicate that trauma differs from “normal,” every-
day stresses, such as a bad day at work or a high-pressure examination at
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school. Such experiences can certainly produce anxiety, but they do not ren-
der us utterly overwhelmed and terrified. Trauma generates stress of a dif-
ferent magnitude—stress that is particularly intense and can have effects
that last for months, years, or even decades after the trauma has ended.

When describing what constitutes a trauma, trauma scholars often distin-
guish between the terms “trauma” and “traumatic stress” or “post-traumatic
stress disorder” (PTSD).15 Whereas trauma refers simply to an extremely
stressful event or experience, “traumatic stress” or “post-traumatic stress dis-
order” represents an interrelated cluster of symptoms that can develop in its
aftermath. Neurobiologists Alexander McFarlane and Bessel van der Kolk
broadly describe traumatic stress as “the result of a failure of time to heal all
wounds.”16 For those who develop PTSD—for those who are traumatized—
the trauma is not simply in the past. It is constantly re-experienced through
repetitive phenomena such as nightmares, flashbacks, and intrusive memo-
ries of the trauma.

In describing how PTSD develops, trauma theorists note that it is normal
for those victims who have experienced a trauma to become preoccupied with
it, experiencing involuntary, intrusive thoughts about the trauma that are ac-
companied by painful emotions.17 In many cases, this preoccupation allows
the survivor to cognitively and emotionally come to terms with the event and
to incorporate it into their personal narrative as a difficult experience in the
past. For some victims, however, this preoccupation with the trauma does not
lessen over time. Instead of gradually remembering the event less frequently
and experiencing the emotions it evokes less intensely, they continue to think
of the trauma often and experience every memory of it as if this trauma were
happening again. This repeated reliving of the trauma increases the victim’s
level of distress, often interfering with their ability to perform the tasks of
their daily lives.18 Re-experiencing the trauma leads some survivors to develop
an interrelated cluster of biological, emotional, psychological, and cognitive
symptoms that trauma theorists now associate with PTSD.19

Trauma theorists contend that the development of PTSD begins with the
experience of an event in history and not with an incident that was merely
imagined or misinterpreted.20 At the same time, however, the survivor’s sub-
jective interpretation plays a role in determining if an event is traumatic.21

Whether or not victims become traumatized depends not only on the na-
ture of the event but also on their response to it—how threatened and help-
less they feel during the event—and on the meaning they attach to it in its
aftermath. Given this subjectivity, trauma theorists observe that we cannot
easily determine why some survivors develop PTSD while others do not.
Two people can experience the same event and respond to it quite differ-
ently.22 Certain factors, however, place some persons at greater risk for
traumatization than others. One can group these factors, which do not
alone explain the onset of PTSD, into four categories.23
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First, the kind of the trauma can help to determine how the victim re-
sponds.24 Interpersonal traumas or traumas of human origin, such as phys-
ical abuse, often produce greater degrees of traumatization than “natural”
or impersonal traumas such as earthquakes, hurricanes, and floods. The for-
mer are more likely to fragment human relationships and to diminish the
survivor’s sense of self-worth.25 In addition, they are more often repeated
over time and thus have cumulative effects.26 For example, in situations of
incest and domestic violence, the repetitive nature of the traumas can lead
to a deeper fragmentation of the survivor’s (and perpetrator’s) self. 

Second, factors related to the individual trauma victim can increase his or
her chance of developing PTSD. For example, the victim’s genetic vulnera-
bility to being overwhelmed and certain personality traits, such as neuroti-
cism and introversion, can make the onset of traumatization more likely.27

The survivor’s age and developmental phase can further influence the post-
traumatic response pattern; some scholars theorize that since one’s psycho-
logical coping mechanisms develop over time, young children are particu-
larly at risk for post-traumatic stress disorder.28 Prior traumatization and the
victim’s response during the trauma also can contribute to the development
of PTSD. If the victim has experienced other traumas, and if he or she pan-
ics or goes numb during the event, traumatization will more likely result. 

An additional factor related to the individual trauma victim is whether he
or she has received advance preparation for how to handle the trauma. Ac-
cording to Arieh Shalev, adequate training can limit the effects of stress by
reducing victims’ uncertainty in the face of trauma. It also can increase their
sense of control during the event and give them skills that enable them to
act effectively in the midst of the crisis.29 For example, medical personnel
trained to handle emergency situations are less vulnerable to traumatiza-
tion when they see a serious accident than witnesses who have no such
training. Those who have not prepared for such an event will more likely
“freeze” or surrender, which increases their chance of experiencing pro-
longed distress.30

Third, the cultural context surrounding the individual survivor can shape
their response, making it either more or less likely that traumatization will
develop. Trauma theorists assert that cultures can help survivors cope by
creating systems of meaning or belief that provide them with ways to
process their loss and regain a sense of hope in the midst of despair. For in-
stance, many cultures have specific customs and rituals designed to help
people express and deal with their grief.31 Such cultural performances can
mitigate the survivor’s pain and reduce their risk of developing traumatic
stress.

The strength of the survivor’s social support network is a fourth factor
that helps determine whether a trauma leads to traumatization. While sup-
port from family, friends, or others does not necessarily prevent traumatic
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stress, it lessens the chance that it will develop by giving survivors psycho-
logical, emotional, and financial resources that can help them to cope.32

Unfortunately, such support often remains unavailable, especially for those
who experience forms of violence that society deems taboo, such as sexual
assault.33 While after a collective trauma such as 9/11 or Hurricane Katrina
people rush to help victims, they often respond to survivors of individual
traumas with judgment and blame. For traumatized people, this response
can be debilitating. When others discount their stories, blame them for
their misfortunes, or treat them as though they bear a stigma, survivors re-
live the isolation they experienced during their traumas. This again cuts
them off from the support system that could help restore their sense of
safety and stability.34

McFarlane and van der Kolk argue that just as individuals often do not of-
fer support to trauma survivors, some institutions, such as insurance com-
panies and the armed forces, deny the prevalence of trauma and the extent
of its impact.35 This denial may stem from financial motivations, such as
when insurance companies seek to avoid paying damage claims to sur-
vivors.36 In other instances, institutions minimize the effects of trauma to
enhance the credibility of their own views or actions. For example, political
and military forces that wage war generally remain reluctant to acknowl-
edge the trauma they cause others to endure, since recognizing this harm
may undermine public support. 

At times, the medical field has also undermined the availability of social
support by helping to foster a culture of denial. Although psychiatrists have
studied trauma since the nineteenth century, the American Psychiatric As-
sociation’s Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders did not include
PTSD until 1980.37 Even then, the manual minimized trauma’s prevalence
by defining traumatic events as “outside the range of ordinary human ex-
periences.”38 Research studies call this definition into question. They esti-
mate that in the United States, approximately 20–33 percent of girls and
6–9 percent of boys are sexually abused by age eighteen.39 They further in-
dicate that one of every three women in the United States will experience
sexual assault.40 In addition, millions of people endure traumas such as war
and natural disasters. As Judith Herman observes, trauma “must be consid-
ered a common part of human experience; only the fortunate find it un-
usual. Traumatic events are extraordinary, not because they occur rarely, but
rather because they overwhelm the ordinary human adaptations to life.”41

FEMINIST RESPONSES TO CLINICAL THEORIES OF TRAUMA

The description of trauma and traumatization that I have offered so far draws
on “clinical” or “medicalized” paradigms for studying trauma, which some
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call “traditional” or “clinical” trauma theory. Clinical trauma theory seeks to
understand the ongoing effects of trauma on individuals. To this end, its pro-
ponents generate a list of symptoms (which I discuss below) that often result
from traumatic violence. While this list contributes much to our understand-
ing of trauma, several feminist scholars have criticized this approach. These
scholars share the conviction that traditional paradigms for studying trauma
have a significant flaw: They focus too much on the individual victim and not
enough on the social and political contexts in which trauma takes place. 

Some feminists who study trauma contend that traditional decontextual-
izing approaches to trauma studies obscure the ways in which social in-
equalities create conditions that sanction traumatic violence and com-
pound its effects.42 Systems of oppression, such as poverty and racism, place
some people at greater risk for experiencing trauma than others. For exam-
ple, women of color who work in the homes of white men and their fami-
lies historically have been particularly vulnerable to sexual abuse.43 In ad-
dition to increasing the risk of trauma, social injustice makes it harder for
some people to resist or recover from their traumas by restricting their ac-
cess to social and material resources.44 A poor woman who endures do-
mestic violence, for instance, lacks the financial resources that may help her
to resist and break free from the violence. The violence in her home adds to
the stress her poverty has already induced, and she lives without the means
to address the difficulties that stem from both forms of harm. 

Feminist scholars assert that decontextualizing approaches to trauma stud-
ies lead us to unfairly blame and stigmatize trauma survivors.45 We tend to
ask “what’s wrong” with the individual victim, rather than what’s wrong
with our society that subjects people to so many kinds of violent harm. Of-
ten, those who encounter trauma survivors account for their symptoms by
pointing to perceived deficiencies in their character, such as an inability to
cope with stressful situations or an inherent pathology. However, focusing
only on factors related to the individual obscures the fact that their symp-
toms are a normal response to violence and that this response stems partly
from their experiences of injustice. 

Feminists who criticize clinical trauma theory thus propose an alternative
approach. They begin by noting that the real problem is not the victim but
the offenders and the contexts in which traumas take place.46 To bring the
social dimensions of trauma into focus, they expand the definition of
trauma in two ways. First, they speak of “insidious traumas,” forms of harm
that are not overtly physically violent but that nonetheless “do violence to
a person’s soul or spirit.”47 Within this category, they include experiences of
institutional abuse that produce extreme levels of stress, such as confinement
in prisons or concentration camps. They also include chronic experiences of
oppression that devalue people. For example, some scholars claim that
racism and sexism can constitute chronic trauma that produces symptoms

Trauma and the Fragmentation of the Self 39



similar to those suffered by victims of overt physical violence: anxiety, de-
pression, loss of voice, low self-esteem, and hypersensitivity to the threat of
danger.48 note, however, that feminists who study trauma do not simply
equate the terms “trauma” and “oppression.” Some experiences of oppres-
sion are not traumatic, and not all people who experience oppression are
traumatized. In developing the notion of insidious traumas, then, these
scholars do not mean to say that all oppressed people have post-traumatic
stress in the clinical sense. Rather, they are suggesting that clinical theories
generally fail to sufficiently address both the breadth of experiences that can
produce traumalike symptoms and the ways in which experiences of op-
pression may compound the long-term effects of traumatic violence.

Second, some feminist clinicians and scholars who emphasize the social
dimensions of trauma expand its definition by speaking of “indirect” or
“secondary” traumas. According to Maria Root, indirect traumas involve be-
ing traumatized by the harms that another person sustains. This can hap-
pen when one witnesses a trauma—as, for example, when one sees dead
bodies removed from an accident scene or a parent beaten or killed. It can
also happen when one listens to the stories of others who have been vic-
timized—as do therapists who work with trauma survivors.49 Some chil-
dren of Holocaust survivors manifest another form of indirect trauma when
they exhibit trauma symptoms, even though they did not experience first-
hand the horrors their parents faced.50 In these instances, the trauma stories
that the children hear from their parents become part of their life story as
well, an integral part of their own identities. 

Laura Brown identifies still another kind of indirect trauma when she
states that trauma symptoms can spread laterally within oppressed social
groups as well as intergenerationally.51 As examples, she mentions gays and
lesbians who fear being assaulted for their choice in partners. She also cites
the experiences of people of color in the United States, who contend with
racially motivated violence and discrimination. In addition, Brown ob-
serves that most North American women know that they are always vulner-
able to sexual violation. As a result, even if they have not been directly vic-
timized and do not have posttraumatic stress dissorder, they may show
symptoms similar to those of rape victims though to a lesser degree. For ex-
ample, they may experience intense fear when alone at night or go numb in
response to advances from men. Brown concludes that such insidious trau-
mas should make us question our society in which so many people con-
front traumatic stressors on a daily basis.52

While feminists broaden traditional trauma studies beyond its focus on
the individual victim, they do not want to ignore the specific effects that
trauma has on survivors. Like those who work within a clinical paradigm,
feminist trauma scholars strive to understand the ways in which traumatic
violence can fragment the self over time. They, too, see trauma as an inva-
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sive reality and recognize that those who experience it suffer profound
harm, not only by the trauma itself but even more by the symptoms that de-
velop in its aftermath. What, specifically, are these symptoms, the long-term
effects of trauma that can break down or fragment the self? To address this
question requires exploring how trauma theorists describe the common
features of traumatic stress, including those that appear in the clinical de-
scription of PTSD and those that do not. 

COMMON FEATURES OF TRAUMATIZATION

While it is impossible to universalize the effects of trauma on individuals,
trauma theorists find that survivors of diverse forms of trauma sometimes
exhibit similar physical, psychological, and behavioral responses.53 Given
this commonality, they often speak in generalized terms about the effects of
trauma. This does not mean, of course, that all traumatized persons mani-
fest every symptom described and to the same degree. Coping with combat,
for example, does not raise precisely the same issues as coping with an ac-
cident.54 But given that in the midst of the differences among survivors’ ex-
periences and responses there exist similarities as well, trauma scholars in-
dicate that it is justified to describe common patterns of response that often
persist in trauma’s aftermath.

INTRUSIVE MEMORIES AND HYPERAROUSAL

Trauma theorists contend that some survivors become preoccupied with
their traumas in the aftermath of these events and experience intrusive
memories about them that they cannot control. At times, these intrusive
memories take the form of flashbacks in which the survivor mentally
“views” the trauma as they would a movie scene: They are immersed in the
memory of it and can visualize it vividly in their minds as if it were hap-
pening again.55 Other survivors may not actually “see” their trauma in this
way but instead re-experience an image, smell, or sensation in their body
that they had at the time of the trauma. For example, a man who was phys-
ically attacked may have the same pain in his arm that he felt when his at-
tacker grabbed it. Those trauma survivors who cannot consciously remem-
ber their traumas may not have any idea why they are having these
sensations. But they may experience them as quite distressing nonetheless.

While some survivors find that this replaying of painful memories en-
ables them to modify the emotions associated with the trauma and to inte-
grate this event into their life story, others remain unable to adapt to the
trauma and become overwhelmed.56 Instead of gradually fading, their
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memories of the trauma persist and become increasingly painful. Each time
they remember the event they experience it as if it were occurring again in
the present. For some survivors, these intrusive memories lead to hyper-
arousal, a condition in which people experience extreme physiological and
psychological arousal in response to certain stimuli in their environment.57

Judith Herman notes that for those who develop this extreme sensitivity,
even small reminders can evoke memories of the trauma, “which often re-
turn with all the vividness and emotional force of the original event.”58

At a most basic level, hyperarousal is thus a condition in which a person
loses the ability to regulate arousal and how he or she responds to stress. It is
like having one’s “fight or flight” system turn on too easily and too often. On
its own, the fight or flight response signals potentially dangerous situations
and helps people to manage them. As van der Kolk observes, ordinarily during
stressful events victims experience an adrenaline rush that enables them to as-
sess the situation accurately and to respond quickly. However, the chronic hy-
perarousal that some traumatized people experience diminishes the effective-
ness of their stress response and distorts their ability to assess incoming
stimuli. Constantly on the alert for the return of their trauma, they may be un-
able to accurately process information about their internal states as well as ex-
ternal cues. As a result, they may have difficulty telling when they are imper-
iled and panic easily, which can cause them either to freeze or to overreact.59

Some trauma theorists maintain that experiencing even a single trauma
can cause changes in brain chemistry that make survivors more sensitive to
adrenaline rushes for years after the trauma.60 However, hyperarousal be-
comes more entrenched when the abuse is chronic, such as in many cases of
child sexual abuse. Repeated abuse disrupts the normal patterns of bodily
functions, such as eating and sleeping.61 As a result, chronically traumatized
persons often suffer from hypervigilance, exaggerated startle response, rest-
lessness, and difficulty sleeping and concentrating (all symptoms of hyper-
arousal).62 Given their inability to discriminate between neutral environ-
mental stimuli and genuine indicators of danger, those who experience
hyperarousal tend to perceive the world—both the external world and their
internal world—as unsafe.63 As Ronnie Janoff-Bulman notes, this leads them
to feel “a double dose of anxiety.” One stems from the realization of their
own vulnerability, and the other from the challenge that the trauma poses to
their conceptual systems: “The very assumptions that had provided psycho-
logical coherence and stability in a complex world are . . . shattered.”64

RESPONSES TO HYPERAROUSAL: AVOIDANCE AND NUMBING

To cope with their hyperarousal, traumatized persons often enter into a state
of emotional numbness. Overwhelmed by the painful feelings that intrusive
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memories evoke, they gradually withdraw from emotions and physical sen-
sations. According to van der Kolk and McFarlane, trauma survivors may not
consciously detach emotionally. Instead, this response may happen because
hyperarousal drains the biological and psychological resources needed to ex-
perience a variety of emotions.65 When traumatized people do not automat-
ically experience this dampening of affect, they sometimes use drugs or al-
cohol to numb their pain and make them feel “dead to the world.”66

For some survivors, emotional withdrawal does not simply replace the
hyperarousal that can develop after a trauma. Instead, both states alter-
nately persist. The victim oscillates between experiencing intense, painful
emotions and feeling nothing at all.67 While some trauma theorists believe
that this dialectic prohibits recovery, others argue that it can have significant
adaptive value. For example, Janoff-Bulman suggests that survivors who ex-
hibit both responses are moving back and forth between the need to con-
front their traumas (intrusive recollections) and the desire to protect them-
selves from their painful memories (numbing).68 This combination of
intrusive recollections and numbing can facilitate recovery by enabling sur-
vivors to come to terms with their traumatic experiences. It can give them a
chance to process their traumatic memories without becoming over-
whelmed by the intense emotions they evoke.69

In addition to experiencing a generalized numbness, some traumatized
persons respond to hyperarousal by (consciously or unconsciously) avoid-
ing specific triggers that remind them of their traumas. Eve Carlson and her
colleagues identify three types of avoidance: emotional (which can take the
form of numbing to escape the pain of distressing emotions); cognitive
(“spacing out” when facing cues associated with traumatic experiences);
and behavioral (staying away from people or situations that may remind
the survivors of their traumas).70 A war veteran may experience dampened
affect that is a form of emotional avoidance. Similarly, a sexual abuse sur-
vivor may demonstrate cognitive dissociation by spacing out when witness-
ing media coverage of sexual violence. And a car accident victim may ex-
hibit behavioral avoidance by refusing to return to the site of the crash. In
steering clear of this site, the victim can avoid remembering the trauma and
experiencing the painful emotions this memory would evoke.71

DISSOCIATION AND TRAUMATIC MEMORY

One form of emotional numbing is dissociation, a splitting of the mind
that can occur during a stressful event and in subsequent periods of stress.72

In dissociation, aspects of the trauma—such as thoughts, actions, emotions,
or sensations—are separated from the victim’s conscious awareness. As San-
dra Bloom observes, most of the time people know what they just did and
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what is going on around them. Sometimes, however, this is not the case. For
example, some people occasionally get in their cars and begin to drive, only
to discover that when they arrive at their destination they cannot remember
anything about the journey.73 This capacity to mentally “go away” for a pe-
riod of time can become a defense mechanism in situations of trauma.
When people mentally dissociate, they detach psychologically and emo-
tionally so that they do not really experience what is happening to them. In
a mild form of dissociation, they may feel a sense of unreality. In more ex-
treme instances, survivors sometimes mentally leave their bodies and watch
the trauma from a distance, as if it were happening to someone else.74

As a defense mechanism, dissociation serves the purpose of protecting
victims from confronting the full emotional and cognitive impact of their
traumas. For some survivors, it prevents them from becoming overwhelmed
by keeping parts of the traumatic experiences concealed and outside of con-
scious awareness.75 In addition to blocking out conscious memories of the
trauma, dissociation can protect victims by inducing a state of emotional
numbness. However, trauma theorists emphasize that dissociation does not
always achieve this numbness. Sometimes, survivors who dissociate experi-
ence painful feelings such as fear, despair, confusion, and aloneness. In
such cases, they may feel the full emotional intensity of the traumas with-
out knowing the historical cause. For instance, they may have anxiety with-
out understanding why.76

Some trauma theorists explain dissociation by studying how memory
and traumatic memory work. Although researchers do not entirely agree on
this issue, a number of scholars believe that the human brain contains two
main memory systems.77 One is a language-based system that consists of
conscious awareness of facts or events (“declarative” or “explicit” memory).
According to Bloom, this system verbally encodes all our new experiences,
filing them away in a “knowledge base” that we acquire from birth onward.
The other memory system, which does not require words or thoughts, con-
tains unconscious memories of skills, habits, reflexive actions, and emo-
tional responses (“nondeclarative,” “implicit,” or “procedural” memory).78

Bloom asserts that this system attaches emotional meaning to our experi-
ences, “even before we recognize what we are reacting to or what we are feel-
ing.”79 Usually, these two memory systems work in parallel and in a coor-
dinated way, enabling us to perform complex tasks such as driving a car
while processing directions about where we are going.80 As we engage in
such tasks, we can be consciously aware of information contained in the de-
clarative memory system while simultaneously drawing on our procedural
memory.81

Under extremely stressful conditions, however, the declarative memory
system may fail. When this occurs, people lose the capacity to translate their
experiences into verbal categories, and their minds switch to a way of think-
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ing dominated by physical sensations and emotions.82 Some trauma schol-
ars believe this is what happens when individuals dissociate: Traumatic
memories are separated from ordinary consciousness and not integrated
into a personal narrative. They are stored as sensory perceptions, rather than
in verbal-linguistic categories.83 When traumatic memories are organized
on a nonverbal level, they recur as nightmares, flashbacks, bodily sensa-
tions, or behavioral reenactments of the trauma.84 Thus, after some traumas
a dynamic of mimetic replay is set in motion in which traumatic memories
continue to circulate in the victim’s psychic and physical structures but re-
main unattached to those memories that constitute their personal narrative
or life story. For survivors, this recirculation of the traumatic memories has
a gripping or totalizing force. It comes to dominate their life, making them
feel stuck in the past, disconnected from the present, and unable to antici-
pate the future with hope.85

While some trauma survivors dissociate during a trauma, others do not.
Many can remember and describe the trauma in its immediate aftermath,
although it may take a while to process it emotionally.86 In general, victims
are more likely to dissociate when they are young and when their traumas
are repeated. Some trauma theorists also note that social contexts can in-
fluence how the victim remembers the event. In a study comparing the trau-
matic memories of Holocaust survivors to those of child abuse victims, Lau-
rence Kirmayer finds that the social conditions or “landscapes” in which
survivors remember and recount their traumas make the latter group more
susceptible to dissociation. Child abuse victims are more likely than Holo-
caust survivors to dissociate, partly because society does not widely recog-
nize personal abuse stories as human catastrophes.87 Instead, it often denies
that such abuse even happens. In Kirmayer’s view, 

The difference is between a public space of solidarity and a private space of
shame. Trauma shared by a whole community creates a potential public space
for retelling. If a community agrees traumatic events occurred and weaves this
fact into its identity, then collective memory survives and individual memory
can find a place (albeit transformed) within that landscape. If a family or a
community agrees that a trauma did not happen, then it vanishes from collec-
tive memory and the possibility for individual memory is severely strained.88

Kirmayer’s analysis indicates that the individual’s remembering and forget-
ting are deeply shaped by the public’s response to their trauma. When the
public acknowledges the trauma and offers compassion, dissociation will
less likely occur. 

Even when dissociation does happen, the memories of the trauma are not
entirely forgotten. Trauma theorists speak of “body memory,” a concept
which underscores that even if the mind forgets, the body remembers. They
note that some survivors have physical pains or sensations that result from
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unresolved memories and feelings about their traumas. For example, Bloom
tells the story of a rape survivor who, years after her assault, began to suffer
from chronic pelvic pain. Such physical symptoms are body memories or
flashbacks—ways in which the body re-experiences past traumas, even if the
mind does not consciously remember these events.89

For some trauma victims, this bodily nature of traumatic memory makes
it seem as if their body has “turned against them.”90 As a result, many sur-
vivors—particularly abuse survivors—experience a sense of disconnection
from their bodies. Some cope with this by attempting to change their body
to gain control over it or to alter the way others view them.91 They may de-
velop eating disorders, dress in ways that conceal their shape, or make other
changes to their appearance. Brison, for example, reports that after her at-
tack she wished that she could put eyes in the back of her head; instead, she
settled for a short haircut that made her look more like a man.92 Some-
times, victims alter their appearance in an effort to become less attractive
and thus less vulnerable to attack.93

FRAGMENTATION OF LANGUAGE

In addition to having fragmented memories, some trauma survivors experi-
ence a fracturing of language that invokes profound feelings of alienation.
They find it difficult to write or speak about their traumas, sometimes even
in the presence of those whom they love and trust. Some trauma scholars
contend that this loss of language may happen because the brain stores
traumatic memories in visual or sensory categories rather than in verbal-
linguistic ones.94 When memories are stored in this way, survivors may not
consciously remember them and thus remain unable to describe them ver-
bally. In other instances, survivors can recall their traumas but find that
their memories have a “frozen and wordless quality” that lacks verbal nar-
rative and context.95 Bloom and Reichert describe this as similar to watch-
ing a movie without sound: The survivor mentally views the picture but
does not have the words to articulate what happens in the scene.96 Lodged
in the body, traumatic memories have an unmediated quality that makes
them difficult to symbolize in language.97

Holocaust survivor Primo Levi proposes a second reason that survivors
may find it difficult to speak of their traumatic experiences. Instead of fo-
cusing on the nature of traumatic memory, Levi points to the limitations of
language. He argues that the ongoing trauma which Jews experienced dur-
ing the Holocaust was so horrible that language cannot adequately describe
it. Levi claims that in everyday life, 

We say “hunger,” we say “tiredness,” “fear”’ “pain,” we say “winter”. . . . [These]
are free words, created and used by free men who lived in comfort and suffer-
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ing in their homes. If the Lagers had lasted longer a new, harsh language would
have been born; and only this language could express what it means to toil the
whole day in the wind, with the temperature below freezing, wearing only a
shirt, underpants, cloth jacket and trousers, and in one’s body nothing but
weakness, hunger and knowledge of the end drawing nearer.98

For some survivors, language lacks the words to express their pain.
Susan Brison, a survivor of sexual assault and attempted murder, suggests

a third reason that some traumatized people remain unable to speak of their
experiences: Other people refuse to hear them. To create narratives of their
traumas, survivors need not only the words with which to tell their stories,
but also an empathic other who will listen to them. When people respond
with empathy and compassion, survivors have the motivation and support
they need to tell their stories.99 However, when others respond with judg-
ment, disbelief, or indifference—or when they simply refuse to listen at all—
survivors can be retraumatized. It becomes difficult for them to tell their sto-
ries, even to themselves.100 This leaves survivors feeling isolated and alone.

