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Christology stands at the center of the Christian message. Classical/
orthodox Christology has been passed hand to hand through the centuries,
shaped by the outcomes of theological discussions and ecumenical councils.
The Councils of Nicaea (325), Chalcedon (451), and those that followed
provided the early church with classic formulations that have long served
to safeguard the faith against heresy. While these conciliar definitions have
historically functioned as a doctrinal tether, they have not been without
critique. In our contemporary context, one significant line of challenge
emerges from the perspective of trauma theology.

Trauma theologians understand the human experience of trauma to
be so profoundly disruptive that traditional readings of Scripture are
rendered insufficient for facilitating comprehension or healing. To the
trauma theologian, the effects of trauma are so far reaching that even
extensive explorations into the field of theodicy are inadequate. From
this perspective, a new theology must imagined to account for trauma
and its effects. Trauma theologian Shelly Rambo describes it this way:
“Trauma forces us beyond a familiar theological paradigm of life and death,
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and places us, instead, on the razed terrain of what remains. Trauma
presses theologians to seek new language to express God’s relationship to
the world.”" And so, trauma theologians labor to re-imagine theology, and
Christology in particular, in order to make them more palatable and potent
for trauma survivors.

This article will be developed in four parts with four goals:
(1) make a general presentation of trauma theology; (2) contrast it with
classical Christology; (3) describe the historical path from classical
Christology to trauma theology; (4) and introduce the subsequent effects
of trauma theology in biblical counseling. These four aims are presented in
support of this article’s thesis: Emerging from the divergent traditions of
liberation and feminist theology, the developing field of trauma theology
represents a significant departure from classical Christianity and, while it
may inform biblical counseling on trauma, it should be critically engaged
and not allowed to supplant classical Christology. In other words, I will
argue for theologians and biblical counselors alike to remain committed to
classical theology despite the sympathetic contributions of trauma theology.

SHIFTING GROUND: A SURVEY OF TRAUMA THEOLOGY

Trauma theology has emerged as a developing discipline within
contemporary theological scholarship. Based in interdisciplinary engagement
with psychology, philosophy, and lived experience, trauma theologians seek
to critically examine and reconstruct traditional theological frameworks
in light of the realities of traumatic suffering.> As a discipline, it possesses
its own methodologies, theoretical concerns, and constructive aims, thus
distinguishing itself from pastoral practice or psychological counseling
alone.® Over the last two decades, trauma theology’s prominence has
expanded considerably, evidenced not only by its growing presence in peer-
reviewed theological publications but also by its increasing incorporation
into popular religious discourse and biblical counseling contexts.* This
dual visibility underscores the field’s significance and its growing influence.
Further, institutions such as Baylor University, the University of Aberdeen,
Boston University, Princeton Theological Seminary, and Union Theological
Seminary host faculty and offer courses that contribute to the ongoing
development of the field of trauma theology.’ This section will provide some
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introductory comments on three interrelated subjects: (1) trauma, (2)
trauma theology, and (3) trauma theology in literature and counseling.

1. What is Trauma?

If trauma is the lens by which trauma theologians read and reinterpret
Scripture, a basic understanding of trauma is essential. Generally, trauma
may be described in a medical or a psychological sense. The medical usage
relates to physical injuries or wounds involving observable organic damage.
By contrast, the psychological use of trauma indicates mental, emotional,
behavioral, and physical effects arising from the experience of terror and
horror.® A person’s body is always involved in psychological trauma as
the body mediates the experience of the soul.” This article refers to the
psychological use of the word.

Defining Trauma®

Serene Jones describes a traumatic event as, “one in which a person or
persons perceives themselves or others as threatened by an external force
that seeks to annihilate them and against which they are unable to resist
and which overwhelms their capacity to cope The inability to cope
manifests in involuntarily reliving the event through intrusive memories,
flashbacks, nightmares, and disturbed emotional states. In sum, trauma
has four elements: (1) the experience of a life-threatening event; (2) the
inability to adequately fight back or escape; (3) the threat overwhelming
personal resources; (4) the initial experience being relived in life-distressing
forms."” In essence trauma refers to the experience of overwhelming events
that results in a specific range of disturbing and persistent effects."" Two
questions naturally follow; what makes an event overwhelming? And what
are the disturbing and persistent effects of trauma?

What Makes an Event Overwhelming?

