
ICTG RESOURCE GUIDE
Collective Trauma Preparedness and Response

2019
Spiritual Directors



© 2019 Institute for Collective Trauma and Growth (ICTG)

All rights reserved. 

Contact: 
office@ictg.org
www.ictg.org





CONTENTS

Introduction

Calm

Stress Account

Self-Care Roster

Creating a Covenant Agreement

Guide for Calming a Group  
of Directees

Communicate

Characteristics of Traumatized 
Spirituality

Communicating with the Soul

Guide for Creating a Personal Lament

Embodied Prayer

Movement in Prayer 

Contemplative Practices

Blessing the Traumatized Body

Connect

Professional Care Network Inventory 
for Spiritual Directors

Guidelines for setting up a Spiritual 
Direction Group

Ripples of Emotions

Further Learning Aids

Notes

01

05

09

11

17

19 

21

25 

27

29

31

33

35

36

37

41 

45 

47

49

51





INTRODUCTION
Our communities need spiritual directors who skillfully respond and attend to far-reaching emotional 
and spiritual wounds caused by trauma. According to the 2011-2012 National Survey of Children’s 
Health, almost half of the children in the United States today will suffer one, two, or more traumatic 

experiences before they are 18 years old. And, according to the Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 
Alliance, a multi-disciplinary group of professional and advocacy organizations, an estimated 70 percent 

of adults in the United States today have experienced a traumatic event at least once in their lives and 

up to 20 percent of these people go on to develop PTSD. But these personal accounts are not the only 
sources of traumatic experience among communities today. Sometimes, communities also endure disasters, 
or collective trauma, or, even, multiple events of widespread devastation. These more extensive incidents 
may involve damage or deaths caused by a tornado, fire, mass shooting, rampant sexual abuse, or suicide. 
Collective trauma challenges survivors’ senses of community and group identity. Increasing awareness of 
widely spread experiences of both personal and collective trauma makes it critical that spiritual directors 
hone their response abilities and long term care practices. 

Even as therapy centers and various faith communities provide epicenters for healing, research shows 
how the effects of trauma still ravage local communities everyday. Traumatic losses dismantle previously 
conceived views of community and tear at core senses of identity, belonging, and faith, which are 
necessary components of healing. In these cases, community and faith based organizations struggle to find 
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INTRODUCTION

their footing and resume momentum long after the uncharted paths of debris and heartache first appear.

Further complicating healing processes today, incessant stimulation through social media and increasing 
cycles of urgency and busyness distract and numb people from being able to sense their pain and respond 
adequately. Rare or no opportunities to practice restorative relational skills, like patience, calming, fair 
conflict resolution, and constructiveness, inhibit leaders and community members from developing abilities 
to thrive amid 21st century realities of devastation. Despite best efforts, when traumatic stressful pressures 
become overwhelming, leaders can practice dangerous patterns of conflict avoidance, their families fall 
apart, they experience burnout, or, worse, they even commit crimes. Too many communities around our 
country are familiar with these troubling results, leading people at times to lack trust in religious groups’ 
abilities to meet these needs well.

Attending to stark emotional and spiritual wounds remaining after severe loss requires both skilled and 
intentional care. Spiritual direction can provide great opportunity for individuals to practice calming, 
community, and communication personally. Across diverse fields of study, researchers repeatedly observe 
these three core components for thriving after trauma. These relational practices reliably mitigate 
threat, decrease stress, and increase trust and safety. Similar studies and observations show these three 
components occur both naturally, as people and groups instinctively practice innate abilities to heal, and 
occur as survivors intentionally practice them and increase capacities for healing. That is great news! News 
that suggests it is never too late to start healing. Both voluntary and involuntary, over and over again, these 
components prove key to thriving.

Spiritual directors also provide a valuable service in companioning along with a faith based organization 
as a whole to discern the soul of a congregation or faith based nonprofit – its collective story, spiritual 
practice, and senses of holiness – in the aftermath of trauma. As a reader, likely you are a spiritual director 
who is seeking to prepare well for traumas that may occur, you experienced a trauma and, in the aftermath, 
now are discerning next steps, or your directees or faith based organization have experienced traumas and 
you are companioning with them as they discern next steps. Spiritual directors know the value of being 
witnesses to the testimony of people seeking spiritual health. This witness is especially needed in the 
aftermath of trauma. At ICTG we believe you are one of the greatest assets to your community.

We believe in this place and time, here and now, you can be a caring servant leader among your community 
as you walk the Valley of the Shadow of Death together. Your willingness to show up and be present along 
this undefined pathway makes a difference for you and your community. The fact you have picked up this 
book and read this far shows you already possess instincts for healing and thriving beyond trauma.

To help you expand your personal and professional skills for effectiveness in responding to traumas, we 
culled current research to provide you with practical guides to use repeatedly and in varying circumstances 
to discern abilities and maximize creative responsiveness. As you learn more about how stressors impact 
you, how to build effective care networks for yourself and your directees, and how to build and rebuild 
spiritual formation ministries after trauma, you practice greater capacities for resiliency. Stone by stone, 
these practices form the wells of calming,community, and communication for you and your directees to 
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draw on in times of crisis. This guide helps to ensure you have what is needed to withstand (or, better put, 
stand with) the pressures of trauma in your local faith community.

You likely will find this guide is most helpful for spiritual directors practicing within monotheistic faiths. 
Written primarily by Protestant Christians, with advisement from Jewish and Catholic advisors, this guide 
holds to the hallmark three-person relationship characterized by spiritual direction methods within these 
specific faith practices. 

Most significantly, the spiritual direction ministry of these faith practices requires a respect for the dignity 
of our fellow travelers. Part of respecting directees is adhering to ethical standards in how we relate 
to them and handle ourselves as professionals. Ethical behavior must come from personal conviction 
– it cannot simply be mandated. Thoughtful and ongoing reflection on one’s own beliefs, abilities, and 
limitations will enable you to engage in direction relationships to which you are prepared and willing to 
commit, as well as to discern the spirit of the community within which you are serving as a whole. One of 
the most important ethical commitments a spiritual director can make is to one’s own spiritual health. A 
continuing life of prayer and relationship with God is the greatest gift a director can give to those receiving 
their ministry. This goes hand-in-hand with protecting one’s own physical and psychological health and with 
developing supportive relationships. 

Professional growth is also a never-ending process. On a continual basis, directors should consider where 
and how they can receive more training and engage in supervision. Finding a network of spiritual directors 
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in your area with whom you can share professionally is a great benefit to your ministry. Whether or not 
you receive compensation for your work, clear communication with directees about boundaries, practices, 
expectations, and confidentiality helps to acknowledge the imbalance of power in the direction room and 
create a relationship in which both Director and Directee feel comfortable. All helping professions are 
being held to higher standards in the interest of protecting the consumers and the unique three-person 
ministry of spiritual direction is included.

Most of all, through this Resource Guide may you be reminded and encouraged that you are not alone. 
There are ways forward through the fogginess of sorrow. There is no magic spell here to catapult you 
to feeling better and there is no way to fully make the loss disappear. Rather, by caring for yourself and 
caring for the people around you, together you form true and reliable resiliency. There is no short cut. In 
the following pages, you will find tools for developing personal and professional practices to increase your 
capacities for long-term personal and vocational health based on the three core components for healing. 
They come from field experts like yourself who are willing to share what they have learned when they were 
in your shoes, preparing for or responding to disasters. May these tools be a source of encouragement and 
inspiration to you in the days ahead.

4



5

CALM



6



A key component of healing from trauma is experiencing safety. A safe environment is the location from 
which healing emerges. Establishing and hosting a safe environment is critical for a healthy spiritual 
direction practice. For spiritual direction, in particular, it is when we feel safe that we are able to open 
to exploring and processing the spiritual nature of our lived experiences. Important to note, for many 
directees, feeling safe may not come until long after the crisis event has ended.

Thus, spiritual direction, often is best utilized months following a crisis. If employed sooner, it is best when 
practiced in conjunction with additional resources including common daily self care, reputable mental health 
therapies, and normative family physician practices. Especially following severe loss and trauma, feeling 
physically and psychically out of harm’s way and beginning to sense some bodily peace again most often 
happens best with a trusted mental health professional or certified pastoral counselor first.