DIMINISHED AGENCY AND LOSS OF CONTROL 

The disruptions in memory and language that trauma sometimes engenders
can lead survivors to experience diminished agency, a loss of a sense of con-
trol over oneself and one’s environment.101 During a trauma people feel
radically out of control: overwhelmed, speechless, shocked, and unable to
defend themselves. For many survivors, this sense of being out of control
continues in the aftermath of the trauma, as they contend with the knowl-
edge that if tragedy happened once it may strike again. 

Some trauma theorists argue that this loss of control is an especially crip-
pling effect of trauma because human beings need a sense of control to
function well in the world. According to Janoff-Bulman, most of us know
on a conscious level that we cannot completely determine the direction of
our lives and that sometimes things happen that we cannot predict or pre-
vent. Yet on a deeper level, at the very core of our being, we tend to believe
that we are in control of what happens to us. This conviction serves an im-
portant function: It enables us to go about out daily lives without being
overwhelmed by all the things that could go radically wrong.102

For some survivors, the loss of control becomes more entrenched as they
struggle with the ongoing effects of their traumas. Hyperarousal and intru-
sive memories reaffirm the “out of control” feeling because these responses
happen against the victim’s will and are hard to stop. In addition, individ-
uals who continually dissociate in the face of stressful events may feel pow-
erless to assess their immediate and long-term options and to choose ac-
tions that enable them to flourish. Moreover, some survivors lose control
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not only over their physiological responses, but also over their motivation
to perform activities they previously had enjoyed. Brison gives the example
of a sexual assault survivor whose fear of being assaulted again has taken
away her desire to go for walks. Trauma, she explains, can both restrict what
the survivor can do and limit what they want to do.103

In some instances, the survivor’s loss of agency and control leads them to
blame themselves for their traumas. Paradoxically, self-blame is one way to
regain a sense of agency or control after a trauma: If we assume responsi-
bility for what has happened to us, then we imply that we are, at least to
some degree, able to control what happens to us. In this regard, self-blame
is not merely a maladaptive response to trauma, but one that can help fa-
cilitate recovery by restoring to the victim some sense of agency and control.
Janoff-Bulman contends that this is more likely to happen when victims
blame their past, supposedly problematic (but presumably modifiable) be-
haviors for their misfortune, rather than their (presumably unmodifiable)
character. Finding fault with one’s character often leads over time to de-
pression and a loss of self-esteem.104

Even though behavioral self-blame can function as an effective coping
mechanism, it comes with certain costs. Brison contends that it may lead
some survivors to berate themselves for past “mistakes” and to engage in
“unfair, and ultimately futile, self-imposed restrictions on [their] behav-
ior.”105 In addition, behavioral self-blame reinforces society’s harmful ten-
dency to find fault with victims for what has happened to them.106 Those
who do not experience traumas firsthand often blame survivors to protect
their own sense that if only they do the right things, they can keep such hor-
rible events from happening to them. And so they may say, for example,
that a woman was attacked because she dressed the wrong way or walked
alone at night. In other words, she was in control and could have prevented
the assault. 

While trauma survivors sometimes lose a sense of agency and control,
they also often successfully assert their agency in creative and daring ways,
both during the trauma and in its aftermath. For example, domestic vio-
lence survivors who call the police, seek help from a shelter, or confide in a
trusted friend are exercising their agency. Similarly, an abused woman who
laughs when her perpetrator gives her orders is asserting her autonomy and
refusing to relinquish complete control.107 As Evan Stark observes, clinical
trauma theory has tended to emphasize the victimization of trauma sur-
vivors in ways that obscure their resilience and strength. While it is clear
that trauma can lead to psychological disintegration, many traumatized
persons boldly resist this disintegration, sometimes at great personal cost,
by openly or subtly defying the perpetrators who seek to “co-opt and de-
construct [their] personhood.”108 What often results in situations of trauma
is thus a dynamic interplay of agency and victimization, a complex struggle
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that renders traumatized persons not pure victims but rather both victims
and survivors.109

LOSS OF A TEMPORAL TIMELINE

Along with the loss of control, some trauma survivors experience a loss of
ability to construct a temporal timeline of events and experiences that con-
stitute their life stories. The insights of trauma scholars suggest that having
a sense of a temporal timeline that incorporates experiences from our past,
present, and future is essential to our identities. Human beings derive mean-
ing and a sense of our own value partly from the stories we remember and
tell about our lives, and it gives us a sense of internal integration when we
can place these stories into a broader, overarching narrative that spans from
the past into the future. But some trauma survivors lack this sense of tem-
poral timeline, for several reasons. First, dissociation can lead them to expe-
rience gaps in their memory that make it hard to recall specific incidents or
whole periods of time.

Second, intrusive memories and hyperarousal can blur the distinction be-
tween past and present. When traumatized people relive their traumas
through hyperarousal or memory disruptions, they feel as though their
traumatic past is intruding into the present, such that it is not really “past”
at all. When this happens, the trauma takes on a totalizing force: It over-
whelms the survivor and becomes the sole focus of their thoughts and en-
ergy. To put it differently, trauma can narrow the survivor’s perspective, ren-
dering their vision myopic so that they dwell on their traumatic experience.
Stuck in the moment of trauma, he or she does not feel as though time
flows smoothly and continuously from the past into the future. Instead, the
traumatic past overwhelms the present and, from the survivor’s perspective,
defines the whole of his or her life.

The myopic vision that can result from trauma restricts the victim’s
imaginative capacities, undermining the individual’s ability to develop a
positive vision for the future. When people get stuck in a traumatic mo-
ment, the future—to the extent that they can think about it at all—looks
bleak indeed. Some survivors imagine that life will always be as hard as
it is now; as a result, they find it difficult to construct plans and goals for
who they want to become and what they want to achieve. Survivors who
contend on a daily basis with trauma symptoms may lack the emotional
energy necessary to reflect on their goals and dreams. Others can think
about the future but envision it in profoundly negative ways, partly be-
cause their past traumatic experiences have led them to develop a pes-
simistic worldview. Instead of showing them that the world is benevolent
and that good things will happen, their traumatic experiences have taught
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them to believe that life is unfair, the world is cruel, and people should
not be trusted.110

SHATTERED SELF-CONCEPT 

Trauma scholars often suggest that a strong, healthy sense of our identity
and goodness is essential to living a productive and happy life. To have a
sense of coherence and stable relationships with others, human beings
need to believe in our abilities and to see ourselves as worthy of love and
attention. Trauma, however, can undermine such positive self-perceptions.
It can damage self-respect and, in some instances, lead to self-loathing,
shame, guilt, and a sense of inadequacy.111 For example, physical abuse sur-
vivors may experience negative emotions that stem from the damage done
to their bodies, which makes them feel violated. As Brison notes, people
who commit such abuse treat their victims as “mere flesh”: “It is as if the
tormentor says with his blows, ‘You are nothing but a body, a mere object
for my will—here, I’ll prove it!’”112 Being reduced to a body reinforces feel-
ings of powerlessness and incompetence—feelings that many abusers un-
derscore by verbally degrading or scapegoating their victims.113

Trauma damages the survivor’s self-perceptions most severely when the
abuse is repeated. As Herman notes, “While the victim of the single acute
trauma may feel after the event that she is ‘not herself,’ the victim of chronic
trauma may . . . lose the sense that she has any self at all.”114 In some in-
stances, victims never develop this sense of self in the first place. Herman
observes that for many children who suffer chronic abuse, “fragmentation
becomes the central principle of personality organization.”115 Faced with
the impossible task of coping with overwhelming experiences before their
psychological defenses are fully formed, traumatized children often do not
develop the sense of inner safety and independence that would help them
to construct an integrated identity. 

THE FRACTURING OF RELATIONSHIPS

The description of traumatization offered so far has focused largely on the
psychological consequences of trauma. But trauma is not just a psycholog-
ical phenomenon. While the DSM’s diagnostic criteria for post-traumatic
stress disorder concentrate on several core individual psychological symp-
toms—persistently re-experiencing the trauma through intrusive memories,
dreams, and flashbacks; increased arousal; and avoidance of trauma-related
stimuli—many trauma theorists recognize that trauma can have a much
broader range of effects.116 It cannot only lead to psychological symptoms
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but also have social, spiritual, and relational consequences. Specifically,
trauma can change how people view and interact with other people and
God. To develop a more complete account of trauma’s effects, then, requires
addressing the questions: What kinds of interpersonal relationships do
traumatized people tend to seek? How do their traumas affect their current
relationships? Moreover, how does trauma shape people’s images of God
and their experiences of religious communities? 

Trauma and Human Relationships

Trauma survivors have different experiences with interpersonal relationships
after their traumas. For some survivors, interpersonal relationships function
as a positive force in their healing process. They draw strength from the sup-
port of family and friends, or develop new friendships that help them to
cope in healthy ways. Other survivors, however, experience problems with
relationships that can take two different forms. First, they may have trouble
forming or sustaining stable relationships, possibly because they experience
emotional numbing that makes it difficult to feel the love and empathy
which deep friendships require; or, because they have lost their basic trust in
people and thus refrain from seeking close relationships for fear of being
harmed again.117 In addition, survivors may feel guilt, shame, fear, or a sense
of inferiority that causes them to minimize their participation in social
life.118 Sometimes, traumatized people fail to see a connection between their
traumas and their relational difficulties. They know that they are having a
hard time with relationships but do not understand why.119

Second, other survivors find that their traumas cause them to seek un-
healthy attachments to others. An especially harmful pattern is “trauma
bonding,” when survivors attach to their perpetrators.120 Particularly com-
mon among abused children and adult torture victims, trauma bonding
takes place partly because the offender functions as the victims’ only source
for survival and hope. In such situations, victims may attach to this person
because they become utterly dependent on him or her. As a result, the per-
petrator gains psychological as well as physical control, and feelings of
helplessness come to dominate the survivor’s internal world.121

The deep desire for attachment can make survivors particularly vulnera-
ble to revictimization. As they seek to forge new relationships, survivors
may turn to individuals who do not have their best interests at heart. For ex-
ample, people who were abused as children are more likely to become in-
volved in relationships in which they are mistreated as adults.122 In some
instances, survivors crave attachments but have internalized a deep sense of
inferiority as a result of their abuse, which leads them to become involved
in relationships of dependence in which they have little power and respect.
In other cases, survivors are at risk for revictimization because their coping
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mechanisms, such as hyperarousal and dissociation, prevent them from
perceiving external or internal cues that would warn them of danger. Ac-
cording to Herman, trauma survivors do not actively seek revictimization;
rather, they tend to experience it “as a dreaded but unavoidable fate. . . .
Many survivors have such profound deficiencies in self-protection that they
can barely imagine themselves in a position of agency or choice.”123

Trauma and Religion

As Carolyn Yoder observes, human beings are meaning-making creatures.124

Our sense of safety and stability depends on our ability to find meaning
in the world and in the events that constitute our life stories. As creatures
who crave meaning, we want to believe that things happen for a reason
and that the world is fair and predictable. This search for meaning—for
explanation and for a sense of purpose—is a spiritual quest that leads
many people to belief in the divine. For some, this belief is defined by
communal creeds and practices; for others it remains more individual,
amorphous, or evolving.

Trauma challenges people’s ability to find meaning in the world. In the
aftermath of a traumatic experience, it is common for survivors to doubt
that their lives have a purpose and that the world has any meaning at all.
For those who normally turn to religion as a way to find meaning, trauma
may pose an especially difficult challenge by raising troubling theological
questions: Why doesn’t God stop such terrible things from happening?
What kind of a God allows people to suffer violence and abuse? Does every-
thing really happen for a reason—and if so, what reason could there possi-
bly be for trauma? Is it possible to make sense out of traumatic violence?
Trauma forces many survivors to rethink their fundamental convictions
about the divine. Precisely how they reconsider these convictions, however,
varies from one person to the next. 

While some survivors do not experience a change in their views of God,
others report that their traumas have led them to feel more negatively to-
ward God. For example, some feel shame before God. Others fear God
(whom they view as cruel) or feel abandoned by God.125 As one incest sur-
vivor says, “I was wondering where was God when I was being abused? I
mean he totally ignored me as a child.”126 A combat veteran describes his
loss of faith in this way:

I could not rationalize in my mind how God let good men die. I had gone to
several . . . priests. I was sitting there with this one priest and said, “Father, I
don’t understand this. . . . I got all these friends who are dead.” . . . That priest,
he looked me in the eye and said, “I don’t know, son, I’ve never been in war.”
I said, “I didn’t ask you about war, I asked you about God”127

52 Chapter 2



Traumatized people emphasize the themes of God’s absence, silence, and
distance more than non-traumatized people.128 In addition, they often ex-
press intense feelings of unworthiness before God, as well as a loss of trust
in and anger at God.129

Some trauma theorists argue that these negative effects of trauma on sur-
vivors’ relationships with God stems from a correlation between one’s im-
ages of others and one’s images of the divine. Although they differ in their
understandings of precisely how one’s perceptions of God are created,
many trauma theorists contend that early in childhood, children form an
image of God based partly on their image of their parents. Thus, if a child
perceives her parents to be benevolent and kind, she comes to view God as
even more benevolent and kind than her mother and father.130 While some
trauma theorists focus exclusively on the parents’ role in the formation of
the child’s God-image, another theory holds that the child’s relationships
with her entire family—and with others outside of the family—also shape
her perceptions of divine attitudes and behaviors.131

Carrie Doehring argues that this God-image formed early in childhood
does not necessarily remain static over the course of one’s life. More specif-
ically, she contends that experiencing severe childhood or adolescent abuse
leads some individuals to express more negative views of God as adults
than those who have not been deeply traumatizated.132 Given the correla-
tion between our God-images and our social relationships, this is not sur-
prising. Traumatized persons may perceive God as more wrathful, angry,
and punitive than others because this is precisely how they have experi-
enced their perpetrators. Note, however, that this correlation between social
relationships and relationships with God may not be unilinear. Doehring
proposes that it has a bi-directional character: Just as traumatic stressors can
shape one’s God image, so one’s views of God can shape how one responds
to traumatic stressors.133

Sheila Redmond, a therapist who works with trauma survivors, offers
one perspective on how a person’s view of God can shape his or her re-
sponse to trauma. Based on her work with child abuse survivors from
Christian backgrounds, Redmond argues that some traumatized persons
do not perceive a change in their religious views because they suppress the
spiritual effects of their traumas. This suppression happens because they
receive a view of God from their families and churches that they find dif-
ficult to reconcile with their traumas: God as “a loving father, a punish-
ing father, an all-knowing father, an all-seeing father, an all-powerful fa-
ther. . . . Everything is under his control.”134 Often, survivors cannot
understand why this benevolent and all-powerful God allows their suf-
fering. To resolve this contradiction, they blame themselves for their
traumas. It is easier to believe they have done something wrong than to
figure out why God permits their abuse. Unfortunately, this self-blame
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can be debilitating, as survivors grow increasingly convinced of their
guilt, worthlessness, and inherent badness.135

Along with their conflicted relationships with God, many trauma sur-
vivors have negative experiences with religious communities and their prac-
tices. Some feel betrayed by these communities, which failed to protect
them; many abusers come from families active in religious organizations,
and many abuse survivors come from “model” religious homes.136 In other
instances, survivors experience a loss of trust in faith communities because
these communities actively participated in their abuse, as in cases of clergy
sexual misconduct. In addition, survivors who are harmed outside of reli-
gious communities may have negative experiences in these communities
because they use practices, symbols, and beliefs that play upon survivors’
traumas, reinvoking traumatic memories and feelings of anxiety or depres-
sion. For example, some survivors who grew up in Christian contexts note
the ways in which specific doctrines, such as original sin and the need for
redemption, reinforce their feelings of guilt and self-blame.137 Christian
feminist theologians also point out how images of violence used in reli-
gious settings—such as the symbol of the cross that remains central to
Christian liturgy and preaching—may trigger traumatic flashbacks.138 For
some trauma survivors, hearing about Jesus’ violent death in a sermon or
seeing this symbol displayed over the altar can bring back painful memo-
ries of the survivor’s own violent traumatic experiences.139

In other situations, trauma survivors feel negatively toward faith com-
munities that did not actively perpetrate violent harm but failed to provide
narratives, symbols, or practices that could address their needs for healing.
Some traumatized people turn to religious groups for support and are dis-
appointed when they do not find helpful resources there. One survivor who
has actively participated in Christian communities over the course of her
life says, “I have always sought answers in the church for how to get healed
from all this stuff. I expected to find it there and never did. . . . When I re-
alized that the church had never helped me, I felt a real letdown. It was dis-
appointing; it made me angry because the church should be one place you
find the promise of healing.”140

Not all survivors, however, have negative experiences of religious groups.
Some find social support in such communities and consider them crucial
to the preservation of their identity.141 According to McFarlane and van der
Kolk, some survivors claim that the rituals and practices of their religious
communities help them to overcome their isolation by connecting them
with the suffering of others, both past and present.142 Other traumatized
people find that their participation in religious communities gives them
hope and sustenance by offering a framework through which they address
questions of meaning and overcome their sense of forsakenness by God
and other people. I explore this complex relation between traumatic vio-
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lence, religion, and meaning-making in chapters 5 and 6, when I offer the-
ological reflections on trauma and nonviolence. 

THE TRAUMATIZED SELF

What, finally, is the picture of the traumatized self that emerges from
trauma scholars’ descriptions of traumatic violence? At a most basic level,
trauma theorists portray the traumatized self as a severely fragmented self,
which has a fractured sense of self and world. “Traumatized people,” Her-
man says, “suffer damage to the basic structures of the self. They lose their
trust in themselves, in other people, and in God. Their self-esteem is as-
saulted. . . . Their capacity for intimacy is compromised. . . . The identity
they have formed prior to the trauma is irrevocably destroyed.”143

In describing the long-term effects of trauma in this way, trauma theorists
suggest that the traumatized self can become a site of violence, in which the
experience of traumatic violence is repeatedly replayed and reenacted. As we
have seen, trauma survivors can experience this repetition in numerous
ways: for example, through flashbacks, intrusive memories, nightmares, hy-
perarousal, and behavioral reenactments of their traumas. According to
Serene Jones, trauma theorists indicate that survivors who endure these on-
going effects of trauma often come to experience themselves as imprisoned
within a traumatic reality.144 Unlike other prisons, however, the barriers that
constrain them operate not from the outside but from within. Experiencing
this imprisonment over a prolonged time deepens the fracturing or frag-
mentation of the survivor’s self.

This picture of the traumatized self as deeply fragmented both resonates
with and differs from other contemporary descriptions of the fragmented
self. In particular, poststructuralist theorists speak of the self’s fragmenta-
tion; indeed, they have undertaken the very project of “decentering the sub-
ject.” Unlike trauma theorists, however, poststructuralists see this fragmen-
tation or decentering as something to be celebrated; for them, it refers to the
dismantling of gender essentialisms underlying Western thought that lock
men and women into stereotypical gender roles. From a poststructuralist
perspective, the self is not a stable entity, but rather is thoroughly consti-
tuted in and through the “discursive and social relations” of its culture.145

Poststructuralists’ attempt to describe this constitution—to de-stabilize the
subject—offers insight into our sexist cultural patterns and the ways we are,
in fact, products of our environments.

While poststructuralist understandings of the fragmented self make an
important theoretical contribution, they overlook a crucial insight of
trauma studies: Human beings need a certain core sense of self to function
well in the world.146 The very fragmentation that poststructuralists applaud
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represents a condition or state of being that trauma theorists see as pro-
foundly harmful and debilitating.147 The insights of trauma scholars suggest
that the self’s fragmentation must not be celebrated but rather transformed.
More specifically, the traumatized self does not need more fragmentation,
but an ongoing process of healing that reintegrates the self, giving it a basic
wholeness or coherence.148

Unlike poststructuralists, trauma scholars thus articulate a normative vi-
sion of the self. More specifically, they speak in ways which indicate that for
selves to successfully negotiate their way through the world, they need to
have a few capacities or features, such as agency, relationality, ordered mem-
ory, embodiment, and language. The potential for these capacities is pres-
ent in all human beings from birth, and the development or actualization
of them over time is necessary for the self to be a healthy, well-functioning
self. They are not, however, impervious to our engagement with culture and
history. While these features of the self cannot be completely accounted for
as cultural productions, they are nonetheless profoundly shaped—and
sometimes diminished or destroyed—by our social contexts.

Even as trauma scholars emphasize the wholeness and coherence that
non-traumatized selves enjoy, they often acknowledge that given the multi-
ple dimensions of selfhood, all persons experience some degree of frag-
mentation.149 But their work suggests that despite this fragmentation, the
healthy self has a certain integrity: its features remain intact. This “intact-
ness” is precisely what enables it to perform many of its basic patterns of
daily functioning. For example, selves that are whole or coherent can act as
intentional agents, establish solid interpersonal relationships, feel physi-
cally safe in their surroundings, and create ongoing personal narratives of
particular events and experiences. It is precisely these abilities that trauma
can strip away over time as it moves from the outside in.

As we have seen, the fragmentation that trauma scholars describe is not a
condition that all persons experience but one that results specifically from
overwhelming violence that moves into the self, making it a site of violence.
This image of the self as a site of violence has implications for Christian
nonviolence: It implies that trauma is part of the identity and life of the
church, which is partially constituted by traumatized persons. As noted, this
does not mean that trauma has an impact only on those persons who have
directly endured it. Since the church is a social organism in which what af-
fects one member also affects the others (albeit in different ways), trauma
is a reality with which the entire church body must contend. 

Trauma studies thus encourages Christians to think more expansively
about what it means to communally practice nonviolence. Understanding
nonviolence as the refusal to act as an agent of violence is a start, but it must
entail more than this. Christian nonviolence must also include working to
resist and transform internalized, traumatic violence. It must entail con-
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tributing to the healing of selves that are sites of violence by creating a space
in which traumatized persons can survive and flourish.

Since the church has perpetrated violence in many ways throughout
history, it is hard to say precisely how Christian communities can create
such spaces and what they would look like. One way to get some traction
on this matter, however, is to explore what trauma scholars say about
healing from trauma. In the next chapter I undertake this task, summa-
rizing some of their most central insights. This lays the theoretical foun-
dation for the final three chapters of the book, in which I bring these in-
sights into conversation with Christian theology to consider how the
church might enact nonviolence as the healing or transformation of in-
ternalized, traumatic violence.
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A couple of years ago I taught a class on trauma to undergraduates at a
small, liberal arts college. Toward the beginning of the semester, after read-
ing a particularly intense text on trauma, a few students expressed concern
about the psychological impact of studying such weighty material. They ob-
served that learning about trauma is “important,” since it is a reality that af-
fects so many people; at the same time, the study of trauma is “depressing,”
since it can make one feel the burden of what others have endured. In
essence, the students were pointing to what some trauma theorists call “in-
direct” trauma—the sense of despair and despondence that can become in-
stilled in those who learn about others’ traumatic experiences. After their
initial foray into the study of trauma, the students were wondering: Is there
hope in the aftermath of traumatic violence? Are survivors doomed to re-
main caught in the cycles of trauma that mark their lives—the patterns of
dissociation, intrusive memories, hyperarousal? Or are there ways to break
these cycles and begin anew?

Trauma theorists answer this last question with a resounding “yes,” and
the concerns raised by my students indicate that an elaboration of this “yes”
is crucial to any discussion of trauma. When trauma theorists describe the
extent of the damage trauma can cause, they paint a picture that sounds
bleak indeed. It is sometimes hard to imagine that people can recover from
such extensive harm, but in fact many do; and so trauma theorists also an-
alyze their multiple paths of recovery, giving us insight into the sources of
human resilience as well as a more balanced, accurate view of the dynam-
ics of trauma. In exploring how recovery occurs, trauma theorists thus tem-
per their otherwise sobering discussion with a note of hope—a note which
communicates the basic truth that trauma need not have the final word. As
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the comments of my students indicate, this note is one that many people
find helpful to hear.

