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We have been publishing STEPS since 1990. That’s almost 17 years. In that time we have 
published one issue on domestic violence and one issue on spiritual abuse—and we have 
explored a number of topics related to recovery from trauma such as shame, perfection-
ism and the like. But we really haven’t talked about trauma and abuse that much. It’s a 
difficult topic. Apparently even the NACR doesn’t give it the attention it deserves! We 
understand how painful, disorienting and challenging it can be to talk about this subject. 
It is a topic full of controversy and full of very personal pain. But talk we must. It is our 
prayer that the two articles in this issue will remind all of us how important it is to tell the 
truth about trauma and abuse. In the process it is our prayer that God will grant you the 
serenity, courage and wisdom you need this day.
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How Churches Can Help People 
Who have Been Abused

To Our Readers

People who have been abused still hear things at church such as, 
“If you just forgive your abuser, healing will come.” or “It’s been 
a long time now, why don’t you just put it behind you.” or “You 

need to leave it at the foot of the cross.” or “Have you prayed about 
it?” All of these hurtful comments reflect a profound ignorance of the 
complexity of the recovery process. They are almost certain to increase 
the suffering of abused persons. The Christian community does not, 
however, need to be a part of the problem. It can be part of the solution. 
There are things we can stop doing that will help. And there are also 
some things we can start doing that would make a difference. 

Let’s begin with a few things we can stop doing. First we can stop 
presuming that being a Christian provides us with any immunity from 
being either an abuser or an abused person. There is no such immunity. 
Abuse is a huge problem and it is our problem. It is not just a problem 
for people “out there.”

Second, we can stop our silence about abuse. There are lots of 
understandable reasons for not talking about abuse. Abuse is confusing, 
terrifying, and disorienting. But these are not good enough reasons for 
our silence. We need to become the kind of people—and the kind of 
communities—that have a robust capacity for talking about things that 
are difficult to talk about. 

Third, we can stop retelling stories of abuse in ways that protect 
abusers. It is common to hear leaders in the Christian community talk 
as if people who have been abused are somehow responsible for the 
abuse. Or that abusers just “made a mistake.” Or that we shouldn’t talk 
about this because we are all sinners. These deflections, minimizations, 
and blame-the-victim tactics are part of the problem. They revictimize 
people who have been abused and make the healing process much more 
difficult for both the abused and the abuser.

There are many other things we can stop doing. Fortunately, there 
are also many, many things the Christian community could start doing 
to become more helpful. Some are simple things—demanding little in 
either human or economic resources. Others are much more demanding. 
My suggestion is to pick one thing that might move your congregation 
in the right direction and to do that one thing—no matter how small a 
movement it may seem. Here are just a few possibilities:

by Dale Ryan
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Welcome into your church people who have been abused. Trust does 
not come easy for people who have been abused. Thank them when they 
share part of their story. In all probability a third of the people present at 
any church gathering have experienced some form of abuse. Find some 
way to acknowledge this. If a third of your congregation had cancer, you 
would say something. If a third of your congregation were unemployed, 
you would talk about it. So say something about abuse.

 
Tell the truth on Mother’s Day and Father’s Day. These can be very 
difficult days for people who have been abused. If all you do is mirror 
a kind of Hallmark card/Norman Rockwell version of how wonderful 
parents are, a third of your audience will probably dissociate. There is no 
good reason not to tell the truth. Some parents were hurtful parents. We 
do not celebrate abusive mothers on Mother’s Day; we celebrate God’s 
good intentions for motherhood. And even as we celebrate we can grieve 
how often we miss the grace-fullness of God’s intentions. And we can 
pray for healing for those who have been harmed by parents.

 
Start a Bible study about abuse. Possible resources include Recovery from 
Abuse, Recovery from Spiritual Abuse and Recovery from Shame by Dale 
and Juanita Ryan. These studies are available free from library at the 
NACR web site (www.nacronline.com). A Bible study about abuse can 
be helpful both for those who have been abused and for others who want 
to better understand how to be helpful to those who have been abused.

 
Develop policies and procedures for abuse situations and educate 
leadership about legal obligations. Every congregation should have a 
clear set of policies about how to handle abuse. Policies should include 
reporting procedures, legal obligations of staff members, guidelines 
for responding to people who report abuse, guidelines for responding 
to people accused of abuse and guidelines for interacting with church 
leadership, community leaders, the press, and others.  

Create an annual congregationwide event. Set an annual week to 
emphasize child abuse. Preach on it. Feature a local organization that 
helps abused kids, invite the executive director to Sunday services, and 
publicly thank them for what they do. Distribute a list of local resources. 
Do prevention workshops. Do special programming that week in all 
Christian education programs. Have a moment of silence for children 
who have been abused in your community. 