Once a person is out of harm’s way and begins to resume senses of new normal again, they can begin to 
find spaces and opportunities to examine past events and sort through what spiritual meaning they find in 
them. With each directee, be patient in establishing a trustworthy structure to your practice together. Once 
a safe relationship is established, the directee may be more open and aware of movements of holiness.
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A safe environment includes physical, emotional, and spiritual safety. Physical entrances and exits are 
explicit. Expectations for the role of spiritual direction, and its distinctiveness from other forms of human 
service, are transparent. Clear instructions for beginning and terminating practice are exhibited openly. A 
wide scope of spiritual experience is expected and encouraged.

Besides creating a physical environment that exudes warmth, nurture, and stability, the healthy spiritual 
direction environment also creates space for calming to occur. As discussed in the introduction, learning 
how to remain calm under pressure is necessary for experiencing safety and healing from trauma.

Personal calming means, first, admitting to your self what happened in the past, what is happening now, 
and, then, releasing tension. Becoming physically, emotionally, and psychologically calm during and after 
life’s turbulence expands capacities for resilience. For example, physically relaxing during the tense flooding 
of trauma-related emotions helps our internal systems communicate better with each other. Heart rates go 
down. Breathing steadies. Oxygen gets to the brain more easily.

Some people have found expressing daily gratitude and enjoyment, deep breathing, muscle stretching, 
or prayerful meditation to be helpful for learning how to expand capacities for whole body calming. 
Welcoming these emotional and physical practices as spiritual disciplines helps us to integrate the Holy into 
our daily experiences. As these skills for personal calming grow, so does one’s ability to withstand stress 
and traumatic threats and to welcome God into the process and say with the psalmist, “I have stilled and 
quieted my soul.” 

A few additional steps to begin practicing personal calming:

• As your breath quickens and your heart rate increases, recognize those changes are happening.

• Take a moment to acknowledge these are divinely inspired responses to alert you to stress, bless 
them as such.

• Imagine your systems – circulatory, digestive, immune, muscular, nervous, respiratory, etc. – all 
working together and all communicating with one another. Focus on feeling them sending messages 
to one another.

• Take a moment to reflect on what messages of holiness may be being communicated simultaneously.

• Take a long deep, slow breath.

• Practice releasing tension. Focus on each area of your body. Slowly, practice clenching muscles in each 
area and then releasing them. Invite God into every experience of tension and relief.

• Feel your body loosen and your senses of presence increase.

• Take a moment to express gratitude for your capacities for healing and celebrate this practice

In the next pages you will find two inventories to help you discern your current state of stress and self-
care, as well as guides for next steps.



STRESS ACCOUNT
Note: This account serves as an educational aid to identify common markers of stress. It is not a 
clinical diagnostic tool. If you have concerns about your health, please consult your physician or 
mental health professional.

Instructions: Write the number on the line that best fits your experience in the last month. 

0 – Never   1 – Seldom   2 – Sometimes   3 – Often   4 – Always

___  1. My heart races.    ___ 19. I lose my temper.

___  2. I find it hard to take deep breaths.  ___ 20. I can’t stop thinking about my problems.

___  3. I have trouble sleeping.    ___ 21. I have trouble feeling hopeful.

___  4. I have trouble waking, or staying awake.  ___ 22. I have trouble enjoying favorite hobbies.

___  5. I find it hard to relax or unwind.   ___ 23. I have stomachaches or upsets.

___  6. I find it hard to make decisions.   ___ 24. I have chronic back, neck or other pain.

___  7. I get headaches.    ___ 25. I have trouble concentrating.

___  8. I feel numb emotionally.     ___ 26. I forget things. 

___  9. I feel numb physically.    ___ 27. I eat too much, or too little.

___ 10. I feel like I’m in a fog.    ___ 28. I use caffeine more than usual.

___ 11. I have trouble focusing on my work. ___ 29. I use alcohol or drugs more than usual.

___ 12. I have trouble completing tasks.  ___ 30. I find it hard to be quiet or still.

___ 13. I blame others for problems.   ___ 31. I feel frustrated by my coworkers’ abilities

___ 14. I feel distant from people.   ___ 32. I can’t find time to go out with friends.

___ 15. I am irritable and easily annoyed.  ___ 33. I can’t find time to exercise.

___ 16. I feel guilty about what is happening.  ___ 34. I feel overly extended and spent.

___ 17. I feel tired.     ___ 35. I am biding my time until retirement or  
        change of job. 
___ 18. I feel unsupported in my work.  

TOTAL: ______



STRESS ACCOUNT TOTALS
0 – 29
A total in this range suggests you likely manage your stress well.
You might consider continuing to keep up with healthy routines that work well for you.

30 – 54
A total in this range suggests you may be experiencing moderate levels of stress.
You might consider monitoring your routine sand adjusting in some areas to meet the demands you face. 
The ICTG Self-Care Roster may be a helpful aid for you in considering what adjustments can be made. 

55 – 79
A total in this range suggests you may be experiencing high levels of stress.
You might consider monitoring your routines and seeking out family, friends, or professional support to 
assist you in addressing the needs around you. The ICTG Self-Care Roster, Personal Care Network Inventory, 
and Professional Care Network Inventory may be helpful aids for you in growing an effective support 
network and practicing healthful routines to manage stress.

80 – Above
A total in this range suggests you may be experiencing very high levels of stress.  You might consider 
evaluating your personal care needs, the demands you face, and consulting with a network of care 
providers. The ICTG Self-Care Roster, Personal Care Network Inventory, and Professional Care Network 
Inventory may be helpful aids for you in growing an effective support network and practicing healthful 
routines to manage stress.

Please Note
This Stress Account serves as an educational aid and is not a clinical diagnostic tool. If you have any 

concerns about your health, please consult with your personal physician or mental health professional.



SELF-CARE ROSTER
Note: This roster serves as an educational aid to examine best methods for health and 
preventing burnout. It is not a clinical diagnostic tool.

If you have concerns about your health, please consult your physician or mental health 
professional.

Instructions: Write the number on the line that best fits your experience in the last month. 

0 – Almost never   1 – Seldom    2 – Sometimes   3 – Often   4 – Almost always

___  1. I take time for myself to be    ___ 15. I participate in a trusted community of 
          quiet, think, meditate, write or pray.    purpose. 

___  2. I create or play a few times a week.   ___ 16. I spend time & energy doing things that are 
        important to me.

___  3. I exercise at least three days a week  ___ 17. I am able to manage conflict constructively. 
          for at least 20 minutes.

___  4. I practice muscle relaxation, yoga,   ___ 18. I have friends or family I spend meaningful
           stretching or slow breathing.    time with daily.
     
___  5. I sleep well.      ___ 19. I take at least one full day off work each week.

___  6. I eat a well-balanced diet.    ___ 20. I work no more than 8-10 hours a day regularly. 

___  7. I drink 8 cups of water a day.   ___ 21. I set realistic goals and work towards them.

___  8. I don’t smoke or use recreational drugs.  ___ 22. I work well with colleagues. 

___  9. I don’t drink more than 1-2 alcoholic  ___ 23. I feel I have the training and skill needed at least 
           beverages a day.       to do my job well.

___ 10. When I am tired, I rest.    ___ 24. I set reasonable boundaries for my work and life. 

___ 11.  At work, I take breaks or switch tasks  ___ 25. I can accomplish goals well, even when I 
             every two hours.      encounter difficulty.
   
___ 12. I have people I trust whom I can share  ___ 26. I can let go of mistakes I make, & I do not hold 
            how I am feeling or seek advisement.    grudges.

___ 13. I have friends with whom I spend time  ___ 27. I stand up for myself when I need to.
 regularly.      

___ 14. I take fun and rejuvenating vacations.  ___ 28. I communicate well with others. 

TOTAL:  ____
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SELF-CARE ROSTER 
0 – 29 
A total in this range suggests that your self-care strategies may be poor. 
You may benefit from developing a plan to change your practices and improve your self-care.  You may also 
find the ICTG Personal Care Network, Professional Care Network, as well as the ICTG Communication aids, 
useful for developing self-care practices that are effective for managing stress.

30 – 59 
A total in this range suggests that your self-care strategies may be moderate.  
You may benefit from developing a plan to improve your self-care.  You may also find the ICTG 
Personal Care Network, Professional Care Network, as well as the ICTG Communication aids, 
useful for developing self-care practices that are effective for managing stress.