Psychiatrist Judith Herman summarizes, “the salient characteristic of
the traumatic event is its power to inspire helplessness and terror”'? In
other words, “Trauma is the response to a deeply distressing or disturbing
event that overwhelms an individual’s ability to cope, causes feelings of
helplessness, diminishes their sense of self and their ability to feel the full
range of emotions and experiences””® Events may overwhelm a person

158



Mapping Doctrinal Drift in Biblical Counseling

because of the magnitude of the danger, the powerlessness of the person,
and the lack of resources for restoration.'* The experience of trouble largely
depends on a person’s own interpretation of the danger. When a person
feels that he no longer has the capacity to endure or recover, traumatic effect
is likely.

What are the Disturbing and Persistent Effects of Trauma?

Events become traumatic because they “produce profound and lasting
changes in physiological arousal, emotion, cognition, and memory”"
Herman describes the “lasting changes” with “two contradictory responses
of intrusion and constriction.”® Intrusion indicates reliving the original
overwhelming event in flashbacks and nightmares. Constriction points
to paralyzing effects like freezing, numbed emotions, and hopelessness."”
Often, the lasting effects of trauma are diagnosed by psychologists and
psychiatrists as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). The Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Fifth Edition (DSM-S) provides
a set of criteria for PT'SD that list four key enduring responses after exposure
to an overwhelming event. The persistent responses include (1) presence
of at least one intrusive symptom associated with the traumatic event, (2)
“persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the traumatic event,” (3)
“negative alterations in cognitions and mood associated with the traumatic
event,” and (4) “marked alterations in arousal and reactivity associated with
the traumatic event.”'® The DSM-S requires that the traumatic event cause
significant sequalae and endure over time."”

2. What is Trauma Theology?

Trauma theology, then, may be defined as, “a theological discipline that seeks
to both do theological justice to traumatic experiences and also to reimagine
theologies in the light of such experiences.”*’ Trauma theology is a discipline
constituted by particular goals and methodologies. The trauma theologian’s
primary goal is to construct reimagined theologies in the wake of traumatic
experiences.”’ This differs from a systematic theologian’s goal, which might
be present a work that “answer[s] the question: What are Christians to
believe, do, and be today, in light of all that Scripture affirms regarding any
particular doctrine?”® Trauma theology answers the question: How can
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I reimagine Scripture to answer the questions that trauma raises for the
Christian? This section notes key contributions of three trauma theologians.

Serene Jones

In her book, Trauma and Grace, Serene Jones, former Yale University
professor and current president of Union Theological Seminary, reflects
on the way her extended engagement with trauma literature has shaped her
interpretation of Scripture.”® She now conceives of the Bible as “one long
series of traumatic events and accounts of how people struggle to speak
about God in the face of them.”” Beyond mere reading, Jones seeks to
apply the biblical text in ways that are sensitive to the presence and impact
of trauma. While she affirms the grace present in Scripture, she devotes
significant attention to helping others recognize both the trauma embedded
in biblical narratives and the potential harm of engaging Scripture without
trauma sensitivity. Jones aims to equip the church in reaching suffering
people “in the cold space of [their] distress,” helping those “whose hearts
and minds have been wounded by violence” to “feel and know the redeeming
power of God’s grace.”* In sum, Jones aims to explore the ways personal and
communal trauma challenges one’s theological understandings, especially in
light of the disruptive effects of trauma.

Shelly Rambo

In the 1990 at Yale University, Shelly Rambo studied with other scholars
whose work took place at the intersection of psychology and literature,
namely around post-World War II suffering. Interested in the connection
between literature and theology, Rambo determined that theology “needed
to pay attention to these dimensions of human experience.””® Now Assistant
Professor of Theology at Boston University, Rambo works as a trauma
theologian to create new theological categories and language to meet the
challenge trauma brings to theology. She expresses this challenge in her
book, Spirit and Trauma, as she writes, “Trauma forces us beyond a familiar
theological paradigm of life and death, and places us, instead, on the razed
terrain of what remains. Trauma presses theologians to seek new language
to express God’s relationship to the world”” In this, she advocates for
trauma theology, which does the shared theological work of answering
questions of theological suffering yet calls for “a distinctive theological
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articulation””® Trauma theologians argue “that trauma poses unique
challenges, transforming the discourse about suffering, God, redemption,
and theological anthropology in significant ways.”*® In other words, trauma
challenges theological categories and cannot be confined to the fields of
counseling or psychology. This line of thinking is why Rambo argues for
trauma studies, because trauma studies “had broadened to present profound
challenges to epistemology, constructions of the self, and theological
understandings of time”* In sum, Rambo argues that trauma is so
disruptive to individuals and to theological constructs that a new discipline

of constructive theology, namely trauma theology, must be employed.*!

