
	 1	

Forgiveness and Trauma Bible Study 
Amie K. McCarthy 

Social Justice Project 
Old	Colony	Association	

Massachusetts	Conference		
United	church	of	Christ	

 
 Trauma and Forgiveness have been an underlying interest of mine throughout my 

time in seminary. As a survivor of domestic violence, I have sought to understand the 

intersection of trauma and theology as a path into understanding and healing. Although I 

was unable to register for Dr. Shelly Rambo’s Trauma and Theology course during my 

time at Boston University School of Theology, I did have the opportunity to study her 

book, Spirit and Trauma: A Theology of Remaining, when my partner, Stacey Battles, 

and I wrote a paper entitled Evangelism in the Face of Domestic Violence, for our 

evangelism course. 

 In our paper, Stacey and I explored Dr. Rambo’s theology in that much like Jesus 

through the resurrection, those who experience trauma will forever carry the scars, 

physical and/or invisible. According to Dr. Rambo when a person experiences trauma a 

person may find themselves, much like Jesus did on Holy Saturday, in a place of limbo in 

which seeing the light of love and acceptance becomes very hard. In our paper, Stacey 

and I argue that in order for the church to be a source of love and acceptance for domestic 

violence victims, as well as trauma survivors, services at the church must first be safe 

space for survivors to safely sit in limbo. The church cannot be a source of hope and light 

until the church is willing to be a place willing to just listen without trying to fix the 

wounds. 

 When I arrived as the pastoral intern at First Christian Congregational Church, 

UCC in Swansea, Massachusetts I met many amazing congregates, several of whom were 
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willing to share their experiences in dealing with trauma. As I listened to their stories, I 

thought of the paper Stacey and I had just written. One day during office hours Rev. Dr. 

Holly Norwick informed me that a young woman in the congregation had approached her 

about possibly creating a bible study related to trauma. While meeting with the young 

woman we discovered that she herself was a trauma survivor who, in weeks and months 

after her experience, found great comfort when a pastor and the pastor’s wife offered her 

a safe place to just reflect, silently or out loud, about what had happened to her without 

judgment or an offering of ways to feel better quickly. The parishioner was hoping we 

could offer a two-week bible study in which participants could pray, hear scripture and 

share their stories (if they so choose), with the main goal of a safe space where 

congregants could share their experience without judgment and without anyone offering 

advice on healing. 

 As the parishioner, Rev. Dr. Holly Norwick, and I developed this bible study, we 

knew we had to be careful to articulate the goal of the experience, as well as develop a 

structure for the group that created space for sharing but was not intended to offer healing 

suggestions. After all we knew no one in the group was licensed psychiatrist. We simply 

wanted to create a safe space for participants to share a little or as much of their 

experience as they wished and to know that they were not alone in their struggles. 

 In preparing for this bible study, I discovered that there was no way to fully 

prepare for what types of experiences people may share in a space such as this. Because 

we never narrowed the focus of the bible study, we could only imagine the various types 

of trauma that might be shared; which made writing prayers and finding scripture a bit 

more challenging. We knew that we were trying to create a safe space to hear our fellow 
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congregants, but we did not know what types of trauma would be shared, how old the 

wounds were, or how far into the healing process individual congregants were. In order to 

create the structure, we had to choose scripture and write liturgy that was very broad in 

the trauma it acknowledged. 

 Another discovery I made in preparing and co-leading this bible study is that in 

any setting there are many members holding the pain of trauma. Although we were very 

careful to keep this bible study as an exploration of what the bible says about trauma, and 

a safe space to simply share, the community had a lot of trauma weighing heavily on it’s 

members. I would have liked to have had more resources available that were specific to 

the different types of trauma the group members were holding. We made general 

assumptions based on what we knew about people and had a resource list of various 

support groups, and outreach groups in the area available to anyone that asked for one. 

But our list did not touch a variety of trauma’s we were honor to hear about.  