60 – 89 
A total in this range suggests that your self-care strategies are good. 
You may benefit from preparing for times of higher or unusual stress by adding some additional practices. 
You may also find the ICTG Personal Care Network, Professional Care Network, as well as the ICTG Commu-
nication aids, useful for developing self-care practices that are effective for managing stress.

90 – Above 
A total in this range suggests that your self-care strategies are very good. 
You likely are resilient in times of extreme change. 

Please Note
This Stress Account serves as an educational aid and is not a clinical diagnostic tool. If you have any 

concerns about your health, please consult with your personal physician or mental health professional.

34
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CALMING CONTINUED

A calm person can better sense when they are hungry, satiated, thirsty, quenched, exhausted, or restless. They 
do not feel numb or hyper-vigilant. Also, as people calm themselves during or after trauma, they begin to 
sense other people, their needs, and the movements of the Holy. As directors, our abilities to calm ourselves 
and become aware of holiness correlate with our abilities to help directees do the same for themselves.

Importantly, learning to become calm does not mean denying what has or is happening. Often when people 
think of a spiritual sense of calm they imagine being totally at peace or restful. But this popular perception 
can strike a cringing discord within trauma survivors and responders. Rather than pushing these signals 
away, calming during and after trauma involves learning to receive signals of threat and attend to them. For 
example, contrary to common cultural messages that encourage people to be “cool” as a way of coping with 
the onslaught of overwhelming events, calming instead involves recognizing how “warm,” or agitated, you 
become during and after threats and learning to care for those sensations. Even the basic act of recognizing 
agitation and its sources can help a person to begin to calm and regulate amid turmoil. Rather than clamping 
down on internal pressures, or attempting to get them “under control,” calming involves practicing 
recognizing personal agitated reactions, releasing tension, and observing each feeling as divinely given. 
Directors having the ability to self-regulate and calm themselves is key to companioning someone through 
learning those same skills.

Thriving after trauma is a skilled endurance that can be attained. Like an athlete who teaches her or his 
muscles to respond in particular ways amid pressures of physical exertion, or the child who practices playing 
basketball, playing chess, or riding a bike, before these skills are fully acquired, so too practicing attending 
to individual and group responses to movements of the Holy during and surrounding times of trauma builds 
resiliency. Spiritual directors offer useful companioning and guidance as congregations seek to attend well 
amid the aftermath of trauma. 
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Calming is a whole body practice. It involves eating a balanced healthy diet, consistent sleep, and exercising 
for physical wellness and for fun. It also involves breathing regularly and deeply, remaining hydrated, and 
experiencing on a regular basis senses of what Christians refer to as the fruit of the Holy Spirit – love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and temperance. All of these practices and 
relational senses help us to ease tensions in our bodies. Valuing and caring for the body as part of holistic soul 
care contributes to overall resiliency. When our bodies are calm, we are best able to be aware of and connect 
to movements of God around us and in us. While providing spiritual direction, attending to directees physical 
care practices go hand in hand with attending to their spiritual wellness.

Many people find it nearly, if not entirely, impossible to be restful in times of crises. Still, remarkably, many 
people also report having more vivid experiences of God’s abiding in times of greatest sorrow – an experience 
that often provides a source of calm. Theologies of Presence can account for human experiences of God’s 
calming presence amid the greatest “storms” of life. How might spiritual directors discern and underscore 
growing awarenesses of the Presence of holiness in both the “fiery furnace” and the “green pasture”? How 
might they make use of a theology of presence with their directees as a source of calming in times of crises?

Spiritual calming happens when we are able to embrace the reality of ourselves and connect with the reality 
of holy Other. When we sense divine Presence, that tells us we are not alone in our struggle we feel safer and 
better able to process and endure trials. In the face of trauma, disciplines and rituals that we have practiced 
habitually may fail to allow us access to God in the ways we have come to expect. We may find the theologies 
that once undergirded our chosen personal liturgies no longer provide answers we need or want. Once a 
directee begins to unpack the events of a traumatic event through the lens of spiritual experience, they may 
begin to be faced with a spiritual or religious crisis. This is a critical point when the directee will draw upon the 
reliability of the safety of the environment of your spiritual direction practice.
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As a director coming alongside someone who is beginning to deal with the spiritual ramifications of a 
traumatic event, there are specific things you can do to help encourage an ongoing sense of safety for 
your directee:

• Establish a covenant agreement that clearly states your definition of spiritual 
direction, confidentiality and reporting practices and sessio structure, 
including frequency and length of meetings. (An example guide for creating 
a covenant agreement is included at the end of this section.)

• Be clear and consistent about appropriate boundaries in the direction 
relationship.

• Meet in a reliable place. Establish meeting days, times, and lengths ahead 
and stick to them.

• Meet in the same place and avoid changes to the environment when 
possible (e.g., redecorating often).

• Do not touch directees. This includes what may seem to be innocuous 
touches like a pat on the shoulder in greeting, as well as more intimate 
greetings like hugs, kisses, or briefly holding hands (e.g., “passing the 
peace”) regardless of tradition or cultural expectations. If a directee initiates 
physical contact (such as a hug in greeting or farewell), use that to discuss 
what boundaries will be in your relationship. Note that for some, invited 
touch can be an essential part of healing.

• Know your every move is being evaluated for content, be explicit about 
intentions and clarify misunderstandings as needed.

• Acknowledge fear or pain elicited in the directee, which may be pointed at 
the director, as well as God’s willingness to hear the distress.

• Directees who are just beginning to heal from their trauma usually need 
to integrate shame, anger, rage, and terror into their affective lives. Be 
prepared to sit in these places with them.

• Survivors of chronic childhood traumas are often overwhelmed by a sense 
of worthlessness that makes it difficult to recognize their own needs, much 
less articulate them. They may not have access to the deeper movements of 
their interior experience, and this should not be forced.

• Look for patterns where the person may be reenacting their trauma in 
their present life, or evoking it in others, either by being re-victimized or 
becoming a perpetrator, even against themselves. Be clear about critical 
steps for health – including necessary referrals to other professionals – as 
new information comes to light.
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Knowing the difference between healthy and unhealthy spiritual practices helps to build up the
health of individuals and congregations. Some characteristics of healthy spiritual practices include,
but are not limited to:

Whole body calming requires intentional practice to expand these abilities. By intentionally creating safe 
spaces in which to foster trustworthy direction relationships, you as a spiritual director foster opportunities 
for calming and healing. Just like learning a new spiritual discipline, guiding directees as they learn to  
allow emotions and spiritual sensations to wash through their bodies in safe ways that ease tension and  
release blockages takes practice. As a director, you are a key agent in providing space for this practice to 
take shape.

• Prayer

• Meditation and/or reflection

• Identifying meaning, purpose, and vocation

• Attending/Participating in community services and rituals

• Volunteerism and charity

•  Living with integrity, in congruence with one’s values

• Embracing gratitude, kindness, and forgiveness

• Seeking social justice

• Learning from (healthy and safe) spiritual models/mentors

• Acceptance of self and others (with strengths and flaws)

• Being a part of something larger than one’s self

• Noticing and appreciating the sacredness of life (awe and wonder)

• Practices and beliefs that honor the embodied nature of humanity
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CREATING A COVENANT AGREEMENT

Particularly when dealing with those who have suffered trauma, clarity on motivations, training, and principles 
creates the most beneficial context in which healing can occur. Many directors find it most helpful to prepare 
a covenant agreement before starting a formal direction. This agreement clarifies the relationship, and is not a 
legally binding document. The following are suggestions for inclusions in a basic covenant agreement you can 
use with your directees, questions to ask yourself as you compose an agreement, and some important legal 
issues to be aware of in your direction relationships.

TOPICS TO COVER IN A COVENANT AGREEMENT:
• A basic definition of spiritual direction as distinct from psychotherapy, coaching, or mentoring.
• Referral procedures and/or what situations may warrant a referral to another helper (therapist, different 

director, legal counsel, etc.).
• Any professional affiliations held by the Director.
• Fee schedule (if relevant) or accepted methods of compensation (e.g. donation to ministry).
• Confidentiality expectations and exceptions (e.g. reporting abuse or self-endangerment).
• How to end the direction relationship.

ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS:
• Do you prefer a different label for your ministry than “spiritual director”? Such as “spiritual companion,” 

“soul friend,” or “spiritual guide?”
• Will you have any “dual roles” in this directee’s life? (e.g. Are you also their pastor? A fellow member  

of the same congregation? A staff colleague within your organization? Etc.) If so, how will you negotiate 
those potentially conflicting boundaries?