While it is crucial to explore the recovery process, such exploration must
proceed with caution. Those who study trauma indicate that although peo-
ple often show remarkable resourcefulness and resilience, not all trauma-
tized people recover. Moreover, recovery takes place to varying degrees and
in different ways; and even those who experience it to the fullest are not the
same after their traumas as they were before. In fact, some trauma scholars
are reluctant even to use the terms “healing” and “recovery,” since such
terms may seem to imply that the survivor gets his or her “old” self back
again. Others use this language, either because they do not see it as prob-
lematic or because they lack better alternatives. Even those who are com-
fortable with the language of healing or recovery, though, stress that heal-
ing does not mean that survivors go back to “normal,” as though nothing
ever happened. Trauma leaves a mark that cannot be erased. But survivors
can reach a point where the trauma no longer seems so overwhelming—a
point where, as one friend put it, “you finally find that things just don’t
seem so bad anymore.”

In this chapter I examine what enables some survivors to arrive at this
place where things don’t seem so bad—or, where they possibly even seem
quite good. I do so by summarizing central insights of trauma scholars about
the process of recovery from trauma. In constructing this summary, an un-
avoidable difficulty surfaces: The descriptions of healing that trauma schol-
ars offer are often somewhat vague. A good reason for this exists, however:
Healing from trauma is something of a mystery. It is hard to say why a par-
ticular treatment helps one person and not the next, or what exactly made it
successful. There exists no comprehensive blueprint for healing, no map that
details precisely how one can move from traumatization to health. 

Despite this ambiguity, trauma theorists generally agree on two matters
related to healing from trauma. First, they understand healing as a recon-
stitution of the traumatized self. Since trauma fractures the self, healing in-
volves restoring to the self some measure of wholeness or coherence by
reintegrating its shattered fragments—for example, the fragments of mem-
ory, agency, language, and self-image. Second, trauma theorists suggest that
integrating the traumatized self involves several phases or stages of healing.
These phases do not represent a neat, linear series of steps that survivors
move through in exact sequence; as Herman observes, healing is a messy,
complex, and dialectical process.1 They do, however, provide an organized
way to talk about the healing process and illuminate some of its basic prin-
ciples and goals. Drawing most heavily on Herman’s work, I now turn to
three central phases of trauma healing. An outline of them provides the the-
oretical basis for the reconstruction of Christian nonviolence that I begin to
develop in the next chapter. 
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ESTABLISHING SAFETY

Trauma theorists often assert that healing from traumatic violence begins
with the vitally important task of establishing safety for trauma survivors.
For some survivors, this involves finding physically secure spaces in which
they can live and work. This may happen easily for survivors of single trau-
mas who have a strong social support system; however, it proves more dif-
ficult for those who experience violence on an ongoing basis. Some sur-
vivors who endure repeated traumas remain financially and emotionally
dependent on their perpetrators. Others cannot believe that safe spaces ex-
ist.2 Trauma scholars stress that given the numerous challenges survivors
face in creating a physically secure space, it is essential for them to have the
help of trusted others who can provide emotional support and material as-
sistance, such as loving family members, friends, and support groups. 

Once survivors have established a safe environment, they must work to
acquire a sense of psychological safety. Trauma theorists indicate that for
many traumatized persons, this entails overcoming the feelings of helpless-
ness, fear, and loss of control they experienced during their traumas and in
their aftermath. Often, survivors begin to gain a sense of psychological
safety as they work with different treatment modalities, including prescrip-
tion drugs that diminish anxiety and depression, relaxation and stress in-
oculation techniques, visual imagery, exercise, and participating in social
activities.3 Moreover, Herman contends that some survivors in this initial
stage of healing benefit from psychotherapy that concentrates on the fun-
damental tasks of controlling intrusive symptoms and restoring basic bio-
logical functions, such as eating and sleeping. As they begin to identify and
stabilize their emotions and biological rhythms through different treatment
modalities, the survivor’s sense of self-control and competence may in-
crease, making it possible for them to pursue deeper exploration of the is-
sues raised by their traumatic experiences.4

Trauma scholars often underscore that in addition to establishing physi-
cal and psychological safety, survivors must also develop a sense of social
safety, which Bloom specifically defines as feeling secure with people in
larger social settings as well as in interpersonal relationships. In her view,
survivors can build this sense of security by participating in socially safe en-
vironments that maximize their potential for transformation and growth.
She cautions, however, that it is difficult to define precisely how human be-
ings can create these socially safe spaces, partly because we do not have
many communities or groups that function as role models, enabling us to
see precisely what a socially safe space looks like and how it operates.5

As Bloom describes them, however, socially safe social environments
have several general features. They provide a context in which individuals
have the freedom to assume responsibility for their own lives, and in which
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they are listened to and affirmed. Moreover, socially safe spaces foster rela-
tionships marked by mutual cooperation and thoughtfulness, human con-
nections in which people express commitment to the well-being of the
group’s other members. Some scholars see families as a unit that can pro-
vide such a secure setting; in reality, however, they often fail to do so.6 Given
the limitations of family resources, and the ways families often harm rather
than support their members, some look to support groups, religious com-
munities, and other collectivities to function as alternative socially safe
spaces. 

Herman emphasizes that the creation of a physically, psychologically, and
socially safe environment often comes with a high cost to trauma survivors.
It may require them to take risks, such as venturing to live alone or trusting
others. In addition, creating a secure environment sometimes forces sur-
vivors to make difficult choices that significantly alter the material character
of their lives. For example, some domestic violence survivors must give up
their homes, friends, and jobs because extricating themselves from their abu-
sive relationships involves relocating to a new area.7 For many victims, these
costs are simply too daunting. However, others who make such changes find
that they begin to repair their self-esteem, sense of competence, and agency.
When survivors reclaim their sense of security, they can take charge of their
lives and develop a sense of empowerment and conviction—which, in turn,
makes it possible to continue with the healing process.

NARRATING THE TRAUMA

Traditional Talk-Based Approaches

When trauma survivors establish safety, they create the conditions that enable
them to undertake what trauma scholars often describe as the second phase
of healing: coming to terms with the trauma by constructing a trauma narra-
tive. But why does narrating the trauma often make a positive contribution to
the survivor’s healing process? What is it about telling their stories of trauma
that lessens the traumatic symptoms they experience? Are different ap-
proaches to creating a trauma narrative any more or less productive? Al-
though trauma theorists acknowledge that the precise relationship between
narrative and trauma healing remains unclear, they offer several explanations
that help account for how and why narration helps some survivors.

At a most basic level, many trauma theorists contend that narrating the
trauma can help survivors heal by enabling them to integrate the event
into their personal narratives and thereby gain a sense of wholeness or co-
herence. Recall that trauma theorists often indicate that part of what gives
human beings a sense of wholeness is to be able to gather the multiple sto-
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ries of their lives into a broader narrative framework that holds together
and has meaning. Traumatic events, however, are so overwhelming that
they resist integration into this framework; instead, they stand outside of
it and call it into question. When survivors narrate their traumas, they re-
sist this disintegration by translating these experiences into language and
thereby claiming them as part—albeit a painful part—of their broader life
story or history. 

Trauma scholars note several ways in which this integration of the trauma
into the survivor’s life story can help to transform their traumatic symp-
toms. First, contextualizing the trauma into a broader narrative framework
helps survivors begin to overcome their persistent sense of being stuck in
the traumatic moment.8 Recall that trauma survivors often become preoc-
cupied with their traumas, which makes them feel embedded in the past
and disconnected from the present. Part of what makes it possible for them
to get “unstuck” is to establish a temporal timeline by creating a narrative
that locates the trauma in the context of their life story. Repeatedly retelling
the trauma story and placing it in the context of “before” and “after” helps
the individual to see the trauma not as the one moment that defines their
life but as part of a bigger story or ongoing narrative. As the individual
retells this story, he or she puts the event into a framework that both recog-
nizes its reality and offers hope for a different future—a future not domi-
nated by the experience of trauma. While this contextualization may not
entirely eliminate their traumatic symptoms, it can lessen their intensity
and take away their power to retraumatize.

Second, trauma theorists often assert that narrating the trauma enables
some survivors to identify and process emotions associated with their trau-
matic memories. According to Herman, when survivors create trauma nar-
ratives, they must move beyond recalling the “facts” of the traumatic expe-
rience to discuss their subjective responses—what they feel, see, smell, taste,
and hear.9 Often, survivors express horror at the violence they have en-
dured, and many report feeling anger, despair, shame, and sadness. In ad-
dition, some survivors experience profound grief over things they have lost,
such as their positive view of themselves, attachment to others, and full
range of emotions.10 Brison observes that while exploring these subjective
responses is painful, it can help transform the traumatic character of the
memory. By interacting with their traumas in a supportive context, survivors
can explore the painful emotions their memories evoke in a setting where
they encounter compassion rather than the threat of danger.11 This takes
away some of the isolation invoked by the trauma and enables them to be-
gin to alter their emotions, lessening their pain. 

In addition to establishing a temporal timeline and modifying intense
emotions, trauma scholars often contend that constructing a trauma narra-
tive can foster healing by allowing survivors to regain a sense of agency and
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control over intrusive memories. Brison asserts that whereas interpersonal
traumas disempower victims by reducing them to an object of their perpe-
trator’s speech or action, narrating the trauma empowers survivors by
restoring their voice.12 In her view, survivors who tell their trauma stories
exercise control over the memories that have recurred against their will.
They decide how much to disclose and to whom.13 While this telling itself
may be “compulsively repeated” or “out of control,” survivors “can control
certain aspects of the narrative and that control, repeatedly exercised, leads
to greater control over the memories themselves, making them less intru-
sive and giving them the kind of meaning that enables them to be inte-
grated into the rest of life.”14

Trauma theorists emphasize that establishing this control does not hap-
pen easily. In fact, it usually requires multiple narrations of the trauma
story. Herman observes that survivors often alternate between moving
closer to the trauma and withdrawing, claiming its reality and then mini-
mizing its impact.15 Even after multiple tellings survivors may remain un-
certain about the “facts” of the trauma and its meaning for their lives. Due
to the trauma’s unresolved nature, they may continue to carry its effects in
their bodies, spirits, and minds; however, these symptoms often lessen pro-
gressively as victims continue to discuss their traumas. At the end of each
telling, they may experience the story as “over and complete”—at least for
the time being.16 This sense of completion becomes more permanent as
new details and insight on the trauma emerge. When a fuller account de-
velops, the survivor gains a sense that the event had a beginning and end, a
circumscribed location in space and time.17

While many trauma theorists emphasize the power of creating a trauma
narrative to restore the survivor’s sense of control and coherence, Brison
also cautions that the act of narration can impede recovery, if it binds the
survivor to one unchanging account of the past (such as when she needs to
have her story “right” for the purposes of a trial). In her view, survivors must
ultimately engage in 

telling to live, which I now see as a kind of letting go, playing with the past in
order not to be held back as one springs away from it. After gaining enough
control over the story to be able to tell it, perhaps one has to give it up, in or-
der to retell it, without having to “get it right,” without fear of betraying it, to
be able to rewrite the past in different ways, leading up to an infinite variety of
unforeseeable futures.18

Here, Brison suggests that narrating the trauma facilitates healing not by
giving the survivor a sense that the future is predictable and the course of
her life is completely within her control (which it is not), but rather by
making it possible for her to carry on with courage and confidence in the
midst of an uncertain world.19
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Despite the differing views that trauma scholars hold about how narra-
tive helps survivors, then, they generally agree that the creation of a trauma
narrative is an integral part of healing for many traumatized persons. They
also, however, stress that survivors often run into difficulties when con-
structing this narrative. One common problem is dissociation: In some in-
stances, survivors cannot talk about their traumas because they cannot re-
member the details surrounding these events or even whole periods of time.
Trauma scholars observe that when this happens, clinicians may use a vari-
ety of techniques to help survivors uncover their dissociated memories, in-
cluding hypnosis, individual or group therapy, art, and dance/movement
therapy.20 Herman asserts that the easiest way to recall traumatic memories
is to explore memories the survivor has: “As the patient experiences the full
emotional impact of facts she already knows, new recollections usually
emerge spontaneously.”21 In her view, many survivors find that thinking
about their responses to nontraumatic events, exploring the meaning of
their physical sensations, and discussing their past and present relation-
ships help them uncover dissociated, traumatic memories.22

Some trauma theorists contend that a cognitive-behavioral therapy
called “imaginal exposure therapy” also can unlock and transform trau-
matic memories. According to Barbara Rothbaum and Edna Foa, imaginal
exposure is based on the belief that “short-term suffering will lead to long-
term benefit.”23 More specifically, they explain that those who use this
therapy find that for some survivors, confronting the trauma in a state of
relaxation can foster healing. Imaginal exposure sessions thus begin with
relaxation exercises; the survivor then recalls and interacts with their
trauma. For example, they may imagine being back in the trauma and re-
count the incident as if it were happening again. Or, they may write an ac-
count of the trauma and read it aloud. Rothbaum and Foa report that
while the survivor’s first exposure to the trauma often produces a narrative
with few details, subsequent sessions aim to generate a more complete de-
scription by exploring the emotional and physiological reactions that the
traumatic memory generates.24 After the exposure and analysis of their re-
sponse, survivors again work on relaxation. By confronting their trauma in
a controlled setting in which they take charge of the remembering, sur-
vivors can modify their fear and begin to transform the traumatic structure
of the memory.25

Herman describes a similar treatment called “direct exposure.”26 Like
imaginal exposure, this approach is based on the conviction that controlled
reliving can help the survivor overcome the terror associated with their
trauma. In direct exposure, survivors confront, for a limited period of time
and in a safe setting, images or symbols related to (but different from) their
traumas. For example, a war veteran may listen to the sound of a helicopter
or watch a movie about combat.27
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What makes this exposure to the trauma a potential source of healing, a
way to unlock and transform traumatic memories? One theory holds that
part of what makes it possible for survivors to narrate their traumas is to see
these experiences symbolized in ways both similar to and different from
their own stories. The similarity between the images and the survivor’s ex-
perience activates the traumatic memory and enables them to interact with
it; the difference allows the traumatic structure of the memory to be trans-
formed.28 According to van der Kolk and his colleagues, the most critical
difference in modifying traumatic memories is the context in which the sur-
vivors engage the images of their traumas. When traumatized individuals
interact with these images in a secure setting, they encounter them in a
place where they have assistance in monitoring and processing the emo-
tions they evoke. Here, they can begin to regain a sense of control and de-
velop confidence that even though remembering the traumatic event proves
difficult, they have the strength and support necessary to do this and to deal
with the pain it causes.29

Narration, however, does not work for everyone. Trauma scholars re-
port that in addition to having dissociated memories, survivors often face
other obstacles that make it a difficult task. Some find that their inability
to feel emotions leaves them without motivation to create an ongoing
narrative.30 Others experience a loss of self and voice that causes them to
doubt their own memories.31 Still others lack the social support needed
to recall and discuss their traumas.32 Finally, in some instances, survivors
can recall the facts of their traumas but find it too risky or painful to ver-
bally communicate about these experiences. Years of secrecy and silence
around their traumas condition some victims to fear disclosure about
their inner lives and emotions. Past experiences of rejection, criticism, or
abandonment render them unable to trust their listeners enough to talk
about their traumas.33

Survivors of repeated traumas may face an especially hard task when it
comes to this stage of trauma recovery, partly because their defense mech-
anisms are more likely to be deeply entrenched and thus more difficult to
unlearn. In addition, placing one’s traumas in a broader narrative frame-
work will more likely promote healing when that framework contains
multiple stories of health and happiness, rather than multiple stories of
trauma. Those who have endured repeated traumas that began when they
were young may lack the positive experiences that enable them to contex-
tualize their traumas in a framework that includes a vision of a future in
which they flourish. Put differently, the central goal of narrating the
trauma—contextualizing it in a larger framework of memory and mean-
ing—is to reintegrate the self, restoring its coherence or wholeness; but
some survivors may never have established a coherent self that they can
later “put back together again.”
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Nonverbal Approaches

Trauma scholars often argue that even when survivors do not find success
with the traditional “talking cure,” healing is still possible. Traumatized per-
sons who cannot integrate their traumatic experiences through verbal nar-
ration may turn to nonverbal approaches as a means to “narrate” or tell
their stories. Often done in conjunction with talking therapies, nonverbal
approaches involve intentionally using, within a therapeutic context, art or
creative activities such as painting, drama, or dance.34 They are based on the
premise that one can speak through nonverbal as well as verbal forms. As
Bonnie Meekums puts it, “a gesture can express feeling; a painting, drama
or poem can tell a story; and the structuring of space can say much about
the person’s relationships.”35 For many survivors, the use of creative modal-
ities provides a fruitful way to connect with their inner selves and commu-
nicate about their traumas. Survivors can tell their stories through their
bodies, rather than in words. Once externalized through the body this story
can, in some instances, be translated with the help of others into a coher-
ent verbal narrative.36

David Read Johnson observes that while professionals who work with
survivors employ approaches that involve a diversity of art modalities, some
common elements characterize sessions that focus on nonverbal expres-
sion.37 He explains that usually, a typical session begins with a discussion
about how the client is doing and what issues they want to address. Instead
of exploring these issues through verbal conversation, the therapist and
client use an art medium as a way to communicate about the problem. They
may begin with warmup exercises that enable the client to relax, such as
drawing or scribbling on paper (for art therapy), stretching or jogging (for
dance/movement therapy), or making noises on a musical instrument (for
music therapy). Once they complete the introductory exercises, the thera-
pist and client delve more deeply into the art medium. The therapist may
ask the client to design whatever she chooses, or give her a specific task,
such as to draw a picture of her parents or feelings of sadness. The client and
therapist may then reflect on the meaning of what she has created. In some
instances, the therapist leaves it up to the individual to explore the artwork’s
significance. In other situations, therapists offer their own ideas about what
the art might mean in the larger context of the client’s life.38

Johnson further explains how nonverbal treatments promote healing
from trauma by noting an important difference between nonverbal therapy
work and artistic training. Whereas artistic training involves a structured,
disciplined process of modeling basic forms, nonverbal therapies involve
unstructured or loosely structured creative activities that take place in a re-
laxed atmosphere. Johnson observes that this “play” setting enables clients
to explore, grow, and have fun. They may “let go” enough to move beyond
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intellectualization and connect with their internal worlds, which, in turn,
makes it possible to express thoughts and feelings they could not commu-
nicate in words.39 According to Charles Schaefer, creative acts emerge partly
from the unconscious and thus can reveal images and memories buried in
survivors’ bodies and minds. This is why abused children often express
thoughts and feelings they are not consciously aware of through drawings
or in puppet play.40

One theory holds that the “play” which characterizes nonverbal modali-
ties can help survivors unearth and express traumatic memories partly be-
cause of its emphasis on the body. Many trauma theorists believe that since
trauma is stored in the body, physical experiences can unlock dissociated
traumatic memories and help survivors confront hidden dimensions of
their traumas. For example, Letty Mills and Judith Daniluk describe one
study that examined the experiences of five trauma survivors who turned to
dance therapy.41 For these survivors, dance movement provided a way to get
“‘out of their heads,’” so that they could connect with and express previ-
ously unknown or denied aspects of their selves.42 As one woman says, “I
knew somehow my body would tell me the truth . . . the surprise was how
deeply my body felt the things that happened to me . . . for the first time I
understood what body memory means.”43 Similarly, Patricia Weaver Fran-
cisco, a rape survivor, describes how she turned to “body work” after hav-
ing little success integrating her trauma through traditional talk-based ther-
apies. In working with a specialist who helped her to “read” and analyze her
body’s voice by identifying and interpreting its sensations, Weaver was able
to access the feelings and ideas behind these sensations.44

One advantage to nonverbal approaches is that they can help survivors
express their feelings without becoming overwhelmed. Speaking through
art forms can give one psychological distance from one’s traumas. As one
individual explains, 

I was sort of talking about the drawing. It was easier because I had something
here to hold up. It was almost like having a mask in front of me, it was almost
like something with me, as if I was hiding behind a mask really and it was the
painting that was speaking . . . It’s not me speaking it’s the dance speaking. It’s
not me speaking it’s the drama speaking. . . .45

Nonverbal treatments can thus facilitate the communication of survivors’
stories while providing them with some protection against becoming
flooded with affect.

This does not mean, however, that nonverbal modalities are necessarily
accompanied by little emotion. At times, such approaches evoke intense feel-
ings. For example, the participants in the dance therapy study that Mills and
Daniluk describe found that particular movements or music evoked flash-
backs of their traumatic experiences. The authors report that though diffi-
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cult, re-experiencing these traumatic memories provided them with a
chance to explore symptoms that needed to be addressed. Some elected to
process these memories by talking about them; others did not. Given their
traumatic past, the survivors found it empowering to have the freedom to
choose silence. They discovered that not having to talk helped them avoid
“‘spoiling’ a significant moment of bodily connection.”46

In addition to helping survivors uncover and express traumatic memo-
ries, nonverbal approaches can help them overcome their sense of alien-
ation from their bodies. Recall that traumatized persons often experience a
split between their bodies and minds that stems from dissociative defenses
learned during the traumas and in their aftermath. As one individual re-
marked, “I had spent most of my life feeling that my body either walked in
front of me or behind me. . . .”47 Mills and Daniluk note that for partici-
pants in the study on dance therapy, both synchronized and spontaneous
movement facilitated reconnection with their bodies by making them more
aware of specific body parts.48 By reuniting with their bodies, they became
more attuned to and comfortable with their physical and emotional sensa-
tions. This enabled them to respect their bodies, motivating them to give
more attention to self-care. As a result of these changes, they regained a
sense of wholeness and integration that their traumas had destroyed.49

For some survivors, nonverbal modalities not only facilitate reconnection
with their memories and bodies, but also enable them to create and embody
new, positive possibilities. For example, drama therapists Craig Haen and
Kenneth Brannon found that performing roles helps some survivors to inter-
nalize the positive values of the roles they play. In working with traumatized
boys in one long-term care facility, they discovered that the boys played out
three roles time and again: superheroes, monsters, and babies.50 Many who
acted out the superhero roles chose this part because the superheroes, like
themselves, had a traumatic past. But unlike the children, they had overcome
this adversity and gone on to lead successful lives. By flourishing despite their
difficult times, the superheroes gave the boys hope that they could do the
same. As they reflected on the positive aspects of the roles, the boys accessed
their own inner strengths. One eight-year-old remarked, “I store all of my
characters in my heart. Whenever I need one, I pull it out and it helps me.”51

Those who study nonverbal modalities often emphasize that while some
traumatized persons make progress in healing through nonverbal treat-
ments, these approaches do not work for all survivors. Some are inhibited by
their belief that they have no artistic talent.52 Others remain unable to access
their creative abilities due to their damaged trust in themselves and other
people.53 In addition, many survivors, particularly those who have suffered
sexual abuse, feel uncomfortable with their bodies and thus shy away from
treatment approaches that focus on the body as a means of expression. Still
others fear any treatment that attempts to disclose their innermost thoughts
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and feelings. As Meekums observes, for an individual who “has learned to
survive by hiding the self in any number of ways, such revelation could be
experienced as threatening.”54 Given the risks of nonverbal treatments, Su-
san Simonds stresses that those who use them must make sure survivors pre-
pare for their work with these approaches. They can do this by identifying
what might help them feel secure in the midst of remembering, discussing
their expectations of what will happen if they recall past traumas, and talk-
ing about their anticipated responses.55

Many trauma scholars conclude, however, that when undertaken with
care, nonverbal modalities can play a significant role in the survivor’s heal-
ing process. They can help bring hidden aspects of the self into conscious
awareness and integrate traumatic memories into the survivor’s personal
narrative. In addition, nonverbal therapies can enable survivors to internal-
ize new, positive values and behaviors. As Herman notes,

The major work of the second stage is accomplished . . . when the patient re-
claims her own history and feels renewed hope and energy for engagement
with life. Time starts to move again. When the “action of telling a story” has
come to its conclusion, the traumatic experience truly belongs to the past.56

To say that the trauma belongs to the past does not mean that survivors for-
get their traumas or leave them entirely behind. At this stage of the healing
process, survivors still carry their traumas with them but do so in a new
way.57 Incorporated into their personal narrative, the trauma loses its power
to retraumatize.58 When this happens, survivors cease to feel stuck in the
past. Their myopic vision has expanded so that they no longer remain fix-
ated on their traumatic experiences, and these experiences thus no longer
exclusively define their identities, their sense of who they are.