Support foster-care programs. Do something to thank foster parents in 
your community. Ask them to come to your congregation and tell their 
stories. Invite them to a picnic to honor their efforts on behalf of abused 
kids. Encourage families in the congregation to consider becoming foster 
parents. Continued on back cover

Change is possible. The 
Christian community 
does not need to be a 
part of the problem. 
It can be part of the 
solution. 
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I am a survivor of childhood trauma. I am also a therapist who works 
with men and women who are survivors of childhood trauma of all 
kinds. So what I will share in this article comes out of my personal 

recovery journey and is enriched by the stories of others who have al-
lowed me the honor of sharing some part of their journey.

What I will discuss here is one model for understanding the processes 
involved in recovery of this kind. This particular model focuses on the 
process of integration. We often think of healing as a journey toward 
wholeness. Moving toward wholeness involves gathering up all the frag-
mented pieces of our lives and of our selves and bringing them back to-
gether. Part of what happens in childhood trauma is that we instinctively 
do whatever we need to do to push away from the pain that is being 
inflicted on our developing sense of self. If we push away long enough 
and hard enough, we begin to disown parts of our experience and even 
parts of ourselves. Disowning our experience and ourselves includes any-
thing from forgetting what happened, to knowing what happened but 
convincing ourselves that it wasn’t so bad or that it didn’t have any long-
term impact.

 This model assumes that major unresolved trauma of any kind in 
childhood leaves us with internal states that are separated from each other 
and often in conflict with each other. In particular we will look at three 
internal states or senses of ourselves. These three internal selves include a 
wounded self, a judgmental self and an observing, compassionate self.

Recovery from childhood trauma involves owning the experiences we 
have disowned. It includes owning parts of ourselves that we continue to 

Recovery from
Childhood Trauma

by Juanita Ryan
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want to push away. This is a painful process because it means that we will 
need to embrace painful realities. Everything in us (and often around 
us) tells us that this is not the right path to take. But it is always truth, 
no matter how painful, that frees us. Embracing our life experiences and 
their ongoing impact on us is the path to freedom and wholeness.

The Wounded Self

The wounded self is the part of us that carries most of the shame, 
fear and despair that were generated at the time(s) of the trauma we 

experienced. Children have a very limited perspective on events in their 
lives and most often interpret any negative experience as their fault and 
as evidence that there is something wrong with them.

Because we are talking about trauma that occured in childhood, we 
often experience this wounded part of ourselves as a child self. This part 
of us will usually have the mindset of a child about the age we were 
when we were traumatized. So this part of us may be three years old or 
thirteen years old. Or, if we experienced ongoing abuse or trauma, we 
may experience this part of us as being at different ages and stages of 
development.

Before we begin our recovery journey, and early on in this journey, 
this part of ourselves may be in hiding most of the time. Because we 
have unknowingly pushed away from the pain we once experienced and 
from its impact on our lives, this part of us has been pushed into hiding. 
The problem is, of course, that even though this part exists outside our 
awareness, it has a great deal of power in our lives. In fact, because it ex-
ists outside our awareness, it has greater power than it would if we were 
more aware of its presence. 

This is the part of us that is insecure and reactive. This part of us usu-
ally believes terrible things like, I am bad, I am ugly, I am stupid, I am 
worthless, I deserve what I got, no one can possibly love me. Often, no mat-
ter how hard we try to earn love and value, this part of us carries a deep 
intractable fear that we are beyond help or hope and beyond love.

Whatever happens to a child influences the child’s sense of self. If a 
child loses a parent to mental illness, drugs, divorce or death, the child 
may feel both responsible for the loss and deserving of abandonment. 
If a child routinely experiences verbal abuse or physical abuse, the child 
will feel little sense of value. If something as obscene as sexual abuse 
happens to a child, that child will feel obscene, or in a child’s language, 
ugly and dirty. 

In addition, children who are traumatized may suffer not only from 
demeaning, violating words and actions, but also from a lack of nuture, 
support, love and care. In fact, many kids who are abused or traumatized 
suffer as much or more from the neglect and the lack of love as from the 
trauma itself. So this wounded part of us is hurt, frightened, ashamed, 
wanting to hide and starving for love.

The Judgmental Self

Because we have 
unknowingly pushed 
away from the pain 
we once experienced 
and from its impact 
on our lives, this part 
of us has been pushed 
into hiding.
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The second “self ” is a judgmental self. Prior to recovery and early in 
recovery this part of us is often “in charge” of things internally. And 

this part of us very much wants to remain in control. Many of us are 
surprised to discover, as we begin our recovery, how much this part of us 
has been in charge.