• Does the location where you offer direction have any specific rules or requirements your directee needs to 
be aware of?

• Will you charge for providing direction? If so, will you offer a sliding scale? Determined by what?
• What will be the standard method of setting appointments? Their frequency? Length?
• What forms of communication are acceptable? Who can initiate communication?
• Do you as a director have any other roles that require stricter reporting standards (e.g. counselor, teacher, 

medical professional)? These requirements need to be outlined.
• Do you have trainings in other helping ministries? If so, will you offer them in your direction relationship?

LEGAL CONSIDERATIONS:
Are you familiar with the mandated reporting laws in your state or region? While spiritual directors are not 
licensed in the same way teachers or counselors are, they are still morally responsible to advocate for vulnerable 
people who are at risk, especially minors. Understanding your state’s definitions and laws will help you to 
protect others and yourself in case of a directee who is involved in or perpetrating a dangerous situation.
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Calming and safety are not just critical components for practices with individuals. They are important for 
groups, too. Like individuals, groups feel safe when physical, emotional and spiritual boundaries are made 
clear. When groups gather be explicit about physical entrances and exists. Be clear about the purpose for 
gathering and expectations for participation. Be explicit about how participation is voluntary and what can  
be done when participation feels inappropriate or threatening.

Some of the ways groups calm themselves is through collective activities or rituals. For instance, biologists 
have shown when a choir or congregation sings a hymn, their heart rates and breathing synchronize and slow. 
This collective healing occurs through responsive prayers, too. As groups sing and pray together, they sooth 
themselves and become better able to respond to the needs around them.

During or after trauma, spiritual directors may find themselves with a group of directees who are meeting 
together to process their experience. Calming skills help us to take counsel with our souls. To attune to 
patterns of response, building personal trust in the reliability of both our personal body’s and corporate body’s 
natural abilities to heal makes a significant difference in the overall healing trajectory of persons and groups. 
By valuing innate responses to trauma as meaningful expressions of survivor’s self-protection and response to 
loss or violation, spiritual directors help build trust and create safe environments for healing. We also counter 
social norms that perpetuate blaming or shaming ourselves and other victims. Together, we learn how to care 
for our personal body’s and corporate body’s characteristic affects from trauma, and take initial steps toward
thriving beyond trauma and contributing to whole-community care.
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GUIDE FOR CALMING A GROUP OF DIRECTEES

Note: This guide serves as an educational aid to examine best methods for small group calming. It is a spiritual 

ministry aid and not a clinical tool. If you have concerns about your health, consult your physician or mental 

health professional. Always follow appropriate ethical practices for assuring the health of your directees.

CONSIDER THE PURPOSE OF THE SMALL GROUP:
• Has the group gathered in response to a specific trauma, or does the group ordinarily gather for another 

purpose?

• Be clear with those gathered what the purpose for this specific gathering is, and whether it differs from 
ordinary gathering purposes in times of peace.

• Be clear about what the time frame will be for the gathering, and what the expectations are for 
participation. All are invited and encouraged to participate. Many find these gatherings most useful 
when they participate in various respectful ways, including verbally. No one is required to participate 
verbally.

• Be clear about expectations for respecting fellow participants.

FACILITATE THE GROUP IN THE FOLLOWING WAYS:
1.  Welcome: Host a welcoming environment that is comfortable and hospitable. Be thoughtful about who will 

be attending, and how they experience genuine comfort, safety, and freedom for personal care.

2.  Introduction: Here is where you will be clear about purpose, timing, and expectations.

3.  Calming environment: You may provide music as a way of creating a comforting and calming environment. 
You may also invite participants to open the group gathering with a song or a responsive prayer.These can 
serve as useful tools for focusing and calming the group collectively.
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4.  Questions: Your group may be gathering for the purpose of a spiritual debriefing following an incident.  
Here are some questions that can help to structure the time:

• How would you describe what your spirit has sensed in the hours and days following the event?

• How would you describe the spirit of the congregation in the hours and days following the event?

• How have you experienced senses of holiness?

• How have you experienced senses of relief?

• When you leave this group soon, what practices will you commit to today and for this week in care of 
your self and in care of your relationship with God?

5.  Closing: Consider closing with a song or responsive prayer.

6.  Resources: Depending on the circumstances of the event, and additional available resources. Your directees 
may find it useful to have information available at the end of the gathering for additional support, such as 
counseling referrals, available social service agencies, or educational materials.
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COMMUNICATE
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Trauma wreaks havoc on bodies, personally and relationally, especially when left unacknowledged. 
Residual emotions and physical tensions – often referred to as “symptoms” – inhabit the spaces or 
vacancies remaining after meaningful losses. 

Physical, emotional, psychological and spiritual healing requires more than just personal care and calming. 
Survivors need caring people to receive and acknowledge their expressed communications of sorrow, 
pain, and loss. Survivors need people who can listen and observe the residual affects, or symptoms, of 
their traumas as they express concerns or attempt to communicate what has happened. This important 
communication is a third essential key to healthy trauma response.

According to leading trauma studies, the hormonal and emotional energy that builds up in the aftermath 
of trauma begins to dissipate when individuals and groups recognize and value survivors’ expressions 
of loss. Valuing what remains in the body after trauma, rather than viewing themsolely as symptoms 
or ailments, relieves tension and promotes healthy personal and group well being. One could say a 
mini miracle occurs when this form of communion of valued expression takes place – a kind of internal 
chemical reaction. What a tremendous human quality!

Consider the healing trajectory: When a traumatic threat occurs, human bodies instinctively react in order 
to resist receiving that information. We fight, flee, clench, freeze, deny, ignore, and refuse in attempts 
to protect ourselves, and the most meaningful parts of our lives, from harm. This is why, in some cases, 
losing homes, jobs, or loved ones can feel just as traumatic as a loss of a limb or bodily ability. Our 
psychological and physical acrobatics, fueled by fight or flight hormones, like adrenaline and cortisol, 
help us maneuver around pain in ways that both care for ourselves and acknowledge what has occurred. 
Personally acknowledging what has occurred is not enough, though. Healing occurs best when caring 
witnesses also acknowledge and value the severe losses in our lives. When a traumatized person senses 
how caring companions value the affects of trauma, the survivor begins to generate internally helpful 
hormones that increase their senses of agency in the world. They often report feeling less restrained and 
gradually more able-bodied. The path toward healing emerges.

WHAT DOES “VALUING EXPRESSIONS OF LOSS” LOOK LIKE?
It can look like many things. Household, neighborhood, hospital and faithful rituals are all known to help a 
survivor begin to restore a sense of self while also honoring important survival skills activated during trauma. 

COMMUNICATE
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•  Understanding positive internal body communication

•  Examples and useful guides for when internal body communication 
becomes overwhelmed

• Common characteristics of traumatized spirituality

• Hosting the directee’s communication

• Hosting the communication of the congregation and facilitating 
observations of its collective soul

• Planning group spiritual debriefings

• Creating personal laments
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These rituals may take the forms of lighting candles, praying, singing, making space to cry and lament, 
hugging, providing food and childcare, housecleaning, storytelling, creating forms of art, sports, offering 
crowd-breaking games or providing other leisure activities. Any one of these practices begins to reign in the 
seemingly boundless nature of traumatic emotions and bodily reactions by supplying present, tangible order 
amid the chaos of tragedy. They help to give embodied shape to the possibility of hopefulness, without 
denying loss. 

Importantly, as communities attend to the physical and emotional wounds in caring and loving ways, they 
listen and acknowledge survivors’ losses without becoming unduly absorbed in the trauma or taking on the 
affects of the trauma for themselves. The attending community does not try to fix or remove the problem 
of loss too quickly, and does not necessarily have the right words or know the answers. Also, they make 
space for all persons involved. For example, for traumatized congregations and congregations responding 
to community-wide trauma, practicing this kind of communication may mean creating spaces to attend 
adequately to multiple expressions simultaneously – expressions likely varying in perspective.

WHAT DOES “VALUING EXPRESSIONS OF LOSS” LOOK LIKE FOR SPIRITUAL DIRECTORS?
Spiritual directors know all too well that healing communication may involve words, but not necessarily. As 
indicated above, meaningful trauma expressions involve a myriad of activity, which are related to our five 
senses, and spiritual directors are trained in particular for observing these activities. We are familiar with the 
fact that healing communication may be expressed through particular body language, being silent, giving 
or receiving hugs, praying, journaling, creating art, exercising, playing games, eating, singing, and lighting 
candles.