Karen O’Donnell

Personal tragedy led trauma theologian Karen O’Donnell to develop her
thinking in this field.*” In the wake of loss, O’Donnell pled for answers.*
“Why did God let this happen to me? The theology I knew gave me no
answers,” she determined.** “Her experience of surviving and healing from
trauma led O’Donnell to examine theologies of trauma and prompted her
to write her own trauma theology as a ‘survivor’s gift that is offered as both
a comfort and a challenge’”** For O’Donnell, trauma theology helped her
to answer the difficult questions that arose from her trauma, for trauma
theology deals in lived experience.

As discussed in the previous section, trauma refers to the experience
of overwhelming events that results in a specific range of disturbing and
persistent effects.** One of the most common effects of trauma is reliving
the traumatic event. In interacting with a story of a woman named Leah who
struggled to be in church due to the effects of trauma, O’Donnell writes, “as
trauma theologians, we recognise Leah’s story as one that is all too common.
What is needed here is a clearer understanding that the church can often
be a difficult place for traumatised people to navigate.”” Further, trauma
theology seeks to reimagine theology in such a way that it is acceptable and
applicable to trauma survivors. Many trauma theologians consider trauma
theology a form of practical theology, which, “seeks to engage critically with
the dissonance between theology and lived reality.*® In other words, trauma
ruptures experience, including one’s experience with theology in such a way
that new, sufficient answers must be found.
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In sum, O’Donnell defines trauma theology as:

a theological discipline that seeks to both do theological justice to traumatic
experiences and also to reimagine theologies in the light of such experiences.
Whilst suffering has always been of interest to Christian theology, trauma
theology distinguishes between suffering and trauma, noting the specific
impact trauma has on the embodied life of trauma survivors. Envisioning
trauma experience as an earthquake that shatters theological landscapes,
trauma theology sees its work as that of construction of reimagined theologies

in the wake of these experiences.*

Trauma Theology Differs from Trauma-informed Theology

While trauma theology is constructive and doctrinal, trauma-informed
theology is pastoral and practical. Trauma-informed theologians do not seek
to reimagine traditional Christian doctrines but rather work to ensure that
the application of theology and the presentation of biblical texts are safe
for trauma survivors. In other words, trauma-informed theologians, pastors,
and counselors aim to adapt Christian teaching to make it more palatable for
those who will be unable to bear a typical presentation. In this, “a trauma-
informed church will, by necessity, produce trauma-informed pastoral care
that is sensitive to the experiences and needs of trauma survivors”*

While the aims and scope of trauma-informed theology differ
from trauma theology, the former is firmly rooted in the Ilatter.
As O’Donnell observes, “such pastoral care will need to be grounded in
accessible trauma-sensitive theology and in congregational attitudes that are
willing to reflect critically on beliefs and undertake the work of reimagining
them in the light of trauma experiences.” In this sense, trauma-informed
theology represents the practical extension of trauma theology. Without
conceptual categories and theological grounding, the practical applications
of trauma-informed theology would be untethered from theory and too
abstract to be useful. This paper treats trauma theology and trauma-informed
theology together, despite their differences, because both recognize the
ways trauma disrupts an individual’s understanding of God and Scripture,
and both aim to establish new pathways for engaging Christianity that do
not retraumatize survivors.
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3. Trauma Theology in Literature and Counseling

As review, trauma theologians call for “a distinctive theological articulation”
of trauma’s relationship to the Bible.* Trauma theologians read the Bible as

trauma literature.® Further, biblical counselors informed by trauma theology

see trauma all over the Bible.** From Genesis to Revelation, the biblical

volumes have been read and exposited through a trauma lens.* Perhaps the

most common reference to trauma in Scripture is the cross of Christ. Rather

than seeing the cross of Christ as the redemption of souls and the finished

work of Christ, trauma theologians and trauma informed theologians use

the cross as the primary link between God and human suffering.

Jesus as Traumatized*®

Both academic and popular pieces identify the cross as trauma in order to
advocate for a trauma-sensitive reading of scripture. More importantly, those
who read the cross as trauma want to present Jesus Christ as the sympathetic
high priest who can relate to his people in their trauma.

