
Healing from Religious Trauma: Overcoming

Spiritual Wounds and Finding Peace

Introduction

Many Christians expect their faith community to be a source of love and guidance. Yet for some, religious

experiences  have  caused  deep  psychological  wounds.  Religious  trauma refers  to  harmful  or  abusive

experiences in a religious context that overwhelm an individual and have lasting negative effects on their

well-being . This is more than just a minor church hurt or disappointment – it’s trauma that can shatter

one’s sense of safety and self, even affecting one’s relationship with God. In fact, a recent study estimated

that roughly  27–33% of U.S.  adults have experienced some form of religious trauma . Such trauma

often leaves people struggling with chronic anxiety, shame, fear, or depression, making it hard to live a

joyful life in Christ. The good news is that healing is possible. By integrating sound psychology (like therapy

and  even  medication)  with  biblical  wisdom and  spiritual  care,  survivors  of  religious  trauma  can  find

restoration. This article explores what religious trauma is, how it impacts our minds, bodies, and souls, and

practical steps to heal while deepening your relationship with Jesus Christ.

Understanding Religious Trauma

Religious trauma (sometimes called Religious Trauma Syndrome) is not an official psychiatric diagnosis, but

mental health professionals recognize its patterns. Psychologists often categorize it under Post-Traumatic

Stress Disorder (PTSD) or Complex PTSD when the symptoms meet those criteria . Dr. Marlene Winell

first  coined  the  term  “Religious  Trauma  Syndrome”  in  2011  to  describe  the  unique  combination  of

psychological and spiritual injury that can occur in authoritarian or extremist religious environments .

According to one broad definition,  “religious trauma results from an event, series of events, relationships, or

circumstances within or connected to religious beliefs, practices, or structures that is experienced as overwhelming

or disruptive and has lasting adverse effects on a person’s physical, mental, social, emotional, or spiritual well-

being.”  In other words, it’s not just a bad church experience – it’s trauma that impacts every aspect of a

person’s life.

A small countryside church stands under dark, stormy skies, symbolizing how faith communities meant to offer

shelter can sometimes become sources of deep hurt. Religious trauma can cast a dark cloud over one’s spiritual

life.

Sources of Religious Trauma: Religious trauma can arise from many situations. Some examples include: 

Spiritual Abuse by Leaders: Authoritarian pastors, priests, or elders who exert excessive control,

manipulation, or shaming can create a climate of fear. For instance, church leaders might have used

hellfire and punishment to coerce obedience, or demanded total submission to their authority –

these behaviors instill terror rather than trust in God. Such “high-control sects/cults” often enforce

strict rules and even victim-blame members for any misfortune, which is a powerful form of mind

control . 
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Religious Dogma that Induces Fear or Shame: Toxic theology can traumatize even without a single

“event.” Teachings that portray God as an angry tyrant waiting to punish every mistake can make

believers constantly anxious about their salvation. Similarly, some communities fixate on apocalyptic

end-times scenarios or harsh purity codes. For example, being taught that the world is always on the

verge of divine destruction or that any misstep could send you to hell can lead to hypervigilance – a

constant state of anxiety and alertness to threat . You might find yourself perpetually on edge,

bracing for doom or divine retribution. 

Childhood Religious Trauma: Children are especially vulnerable. If a child grows up in a religious

environment with physical abuse (e.g. under the guise of “discipline”), sexual abuse by a clergy

member, or extreme legalism that condemns normal behavior as sinful, that child’s nervous system

can become wired for anxiety. Modern neuroscience confirms that early trauma can disrupt brain

development, affecting stress response systems . For instance, a child raised in fear may develop

an overactive fight-or-flight response, struggling with panic attacks or nightmares later in life when

triggered by reminders of that fear (such as certain religious symbols or scriptures). 

Religious Discrimination and Rejection: Some people experience trauma from being 

marginalized or rejected by their faith community. This is common with LGBTQ+ individuals or

others whom the group deems “sinful” or “outsiders.” A person may grow up hearing that who they

are is evil, creating deep self-hatred and shame . If they later decide to leave that community

for their own wellbeing, the loss of family and friends – or being told by those loved ones that God

rejects them – is profoundly traumatic . Leaving a controlling religious group often brings a

secondary trauma of grief and disorientation as they lose their entire social support system . 

One-time Traumatic Events in Church: Sometimes a single event can inflict lasting trauma – for

example, a sexual assault by a clergy member or a public shaming incident during a service. These

kinds of events not only cause immediate harm but can also taint the victim’s view of God and

religion thereafter. If the religious community’s response is to cover it up or disbelieve the victim, the

betrayal trauma cuts even deeper .