RETEMPORALIZATION

Trauma scholars indicate that survivors who have placed their traumas in
the larger context of their lives as events in the past can focus on a final
task of healing: their “retemporalization.”59 Once survivors have tempo-
rally located their traumas by contextualizing them in a broader narrative
framework, they can themselves experience a different orientation toward
time. No longer consumed by the past, they can fully immerse themselves
in the present by deepening their friendships, developing concrete plans
for their future, and putting these plans into action. In short, they can
continue to develop their “new” self as they move into the world, fully en-
gaged with the present and empowered by a hopeful vision for what is to
come.
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Herman asserts that for some survivors, this reconnection with the pres-
ent requires shedding parts of their “old” selves that their traumas imposed.
In her view, survivors may need to continue working to let go of their fear
of intimacy, guilt, depression, or anxiety.60 As they move deeper into the re-
covery process and become more actively engaged in rebuilding their lives,
survivors often find that it gets easier to relinquish or forgive parts of their
traumatized selves. As one abuse survivor remarked about her career as a
pornographic movie star, 

I’m not so hard on myself these days. Maybe it’s because I’m so busy taking care
of a three-year-old son, a husband, a house, and two cats. I look back at [my
former self] and I understand her; I know why she did what she did. It was be-
cause she felt it was better to live than to die.61

Herman asserts that as they let go of parts of their traumatized selves, sur-
vivors may hold on to positive qualities or behaviors that resulted from the
trauma, “even while recognizing that any gain was achieved at far too great
a price.”62

For some survivors, developing their new self also involves disclosing
their traumas to others. While many survivors in the second stage of heal-
ing narrate their traumas to a therapist or trusted friend, they may in the
third stage reveal their traumatic past to others as well.63 At this point, sur-
vivors often find that disclosing past traumas builds intimacy in relation-
ships and serves as a source of inspiration for others.64 While many prefer
to tell their story only to friends and select family members, others talk
about their experiences publicly. Some even confront their perpetrators or
bystanders who refused to help them. Herman notes that such confronta-
tions can be quite difficult for survivors, since offenders sometimes respond
with denial or anger. However, if the truth-telling is well-planned the dis-
closure may empower the survivor, even if those confronted respond nega-
tively.65 Speaking the truth enables some survivors to feel they have over-
come their fears of their perpetrators and freed themselves from the
dynamics of harmful relationships.66

Trauma scholars note that many survivors find that support groups pro-
vide a helpful context in which to disclose their traumas and build life-
giving relationships. Herman, for instance, contends that while early in the
healing process support groups focus on establishing physical, psychologi-
cal, and social safety, they can later provide a setting in which survivors ex-
plore the meaning of their traumas. Many victims find it empowering to
share their stories in a group and hear the stories of others; knowing that
others have had similar experiences can help them overcome the isolation
that their traumas imposed.67 Some survivors also find that support groups
make it possible for them to reconnect with aspects of their former selves
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that their traumas had buried. For example, Brison asserts that groups can
enable survivors to develop compassion for their traumatized selves by em-
pathizing with others. In hearing the stories of others who survived traumas
similar to their own, victims realize that these others are not to blame for
their traumas and thus stop blaming themselves.68

In addition to shedding aspects of their “old” selves and developing new
relationships, trauma theorists argue that constructing a hopeful vision of
the future represents another integral dimension of retemporalization. Re-
call that some survivors have a foreshortened sense of the future. Con-
sumed by intrusive post-traumatic symptoms that generate sadness, fear,
and despair, they remain unable to imagine a future that is different from
their traumatic past. However, once survivors have given their traumas def-
inite temporal and spatial location and thereby gained control over their
traumatic symptoms, they can anticipate the future with hope, setting goals
for their lives and a plan for how to attain them. For some survivors, this
entails returning to aspirations they held prior to their traumas. For others,
it involves pursuing new goals and interests. Herman observes that many
people at this stage find it helpful to have a “survivor mission,”69 such as
participating in social action, engaging in intellectual pursuits, or reaching
out to troubled individuals.70 Such a mission gives them a sense that their
lives have meaning and purpose, for they have now not only transformed
their own injuries but also made a contribution to the world that tran-
scends their particular location in space and time.

While survivors at this point have come a long way in the healing process,
they may occasionally revisit issues from the earlier phases of healing.71 For
example, in phase three survivors may return to the issue of safety and in-
crease their sense of security by confronting and overcoming specific fears.
Brison, for example, lobbied her employers to put a lock on a door in an
isolated passageway and install a light in a parking lot where she left her car
at night.72 Other survivors increase their sense of safety by engaging in phys-
ical activities that help them overcome insecurities and foster healthy con-
nection with others. They may take part in self-defense classes or go on out-
ings (wilderness trips, camping) in which they rehearse confrontation with
danger in a way that builds self-confidence and a sense of control.73 Her-
man asserts that through such activities, survivors continue to decondition
their stress response to neutral environmental stimuli. In so doing, they re-
structure their “physiological and psychological responses to fear.”74

MEANING-MAKING AND HEALING

One key part of the healing process that trauma scholars identify as integral
to all three phases is the difficult task of meaning-making. Recall that as
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meaning-making creatures, human beings often struggle to tell their stories
in ways that give themselves a broader sense of purpose for their lives and
the world. For trauma survivors, this search for meaning often does not lead
them to see the traumas as good or meaningful, but it does allow them to
discover that some good has come after the trauma, from the recovery
process.75 The specific ways in which survivors arrive at this realization,
however, differ from one person to the next. 

Trauma theorists name at least four common ways that trauma survivors
often find meaning in the aftermath of their traumatic experiences. First,
many survivors consider the lessons they have learned about life during
their healing process.76 For example, they discover that after their traumas
they no longer take forgranted gifts such as friendship, family, or the beauty
of nature. This, in turn, frees them to enjoy life more fully and reorder their
priorities so that they spend less time on unimportant matters such as
household chores, and more time on cherished ones such as enjoying the
companionship of family and friends.77

Second, some survivors find meaning after their traumas by focusing on
lessons they have learned about themselves. For instance, many find that
they have become more compassionate and caring.78 Others feel psycho-
logically stronger or more confident now that they have endured the diffi-
cult times. Despite their clear sense that the world is dangerous and ran-
dom, they feel internally more secure and believe they can overcome the
challenges they face. As one rape survivor put it, “I feel much stronger now,
even though I feel vulnerable to being raped in this culture. Part of that rape
was to dominate and humiliate me and he didn’t succeed at that. I came
through with my integrity—I got through those months of hell. The world
is more dangerous to me now, but I am . . . stronger, able to handle any-
thing. . . .”79

Third, Janoff-Bulman asserts that some survivors find meaning after their
traumas by focusing on the benefits they can offer to others.80 Survivors
may use the wisdom and knowledge they have acquired to help people by
being an authentic listener to them, by participating in social and political
activities that benefit causes related to their traumas, or by taking part in
outreach projects that increase public awareness about traumas such as do-
mestic and sexual violence. For many individuals, engaging in such activi-
ties affirms that their lives have value and purpose. As one survivor put it,
“I feel like everything I’ve been through adds to what I’m able to offer to
other people. That’s a great feeling—that’s kind of like the spiritual piece of
healing. When you feel like somehow it’s redeemed and it wasn’t all for
nothing.”81

Fourth, some survivors turn to the explicit dimensions of religious faith
to help them address questions of meaning. For example, after horrifying
experiences some people derive comfort and guidance from their religious
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beliefs.82 Others find solace in the notion that God loves them and remains
present with them throughout the ups and downs of their lives. One sur-
vivor states the matter this way: 

Adversity matures your faith. And my faith and prayers helped me through the
whole thing—coping with it I mean. I know God was with me. I’ve been able
to turn it into a stepping stone. You know, I’ve learned from it and I’ve grown.
And if I can do something to help other people then that makes the whole
thing less horrible.83

For some survivors, religion has resources to help them integrate what they
have learned from their traumas about the fragility of life and the random-
ness of the world into their overarching view of reality. It offers a cognitive
schema through which they can regain a sense of meaning and purpose in
light of their traumatic experiences.84

While some trauma survivors find solace in specific religious beliefs or
doctrines, others turn to religious rituals to help them make meaning. Rit-
uals provide structure and reliability that counters the chaos and random-
ness of trauma. As one survivor says, “In the church it was the ritual I really
liked. Not necessarily all the words because they are very patriarchal and I
really got some bad vibes about God the Father. But to just be able to go
and sit and relax and know what’s going on and have the ritual and wor-
ship happen . . . I think there’s a real safety in that.”85

In addition to offering this structure and predictability, rituals create a
way for survivors to place their losses within a larger framework. Through
ritual, trauma survivors establish connections not only with the divine and
their present community but also with the past and the suffering of others.
For example, many Christian communities perform the “Prayers of the Peo-
ple” during their Sunday morning worship, in which the congregation prays
not only for the healing of their members’ own suffering but also for those
who suffer around the world. By making this prayer an integral part of their
weekly service, churches establish a bonding among people across space
and time. This bonding can take away some of the survivors’ isolation and
give their lives a sense of coherence and continuity.86

Some trauma theorists suggest that rituals may also facilitate meaning-
making by providing a way to explore deeper aspects of the self that words
cannot access. Janine Roberts, for instance, observes that rituals use sym-
bols, and symbols can evoke memories and feelings. More specifically, the
embodied and active nature of rituals makes them well-suited to get in
touch with emotions and inner worlds.87 According to Roberts, since rituals
“often call on known symbols and action, they offer continuity that can cre-
ate a sense of safety and facilitate movement into the unknown.”88 While
this connection may be painful for some survivors, it can give them a
chance to interact with their experiences in a different way and in a new

80 Chapter 3



context. One survivor asserts that she has found religious ritual helpful pre-
cisely because it “short circuits all that mental trying to think it through.
That’s always been true for me about ritual—that it just meets some deeper
place than reading books or thinking about the trauma or talking about it
can. I think that’s the power of it.”89 By tapping into this “deeper place,” re-
ligious ritual gives survivors a chance to experience meaningful connections
with others, the divine, and themselves.

This diversity of methods that trauma survivors employ to find meaning
in the aftermath of their traumas shares one common element: They all in-
volve connecting the survivor’s personal narratives to an overarching narra-
tive that includes larger stories about human life. More specifically, meaning-
making after trauma entails linking the individual’s story with broader
narratives about the divine, other trauma survivors, and human communi-
ties. When survivors make such connections, they can mitigate their isola-
tion and begin to see themselves as agents who are part of a struggle for
peace and justice that transcends the boundaries of their own lives.

THE DIFFICULT MATTER OF FORGIVENESS

Trauma theorists note that as survivors reconstruct themselves by recon-
necting with themselves, others, and the world, they often confront one ad-
ditional issue: the difficult matter of forgiveness. Should survivors forgive
their perpetrators, and if so, under what conditions? Trauma scholars offer
differing viewpoints on this matter, partly because the term forgiveness
means different things to different people. On the one hand, some consider
the language of forgiveness problematic because, in their view, forgive-
ness—especially when granted before justice has been made—constitutes
“cheap grace,” which fails to hold the perpetrators accountable for their ac-
tions.90 From this perspective, forgiveness excuses the perpetrator’s behav-
ior, which, in turn, grants him or her license to offend again. 

Others believe forgiveness is problematic for a different reason: It im-
poses yet another burden on the survivor. Herman, for instance, argues
that the quest to forgive often becomes a “cruel torture,” as it remains an
inachievable goal for the victim.91 When one has experienced violent
harm at the hands of another human being, forgiveness sometimes is sim-
ply too difficult. In Herman’s view, forgiveness becomes a more realistic
goal when perpetrators admit their wrongdoing, seek repentance, and try
to make amends.92 Marie Fortune, however, notes that most perpetrators
never do this. Thus, she argues that the survivor’s wider community must
take responsibility for repentance and restitution. The church, the legal
system, and close family and friends can name the wrong and make jus-
tice for victims.93
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On the other hand, many trauma scholars assert that forgiveness can con-
stitute an important part of the survivor’s healing, even when the perpetra-
tors do not repent and reconciliation with them is neither possible nor de-
sirable. Those who argue this point often understand forgiveness not as
forgetting or excusing the trauma but as recognizing the wrongdoing and
not allowing it to destroy the survivor’s spirit.94 Thus, when survivors for-
give their perpetrators they call attention to the fact that what happened was
wrong (for otherwise there would be nothing to forgive). At the same time,
they let go of their bitterness over the event and thereby refuse to let the per-
petrator continue to have significant influence over their lives. As one sur-
vivor remarked, “When you forgive someone you give up those feelings that
you were holding onto for a long time. And it may have been something
you obsessed about and hard to walk away from. But I don’t want my per-
petrator in my life . . . I want to have a life separate from him. So I want to
forgive him and walk away.”95

Despite their differing views of forgiveness, trauma theorists generally
agree that it is extremely difficult. Forgiveness involves recognizing the bro-
kenness of the perpetrators, acknowledging that the harms they commit
may stem from their own experiences of violence and injustice. Humaniz-
ing one’s perpetrator in this way is something survivors can do only when
they have healed enough to relate to the world out of their wholeness rather
than their brokenness.96 Thus, some trauma theorists contend that forgive-
ness should mark the last step in the healing process—if, indeed, the sur-
vivor chooses to grant it at all.97

Trauma theorists are often careful to balance their discussions of forgive-
ness with the observation that anger can have a positive force in the sur-
vivor’s life as well.98 Understandably, traumatized persons may become an-
gry when they lose their sense of safety, when others lack understanding, or
when their perpetrators refuse to show remorse. As Debra Alexander ob-
serves, although survivors may express this anger in destructive ways, it often
has healthy dimensions that enable it to function as a healing force in their
lives.99 For example, anger can inspire individuals to take action that initiates
social change. It can also build and reinforce a positive self-concept by re-
minding survivors that the violence done to them was wrong and that they
deserve better treatment. Like forgiveness, then, anger draws on the survivor’s
own power to make a positive contribution to the reconstruction of the self. 

Unfortunately, those around survivors often discourage them from feel-
ing and expressing anger, either by minimizing the trauma or by appealing
to beliefs about love and forgiveness. This attempt to suppress anger and
only show forgiveness fails to recognize the ways each of these responses,
when left unchecked by the other, may prove problematic. Anger without
forgiveness can result in actions that continue cycles of violence, and for-
giveness without recognizing one’s anger and demanding justice can lead to
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“cheap grace.” Thus, these responses are not incompatible but rather two
that can, in some instances, work together to help survivors reconstruct
their self-concept, agency, and human relationships. 

TRAUMA HEALING AND COMMUNITIES

In trauma scholars’ descriptions of healing, the importance of healthy con-
nections with others stands out as a central theme that undergirds each
phase. Recall that in discussing the first phase of healing, trauma theorists
stress that loving friends and family members can play a crucial role in
helping survivors establish a safe environment. Similarly, in describing the
second, they emphasize that survivors will more likely construct a trauma
narrative when empathic others hear the story and respond with compas-
sion. Finally, when talking about the third phase of healing, trauma theo-
rists underscore that an integral part is developing and deepening healthy
relationships. In all these ways and more, healing requires the constant
presence of others and a strong social support system. Some traumatized
persons find such support in a relationship with a trusted individual, but
communities also can provide crucial assistance to survivors during the
healing process. Families, support groups, religious organizations, and
other social groups can offer financial, emotional, and spiritual help that
survivors need to integrate their traumas and rebuild their lives.

In the following pages, I want to focus on the particular contributions to
recovery that religious communities can make. Many resources that trauma
theorists identify as integral to healing—narratives, rituals, caring listen-
ers—are resources these communities have. Religious communities have
their own narratives, perform rituals, and, at least when they function well,
bring together people who care for each other and listen to each other’s sto-
ries. While each religious tradition has its own distinctive resources, I con-
centrate on those of the Christian tradition. How might Christianity’s nar-
ratives and practices foster the healing of traumatized persons? If traumatic
violence can become internal to socially constructed people and the com-
munities they form, then how can Christian communities, which are them-
selves constructed as sites of violence, help to transform this violence? 

These questions are important to explore. Although the church has sanc-
tioned violence in many ways, it also has provided innumerable people
with support and care in times of crisis. As we saw in chapter 2, some indi-
viduals do discover in these communities sources of support (even as oth-
ers do not). Examining some of the potential resources these communities
have to offer illuminates why this may be the case. In addition, it points to
ways that Christian communities might more effectively address the reality
of trauma with which many of their members contend. 
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Each of the next three chapters explores specific resources of Christian
communities by theologically reflecting on a phase of trauma recovery: es-
tablishing safety, narrating the trauma, and retemporalization. In develop-
ing these theological reflections, I consider both how the experiences of
trauma survivors may challenge traditional Christian beliefs and practices
and how Christian communities, despite their participation in the broken-
ness of the world, may nonetheless address the needs of traumatized per-
sons. Ultimately, this analysis facilitates my larger theoretical goal: recon-
ceptualizing Christian nonviolence to include not only resisting external
violence but also transforming internalized, traumatic violence. 
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One trauma survivor who was abused as a child stated that her healing from
this abuse began in the church she attended during her youth. When
pressed to articulate how this church had provided a space in which she
could begin to heal, the survivor at first found herself at a loss for words. Af-
ter pondering the question for a minute, she decided that the church had
enabled the beginning of her healing simply by being the church. She re-
marked, “To just be church—to just be community—it can make a huge dif-
ference.”1

In the next three chapters I explore this somewhat ambiguous claim. It is
important to understand, since the survivor does not stand alone in her ex-
perience. While many survivors either do not participate in religious com-
munities or find them unhelpful, others report that religious groups play a
role in their recovery.2 But what exactly does it mean that the church can
foster healing from trauma “simply by being the church”? On one level, it
means that Christian communities can provide the most basic condition
that trauma theorists identify as necessary for healing: supportive relation-
ships. Although the church does not always succeed in creating such rela-
tionships, Christian theologians and lay persons have long considered this
to be an essential part of its ministry. 

Beyond this, however, lies a less obvious way in which Christian com-
munities, simply by “being the church,” sometimes contribute to the heal-
ing of traumatized persons. These communities have specific narratives—
the narratives of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus—that church
members integrate into their identities over time as they perform concrete
practices, such as breaking bread, sharing a common meal, and passing the
peace. These narratives, when internalized through communal practices,
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can help form or reconstitute church members’ identities in a way that
transforms internalized, traumatic violence and integrates an element of
nonviolence into their being.

To understand how this reconstitution of identities can happen in Chris-
tian communities, I explore correlations between the three phases of heal-
ing summarized in the previous chapter and Yoder’s view of what it means
for the church to be the church. In this chapter I consider how Yoder’s de-
scription of ecclesial relations resonates with, and is challenged by, trauma
scholars’ accounts of supportive relationships. In chapter 5 I explore paral-
lels between Yoder’s use of narrative and trauma theorists’ reflections on the
role that narrative plays in the recovery process. In chapter 6 I then exam-
ine Yoder’s view of the church as an eschatological community in light of
trauma theorists’ accounts of reconnecting with the present and imaging a
better future. Taken as a whole, these chapters reconceptualize Christian
nonviolence to include the transformation of internalized, traumatic vio-
lence through the communal enactment of a new identity. 

In rethinking nonviolence in this way, it is crucial not to overestimate the
assistance that Christian communities give to trauma survivors. Unfortu-
nately, churches often fail survivors in many ways. For example, some
women who endure domestic abuse are encouraged to submit to the vio-
lence by church teachings and structures that either explicitly or implicitly
encourage acquiescence.3 Religious leaders at times not only fail to assist
trauma victims but also perpetrate trauma themselves, as in cases of clergy
sexual abuse. In addition, many faith communities participate in broader
societal denial about trauma by refusing to acknowledge its prevalence and
impact.4 Thus, in describing how the church may help trauma survivors to
heal simply by being the church, I am not suggesting that this is something
the church always does. Instead, I am proposing that this is something
Christian communities are called to do. Put simply, they are called to pro-
vide a space in which traumatized persons can survive and flourish.

The creation of such a space is an integral part of the church’s identity as
a nonviolent community. If we take seriously Yoder’s claim that nonvio-
lence is the cornerstone of Christian faith and discipleship, as well as
trauma theory’s insight that violence can become embedded over time
within people’s bodies, minds, and souls, then it follows that transforming
internalized, traumatic violence must constitute an essential part of Chris-
tian nonviolence (and an essential part of what it means for the church to
be the church). While Christian communities may not consistently live into
this part of their identity, they sometimes succeed in doing so. Analyzing
how this success happens can heighten awareness within Christian com-
munities of their potential to assist trauma survivors. This, in turn, may pro-
vide the knowledge and motivation that churches and their members need
to offer such assistance on a more consistent basis.
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While Yoder’s writings provide useful resources for analyzing this di-
mension of Christian nonviolence, the next three chapters do not repre-
sent an uncritical embrace of his work. Yoder’s theology provides a help-
ful starting place for the reconceptualization of nonviolence that I am
developing, since he considers nonviolence integral to the church’s iden-
tity and mission; as we have seen, however, he does not explicitly address
internalized, traumatic violence. In each of the following chapters, my
theological reflections thus begin with Yoder’s writings but move beyond
them. At times, I turn to the works of feminist and womanist theologians,
who generally do not engage clinical accounts of trauma but nonetheless
remain attentive to the ways in which overwhelming violence and struc-
tures of oppression affect individuals and communities over time. Their
writings resonate in some ways with trauma studies and, therefore, pro-
vide useful resources for the reconceptualization of nonviolence that I am
developing.

The analysis offered here does not constitute a systematic theology or a
comprehensive account of the church’s resources for healing. Instead, it
presents some theological reflections which, though necessarily incom-
plete, generate insight into the possible resources that Christian communi-
ties can offer trauma survivors. Christian communities have long struggled
with the reality of trauma, looking for ways to address the violence their
members experience (and sometimes commit). However, they have not had
the language and conceptuality of trauma studies to aid them in this task.
Contemporary trauma studies, with its detailed description of trauma’s ef-
fects, brings something new to theological reflection on nonviolence and
healing. Its insights point toward an often-overlooked dimension of nonvi-
olence and help to clarify how the church might enact it. This, in turn,
makes it possible to understand better how Christian communities are not
only sites of violence, but also sites of grace.

TRAUMA AND ECCLESIAL RELATIONS

The most basic way that Christian communities can help to foster recovery
from trauma is by creating the relational conditions that make such recov-
ery possible. Trauma theorists often observe that healing from traumatic vi-
olence does not take place in isolation; and Christian communities, like
other communities, have potential to create the quality of relationships that
enables healing from traumatization. To understand how this may happen,
however, requires a more specific account of what such relationships look
like in Christian communities and how they can be formed. This leads us
to one central topic of ecclesiology: the nature of ecclesial relations and the
social shape of the church. Yoder’s work provides a helpful starting place for
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this analysis because it contends that part of what makes the church “church”
is the way its members relate: how they speak with each other, how they lis-
ten to what others say, and how they interact on an ongoing basis. For Yoder,
the church is not just a collection of individuals but a social organism or body
in which each member needs and serves the other: “the whole is more than
all of the parts, and . . . the interdependence of all is structured according to
an already given plan, flexible and able to grow, but neither chaotic nor infi-
nitely negotiable.”5

In considering the nature of ecclesial relationships that Yoder describes,
I focus on three related concepts he uses to talk about the character of
Christian community. Yoder describes the church as a voluntary commu-
nity that makes a confession of faith and commitment to discipleship the
foundation of communal membership, an egalitarian community that val-
ues the gifts of each person, and a witnessing community that proclaims a
message about God’s kingdom to the broader society. While these three
characteristics certainly do not describe the whole of his vision of ecclesial
relations, I concentrate on them in particular because they open up topics
that surface in trauma theorists’ accounts of recovery—topics such as
agency, power, and language. In examining each theme I first explore Yo-
der’s interpretation, then consider how it might look from the perspective
of trauma studies. This analysis of ecclesial relations from the perspective of
trauma theory makes it possible to begin envisioning how the church may
enact nonviolence by providing a space in which internalized, traumatic vi-
olence can be transformed through the reconstitution of church members’
identities.

THE CHURCH AS VOLUNTARY COMMUNITY

In his ecclesiological writings, Yoder underscores the voluntary nature of
the church.6 When he uses this term, he clearly means more than the sepa-
ration of church and state and freedom of expression in religious matters.
As James McClendon observes, all churches in North America today are vol-
untary in the sense that there exists no state church and no law that makes
one a member of any particular faith community.7 For Yoder, the “volun-
tary” character of Christian community means, more specifically, that
Christians choose to join the church because they have made a confession
of faith in Jesus and a commitment to a life of discipleship. Given this em-
phasis on confession and commitment, he endorses the practice of adult
baptism. Yoder insists that a person must enter the church not because they
feel pressure to do so or because their parents have made this decision for
them, but because they have heard and believed the gospel message and re-
main willing to accept the disciplines of the Christian life.8
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On the surface, the language of voluntarism may seem to suggest that in-
dividuals make their decisions apart from the influences of others. As Mc-
Clendon argues, however, the language of voluntarism need not imply this.
Those who speak of voluntarism often acknowledge that our so-called free
decisions are, in fact, informed (but not completely determined) by a vari-
ety of sources.9 Thus, the decision to become part of the church is one that
individuals make within a network of relationships and social contexts, in-
cluding the Christian community. Since individuals can take part in the
church before becoming members, the church may influence their decision
to join in many ways. For example, it may offer preaching that evokes their
belief, activities that inspire their interest and passion, and rituals that help
them experience connection with the divine. In response to such practices,
individuals may choose to make (or not make) a confession of faith and be-
come members of the church. 