Theological sources from trauma theologians promote the Bible as trauma
literature and employ a trauma hermeneutic as the authors interpret Christ’s
cross as trauma. OT scholar David Carr calls the cross is “Christianity’s
founding trauma” and “a sign of trauma.” This trauma is “faced by God
alongside us.”*” Carr reads trauma throughout the Scripture and concludes
that “the Jewish and Christian Bibles both emerged as responses to suffering,
particularly group suffering”*® Carr notes that “the cross of Jesus, of course,
is just one of many painful episodes that fed into the Bible.* According
to Carr, both the Jewish and Christian texts call followers to “catastrophe as
a path forward.” Jesus’s call to “take up your cross and follow me,” epitomizes
the call to a path of suffering for Christians.

Likewise, Serene Jones identifies the cross a “horribly torturous,
traumatic death.” Jesus “doesn’t protect himself in some supernatural way
so that he doesn’t experience the trauma. He’s totally traumatized by it.”*°
And yet, Jones argues that love helps Christ on the cross. She continues, “On
the cross, Jesus is consumed by violence, sin, and yet he (Jesus and God)
does not let it conquer love ... Jesus wasn’t up there saying, ‘torture me; I'm
going to endure this and still be faithful to God. No, it’s more about the
horror of the violence and persistence of love.®! Jones draws out the theme
of Jesus’ love for his people in order to “make theological sense of what
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happened on the cross in a way that speaks to the experience of traumatized
victims without glorifying violence.”* Jones draws her readers eyes off of
their own broken selves to “gaze up at this dying body.” She asks survivors
to “find comfort in it, to desire its goodness, to embrace its hope. We are
compelled deep within to believe that in the throes of this traumatic event,
God uniquely meets humanity in the fullness of love and offers to us the
grace of life abundant.”

Several popular authors writing for counselors and those serving trauma
survivors also read the cross as trauma. Diane Langberg, a counselor who
has studied trauma and worked with trauma survivors for more than
forty years, wrote an oft-quoted book on trauma and theology, Suffering
and the Heart of God. In it Langberg twice says, “The Crucified is the One
most traumatized.”** Both times she repeats this sentence, she aims to
communicate the sympathetic nature of Christ. Langberg knows and has
seen the horrific effects of trauma on countless lives. She writes that Jesus
continues to be traumatized in order to make sure her readers know that
Jesus himself understands human suffering.

Todd Stryd writes so that traumatized people might reject trauma
as their identity and find comfort in Christ.®® Traumatized people can
fully connect with Jesus, whom he calls Jesus both “trauma victim” and
“trauma survivor.”*® Because Jesus was “made like his brothers and sisters in
every way, Styrd argues that “Jesus’s incarnation was an incarnation into a
traumatizing existence.” Styrd grounds his argument in the cross as Jesus was
“betrayed, forsaken, brutalized, violated, mocked, and exploited.” Yet, Styrd
looks beyond the cross to the resurrection calling Jesus “the consummate
trauma survivor.” He then calls trauma survivors to follow Christ in healing
as they “follow his path of righteous defiance.”’

Other popular level authors reference the cross as trauma calling for
survivors hope in Christ and to call those who care for survivors to do so
with care.®® Steve Midgely asserts that though “all the traumas of the Bible
climax here,” and that Jesus “experienced traumatic events” “beyond doubt.”®
He calls sufferers to see a suffering, yet victorious savior. Kelly Simpson
points to Jesus as the best example of “trauma stewardship,” because he
never despaired or lost hope. Though he “struggled through his own trauma”
Simpson asserts that Jesus was a good steward of his pain. She calls
Christians to follow Jesus in trauma stewardship.®’
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This section has provided groundwork for the rest of the paper by offering
a framework for understanding trauma, introducing trauma theology and its
key contributors, and demonstrating how trauma theology appears in “cross
as trauma” literature. Next, I will explore classical Christianity by particularly
addressing areas that trauma theology critiques.

SoLID GROUND: THE CLASSICAL CONFESSION OF THE PERSON AND
‘WORK OF CHRIST

Theology is the work of Christians. Theology coheres as Christians put
together all that the Bible teaches “in terms of application, logical coherence,
and metaphysical entailments in light of the church’s tradition and
contemporary questions, as it draws out theological judgments for today,
consistent with the bible’s own presentation across the entire Canon.”"'
Christology, the theology about Jesus Christ, was largely developed by the
early church at the Councils of Nicaea and Chalcedon. This section will pick
up and expand on three key components of the Chalcedonian definition that
are called into question by trauma theology. These Christological anchors
are Jesus as (1) “truly God and truly man,” (2) “for us men and for our
salvation,” (3) “recognized in two natures ... not as parted or separated into
two persons, but one and the same Son and Only-begotten God the Word,
Lord Jesus Christ.”®* These three foundational pieces will be discussed in
light of the cross-as-trauma rhetoric.

