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The word “trauma” often brings 

to mind images of war, torture, 

natural disasters, and other 

horrific events. But trauma isn’t 

defined by the events that 

cause it. 

Defining Trauma 
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Trauma is a response to any 

event or set of circumstances 

which fundamentally alters 

your worldview and impairs 

healthy functioning. 

Defining Trauma 
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Trauma is caused 

by a singular event 01 Only weak people 

experience trauma 02 

Trauma must be 

life-threatening 03 

Trauma myths 
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Shattered Assumptions Theory 

Assumption 1 

”The world is meaningful” 

Assumption 2 

“The world is benevolent.” 

Assumption 3 

“I am worthy.” 

 Taken together, these 

assumptions form what is 

called “the assumptive world.” 

According to Janoff-Bulman’s 

theory, these assumptions 

allow people to feel capable, 

safe, and in control of what 

happens to them.   



6 

Effects of religious trauma Social 

 

Emotional 

 

Behavioural 

 

Physiological 

 

Cognitive 

• Alienation 

• Loss of community 

• Difficulties with trust 

• Difficulties with intimacy 

• Role and identity confusion 
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Social 

 

Emotional 

 

Behavioural 

 

Physiological 

 

Cognitive 

• Guilt 

• Anger 

• Depression 

• Anxiety 

• Shame 

• Loneliness 

Effects of religious trauma 
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Effects of religious trauma Social 

 

Emotional 

 

Behavioural 

 

Physiological 

 

Cognitive 

• Frantic search for the truth 

• Unhealthy 

compartmentalizing 

• Reactionary behaviour 
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Effects of religious trauma Social 

 

Emotional 

 

Behavioural 

 

Physiological 

 

Cognitive 

• Hyper-activated 

nervous system 

• Poor sleep 

• Sexual difficulties 
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Effects of religious trauma Social 

 

Emotional 

 

Behavioural 

 

Physiological 

 

Cognitive 

• Low self-esteem 

• Self-doubt 

• Challenges with decision-

making 
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SOCIAL  

TENSION 01 EXISTENTIAL 

ANXIETY 02 

LOW SELF-

ESTEEM 03 SHAME 04 

Major themes in religious trauma 
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 Leaving a religion often comes at a great social 

cost and requires sacrificing the powerful 

institutional support of a religious institution, one’s 

former community of faith, and sometimes even 

close friendships and family relationships. 

 

Social tension 

01 
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Interpersonal challenges 

• Authenticity vs. social harmony 

• Sense of responsibility for others 

• Strained relationships 

• Loss of community and resources 

• Loss of culture 
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 We define ourselves in large part by 

the social roles that we take on. With 

the loss of social connections comes 

the loss of these established roles 

and identities.  
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 Religion takes away the responsibility of 

navigating life’s big questions by giving you 

a preset of philosophical and moral 

answers. But what happens once those 

answers no longer resonate, and you’re left 

to find answers of your own? 

Existential anxiety 
02 
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Worldview 

Origins/ 
nature of 
the uni-

verse 

Nature 
of 

real i ty 

Sources 
of know-

ledge 

Purpose 
of 

humanity 

Meaning 
of the 

universe 

Exis-
tence 

of God 

Right 
and 

wrong 
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 After being told to look to God for the 

answers, it can be hard to trust in 

your own capacity for finding them 

yourself. 

Low self-esteem 
03 
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Messages about the self 

• “I will always be a sinner no matter what I do.” 

• “God is responsible for all my achievements.” 

• “God has a plan for me.” 

• “I can give up my pain through prayer.” 
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Teachings around sin can leave 

people with a deep-seated sense of 

shame that they are fundamentally 

evil, bad, or dirty. 

04 
Shame 
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Guilt vs. Shame 

GUILT SHAME 

● Based on your 

actions 

● Prompts healthy 

behavioural change 

● Highlights values 

● Based on your core 

identity 

● Leads to unhealthy 

behaviour to escape 

shame 

● Hopelessness 
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Shame and sin 

• Original sin 

• Repentance rituals 

• Thought-action fusion 
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• ”Dirty” mind, “dirty” body 

• Lack of sexual education 

• Sexual abuse and assault 

Purity culture 
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Embodied Memories 

 “It’s a traumatic experience, they told me, not 

only because of all that was lost in their 

departure from the church, but also because of 

everything that still hung on and refused to go 

away,” (Brooks, 2019). 
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Stories empower us and 

help us to understand 

Healing factors 

SUPPORT GROUPS 
It helps to talk to others who 

have been there 

THERAPY 
Professional support can 

help you navigate 

TELL YOUR STORY LISTEN 
Hearing others’ stories 

reminds us we are not alone 



25 

Healing from religious trauma is often a 

difficult journey, but I hear from people again 

and again that the journey has changed their 

lives for the better. It is possible not only to 

heal, but to heal and to thrive.  

A hopeful note 
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Positive outcomes 

• Discovering strengths 

• Learning about your own values 

• Greater self-esteem  

• Improved emotional regulation 

• New and deepened relationships 
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contact@consideredcounselling.net 

www.consideredcounselling.net 

0435 855 382 
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http://www.consideredcounselling.net/