Yoder suggests, however, that it is not only Christian communities that
shape a person’s decision to become part of the church but also God. While
the language of voluntarism suggests that individual acts of faith are the
foundation for the church, he contends that the church is also the result of
God’s work through the Spirit. This does not mean that the Christian com-
munity merely emerges from the sum of those decisions that are the Spirit’s
work. In Yoder’s view, the church is not the product of a message in the way
that “the crowd in the theater is the product of the reputation of the film.”10

Rather, God’s work in history involves uniting people through the Spirit to
form a new social humanity, and the church is called to exist as this new hu-
manity into which people are inducted.11 Individuals can choose to take up
membership in the church, but their choices do not create it. Voluntarism
thus means not only that those who choose to believe in Jesus and follow
after him constitute the foundation of the church, but also that God’s work
through the church is the foundation of their choice.12

This complex relation between the individual, community, and divine
that one finds in Yoder’s work reveals that his theological framework does
not offer an individualistic conception of “church.” In his view, the church
is a social body united by the confession of faith and commitment to dis-
cipleship that its members have made. Since all members have made this
confession and commitment, they share a connection among themselves as
well. Jesus serves as the common thread or “head” that holds the body to-
gether, such that one cannot have a relationship with him apart from one’s
relationships with the other members.13 The union with Jesus that church
members experience is, at the same time, a union with the other members
of his body. 

For Yoder, people establish this union with Jesus and his “body” partly
through the community’s enactment of relationships characterized by love.
He states, “You can make people come to church, but you cannot make
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them love one another. The criterion of unfeigned love is, therefore, the in-
dex of the voluntary character of the fellowship.”14 This love entails a com-
mitment to the well-being of others that is expressed, in part, through the
offer of material support to those who need it.15 In Body Politics, Yoder ar-
gues that the church’s ministry involves the formation of economic com-
munity in which those who are materially privileged share their resources
with those who are not. Theologically, he grounds this notion of economic
sharing in the practice of breaking bread together.16 In Yoder’s view, Jesus
and his disciples understood this practice to mean that they must share
their day-to-day material sustenance. If one member of the church has con-
crete material needs, the others must strive to help fulfill them.

This offer of material support, however, does not alone constitute the
essence of Christian love. Yoder indicates that love must entail spiritual nur-
turing as well, which communities can foster, in part, through reconciling
dialogue. He describes this practice as “binding and loosing” and asserts
that it has multiple applications. In one sense, binding and loosing is a
process of reconciliation in which offenders are held accountable for their
actions (binding) with the goal of being restored to the community (loos-
ing).17 In this practice, one member who has been offended by another con-
fronts the offender in an effort to resolve the conflict constructively. In pro-
cessing their conflicts, members learn communication skills, awareness,
trust, and hope—in short, they build a community in which they can grow
as persons. In addition, Yoder argues that it increases a person’s self-esteem
to know that others take their relationship seriously enough to seek recon-
ciliation.18 Yet, he cautions that not all communities can effectively practice
this aspect of love. Reconciliation presumes a context of trust, which may
not be present in communities in which members have not committed
themselves to this standard.19

The voluntary nature of the church, then, presupposes not only that one
makes a confession of faith in Jesus, but also that one embodies the love he
enacted. For Yoder, this love that Christians are called to manifest is the
Spirit’s love expressed through their community: “The community’s action
is God’s action.”20 Empowered by the Spirit, the church can live in faithful
discipleship to Jesus as a community that, despite its brokenness, reveals
God’s grace. The voluntary character of the church thus underscores the no-
tion that the church is a visible community, a new social reality that com-
municates a specific message about God’s work in the world through its ac-
tions as well as its words. 

From the perspective of trauma theory, Yoder’s view of the church as a
voluntary community that enacts relationships of love points to at least two
ways in which the church may enable healing from trauma. First, his work
calls Christian communities to create supportive contexts in which every
member is cared for and affirmed. For survivors who have concrete needs,
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such a community can offer not only a physically secure space but also wel-
come relief from the material stresses that burden their daily lives. For ex-
ample, consider a domestic violence survivor who has recently left her
abuser but is struggling to make ends meet. The church that embodies the
love Yoder describes would offer this survivor material assistance in what-
ever ways possible—perhaps by helping her to find a job, a place to live, and
affordable child care. It would also provide a context in which she receives
affirmation and care that she did not get in her home. By treating this sur-
vivor as a person who deserves respect and as an important member of the
community, the church would create a space where she may come to believe
that she is (and deserves to be) loved by others and by God.

Yoder’s view of Christian love points to a second way in which the church
may enable healing by underscoring two themes central to trauma scholars’
accounts of recovery: agency and responsibility. Christian love, as he de-
scribes it, requires that each member of the community work to form and
sustain relationships of accountability and trust.21 In emphasizing the ac-
countability and responsibility of each person, this vision of Christian com-
munity underscores the agentic potential of its members. This affirmation
of their agency may help some survivors who were victimized by commu-
nities in which they did not choose to participate and in which their agency
was undermined. For example, survivors born into abusive families may
find it liberating to participate in a voluntary community that makes itself
both responsible for its members and to them; within this context, unlike
within their families, they have the power to call others to account. More-
over, some trauma survivors may find it empowering to take part in decision-
making processes and to have the freedom to elect whether to dissent from
or affirm the choices of the group. This emphasis on their responsibility to
help build and sustain the church’s structures and relationships underscores
their agency by stressing that they can contribute to the larger good of the
community. 

At the same time, the rhetoric of voluntarism may prove problematic for
other trauma survivors. Some survivors feel responsible for the sins they
have suffered as well as for those they have committed. Used uncritically,
the language of voluntarism might reinforce feelings of guilt and self-blame
that may come with this strong sense of responsibility.22 Underlying the no-
tion of voluntary community is the assumption that people are empowered
to make intentional decisions. While some theologians who talk about vol-
untarism do note that our choices are, to a certain extent, influenced by oth-
ers, they maintain that these choices are not so influenced as to impair our
ability to function as intentional agents.23 Their language of voluntarism
thus presumes an agency that is intact and whole rather than one that is
compromised. As discussed in chapter 2, however, trauma theorists contend
that while survivors often exercise agency in remarkable ways, they may also
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experience a loss of agency, a sense that they are unable to control their
thoughts and emotions and to direct the course of their lives.

The concept of voluntary community can become more useful for trauma
survivors if reconceptualized in a way that does not simply presume agency
but instead explores how the church may help reconstitute agency when it
has been diminished. From a theological perspective, this exploration can
begin with a revised account of “binding and loosing.”24 Instead of focus-
ing on the restoration of individuals who have offended others in the com-
munity, this account concentrates on how the church may help restore
those who suffer from the effects of traumas they have experienced outside
of the church. In this context, binding is recast as the process of tying to-
gether or integrating the fragmented self, and loosing as the self’s release
from the burdens imposed by traumatic harms. Binding thus includes the
reconstitution of shattered agency, and loosing involves addressing both
material obstacles to healing and trauma’s psychological effects. I noted
above that the church may help facilitate these dimensions of loosing by
enacting the love Yoder describes. But what does binding look like from this
viewpoint? How might Christian communities enable the integration of
shattered agency?

On one level, it seems that binding can happen in much the same way as
loosing: through the support of the Christian community. Recall that for
many survivors, the healing of agency takes place over time in the context
of healthy relationships. As they form attachments in which they receive re-
spect and affirmation, survivors can gradually rebuild their sense of agency
and capacity to make choices that promote their well-being. In light of this
theoretical account of agency’s reconstitution, one could argue that the
church can facilitate the healing of agency, in part, by creating the kind of
ecclesial relations that make this healing possible. For example, the church
can enable “binding” by forming a hospitable community that openly wel-
comes all persons, treating them as individuals who matter. It can also fa-
cilitate the reconstitution of agency by building a participatory community
that invites people to engage in church life—for instance, by serving as litur-
gical officers or taking part in decision-making processes. In addition, the
church can contribute to the healing of shattered agency by being a socially
active community that encourages its members to become involved in so-
cial justice efforts. Recall that some trauma survivors find that by working
on behalf of others, they come to believe that they have the power to make
a difference.

The healing of agency that may take place in Christian communities,
however, does not happen solely through the efforts of the community or
individual survivors. From a theological perspective, one can understand
this experience of healing to derive, in part, from God’s grace. This grace
comes to the community through the work of the Spirit, who gathers the
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church and the people who constitute it. More precisely, one aspect of the
work of grace is to form the church in which people with shattered agency
are pulled together by the Spirit’s love as manifest through the love of the
community. Survivors and others in this community can experience this
love in small ways—through the church’s attempt to hear the voices of all
its members, through its occasional preaching of a sermon that powerfully
speaks to their fears and concerns, and through the warmth on the faces of
strangers as they “pass the peace” on Sunday mornings.

Despite their many limitations and failures to attend to traumatized per-
sons, then, Christian communities have the potential to enable spiritual
growth and transformation. When they do, people can make the decision
to become part of the church in a supportive context in which others re-
main committed to their well-being. Since individuals can certainly partic-
ipate in the church before deciding to join, they may benefit from the re-
sources of this community even if they are not members. For instance, the
church that practices love as Yoder describes it would offer assistance and
care to those who suffer violence even if they have not committed to join
the church and to live the life of discipleship that this commitment entails.
In addition, this community may show its respect for such survivors of vio-
lence by inviting them to actively participate in its life and worship. This in-
vitation does not override their freedom or compel an affirmative response.
The voluntary character of the church thus holds in tension the agency of
the individual and the loving context of the community that is the condi-
tion of the possibility of the full exercise of that agency. By maintaining this
tension, it points to one way in which traumatized persons may experience
healing in a religious community.

THE CHURCH AS EGALITARIAN COMMUNITY

Based on his reading of the New Testament, Yoder articulates a vision of the
church as an egalitarian community. He contends that Jesus formed a vol-
untary and egalitarian community in which a diverse group of people could
live together in peace. In Yoder’s view, this vision did not fade away after Je-
sus’ death but rather continued in the life and writings of Paul. Yoder ar-
gues, for example, that Paul understood baptism as “the formation of a new
people whose newness and togetherness explicitly relativize prior stratifica-
tions and classification. . . . [Its] first, ordinary meaning is egalitarian.”25

Similarly, he asserts that Paul’s use of the body metaphor for Christian com-
munity is anti-hierarchical because it maintains that all members of this
body are equally, though differently, empowered by the Spirit.26

When Yoder speaks of egalitarianism, he does not mean that everyone
should be treated the same or that the church should have no leadership
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roles. Rather, he suggests that Christian communities must honor the value
and contributions of each person. This means refusing to grant elevated sta-
tus to those who come to the community with more power and instead at-
tributing the most status to those who come with less.27 When the church
does this, it lives as the “new humanity on the way”—the part of the world
that confesses and exemplifies the renewal to which the whole world is ul-
timately called.28

Yoder’s work points to at least two important dimensions of egalitarian-
ism. The first is power-sharing: Since not everyone comes to the church with
the same access to social, political, and economic power, one task of egali-
tarian community is to implement structures and styles of leadership that
share and multiply power rather than concentrate it in the hands of a few.
Yoder indicates that Christian communities can accomplish this, in part, by
performing specific practices derived from scripture that attend to the
power dynamics within the church. He analyzes five practices that were cen-
tral to the lives of early Christian communities—binding and loosing, bap-
tism, eucharist, fullness of Christ, and rule of Paul—and that Yoder believes
create and sustain egalitarian community by enabling power-sharing. For
example, in the practice of universal ministry or fullness of Christ, the
church honors the gifts of each member as enablements of the Spirit. By ac-
knowledging that the Spirit equally empowers every person in the commu-
nity, Christians can resist allowing a select few to accumulate power and
embody instead Paul’s vision of every-member empowerment. 

Along similar lines, Yoder asserts that the church enacts power-sharing
when it follows the “rule of Paul” in its worship or meetings. As he de-
scribes it, the rule of Paul is a procedure in which the Christian community
discerns the Spirit’s will by listening to what all who wish to speak—in-
cluding those traditionally silenced—have to say.29 This procedure has its
theological roots in the conviction that there is God in every person. Since
each person has a divinely imparted potential to hear the Spirit, each must
have a chance to speak. More specifically, the rule of Paul relies on a model
of consensus-building, which yields a decision only when the consensus
becomes clear: “Until everyone with something to say has had the floor and
until those who care have talked themselves out, the Spirit’s will is not
clearly known.”30

In addition to power-sharing, Yoder’s work indicates that reciprocity rep-
resents a second integral dimension of egalitarian relationships. He de-
scribes binding and loosing, for example, as a social practice that requires
dialogue and deliberation undertaken in a spirit of mutual trust.31 Forgive-
ness—another integral part of this practice—both presumes and creates
goodwill between all parties in the relationship. For Yoder, then, one
marker of egalitarianism is that the lines of care and consideration are not
unilinear. As a voluntary community, the church must establish and sustain
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relationships in which each member both gives and receives—relationships
in which every person embodies the reliability and faithfulness that makes
mutual trust possible and in which every person makes their own contri-
butions and benefits from the contributions of others.

Yoder’s vision of the church as an egalitarian community that shares
power may prove useful for some survivors who struggle with disempower-
ment. Recall that Yoder believes that power is part of God’s good creation
and therefore is good, though it can be used in destructive ways.32 Since
power is essentially good, Christians are called not to divest themselves of
power but to equally empower all persons in their communities. If the
church enacts power-sharing as Yoder envisions it, then it may provide a
context in which survivors begin to reclaim their power. Trauma theorists
argue that an important source of empowerment is trust, care, love, and
freedom; and Yoder’s view of the church as voluntary and egalitarian por-
trays it as a community that can offer these gifts. 

Furthermore, Yoder’s sense that the church should enact reciprocal rela-
tionships of trust and care may also resonate with trauma survivors who ex-
perience disempowerment. One abuse survivor, for example, offers a per-
sonal account of the ways she has benefited from participating in a church
that sought to embody egalitarian relationships marked by reciprocity. This
community arranged its chairs in a circle and exchanged reciprocal bless-
ings, simple practices which led her to have a more positive experience of
the church than she had in previous periods of her life. Having attended
churches of different denominations throughout her life, she had always re-
mained troubled by the ways in which these communities invested power
and authority in particular individuals or in the church as a whole. For her,
the hierarchical structures of the church had reinforced feelings of disem-
powerment. Attending a church that consciously sought to enact reciprocal
trust and care enabled her to begin the long process of reclaiming her sense
of power and agency, a crucial part of her healing.33

In Trauma and Recovery, Herman identifies specific ways that reciprocal re-
lationships facilitate healing for some survivors. Rather than analyzing the
structure and practice of religious communities, she considers the dynam-
ics of another form of community: survivor groups. In her view, any kind of
relationship can provide “mutually enhancing interaction,” but this occurs
most powerfully within a group. She writes,

Groups provide the possibility not only of mutually rewarding relationships but
also of collective empowerment. Group members approach one another as peers
and equals. Though each is suffering and in need of help, each also has something
to contribute. The group requisitions and nurtures the strengths of its members.
As a result, the group as a whole has the capacity to bear and integrate traumatic
experience that is greater than that of any individual member, and each member
can draw upon the shared resources of the group to foster her own integration.34
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Some survivors find that the mutual exchange of stories that takes place in
these groups enables them to identify strengths in themselves that they see
in others. Others discover that the reciprocal exchange of love, trust, care
and freedom helps them rebuild their capacity for self-care and ability to
cultivate healthy relationships. As one individual says, “I’m better able to
take in the love of others, and this is cyclical in allowing me to be more lov-
ing to myself, and then to others.”35

While Yoder’s understanding of the church seems compatible in some
ways with the communal dynamics Herman describes, one aspect of his vi-
sion may elicit a negative response from those concerned about trauma. In
The Politics of Jesus, he speaks of reciprocal relationships, as does Herman;
but he does so in the context of a discussion of “revolutionary subordina-
tion,” a concept he derives from New Testament passages in which Paul
calls on slaves, women, and children to subordinate themselves to their
masters, husbands, and parents (and vice versa). Yoder finds Paul’s call to
subordination revolutionary because it has reciprocal form: It not only calls
on those with lesser status to voluntarily accept their positions, but also de-
mands that those with more status bow to their subjects.36 In his view, this
call to mutual subordination transforms existing power relations by requir-
ing those “at the top” to refrain from exercising power over others, and by
affirming that those “at the bottom” are moral agents capable of trans-
forming domination into willing servanthood and thereby living without
hate and resentment. 

While this concept of mutual subordination may illuminate one way that
communities can resist the current social order without actively perpetrat-
ing violence, it proves less helpful for discerning how they may contribute
to the healing of selves who are sites of violence. The claim that empower-
ment comes through subordination makes little sense in many situations of
trauma, especially those that involve interpersonal harm. When survivors
subordinate themselves to abusive others, they often experience further dis-
empowerment. To be fair, Yoder does not describe subordination to the
powers as passive acquiescence or obedience to unjust circumstances. In-
stead, he distinguishes subordination from subjection, which he claims
“carries a connotation of being thrown down and run over,” and submis-
sion, which he says has a “connotation of passivity.”37 However, the rheto-
ric of subordination can be easily misunderstood to mean subjection or
submission, and it therefore risks recapitulating patterns that perpetuate vi-
olence and oppression. For this reason, the language of willing subordina-
tion is not the best choice for describing the relationships that the church
ideally would embody. 

Instead, the language of egalitarianism, power-sharing, and reciprocity is
better suited for this task. While the church does not have all the resources
that survivors need, it can help foster recovery by forming egalitarian rela-
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tionships in which individuals offer to each other gifts necessary for heal-
ing: love, care, trust, and freedom. When Christian communities honor the
worth of each person and value their contributions, they create and sustain
relationships that challenge the hierarchical character of the powers. In so
doing, they offer a space in which those who experience disempowerment
can begin to reclaim their power. Christian communities may participate in
this way, even if only to a small degree, in the transformation of traumatic
violence through healing.

THE CHURCH AS WITNESSING COMMUNITY

In “A People in the World,” Yoder observes that the sixteenth-century An-
abaptist Menno Simons identified the concept of witness as one of the cen-
tral marks of the church. In a polemical discussion, he compares Menno’s
view of the church’s witness—its proclamation of a message to the broader
society—to the different perspectives of Ulrich Zwingli and Caspar
Schwenckfeld. Yoder argues that Zwingli understands the Christian witness
as a means of achieving social change; for him, witnessing entails address-
ing relevant issues from a Christian perspective in order to favorably alter
the structures of society. By contrast, Schwenckfeld believes that Christian
witness should focus not on transforming the social order but on convinc-
ing individuals to accept the gospel message. Yoder contends that these two
perspectives have something in common: Both dilute the church’s witness,
either by defining it in the terms of the wider society or by focusing solely
on how it affects individuals. Rejecting these positions, he argues in favor of
Menno’s view, which he believes takes seriously the need for social change
and individual piety but does not make either of these concerns the unique
focus. Yoder contends that for Menno, Christian witness focuses on pre-
senting a message without compromise in the face of a hostile world. The
crucial factor is not whether the witness facilitates social change or individ-
ual conversions but whether the church continues to faithfully proclaim its
message, even when it encounters strong resistance.38

For Yoder, the message that the church is called to present has its roots in
Jesus’ proclamation of God’s kingdom. In his life, Jesus pronounced that
this kingdom had drawn near; in his death and resurrection, the kingdom
was inaugurated. Yoder argues that the church, in its witnessing function,
must communicate this message about God’s kingdom to the broader cul-
ture not only through what it says but even more through what it does.
Specifically, the church proclaims its message by living as a community that
manifests in its own life the way Jesus lived and died.39 This means that the
church must have the form of a visible and distinct social reality, a volun-
tary and egalitarian community that embodies Jesus’ nonviolent resistance
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to the powers. In witnessing to God’s love as revealed in Jesus, the church
does not act as an instrument of the kingdom, bringing it into this world.40

Instead, it represents in its social life the shape of God’s kingdom. The
church proclaims and reveals to the world the inauguration of a new age—
one that profoundly shapes reality on a social and economic level.41

Yoder contends that participating in this new order means living an es-
chatological existence. The Christian community is called to witness to the
message about God’s kingdom even in the face of the powers’ continued de-
struction; in so doing, this community takes it on faith that God will make
things come out right. Given that the church puts its hope and trust into
God’s acting, the key criterion of its witness is not immediate effectiveness
but conformity to the new order inaugurated by Jesus. This criterion of con-
formity requires Christians to focus not on reordering society or revitalizing
the soul but on restructuring the life of the Christian community. Only then
does the church faithfully embody its eschatological witness in the world.42

Yoder argues, however, that this integrity comes with a price. In witness-
ing to the world, the Christian community exists in the middle of the old
order and in contradiction to it. Therefore, its social nonconformity at times
will be costly: “To follow after Christ is not simply to learn from him, but
also to share his destiny.”43 Yoder says that suffering is not itself redemptive
and martyrdom is not a goal the church should seek; however, he also be-
lieves that the church must accept that its witness at times will generate
painful confrontation with the powers. As he puts it, “The cross is not a
recipe for resurrection. Suffering is not a tool to make people come around,
nor a good in itself. But the kind of faithfulness that is willing to accept ev-
ident defeat rather than complicity with evil is . . . aligned with the ultimate
triumph of the Lamb.”44

In emphasizing that the church, in its witnessing function, must con-
centrate first and foremost on its faithfulness to Jesus, Yoder does not sug-
gest that the present is just a time of looking to the future for the fulfill-
ment of God’s plan. Rather, he argues that the eschaton, though not yet
fully consummated, has entered history in the incarnation and work of Je-
sus, and the Christian community participates in it when it embodies the
character of God’s love as revealed in Jesus. To indicate this present qual-
ity of the eschaton, Yoder speaks of two overlapping aeons that exist si-
multaneously. The “old” aeon, characterized by sin and rebellion against
God, points backward to life apart from Jesus; the “new” aeon, character-
ized by the reign of Christ, points forward “to the fullness of the kingdom
of God, of which it is a foretaste.”45 According to Yoder, each aeon has a
“social manifestation”: the old in the “world,” and the new in the body of
Christ.46

In Yoder’s view, the new aeon involves a “radical break with the old” but
does not replace or destroy the old.47 Instead, the new social reality that Jesus
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established offers an alternative to the old order. Yoder argues that according
to the New Testament, 

the essential change which has taken place is not within the realm of the old
aeon, vengeance and the state, where there is really no change; it is rather that
the new aeon revealed in Christ takes primacy over the old, explains the mean-
ing of the old, and will finally vanquish the old. The state did not change with
the coming of Christ; what changed was the coming of the new aeon which
proclaimed the doom of the old one.48

Through its creation of a new social reality and the rejection of violence, the
church participates in the new aeon. In so doing, it lives as an eschatological
community that bears witness to Jesus, manifesting the life God intends for all. 

How might we analyze this understanding of the church’s witness
from the viewpoint of trauma studies? On the one hand, Yoder’s de-
scription of the content of the church’s witness may provide some
trauma survivors with a word of hope. The message about God’s king-
dom that is central to this witness offers a vision of an abundant and life-
giving future that may temper the fear and disillusionment that results
from their traumas. This vision of a different future, a future not domi-
nated by traumatic violence, may represent a particularly helpful re-
source for survivors who suffer from a foreshortened sense of the future
that renders them unable to think much about what is to come, let alone
envision it in positive ways (I address this matter further in chapter 6).

On the other hand, Yoder does not explicitly extend the concept of wit-
nessing to address an important dimension that trauma theory identi-
fies. He focuses on how the church can witness to the world about Jesus’
proclamation of the kingdom, but he does not talk about how the
church can witness to the suffering its own members experience. He does
implicitly point to this dimension of witnessing when he claims that
Christian communities must bear witness to Jesus and to the kingdom by
continuing Jesus’ ministry in the world—a ministry that entailed caring
for those in need and creating life-giving relationships. But trauma the-
ory encourages us to address this dimension of witnessing explicitly and
with reference to trauma’s specific effects. It requires us to ask: How might
Christian communities bear witness to the traumatized in their midst? 

Scripture contains multiple stories that illustrate one way these commu-
nities may bear such witness: by providing a context in which people can
express their grievances to God and ask for God’s help. For example, Job be-
comes angry with God and demands the right to argue his case before God
when he loses his wealth, posterity, and health. Similarly, Moses cries out
to God when the Israelites are stuck in the wilderness without water.49 And
the psalter of Lamentations expresses the agony of the people of Jerusalem
and offers a cry to God for mercy after the Babylonians destroy Jerusalem.50
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Drawing on these passages, one could offer a broader concept of witnessing
that includes not only the proclamation of an undiluted message to the sur-
rounding society, but also the voicing of one’s own pain (and the pain of
others) to God.

This broader understanding of witness is vital to any view of Christian
community that seeks to respond to the suffering that results from traumatic
violence. Recall that some trauma survivors experience grief and anger at
God, and expressing this anger in constructive ways constitutes an important
part of their healing process. One way to express grief and anger construc-
tively is to protest the injustice of one’s situation to God. For some trauma
survivors, having permission to register their complaints with God gives
them a way to mourn their losses. It may also enable them to rethink their
images of the divine. Rather than viewing God as one who demands unwa-
vering devotion, they may see God as one who can withstand questioning
and who listens to their complaints. The book of Exodus, for example, de-
scribes God as one who hears the cries of the Israelites enslaved in Egypt and
responds by bringing them to Canaan (Exodus 3: 7–8). The Psalms portray
God as hearing people’s cries and responding with concern (Psalms 6: 8).