It’s important to note that religion per se is not always traumatic – in fact, healthy faith communities provide

love, meaning, and comfort. However, when toxic teachings or abusive people twist religion, the resulting

trauma can be uniquely devastating because it touches the very core of a person’s identity and worldview. It

“can shatter the way someone understands the very fabric  of  their  existence,”  as one paper put it .  The

individual may feel like even God abandoned or harmed them, making this trauma existential in nature.

The Impact on Mind, Body, and Spirit

Religious trauma often leaves deep psychological scars. Survivors commonly experience symptoms akin to

PTSD. Some reported effects include: anxiety, nightmares, flashbacks, depression, irritability, distrust,

and a  persistent  sense of  fear  or  guilt .  Unlike  a  trauma like  a  car  accident,  which  is  clearly

recognized as trauma, religious trauma can be insidious – the abuse or indoctrination might have occurred

over years, making it harder to identify the source of one’s distress. But its effects are very real. Let’s break

down how religious trauma can affect the whole person:

Psychological  and Physical  Effects: Chronic  anxiety  is  one  of  the  hallmark  consequences.  You

might feel on-edge all the time without knowing why. Many trauma survivors have episodes of panic

or intense fear triggered by things associated with their past – perhaps a certain hymn, a Bible verse

about judgment,  or seeing someone who resembles a former spiritual  abuser.  The body’s stress

response has been conditioned to associate those cues with danger.  Symptoms like sweating,  a
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racing heart, tightness in the chest, or gastrointestinal issues can flare up in such moments. This is

the classic “fight or flight” response, which in trauma survivors can misfire even when actual danger

isn’t present. Over time, unchecked anxiety and hypervigilance can lead to fatigue, insomnia, and

other  health  issues.  Some  people  also  develop  intrusive  thoughts  or  obsessive-compulsive

behaviors (for  example,  obsessively  praying or  following rituals  to  try  to  “feel  safe”  or  “clean”).

Others may battle major depression, especially if the trauma led to loss of community or a crisis of

faith. It’s common for religious trauma survivors to report a decreased sense of self-worth and identity

 – if  your church taught you that you are “evil” or worthless without their approval, you may

internalize that toxic shame. In severe cases,  individuals feel  despairing or even suicidal  as they

struggle to reconcile their spiritual confusion and pain.

Effects on Faith and Spiritual Life: One of the most tragic impacts of religious trauma is how it

distorts a person’s view of  God and religion. Instead of experiencing faith as a source of comfort,

the person might now associate it with terror, guilt, or pain. For example, someone who was taught

in a legalistic environment that God is constantly angry and ready to punish might struggle to pray

at all – prayer might trigger panic, because they expect condemnation rather than love. They may

feel afraid to trust God (consciously or unconsciously projecting abusive authority figures onto God’s

character). Some trauma survivors avoid church, Bible reading, or anything religious because those

things provoke flashbacks or anxiety. Others might continue practicing their faith but do so in an

obsessive or joyless way – e.g. compulsively confessing every little fault, never feeling “good enough”

for God. A deep spiritual confusion often sets in: How could God allow His people to hurt me? or Am I

damned because I left that church? or Is God like those who abused me? These questions can be faith-

shaking. It’s critical to understand that such thoughts are a  normal response to trauma and not a

sign of personal weakness or lack of faith. Even biblical figures experienced trauma and spiritual

distress – for instance, Elijah fled and wanted to die after experiencing persecution and fear (1 Kings

19:3-5), and the psalmist cried out “Why, O Lord, do you stand far away?” (Psalm 10:1). God’s people

have long wrestled with confusion when suffering overwhelms them.

Neurological and Nervous System Impact: Modern research in trauma psychology shows that any

trauma – including religious trauma – is not just “in your head.” It actually changes how the brain

and  nervous  system function.  Traumatic  stress  can  over-activate  the  amygdala  (the  brain’s  fear

center) and keep the body’s sympathetic nervous system (responsible for fight-or-flight) in overdrive.

This  leads  to  symptoms  like  hypervigilance,  exaggerated  startle  response  (feeling  jumpy),  and

difficulty concentrating (because part of the brain is always scanning for danger). Over time, trauma

can even impair the hippocampus (affecting memory) and the prefrontal cortex (affecting decision-

making and emotional regulation). People coming out of high-control religious groups often report

difficulty  making  decisions  independently and  trusting  their  own  judgment  –  this  makes

sense, as they were conditioned to rely on authorities for every answer. They may also feel “numb” or

disconnected  (a  symptom  of  dissociation)  as  a  way  their  mind  tries  to  protect  them  from

overwhelming  fear  or  pain.  Knowing  that  trauma  has  these  tangible  brain-body  effects  can  be

liberating: it validates that your reactions (anxiety, panic, etc.) aren’t because you’re “crazy” or “bad at

faith,” but because your nervous system was injured. And just as physical wounds can heal, the brain

and body can heal too with proper care (thanks to God’s design of neuroplasticity).