Truly God

Jesus Christ is truly man, but not merely man.® The one Person of the divine
Son is not a mere man, but the person of the divine Son who takes on a true
human nature “consisting of reasonable body and soul.”® This point serves
as the crucial, foundational basis of the person and work of Christ. In every
moment of Jesus’ life, he acted in his human nature, yet he remained truly
God. This means that the person of the divine Son suffered, bled, and died
as a man. When trauma theologians look at the cross, they see an event that
throws theology into question. For Serene Jones, trinitarian formulation is
edited by the cross. “The doctrine of the Trinity rose from how we think
about the fact that this Jesus who died on the cross is also God and God
didn’t die, but Jesus died, so who is God?”* Elsewhere she explains, “the
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Trinitarian God, who eternally loves this world, comes into this world as a
person... [ but] this one who comes, Jesus Christ, ishung upon a cross to die.”®
Jones then points out the implications of such a statement with a question.
“What happens when this one who exists eternally in the Godhead and yet
occupies our humanness dies a very human death? God refuses to turn from
us, even in the most brutal grip of tortured death and divine abandonment,
and instead takes death into Godself””” Jones’ question and answer indicates
a trauma theology constructed from a human view of what happens on the
cross rather than a view of the cross beginning with an understanding of who
hangs there. The divine Person of the Son suffers on the cross according to
his human nature. Steven Duby explains that texts like Acts 20:28 ground
the “efficacy of Christ’s suffering ... in it belonging to a person who is both
human and divine.”® Biblical Christology seeks to understand the cross
considering the person and work of Christ, not the human interpretation of
the cross. A Wellum notes, “a biblical Christology, then, will stand in direct
contrast to most contemporary Christologies that view Christ primarily in
human terms, reducing and denuding his uniqueness and making him more
congenial to our postmodern and religiously pluralistic age.”® The doctrine
of God and the identity of the God-man must govern one’s understanding of
the cross in order to arrive at biblical conclusions.

And Truly Man

Jesus was truly God and truly man. Though Jesus’ humanity is totally like
ours, he remains different than other humans as the human nature assumed
by the divine Son is fully human, unfallen, and sinless.” So, though Jesus is
fully human, it is still the person of the divine Son who acts humanly. Aaron
Riches explains, “Jesus is fully human in the ontological and metaphysical
sense, but his mode of being human is uniquely that of the divine Son.””!
This means that Jesus perfectly obeys the Father throughout his life (Heb
4:15). Turretin, commenting on how Jesus suffers, reminds readers that on
the cross, “he might be destitute of the ineffable consolation and joy which
arises from a sense of God’s paternal love and the beatific vision of his
countenance (Ps. 16); but not as to “the affection of righteousness” because
he felt nothing inordinate in himself which would tend to desperation,
impatience or blasphemy against God.””? In synthesizing Jesus’ experience of
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the cross, trauma theologians assume Jesus’ reactions to be like ours. David
Wells argues against this idea.

It is then assumed that to be human, Christ must be as fallible as we are,
as confused, as filled with doubts, as unsure about the future, as agnostic about
the purposes and plans of God, as diffident and about the possibilities of
knowing God, and as baffled about ethical norms and the possibility of
absolutes period to present a Christ who is the exegesis of God’s character
and plans, who acts and speaks as God, who knows from whence he came
and why, and who did on the cross what only God could do is, it is argued, to

present a Christ who is not human!”

The Christ who suffered and died on the cross suffered and died as a
true man. Scripture makes this very clear, for only the God-man could
redeem a sinful race.”*

For Us Men and For Our Salvation

Just as the doctrine of God grounds a biblical understanding of the cross,
the storyline of Scripture serves as the foundational reason for the cross.
Traditionally, the storyline of the Bible is explained in four plot movements:
creation, fall, redemption, and new creation.” These four elements form a
plot arc with inherent tension. God created man in his image to know and
glorify him. Yet, man rebels against God and sins and “the wages of sin is
death,” (Rom 6:23). No man is able to save himself from sin or death. With
this question asked, “we can now take the Bible’s covenantal storyline and
see how it identifies who Christ is. If we step back and ask, Who is able to
fulfill all God’s promises, inaugurate his saving rule in this world, and achieve
the full forgiveness of sin? The answer: God alone.”’® Trauma theologians see
the cross as Jesus” expressions of divine sympathy, forgetting the primary
purpose of the cross: to redeem sinners.”