The judgmental self is critical and rejecting of us and of others in 
many ways. But most especially, the judgmental part of us is rejecting of 
our wounded self. The judgmental part of us may see the wounded child 
as too needy, too vulnerable, too much of a burden, too big of a problem, 
not deserving of our time, an embarrassment, and even a threat. To the 
judgmental part of us, the wounded child is to blame for the bad things 
that happened and is therefore a source of terrible shame. The judgmen-
tal self within us sees the wounded child as overwhelmed with pain. The 
wounded child could lose control at any minute and misbehave, and 
therefore is bad and must be tightly controlled. Because of all this fear 
and reactivity toward the wounded self, the judgmental part of us wants 
to silence, control and disown the wounded child.

Judgment always creates separation. And in this case, because the 
judgment is against ourselves, the judge in us keeps us separated from 
ourselves. This separation is the opposite of wholeness, the opposite of 
healing. So when the judgmental part of ourselves is in charge it actively 
impedes our healing.

The key to understanding this part of ourselves is that this part has 
been trying desperately to protect us from harm that we secretly fear we 
deserved. Depending on the nature of the trauma, this attempt to pro-
vide protection may have carried a feeling of life-or-death urgency. This 
could be true if we felt our world coming apart when parents divorced 
or when a parent died. It could be true if neglect was physical as well 
as emotional. And it could certainly be true if our lives were directly 
threatened. 

The protective stratgies that the judgmental part of us might use can 
range from being quiet and “good” to being angry and hostile. Whether 
the strategy of protection is to hide or to attack, the real drive behind it 
is to control ourselves and others in the hope that we can create some 
sense of safety.

This part of us has been working hard to make life work. But its at-
tempts inevitably make things worse. We will see that the solution to 
the difficulties created by the judgmental part of us is not to banish the 
wounded part of ourselves but to heal the fear and shame from which the 
judgmental part of us has been trying to protect us. 

The Observing, Compassionate Self

The third internal self we will discuss is the observing, compassionate 
self. This is the kind, wise, loving part of us. The observing role this 

part of us plays is that of being able to notice and pay attention to what 
is happening with the wounded child and the judgmental self without 
adding more judgment or reactivity. The compassionate role this part 

When we 
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plays is to respond with the kindness and love that our wounded child 
and judgmental self need in order to heal.

Early in recovery, this part of us may be anemic or may even seem 
nonexistent. When we have survived childhood trauma of one kind or 
another, we are often able to experience and express understanding and 
compassion toward others. But it is often very difficult for us to feel un-
derstanding or compassion toward ourselves. There are several reasons 
for this lack of compassion toward ourselves. We may live in despair 
that any compassion is available to us. We may believe we don’t deserve 
compassion. And we may fear that if we are “soft” on ourselves we will 
be vulnerable to further trauma. 

The reality, however, is that without understanding and compassion 
we cannot fully heal. A vital part of our recovery is to become capable 
of taking in grace and compassion from God and from others and to 
become capable of extending grace and compassion toward ourselves. 
Because we begin this journey with the observing, compassionate part of 
us so underdeveloped, we need to begin by taking in love and grace from 
others. Even this may be difficult. We will probably have to be content 
with taking in a little bit at a time. But as we continue to be nourished 
by grace, we will grow this part of us so that our capacity for compassion 
toward ourselves is strengthened.

Of course, these three internal states do not comprise the entire self. 
We are certainly more complex than this. But focusing on these three 
internal states and how they interact and even conflict with each other 
can give us a way of understanding our need for healing and the internal 
struggle we experience as we go through the processes of healing from 
childhood trauma. 

Overview of the Healing Processes

A 
ccording to this model, the processes we go through in recovery 
from childhood trauma include (1) developing awareness of our in-

ternal states, (2) taking ownership of our experiences and of our internal 
states and (3) integrating our internal states so that we can experience 
wholeness.

Each of these processes can be extremely challenging and painful. 
None of this can be done alone. We need support. We need God and 
a few others to bear this burden with us. We need to experience God’s 
guidance and comfort as it comes to us directly from God’s loving Spirit 
and as it comes to us through those God brings into our lives.

Many of us will struggle with trusting God in this way. We may fear 
that God is like the adults who hurt us, or like the adults who did not 
protect us. We may fear that God is disappointed with us, has forgot-
ten us, or is disgusted with us. Our deepest healing will be to discover 
that God is none of these things. God is revealed to us as “the Father of 
compassion and the God of all comfort,” who “daily bears our burdens.”  
God is eager to show us directly and personally how deeply loved and 
valued we each are. Our part is to risk inviting God to comfort us, to 

Each of these 
processes can be 
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reveal love to us, and to open our minds and hearts to receive all the gifts 
of grace we need in order to fully heal.