 After reflecting on my experience of being present to an amazing group of 

congregants willing to share their wounds, and writing the paper with Stacey, I wonder 

how in general our church communities are prepared to offer resources to its members 

that have or are experiencing trauma. I also wonder how to do the work within the 

congregation as a whole to empower individual congregants to understand that the first 

step to creating a safe and healing space is to be a listening ear, even when listening mean 

silently observing. 

 While this bible study was a fruitful experience for everyone that participated, I 

realized that I would like to continue my study of theology and trauma. We were able to 

create an environment in which members felt safe enough to share and no one expected 
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to receive guidance on moving forward. The feedback we received was positive in that 

participants felt safe to share, and a deeper sense of community was formed within the 

group of participants. While some participants sought resources to further explore the 

healing process beyond the group and the church, others were happy to have a space to 

simply share pieces of their experience. 

 As a pastor in a congregation it will be important to know what recourses there 

are in the community I find myself in. Being present to participants of this bible study has 

also reminded me that I can never assume that I know the depths or nature of the trauma a 

congregation is holding. There may be communal trauma rooted in experiences the 

congregation had experienced or is experiencing. And even within that there may be 

congregants that are outside of that experience. There may also be levels of individual 

trauma, and people at varying levels of healing.  Additionally, there may be compounding 

traumas in which a group of individual is processes multiple traumas at one. As a pastor 

it will be important to remain rooted in the knowledge that everyone is potentially 

carrying the wounds of trauma and to remain open to simply offer a space to hear and 

hold that trauma. 

Week 1 
One: Loving God, we are yours. 
All: We come as we are, with our cares and concerns. 
One: We come as we are, with our questions and our stories 
All: We come as we are, with our doubts and our fears 
One: We come as we are, with our scars and our wounds 
All: We long to find safety and healing in your embrace. 
One: Strengthen our faith and heal our brokenness, 
All: that we may take this journey of faith together with you. Amen. 
 
Prayer:   
Healing God, in this sacred space You have created, be in our midst.  Hold us gently 
in Your hands as we release to You now that which holds us back.  As hard as it is, 
with the journeys we have traveled, help us to surrender to the Spirit within.  Open 
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the tender spaces, soften the roughness, calm the fears and give voice to the places 
long made silent. 
OPENING SONG:                             I Surrender 
2 Corinthians 1:3-5 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and the 
God of all consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to 
console those who are in any affliction with the consolation with which we ourselves are 
consoled by God. For just as our sufferings are abundant, so also our consolation is 
abundant through Christ.  Our hope for you is that as you have suffered, you shall also 
share in Christ’s healing! 
Trauma 
The story of Trauma is a story about the storm that does not go away. It is a story of 
remaining…There is pressure to get on with it, to move to a happy ending…There is a 
hunger to remove not only traces of the storm but the pre-storm realities…The pleasure to 
get over, to forget, to wipe away the past, is often reinforced in society today – even 
when reading the scriptures.   But in this conversation, we will look closely at how Jesus 
see trauma in us and claims His own trauma. 
 
The word trauma refers to a "wound," which often leaves us feeling overwhelmed and 
stuck, disrupting our intimacy with God and our connection to community. 
Trauma can affect core beliefs about God, ourselves, and others. Many of us who have 
experiences trauma struggle with the same basic gut-wrenching questions: Can I trust 
God again? Will others understand my shattered soul? 
The effects of trauma are always present. They may, at times feel distant, but a memory, 
a smell, a sound, a word may bring them to the surface. We have learned various ways of 
coping with these physical and/or emotional effects. But our trauma never leaves us.  
Trauma can appear, disappear, and then reappear in ways that we cannot control or 
predict. So no matter what course it takes, the wounded needs to know that we are 
committed to walk beside her however long the healing may take. 
 

Bible Study - John Chapter 4 
 
Tell it from the mountains to the sea, 
the greatness of God's grace. 
God is doing wonderful things, 
comforting those who grieve, 
giving us days in his mercy, 
filling our hearts and the hearts of our children, 
providing help in trouble and new beginnings, 
bringing reconciliation where there was brokenness, 
causing healing in our bodies and our souls, 
sending songs of joy to awaken life. 
Tell it out, people of God, 
the greatness of God and his grace. 
 