An understanding of witnessing that more fully attends to the suffering
that results from trauma must include not only the proclamation of one’s
grievances to God and God’s reception of them, but also the church’s re-
sponse to the stories of pain that traumatized persons tell. One place to be-
gin reconceptualizing witnessing in this way is with Yoder’s claim that the
church carries out its witness by attending to the structures of its own social
life. For the church to form a community that bears witness to trauma sur-
vivors, it must intentionally work to create the kind of relational conditions
in which the stories of its members—stories of violence and loss as well as
of joy—can be told and heard. The voluntary and egalitarian character of
the church is essential to this task. As a voluntary community, the church
welcomes but does not compel its members to share their stories; as an
egalitarian community, the church seeks to form relations in which the
voices of all people are valued and affirmed. The voluntary and egalitarian
church can thus witness to Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom by listening
and responding to the suffering that people experience in the present, not
only the suffering that comes from a chosen life of social nonconformity,
but also the suffering that results from unwanted experiences of violence
and oppression.

Too often in the experience of trauma survivors, however, the church does
not bear witness in this way. To maintain their sense of safety and pre-
dictability, both clergy and lay persons often deny the prevalence of trauma
or respond to stories of violence with indifference or judgment.51 At other
times, they communicate in subtle ways that they do not want to hear about
the traumas people have experienced. For example, a church may not in-
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clude a time in its worship to voice concerns and ask for prayer requests. It
may demonstrate an unwillingness to hear about trauma through preach-
ing that refuses to allow the reality of violence to challenge theological ac-
counts of God’s justice, grace, sin, and redemption. In some instances,
churches also communicate a lack of willingness to hear about trauma by
not offering respectful silence when trauma does receive mention, re-
sponding instead with words designed to direct the conversation toward
“happier” matters. To witness more effectively to the suffering of trauma
survivors, then, the church must continually critique its own social life to
discern the ways in which it fails to welcome narratives of trauma.

The church may fail to witness to the reality of trauma because, as Dori
Laub suggests, the cost of witnessing can be high. Bearing witness to trau-
matic violence involves exposing oneself to terror and tremendous loss, and
while this exposure remains crucial to the survivor’s healing, it places the
hearer at risk.52 As we saw in chapter 2, those who hear about trauma are not
affected in the same way as those who experience trauma firsthand; however,
they are affected, often in profoundly unsettling ways. Hearing about trauma
can destabilize one’s worldview, calling into question basic assumptions
about God, evil, and the meaning of life. It can also alter the ways in which
both survivors and their witnesses view certain aspects of religious life. For
instance, Christians who witness to others’ traumas may come to see the
community’s practices and liturgies in a different light. They may come to
view the eucharist as a recollection of trauma rather than a celebration of
God’s grace. Or, they may find that hymns which speak of Jesus’ blood evoke
memories about violence and loss rather than promise and new life. In the
context of trauma, old traditions and words can take on new meaning.

The presence of witnesses who open themselves to this destabilizing im-
pact of stories about trauma, however, is necessary for survivors to heal. As
Herman observes, healing requires the creation of a community of survivors
and their witnesses: “It cannot be reiterated too often: no one can face trauma
alone.”53 When the church lives as a voluntary and egalitarian community
that bears witness to the reality of the suffering that traumatized individu-
als experience, it creates a space in which survivors do not have to deal with
their traumas entirely on their own. These traumas become part of the
church’s life, and the whole community must then face them together.

As we have seen, however, facing trauma together is a difficult task. The
analysis of ecclesial relations that I have offered in this chapter only begins
to suggest ways in which Christian communities can assist traumatized per-
sons in their recovery process. By creating a set of relationships that help to
reconstitute shattered agency, by empowering those who have limited power,
and by witnessing to profound human suffering, Christian communities
may help trauma survivors to transform some of the effects of traumatiza-
tion with which they struggle. I have been arguing that this transformation
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of trauma’s effects (internal violence) represents an integral dimension of
Christian nonviolence. But for traumatized persons to move further in their
recovery process, and for the church to enact nonviolence more fully, much
more needs to happen. In the next chapter, I explore a piece of this “more”
by theologically reflecting on the second phase of healing that many trauma
theorists describe: creating a narrative of the trauma. 
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One trauma survivor described her life as an “ongoing story—but not in the
usual sense.”1 She explained that the story of her life, unlike the stories she
read to her children, contained gaps and holes—places where chapters
seemed missing and pieces did not fit together. In describing her life story
as broken and disjunctive, this survivor echoed the claim of some trauma
theorists that trauma can make it difficult for individuals to form an ongo-
ing, personal narrative that gives them a sense of continuity and coherence.
In chapters 2 and 3 I explored how trauma can resist being integrated into
one’s narrative, as well as the role that narrative plays in healing when sur-
vivors incorporate their traumas into their life stories by describing them in
words. Moving beyond this theoretical account, I now develop theological
reflections on this second phase of healing from trauma. These reflections
add another dimension to the exploration of how the church may help fos-
ter healing simply by “being the church.”

Yoder’s view of Christian community and discipleship indicates that part
of what it means for the church to “be the church” is to embody and inter-
nalize particular narratives—the narratives of Jesus’ life, death, and resur-
rection. Yoder suggests that in the church, Christians integrate these narra-
tives into their identities over time. Through their practices, they place
themselves within the ongoing story of Jesus’ life, such that his story be-
comes theirs as well. When viewed from the perspective of trauma studies,
this relationship between narrative and identity formation in his work
raises the questions: In what ways might the specific narratives that the
church enacts contribute to the recovery of traumatized persons? What re-
sources can the church’s performance of these narratives offer to survivors
who struggle with trauma’s ongoing effects?
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A fruitful place to begin addressing these questions is with the multifac-
eted nature of the narrative. The story of Jesus that Christianity proclaims
and embodies has as one of its central moments an event of trauma, his cru-
cifixion; however, this trauma does not completely dominate the broader
narrative. Christian theology at its best gives equal weight and salvific sig-
nificance to all aspects of Jesus’ existence. The story of his death is held
within the narratives of his life and resurrection, and within the much
broader narrative of the world that spans from the beginning to the end of
time. For some traumatized persons, this multifaceted narrative may foster
healing by providing a framework that recontextualizes (but does not deny
or minimize) their trauma. The trauma then no longer functions as the one
experience that defines their life but as part of a bigger story or ongoing nar-
rative. Thus, as Christians insert their own lives into this narrative, they put
their traumas into a broader framework that both recognizes the reality of
this violence and offers some hope for a different future, one not domi-
nated by trauma.

This narrative into which Christians insert their lives, of course, presents
potential difficulties for trauma survivors as well as possible resources for
healing. On the one hand, part of what may prove so powerful for some
survivors about the narrative that the church proclaims is precisely that it
contains a story of trauma. When Christians enact the narrative they re-
member this story, which may enable them to recall their own traumas and
place them within a broader framework, one that holds together their shat-
tered fragments of memory. On the other hand, some theologians worry
that the narratives of Jesus—in particular, their story of the cross—may
seem to valorize suffering or evoke painful memories that re-traumatize sur-
vivors.2 These concerns are not unwarranted, especially since many trauma-
tized persons do not experience healing through their participation in
Christian communities. As discussed in chapter 2, some find that their trau-
mas raise such disturbing theological questions that they simply cannot
turn to the church as a possible source of support; their experience of God’s
apparent absence or silence in the face of their suffering alienates them
from religious traditions and communities.3 In describing the church’s re-
sources for recovery, then, I do not deny the potential difficulties with its
narratives but simply explore ways in which the church’s performance of
them may assist survivors who find that they do benefit from their life and
worship in Christian community. Such exploration might encourage these
communities to think more deeply about how traumatized persons re-
spond to their practices, and how they can create contexts in which healing
will more likely occur. 

As I have argued throughout this book, attentiveness to the dynamics of
traumatization within the church and its members constitutes an integral
part of Christian nonviolence. Christian nonviolence includes the transfor-
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mation of internalized, traumatic violence, and the church’s communal en-
actment of the narratives of Jesus can play an integral role in this transfor-
mation. On their own, however, the biblical narratives of Jesus do not fa-
cilitate healing from trauma; these narratives become a possible resource
for recovery only when traumatized persons take part in a community that
internalizes them through its life and worship. Yoder’s view of the narra-
tives of Jesus and their relation to Christian practices gives us insight into
how this internalization may take place. I begin, then, by turning to this as-
pect of his work.

NARRATIVE AND PRACTICES IN YODER’S THEOLOGY

The description of Yoder’s ecclesiology and social ethics offered in chapter
1 indicates that narrative plays a key role in his theological vision. Recall
that for Yoder, it is not the general category of narrative that is most impor-
tant but the particular narratives of the life, death, and resurrection of Je-
sus.4 In his view, the church’s identity and mission are defined by these nar-
ratives; the gospels provide the norm for what the church should be and do.
More specifically, scripture establishes a norm of nonviolence for the
church by revealing that Jesus embodied a social-political-ethical stance of
nonviolent resistance in relation to the powers and principalities. When the
church embodies this stance in its own life, it “re-narrates” Jesus’ story by
manifesting his way of peace and justice.5 Yoder indicates that the church
manifests the way of Jesus not only by verbally proclaiming his story but
also by enacting it. Christian discipleship, then, has a performative dimen-
sion: Christians follow Jesus and come to truly know him only when they
place themselves within the gospel narratives and act out their commands.6

Yoder’s understanding of Christian practices clarifies how the church en-
acts scripture. In his view, practices are what Christians do when they gather
for reasons derived from their faith. They are social processes, activities in
which the church comes together to carry out common tasks, such as mak-
ing decisions and dealing with matters of power and rank.7 As such, prac-
tices provide one way church members interact with each other and build
ecclesial relations. Through their enactment of concrete practices, Chris-
tians form a particular kind of community and cultivate the skills necessary
to live as faithful disciples. They do not, however, do this entirely on their
own. Yoder asserts that practices involve both divine and human action.
More precisely, they are “actions of God, in and with, through and under
what men and women do.”8

Yoder’s work suggests that by performing the practices Jesus embodied,
Christians place themselves within the biblical narratives and act out his
story. When they gather to share a common meal, hold meetings in which
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all may speak, and reconcile their conflicts with one another, they act out
the ongoing story of Jesus’ life. In doing so, they integrate themselves into
this story, such that they become “characters” who are “crafted” by the bib-
lical texts.9 As Christians shape their lives around this story that they hear
and tell, it becomes theirs as well, an integral part of who they are. More
specifically, the story of Jesus comes to inform the ways Christians perceive
and respond to reality: It comes to shape how they think, act, speak, and
make decisions.

By pointing to this performative dimension of discipleship, Yoder opens
up the possibility that in Christian community people’s identities can be
formed by the biblical narratives. His work, however, does not suggest
merely that the identities of individual Christians are formed in the church.
If the church is, as Yoder suggests, a mutually interdependent social organ-
ism or social body, then its communal re-narration of Jesus’ story shapes
not only the identities of the individuals who help to constitute the church
but also the identity of the Christian community as a whole. When the
church gathers to perform practices derived from the narratives of Jesus, it
participates in Jesus’ life and has its identity reconstituted in him, making
the body of Christ visible in the world. Yoder states, “Where [practices] are
happening, the people of God is real in the world.”10

Yoder’s view of the relation between narrative and identity formation
both resonates with and diverges from the insights of contemporary trauma
studies. Like many trauma scholars, Yoder understands narrative to be cen-
tral to the construction of identity; in his view, it shapes and defines our
sense of ourselves, others, and the world around us. But whereas trauma
scholars concentrate on the role that one’s individual life story plays in
forming one’s identity, Yoder’s work points to ways in which communal
narratives can help to construct our identities as well. This has important
implications for how we think about healing from trauma. As we have seen,
trauma scholars claim that healing requires placing the traumatic experi-
ence into a narrative framework that contains the story of one’s individual
life. Yoder’s work suggests the possibility that there exist larger, shared nar-
ratives—for example, the narratives of Jesus—into which survivors’ stories
can be incorporated and in which they can be transformed. 

Trauma theorists’ reflections on healing clarify how this integration of
one’s own narrative into the biblical story might help to foster recovery for
some trauma survivors. Recall their claim that narrating the trauma and
placing it within a broader framework is essential to healing because trau-
matic experiences often lack temporal and spatial location.11 Overwhelm-
ing and incomprehensible, they have a timeless quality that severs their
connection to “ordinary” experiences. In their timelessness, traumatic
events resist integration and thus lack closure, continuing to recirculate into
the present through flashbacks and other intrusive symptoms.12 Narrating
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the trauma (and thereby placing it within a broader framework of memory
and meaning) can stop this recirculation by giving the experience closure, a
definite location in space and time.13

Not all narratives, however, provide resources that foster the healing and
integration of the self. For example, narratives that contain only stories of
horror and abuse do not facilitate healing. The placement of one’s trauma
into a larger narrative can transform the effects of trauma only if this narra-
tive contextualizes the trauma within a framework that both acknowledges
the reality of the violence and offers some hope for a better future. More
specifically, the narrative must contain resources that temper the survivors’
fear and disillusionment with a sense of hope and renewal, such that the
trauma and its effects no longer define the whole of their existence. 

To better understand how the survivors’ placement of their own stories
within the particular narratives of Jesus might help to foster their recovery
from trauma—and how it also sometimes might fall short of this goal—re-
quires looking at the content of these narratives. What, specifically, do the
narratives say that might assist some trauma survivors? Which aspects of the
story into which Christians integrate themselves through their practices
might facilitate a recontextualization of their traumas that fosters healing
and hope? And which aspects might be problematic for some survivors?

RE-EXAMINING THE NARRATIVES OF JESUS

When assessing the narratives of Jesus in relation to trauma, it is difficult
to simply characterize some of its aspects as “helpful” and others as
“harmful.” The same dimensions of the church’s narratives that assist one
survivor may function as a stumbling block for another, partly due to the
differing social contexts in which these narratives are encountered, the
lack of uniformity among survivors’ responses to their traumas, and the
multiple ways in which individuals and communities can enact and in-
terpret the narratives. While identifying potential resources for healing
within the gospel narratives thus is a complex task, we can make some
general remarks about this matter, beginning with scripture’s descriptions
of Jesus’ life. As Yoder observes, a central focus of the gospels is Jesus’ em-
bodiment of a new vision of positive, abundant relationships in which all
persons enjoy the benefits of just and peaceful community. These texts in-
dicate that his ministry of creating this community involved reaching out
to the marginalized, healing those with physical and psychological ill-
ness, and demanding the transformation of the status quo to make life
more equally abundant. 

When the church conforms (albeit imperfectly) to the vision of human
life that Jesus proclaimed, it integrates itself into his story and is thereby
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shaped by the narratives of his ministry of righting relations and opposing
injustice. As Christians re-narrate or enact the story of Jesus’ life through
their practices, they become people formed not only by their individual
past and present but also by a vision that is inherently communal—one
that includes Jesus’ resistance to the powers, his call to right relatedness, and
his love and compassion. In integrating themselves into a narrative that of-
fers such a vision of wholeness and transformation, Christians locate their
individual stories within a broader narrative framework. As they do so, their
identities come to be defined not only by the stories of their individual
lives, but also by the communal narratives that the church’s members
share—narratives that contain not only images of brokenness but also a
positive vision of healing and hope. For some trauma survivors, this inte-
gration of their own stories into this larger, shared framework may help
counter the isolation and totalizing despair that their traumatic experiences
engendered.

The view of healing that I am developing, however, may appear prob-
lematic for some traumatized persons. I am suggesting that the reconstruc-
tion of identities which takes place through the church’s practices can help
to heal the traumatized self; however, the communal narratives that the
church performs in these practices has the story of the cross as one of its
central moments.14 Thus, the Christian community enacts the identity of
one whose life culminates in an event of traumatic violence. In its life and
worship, the church invokes this trauma in many ways. For example, when
Christians perform the Eucharist, they remember Christ’s wounded body by
describing the night of his death and repeating the biblical refrain: “This is
my body, broken for you.” Similarly, when they baptize new members,
Christians say that the one being baptized “dies and rises” with Christ.
What might it mean for traumatized persons to enact this story of one who
was tortured on a cross before being raised from the dead? Would this per-
formance be one that heals, or would it induce yet another mimetic replay
of their traumas?

Many feminist and womanist theologians point out ways in which the
symbol of the cross has functioned to generate mimetic reproductions of vi-
olence.15 The cross, in their analysis, has often been used to create a social
environment in which some people have been forced to bear the violence
of their culture; their enduring this violence has then been seen as redemp-
tive for the culture as a whole. In light of this, some feminist and woman-
ist theologians suggest that the symbol of the cross cannot heal or redeem.
Delores Williams, for example, argues that redemption has to do not with
the cross but with God, through Jesus’ life, “giving humankind the ethical
thought and practice upon which to build positive, productive quality of
life.”16 Drawing on her work, one might conclude that ritually performing
a narrative that has the cross at its center inevitably contributes to the cre-
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ation of conditions that produce subjects who suffer violence and mimeti-
cally reproduces violence in those who have endured it.

While recognizing the helpfulness of such critiques that point out ways
in which the symbol of the cross can be (and often has been) used to harm
and oppress individuals and communities, I suggest that the communal
embodiment of a story that has the cross at its center, in some circum-
stances, can be healing and redemptive. In her study of the meaning of the
cross in African American religious experience, Joanne Terrell argues that
some communities which endure violence and oppression do turn to the
cross as a source of hope and empowerment. In particular, many early
Christian martyrs and enslaved Africans embraced the symbol of the cross
because they saw in this symbol a reflection of their own suffering and an
affirmation of their innocence.17 While the situations of the martyrs and en-
slaved Africans were fundamentally different—the former were persecuted
for their faith, which they had the option to deny; the latter were persecuted
for the color of their skin, which they could not renounce—both groups
found in the cross a source of solace and strength. Thus, Terrell refuses to
deny the redemptive power of cross. She argues instead that the cross is
“about God’s love for humankind in a profound sense” and that “there is
power in the blood, even in the name of Jesus.”18

Yet discerning how to speak of this empowering potential in a way that
does not replicate oppressive patterns of thinking and acting is a difficult
task. One can guard against this replication by affirming two points. First,
God does not sanction violence (against Jesus or us) or want people to ex-
perience violence and oppression. Second, our victimization and the suf-
fering it engenders are not redemptive. In Yoder’s words, the “cross is not a
recipe for resurrection. Suffering is not a tool to make people come around,
nor a good in itself.”19 As Terrell suggests, however, denying the redemptive
power of our victimization does not require us to deny the redemptive
power of the death of one who was both human and divine.20 Those who
suffer from experiences of victimization can be redeemed by his death, al-
though not in isolation from the other aspects of his existence.21 The life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus together can redeem human beings, in-
cluding those who suffer from trauma (and those who perpetrate it). 

But to articulate how this redemption can take place and its relation to
trauma healing requires offering an interpretation of the cross that is rhetor-
ically sensitive to the experiences and needs of traumatized persons. As
Williams rightly observes, traditional theories of atonement have often
been used to perpetuate rather than transform oppression and violence.
Given the diversity of ways in which theologians have understood the cross,
we must ask: How might the claims Christians make about the cross affect
trauma survivors in particular? Which interpretations may be most helpful
for this audience to hear? What can Christians say about the death of Jesus
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that might help trauma survivors experience love and grace in the midst of
their suffering? 

RETHINKING THE DEATH OF JESUS

One place to begin developing an interpretation of the cross that may speak
to some trauma survivors is with the theme of divine solidarity.22 On this
view, Jesus enters, in his life and ministry, into the situation of the op-
pressed and struggles with them against the injustices they face. This life
lived in opposition to injustice ultimately leads him to his death on the
cross. Jesus’ sufferings, however, are not just his own; they are also the suf-
ferings of all others, which he shares with them. Moreover, since God was
in Jesus, the cross is not just Jesus’ but also God’s act of solidarity with the
oppressed. On the cross, Jesus identifies God with victims of innocent suf-
fering. While this suffering cannot be justified, the fact that God embraces
it shows the lengths to which God goes to overcome human social alien-
ation and estrangement. God does not remain aloof from human suffering
but enters into this suffering, sharing the pain it causes.23

For some trauma survivors, this view of the cross as an act of divine soli-
darity may function as a source of healing by enabling them to see their re-
ality in Jesus’ sufferings; their trauma is now not only theirs but also his.
This identification of Jesus’ sufferings with the survivor’s can prove helpful
in overcoming their isolation and alienation, mitigating their pain. As Ter-
rell observes, speaking from her own experience with violence as well as
from her analysis of the cross in African American Christian traditions,
some survivors find redemptive value in the cross by seeing it as “a supreme
reminder of God’s with-us-ness (that is, of God’s decision to be at-one with
us; or, better said, of the fact that we are already at-one).”24

In the church, however, the solidarity or “with-ness” that people experi-
ence must include not only the presence of Jesus but also the loving sup-
port of the community. This support constitutes an important part of what
it means for the church to shape its life around the narratives of Jesus’ life,
death, and resurrection. When people in the church participate in Jesus’
story through their practices, they also participate in each other’s stories,
which are all held within the larger narratives of Jesus. Concretely, this par-
ticipation in each other’s stories can take place through aspects of the
church’s life and worship, such as times of sharing of joys and concerns and
small group discussions, prayers, and meditations. The witnessing function
of the church requires that its members embody such openness to each
other’s pain; as a community that commits itself to bear witness to the suf-
fering of the world, the church is called to be a fellowship of mutual open-
ness and support. For some traumatized persons, the knowledge that the
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community (as well as God) is with them in their pain can further take
away trauma’s power to alienate and give them a larger, shared narrative
into which their stories can be placed, a framework that holds together the
fragments of traumatic memory.

While the solidarity of the Christian community may assist some sur-
vivors, it would make just a small contribution to their healing if it entailed
merely empathy and emotional support. As Joanne Carlson Brown and Re-
becca Parker observe, the idea that Jesus and the community participate in
their suffering can give survivors psychological comfort, but it does not
change the social conditions that led to their traumas.25 Solidarity, in this
limited sense of the term, makes suffering more bearable but does not take
the suffering away. Especially in situations in which the traumas are re-
peated and ongoing, we need a broader view of solidarity that moves be-
yond sympathetic companionship to include actions that concretely ad-
dress the conditions of violence. For example, in the case of an abuse victim
who faces violence at home, the church’s solidarity would entail not only
listening to his story but also helping him find ways to survive and resist the
violence. Similarly, for the flood survivor who has lost her home, solidarity
would include providing her with a place to stay and material resources. 

This understanding of solidarity can have its roots in the biblical narra-
tives of Jesus. As Yoder observes, the gospels indicate that Jesus’ ministry of
creating a new human community involved transforming the status quo so
that those who suffer could live life more abundantly. This challenge to the
powers ultimately led to his death, as he refused to acquiesce to the powers
and instead continued to embody an alternative way that denied their at-
tempt to make him over into their own image.26 By emphasizing that Jesus’
death resulted from his resistance to the powers and not from submission
to them, Christians underscore that the cross does not valorize human suf-
fering. To claim that God identifies with those who suffer does not encour-
age their victimization; as Yoder contends, suffering is not the goal of the
Christian life (and Christians thus do not need to be traumatized to expe-
rience the cross as meaningful). Instead of demanding that Christians seek
victimization, the biblical narratives acknowledge human suffering and, at
the same time, issue a call to a new life of resistance and transformation. 

MEMORY AND THE CROSS

While the discussion of divine (and human) solidarity offers one resource
for understanding how the symbol of the cross might facilitate recovery
from trauma, this interpretation of the cross goes only so far in developing
a theological description of healing. The concept of solidarity sheds light on
how the survivor’s alienation can be mitigated; however, healing from
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trauma involves much more than this. Recall that another common effect
of trauma is the recirculation of painful memories in the survivors’ bodies
and minds, which can alienate them from themselves as well as from their
communities. For some survivors, intrusive memories fracture their “old”
selves over time, such that their healing must involve the creation of a
“new” self that integrates the memories of the trauma and thereby lessens
their power to retraumatize. From a theological perspective, this account of
trauma and memory raises the questions: Can the cross help to facilitate
not only the overcoming of social alienation but also the retrieval and
transformation of traumatic memories? Can the survivors’ integration of
their story into communal narratives that tell of Jesus’ death transform the
memories of trauma held within their bodies and minds? Or would the
symbol of the cross reinvoke these memories in ways that retraumatize the
survivor? 

As noted above, some feminist and womanist theologians do worry that
for trauma survivors the symbol of the cross will evoke traumatic memories
that are simply overwhelming. In an article entitled “Trauma and Grace,”
Serene Jones relates the emblematic story of one survivor in the church who
became terrified during the celebration of the Eucharist when the minister
evoked the image of Jesus’ broken body and blood. For this woman, the im-
age of violence in the church’s liturgy brought to mind memories of her
own abuse, making her feel as though she were once again reliving the
trauma.27 As trauma scholars observe, painful traumatic memories often
surface when survivors confront cues in their environments—even seem-
ingly insignificant ones—that remind them of their traumas. Given that the
cross symbolizes a violent event of torture, it is not surprising that it could
sometimes function in this way.