These three processes are not linear. They are not a simple one-two-
three-and-you-are-done experience. Instead they are cyclical. We begin 
by asking for God’s help and the help of others so that we can start to 
look at what is happening in our minds and hearts and lives. We then 
continue to ask God’s help to acknowledge and accept what we are be-
coming aware of. And slowly we seek the courage and strength we need 
to begin to integrate the reality we are now seeing and accepting. With 
the continued help of God and others, we become more aware, acknowl-
edge more, and integrate more fully. And then, again, with help, we see 
more, accept more and embrace more. This cycle continues until we 
deeply embrace our experience and ourselves and know ourselves em-
braced.

Develop Awareness

We begin the first healing process by getting the support we need to 
look inside. This help might come from a therapist or a support 

group. It might come as well from a few other people who love us and 
listen to us and pray for us. But the basic truth is that we need the help 
of at least one other person to even begin this journey.

When we embark on this healing journey, we often have little aware-
ness of what is happening internally. We may be aware that we are anx-
ious or depressed. We may be aware that we are exhausted from trying so 
hard to make life work. We may be aware that we feel lonely even when 
we are with others because we are perpetually detached and numb. But 
we are often unaware of the degree of fear and shame and resentment we 
carry, or of the internal trap in which we are caught.

Most of us embark on this journey because whatever strategies we 
have been using to protect our-
selves from further pain have 
been causing their own pain and 
have left us in a state of crisis. This 
crisis may be anything from dis-
abling anxiety, to severe depres-
sion, to the dissolution of a close 
relationship, to the growing insan-
ity of codependency or addiction. 
Whatever the crisis is, it is always 
an opportunity to begin this heal-
ing work. 

Awareness of the judgmental self. 
Perhaps the most common start-
ing point for developing aware-
ness is to begin to look at and 
listen to our judgmental self. Be-
cause this part of us is in charge, 
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and because our wounded child is in hiding and our compassionate self 
may seem nonexistent, we usually begin by speaking from this place of 
judgment.

The harshness we turn on ourselves comes out of a terrified drive to 
keep things under control internally. One of the most painful realities of 
whatever trauma we sustained was that we had little or no control over 
the events taking place. But because we were perceiving with the mind 
of a child, we believed we should have and could have been in control. 
As a result, we believe that we failed in some fundamental way, that we 
are responsible for what others were doing and that we therefore need to 
be to be tightly controlled or punished. 

Sometimes these childhood fears were reinforced by the adults in our 
lives who may have told us that whatever was happening was our fault 
and that we deserved punishment. Often the judgmental part of us takes 
whatever shaming words we heard about ourselves as children and uses 
those very same words in endless attempts to control ourselves and oth-
ers.

These are fears that we continue to live with as adults, often unknow-
ingly. They are fears that have come to feel like truth to us. They feel so 
true that we have come to believe that all others will see us and judge us 
in this same way. We even have come to fear that God joins us in this 
judgment.

Although these fears and judgments against ourselves keep us in a 
great deal of distress, we will not find it easy to give them up. In fact, for 
a long time in our recovery journey the possibility of giving up self-judg-
ment and condemnation may feel wrong and even terrifying.

Awareness of the wounded self. Awareness of the wounded part of our-
selves will not come as easily as awareness of our judgmental self. Be-
cause this part of us is filled with shame and fear, and because it despairs 
of ever being truly loved, it has gone into hiding. This does not mean 
that it has no influence on our thoughts, feelings or behaviors. It has a 
great deal of influence.

When people are traumatized as children they may either push the 
memory of the trauma out of conscious thought, or they may minimize 
the impact of the events they survived. In fact, the reality that they sur-
vived the traumatic events is often used as the basis for dismissing the 
fear, shame and anger they still carry. “It wasn’t so bad, I got through it 
okay, other people have gone through worse and are fine.”

The dismissing of the trauma or its impact is another way of describ-
ing how we push away the wounded part of ourselves. Anything less 
than this defensiveness leaves us feeling vulnerable and exposed. Thus, 
to invite the wounded part of us out of hiding is to invite vulnerability, 
exposure and pain. An impossible task. Except for one thing. This part 
of us is starving for love. So, often, to our surprise, in the context of be-
ing loved and valued in therapy or in a support group or friendship, this 
part of us makes herself or himself known. The first “appearances” will 
be brief and will be met with attacks from the judgmental self. But if 
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love and valuing are constant, this part of us will slowly come out of hid-
ing so that we can hear and see the reality of the woundedness we carry.

Awareness of the observing, compassionate self. Finally, we need to de-
velop an awareness of our observing, compassionate self. The problem is, 
of course, that early in recovery we may not have much of an observing, 
compassionate self at all. And we may not be aware of how weak this part 
of us is. 