In the subsequent pages you will find guides for:
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CHARACTERISTICS OF TRAUMATIZED SPIRITUALITY

Spirituality is one of those words that may mean different things to different people. Some associate it  
with mystical experiences, some with faithful bodily practices, and still others land somewhere on a spectrum 
in-between. 

For us at ICTG, we understand spirituality as the term for the way we live out what we believe. For survivors 
of trauma, like many other parts of the whole person, what they believe about themselves, life, and holiness, 
often becomes greatly disoriented. Amid personal identity feeling tenuous and relationships in upheaval, 
the question of “how then shall I live” no longer has an easy or sure answer. When we discuss aspects of 
spirituality being traumatized, we are referring to these categories.

Both personal and group disorientation arises as a result of surviving natural disaster, mass violence, chronic 
abuse, or excessive stress. When a crisis occurs in the context of a faith community (including but not 
limited to spiritual abuse, sexual or emotional abuse perpetrated by a spiritual authority, severe financial 
embezzlement, arson, or mass violence), staff and congregants may not know any other state than confusion. 
For a time, staff and congregants cannot bring themselves to fuse the presenting information with their 
understandings of the congregation or themselves.

Traumatized spirituality can also come from painful relational isolation or an overwhelming amount of 
internalized shame and guilt that causes us to hide and cover our true selves. 



As space for healing the mind and body becomes available to survivors through reliable therapies or pastoral 
counseling, eventually there comes need to heal the spirit as well.

As a spiritual director coming alongside a survivor of trauma, timing is delicate for sensing when to address 
and support the traumatized spirit and when to focus more primarily on bearing witness to the directee’s 
personal exploration of their soul. The main goal of a spiritual director when walking with someone, who has 
been traumatized, is simply to be with them in this difficult time. Some of the following traits are common for 
those who are still disoriented and spiritually stuck in their trauma experience:

• Habitual retelling of the story when the trauma occurred
• A sense of identity derived solely from the traumatic experience, their story defines who they are now
• Ambivalent feelings about a sense of progress
• A sense of irrevocable loss or the death of relationships, the feeling that life “will never be the same again”
• A drive to find relief from the current discomfort or confusion they are experiencing
• Difficulty trusting actual or perceived authority figures
• Poor self-esteem, characterized by shame and/or guilt, a deep belief that they are “bad”
•  A sense of isolation from those who do not understand or who fail to validate their shifting perspectives  

or experiences
• Focusing on “getting better” to the exclusion of all else
•  A rejection of former theological models, including long-standing relationships with particular faith 

traditions or denominations

As healing takes place there will be indicators that the directee is ready to begin to address the disruption 
their trauma has had on their spirituality. These indicators will point to a readiness to reclaim and renew what 
has been lost, and to re-discover Holiness. Some signs of readiness may include:

• Exhaustion or boredom with the story (“I’m so tired of talking about this!”)
• A sense of “spinning wheels,” the story of the trauma is no longer moving them

• New, positive experiences of Holiness in the present

Patience on the part of the director is crucial to this process of healing. Recognizing traumatized spirituality 
in a directee can help the director to avoid using religious language that may be unhelpful in processing as 
well as avoid pushing for great movements of spirit, such as forgiveness, before a directee is ready. Providing 
a hospitable space for directees to question, rage, weep, and reclaim senses of their spirit and their beliefs 
as part of their whole selves is a significant component for why the ministry of spiritual direction can be so 
important to those recovering from trauma.
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COMMUNICATING WITH THE SOUL

Leb Shabar, broken-hearted. The term aptly describes what many experience in the aftermath of trauma. Only 
this rending is not simply a romantic dream that has not been realized, nor a disappointment that one can 
bounce back from. The Hebrew phrase leb shabar, which often is translated into English as “broken hearted,” 
refers to a shattering of self. It is the feeling that the center of one’s being, one’s precious core, has been 
smashed into tiny pieces and scattered to the wind. Leb shabar is a description of trauma. Jewish and Christian 
scriptures refer to God as the one who “binds up the broken-hearted,” the one who restores their health and 
hope by reconnecting the shattered parts of the self. As spiritual directors, part of your calling is to witness 
this shattering, to honor it as real, and also to walk along with the shattered and bear witness as they slowly 
are bound up by the Divine Presence. 

This pilgrimage may involve hearing stories that plunge to the depths of grief and horror, listening to dear 
souls wrecked with undue shame and guilt, or listening to voices that at times may be filled with rage, 
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confusion, and despair. To sustain personal health and accomplish this type of companionship spiritual 
directors need to maintain their own personal rituals, supportive relationships, and professional supervision. By 
keeping care of self a priority, directors are more resilient and better able to withstand vicarious trauma (taking 
on/developing symptoms of trauma via transference) and burnout, and continue to be sources of stability that 
can hold hope on behalf of those they are companioning.

Walking along the Valley of the Shadow of Death with someone who has had their core shattered is to testify 
to the ever-raging battle between darkness and light in the world – between what is hidden and what is 
transparent, between what is destructive and what is refreshing, and between what is false and what is true. 
As healing begins to take place, pieces of the former life will begin to be examined by the directee. Some will 
be kept, some will be passed by, and other parts will have to be counted as lost. As the parts that have been 
given-up or lost begin to be replaced with new experiences, a wiser emerging core learns to communicate 
anew. Directees will face challenges as they seek to accept and integrate new awareness and understandings 
of life. Some directees experience fear in letting go of old paradigms, while others feel anger at what has been 
taken from them. Across this spectrum all can experience growing senses of Divine Presence. Restoration after 
trauma can be a tremendous season in which new depths of love and care are experienced. Many people refer 
to this season as “post-traumatic growth.” This time may involve developing new and more useful rituals to 
honor former ways of living, the trauma, and new normals.

As directees seek to make sense of what trauma has happened – in and around their selves –spiritual directors 
play a key role in witnessing to directees’ growing awareness of the caring Holy Presence that seeks to bind 
up their broken hearts. Directors who have made this pilgrimage before have found the following tools 
most helpful:

• Guided imagery

• Lectio and Visio Divina

• Embodied prayer and meditation

• Rules of Life or personal rituals

• Pilgrimage

These tools can help directees as they teach the newly integrated or re-integrated parts of themselves 
to speak to each other while they walk towards healing and restoration. Through training and personal 
experience, spiritual directors know holiness can be found both through anguish amid the Valley of the 
Shadow of Death, as well as in places of tremendous joy. When directors are in healthy communication with 
themselves, they help their directees learn to do the same, opening them up to the ever patient Divine Light 
that is building them up and restoring hope.



29

GUIDE FOR CREATING A PERSONAL LAMENT

A lament is a vivid way to pray. It is an expression of mourning, sorrow, and acknowledgement. The Psalms, 
for example, provide a wealth of scriptural heritage full of powerful and articulate laments. Sometimes, when 
using personal language for prayer fitting a directee’s unique experience, it is helpful to use the Psalms’ literary 
structure as a guide. The following activity will be most helpful if directees are able to choose most of the 
language themselves. 

Note: In some cases, directees may be better served by a director providing a template for them to fill-
in-the-blank. You could write out most of the lament but leave space for the directee to name their own 
feelings and responses to their circumstances. (e.g. “When I experienced the loss of _______________ I felt 
________________.”) This fill-in-the-blank method may also feel safer for directees who are just beginning 
to experience and express anger or grief for the first time, the first time in awhile, or who struggle to tell 
their story coherently. Sometimes, directees may not know or are not immediately aware of words for more 
nuanced feelings, especially after trauma. In order to help them best describe their own internal chaos, share 
with them the “Ripples of Emotions” chart on page 43 of this guide.
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The following activity may be a written or voiced prayer, or a combination of both writing and
speaking.

1.   Address the lament directly to God. If not using the word “God,” encourage directees to name God with 
a title, image, or metaphor that is most meaningful and specific for them personally. A powerful practice 
can be exploring together, in the context of this most recent crisis, what name is most meaningful and 
specific and whether the name has changed from previous times of prayer or remains the same, and why.

2.  The body of the lament is made up of expressing to God the painful content of one’s experience and 
memories and related emotion(s). This is a complaint, a description of the offense suffered addressed to 
the One with top responsibility. (e.g. “I was hurt in ________ way and I feel _________ that you did/did not 
__________ the abuse/ disaster/loss.”)