My chains are gone, I’ve been set free 
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My God, my savior has ransomed me 

And like a flood His mercy rains 

Unending love, amazing grace. 

 

CLOSING SONG:             “Amazing Grace” 
 
 

Week 2 
 
OPENING SONG:                            Halleluiah 
One: Loving God, we are yours. 
All: We come as we are, with our cares and concerns. 
One: We come as we are, with our questions and our stories 
All: We come as we are, with our doubts and our fears 
One: We come as we are, with our scars and our wounds 
All: We long to find safety and healing in your embrace. 
One: Strengthen our faith and heal our brokenness, 
All: in these dark times, we listen for the Spirit’s song of Halleluiah. 
 
Prayer: Healing God, in this sacred space You have created, be in our midst.  Hold 
us gently in Your hands as we release to You now that which holds us back.  As 
hard as it is, with the journeys we have traveled, help us to surrender to the Spirit 
within.  Open the tender spaces, soften the roughness, calm the fears and give voice 
to the places long made silent.  Allow our soft cries of Halleluiah to leave our lips 
and reach Your ears;  
Amen. 
 
As we discovered last week together, trauma in our lives is not something one simply 
“gets over.”  It does not disappear, there is no “return to normal” and at no point can any 
one of us be exactly who we were before trauma.  We are not supposed to.  
Unfortunately, there's a tendency for trauma survivors to deny their pain by saying things 
like, "It wasn't a big deal" or "God wants me to move on"  or  “I’m over it.”  These forms 
of denial just keep us frozen in the pain. 
The good news today, my friends, is that though the world sometimes want us to get over 
it and move on, God never says that to us.  In fact, God knows all about trauma not just 
because God is God, but because God has experienced trauma. God doesn't look at our 
suffering with a distant coldness. God entered into our broken humanness and felt it first-
hand. 
The story of Jesus and how He experienced trauma and was resurrected is the inspiring 
story for us all.  But the most amazing part of Jesus’ story, is that Jesus didn’t go back to 
who He was before the crucifixion, Jesus claimed the trauma He endured and used it to 
draw Himself, and others, closer to God. 
 

John 20: 26-28 
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When Jesus return to the disciples after His resurrection, it was the scars of His suffering 
that was what identified Him to them.  His body still bore the marks of his trauma – and 
the amazing things was, Jesus CLAIMED them!  He invited Thomas to touch His hands 
and His side, the places where he was pierced.  He gently and lovingly showed them the 
pain he endured and invited them to be with Him in a new way, one that didn’t try to hide 
what he had been through.   
 

Communion 
 
One:  Peace be with you. 
All:  And also with you. 
One:  Let us give thanks to God, 
All:   God’s love has transformed us and used our pieces to make us whole. 
One:  Through Christ’s broken body we find healing 
All:  Help us to love all of our rough edges and chipped corners and cracked 

canvas. 
      
Prayer of Invocation 
One: God of healing and hope. As we gather around the brokenness of Christ’s body 

we recognize parts of ourselves.  Remind us that just as You infuse this holy 
meal, You are the salve that brings light, life and love to our own wounds.  As we 
take this bread, piece by piece, allow them to bring healing to our own pain.  As 
we share this cup, remind us that Christ is here to share the healing love that He 
had with each of us.  In Your name we pray, Amen. 

 
Blessing of the Elements   
 
2 Corinthians 1:3-5 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and the 
God of all consolation, who consoles us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to 
console those who are in any affliction with the consolation with which we ourselves are 
consoled by God. For just as our sufferings are abundant, so also our consolation is 
abundant through Christ.  Our hope for you is that as you have suffered, you shall also 
share in Christ’s healing. 
 
Closing Song                                          “Orphans of God”                                    Avalon 
 