Relational and Social Effects: Many who suffer religious trauma also lose their community – they

might leave the church or be excommunicated/shunned. Suddenly, the people who were their entire

support network may be gone, which is immensely painful. Humans are created for connection (“It
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is  not good for man to be alone,” Gen 2:18),  so this social  void can deepen the trauma. It’s  not

uncommon to struggle with loneliness and isolation after leaving a traumatic religious situation .

Trusting people again can be hard; one might be very guarded, fearing ulterior motives or betrayal.

This can even affect marriage or parenting – survivors might swing between overprotection and

emotional distance, all rooted in unresolved fear. Recognizing these patterns is the first step toward

changing them.

In summary, religious trauma often presents a complex mix of PTSD-like symptoms, anxiety disorders,

depression, and spiritual crisis. It’s a whole-person injury – mind, body, and soul. But there is hope: just as

trauma’s effects are far-reaching, the approach to healing must be holistic as well. The next sections will

discuss how recovery can involve  professional therapy, medical support, and compassionate spiritual

care working together. As Jesus Himself said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick” (Mark 2:17).

For  those  wounded  by  religion,  acknowledging  the  sickness  (the  trauma)  and  seeking  appropriate

treatment is not a sign of faithlessness – it’s a courageous step toward the abundant life Christ desires for us

(John 10:10).

Healing and Recovery: A Journey of Grace and Truth

Healing  from  religious  trauma  is  a  gradual  journey  –  one  that  benefits  from  addressing  both  the

psychological  wounds and the  spiritual  wounds in  tandem.  As  a  Christian theologian and counselor

might say,  we need to minister  to the  whole person,  much like Jesus did when He healed people both

physically and spiritually. Here we will outline key steps and approaches for recovery, grounded in biblical

principles, psychological research, and real-life best practices.

1. Acknowledge and Validate the Trauma

The road to healing begins with naming what happened and affirming that it truly was traumatic. This might

sound  obvious,  but  many  religious  trauma  survivors  struggle  with  denial  or  self-blame:  “Maybe  I’m

overreacting… Others had it worse… Perhaps it was my fault since I doubted or sinned.” It’s important to

break those chains of false guilt. Trauma is trauma – if an experience left you with lasting fear, shame, or

emotional pain, then it qualifies, and your pain is real. Jesus taught, “The truth will set you free” ( John 8:32),

and part of that truth is honestly recognizing wrongs that were done. In the Bible, there are examples of

godly  people  naming  abuse  and  injustice:  the  prophet  Ezekiel,  for  instance,  rebuked  the

“shepherds” (leaders) who abused their flock, saying God Himself was against those shepherds for hurting

His sheep (Ezekiel 34:2-4, 10). In the Gospels, Jesus publicly confronted the Pharisees for “tieing up heavy

burdens, hard to bear, and laying them on people’s shoulders” (Matthew 23:4) – essentially spiritual abuse.

These scriptures show that God acknowledges spiritual harm and holds perpetrators accountable. So you

can be sure God does not blame you for being hurt; rather, His heart is to comfort and heal you. Take time,

perhaps with the help of a counselor or a trusted friend, to tell your story. If you feel angry or betrayed,

know that even biblical figures expressed such feelings (see many of the Psalms, e.g. Psalm 13). Lament is a

biblical way to pour out grief and frustration to God, which can be very cathartic. Remember,  “The Lord is

near  to  the  brokenhearted  and  saves  the  crushed  in  spirit” (Psalm  34:18).  You  might  even  write  a  letter

describing what happened and how it affected you (whether or not you send it), as a way to externalize and

validate your experience. This acknowledgement lays the foundation for further healing steps.
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2. Seek Professional Help (Counseling and Therapy)

Just as you would see a medical doctor for a physical injury, it’s wise to seek a  qualified mental health

professional for trauma. A trauma-informed therapist – especially one familiar with religious trauma – can

provide tools and a safe space to work through what you’ve been through. Therapy is not about blaming

your faith; it’s about healing your nervous system and thought patterns.  Evidence-based therapies for

trauma include: Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) or the related Cognitive Processing Therapy (CPT),

which help reframe negative thoughts and reduce fear responses;  Eye Movement Desensitization and

Reprocessing  (EMDR),  which  is  very  effective  for  PTSD  and  can  help  your  brain  reprocess  traumatic

memories; and somatic therapies that focus on bodily sensations to release stored tension . Some

counselors integrate  faith-based counseling or Christian spiritual direction if you desire it,  helping you

reconnect with God in a healthy way while you heal . 