While the cross may represent for some individuals a symbol of terror
that plays upon their traumatic experiences, it may contribute for others to
the healing of traumatic memory by facilitating the narrative reconstruction
of their traumas. Recall the claim of some trauma theorists that part of what
makes it possible for people to remember and narrate their traumatic expe-
riences is to see these experiences symbolized in ways that are both similar
to and different from their own stories. The similarity between the images
of trauma and the survivor’s own experience activates the traumatic mem-
ory and enables him or her to confront it; the difference allows the trau-
matic structure of the memory to be transformed.28 As van der Kolk and his
colleagues observe, the most critical difference in transforming traumatic
memories is the setting in which survivors confront the images of their trau-
mas.29 By interacting with these images in a safe setting, they can begin to
modify the intense emotions the traumas evoke and alter their interpreta-
tions of these events. In the church, when survivors find dimensions of their
own stories in the narratives of Jesus—when they see similarities between
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his story and theirs—they may recall (and perhaps tell the story of) their
own traumas.30 Only now they may remember and narrate these stories in
a different context: the context of a supportive community.31

How, precisely, might this narration of one’s trauma in Christian com-
munity contribute to the healing process? One theory suggests that by nar-
rating their traumas to others within a supportive community, survivors ex-
ternalize their stories and then reinternalize them, along with the
compassionate responses of the listeners.32 This internalization of the lis-
teners’ responses may change how they remember their traumas in multi-
ple ways. For example, it may enable them to see how they exercised their
own agency, the reasons they did not deserve what happened to them, and
their own strengths that enabled them to survive. In addition, the compas-
sionate responses also may help them to remember their traumas not as
events they endure alone but as ones they share with others. In the church,
then, when people form relationships of solidarity and trust that enable tes-
timony and witnessing, survivors may narrate their traumas in a way that al-
ters the traumatic character of the memories. Note, however, that this nar-
ration does not necessarily involve the verbal telling of the trauma
narratives. Through their participation in the church’s practices, people can
“tell” or narrate their stories by placing them within the communal narra-
tives that the church shares, the ongoing narratives of Jesus.

On its own, the logic of solidarity remains inadequate to explain how the
symbol of the cross might contribute to the transformation of traumatic
memory. Only the logic of solidarity and difference together can accom-
plish this. Whereas trauma theorists focus on the differences in the social
contexts in which the survivor interacts with images of trauma—the differ-
ences between a supportive and non-supportive context—we must explore
as well the theological distinctions between Jesus’ trauma and the survivors’
own experiences. The content of these narratives and the ways they are in-
terpreted, not just the social context in which they are encountered, helps
to determine whether interaction with the gospel narratives of the crucifix-
ion cultivates healing for trauma survivors.

Two theological differences between the sufferings of Jesus and those of
trauma survivors in the church are especially important. First, unlike many
trauma survivors who had no choice to avoid the violence they faced, Jesus’
sufferings on the cross resulted from a way of life that he voluntarily chose.
This does not mean that Jesus sought suffering for its own sake or that he
elected to suffer and die a painful death, but rather that he freely chose to
live a life of social nonconformity in relation to the powers, a life that resulted
in the cross. In his ministry, Jesus consciously embodied a sociopolitical-
ethical stance of nonviolent resistance to injustice in the world. This
stance led to his confrontation with the ruling authorities and, ultimately,
to his death.33
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On one level, stressing the voluntary character of Jesus’ sufferings risks re-
capitulating the notion that people must choose to suffer to be like him
(and thus worthy in God’s eyes). To guard against this interpretation, it is
important to emphasize that the sufferings Jesus elected to endure did not
come from either abuse or a random violent event but from his active op-
position to injustice. Being like Jesus, then, entails choosing to oppose vio-
lence through nonviolent means. When this point is underscored, the em-
phasis on the voluntary character of his sufferings may remind survivors
that their own traumas resulted not from their choices but from the choices
of others. This may help them to see that they are not responsible for these
harms, though they are responsible for their healing and for breaking the
cycle of violence.34 When understood in this way, the narratives of Jesus’ life
and death may enable survivors to see their traumas as unjust while chal-
lenging them to resist the ongoing effects of this harm.

The second important difference that distinguishes Jesus’ sufferings from
trauma survivors’ is that within the Christian traditions, the former are
linked with the promise of transformation and new life for the world. Re-
call Yoder’s assertion that the cross is the kingdom come, an event in which
Jesus triumphs over the powers and principalities by refusing to conform to
their violent ways. In so doing, he inaugurates the new aeon, creating a new
human community that embodies an alternative, nonviolent way of being
in the world. As Christians locate their own stories in the context of this nar-
rative of new possibility, they may come to know that their lives are now
placed within a framework that includes not only a story of traumatic vio-
lence but also the promise of redemption and new life. Moreover, partici-
pating in the church may already place one in a context in which this prom-
ise can be experienced, though not to its fullest. 

The cross, as the convergence of the old and new aeons, can thus be a
symbol that heals as well as one that terrifies. It is the inbreaking of the
kingdom as well as an event of traumatic violence. In the context of church
practices, images of the cross can both evoke traumatic memories and speak
a word of hope. In its multivocality, the cross tells not just of an event of
torture but also of Jesus’ compassion for the victims (and the perpetrators)
of suffering.35 In suffering on the cross, Jesus makes it clear that victims do
not suffer alone. In refusing to respond to his enemies with sheer force, he
breaks the link between the self as site of violence and the self as agent of
violence. Declining to be made over into the violent image of the powers,
he triumphs over them and thereby frees others to live apart from their con-
trol. Through the communal enactment of his story, Christians embody this
new life that he makes possible and thereby integrate themselves into his
ongoing narrative, a narrative that neither effaces nor valorizes their pain
but places it in the context of both God’s and the community’s loving pres-
ence with them. 
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THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS

This promise of new life, however, becomes evident only when considering
the meaning of the resurrection in relation to the crucifixion. Recall that for
Yoder, Jesus’ resurrection shows that God’s redeeming power is stronger
than the power of evil and that God, through the work of Jesus, has tri-
umphed over the powers. Moreover, Yoder argues that God’s redeeming
power is manifest not only through Jesus’ resurrection in the past but also
in the present. God’s Spirit is at work in the world, and through this Spirit,
human beings can have present-day experiences of healing and transforma-
tion that will have a future consummation. Here, he draws on the logic of
solidarity but extends it to include the resurrection as well as the cross. Just
as Jesus identifies with those who suffer, so do they participate in his resur-
rection: “we can talk about the resurrection of Christ as somehow drawing
us along in a promised (future) resurrection.”36

In their life and worship, Christians remember this promised future of
resurrection and new life in many ways. For example, on Sunday mornings
church members sing hymns and listen to sermons which proclaim that
Christ has risen from the dead. As noted above, Christians also often speak
of the ritual of baptism as a “dying and rising” with Christ. In addition,
many churches repeat the familiar refrain when they celebrate the eucharist:
“Christ has died, Christ has risen, Christ will come again.” As Christians en-
act the story of Jesus through their life and worship, they recall not only the
past of his (and their own) suffering, but also a promised future of restora-
tion and transformation. 

When they place their traumas into this larger narrative context that in-
cludes the resurrection of Jesus as well as his life and death, survivors do not
obliterate or deny their personal stories but set these stories in a new frame-
work, one that transforms their meaning and takes away their gripping or
totalizing force. In the church, individuals integrate their stories into a
shared narrative that both recognizes the woundedness of humanity and
proclaims that this woundedness is being redeemed. This proclamation
that the redemption of their traumas has begun (and will have a future con-
summation) may give traumatized persons a sense of renewal in the midst
of their despair, a hope that yet acknowledges the unpredictability of life
and the reality of their pain. As trauma theorists note, this recontextualiza-
tion of the trauma—its integration into a larger, communal narrative that
tempers fear and disillusionment with hope—is necessary for the traumas
to lose their totalizing power. Once recontextualized, the survivors’ trau-
matic experiences cease to dominate their lives.

The recontextualization of the survivors’ stories in the narratives of Jesus
does not, however, lead to an easy resolution of their traumas. The resur-
rection does not provide the “answer” to the crucifixion, nor does it offer
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survivors a comforting hope that simply eliminates their fear and despair.
As trauma theorists observe, healing from trauma is never easy. Thus, while
the resurrection may provide a much-needed word of hope for some sur-
vivors, it does not simply take away their suffering. 

Moreover, the resurrection itself issues a challenge that can profoundly
unsettle some persons: It calls them to choose life, to refuse to stay with cru-
cifixion. For many trauma survivors, this choice for life involves seeking to
heal from their traumas, a choice that can prove difficult insofar as it re-
quires them to face the stories of their lives and confront the overwhelming
past. Paradoxically, this choice for life that the resurrection both enables
and demands can bring additional pain; healing involves more suffering
precisely because it requires dealing with painful memories and emotions.
As trauma theorists note, the choice for life is an ongoing process. Often,
people move on to the next stage of healing only to find that they later must
return to issues they have already addressed. From a theological perspective,
this pattern of alternating between experiencing pain and moving forward
in the healing process is represented by the dialectical relationship between
the cross and resurrection. The resurrection does not cancel out the cross,
but neither does the cross deny the truth of the resurrection. 

REDEMPTION IN TRAUMA 
STUDIES AND CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY

The theological reflections offered so far in this chapter have focused on
ways in which the church’s communal enactment of the gospel narratives
might cultivate healing from trauma. For this analysis, I have taken as my
starting place several points on which trauma studies and Christian theology
share some basic agreement. Both disciplines consider narrative central to
the formation of the “self,” both describe ways in which individuals contex-
tualize their stories within a broader narrative, and both see the self’s trans-
formation through this contextualization as an ongoing process. In the
course of exploring these convergences and their usefulness for theologically
understanding recovery from trauma, a few differences between trauma the-
ory and theology surfaced as well. For example, the latter focuses on shared,
communal narratives while the former primarily speaks of individual narra-
tives. Moreover, the theological framework that I have outlined explores the
process of enacting a narrative, whereas traditional trauma paradigms con-
centrate on the action of verbally telling one’s narrative. 

An obvious difference that I have not yet explicitly considered now war-
rants attention: the divergent views of “redemption” that one finds in these
two disciplines. For many trauma theorists, a trauma is “redeemed” when
survivors find meaning in its aftermath, not by being glad the traumas hap-
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pened or agreeing that they served a larger purpose such as fulfilling God’s
plan, but by finding that some good has come out of the recovery process,
even though the traumas themselves were not good.37 Recall, for instance,
that survivors may find they have become a stronger person or that they can
use their experiences to help others. Herman explains, “While there is no
way to compensate for an atrocity, there is a way to transcend it, by making
it a gift to others. The trauma is redeemed only when it becomes the source
of a survivor mission.”38

The Christian traditions offer a more complex view of redemption. From
a Christian theological perspective, the reality of God’s redemption means
that while our losses are never erased, God promises us a future in which we
are no longer trapped in our brokenness and in which our injuries are
healed, a future in which life, love, and relationships are reconstructed.39 The
gospels depict this dimension of redemption through the eschatological im-
age of the wounded Christ who appears to his disciples in transfigured
form.40 In some ways, this image resonates with trauma scholars’ views of
healing: The wounds remain but are transformed. In the Christian traditions,
however, this transformation entails not only the healing of one’s broken
spirit but also the resurrection of one’s body. Christians ground this belief
that bodies are resurrected in the conviction that the resurrection of Jesus by
God’s Spirit functions as a sign of what will happen to all people in the ful-
fillment of God’s kingdom. Just as the resurrected Jesus is restored but still
recognizable as himself, so will we be both transformed and the same. 

Unlike secular views of redemption, theological accounts understand re-
demption as the work of God, either wholly apart from or in concert with
human activity. According to the Christian traditions, redemption is the
work God does through Jesus and the Spirit. Jesus redeems humanity in his
life, death, and resurrection by achieving solidarity with us in our suffering,
by atoning for our sins, and by destroying death and all that would harm
us. The Spirit continues to empower people by giving the gift of new life
that renews and supports us. Thus, whereas trauma scholars see redemption
as an internal, psychological process in which the individual, with the sup-
port of others, finds meaning in his or her own life and in the world, Chris-
tian theology claims that redemption involves God giving meaning to the
world through the work of Jesus and the Spirit. This emphasis on God’s
work suggests that Christians can find healing, in part, by looking outside
themselves to their communal narratives that describe God’s redemptive ac-
tivity. Note, however, that a theological framework does not say that God’s
agency overwhelms or operates in place of human agency, but rather that
God is the ground, support, and goal of human agency. Thus, in the church
trauma survivors participate in their own healing but are empowered to do
so by something larger than themselves: God’s grace as expressed through
the Christian community.
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In Christian theology, however, God’s redeeming power extends beyond
the human community. Whereas trauma theory focuses on the redemption
of the individual’s life, many Christian traditions apply their belief in God’s
transformative power to the world as well. From this perspective, redemp-
tion involves the promise of a communal future, the kingdom of God, in
which all of creation enjoys communion with God and with each other. In
speaking of God’s kingdom, Christians point to a future they believe Jesus
inaugurated in his life, death, and resurrection, a future that will be con-
summated when the whole creation is transformed through the fulfillment
and completion of God’s creative and redemptive work. As this emphasis
on God’s work makes clear, Christians maintain that the kingdom does not
grow out of this world; it is not developed through human efforts and does
not emerge from the potentialities of the present.41 Rather, it is a new thing
that comes as a gift from God, gathering up what is and transforming it.42

When will this transformation take place? On the one hand, Christian
theology speaks of God’s kingdom as a future reality. On the other hand, it
maintains that the present contains anticipations of this future. Redemp-
tion is not simply for a later time; it has begun. God’s redemptive reality
thus has an already/not yet character: Human beings have present-day ex-
periences of transformation and the promise that this transformation will
have a future consummation. As discussed in chapter 1, Yoder argues that
the church represents one place people would ideally experience a foretaste
of this future. As a community that confesses faith in Jesus, the church is
called to live as the new humanity he inaugurated, the first fruits of God’s
redemptive reality. It is called to hold up signs of God’s kingdom, though
these signs are never unbroken and unambiguous.43

When the Christian community holds up these signs by performing the
narratives of Jesus, it can help to facilitate the reconstruction of the identi-
ties of those who constitute the church. For some trauma survivors, this re-
construction of their identities may begin to transform some of the trauma’s
effects: As they integrate themselves into the narratives of Jesus, survivors
may locate their own traumas within a broader framework, overcome some
of their isolation and alienation, and temper their fear and disillusionment
with a sense of hope. I have suggested that the narratives which the church
performs can facilitate this transformation by acknowledging (but not val-
orizing) the reality of trauma and framing this reality within a redemptive
story that refuses to offer simplistic solutions that trivialize the survivor’s
pain. Traumatized persons who participate in the church’s performance of
these narratives may find that while the trauma continues to remain inte-
gral to their identities, its totalizing force is now challenged by the alterna-
tive vision of God’s redemptive reality.

The creation of a context in which traumatized persons can experience
healing constitutes an integral part of Christian nonviolence and thus a cru-
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cial dimension of what it means to “be the church.” Like the enactment of
voluntary, egalitarian, and witnessing relationships, the performance of the
biblical narratives constitutes an important part of the church’s everyday life
as a community called to exist as the new social humanity Jesus created.
Through its life and worship, the church embodies and internalizes the nar-
ratives of Jesus, which tell of trauma and resistance, violence and redemption. 

Moving beyond ecclesial relations and the enactment of a communal nar-
rative, I now turn in the final chapter to a third possible resource for heal-
ing that Christian communities may offer simply by “being the church”: the
formation of an eschatological community that participates in the transfor-
mation of the world. By bringing this dimension of the life to which the
church is called into conversation with the third phase of recovery from
trauma, I take the theological analysis of healing offered here one step fur-
ther. This, in turn, leads to a new understanding of Christian nonviolence.
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While reflecting on the ways her recovery process has transformed her life,
one abuse survivor remarked, “I don’t live stuck in the past anymore. I can
now see that the world has many positive possibilities, and they are open
to me.”1 In describing this change, she points to a dimension of healing that
trauma theorists commonly identify as central to the third phase of recov-
ery: the retemporalization of the traumatized person. Once survivors have
given their traumas temporal and spatial location by placing them in a nar-
rative framework, they can themselves experience a different orientation to-
ward time. They can stop being consumed by the past and, in turn, fully en-
gage the present by deepening their life-giving relationships, developing
plans for their future, and putting these plans into action. In this chapter I
theologically reflect on this final stage of healing to illuminate a third way
the church may enable recovery just by “being the church.”

Yoder’s view of the church as an eschatological community provides the
basis for these reflections. Recall that for Yoder, an integral part of what it
means for the church to be the church is to communally enact a life of faith-
ful discipleship and thereby take part in the new (but not fully realized) or-
der, or eschaton, ushered in by Jesus. In articulating this vision of Christian
community, Yoder points to an overlapping of times that both resonates
with and differs from the one that trauma theorists describe. Trauma theo-
rists claim that for many traumatized persons, the past arrests the present as
traumatic memories and emotions continually resurface against their will.
By contrast, Yoder contends that the future—the future of God’s kingdom—
moves into the present with the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and be-
comes manifest in the church as it conforms to his way of life.2 From the
perspective of trauma studies, this view of Christian community raises the
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questions: How might it affect traumatized persons to participate in a com-
munity that lives as a site of this “eschatological overlapping”? Can the
overlapping of times that Yoder points to help foster their retemporaliza-
tion? What resources for recovery can it offer to trauma survivors, and what
problems might it pose?

In this chapter I argue that the church, as an eschatological community,
may contribute to the retemporalization of trauma survivors by offering
them an opportunity to claim (and be claimed by) a communal future that
differs from their traumatic past. As the words of the survivor quoted above
indicate, coming to claim or “own” a hopeful vision for the future repre-
sents a key part of the final phase of healing. In the first phase survivors es-
tablish the supportive relationships that provide a necessary context for de-
veloping a new vision of oneself, others, and the world. In the second
phase, survivors can, with the help of this support, place their traumas
within a broader narrative that enables them to see the world’s life-giving
possibilities. In the third phase, survivors then come to view these possibil-
ities as open to themselves. 

In the church, some trauma survivors may develop and claim a hopeful
vision for their own futures by participating in the communal enactment of
the narratives of Jesus. As they take part in the church’s life and worship,
they may come to see their futures as included in the open and abundant
communal future that the biblical narratives proclaim and that the church
realizes, albeit in a markedly incomplete way. Survivors may receive mean-
ing and identity, therefore, not only from their individual past and present
but also from the future of God’s redemptive reality as it impinges on the
present. This reality deepens their sense that God’s love as manifest through
the community will enable them to flourish and resist being overwhelmed
by the brokenness of the world. And this, in turn, may give traumatized per-
sons the motivation and power to engage in what trauma theorists call a
“survivor mission” and act as agents of transformation in the world.

The church does not, however, assist all traumatized persons with this
part of the healing process. As discussed previously, for some traumatized
persons, the experience of trauma raises such troubling theological ques-
tions that they simply cannot look to religious communities as a possible
resource for healing. Unable to find a satisfactory explanation for how God
could allow such horrible things to happen, they turn elsewhere for sup-
port. Some others who do look to the church encounter another obstacle:
to construct and claim an empowering vision for the future entails imagin-
ing how what is to come may differ from the past; however, as noted in
chapter 2, survivors sometimes experience a constricted imagination that
makes it difficult to conceive of a future which does not repeat the harmful
patterns of the past.3 In the pages ahead, I suggest one way that the church,
just by “being the church,” can address this difficulty: simply by living as a
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foretaste of the new future Jesus proclaimed. In doing so, the church creates
a context in which survivors experience an alternative to their traumatic
past. This experience, in turn, may expand their capacity to imagine a
broader range of possibilities.

As these introductory remarks indicate, chapters 5 and 6 of this book are
interrelated. My reflections in these chapters overlap because of an impor-
tant difference that distinguishes my theological analysis of healing from
the theoretical reflections that many trauma theorists offer. When trauma
theorists describe the healing process, they often identify integrating the
trauma into a broader narrative as central to phase two and claiming a pos-
itive vision for the future as part of phase three. The theological account of
healing that I develop understands these two aspects of recovery as inter-
twined: Christians integrate their traumas into a shared narrative that itself
contains a hopeful vision for the future, and they come to own this vision
partly by integrating themselves into the narrative through the community’s
practice of it. While it thus remains impossible to separate completely the
material contained in these two chapters, the following analysis does
deepen the reflections previously offered. This “deepening” leads to a
reconceptualization of Christian nonviolence that the insights of trauma
theory require—one that addresses the reality of internalized, traumatic vi-
olence. By exploring this new understanding of nonviolence, we can better
grasp how selves and communities can become not only sites of violence,
but also sites of grace. 

OWNING THE NARRATIVES OF JESUS

In reflecting on her childhood experiences of the church, one trauma sur-
vivor recalls a day when her pastor showed his congregation an illustration
of children gathered around Jesus’ feet. Intended to represent Jesus’ love for
children, the picture evoked in this survivor instead a profound sense of
alienation. “I felt as though I did not belong in the picture,” she remarked.
“Everyone else was welcome at Jesus’ feet, but I was somehow not in-
cluded.”4 Years later this picture she had seen as a child became to her an
image of hope. In describing her long process of healing she stated, “When
I now think of what it means to heal, I think of being held in the lap of
God.”5

Her comment identifies an important transition in her recovery process
from encountering an alternative narrative that offers a word of hope to in-
ternalizing or coming to own this narrative. As the survivor’s words indicate,
it is one thing to hear the story of Jesus and another to feel included within
it. For some survivors, claiming such an alternative narrative as their own—
coming to see that the story gives expression to their reality and that they
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deserve to participate in the good news it proclaims—constitutes an essen-
tial part of retemporalization. When they not only integrate their traumas
into a broader, redemptive framework but also deeply internalize the mes-
sages of hope this framework contains, survivors can be finally freed from
the past, engage the present, and anticipate the future. In chapter 5 I began
to explore how the church might contribute to this dimension of healing by
offering a narrative that both recognizes trauma and promises redemption,
and by creating a context in which people enact this narrative through the
community’s social practices.

This understanding of how trauma survivors may claim or internalize this
narrative—and a specific challenge they may face in doing so—deepens if
we return to the subject of memory and integrate into it the critical com-
ponent of imagination.6 As Kirmayer observes, there exists a fundamental
connection between “memory and imagination, retelling and re-creating
the self.”7 This connection may not appear obvious at first. According to
Majorie Procter-Smith, we often think of memory and imagination as mu-
tually exclusive. We understand memory as the recollection of facts, and
imagination as “flights of fancy unfettered by anything so mundane as his-
torical events.”8

Memory and imagination, however, are connected in at least two ways.
First, our memories of the past are shaped by our imagination. As Kirmayer
observes, “Memory is anything but a photographic record of experience; it
is a roadway full of potholes, badly in need of repair, worked on day and
night by revisionist crews.”9 When we remember, we “fill in the gaps” in our
memories and interpret the significance of what we recall. In so doing, we
exercise one important dimension of imagination: the capacity to develop
a particular way of seeing reality, of making sense of the world around us.10

For survivors to construct narratives of their traumas—to re-remember their
memories—in a way that reinterprets their significance, then, is itself an
imaginative act. I have argued that the church may help survivors to re-
imagine their traumatic memories precisely by providing a broader narra-
tive into which these memories can be incorporated, a framework that con-
tains an event of trauma contextualized within a larger story of God’s love
and compassion. When they place their own stories within this broader nar-
rative, trauma survivors may come to re-vision their traumatic experiences
as ones that are shared by God (and a community) and included within
God’s redemptive reality.

A second connection between memory and imagination makes the role
of imagination in the healing process more complex. Not only are our
memories shaped by our imagination, but our imaginative visions of the fu-
ture also are funded by memory. On the one hand, imagining a future that
is different from the past requires us to transcend the knowledge we have
gained from our past and present experiences; imagination, in this sense,
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has a prophetic function. On the other hand, this vision of the future does
not remain entirely divorced from our memory. As theologian Trevor Hart
explains, human beings cannot imagine things that have no basis in our
knowledge of the past and present. We can only “modify the known” in
such a way that the resulting vision differs significantly from our memories
of past and present experiences.11 Since even this modification draws on
what we know of the world more broadly, imagination is always either
overtly or subtly funded by memory.

For trauma survivors who experience constricted imagination, the task of
creating a hopeful vision for the future may prove especially challenging.
Recall that some survivors are consumed by intrusive thoughts about the
past and thus remain unable to conceive of a future that is fundamentally
different. When their memories of trauma continually intrude into the pres-
ent, their imaginative visions of the future—to the extent that they can en-
vision the future at all—are bleak indeed. This raises the questions: How
could survivors whose “knowns” contain little that is positive grasp the
hopeful vision that the church proclaims? How can they not only hear this
vision but also concretely imagine it and see it as including themselves? 

