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Helping Pastors with Trauma and Grief 

The unique stressors pastors are subject to in today’s world are bringing about new levels of trauma and grief. The 
challenges they must deal with are nothing like they anticipated in their early days of ministry.  

This information concerning critical incident stress management from ComPsych is helpful for background: 

The most common reactions to a critical incident are post-traumatic shock and anxiety. When an individual is in a state of emotional 
shock, there is a tendency to create distance from the event. Increased withdrawal and social isolation may, in turn, bring feelings of 
helplessness, hopelessness and despair. On the other hand, a state of anxiety may trigger feelings of nervousness, tension, 
frustration and anger. It is not uncommon for someone to vacillate between reactions.  

Over time, these reactions usually lessen and eventually disappear. i Since people react with different intensities, they will recover at 
varying rates. If an individual is not able to recover from the experience, the trauma reaction may eventually develop into Post-
traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), which is an extreme reaction to a traumatic event. 

When a traumatic event occurs, some people attempt to limit their emotional pain by not talking about the incident or denying its 
impact on their lives. However, this denial only works for a short period of time. Eventually, the emotional pain may resurface as a 
physical or psychosomatic illness, because avoiding discussing the event will not undo the incident or the trauma associated with it. 

The recovery process begins as the individual is able to accept the reality of the traumatic event and integrate it into his/her 
everyday life. A connection needs to be made between the event and the response to it. This awareness is essential to work through 
the event’s impact. One way of making the connection is to ask questions, such as "Why did this happen?" or "'Why do bad things 
happen to good people?" This mental activity restores a sense of emotional control over the situation. 

To normalize reactions, the event must be given a meaning and should be seen in a larger perspective. This may be the time for the 
individual to reaffirm his/her faith, values or beliefs that give meaning to life. This larger perspective encourages acceptance of the 
new reality and allows the individual to recover in spite of any negative consequences the event had on his/her life. Recovery means 
that one is able to accept new challenges, thus, being able to continue to live, love and work in spite of the emotional pain that may 
still be present. ii 

Five things to do when talking with a pastor experiencing grief or trauma: 
 

1. Normalize their grief and trauma reactions 
a. They are not the only ones experiencing these feelings 
b. Connect the events to their reactions. Common reactions to grief and traumatic circumstances 

include: 
Physical Reactions 

o Fatigue 
o Sadness 
o Insomnia 
o Headaches 
o Loss of appetite 

 
Cognitive Reactions 

o Confusion 
o Hyper-vigilance 
o Intrusive memory 

o Recurrent thoughts 
o Lack of concentration 

 
Behavioral Reactions 
o Emotional outbursts 
o Avoidance of others 
o Impaired work performance 
o Increased interpersonal conflicts 
o Decreased interest in usual 

activities 

o Trouble sleeping or excessive 
sleeping 

 
Emotional Reactions 
o Anger 
o Denial 
o Anxiety 
o Irritability 
o Depression 
o Apprehension 
o Grief and sadnessiii 

c. Their feelings are not evidence of a loss of faith or spirituality – it is normal under the 
circumstances. The Bible is replete with godly people who experienced reactions such as the 
above. 

2. Give hope that as they work through their grief they will eventually come to a better place of coping, 
accepting the reality of the traumatic event(s), and integrating it into their faith journey. 

3. Give meaning to the traumatic/grievous events to gain a larger perspective 
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a. Ask faith-oriented questions: 
• “Do you think God is at work in all this?” 
• “What do you believe God has in mind for all that is happening? What is God’s purpose 

as you understand it?” 
• “So what is our role in it?” 
• “What promises do/can you stand on to get you through?” 

b. Remind that God is in control and his purposes are being accomplished 
c. Note that for some reason, God has called our generation to endure these particular challenges. 
d. Note that much of what is happening doesn’t make sense to us now, but we know it will in the 

future.  
 

4. Offer some practical guidance for coping and preventing more serious trauma/grief reactions 
• Share your feelings. Express your feelings. Take time to cry, if needed. Others may be experiencing 

the same feelings. Mutual support can help you get through the trauma/grief process. 
• Find someone you trust. Talk with a family member or others about your grief. Talking about it will 

help you resolve your grief much more quickly. 
• Take care of yourself. Get enough rest and eat regularly. If you are irritable from lack of sleep or if you 

are not eating regularly, you will have less energy to cope. 
• Make daily decisions. This will give you a feeling of control over your life. Know your limits. If a 

problem is beyond your control and cannot be changed, accept it. 
• Take one thing at a time. For people under stress, any ordinary workload may seem overwhelming. 

Perform one task at a time until the project is completed. 
• Allow extra time. This will help reduce the time pressure. If you usually plan half an hour to complete 

a task, schedule 45 minutes to complete it. Do the best you can. Don’t be too critical of yourself. 
• Maintain your daily routine. This will give you a feeling of control over your life. 
• Practice prayer, relaxation, and stay in the Word. Create a quiet scene in your mind. You can’t always 

get away from a situation, but you can visualize a quiet scene or a walk along the beach. Such 
visualization will temporarily remove you from your present situation. 

• Create a pleasant environment. At home, in your office or car play soft background music. Surround 
yourself with things you like and enjoy. 

• Take a break. Reading a favorite book, taking a full day off to do a hobby, go on a hike, fish, hunt, 
exercise, clean the garage, or even watching a favorite movie will give you the break that you may 
need to see the situation from a different perspective. iv 

5. Check for suicidal thoughts. This is something I do as a regular part of talking to someone who is reporting 
severe grief, depression, anxiety, or trauma. 

• “How depressed or anxious are feeling?” 
• “Have you had thoughts of taking your life?” 
• “How specific are those thoughts? Have you made a plan?” 
• If the pastor is imminently suicidal, stay on the phone with them and somehow get someone to them 

in person (spouse, parishioner, deputy). This person can observe them until the critical window has 
passed or take them to the emergency room for evaluation. 

 

i This is complicated in today’s world because of the constant stream of new critical incidents. 
ii GuidanceResources® Copyright © 2012 ComPsych Corporation. All rights reserved. 
iii List ibid. 
iv List ibid. 