Importantly, choosing therapy does not mean you lack faith in God’s ability to heal you. In fact, the Bible

encourages us to seek wise counsel:  “Where there is  no guidance,  a people falls,  but  in an abundance of

counselors there is safety” (Proverbs 11:14). God often works through people – including trained counselors –

to impart wisdom and healing. A Christian therapist or a pastoral counselor who understands trauma can

pray with you and help you apply Scripture in a way that builds you up rather than harms you. But it’s also

perfectly fine to see a non-religious therapist;  a ethical  professional will  respect your faith background.

What matters is that they understand trauma. Don’t hesitate to “interview” potential counselors about their

familiarity with religious trauma or spiritual abuse. Many therapists today are aware of this issue and will be

compassionate toward what you’ve experienced .

In therapy, you might work on things like: learning to calm your body when anxious (grounding techniques,

breathing exercises), processing traumatic memories and reframing false beliefs (for example,  “I was told

God hated me, but that was a lie – in reality, God is love”), and practicing setting boundaries with people or

thoughts that trigger you. Over time, counseling helps retrain your brain. You may find that Bible verses or

religious practices that once triggered panic begin to feel safe again, as you develop a new, grace-filled

understanding  of  them.  Many  people  who  commit  to  therapy  report  significant  improvements:  fewer

nightmares, reduced anxiety levels, better sleep, and an ability to experience faith with joy instead of fear.

As one anonymous survivor described, “I went from having panic attacks every Sunday morning to actually

looking forward to church again,” after a year of trauma-focused counseling and support group attendance

(personal  testimony,  via  author).  Realize that  this  is  a  gradual  process –  healing is  a  journey,  not an

instant miracle – but with each step, you are moving closer to freedom.

3. Consider Medical Support (Yes, It’s Okay for Christians to Use Medication!)

For some, therapy alone might not fully relieve the intense anxiety or depression that comes with religious

trauma – especially in the early stages of healing when everything feels raw. There is  no shame in using

medical help for mental health. Medication for anxiety, depression, or PTSD can provide a stabilizing effect,

correcting chemical imbalances and calming the nervous system so that you can do the deeper healing

work. Common medications might include SSRIs (like Prozac or Zoloft) for anxiety/depression or short-term

use of sedative medications for acute anxiety episodes, under a doctor’s care. As Christians, we sometimes

hear the well-meaning advice, “Just pray more” or “Have more faith and you won’t need pills.” But needing

medication is  not a sign of spiritual failure. It’s a recognition that our bodies and brains sometimes need

support – just as a diabetic might need insulin.  Every good gift is  from above ( James 1:17),  and that

includes the gift  of  medical  knowledge.  One Christian mental  health ministry puts it  plainly:  “Christians
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should consider mental health medications and therapy if needed because it’s not only scriptural, it’s wise.”

The Bible does not forbid using medicine; in fact, Paul advised Timothy to take a medicinal remedy for his

stomach ailment (1 Timothy 5:23). If you had a broken leg, you’d use crutches; if you have a broken heart

and anxious brain from trauma, using medication as a temporary “crutch” to strengthen you is a provision

from God, not a lack of faith. 

Unfortunately, there has been a  stigma in some Christian circles around psychiatric medication. People

may fear it will numb them or that relying on a pill is somehow “worldly” compared to relying on God. It’s

important to bust these myths with truth. First, taking medication does not mean you don’t trust God. You can

trust God and take the steps to heal that He’s made available. The two are not in conflict – in fact, refusing

help that God provides (through science and medicine) could itself be seen as unwise. As one Christian

author who recovered from crippling anxiety wrote, “Medication is a gift from God... If medication provides

a means to healing,  then why wouldn’t  we take that blessing?” .  Second, medications for anxiety or

depression  do not “erase your faith”  or turn you into a zombie.  When properly prescribed,  they simply

correct underlying biological issues so that your mood and fear response are steadier. You will still face the

same  spiritual  issues  to  work  through,  but  you’ll  do  so  with  a  bit  more  resilience  and  clarity.  In  my

experience as a counselor, medication is often most helpful as a short-to-medium term aid that enables

the person to fully engage in therapy and life activities; it quiets the storm enough for deeper healing to

occur. If you do take medication, it’s wise to combine it with therapy (research shows therapy + medication

together are often more effective than either alone). And always pray for God’s guidance and blessing on

the treatment – many believers report that medication lifted the dark cloud just enough that they could feel

God’s peace again, which they then nurtured through prayer and Scripture. Remember, Jesus said of the

Sabbath law, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?” (Luke 14:3). The principle is that healing and doing good

trumps rigid interpretations of religious rules. If an old mindset tells you “I shouldn’t need medicine, I

should just pray,” consider that maybe God is offering healing through multiple channels. Embrace the help

He sends, in whatever form, with gratitude and freedom.