The observing part of us may be underdeveloped because we have 
spent a lifetime avoiding, denying and minimizing any painful truths 
about ourselves. We may have developed permanent defenses against re-
ally knowing ourselves. These defenses could include any of a number 
of dynamics, from being emotionally and spiritually numb, to striving 
to prove how good or capable we are, to working to control everything 
around us, to losing ourselves in addictions. In a sense, these defenses 
are driven by our disowned wounded self, and are held in place by the 
judgmental self who is desperate to maintain distance from the pain we 
carry. 

How do we develop awareness? How do we develop a deeper, growing 
awareness of our wounded self, our judgmental self and our compassion-
ate self? It seems there are two primary things that we need in order to 
do this. We need to seek the loving help of God and of at least one other 
person. And we need to begin to pay attention in new ways. 

One activity I found helpful was to intentionally set aside some time 
on a regular basis to prayerfully listen to what was going on inside me. 
I would often begin by inviting God’s loving Spirit to provide the guid-
ance, courage, humility and grace I needed. And I would invite God to 
simply show me whatever I needed to see. Then I would wait quietly. 
After a few minutes of quiet, I would journal whatever came to me in this 
time of quiet, whether it was a painful memory or a sense of God’s pres-
ence or complete silence. I would also try to stay alert to whatever else 
might come to me throughout the day. I would journal about whatever I 
sensed I was being shown, even when it was painful to do so.

It can also be helpful to regularly give voice to our judmental self, 
our wounded self and our compassionate self. We can do this by quietly 
observing, and writing down, what we sense is going on with each of 
these parts of us. The value of such an exercise is that we begin to clarify 
internal dynamics and develop a greater sense of choice about what goes 
on inside. When we give voice to the judgmental self, we begin to hear 
how harsh we can be with ourselves and others, and where this harshness 
can lead us. When we give voice to our wounded self, we begin to finally 
allow this part of ourselves, which has had very little voice, to speak so 
that this part of us begins to be heard and seen in new ways. And as we 
give voice to the compassionate part of ourselves, we begin to strengthen 
a part of ourselves that has been virtually nonexistent.

As we develop a growing awareness of each of these internal states, we 
do well to develop a growing awareness also of the dynamics betweeen 
these three parts of ourselves. We might ask ourselves from time to time 
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some of the following questions.
What happens when the judge is in charge? What happens to our 

wounded self? What happens to our compassionate self? And what hap-
pens to our behaviors and choices—how we treat ourselves and how we 
treat others—when the judge is in charge?

What happens when the wounded self is in charge? What happens to 
the judging part of ourselves or to the compassionate part of ourselves? 
What happens to our behavior and our choices?

What happens when the observing, compassionate self is in charge? 
What happens when our wounded self feels heard and loved by this part 
of ourselves? What happens when the judge is also heard and loved by 
this part of ourselves? What happens to our internal world? What hap-
pens to our external world of behaviors and interactions with others?

Take Ownership

The next process of this healing journey is about taking ownership of 
each of these parts of ourselves. Taking ownership moves us beyond 

awareness to a growing acknowledgment that the wounded child self, 
the harsh and controlling judgmental self, and the observing, compas-
sionate self are truly parts of our psyche. The goal of taking ownership is 
to allow God’s Spirit to transform us. The compassionate part of us gains 
strength, the wounded part of us gains freedom, and the judgmental 
part of us begins to release control. All of this leads to less internal divi-
sion and moves us toward integration, or wholeness. 

Taking ownership of our wounded self. Taking ownership of our 
wounded self brings to the surface the pain that this part of us carries. 
We find ourselves feeling ashamed, afraid, angry and reactive. As we say, 
“This is me” about our wounded self, we face our deepest pain without 
the protection of our defenses. This can feel impossible. It can feel like 
it will kill us. We have pushed this part of ourselves away and said “This 
is not me,” because of the depth of the pain that this part carries. But in 
doing so we have abandoned ourselves. 

As we invite this wounded part of ourselves to come out of hiding, 
and as we engage the observing, compassionate part of ourselves to listen 
to our wounded child, the judgmental part of us is likely to move into 
action—shaming and attacking both the wounded self and the compas-
sionate self. This internal conflict might continue for some time, but it 
is necessary for lasting transformation to take place. It will clearly take a 
great deal of courage, humility and support to begin to say, “This is me” 
about this part of ourselves. Two things can help us stay with this often 
painful and tumultuous process: remembering that this internal battle 
is part of the healing process, and recognizing that true healing requires 
strengthening the compassionate self and making lots of room for the 
wounded self.

