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Last year this reviewer was invited to prepare a keynote 

lecture for the 2020 congress of Russian Byzantine Catholics, 

building off the last such gathering in 2017.
1
 The focus of the 

2020 congress will be Eastern Christians living in the after-

math of the Holocaust and Gulag. The lecture was prepared 

last December as requested and sent to the organizers to be 

translated into Russian in anticipation of delivery at the con-

gress, which had been scheduled for early June 2020. As of the 

time of writing, however, it is not clear if the congress will go 

ahead, due to the global Covid-19 pandemic. 

Indeed, this pandemic is already proving to be a traumatic 

event for many, perhaps most clearly in China and northern 

Italy, but increasingly everywhere. Whenever and however it 

ends, this pandemic will continue to mark the body politic 

around the world and the global body of Christ; each will bear 

wounds and losses for many years to come. In this light, pay-

ing attention to a burgeoning literature on trauma becomes 

more necessary than ever. This is an important task for theo-

logians, bishops, pastors, seminarians, teachers, parish wor-

kers, clinicians, and others. 

On sabbatical during 2018–2019, this reviewer spent part 

of his time on a fellowship at the Chicago Psychoanalytic In-

stitute, which introduced him to contemporary scholarship and 

clinical practice in the realm of trauma. Since then he has him-

self been pursuing further clinical training to work with trau-

matized populations, including those sexually abused in and by 

the Catholic Church. This research, together with the invitation 

to deliver the aforementioned lecture, opened up an opportuni-

ty for sustained reading and research into the realms of trauma 

and theology, the fruits of which can be shared in the follow-

ing essay, even if this often consists only of too-brief remarks 

on the books mentioned above, offered in the hope that others 

will find them as useful as he has. 

The eight volumes above are listed chronologically, but 

will be reviewed in a different order, starting with what is per-

                                                      
1 About which see my “Remembering, Repeating, and Working Through,” 

Logos: A Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 59 (2018): 245–261; and “In 

Search of a Father,” Catholic World Report, June 18, 2017, https://www. 

catholicworldreport.com/2017/06/18/in-search-of-a-father/. 
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haps the best introduction for those who have no background 

at all in the study of trauma, Judith Herman’s Trauma and Re-

covery. Originally published in 1992, and since then translated 

into many languages and reprinted in 2015 with a new intro-

duction, this justly popular international best-seller is a model 

of clinical writing: clear, cogent, accessible for the “lay” 

reader, and not at all drowning under turgid jargon that one so 

often finds in clinical works. It was a landmark book at the 

time and has remained so. Eastern Christians looking for an 

entry into this literature will find Herman, a Harvard clinician, 

a most profitable and trustworthy guide. 

Equally profitable, though in different ways, is Bessel van 

der Kolk’s The Body Keeps the Score. It, too, has been an in-

ternational best-seller and, like Herman, van der Kolk is also a 

Boston-based psychiatrist. He has written a book amassing 

forty years of clinical experience, which he condenses in very 

accessible ways, along with a description of the therapeutic 

methods he pioneered through trial and error during his career. 

This is a landmark book, and we shall briefly return to it later 

in this essay. 

For readers who already have some clinical background, 

the collection edited by Bernd Huppertz, Approaches to Psy-

chic Traumas, contains some outstanding and more specialized 

chapters. This includes his first three chapters on the historical 

development of the concept of trauma in the clinical world of 

the twentieth century, which give an invaluable introduction to 

clinical history. Much of that history goes back, like all con-

temporary psychology (however much it resists acknow-

ledging this), to Freud and his initial, halting work with vete-

rans of the Great War suffering from what was then variously 

called “shell shock” or “war neurosis.” Some further work was 

done after the Second World War, but most historians agree 

that it was the return of American soldiers from Vietnam that 

forced American psychiatry to grapple with new, severe symp-

toms and increased rates of suicide in veterans. Thus, by the 

early 1980s, new diagnostic categories comprising what today 

is known as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder were introduced 

into the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American 

Psychiatric Association. Huppertz’s collection applies those 


