
MADETOBELONG
Becoming a Trauma-Sensitive and Engaged Faith Community



About us...Lindy Green Johnson



About us...Krista Petty





WHAT DOES BECOMING A TRAUMA-INFORMED & ENGAGED CHURCH MEAN?

You REALIZE that trauma is complex and prevalent within 
the lives of children and adults.

You RECOGNIZE the signs and symptoms of trauma and its 
long-term effects. 

You RESPOND by integrating knowledge about trauma into 
your interactions and reactions.

You RESIST re-traumatizing those affected.
The first 4 R’s come from SAMHSA’s Concept for Trauma & 
Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach.

You pursue RESTORATION through safe and healing 
engagement and the power of the Holy Spirit. 

You build RESILIENCY by empowering those affected by 
trauma to live into their God-given identity and purpose. 



BENEFITS OF BEING TRAUMA-INFORMED & ENGAGED

You get to take part in restoration and building resilience in children 
and families in the name of Jesus!

The level of sacrifice these families make for one another is inspiring 
and counter-cultural.

Your church family will be stretched and blessed on this journey 
alongside healing families.

The Scriptures come alive in new ways when tested by the refining fire 
of relationships.

Caring for these families is an act of worship which glorifies and 
imitates God himself.

A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows, is God in his 
holy dwelling. God sets the lonely in families, he leads out the 
prisoners with singing; but the rebellious live in a sun-
scorched land. Psalm 68: 5-6



WHY THE CHURCH?

Dr. Deb Shropshire, OKDHSS Director of Child Welfare, Pediatrician and Professor



WHAT YOU WILL LEARN

Week One: How Trauma, Toxic Stress, Loss, Abuse & Neglect 

Impact Development

Week Two: How to Create Environments & Interactions that 

Foster Healing & Attachment

Week 3: How the Language We Use Surrounding Foster Care 

& Adoption Matters & Continuing to Facilitate Healing

Week 4: How to Impact Behavior, Building Resilience & Hope 

for the Future



What is Hurt in Relationship is Healed in Relationship



LESSON ONE: MADE TO BELONG

For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you because 
I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. My frame 
was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place, when I was woven together in the 
depths of the earth. Your eyes saw my unformed body; all the days ordained for me were written 
in your book before one of them came to be. How precious to me are your thoughts, God! How vast 
is the sum of them! Were I to count them, they would outnumber the grains of sand — when I 
awake, I am still with you.

Psalm 139: 13-18 



LESSON ONE: MADE TO BELONG

THE BRAIN



LESSON ONE: MADE TO BELONG

THE BRAIN

The Amygdala



LESSON ONE: MADE TO BELONG

The Amygdala

THE BRAIN

An Element of the
Limbic System

Responsible for Keeping Us Safe

Filters Stimulus for Threat

Scans Faces

Stores Memory of emotional 
or traumatic experiences

the “watchdog” or the 
“alarm system” of the brain



LESSON ONE: MADE TO BELONG

The
Prefrontal Cortex

Logic and Reason

Emotional Processing
and Regulation

Many Elements of Cognition

Responsible For
Executive Functioning



LESSON ONE: MADE TO BELONG

Attachment is the emotional bond that provides security and support
between a young child and a primary caregiver and is foundational for 

building relationships and exploring the world around you.

ATTACHMENT



LESSON ONE: MADE TO BELONG

Brain Builders, Alberta Family Wellness Initiative 



Hurt by Trauma & Toxic Stress. Healed by Understanding.



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

“Children whose earliest relationships have been marred by violence, chaos, abuse, 
neglect and loss find that these experiences are ‘hard-wired’ into their brain. As a result, 
they will grow up believing that these negative experiences reflect what future 
relationships will be like.”
Dr. Elizabeth Kohlstaedt



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

Adverse childhood experiences harm the developing child and as we will discover, it 
often shows up through confusing or negative behaviors.

A child can learn to trust and receive love and correction. A caregiver can 
learn patience, how to adjust expectations and love unconditionally. We 
serve a transformational Savior who will create new paths, heal wounds, 
and bring new life.

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has 
gone, the new is here!

2 Corinthians 5:17



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

BUILDING OUR UNDERSTANDING

Trauma is an actual or perceived 
experience that overwhelms a child’s 
capacity to function and/or regulate 
emotions. It is a frightening or 
dangerous event that threatens a child’s 
life or safety.

Toxic Stress is the prolonged activation 
of the stress response systems in the 
body and brain. 



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

BUILDING OUR UNDERSTANDING

Toxic Environment VS Toxic Stress? Ongoing Opportunity to Experience Relief through 
Healthy Relationship. 

Excessive Activation of the Stress Response = Negatively Impacted and Disrupted Body 
Systems



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

Acute Trauma - a one time or short-term event that threatens an individual’s 
emotional or physical safety. An acute traumatic experience may include a robbery, 
a car accident, or witnessing a fight.