Taking ownership of our compassionate self. The act of taking owner-
ship of our compassionate self is the act of intentionally stepping into 
this part of ourselves. It is comparable to taking ownership of various 
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underworked muscle groups by going to the gym and lifting weights. We 
start by doing just a few repetitions with five-pound weights and slowly 
build up to more repetitions and heavier weights. In much the same way, 
we actively choose to extend grace and compassion toward ourselves, a 
little at a time until this ability becomes stronger in us. 

This is not as easy as it might sound. We will often find ourselves 
under attack from our judgmental self who is quick to tell us that being 
compassionate with ourselves is weak and selfish. The reality is that re-
ceiving grace from God and others and actively extending grace toward 
ourselves is an act of humility. It is an acknowledgment of our need and 
of our deep longing for love. It moves us away from the defenses and pre-
tense we have been hiding behind and allows our heart’s deepest desires 
to come out into the open. We need grace and compassion and help. We 
long for love.

Stepping into our compassionate self draws the wounded child part 
of us out of hiding, because this wounded child is starving for love. But 
this wounded child is also in a great deal of despair about love. This part 
of us feels unlovable. So the grace and compassion that are being offered 
by God, by others or by our compassionate self may feel like a trick 
or an impossibility. The wounded child feels frightened, ashamed and 
exposed and wants to go back into hiding. This is part of the battle we 
are up against as we continue to take ownership of our compassionate 
self. For some time the compassion stirs up difficult reactions inside. But 
ultimately it is compassion that allows us to fully heal.

As we own our compassionate self this part of us can bring the light 
of Christ’s love and presence to our wounded self and to our judgmental 
self, inviting God to heal the wounded child from its burden of shame 
and despair and to free the judgmental self from its burden of fear and 
resentment.

Taking ownership of our judgmental self. Taking ownership of our judg-
mental self may begin with a growing awareness of how much we believe 
we need this part of ourselves—how much we fear we may lose control 
without it and how much we believe we deserve harsh treatment. The 
accusations that we hurl against ourselves have come to feel like truth. 
So the thought of giving them up or even modifying them feels like we 
are being asked to lie. We may have been telling ourselves in one form 
or another that we are unlovable and without value. And now God and 
others and even our compassionate self are telling us that this is not true. 
No matter what happened and no matter what we have done, we are 
loved and valued. 

Taking ownership of our judgmental self means bringing this part of 
ourselves into the light of God’s love and allowing God to change us. 
This part of us both resists this and desires this. So conflict ensues. 

It can be helpful in the midst of this conflict to realize that our judg-
ments against ourselves are not honest or humble, but are rather a form 
of pride. They are designed to protect us from further harm, by rejecting 
our need for love. But of course they create ongoing harm for us and for 
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those in our lives. We may believe that our self-judgments hurt only us, 
but the truth is that these judgments directly impact our relationships. 
One of the many advantages of taking full ownership of this part of us 
is that it deters us from continuing to project our self-judgments onto 
others. We often unknowingly assume that others are judging us in the 
ways that we are judging ourselves, and then we react to them for judg-
ing us. We won’t recognize, until we own this part of ourselves, that we 
are doing this to ourselves. As we stop judging ourselves, other people’s 
judgments of us—real or perceived—begin to lose their power. Another 
advantage to others when we begin to own our judgmental self is that as 
this part of us is changed by God’s love, we are far less likely to judge not 
only ourselves, but others. To the extent that we judge ourselves, we also 
judge others. And to the extent that we receive and extend grace toward 
ourselves, we are able to extend grace toward others.

Extending grace toward ourselves does not mean that we minimize 
our responsibility for the ways in which we hurt others. Paradoxically, it 
is as we take in grace and let go of self-judgment and condemnation that 
we are finally able to see the truth about our impact on others. In our 
unhealed state we often assume global “blame” for everything, which 
in effect blinds us to the places where we are truly hurtful. This global 
blame keeps us self-focused and reactive and thus unavailable to see our 
faults and to make amends to those we harm.

As we say, “This is me” about our judgmental self, we can begin to ask 
God to show us the specifics of who and how and when we hurt others, 
so that with God’s help we can make amends and begin to change. And 
we can ask God to release us from guilt that is not guilt at all but anxiety 
about wanting to control others or to meet their sometimes impossible 
expectations of us.

As we say about our judgmental self, “This is me,” we move out of our 
defensive pride into a place of humility. Our hearts that have been closed 
to our longing for love begin to open up to love from God and love from 
others. The transformation that takes place in the judgmental part of us 
is the transformation that comes as we let go of control. As we let go 
and let God, God’s love enters our hearts and minds and this part of us 
begins to learn the amazing freedom of walking humbly with God. As a 
result, we begin to experience the freedom of not having to be in charge, 
but instead, of seeking God’s guidance and loving will for our lives.