These and other truths serve as the biblical foundations that trauma
theology tends to overlook.” Classical Christology, by contrast, maintains
a close connection to the doctrine of the person and work of Christ,
emphasizing the continuity preserved through the Chalcedonian definition.
Nevertheless, deviations from this tradition have emerged, with trauma
theology representing one such development.
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DETOURS AND DEVIATIONS: THEOLOGICAL MOVEMENTS
TowARD DISLOCATION

As discussed, theological views shift over time as theologians interact
with the world around them. Stephen Wellum explains, “Beginning
with the Enlightenment and continuing through modernism and now
postmodernism, the intellectual rules that determine how people think the
world works and what is possible have shifted away from historic Christianity
to deny its basic theological convictions.”” In this way, many divergent
theologies have arisen in the centuries between Chalcedon and today.
Trauma theology is one such derivative. But, what are the roots of trauma
theology? This section will trace the movement towards trauma theology
from the post-World War II suffering theology of Jiirgen Moltmann, through
the rise of feminist theology in the 1970’s-1990’, to the trauma theology
of today.

Post-World War II Theology

Jirgen Moltmann lived as a prisoner of war in European camps throughout
1945-1947.%° After he was released, he returned his country left to deal
with the physical and spiritual aftermath. Moltmann relates his experience,
“shattered and broken, the survivors of my generation were then returning
from camps and hospitals to the lecture room.”* What would the academics
and theologians say in the wake of their experiences? Moltmann concludes,
“A theology which did not speak of God in the sight of the one who was
abandoned and crucified would have had nothing to say to us then®* In
light of Moltmann’s suffering, he wants a God who both witnesses suffering
and suffers himself. According to Moltmann, God does suffer. He argues,
“God is, God is in us, God suffers in us, where love suffers. We participate
in the trinitarian process of God’s history. Just as we participate actively
and passively in the suffering of God, so too we will participate in the joy
of God wherever we love and pray and hope. In this sense God is the great
companion — the fellow-sufferer, who understands.”® Though Moltmann’s
portrayal of God is sympathetic, it also discloses a panentheistic theology.**
A panentheistic God contains everything within himself, but only in his
experience, not his essence.®* Panentheism represents theological lines
of reasoning that collapse distinctions between God as Creator and his
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creation. Panentheism implies a passible God who can suffer along with his
creation, as his creation is within him.

This suffering God appeals to Shelly Rambo, who cites post-World War II
theology as the beginning of her experience with trauma theology.

I remember as a master’s student going to these brown-bag lunches hosted
by the Yale Psychiatric Institute, at which ... clinicians were offering open
sessions to the public to discuss their clinical work with Holocaust survivors
... If you look at the history of trauma studies, that time at Yale University was
very pivotal ... Trauma studies were expanding to include different mediums
(clinical discourse, video), as well as different forms of writing (poetry,
literature, theory) ... Adding something about trauma studies, I think the
history of trauma studies is so interesting, because it is only about one hundred
years old. Suffering has always been around. The question is how we attend to it.
The discourse of trauma emerges in psychoanalytic theory in the nineteenth
century and is connected to the study of war (much of the data grows from a

study of combat victims and their symptoms).*

In other words, trauma’s link with war and the effects of war created an
environment with amenable conditions for the rise of trauma theology after
World War IL.¥ Moltmann and other theologians of the 20" century shared
an inclination to require rethinking of theological categories considering
catastrophic suffering. Their work led to an increased willingness to let
trauma alter theological frameworks.

Feminist Theology

Trauma theology follows feminist theology through the open door of
post-World War II suffering theology. As post-war theologians attempted
to answer the questions of historic and collective evil, emerging feminist
theologians followed close behind, seeking to get answers to their own
questions about collective and systemic wrongs. “One can summarise the
definition of feminist theology as the critical, contextual, constructive, and
creative re-reading and re-writing of Christian theology”® Like post-war
theology, feminist theology seeks “re-read” and “re-write” theology in light
of personal experiences. As post-war theologian saw catastrophic, historical
suffering as grounds to re-interpret Scripture. Similarly, “The uniqueness
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of feminist theology, according to most feminists, is in claiming women’s
experience as the foundation of theological reflection Significant
experience, seemingly under-represented by Scripture, have called these
theologians to revise classical doctrine.