3.  It is also appropriate for the lament to contain supplication, including a request, or multiple specific 
requests, for response from God. This may be an appeal for broadly scoping justice, or as acute as, “I 
need you to bring relief in the midst of my debiliating flashbacks.” This is an opportunity to cry out in 
honesty for intervention from God. One scriptural example some directees have found helpful is the 
passages of Hagar speaking to God while in the desert Genesis 16 and Genesis 21.

4.  In conclusion, it may be helpful for some directees to include an expression of their faith commitment, or 
some statement of praise or thankfulness. This particularly is helpful for directees who are uncomfortable 
expressing painful feelings toward God.  
*Note: The inclusion of this statement is optional, as some directees may not yet be ready to experience 
or voice gratitude.
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EMBODIED PRAYER

How does your body inform your prayer? Sometimes the interaction is obvious, such as when we enter 
quietness to become aware of our stomach loudly growling, informing us it is mealtime! Or perhaps when your 
mind is quiet you are more likely to notice being tired, sore, or restless. Often, when praying, these messages 
from our bodies are viewed as distractions, experiences that draw us away from the Holy and toward paying 
attention to temporal things. What if instead we embraced these callings from our body as instructions for 
how to pray and what to pray for? How might we intentionally engage our bodies in prayer so as to pray with 
more of ourselves? These questions especially can be important for directees who have experienced trauma 
and are practicing reconnecting whole body communication.

Most faith traditions have a posture for prayer that is widely used and accepted. These days, too many of us 
have lost the teaching that informs the use of that posture. For example, the commonly seen bowed head was 
originally intended to remind the devotee to examine her heart.

Folded hands over the center of the body was a reminder to focus on core issues and has the biological effect 
of grounding the body, which is why we see this posture in so many physical and spiritual traditions worldwide. 
Practicing different postures in prayer can have the dramatic affect of opening us to new and deeper 
experiences of the Sacred.

SOME COMMON POSITIONS FOR PRAYER INCLUDE:
• Laying flat on the floor, face down, with hands stretched out (also known as ‘prostrate’)

• Standing, hands raised and spread, palms up, looking upward

• Standing, head bowed, eyes closed

• Sitting, head bowed, eyes closed, hands folded

• Kneeling, head bowed, hands folded

• Kneeling, head to the ground, hands face down on ground next to head

• Standing, eyes forward, facing the altar

• Sitting eyes closed, hands in front, palms up

• Laying flat on the floor, face up, palms up;

•  Slow leisurely walking (or sitting), eyes open, in a place where one can safely pay very little attention to 
where one is going
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When trauma happens, there are lingering affects on the body even after the obvious surface wounds 
may have healed. Being in the habit of attending to the body in prayer can help us to notice these areas 
of tension and to bring them into the light. Engaging the body in prayer can also be a powerful way of 
restoring a sense of strength and wholeness to a soul enduring suffering.

Below, you will find some traditional postures for prayer and the attitudes they best represent, some 
suggestions for prayer and meditation that intentionally engage the body, and some ways to bless the 
body’s response to trauma.

TRADITIONAL POSTURES FOR PRAYER:
As director, pay attention to how each posture is experienced by your directee through the course of healing. 
At various stages in the trajectory of healing, also influenced by personal contexts and backgrounds, 
directees will experience these postures to varying degrees on a spectrum between feeling confident and 
safe and feeling threatened and debilitated. As together you explore potential postures for prayer and their 
meanings for your directees, encourage safety throughout.

STANDING: A standing posture in prayer signifies alertness or readiness. It may also be a sign of reverence 
and respect. Eyes can be opened or closed, looking upwards or with averted downward gaze. Hands may 
be clasped together in front or held open with palms up in a gesture of offering or receptivity. Experiment 
with what is helpful and feels appropriate to help you express your heart or connect with God when 
addressing different topics. Eyes and hands open and looking up is a good way to acknowledge the 
transcendence and glory of God or to express thanks. Eyes downward with hands together may better help 
to foster a sense of humility. Standing with eyes open also gives us a sense of confidence and safety that 
may feel more comfortable for some directees healing from trauma where others feel threatened by this 
posture.

KNEELING: Kneeling was traditionally a way of asking a favor from a king and a posture that became part 
of many western prayer traditions when expressing repentance or supplication. To some it may simply be a 
way to express humility, submission, or respect. Eyes and hands may be open or closed, the former perhaps 
better suited to supplication or thanksgiving and the latter to expressions of humility.

LYING PROSTRATE: For many, praying while lying on one’s stomach with eyes averted downward or closed 
expresses penitence or supplication. Throughout history this posture has been used for repentance or 
begging favor from an authority with whom one has no standing. As an act of supplication or intercession it 
expresses desperation well, which may be helpful for the directee asking for justice or healing from trauma.

SITTING: Sitting at one time was seen as a posture only appropriate for the infirm but is now widely 
accepted as normal in many traditions. Sitting, whether hands and eyes are open or closed, can be used 
to express any number of emotions or concerns and can generally infuse a sense of relaxation or calm into 
prayer.
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MOVEMENT IN PRAYER

Most of our experiences with prayer, especially corporate prayer, tend to be very physically still because of 
space restraints or a need to hear a leader’s voice. Some basic small movements faith traditions may employ 
in their corporate prayers include taking steps forward and back to signify approach to God, raising hands 
in blessing, or swaying. In some cases, stillness is assumed to equate prayer with suppression of the body. 
Following cases of trauma, this restriction can increase unhelpful tension in the body and inhibit healing. While 
stillness can be a spiritual discipline that brings wholeness and engages the body differently, the often less 
sought after act of moving through prayer is a discipline that can be particularly useful. Movement in prayers 
can help those recovering from traumatic experiences and shattered faith, as it helps all parts of the body 
to communicate with one another and allows for nonverbal forms of prayer, which often are needed in times 
when no words suffice.

Making movement a part of your personal prayer practices can help relieve tension, integrate emotions, and 
bring you into a more contemplative state. There are many recognized ways to bring more movement into 
prayer but, like any prayer experience, movements may be tailored to fit the needs and circumstances of 
directees and congregants. In the same way many children’s songs have simple movements to accentuate 
certain words or themes and to help with memorization, creating movements to highlight parts of prayer can 
be personally meaningful. Another advantage of moving, or kinetic prayer, relevant to the context of trauma, is 
that kinetic prayer does not require words. It may be that we do not have the language with which to describe 
certain experiences, especially painful ones. Our bodies can sometimes naturally express our feelings better 
than our words. 



34

Some widely recognized uses of movement in prayer include:

The Labyrinth  ◆  Cloister Walking  

Walking Meditation  ◆  The Book of the Poor

The Way of the Cross  ◆  Qigong  ◆  Tai Chi 

Meditative Yoga  ◆  Meditative Dance
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CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICES
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BLESSING THE TRAUMATIZED BODY

One area of struggle for those healing from traumatic experiences is reconciling with how they may wish 
they had acted differently, compared to how they behaved when disaster struck. Shame and guilt about 
instinctive bodily responses in the moment of crisis are common, and also can be confusing: “I ran away, 
but I wish I had been brave enough to stay and help others.” “I froze. I wish I had fought back.” “I was so 
violent and angry. I wish I could have remained calm.” 

Fighting, fleeing, and freezing all are hardwired responses our bodies automatically employ to protect us. 
While we may wish in retrospect that we had acted differently in an emergency, the truth is these divinely 
given responses have played a part in our survival. To berate one’s self for doing what came naturally is not 
helpful to the healing process. 

How might we both honor the body’s instinctual wisdom to survive while also reflecting on how we may 
wish to behave differently should a new emergency arise? 

A large part of healing the body from the lingering affects of trauma is allowing the nervous system to 
rest. Recognizing where physical rest and restoration is needed may not be the specific work of spiritual 
direction, but what is the work of spiritual direction is attending to the steps the directee takes towards 
healing and acknowledging them as sacred. Spiritual directors can look at the freeze response and see the 
God-given ability to withdraw internally when the external world is threatening, and bless the response. 
Spiritual directors can acknowledge the incredible power and energy in a fight or flight response, and 
bless the capacity to expend that energy on a moment’s notice. These survival instincts, so necessary while 
trauma is taking place, no longer need to be on high alert once a survivor is in a safe place. Blessing the 
ability to self-protect is an important step in moving from constant physical arousal to a state marked by 
calm and rest.