(On a practical note: if you’re interested in medication, consult a licensed psychiatrist or a primary care doctor.

Explain your symptoms honestly. There is no need to mention religious trauma specifically if they don’t understand

it;  you  can  describe  the  anxiety,  insomnia,  etc.  They  will  help  find  a  medication  that  suits  you.  Always  use

medications as directed, and keep your support system informed.)

4. Rebuild a Healthy View of God and Scripture

One of the most crucial and beautiful parts of healing from religious trauma is discovering who God really

is – often very different from how He was represented in your traumatic experiences. If your trauma made

you view God as terrifying, impossible to please, or distant,  it  will  take time to deconstruct those false

images and replace them with the  truth of God’s character. This is fundamentally a spiritual task, but it is

aided  by  the  psychological  healing  you’re  doing.  As  your  panic  and  depression  lift,  you  can  start  to

encounter Scripture and Christian fellowship in a new light. Here are some steps to consider in rebuilding

your relationship with God:

Find  Safe  Fellowship: Not  all  churches  or  Christians  are  like  the  ones  who  hurt  you.  Pray  for

discernment and seek out a healthy, grace-filled community. This might be a different denomination

or a small group/bible study rather than a big formal church at first. Look for signs of a healthy

church: humble leadership accountable to others, an atmosphere of love and freedom (not control),

and a focus on Jesus’ grace rather than heavy-handed rules. It’s perfectly okay to take time  away
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from church if you need space to heal  – a season of connecting with God privately or with a few

trusted friends can be restorative. Don’t rush yourself. However, do not give up on finding supportive

believers entirely. Ask God to lead you to at least one or two safe Christians – perhaps a mentor, a

friend, or even an online support group for spiritual abuse survivors – who can encourage your faith

gently. Healing often happens in community, because healthy relationships are the antidote to the

harm caused by toxic ones. As Hebrews 10:25 says, “do not forsake meeting together” –  but that

doesn’t mean subjecting yourself to unsafe gatherings; it means, when you’re ready, allow loving

fellowship to be part of your journey.

Rethink Scripture Through a Lens of Grace: Verses and doctrines that were weaponized against

you need to be re-examined carefully. It might help to use a different Bible translation from the one

your abusive group used, just to “hear” things afresh. Consider focusing on the core of the Gospel:

the life and teachings of Jesus, who perfectly shows us the Father’s heart ( John 14:9). Notice how

Jesus interacted with those who were wounded or burdened. “A bruised reed he will not break, and a

smoldering  wick  he  will  not  snuff  out” (Matthew  12:20)  –  that’s  a  prophecy  about  the  Messiah’s

gentleness. Jesus said, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest… for I am

gentle and humble in heart,  and you will  find rest for your souls” (Matthew 11:28-29).  Those words

might be hard to trust at first if you’ve only known harsh religion, but over time you can experience

their truth. It might be helpful to do a topical Bible study on God’s love and compassion. Key truths

to rediscover include: God’s unconditional love (Romans 8:38-39 – nothing can separate you from

it),  God’s grace versus legalism (Ephesians 2:8-9 – we are saved by grace, not works, so you don’t

have to perform to earn His  love),  God’s  empathy (Hebrews 4:15 –  Jesus sympathizes with our

weaknesses and pain), and God’s justice (knowing that He is angry at those who harm others – “Woe

to the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep”, God says in Jeremiah 23:1). As you read, it’s okay if

negative thoughts arise – bring those to God in prayer: “Lord, I’m afraid You’re like the people who hurt

me. Show me who You really are.” God honors such honest prayers. In time, many trauma survivors

have almost a “second conversion” experience – not that they were unsaved before, but they come to

know God’s character on a much deeper, kinder level than ever before. One therapist describes this

as  “reclaiming your spiritual identity” apart from the abuse: recognizing that your faith is  yours

and can be anchored directly in Christ, not in human institutions that failed you . 