How do we take ownership? How do we go about this difficult process 
of owning these parts of ourselves? How do we come to a place where we 
can fully acknowledge, “This is me” about our compassionate self, our 
judgmental self and our wounded self? 

I think the place to start is by letting our compassionate self take 
the lead. Even though this part of us may not be very strong yet, we 
can regularly ask God to fill us with grace and to help us step into our 
observing, compassionate self. For me, the outward action of lighting a 
candle, followed by some time in quiet prayer and meditation, has been 
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helpful. The simple act of lighting a candle does several things at once. 
First, it is an action I intentionally make from the compassionate part of 
myself. This part of me lights a candle as an act of prayer and blessing for 
the wounded part of me and the judgmental part of me. As I light the 
candle I simply say, “The light of Christ.” In doing this, I acknowledge 
my need for Christ’s healing presence and invite God’s Spirit to do what 
I cannot do. I then sit quietly (and without demand or expectation) with 
my wounded self and my judgmental self, aware of the light of Christ 
with me. 

When I lead workshops on this subject, I light a candle for the partici-
pants and simply state, “The light of Christ.” I point out that the light of 
the candle, like the light of Christ, is gentle and generous. I then invite 
participants to bring their compassionate self, their judgmental self and 
their wounded self, one at at time, into this gentle light. I then invite 
them, as they are able, to be aware of what it might be like to say, “This is 
me” about each of these parts of themselves. I remind them not to force 
anything, but simply to observe what happens and offer themselves to 
God’s loving care.

Integrate

The third process of this cyclical journey is integration. The process 
of integration involves bringing parts that have been separated to-

gether into a whole. Integration happens as our compassionate self em-
braces our wounded self, as our wounded self takes in love from God, 
from others and from ourselves, and as our judgmental self releases its 
defensive pride and its desperate attempts to control and surrenders to 
God’s loving care.

For a time, the embrace of our wounded self by our compassionate 
self will open deep caverns of grief in the wounded child. We will again 
need to see the road sign that reminds us, “This way to freedom.” We 
weep because we feel the pain we have pushed away for so long. We 
feel the losses—with all their accompanying anguish, shame, despair and 
fear—very directly. And we weep because we are able to feel the love we 
have longed for. We are finally able to release our grief because we are 
being comforted in God’s loving arms, in the arms of others who love 
us, and even in our own compassionate arms. This grief comes with a 
promise of blessing and healing. “Blessed are those who mourn,” Jesus 
said, “for they will be comforted” (Matthew 5:4).

As the wounded part of us is held and comforted, the judgmental 
part of us gives up its vigil. The part of us that has been trying to keep us 
safe by attempting to control our thoughts, feelings and circumstances 
can surrender. Surrender by the judgmental part of us is not a giving-up 
rooted in despair. Nor is it a kind of giving-into the overwhelming feel-
ings of hurt. It is a surrender to love. It is the relief of releasing ourselves 
to God’s loving will and care for us. We can let go of being in charge. We 
can let go of relying on ourselves. We can allow God to help us, guide us, 
provide for us, heal us, love us. As a result, we can rest.
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What we are likely to experience as our compassionate self gains 
strength through the processes of integration is that we are no longer at 
war with ourselves, but at peace. And we will find that our hearts are no 
longer so guarded, but are open to receive more and more of the love and 
grace God continually pours out on us.

How do we integrate? How can we experience this wholeness? How 
can we experience this in-pouring of God’s healing love and grace?

The answer is that we can repeatedly take God’s love, our love and the 
love of others to the wounded and judgmental parts of ourselves. There 
are several ways we can actively engage in this process. I will describe a 
few that I have found to be helpful. 

One thing we can do is to write (or say) prayers for the wounded and 
judgmental parts of ourselves. A similar activity is to write letters from 
our compassionate self to our wounded and judgmental selves, allowing 
these parts of us to write back. Either of these activities offers us ways of 
opening ourselves up to experience further integration and healing.

Perhaps one of the most powerful actions we can take is to open our 
hearts and minds to the healing power of Scripture. However, the most 
familiar ways of approaching Scripture may not be as deeply helpful as 
we need.

For centuries people have meditated on biblical texts in ways that 
allow the truth of God’s love and grace to flow into the deepest parts 
of the heart and mind. There are many ways to approach this kind of 
meditation. Perhaps the most basic approach is to begin by inviting God 
to speak to us from a given text. We can then read the text, allowing 
ourselves to enter it in ways that involve our senses. 