Complex Trauma - exposure to multiple traumatic events or ongoing exposure to 
something that threatens emotional or physical safety such as ongoing abuse 
and/or neglect. These events severely impact an individual and can disrupt many 
aspects of a child’s development, attachment, and identity formation.

Secondary Traumatic Stress - the emotional duress resulting from hearing about or 
witnessing the impact of another’s trauma experience. Examples may include foster 
or adoptive parents caring for a child who has experienced trauma or helping 
professionals who listen to trauma stories daily. The impact of listening to traumatic 
experiences or seeing the impact of trauma can take an emotional toll on the helping 
individual.



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

As you can see from the video, bodies were designed to experience stress. They were 
also designed to be calmed down by a loving, nurturing caregiver following stress.

As Psalm 23 explains, we will walk through valleys, but the Shepherd will walk with 
us, giving us peace.

Without a caregiver to provide relief and peace, minds and bodies stay on high alert, 
impacting the body and brain development. 



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

NEGLECT AND ABUSE

University of Massachusetts - Still Face Experiment



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

Physical presence is simply not enough.

Children, teens, and adults all need the emotional and relational presence of 
others…

…it’s simply how God wired us as human beings



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

Most children enter the foster care system due to neglect. For many of us, we tend to 
think abuse is the greater of the two evils. However, think about the following 
underlying messages of each.

The message of abuse is, “I don’t like 
you.”

The message of neglect is “You don’t 
exist.”



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

As you’re probably beginning to understand, trauma and toxic stress can disrupt all 
aspects of typical childhood development including the following:

Brain development

Emotional regulation

Physical development

Ability to learn new things

Attachment to caregivers

Relational connections



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

THE IMPACT OF TRAUMA AND TOXIC STRESS

Dr. Deb Shropshire, OKDHSS Director of Child Welfare, Pediatrician and Professor



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

WHAT IS ACES (adverse childhood experiences) ?

Physical

Emotional

Sexual

Physical

Emotional

Mental Illness

Mother Treated Violently

Divorce

Incarcerated Relative

Substance Abuse

ABUSE NEGLECT HOUSEHOLD DISFUNCTION

CDC & Kaiser Permanente - FINDING YOUR ACE SCORE



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

The Body and The Brain
Both Keep the Score

Explicit memory (conscious) and
implicit memory (unconscious) 



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

Adjust Expectations

Shift Attitudes

Be Attentive

HOW CAN YOU HELP



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

Adjust Expectations

Knowing what you now know about how early adverse childhood experiences impact a 
developing child, consider how you view a child from trauma. Do you need to manage 
your expectations of them?



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

According to the National Child Traumatic Stress Institute trauma may look like:

Hyperactivity or Hypervigilance 
Increased medical problems
Problems with boundaries           
Oppositional behavior
Self-destructive behavior
Difficulties with focusing or 
regulation
Sleep disturbances           

Social isolation
Poor motor skills           
Flat affect or shut down state of being
Anger and/or aggression
Reenactment of past trauma 
experiences
Altered perception of reality   
Withdrawn or distant



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

Shift Attitudes

When you see behaviors or attitudes from a child who may have experienced trauma or 
toxic stress, rather than asking yourself,

“What’s wrong with them?”

shift your question to,

“What happened to this child that led them to behave this way?”
and 

“What do they need?”



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

View behavior as the language of unmet needs.

Not all defiant actions and attitudes are truly willful.

Regulating emotions and impulses are difficult for those with history of trauma.

A quiet, crying,  complaining, or controlling child may have sensory issues, become 

dehydrated quicker or process information slower. 



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

When we shift our response in such a way, we are addressing the root and heart 
of the matter rather than reacting to a symptomatic behavior. Learning to view 
behavior as the language of unmet needs, we can better partner with parents 
and caregivers to explore what’s really going on with the child or teen. 



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

Be Attentive

Remember the Still Face Experiment? Children 
notice, more than you might realize, when adults 
are not present or paying attention. The reality is, 
YOU matter in their stories. Your presence and 
attentiveness as a safe and healthy adult or 
caregiver is important and needed.

HOW CAN YOU HELP



How are YOU doing? 



LESSON TWO: HEALED BY UNDERSTANDING

I sought the LORD, and he answered me; he delivered me from all my fears.
Psalm 34:4 

Those who look to him are radiant; their faces are never covered with 
shame.
Psalm 34:5

The LORD is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in 
spirit.
Psalm 34:18

Our desire at AKB is to empower healthy adults to better care for children 

and teens who have been wounded while recognizing everyone brings 

wounds to the table. Take time to look at your own “stuff” and seek your 

own healing, so that you can lead others to a place of healing. 



HEALEDBYUNDERSTANDING
Questions & Break Time

We Are



Hurt by Grief and Loss. Healed by Yes.