Address Theological Triggers Constructively: If certain doctrines still trigger anxiety (for example,

teachings on hell, spiritual warfare, or end times), give yourself permission to put those topics aside

for a while. Focus on the essentials: “God so loved the world that He gave His only Son…” ( John 3:16). As

you grow stronger,  you can revisit  difficult  theological  questions  perhaps  with  guidance  from a

compassionate pastor or a balanced Christian author. It might also help to read books by authors

who have walked out of legalism into grace – for example, classics like  “The Ragamuffin Gospel” by

Brennan Manning (which emphasizes God’s grace for the broken) or works by Philip Yancey (“What's

So Amazing About Grace?”). These can gently correct distorted beliefs. Another key aspect is learning

to distinguish God’s character from humans’ behavior. Remind yourself: People sinned and misused

God’s name, but God never endorsed their abuse. In fact, their actions likely grieved God. Over time, you

can separate what is truly of Christ versus what was human corruption. Scripture assures,  “God is

light; in Him there is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). The cruelty and darkness you experienced were

not reflections of God – they were a contradiction of Him.

Forgive  (when  ready)  and  Let  Go  of  Bitterness: Forgiveness  is  a  tough  subject  for  trauma

survivors. It’s crucial to understand that forgiving those who hurt you does not mean saying “it was
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okay”  or  forgetting  what  happened.  It  simply  means  releasing  your heart  from  the  poison  of

bitterness and entrusting ultimate justice to God. Forgiveness is usually a later stage of healing – it

can’t be rushed. But ask God to help you move toward it in His timing, because Scripture warns that

holding onto bitterness  can prolong our  anguish (Hebrews 12:15).  Start  by  lamenting and even

expressing anger (the Psalms are full of cries for justice). As you heal, you may reach a point where,

for your own freedom, you say, “Lord, I release these people into Your hands. I won’t seek revenge or

dwell in hatred. I ask You to deal with them, and I ask You to heal me.” This act can break the last

chains the abusers have on you. Jesus on the cross, suffering the ultimate injustice, said, “Father,

forgive them” – a model of letting go. But remember, forgiveness is between you and God; you don’t

have to confront or reconcile with unsafe people unless that becomes healthy or necessary. Your

primary concern is your heart before God, and He will honor your process. In parallel, ask God to

restore your faith in other Christians where it’s been damaged . He can lead you to those who

exemplify Christ’s true love, to show you that the Body of Christ, though imperfect, also contains

many who will love you well.

5. Practical Coping Strategies and Spiritual Practices for Anxiety Relief

Because chronic anxiety is such a common part of religious trauma, developing day-to-day coping skills is

vital.  Here  are  some  practices  that  blend  the  physiological  calming  techniques recommended  by

psychology with the spiritual disciplines of Christianity:

Deep Breathing and “Breath Prayers”: When you feel panic rising – say, your heart is pounding

and thoughts racing after something triggers you – one of the simplest tools is controlled breathing.

Inhale slowly for a count of 4, hold for 4, exhale for 6 or 8. Repeat. This kind of breathing activates

your parasympathetic nervous system, which naturally calms the fight-or-flight response. To make it a

spiritual  exercise,  you can incorporate a short prayer or verse to repeat in your mind with each

breath. For example, inhale thinking, “Peace, be still” (from Mark 4:39 when Jesus calmed the storm),

exhale thinking, “I am with you” (God’s promise in Isaiah 41:10). Many believers find that prayer and

meditation on Scripture not only focus the mind but also genuinely relax the body. In fact, research

supports this: Studies have found that prayer and meditative practices can lower heart rate, reduce

muscle tension, and even change brain wave patterns to a calmer state . Regular prayer has been

associated with decreased stress hormone levels and increased activity in brain regions that govern

relaxation  and  emotional  regulation .  Essentially,  “casting  your  anxieties  on  Him” (1  Peter  5:7)

through prayer can have measurable anxiety-relief effects – it engages both faith and the God-given

physiology of your breathing and nervous system to bring peace. So, when anxiety strikes, find a

quiet spot if you can, breathe, and pray in rhythm. Even 5 minutes can make a difference.

Grounding Techniques and Mindfulness: Grounding is a technique therapists often teach trauma

survivors to help them return to the present moment when they feel a flashback or wave of anxiety.

It involves using your five senses to reconnect with the “now.” For instance, you might look around

and name five things you see, four things you can touch, three you can hear, two you can smell, one

you can taste. As a Christian, you can adapt this into a form of mindfulness that acknowledges God’s

presence in the moment. For example, step outside and notice creation: the color of the sky, the feel

of the earth under your feet. Scripture encourages being still and present: “Be still, and know that I

am God” (Psalm 46:10).  When trauma-driven fear about the past or future sweeps in,  grounding

yourself in the present with God can break its grip. Some people keep a small cross or another object

in their pocket – when anxious, they hold it and focus on its texture and the reminder that Jesus is
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with me right now. Others find comfort in listening to gentle worship music or nature sounds. The

idea is to gently pull yourself out of the whirlpool of traumatic thoughts and into a safer mental

space. Over time, these practices can “retrain” your body’s response to stress.