For example, we might read a narrative text like the one in Mark 
10:13–16, the story of Jesus calling the children to himself. We might 
begin by inviting God’s Spirit to guide us and then read the text slowly 
three times—each time putting ourselves in the story as a different char-
acter. We might begin by putting ourselves in the story as one of the 
disciples who tries to keep the children away from Jesus. To do this it is 
helpful to “see” and “hear” the scene to whatever degree is possible, and 
to let ourselves experience what the disciples might have experienced. 
We can then read the text again, but this time put ourselves in the story 
as one of the children—again allowing ourselves to experience what it 
might be like for the child part of us to be invited by Jesus to receive 
his blessing. And then finally, we can read the text a third time and put 
ourselves in the story as someone who is sitting next to Jesus—welcom-
ing and embracing the children. The goal is not to force anything, but to 
simply observe what happens. After these readings and meditations we 
might want to write about our experience and share it with at least one 
other person. This meditation can be repeated using the same text several 
times. It can also be repeated using a variety of texts. 

The core wound of childhood trauma is a wound to the child’s devel-
oping sense of self. As we have seen, the child comes to believe terrible  
things about himself or herself. Most commonly, traumatized children

Continued on back cover



Recovery
University

Interested in free, quality online 
video presentations that might help 
your recovery? We invite you to 
check out the resources at 
www.recoveryu.com. 

There are almost 8 hours of video 
available at present, and we have 
plans for a lot more!

Open for business 24/7/365. 
Accessible from any computer in the 
world with internet access. 
How cool is that?

www.recoveryu.com
Watch us grow!

Want to help the church become 
a safe and healing place 
for people in recovery?

 The School of Theology at Fuller Theological Semi-
nary offers a Master of Arts in Recovery Ministry, an 
M.Div. with a Specialization in Recovery Ministry and 
a Certificate Program in Recovery Ministry. We are 
committed to training leaders for the Christian com-
munity who understand the profound importance of 
addiction, abuse and trauma for all aspects of Christian 
life and ministry. If you are looking for postgraduate 
training that is serious about being part of the solu-
tion, we invite you to consider the Fuller Institute for 
Recovery Ministry.

www.fullerinstitute.org

It would make a huge
difference to have a pastor 
who understands about 
addiction, abuse and 
trauma.



Develop a support group program for abused kids. For a great 
model see Confident Kids (www.confidentkids.com). This is a 
distinctively Christian life-skills training program for elementary-
age children from troubled homes. Show that you care about 
abused kids by doing something to help them. 

Educate yourself about local resources and feature them. Post a 
list of local emergency resources for abused women in the women’s 
restrooms. Develop a more complete referral/resource directory. 
Update it regularly and distribute it to congregational leadership. 
Be a squeaky wheel about local resources. Write articles for church 
newsletters or the church web site about various local resources. 

Make outreach to survivors of abuse part of your missions 
program. The global impact of abuse is hard to overstate. Abuse 
is one of the most powerful weapons in the arsenal of the enemies 
of God’s kingdom. So send someone into this mission field! Help 
the Christian community worldwide to respond effectively to the 
problems of abuse, neglect and trauma. 

Develop a face-to-face support group for adult survivors of 
abuse. Open Hearts Ministry (openhearts.gospelcom.net/) offers 
a Survivors of Abuse Leadership Training Seminar (SALTS) to 
men and women who would like to learn biblical ways of walking 
through the process of restoration from the damage of abuse.  
Group models in the Twelve Step tradition include Survivors 
of Incest Anonymous (www.siawso.org) and Incest Survivors 
Anonymous (www.lafn.org/medical/isa/home.html).

Pray for additional resources in this ministry area. I am convinced 
that the harvest in this ministry area is plentiful. The workers, 
however, are few. Pray, therefore, that the Lord of the harvest will 
send additional workers into his harvest field.

Additional suggestions for things you can do in the local church 
are available at www.nacronline.com/dox/library/abuse.shtml.

who are not assisted to heal as chil-
dren, will carry with them into adult-
hood beliefs that they are unlovable 
and without intrinsic value. These 
beliefs, whether conscious or uncon-
scious, form the basis of the person’s 
identity. Letting go of these beliefs, 
therefore, may feel like annihilation. 
It may feel like letting go of all there 
is of oneself. 

But as we experience the kind of 
healing love we have been discuss-
ing, we begin to experience our-
selves in new ways. We begin to 
experience ourselves as loved and 
valued.

No matter what has been done 
to us, those events do not tell us  
who we are. We can let go of our 
despair and shame because they do 
not define us. They are not who we 
are. Who are we? We are children 
welcomed by Jesus into his loving 
arms. In those arms of love we are 
made whole. The impact of what-
ever trauma we have suffered is 
undone. We are healed. We are re-
leased. We are free to love and free 
to be loved.

Juanita Ryan is a therapist in private 
practice in Brea, California. You can 
listen to an audio version of this pre-
sentation at www.recoveryu.com.
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