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This issue of Christian 
Counseling Today (CCT ) 
is part two of our series on 
“Trauma, Mental Health, 

and Recovery.” 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, 

we have seen an unprecedented rise 
in the rates of anxiety, depression, 
drug overdoses, suicide attempts, 
and emergency department visits.1 
A Gallup poll released in December 
2020 revealed that “Americans’ latest 
assessment of their mental health is 
worse than it has been at any point in 
the last two decades.”2

We are beginning to see a glimpse 
of hope and light from the pan-
demic as the rate of daily COVID-19 

cases in the United States continues 
to decrease. Today, nearly one-third 
of the population is fully vacci-
nated,3 and mandates across many 
states are being lifted. However, we 
do not know the lasting impact and 
long-term effects that COVID-19 
will have on adults, adolescents, and 
children. One study suggests that 
the pandemic will continue to have 
increasing, long-term, adverse conse-
quences on children and adolescents 
compared to adults.4

Hope and safety may seem far 
away for many, especially those who 
are now experiencing mental health 
issues for the first time in their lives. 
Our new, everyday, post-pandemic 

“normal” and encounters with the 
general public still bring alarm and 
concern for many. 

Stand in the Gap for Such a 
Time as This

“Where there is no guidance, a people 
falls, but in an abundance of counselors 

there is safety.” 
– Proverbs 11:14, ESV

 
As a fellow mental health profes-
sional, I want to take a moment to 
recognize that the past year has not 
been easy for anyone. Our offices felt 
the effects of COVID-19, as no one 
is immune, all while being flooded 
by the increased demand for men-
tal health services resulting from the 
virus. 

Cited in a study released by the 
U.S. Government Accountabil-
ity Office, a survey of members of 
the National Council for Behavioral 
Health revealed that “… in the three 
months preceding the survey, about 
two-thirds of the member organiza-
tions surveyed reported demand for 
their services increasing and hav-
ing to cancel or reschedule patient 
appointments or turn patients away. 
The survey also found that dur-
ing the pandemic, 27% of member 
organizations reported laying off 
employees, 45% reported closing 
some programs.”5

Everywhere I turn, I am hear-
ing from counselors and ministry 
leaders who are exhausted and emo-
tionally spent from all the mental 
health demands in their churches 
and communities. Allow me to pass 
along some words of encouragement. 
Hold the line and stand strong… but 
remember, your self-care is critical 
and must be a priority. Counselors, 

« TIM CLINTON, ED.D. ,  LPC, LMFT, BCPCC from the heart

Our Road Forward… Together
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Understanding 
and Interrupting 

Generational 
Trauma Transmission



christian counseling today   VOL. 25  NO. 1	 11

t

PHIL IP  MONROE

Clinical discussions of post-traumatic stress disor-
der (PTSD) and ongoing trauma responses often 
only describe the impact of traumatic events on 
an individual. However, some trauma may be 
historical… consequences passed down from one 
generation to the next. 

Consider this brief, but powerful, image from 
the book of Exodus: “So Moses told the people of 
Israel what the LORD had said, but they refused to 
listen anymore. They had become too discouraged by 
the brutality of their slavery” (Exodus 6:9, NLT).

Trauma disrupts every aspect of life—health, 
relationships, meaningful work, and faith. Four 
hundred years of brutal enslavement made it dif-
ficult for Israel to believe that God would deliver 
them. Those who listened to Moses could not 
imagine anything could be any different for them 
than for their parents, grandparents, and great 
grandparents. They could not listen because that 
would require hope. They needed to survive, 
and hope might threaten survival. While their 
woundedness certainly came from their own 
experiences of slavery, it stands to reason that it 
also came from the way slavery and oppression 
had impacted their forebears. 

Take a minute and reflect: 	
What blessings do you see that have come 
to you through the life and experiences of the 
previous generation of your family? Education? 
Faith? Economic stability? Work ethic? 

What pains and suffering did you inherit from 
those before you? Addiction? Violence? 
Discrimination? Poverty? Inadequate education? 

Notice that you have inherited both family and 
community blessings and wounds. How do we 
help others acknowledge traumas passed down 
through the generations and find ways to begin 
healing generational trauma? 
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Survival often comes with a price for the next generation (Dashort 
et al., 2019; Mutuyimana et al., 2014). Consider the following image 
from Isabel Wilkerson’s book, The Warmth of Other Suns (2010). 
In the 1940s, an African-American boy named George grew up in 
deeply segregated Eustis, Florida. It was paramount that he learn, 
and learn quickly, the rules of the caste system.

“All this stepping off the sidewalk, not looking even in the direc-
tion of a white woman, the sirring and ma’aming and waiting 
until all the white people had been served before buying your 
ice cream cone, with violence and even death awaiting any mis-
step. Each generation had to learn the rules without understand-
ing why, because there was no understanding why, and each one 
either accepted or rebelled in that moment of realization and paid 
a price whichever they chose. … No one sat George down and 
told him the rules. His father was quiet and kept his wounds to 
himself. George’s teachers were fear and instinct. The caste system 
trained him to see absurdity as normal” (p. 62).
Now imagine how such a lifetime of experience would impact 

the ability to form trust relationships in a community and how it 
would affect his raising of his children, even when some segregation 
and discrimination became less visible after the passing of civil rights 
legislation. 