Trauma would be the next significant area of experience seemingly
underrepresented by Scripture. “The lineage of ‘trauma theology’ is
deeply feminist,” explains Rambo. “There was no stated break from one to
pursue the other. While we were gathered around trauma, it was our shared
feminist commitments that made us think that theology shaped women’s
lives in particular ways, and not always for the better” These shared
experiences called for a re-thinking of doctrine that would allow sufferers
to account for their experiences. “Trauma theories” like feminist theologies,

“track the undertow of traditions and their impact on those who are afforded
less representation. Analysis of trauma offers a way of accounting.”"

The genealogy of trauma theology can be traced with reasonable clarity. In
the aftermath of World War II, theologians such as Jirgen Moltmann, sought
to reconfigure theology in light of the horrific suffering of the Holocaust.
Their work was followed by feminist theologians, who sought liberation
from systemic forms of oppression. Trauma theology emerges at the
intersection of these movements. In this sense, it represents the convergence
of two theologies grounded in human experience. As with most historical
studies of theology, tracing such origins inevitably risks oversimplification
by overlooking the diverse figures and dynamics involved. Nevertheless,
the effort remains valuable insofar as it equips future Christians to remain
doctrinally grounded.

THE RETURN PATH: AWAY FROM TRAUMA CHRISTOLOGY, TOWARD
ORTHODOX CHRISTOLOGY

How should those influenced by trauma theology find their way back to solid
ground? Wellum provides an answer in the categories of “Christology from
above” and “Christology from below.” He explains, “Christology from above
starts with the triune God of Scripture and his word, and it seeks to identify
Jesus’s person and work from within the truth of Scripture” On the other
hand, Christology from below attempts “to do Christology from the vantage
point of historical-critical research, independent of a commitment to the full
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authority of Scripture and a Christian-theistic worldview.”” This distinction
helps readers to identify the problems with Christology from below, which
is a distinctive of trauma theology. Christology from below “fails to ground
the uniqueness and universal significance of Jesus because it removes him
from the Bible’s storyline and interpretive framework.”™ This is key for
understanding trauma. This final section will respond to trauma theologians’
claim that Jesus was traumatized by presenting the NT’s presentation of the
cross. Though simple, this example is a model of Christology from above as
it clearly situates the cross within the NT’s own interpretation of the cross.
After all, “to know who Jesus is and to speak rightly of him, the church, from
its first days, has done Christology from above, namely, from the vantage
point of Scripture.”*®

The Bible presents the cross of Christ as the means by which God redeems
his people through the work of his Son. The cross is described in the NT
as redemption, obedience, sacrifice, reconciliation, justification, victory,
moral example, and the glory and wisdom of God.”® Though there are more
views of the cross presented in Scripture, there are six that are specifically
relevant to this discussion.

First, the cross of Christ is the way God redeems his people. In salvation,
we understand that Jesus gave himself as a ransom for us all (1 Tim 2:5-6).
Galatians 3:13 states that, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by
becoming a curse for us.” Jesus redeemed us by paying the penalty for our sin.
It was on the cross that he bought back his people with his own blood.
Remember that the redemption was necessary because of sin. Wellum
also asks, “How could God remain just and the justifier of the ungodly?
In Scripture, this question drives the Bible’s redemptive story.””” The answer
to this question is found in the person of Jesus Christ who acts to redeem
his people.

Second, the cross of Christ is presented as an act of Christ’s obedience.
Romans 5:19 compares Adam’s disobedience, which made all men sinners,
with Jesus’ obedience, which by his obedience to God the Father on the cross
makes many righteous. Philippians 2 extols the obedience of Jesus as it says,

“he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death
on a cross” (Phil 2:8). Where man failed, Jesus succeeded in obeying God
for his people. Jesus demonstrated his will, or volition, in going to the cross,
for it was an act of true obedience. “This death and this suffering, unlike all
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of our human examples of death and suffering, is uniquely and freely willed in
order to destroy humanity’s servitude to sin.”*® Jesus chose the woeful cross
in perfect obedience to his Father.

Third, Jesus’ cross was an act of sacrifice. The price for human sin has
always been death (Rom 3:23). Set against the backdrop of the OT and the
Levitical Priesthood, Jesus offers himself as the sacrifice that would cleanse
his people once and for all. The OT Israelite priests had to continually make
sacrifices for themselves and the people they represented. “But as it is, he has
appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice
of himself” (Heb 9:26b). In love, Jesus sacrificed himself to save his people.
He knew what he was doing as he died on the cross, “having loved his own
who were in the world, he loved them to the end” (John 13:1b).