Immerse in God’s Love through Scripture Meditation: Earlier we talked about re-reading Scripture

with new eyes.  Here, the focus is on  meditating on key truths that directly counteract the lies

trauma taught you. If religious trauma made you feel unloved, meditate on verses of God’s love. If it

made you fearful, meditate on verses of God’s protection and grace. A great example is 1 John 4:18 –

“There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with punishment…”. Think about

that: God’s  perfect love drives out the kind of fear that expects punishment. You might repeat this

verse in a quiet time, imagining God’s love like a warm light filling you and pushing away the dark

fear. Romans 8:1 is another powerful one: “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are

in Christ Jesus.” If your trauma made you feel condemned, let this truth soak in. You could write such

verses on notecards and place them where you’ll see them, or set reminders on your phone. The

psalmist said,  “I  have stored up Your word in my heart” (Psalm 119:11).  This storing up acts like a

healing balm when old triggers flare up. Some survivors create a list of “Combat Verses” to speak

aloud when lies resurface – e.g., “God is not mad at me” (see Isaiah 54:9-10), “God calls me His child” (1

John 3:1), “The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid” (Hebrews 13:6). Over time, the renewing of your

mind (Romans 12:2)  with Scripture displaces the fear-based thinking installed by trauma with a

grace-based, truth-based thinking rooted in God’s Word.

Community  and  Service  (With  Boundaries): As  you  grow  stronger,  positive  involvement  with

others can greatly aid recovery. Joining a support group for spiritual abuse survivors can reduce the

feeling of isolation – there is comfort in realizing I’m not the only one, and I’m not “crazy” for feeling this

way. It might be worth finding a local or online support group (some churches host groups for those

recovering from church hurt, or you can find groups facilitated by Christian counselors). Additionally,

engaging in healthy service can be healing – for instance, volunteering at a charity unrelated to your

trauma,  or  helping  with  a  ministry  that  you  feel  comfortable  in.  Serving  others  redirects  focus

outward in a healthy way and can remind you that your faith can be life-giving to others. However, a

caution: be mindful of boundaries. Early in recovery, you might need to step back from any ministry

or church commitments if they cause stress. You do not owe your time or energy to anyone until you

are ready. Eventually, as you heal, using your experience to help others can even be redemptive (2

Corinthians 1:4 talks about comforting others with the comfort we’ve received), but let that come in

its own season. Remember Jesus’ pattern: He often withdrew to solitary places to pray and recharge

(Luke 5:16), and he invited His disciples “Come away by yourselves and rest a while” (Mark 6:31) after

they had been ministering. Recovery from trauma requires seasons of rest and self-care.

Healthy Lifestyle Choices: While it might seem mundane, taking care of your body with proper

sleep, nutrition, and exercise plays a significant role in anxiety management. Trauma often disrupts

sleep – you might have insomnia or frequent nightmares. Establishing a calming bedtime routine

(perhaps listening to audio Bible or a soothing hymn, and avoiding triggering content at night) can

improve sleep over time. Exercise is a proven anxiety reducer – even a daily walk releases muscle

tension and boosts endorphins. Some Christians also find gentle activities like yoga or stretching

helpful; if you’re uncomfortable with the spiritual connotations of yoga, simple stretching with deep

breathing or a walk in nature while praying can achieve similar benefits. Treat your body as the

“temple of the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 6:19) by caring for it, and it will support your mental and

spiritual recovery. For example, one real-life case: a man recovering from religious trauma noted that
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adding  a  morning  jog  while  listening  to  worship  music  greatly  reduced  his  daily  anxiety  –  his

baseline anxiety level (rated 0–10) went from about a 7 down to a 4 on average after two months of

consistent exercise and devotionals, which in turn made it easier for him to attend a new church

without panic. This holistic improvement underscores that  mind, body, and spirit are connected in

God’s design.

Clasped  hands  resting  on  an  open  Bible,  symbolizing  faith  as  a  source  of  comfort.  Intentional  prayer  and

meditation on Scripture can help calm the nervous system. Research indicates that meditative prayer can lower

stress responses – truly “casting your cares on Him” (1 Peter 5:7) can bring the peace of God to guard your heart

and mind (Philippians 4:6-7) .

Reclaim Joy and Safe Worship: Finally, as healing progresses, seek to reclaim the joy that is a

hallmark of healthy faith. Trauma may have stolen your joy for a time – things like singing, clapping,

or other church activities might have been tainted by bad memories. But ask the Lord to restore the

joy of your salvation (Psalm 51:12). Perhaps you find joy in creative expression like art or music;

engage in those as an act of worship. If corporate worship services are hard, start by worshiping

alone – play your favorite worship songs or hymns at home and sing along. David, who knew a lot of

stress and trauma, would soothe himself by playing the harp and singing to God. Music can bypass

our overthinking and touch the heart directly. Slowly, joy will return in small moments – maybe the

first time you attend a Christmas Eve service without anxiety, or the first time you spontaneously

thank God and realize you weren’t afraid of Him in that moment. Treasure those signs of progress.