Generational Trauma and the Systems 
that Enable It
Guyton et al. (2021) provide a simple and 
helpful definition of generational trauma, 
“… when heart wounds are passed on from 
one generation to another within families 
and across communities” (p. 13). While the 
next generation may not experience the initial 
events that create chronic trauma symptoms, 
a cascade of biological, behavioral, emotional, 
and relational consequences may well trans-
mit to the next generation. A hypervigilant 
parent who uses drugs to numb emotions, 
isolates and does not talk, explodes in angry 
outbursts, and expresses pessimism about 
the future will have an obvious impact on 
children in the home. There is some evidence 
that trauma may also pass on changes in gene 
expression. In addition, certain social con-
ditions and systemic structures supporting 
discrimination and community oppression 
encourage the transmission of trauma to the 
next generation. For example, the killing of 
an unarmed black man by law enforcement 
may trigger a trauma response within black 
communities because their experience tells 
them that they, too, are at risk when interact-
ing with police officers. 

Invitation to the Journey of Healing 
Generational Wounds
When therapists pursue a deeper understand-
ing of the historical contexts in which clients 
live, help them acknowledge and lament 
wounds, observe latent resiliencies, and sup-
port the development of new patterns to 
interrupt generational repetition, they are 
better positioned to facilitate clients’ recovery 
from generational trauma wounds.

Explore generational trauma. Many 
counselors use genograms and other fam-
ily history tools to help build the picture of 
a client’s experience. Community timelines 
can also help illustrate shaping events, social 
norms, and cultural histories that impact 
clients beyond their family of origin. These 
exercises encourage clients to develop greater 
awareness of, and empathy for, their experi-
ences. For example, one client chose to do a 
community timeline of her town. This town 
had suffered severe economic hardship after 





14	 christian counseling today   VOL. 25  NO. 1





16	 christian counseling today   VOL. 25  NO. 1

THE ANTIDOTE TO TRAUMA

Attachment Bonds 
and Safety: 
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It all begins with a promise. The baby signals a tentative or even distressed sig-
nal upon entering our strange new world, and a parent responds. The parent 
brings comfort, touch, and soothing, which help the child feel safe and pro-
tected. Thousands of these back-and-forth interactions occur during the first 
couple of years of a baby’s life. Each one speaks a promise to the child, mostly 
without words. “You are not alone. I will take care of you. You have nothing 
to fear because I will protect you. You belong to me.” These promises form the 
bedrock of safety and settled confidence within the child, which we call secure 
attachment.1 This form of attachment provides the optimal environment for 
cognitive growth, language development, and emotional regulation. 

As babies, we are entirely dependent on our caregivers for our basic physical 
needs. Babies also depend on caregivers to help soothe the “big emotions” they 
experience in their first years of life. The caring presence and touch of caregiv-
ers communicate the important message that pain is temporary and distress 
can be relieved. If our caregivers are consistent and attuned, our brains can 
better develop their wise and compassionate regions instead of simmering in 
their reactive modes. We acquire an internal grid that maps out these experi-
ences, teaching us what to expect from others during our moments of greatest 
need.2 Our particular set of bonding experiences helps to determine our at-
tachment style.  

Attachment is God’s design for us in this fallen world. It is our first line of 
protection. The promise is fulfilled each time we reach and find safety, provi-
sion, or comfort to meet our needs. Each promise kept increases our ability to 
trust and enhances our sense that life’s troubles are manageable. These experi-
ences echo God’s promise that He will “never abandon us.”

The Nature of Trauma
Traumatic events violate the promises of safety because they literally threaten 
our lives or give every appearance of bringing us close to death. At the time, 
no one prevented us from being totally terrorized and overwhelmed. Our first 
line of defense was not available. In traumatic moments, a wise mind and ver-
bal centers are deactivated. Our secondary, or even tertiary, systems of defense 
are predominant, including hyper-arousal and hypo-arousal, respectively.   

W. JESSE G ILL

“… I will never 
leave you and 

I will never 
abandon you.”  

– Hebrews 13:5b (NET)
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The “fight or flight” response is the second 
line of defense, and it mobilizes us to deal ac-
tively with sources of threat via massive surges 
of adrenaline. Rapid heart rate, circulatory 
changes, increased respiration, and tunnel vi-
sion are some of the components of this hyper-
arousal response.

The “freeze” response is the final line of de-
fense, functioning to minimize damage when 
we cannot escape harm. We become hypo-
aroused, numb, mentally dissociated, and even 
shut down and slide into self-induced coma 
states. 

When these systems are activated, we only 
have a partial view of the traumatic event be-
cause the verbal centers and wise regions of our 
brains are not engaged. We know that some-
thing happened, but words evade us. Even the 
time-keeper of our brains is turned off when we 
experience trauma. In some instances, we may 
have difficulty remembering much of anything 
at all, especially when our minds revert to the 
freeze mode of responding. Yet, our nonverbal 
brains and bodies do remember that something 
awful happened.3 In fact, they keep bringing 
it forward in our minds to warn us if we en-
counter similar circumstances again. In an ef-
fort to make sense of the experience, they may 
repeatedly bring forward pieces of the material 
through the channels of flashbacks and night-
mares. In some cases, our central nervous sys-
tems get stuck or switch intermittently within 
hyper-arousal or hypo-arousal settings. All of 
these are the symptoms of post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD).  

Simple Trauma vs. Complex Trauma 
Simple trauma includes single occurrence 
events that threatened our lives. Complex trau-
ma occurs when we face multiple or repeated 
threats, and it also involves those instances 
where the very people we trusted for protection 
were the perpetrators of harm. 

The map for simple trauma is by no means 
simple, but navigating it entails only tracing 
one thread of harm and the triggers within our 
minds and bodies. Complex trauma leaves an 
imprint that is exponentially more difficult to 
disentangle because of the multiple sources of 
harm. It is like walking through a field of land-
mines, not knowing if we can trust anyone to 
be our guide.  
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