When their past “knowns” do not provide much basis for imagining and
claiming the hopeful vision that the church proclaims, Christians may still
come to own this vision precisely by experiencing it in the present in small
ways. Recall that for Yoder, the eschatological vision of the church is not
mere fantasy but something the church embodies and expresses now, albeit
in broken form. If the identities of the church and its members are formed
by biblical narratives that tell of kindness and grace, justice and mercy, and
love and compassion, then survivors in the church may have their
“knowns” expanded to include hopeful elements. As they not only hear sto-
ries about goodness but also take part in a community that embodies vol-
untary and egalitarian relationships and that practices traditions which
manifest God’s grace, survivors may find that all this becomes part of their
knowns that they can then imaginatively modify. 

This expansion of their knowns may make it possible for some survivors
to integrate into their identities the eschatological vision that the church
proclaims. Through their participation in the community’s life and wor-
ship, Christians place themselves within an ongoing story that “remem-
bers” the future as well as the past.12 As they perform the story of Jesus, they
remember that God’s promise to remain faithful to them extends beyond
the present into the future. This memory of God’s future faithfulness be-
comes constitutive of their identities, an integral part of who they are—a
memory that shapes their understanding of themselves, others, and the
world. 

This integration, of course, is not something the church does on its own.
Recall that for Yoder, Christian practices are the work of God, “in and with,

Enacting an Eschatological Identity 133



through and under” what human beings do.13 The eschatological vision
that people receive in the church, therefore, comes to them in part through
the work of the Spirit, who, as Hart contends, frees their imaginations and
“opens up for [them] a new vision of God’s promise” for the future and a
new perspective on the world in the present.14 This vision that the Chris-
tian community proclaims and strives to embody is thus, at its deepest
level, a gift from God. 

As God’s gift, this eschatological vision has an external character: It comes
from outside of what Christians know about the world, bringing something
beyond their imaginations.15 At the same time, this vision is not entirely re-
moved from present-day realities. As the “already” and “not yet” character
of Christian eschatology indicates, the future of God’s redemptive reality
has begun. Though the Christian community does not bring about this fu-
ture, it can provide a context in which people experience anticipations of it
by enacting relationships of peace, justice, and love. As Yoder observes, the
church is called to do more than merely point to the vision of the future
that helps ground its life and identity. It is also called to live as the first fruits
of this vision by constituting an alternative community that exists as a fore-
taste of the kingdom of God. 

This view of the church as a foretaste of the kingdom reveals a crucial dif-
ference between the retemporalization many trauma theorists describe and
the theological retemporalization I am outlining here. Trauma scholars sug-
gest that retemporalization involves freeing oneself from the past, engaging
the present, and envisioning the future with hope. In contrast, a theologi-
cal analysis suggests that retemporalization entails not only envisioning
this future but also, to a certain degree, participating in it now. The retem-
poralization that may happen in the church is, therefore, an eschatological
retemporalization: The Christian community not only engages the present
and hopes for the future, it also embodies this future (though never in un-
broken form). Through its creation of an alternative community that lives
in faithful discipleship to Jesus, the church chooses to be claimed by, and
to claim as its own, the communal future he inaugurated. 

This understanding of eschatological retemporalization indicates that
healing from trauma can take place, at least in part, through the communal
construction of a new identity. In its life and worship, the church enacts a
new eschatological identity, an identity shaped not only by the past and pres-
ent but also by the future as it impinges on the present. In enacting this es-
chatological identity (or becoming an eschatological community), persons
in the church do not gain a second identity that simply sits alongside the
first, nor do they acquire a new identity that erases the old. Rather, the old
remains but is being transformed into the new. 

This view of identity formation in the church differs from the claim of
many trauma theorists’ that survivors can reconstruct their identities in sup-
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portive communities. Whereas trauma theorists generally explore how trau-
matized persons heal through the reconstitution of their individual identi-
ties, a Christian theological framework sheds light on how individuals also
can heal through their participation in the formation of a communal iden-
tity. As Christians enact a new communal identity by performing the narra-
tives of Jesus, the identities of those who constitute the church are re-
formed to include not only their individual memories of past and present,
but also their memory of a communal past and eschatological future. 

This communal enactment of a new identity does not merely reconstitute
the self, but also makes the self new.16 From a theological perspective, one
can speak of identities being made new because, as Trevor Hart observes,
Christian eschatology maintains that God’s promised future brings a new
thing in the transformation and renewal of all things.17 This new thing that
God brings through the Spirit does not obliterate the old. Rather, the “old”
and the “new” overlap—not in the sense that the old gives rise to the new,
but in the sense that the new has already entered into the old and begun to
transform it into what it ultimately will be.18 As an eschatological commu-
nity that strives to live as a foretaste of God’s kingdom, the church exists as
a site of this overlapping. It is called to participate in the new while living
in the middle of and in contradiction to the old.19

In Christian community, then, persons may heal from the effects of
trauma through the narrative construction and communal enactment of a
new identity and through participation in the still incomplete new aeon
that Jesus inaugurated. While this participation in the new does not erase
the marks of the old, it does transform these marks and place them within
a broader context. In their eschatological witness to Jesus, people in the
church locate their own stories within a larger narrative framework that not
only recalls past harms but also proclaims God’s promise of a communal
future in which all flourish and are made whole. Through its enactment of
Christ’s story, the church takes part in this new life he makes possible and
thereby enacts an eschatological identity: the identity of the risen one who
yet embodies the wounds of crucifixion.

HEALING AND THE BODY

This discussion of how Christians construct an eschatological identity
points to an issue that trauma scholars often identify: the role of the body
in healing from trauma. I have emphasized that the church’s practices rep-
resent a central means through which Christians come to claim as their own
a vision of an abundant future; and practices are, at a most basic level, em-
bodied, communal performances.20 In the church, people come to know
God and claim Jesus’ story by speaking not only with their mouths and
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voices but also with their whole bodies. For example, Christians stand and
kneel in worship, wash each other’s feet, and immerse people in water. They
exchange a “kiss of peace,” prepare food together, and consume bread and
wine. In the Christian traditions, faith is not just something one says but
also something one does. As Stephanie Paulsell observes, “Jesus’ command
that we love our neighbor as we love ourselves makes it clear that our faith
has everything to do with how we live as embodied people.”21

A central assumption of my argument is that embodied performances en-
able a more complete integration into the church’s communal narratives
than would mere verbal proclamation. By placing their whole selves into
the narratives of Jesus, Christians come to know and to be formed by these
stories in a deeper way. While they may know something of God’s love
when they hear that God cares for them, Christians know more fully what
this means when they experience God’s love through their relationships
with others. Similarly, while some may believe that God suffers with them
because others tell them this is so, they experience God’s presence more
deeply when they participate in a community that embodies Jesus’ caring
for outcasts and those who are injured. 

In Christian community, healing thus involves the social as well as the in-
dividual body. Theologians speak of the church as a social body not just be-
cause it is partially comprised of individual bodies, but also because it in-
volves the coordination of shared activities among people who work
together and care for each other. As a social body, the church can participate
in the healing of individual bodies through practices that “honor the
body.”22 For example, Christians honor the body when they help people in
need find shelter and care for the sick. They also honor the body through
their practices that involve the use of touch in loving ways, such as foot
washing and passing the peace. As Paulsell observes, such practices affirm
that bodies deserve care and blessing, and they bring to mind the vulnera-
bility of the body and the many injured bodies in the church and around
the world. As Christians attend to the body, they are reminded of bodies
that experience abuse, war, and illness.23 Their remembrance of these bod-
ies helps constitute them into a community in which each person cares for
the bodies of others.

From a theological perspective, the image of the church as a social body
offers a way to conceptualize the relational dimension of forming a new
identity. Recall that trauma theorists often claim that individual bodies
which experience trauma’s ongoing effects can recover only in the context
of healthy relationships. Christian theology portrays the church as ideally a
community that constructs such relationships—relationships in which the
community as a whole cares for individual “members” in need. Theologi-
cally, however, this image goes one step further to suggest not only that the
healing of individual bodies is relational but also that the body itself is re-
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lational. The body of Christ image depicts the church as a mutually inter-
dependent social organism in which each member is both unique and an
important contributor to the whole. This view of the church suggests that
Christians cannot speak of the wholeness of individual bodies—whether
they have directly sustained traumatic injuries or not—apart from their par-
ticipation in the social body. In Christian community, individual bodies are
integrated or whole only when they both receive care from others and take
part in giving such care.

My reflections on trauma and healing over the last three chapters have
identified different dimensions of the relation between individual and so-
cial bodies. They have focused on: the care of the social body for the indi-
vidual (creating the necessary relational conditions for healing), the inte-
gration of the individual through his or her encounter with the social body
and its communal narratives (narrating the trauma), and the remaking of
individuals through their participation in the social body and its practices
(retemporalization). One additional aspect of the relation between indi-
vidual and social bodies remains to be explored: the development of the in-
dividual as an agent of healing in the social body and in the world. As the
insights of trauma scholars suggest, this represents another important com-
ponent of retemporalization. 

AGENTS OF NONVIOLENCE IN THE WORLD

As discussed in chapter 3, many trauma scholars observe that traumatized
individuals often become agents of healing in the world by taking part in a
“survivor mission,” in which they participate in social action or intellectual
pursuits designed to help others, such as political organizing or educating
others about forms of harm such as sexual assault or domestic violence.
These endeavors often function as an integral part of the healing process by
giving survivors a sense of empowerment, a sense that they have made a
contribution to the world that extends beyond their individual lives.

Many Christian theologians also underscore the importance of partici-
pating in social and political action, and some Christian communities pro-
vide rich resources for becoming involved in such efforts. As Amy Caiazza
observes, people who take part in different forms of activism often first get
involved in this work through their religious communities.24 These com-
munities provide a structure for social and political action, a group that
shares a common interest in justice and, in some instances, a history of ac-
tivism that provides valuable knowledge and experience. Moreover, reli-
gious communities offer motivation for pursuing this work; while their spe-
cific theological beliefs differ, they generally hold a basic sense of justice
and human dignity that can inspire their members to join efforts that promote
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the well-being of all persons. Thus, for some traumatized persons, religious
groups provide an important avenue for claiming a survivor mission and
thereby acting as an agent of healing in the world.

Feminist theorist bell hooks indicates that people can become agents of
change in the world, however, not only by participating in concrete move-
ments for social transformation, but also simply by taking part in commu-
nities in which those who have been harmed by violence can survive and
flourish. In Talking Back: Thinking Feminist and Thinking Black, she gives an
account of healing from systemic violence that clarifies this point. Recog-
nizing that systemic violence can become internalized in ways that are pro-
foundly destructive to individuals and communities, hooks contends that
healing from this violence involves resocialization, or remaking the socially
constructed self. She explains that “Opposition is not enough. In that va-
cant space after one has resisted [the forces of oppression] there is still the
necessity to become—to make oneself anew.”25

For hooks, this process of making oneself anew takes place in communi-
ties that form on the margins of dominant society—not the marginality im-
posed upon people by oppressive structures but the marginality they
choose as a site of resistance, of both “radical openness” and “radical pos-
sibility.”26 In these marginal spaces, communities can emerge in which peo-
ple affirm one another and unlearn old ways of thinking and relating as
they develop traditions and social practices that run counter to those of
dominant society. Hooks argues that a central part of healing involves com-
ing to understand how structures of domination function in one’s life. This
takes place as one remakes the self by developing an alternative worldview
that maintains a critical stance in relation to normative social realities.27

This alternative worldview, she adds, is fundamentally embodied. It in-
volves not only words but also what one does, one’s “habits of being.”28

In hooks’ view, the transformation of the individual self that can take
place in such communities poses a challenge to broader social and political
realities. If the self is (at least partly) socially constructed and therefore al-
ways engaged in larger social structures, then its remaking challenges these
structures by resisting the conditions of domination they sanction and sup-
port.29 The self, therefore, is itself a locus for political struggle or revolution;
its healing from violence and oppression—its reclaiming of wholeness—
constitutes an act of political resistance and transformation.30 Thus, the
healing of the self, the formation of community, and the transformation of
social and political structures are not three different realities that take place
in a temporally linear or sequential fashion. They are instead three dimen-
sions of the same reality. 

Translated into theological terms, hooks’ analysis suggests that for the
church to transform violence that is internal to its members, it must live
as a community that participates in their social formation, constructing
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them differently than dominant culture. In many ways, this vision of
Christian community resonates with Yoder’s understanding of the church
as an alternative community defined by the commitment its members
have made with each other and with God. As such a community, the
church is engaged in the reconstitution of identities, as its members col-
lectively create a counter-cultural consciousness and ways of living that
challenge the dominant structures of society. Like hooks, Yoder acknowl-
edges the connection between the creation of such communities and the
transformation of the world. He sees the construction of an alternative
community as itself an act of political opposition to the powers, an act in
which the church resists the powers by refusing to allow itself to be colo-
nized by them. While Yoder does not discuss the healing of the self and
its connection to the formation of community and transformation of
broader social and political realities, his theological framework fits nicely
with hooks’ theoretical one.

Both Yoder and hooks, then, broaden the terms of what it means to act
as an agent of change in the world. They suggest that being an agent of
transformation is not simply a matter of what one does but also the kind
of person one is. Put differently, becoming a person not colonized by the
powers and principalities is itself an act of resistance. For some trauma
survivors, it may bring additional hope to recognize that political action
and the healing of the self are not dichotomous realities. Specifically,
this recognition may enable them to realize that when they act as agents
of their own healing by participating in the church’s communal con-
struction of a new eschatological identity, they contribute to the trans-
formation of the world, albeit in small ways that often remain difficult
to identify. By participating in the church’s life and worship, survivors
enact a different kind of survivor mission, one that challenges the vio-
lence of the powers by resisting its ongoing effects. This, in turn, makes
a contribution to the world that extends beyond the change they experi-
ence in their individual lives. 

While the healing of the self constitutes an act of political resistance in its
own right, many survivors also benefit from participating in concrete move-
ments for social change. As Herman observes, some traumatized persons
find that such action provides a way they can continue to develop their
“new” selves, establish additional life-giving relationships, and rebuild their
sense of self-worth.31 Identifying the interconnections between the healing
of the self, the formation of community, and the transformation of the
world thus does not imply that activism or other survivor missions are
unimportant. Rather, it simply indicates that by participating in the alter-
native community of the church—a community that exists both “for” and
“against” the world—survivors already are part of a social body that con-
tributes to the transformation of the world. 
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NONVIOLENCE REDEFINED

Throughout this book I have argued that the healing or transformation of
internalized, traumatic violence represents an often-overlooked dimension
of Christian nonviolence. In the historic peace churches, for example, dis-
cussions of nonviolence have typically focused on how Christians can resist
and transform external violence by embodying pacifism and refusing to
sanction state violence. In conversation with trauma studies, I have sug-
gested that extending the definition of violence beyond external violence to
include internal violence requires rethinking the meaning and practice of
nonviolence. Specifically, I have proposed that Christian nonviolence in-
cludes as well the creation of a community in which traumatized persons
can heal from traumatic violence through the narrative construction and
collective enactment of an eschatological identity, and through participa-
tion in the revealed but not yet fully realized new aeon. 

This reconceptualization of Christian nonviolence, however, remains in-
complete without adding one additional component: the integration of
nonviolence into the being of the church and those who constitute it. To
describe nonviolence simply as the rejection or transformation of (external
and internal) violence implies that nonviolence leads to the absence of vi-
olence. The insights of feminist theory encourage us to expand this view of
nonviolence a step further. Many feminists criticize Western patterns of
thinking that view the world through the lens of either-or dichotomies such
as man vs. woman, good vs. evil, violence vs. nonviolence. They argue that
these patterns of thinking privilege the first term over the second, turning
the second into a mere reflection of the first and robbing it of any inde-
pendent meaning. From this perspective, understanding violence and non-
violence as dichotomous allows nonviolence no identity of its own. Femi-
nist theory thus would encourage us to see nonviolence as not just a lack of
violence but rather as something that has its own positive content. In the
context of structural violence, nonviolence involves not only altering vio-
lent structures so that they no longer perpetrate violence, but also creating
new structures that foster peace and reconciliation. In the context of vio-
lence that is internal to socially constructed people and communities, it en-
tails not only transforming this violence, but also integrating nonviolence
into their being.

Yoder’s view of Christian community points to a way that nonviolence
can become part of the being of the church and its members. Recall that for
Yoder, the church is an alternative community that participates in the social
formation of its members. Christians are shaped partly by the story of Jesus’
nonviolent resistance to the powers as they reenact or perform this story
through their life and worship. This vision of the church opens up the pos-
sibility that people can be constructed in a way that not only transforms in-
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ternalized violence but also integrates nonviolence into their identity and
being. As Christians shape their lives around this story that they hear and
tell, the nonviolence of Jesus becomes part of the spirit of the church and
of the people who constitute it. This integration of nonviolence into the
church, however, is not a process the church completes on its own. Recall
again Yoder’s claim that God is also active in the church’s communal per-
formance of its practices.32

While Yoder’s work offers resources for understanding how Christians
might transform internalized violence and integrate nonviolence, he never
explicitly discusses this matter. These issues find more concrete expression
in the writings of another theologian of nonviolence, Martin Luther King,
Jr. In “The Current Crisis in Race Relations,” King identifies hatred as a form
of internal violence that can become embedded in those who experience
racism on an ongoing basis. He recognizes the destructive potential of this
internalized violence, its capacity to destroy not only one’s soul but also
one’s ability to work toward authentic social transformation. Thus, King ar-
gues, “Along the way of life, someone must have enough sense and moral-
ity to cut off the chain of hate by projecting the ethics of love into the cen-
ter of our lives.”33

Though the internal violence King refers to differs in some ways from the
internal violence that trauma theorists describe, his brief discussion makes
a crucial point: The communal practice of nonviolence involves forming
people in such a way that nonviolence becomes integral to who they are.
Nonviolence, put simply, becomes the space out of which they think and
act. A pledge that King used for his followers in the 1963 sit-in demonstra-
tions in Birmingham implicitly makes this point. Designed to prepare the
demonstrators to seek change without using physical force, it outlines ten
commandments that the demonstrators were to follow.34 Heading the list
are the commands to “meditate daily on the teachings and life of Jesus” and
“remember always that the nonviolent movement in Birmingham seeks jus-
tice and reconciliation—not victory.”35 Surprisingly, refraining from vio-
lence does not show up on the list until number eight. King’s choice to use
a set of commandments structured in this way suggests that to refrain from
violence, one’s character must be formed in a particular way. More specifi-
cally, it suggests that to stop cycles of violence we must find ways for peo-
ple to transform internalized violence and to integrate nonviolence into
their identities.

For King, the biblical narratives contain rich resources for accomplishing
this goal. These narratives provide the foundation for his theological vision
of God and humanity as well as for the concrete enactment of that vision
in the civil rights movement. King deeply believes that God created all hu-
man beings to be with each other and not separate from each other. He en-
visions us as one humanity, intended to live together as a diverse, integrated
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community marked by personal and social relationships of love, justice,
and hope. In his view, the story of Jesus’ crucifixion provides the catalyst for
this idea. King understands the cross as both “an eternal expression of the
lengths to which God goes to restore broken human community” and as a
model for how Christians should live their own lives: committed to the rule
of love and confident in God’s power to provide the resources they need to
face the challenges of life.36

King’s analysis indicates that the internalization of nonviolence does not
replace nonviolent direct action but serves as a foundation for it. For the
Christian community (and for other communities) to sustain participation
in social justice efforts, its members must have a sense of agency and whole-
ness as well as a vision of hope that inspires them to persist even in the face
of perceived defeat. The church, then, can function as a powerful advocate
for change in the world only if it works to internalize nonviolence and
thereby create agents empowered to engage in the struggle—agents who not
only experience the healing of their own injuries but also embody empathy,
compassion, and a vision of the future that is different from the present. 

SITES OF VIOLENCE, SITES OF GRACE

The formation of a community that creates nonviolent persons represents
an integral part of what it means for the church “to be the church.” If, as Yo-
der observes, nonviolence constitutes the cornerstone of the Christian faith,
then we cannot ignore this crucial aspect of the church’s life and mission.
At the same time, we must recognize that this does not represent all of what
it means for the church to be the church. To understand the Christian com-
munity as simply a community of “wounded healers” ignores both the
multiple tasks of its ministry and the many ways it perpetrates violence.37

The transformation of internal violence and the integration of nonviolence
represent just part of the church’s identity and mission, a part it does not al-
ways faithfully embody.

When the church does live into this calling, though, it reveals one way in
which Christian communities and their individual members can be not only
sites of violence but also sites of grace. Simply by living into the life to which
they are called, these communities that manifest and offer God’s grace to
trauma survivors and their witnesses. By constructing voluntary and egalitar-
ian relationships in which people hear each others’ stories, by performing
the narratives of Jesus through communal practices, and by embodying an
alternative vision of the future, Christian communities manifest God’s grace
and enact an integral component of Christian nonviolence.

As a site of grace, the church is enabled to live out the particular story that
shapes its life, the story of the one who breaks the link between the self as
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site of violence and the self as agent of violence. In breaking this link, Jesus
ushered in a new beginning, a new age in which the powers no longer en-
joy unchallengeable reign, although they do continue to have destructive ef-
fects in the world. Refusing to be made over into the violent image of the
powers, he lives as the first fruits of a restored humanity, as the one who
opens up the possibility of new life for us. Through its communal per-
formance of his story, the church participates in this life he makes possible
and thereby embodies a new eschatological identity: an identity that man-
ifests the grace of his nonviolent spirit.

This suggestion that the church can be formed as a site of grace does not
imply that the community’s enactment of a nonviolent identity makes the
violence within the church and its members simply disappear. If violence
and nonviolence do not exist in dichotomous relation, then they can co-
exist within selves and communities; the presence of one does not cancel
out the other. God’s redemptive grace, as manifest in and through human
communities, can transform the violence that is internal to selves and com-
munities, but this transformation is an ongoing process.

All human beings can embody both violence and nonviolence. The trau-
matic violence that I have explored gives us one particularly acute example
of how people can internalize violence, but human beings need not be trau-
matized to be constructed as sites of violence. In North America we watch
violent movies, consume media images that are racist, sexist, and classist,
and see daily news reports of war-torn regions. We do not remain unaf-
fected by this violence. Rather, it becomes integral to our identities, in-
forming how we think, act, and see the world. To put it in language that the
Christian traditions have used, human beings are profoundly broken, even
as they are regenerated by God’s grace. The transformation and redemption
that grace effects awaits a future consummation.38 In this life we are both
fragmented and whole, broken and redeemed.

The church, then, does not completely disentangle itself from the vio-
lence of the world. In Yoder’s terms, the “alternative” character of the
church does not mean that it simply sits over-against the world. Rather, the
relation between church and world is much more complex. The brokenness
of the world manifests itself in the church, even as the church strives to em-
body an alternative to the world’s violence and oppression. Given the in-
terrelatedness of church and world, one can argue, as Yoder does, that
Christians need an ongoing critical process in which the church reflects on
its own identity, asking how it might live more faithfully in the midst of its
brokenness.39

In the context of violence that has become internal to the church and its
members, this reflection entails considering the ways in which the church
concretely practices its faith. In attending to the structures of its ordinary
liturgical and social life, making changes where necessary, the church can
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transform internalized violence and integrate nonviolence into its being.
This attention to its social life is crucial because, as Yoder points out, non-
violence is not merely something the church verbally proclaims but also
something it does, an embodied way of life for the whole community. Note
that in exploring how the church can embody this life through the normal
course of its activities and worship, I do not mean to imply that it is easy or
requires no special commitment. The decision to participate in a commu-
nity that lives out the story of Jesus is not one to make lightly since, as Yo-
der observes, this life can prove costly indeed. 

In addition to exploring how the church addresses trauma through its “nor-
mal” life and worship, one could consider “extraordinary” measures Christian
communities might take to deal with trauma’s impact on the lives of its mem-
bers. For example, some have analyzed the ways in which religious rituals de-
signed specifically to address traumatic injuries can help persons to heal.40

Others argue that the church can assist survivors of violence by organizing ed-
ucation forums that raise consciousness about violence and address strategies
for resisting and preventing it.41 While such measures may prove helpful for
some persons, they were not the focus of this book. 

Additional work that explores ways in which Christian communities can
address internal violence, especially that which stems from trauma, is much
needed. For many years the church has struggled with trauma, and like other
human communities it will continue to do so for many more. The theolog-
ical reflections offered here do not provide a resolution to the “problem” of
trauma or simple answers for how the church can help people recover, for
there are no such answers. The Christian community merely stands as one
among many in the world, each of which has its own potential resources. 

While the church’s resources do not assist all traumatized persons who
seek help, they do prove beneficial for some. The insights of trauma stud-
ies, I have argued, give us a language and conceptuality for understanding
how. My hope is that the reflections in this book will assist Christian com-
munities currently struggling with trauma, and perhaps even give those not
presently thinking about it a framework for considering how their commu-
nal life and worship contributes (or fails to contribute) to the creation of a
context in which traumatized persons can survive and flourish.

While the church will never fully disentangle itself from violence, it can en-
gage in an ongoing process of transforming internalized violence and inte-
grating nonviolence into the community and those who constitute it.
Through its life and worship, the church can live as an alternative community
that participates in the social construction of its members, such that they be-
come persons and communities who are not only sites of violence but also
sites of grace. In so doing, it enacts a new eschatological identity that mani-
fests signs of both violence and nonviolence: the identity of the risen Christ
who bears the wounds of crucifixion.

144 Chapter 6



NOTES
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