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

“He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.”
Psalm 147:3 



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

Joseph’s family of origin profited from his pain--what a bitter loss. Joseph grieved
being separated from his father, along with being rejected, abused, and abandoned
by his brothers. The Bible also tells us that Joseph's father, Jacob, experienced 
crippling grief, believing Joseph was dead.

Then Jacob tore his clothes, put on sackcloth and 

mourned for his son many days. All his sons and 

daughters came to comfort him, but he refused to 

be comforted. “No,” he said, “in mourning will I go 

down to the grave to my son.” So his father wept for 

him.

Genesis 37:34,35



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

BUILDING OUR UNDERSTANDING
Layers of Loss

Grief is the unique journey of processing, feeling, experiencing, fighting, and 

embracing a loss or losses. 



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

Allow loss to shape, but not define you.
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LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

BUILDING OUR UNDERSTANDING
What about all the felt losses that are ambiguous and can’t be seen like the 

following:

Value & Worth
Dignity & Respect
Reputation & Identity
Trust & Self Esteem
Access to personal history
Privacy
Birth Order
Sense of betrayal 
Familiar Sights, Sounds, Smells, & Tastes
And the list goes on... 



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

These losses do NOT define our children, but they have shaped many aspects of who 

they are and how they experience the world around them.

Shanna's Story



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

What do you expect her communication skills to be like?

What do you expect her behavior to be like?

What do you expect about how often she will fall apart or have meltdowns?

What do you expect about her ability to be grateful and express gratitude?

What do you expect about her ability to sit still and listen during church services?

BUILDING OUR UNDERSTANDING



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

Do you think you might feel a little crazy inside? 

Do you think you might feel guilty for being sad about your losses 

when you also know you are grateful for a safe place? 

Maybe you ask yourself how long others will allow you to be sad about 

your losses

Is there a time limit you should feel better? 

Consider this: What if, when a loving and wonderful family took you in, you still 
felt ALL those losses even while you knew you “should” be grateful for the 
blessing of family you’ve been given…



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

Be careful to NOT dismiss the losses by only seeing the gains. 

HOW CAN YOU HELP



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

How was your adoption day celebration?

Wow! Adoption is a big deal. How are you feeling?

I just love your entire family and am so hopeful for your future 

together.

I'd love to support you well through your foster/adopt 

experience, but I may need guidance of what is best for you 

and your family.

HOW CAN YOU HELP



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

Allow children and teens impacted by adoption to feel however they do about God.

HOW CAN YOU HELP

“Some adopted children are confused or even angered by the idea that God has blessed them. 

Feeling the rejection of a birth parent or coping with the after-effects of any form of trauma might 

cause them to question God’s goodness altogether, or to question His very existence. Allow 

adopted children to feel however they do about God. Sunday school teachers and youth leaders 

should strive to honor the adoptee's authentic feelings. Urging them to feel differently won’t 

produce an authentic faith. If adoptees can already see His work in their lives, gratitude will be a 

natural result. But if they’re wondering where He was when they experienced some of the most 

painful parts of their lives, we must hold space for them to ask their hard questions.”
Kristen Holmberg



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

Tend to your own grief and loss. 

HOW CAN YOU HELP

Are there any that you are with?

Are there any that are more for you to experience?

Ask yourself, "Why is that?"

Have you given your own losses time and space to be grieved?

Is your tendency to avoid the pain of facing your own losses impacting those 

around you?



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

Encourage healthy forms of expressing grief and coping with loss. 

HOW CAN YOU HELP

UUnhealthy expressions:
Destructive behavior
Hitting or hurting others/animals
Running away
Yelling, screaming, cursing
Shutting self in room, closet, vehicle, etc.
Excessive avoidance
Dissociation
Drugs, alcohol, or sexualized behavior

Healthy expressions:
Crying/weeping
Create ritual to honor grief/loss
Allowing others to comfort them
Journaling or writing letters
Attending a support group
Using words to safely express big emotions
Attending counseling
Praying & mediating
Exercise



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

HOW CAN YOU HELP

Something to keep in mind: SAD often looks MAD.

Ultimately, anger tends to be a secondary emotion 

with another emotion being at the core. 



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

HOW CAN YOU HELP

“No, you can’t have the toys right now. It’s snack time.”

“No you can’t leave the class and go to the water fountain by yourself."

“No, you can’t take four pieces of pizza.”

“No, you can’t hang out with your friend right now.”

Find Ways to Say Yes



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

“We know from developmental research that children who do not 

process their losses and histories will have high rates of mental illness 

later in life.”
Dr. Karyn Purvis

“Blessed are those who 
mourn, for they will be 

comforted.”

Matthew 5:4 



LESSON THREE: HEALED BY YES

HOW CAN YOU HELP

Walking through Grief with Hope

“Jesus Wept.”  

John 11:35



HEALEDBYYES
Question & Answer Time

Ljohnson@amkidsbelong.org
kpetty@amkidsbelong.org