Fourth, Jesus’ cross was an act of reconciliation, which made peace
between God and man (Rom 5:1-5). Reconciliation is a Pauline concept
that encompasses other relational aspects like making peace, granting access,
and being brought near.” Reconciliation implies a prior relationship that has
been broken and is now restored. Jesus makes peace between God and man,
and between people, by the blood of his cross (Col 1:19-20).

Fifth, the cross stands as the reason for justification. Justification
is “a mighty act of God by which he declares sinful people not guilty but
righteous instead. He does so by imputing, or crediting, the perfect
righteousness of Christ to them.”'® First, God thinks of our sins as forgiven.
When Jesus took our sins on himself, our very sins and their legal
ramifications left us and rested on his shoulders (1 Peter 2:24). However,
we also need a declaration of righteousness, which comes through the cross.
Paul, in 2 Corinthians 5:21 proclaims, “For our sake he made him to be sin
who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”
Justification is the legal action of God where Christians are both forgiven

and declared righteous.

Sixth, the cross is victory over evil. The cross fulfills the crushing of
Satan foreshadowed in Genesis 3:15. Though not all elements of Christ’s
victory are fully realized, the cross of Christ secures triumph over evil.
Truly, “what the New Testament affirms, in its own uninhibited way, is
that at the cross Jesus disarmed and triumphed over the devil, and all the
“principalities and powers” at his command.”**' Jesus’ cross did not look like
victory to onlookers. Indeed, some still see his cross as trauma because of
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its horrific nature.'® It is likely that most readers of the crucifixion account
would have been traumatized by the event. But John Stott sees the cross of
Christ another way. “Look at him there ... What looks like (and indeed was)
the defeat of goodness by evil is also, and more certainly, the defeat of
evil by goodness. Crushed by the ruthless power of Rome, he was himself
crushing the serpent’s head (Gen 3:15).”'® As Colossians 2:15 affirms, God
disarmed the evil powers of this world by triumphing over them in Christ.
Jesus secured victory over evil at the cross.

Lastly, the Bible sees the cross as the glory of Christ and the wisdom
of God. The gospel writer John refers to Jesus as both lifted up and glorified
(John 3:14, 12:23). “The lifting up and the glorification both refer to
the cross. The positive terms used for Jesus’ death indicate that it is the
pathway to his exaltation and glorification. Jesus is exalted not despite
the cross, but precisely because of it” '** Further, Paul writes about Christ
crucified as the wisdom and power of God in 1 Corinthians 1. He does
this because in God’s immense power and wisdom, he determined that the
crucified Christ would be the means by which he saves his people. In all these
descriptions of the cross, not one of them highlights the negative impacts of
the cross. To be sure, Jesus suffered and died on the cross, but reading the
narratives of the cross event in light of a broader biblical theology of God’s
plan of redemption prevents readers from bifurcating the cross and its life-
giving effects. Christ’s work on the cross must be viewed not simply from a
human standpoint, but from the point of view of Scripture. '

The church knows that she can correctly identify who Jesus is only by
placing him in the context of the Bible’s storyline, teaching, and worldview.
In fact, any attempt to do Christology by some other means leads only to a
Jesus of our own imagination.'®®

CONCLUSION

I have argued that trauma theology, emerging from the divergent traditions
of liberation and feminist theology, represents a significant departure
from classical Christianity and, while it may inform biblical counseling
on trauma, it should be critically engaged and not allowed to supplant
classical Christology. The thesis was advanced through four movements:
(1) make a general presentation of trauma theology (2) contrasted with
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classical Christology (3) and to describe the historical path from classical
Christology to trauma theology (4) and the subsequent effects of trauma
theology in biblical counseling.

Trauma theology seeks to present a sympathetic savior to those who suffer,
portraying Jesus as kind, loving, and compassionate. Yet, in this framework,
Jesus lacks the power to deliver his followers from sin and suffering.
By contrast, the Jesus of Scripture not only offers compassion but also
possesses the authority to end suffering itself. As sufferers, we require more
than consolation; we need deliverance. Indeed, “the true power of divine
compassion is inextricably linked to the cross, where the suffering servant
defeats the sources that first introduced suffering to the world.”'”” Christian
hope rests in the finished work of Christ on the cross, which secures victory
over sin and death. Trauma survivors need not merely a sympathetic
companion but the incarnate Son of God who demonstrates both authority
and power to deliver his people.
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