The abundant life Jesus promised (John 10:10) includes righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy

Spirit (Romans 14:17). It’s okay if it takes a while to fully feel that again; the promise stands, and God

is patient.

Embracing Hope: God’s Heart for the Traumatized

If you take away one message from this discussion, let it be this:  God has not abandoned you, and He

cares deeply about your healing. The very nature of Jesus is that of a healer. When He walked the earth,

He not only healed bodies but also hearts – He consistently reached out to those wounded by others,

including those hurt by religious authorities. Consider the woman caught in adultery in John 8: the religious

leaders  shamed her  and wanted to  stone her,  but  Jesus  defended her  dignity  and said,  “Neither  do  I

condemn you.” Or think of the disciple Peter – after Peter experienced the trauma of denying Christ and the

shame that followed, Jesus gently restored him by the Sea of Galilee (John 21), not with scolding, but with

reaffirming love and purpose (“Feed my sheep”). These stories show that  Jesus specializes in restoring

those who have been spiritually broken.

God’s promises throughout Scripture affirm His intent to heal trauma and bind up wounds. “[The Lord] heals

the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds” (Psalm 147:3). “I will restore to you the years that the locust has

eaten” ( Joel 2:25) – a beautiful metaphor for how God can redeem lost time and lost joy.  “After you have

suffered a little while, the God of all grace... will Himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish you” (1 Peter

5:10). Such verses can be anchors of hope on hard days. There may be setbacks in your healing journey –

times when an old trigger sneaks up or you feel anger resurface – but don’t interpret those as failure.

Healing rarely  goes in a  straight  line;  it’s  more of  a  gradual  upward spiral.  In those moments,  remind

yourself how far you’ve come and that God’s mercies are new every morning (Lamentations 3:22-23). 
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It’s also encouraging to know that more and more people in the Christian community are recognizing and

addressing religious trauma. Churches are (slowly) becoming more sensitive to abuse and mental health,

Christian counselors  are writing books on trauma-informed ministry ,  and support  networks are

forming. You are not alone in this; there’s a movement in the Body of Christ advocating for survivors and

calling the Church to be a true refuge again – as it should be. In time, you might find that your testimony of

overcoming religious trauma becomes a beacon to help others. As Paul wrote, God “comforts us in all our

troubles  so  that  we  can  comfort  those  in  any  trouble  with  the  comfort  we  ourselves  receive  from  God”

(2 Corinthians 1:4). Many who heal from spiritual abuse go on to be some of the most empathetic, wise, and

grace-filled people who can walk alongside others in pain. What was meant for evil, God can turn to good

(Genesis 50:20).

Conclusion: Recovering  from  religious  trauma  is  undeniably  challenging  –  it  involves  unlearning  fear,

reclaiming truth, and often stepping out into unknown territory with trust. But through it all,  Jesus is the

Good Shepherd who never stopped caring for you. He says in John 10:10 that while the thief (false teachers or

the enemy) came to steal, kill, and destroy, He came to give you life to the full. That abundant life includes

freedom from terror and shame. Picture Jesus gently tending your wounds as a shepherd tends an injured

sheep – carrying you when you’re too weak, leading you to quiet waters and green pastures to restore your

soul (Psalm 23). There will come a day when your tears of grief turn to tears of joy, when you can say, “God

has turned my mourning into dancing” (Psalm 30:11). Every step you take – seeking therapy, praying through

anxiety, setting a boundary, reading Scripture anew – is a step toward that promise.

As you continue in healing, surround yourself with supportive people, keep communication with God open

(even if all you can say is “Help me, Lord”), and celebrate each small victory. You are on a path of redeeming

your faith – finding that it wasn’t Jesus who hurt you, but broken people, and that Jesus in fact is weeping

with you and working for your restoration. In time, you will be able to “take hold of the life that is truly

life” (1 Timothy 6:19), experiencing faith not as a burden of anxiety but as a source of peace, love, and sound

mind (2 Timothy 1:7). May the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus called the Comforter, daily fill you with comfort and

courage. And may you come to echo the words of King David, who certainly knew trauma and also healing:

“I sought the Lord, and He answered me; He delivered me from all my fears… Those who look to Him are radiant,

and their faces shall never be ashamed” (Psalm 34:4-5). Amen.
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