Consider creating a ritual with your directees that provides a meaningful way to honor the body and to bless 
God as companion and protector in times of danger. Ideally, this practice will allow the directee to:

• Acknowledge their body’s wisdom
•  Physically experience or act out the transitions from a state of alert to a state of rest (such as shaking out 

the limbs or walking in slow circles)
• Pray
• Incorporate scriptures or readings that point to these bodily responses

Blessing the body aids in removing the burden of shame and guilt from a survivor, reconnecting them 
with themselves, and reconnecting them with the Holy. What might symbolize and honor how the body 
responded during the experience? 

Perhaps making use of a certain color or texture of cloth to lay on a table. Or perhaps choosing a figurine 
to place on a stand or sand table, if one is available. Perhaps there is a different piece of cloth or a different 
figurine that symbolizes how one may wish to respond differently. Consider saying a prayer while holding 
these clothes, or drawing a circle in the sand around the figurines to show how they are both valuable parts 
of the directee and his hopes for safety and health. Whether these examples or others, choose symbols and 
actions that connect meaningfully the directee with their spiritual experiences.
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Any one of us, no matter our personal training, life experience, or leadership role, can be afflicted with 
tremendous loss. Our lives can suddenly become devastated. Trauma does not discriminate and no 
amount of training keeps us from becoming affected. Training only helps us to understand more of how 
we are being affected.

Thankfully, a caring community can rapidly speed healing processes as they allow our bodies to express 
the impacts of devastation. Supportive community may include loving extended families, healthy 
congregations, intentionally caring neighborhoods, or ongoing covenant and accountability relationships 
with colleagues. Throughout widely ranging studies, biologists repeatedly find these kinds of caring 
relationships correspond to decreased levels of trauma impact, increased effectiveness at work, and 
adaptable families and congregations. Caring relationships are central factors in sustaining wellbeing amid 
crises. Though ministers, congregants, and spiritual directors may experience some ongoing symptoms 
related to post-traumatic stress, those symptoms are far less inhibiting when ministers and congregants 
believe they belong personally and professionally to supportive communities.

Community is especially critical during and after times of trauma, because as people who care come 

CONNECT
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alongside survivors they experience increasing senses of nurture and feelings of safety. For example, 
often in the aftermath of trauma survivors are hyper-vigilant against potential further harm. Supportive 
relationships supply critical safeguarding against further harm and reduce stress. When survivors feel safe, 
they feel more able to endure wounding and to rest, both of which are necessary physical stages for long 
term healing.

As has been noted previously, a successful practice in spiritual direction requires a healthy spiritual director. 
Be sure to fill out the Personal Care Network Inventory on the next page for a snapshot of your present 
personal support system.

The following educational aid is useful for identifying:

• Relationships you have in place that provide you with care

• Relationships to develop further to receive more effective care

• Relationships you have in place where you provide care for others

• Relationships to develop further to provide more effective caring 
community for others

Your health as a spiritual director also depends on your developed professional network. Both aspects of 
supportive community – personal and professional – sustain vocational resiliency.

Beyond personal relationships – like friends, family, and neighbors – a spiritual director’s professional care 
network includes colleagues, field and subject matter experts, social service providers, and local officials. 
A spiritual director relies on these leaders for mutual support or to provide authoritative roles in times of 
crises and aftermath.

It serves a spiritual director well to build these partnerships in times of peace, in order to be utilized swiftly in 
times of crises. Being aware of people’s names, their roles, and their pertinent contact information, as well as 
appropriate lines of communication, will help you save valuable time and energy when you need it most.

On the next page you will find a Spiritual Director’s Professional Care Network Inventory. This
inventory is helpful for you to complete and keep at hand.



Include name and phone number on the lines below  

People to know personally and  
foster a strong relationship with:    
 
Three trauma-informed counselors you trust to 
refer congregants to: 

1. _______________________________________ 
  
2. _______________________________________ 
 
3. _______________________________________ 
 
One or two psychiatrists you trust to refer  
congregants to: 

1. _______________________________________ 
  
2. _______________________________________ 
 
3. _______________________________________ 
 
One to three Spiritual Directors you trust to 
refer congregants to: 

1. _______________________________________ 
  
2. _______________________________________ 
 
3. _______________________________________ 
 
One to three Social Workers you trust to refer 
to (at least one who is in trusted relationship  
with the local police department): 

1. _______________________________________ 
  
2. _______________________________________ 
 
3. _______________________________________  

People & contact information to be  
aware of in case they are needed:

Local law enforcement officer or contact for 
mandatory reporting:

__________________________________________

Local chaplain for the sheriff’s office:

__________________________________________

Contact information for local social service
agencies, including agencies responsible
for persons with disabilities, domestic violence 
shelters, pregnancy crisis agencies, and  
addiction agencies.

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

PROFESSIONAL CARE  
NETWORK INVENTORY FOR SPIRITUAL DIRECTORS
A “Professional Care Network” includes the people in your professional circles whom you rely on in times of crises, trauma, or disaster. 
People with strong relationships in areas listed below tend to report feeling more resilient when facing traumatic stress. These care 
relationships may include colleagues, community leaders, and first responders. In preparation for the next critical incident you may face, 
take time now to identify persons with whom you need to introduce yourself or strengthen relationship. Note, the listing below is a guide 
and you do not need to complete all the lines to achieve a healthy network. To feel supported, strive to build or strengthen relationships 
with at least 7 out of 11 areas below. Store a copy of this worksheet in a place you easily can access when you need it. 
At any time, If you are concerned for your health or well-being, please consult with your primary physician or mental health care provider.



Spiritual directors play a unique role not only in the lives of their individual directees but also in their faith 
communities. Research repeatedly shows both how faithful practices can build resiliency to trauma and how 
healthy communities are a key component of successful healing from trauma. As a spiritual director, you 
have the opportunity to help develop your congregation’s – and greater community’s – resiliency to trauma.

When one thinks of the ministry of spiritual direction, often it is in the context of a one-on-one meeting to 
discern God’s movements. At most, we may think of a small group meeting together to help individuals 
open to holiness in their lives. Rarely, when referring to “spiritual direction,” do we think of an entire con-
gregation as having a shared spirit in need of a director of its own. However, there are times in the life of 
the congregation when having a sense of its communal soul or spirit can be especially useful for strategic 
planning, mid-course correcting, or reformatting ministry practices. Though some clergy may view them-
selves as the resident spiritual director of the congregation – or, congregants may view clergy in that way – 
spiritual directors serving as staff members or as a primary referral can be meaningful companions for clergy 
and congregants in discerning the communal soul of a congregation.

Spiritual directors specifically are trained to notice places of quiet, of energy, of resistance or openness. 
Directors also pay attention to themes and patterns in the spiritual lives of their directees. This attention 
and training can be equally as valuable when applied to a congregation as a whole. It is often assumed the 
health of an organization will naturally flow from the health of participating individuals. While there is truth 
in this, the philosophy ignores important realities of group dynamics. For example, when people come to-
gether to practice their faith in community, there is need to attend to shared realities:

• What has brought this group together
• Where is healing needed among the group
• What invitations are being made to the congregation within the surrounding circumstances
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CONNECT

Groups that have spent significant time together sharing faith may unknowingly have common strands 
of experience and questioning. A spiritual director can help a congregation notice and attend to these 
commonalities and the invitations inherent within them.

The poet-king David wrote that in times of difficulty, “deep calls unto deep.” A spiritual director can help a 
congregation begin to notice and attend to what the unconscious deep places in their congregational life may 
be. For instance:

• What types of people are generally attracted to this particular congregation?

• What practices are most meaningful to us?

• What common experiences are there that need to be brought into the light for healing?

A congregation that is connecting the head of their theology to the heart of their shared experience is one that 
can care more effectively for its individual members, and for the overall calling or charism of the organization. 
Many congregations have a sense of their vision or mission and have a formational plan in place that helps 
their members participate in this shared part of life, but formation plans are only one piece of bringing 
spiritual health to a group. When organizational goals are informed by the lived realities of the members, 
knowledge of shared places of hurt or celebration allows for services of healing and recognition to take place 
and for mission to grow out of genuinely perceived restoration. From this position, congregational leaders 
also can address more keenly topics from the front that are meaningfully relevant to the lived experiences of 
their congregants. Public acknowledgement of shared experiences increases stronger relationships among 
the congregational community, and lessens stigma of perceived taboos.
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When a spiritual director takes their role as a reflective companion to the congregation as a whole, what 
they are able to notice, name, and hold space for can help the entire group to move towards spiritual 
health and senses of holiness together. Some practical ways spiritual directors benefit the growth of the 
communal soul of a congregation may include:

• Noticing common themes or seasons in directees from the congregation.

•  Helping the leadership of a congregation attend to movements of the Holy across the group. Or in 
identifying specific places of openness and resistance.

•  Helping to write a history of a congregation that goes beyond a list of dates and events which can help 
the existing community find its place in history and gain direction for the future.

•  Facilitating the spiritual direction of groups, which develops the habit in the congregants of sharing, 
listening, and praying together in a way that promotes safe and healthy relationships.

Significantly, a congregation that has a grounded sense of who and how we are will be better prepared to 
weather trauma. The inevitable spiritual questions raised when trauma strikes can be navigated together by 
a congregation that knows itself and is accustomed to looking for God’s movements in relation to the whole. 
Sometimes this search for a group sense of soul will be aroused by trauma’s disruption of the status quo. In 
both cases, a spiritual director’s companionship will be an asset to healing and growth.

Like a family or community, a congregation has a shared identity that represents the group entity. It has its 
own set of values, ethics, and goals that help define it. There are also ways the group as a whole experiences 
and grows into senses of holiness. A spiritual director holds a valuable role in companioning with the 
congregation’s growing discernment in recognizing, and lovingly tending to, its soul.

Group spiritual direction provides a unique system of support and much needed visible community for those 
who are seeking to integrate the universal call to holiness into their daily lives. It is a precious time and setting 
that allows members of faith communities to come together to listen and discern God’s movements without 
trying to “fix” one another. It is praying for one another and allowing space for the range of experiences 
of God that, when processed and integrated, can more deeply ground faith. This is different than the 
companionship that we associate with friends or others in our lives. Regular participants in group spiritual 
direction cohabitate in the Mystery of Love. This is a unique bond between individuals seeking transformation 
through prayer grounded in the presence of God.

Congregants who have experienced group spiritual direction will not only have received the neurological and 
physiological benefits that come from regular faithful practices, but they will also have learned how to journey 
well together. This is a skill set that provides incredible resiliency to trauma. In the aftermath of trauma, the 
structure provided by group spiritual direction can also be a valuable space for congregants to process their 
shared, and yet uniquely experienced, trauma as they move towards healing as a group.

Being prepared to lead spiritual direction groups before and after trauma, is another way spiritual directors 
can uniquely contribute to the spiritual health and resiliency of their faith community. Group direction differs 
from one-to-one direction in many ways, but as the spiritual director, the primary experienced difference is 
that one plays the role of facilitator more than guide. The following are guidelines for setting up a spiritual 
direction group and a suggested format for how to structure a spiritual direction group meeting.
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GUIDELINES FOR SETTING UP A SPIRITUAL DIRECTION GROUP

•  Spiritual direction groups function best with between 5-8 participants who are committed to life in God 
and listening to one another.

•   Spiritual direction groups can meet more frequently than the traditional once-a-month meeting in one-to-
one direction. Meeting every other week allows members to hear each other’s voices more often since not 
everyone will likely be able to share every time.

•  Groups can agree on the length of meetings, but generally between 1 1⁄2 - 2 1⁄2 hours is sufficient.

•  Groups may function as on-going sources of community or may agree to meet for a set period of time 
ranging from 6 weeks to 6 months depending on size and focus.

•  The spiritual director should attend to movements in the group, but should also function as time-keeper 
and the protector of each individual’s space. Protecting space involves being aware of group dynamics and 
the personalities of those participating so that the group is not dominated by one individual.

SPIRITUAL DIRECTION GROUP FORMAT 
(based on a 90 minute meeting, with 5 participants):

Formats can be easily customized to the needs of the group. Some groups may desire longer or shorter 
sharing, response, or debriefing times in order to accommodate the number of participants or the issues 
being addressed.

Gathering of directees – 5 min

Opening time of quiet – 15 min 
During this time you may choose to provide a guided meditation, listen to quiet music, use coloring pages 
or other creative medium, or simply sit in silence.

Brief check in time – 10 min 
During this time each participant has 2 minutes to share updates of what is going on in their life.

Group spiritual direction – 50-55 min (should accommodate 2 directees)
Directee presents – 10 min 
Time of silence – 2 minutes 
Group responds to and interacts with presenter – 10-15 minutes 
Time of silent prayer for presenter – 2 min 
Presenter shares how the experience felt – 1 min 
Closing – 5-10 minutes
This time is to bring the group back to a place of unified participation. Ending together in a shared ritual, 
traditional prayer or song, or another time of silence is helpful.

Optional: If necessary for your group, perhaps save 2-3 minutes for “housekeeping” issues.
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Sometimes, directees may not know or are not immediately aware of words for more nuanced feelings, 
especially after trauma. In order to help them best describe their own internal chaos, share with them 
the “Ripples of Emotions” chart on the following page. This chart may be useful when creating a 
personal lament (see page 27-28) or in any other exercises (written or verbal) that asks directees to 
name their feelings.



RIPPLES OF EMOTION
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FURTHER LEARNING AIDS

ICTG Directors and Advisors compiled the following lists of books, agencies, and websites after finding 
them useful in their own professional experiences. 

Adam S. McHugh. 2015. The Listening Life: Embracing Attentiveness in a World of Distraction.

Akhtar, Salman, ed. 2007. Listening to Others: developmental and clinical aspects of empathy and 
attunement. Aronson.

Arms, Margaret F. 2014. “Moving Identity Beyond Story: Spiritual Journeying with Trauma Survivors,” 
Presence: An International Journal of Spiritual Direction. Vol 20, No 3, Sept.

Bidwell, Duane R. 2004. Short-Term Spiritual Guidance. Fortress.

Brener, Anne. 2001. Mourning and Mitzvah: a guided journal for walking the mourner’s path through grief to 
healing with over 60 guided exercises. Jewish Lights.

Culhane, Rob. 2014. “The Effects of Trauma on a Person’s Faith Journey.” Presence: An International Journal 
of Spiritual Direction. Vol 20, No 3, Sept.

Fryling, Alice. 2009. Seeking God Together: an introduction to group spiritual direction. InterVarsity.

Hamman, J. J. 2005. When Steeples Cry: leading congregations through loss and change. Pilgrim.

Hoylan, Kraus, and Wismer. 2017. Recovering from Un-Natural Disasters: A Guide for Pastors and 
Congregations after Violence and Trauma. Westminster John Knox Press.

Jones, Serene. 2009. Trauma and Grace: theology in a ruptured world. Westminster John Knox Press.

Jones, W. Paul. 2002. The Art of Spiritual Direction: giving and receiving spiritual guidance. Upper Room.

Kedar, Karyn D. 2011. The Bridge to Forgiveness: stories and prayers for finding God and restoring 
wholeness. Jewish Lights.

Liebert, Elizabeth. 2015. The Soul of Discernment: a spiritual practice for communities and institutions. 
Westminster John Knox.

McPherson, C. W. 2002. Keeping Silence: Christian practices for entering stillness. Morehouse.



Peterman, Janet S.. 2007. Speaking to Silence: New Rites for Christian Worship and Healing. Westminster 
John Knox Press.

Rambo, Shelly. 2010. Spirit and Trauma: a theology of remaining. Westminster John Knox.

Rogers, Dalene Fuller. 2002. Pastoral Care for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder: healing the shattered soul. 
Routledge.

Silf, Margaret. 2011. The Other Side of Chaos: breaking through when life is breaking down. Loyola.

Silver, Anne Winchell. 2003. Trustworthy Connections: interpersonal issues in spiritual direction. Rowan & 
Little ield.

Tel, Martin, and John D. Witvliet. 2012. Psalms for all Season: a complete psalter for worship. Brazos Press.

Tett, Vicky. 2015. “Working with the Spiritually Abused in Christian Spiritual Direction,” Presence: An 
International Journal of Spiritual Direction. Vol 21, No 1, March.

Vest, Norvene, ed. 2000. Still Listening: new directions in spiritual direction. Morehouse.

OTHER RESOURCES

evangelicalspiritualdirectorsnetwork.com

graftedlife.org

sdiworld.org

spiritualdirection.com

yedidyacenter.com
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