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CORE
PRINCIPLES

There is religion that heals and religion that

O1 harms. Hold space for curiosity and compassion
- for self and others.

This material is primarily addressing clients’
experiences across the wide spectrum of
02 Evangelical Christianity in the Southeastern

United States. Many principles apply to other
spiritual and religious contexts.

03 This material requires a working understanding of
trauma’s impact on the mind, body, and soul.




TODAY'S AGENDA

Intro

Overview of
my work in
Religious
Trauma
Recovery

Part |

Getting on
the Same
Page: Terms
+ Definitions

Part Il

What
Happened
Then

Part Il

What's
Happening
Now

Part IV

The Religious
Trauma
Continuum

Part V

Recovery:
Treatment
Considerations




ABOUT ME

'M ANNA TROUT PERRY.

Research is me—-search.

Why Religious Trauma:

My Religious Trauma Recovery work began with
my own experiences of being born into, growing up
within, and later leaving a High Control Religious
(HCR) context 10+ years ago now.

Specialization:

Working with female-identified and LGBTQIA+
clients recovering from mild to severe Religious
Trauma, specializing in clients raised in HCRs +
Fundamentalist groups.

Modalities:

I'm Level One IFS-Trained and | love integrating
Polyvagal theoretical approaches to support
client’s trauma re—processing and integration.




WHAT PARTS ARE WITH US TODAY?

Common Therapist Parts

e Advocate parts

Helper/Healer parts

Clinical, academic, or intellectual parts
Parts who carry their own experiences
of religious trauma

Parts who want to protect those
vulnerable parts

Parts who feel safer in your head, in
your body, or out of this space
entirely.

How do you feel in your body™? Notice what it feels like to settle in here.

Breathe into any places of tension, activation, skepticism.

Curiosity + Compassion:

We invite any and all of these
parts to open up space for our
Core Self’s curiosity and
compassion.

All parts are welcome here, and
all parts have good intentions
to help.



BIRD'S EYE VIEW OF TRAUMA

Trauma is embodied, subjective, subconscious, and perception-based.

Trauma

The APA defines “trauma” as occurring when a person “experiences, witnesses, or is confronted
with an event or events that involve actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to

the physical integrity of self or others ... whereby a person’s response involved fear, helplessness
or horror.”(APA)

Complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (C-PTSD) (Anderson)

Three main differences from PTSD:

e Individual’s symptoms - CPTSD survivors have symptoms that are often more complex and all-
encompassing that those of PTSD survivors.

; - Character/personality - development of personality changes that impair and impact their

5 identity and how they relate to others.

'_f-';.'; i. Survivors vulnerability — to instances or cycles of repeated harm, both self-inflicted and at the
- | hands of other. .




TRAUMA AS A SHARDS OF GLASS

a metaphor to understand the impact of trauma

Abuse + harm can be thought of as a shattering — of something internal or external -
into tiny sharp shards of glass.

e Trauma is the shard(s) of glass lodged in our nervous systems.

—

e The shards of glass can travel + spread throughout the mind, body, and soul.

e Festering wounds impact everything connected.
e Depending upon the degree and severity of the shard of glass, we can’t safely
remove it without compassionate, skilled assistance (soul-surgery).
e Our bodies develop workarounds to work around the body + soul pain.
o Suppressing
o Walling-off, exiling the parts wounded by the shards

o Compensating in other ways — a bodily injury similarly to a soul injury. -



EXPLORING DEFINITIONS

Spiritual — Spirituality is always about connection. Our mind, body, soul +
iInextricably linked.

“A core dimension of our humanity that nudges us to discover meaning and purpose and
to connect with Self, others, and God [Higher Power].” - Chuck Macknee, PhD

Religion - “norms and traditions around spiritual practices engaged in by groups of people
looking to find answers to spiritual questions and longings (McBride, 2025).”

Abuse - This is the harm itself. Abuse may be subjectively experienced as trauma.

_.Trauma - the embodied impact of harmful experiences; lives within us long after the event.

When it is interpersonal [as all spiritual + religious trauma must be], and occurs early in our

_-f;i;;_: development It Impacts our minds, nervous systems, beliefs, and relationships in profound
e ways (McBride, 2025).
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DEFINING RELIGIOUS TRAUMA

Everything we understand about trauma can be applied to Religious Traum

Religious Trauma:
“The phuysical, emotional, or psychological response to religious beliefs, practices, or structures that is

experienced by an individual as overwhelming or disruptive and has lasting adverse effects on a person’s
physical, mental, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being.” (Religious Trauma Institute)

Religious Trauma Syndrome:
“The condition experienced by people who are struggling with leaving an authoritarian, dogmatic religion and

coping with the damage of indoctrination. RTS is a function of both the chronic abuses of harmful religion and
the impact of.severing one’s connection with one’s faith.” Dr. Marlene Winell, PhD (Leaving the Fold, Winell).
'd ¥ by

o

Those who report experiences of Religious Trauma Syndrome
meet criteria for Complex PTSD (Anderson).



DEFINING SPIRITUAL TRAUMA:

1.The trauma is caused by (1) something that the person closely associates with

religion or spirituality, (2) is inflicted by someone who is thought to be a

stand-in for the Divine, (3) is said to be justified by the spiritual

religious beliefs, or (4) occurs because of the religious or spiritua

oractice or

practice.

2. The survivor believes that spirituality or religion was somehow the cause for

what happened.

3. The post-traumatic psychobiological responses are connected to God, religion,

or spirituality in some wauy.

Michelle Panchuk, The Shattered Spiritual Self: A Philosophical Exploration of
Religious Trauma
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TRAUMA V5. ABUSE

“Abuse Is what happens to us. Trauma Is our nervous system’s response to
what happens to us.” - Laura Anderson, When Religion Hurts You

Why focus on Religious Trauma?

e [t's client—centered. Clients connect with the term!
e Spiritual abuse may or may not occur in a religious context, or
be experienced as directly connected to our experience of God,

faith, or our religious beliefs (but it will impact them).

e [t helps narrow our focus to understanding the religious harm,
culture, and environments that clients have experienced, as it
relates primarily to Evangelical Christianity in the US.

e Knowledge is empowering for clients + counselors supporting

their recovery. 11



FOCUS ON CLIENTS EXPERIENCE

Environments, Organizations + Institutions

e Each of us can experience different religious environments differently.
e Bracket your own experiences, beliefs, or assumptions to hold space for how
the client experienced the religious context.

e Focus on harm + the client's experience, not on specific religious groups.

Clients may still identify with their faith and/or seek to

stay connected within their faith community.

e This does not mean that their experiences were not traumatic.

e There are many reasons why we stay In a relationship or

environment. Stay curious. 12



“SOUNDS LIKE A CULT...*+”

A “cult” can refer to any group—mainstream or otherwise—that exerts high levels of control over |t
members’ thoughts, behaviors, and relationships. “Cult” can be a polarizing term for clients!

High-Control Religions (HCR)
e Groups that exercise significant power + control over their members through
authoritarian leadership, coercive control methods, and rigid belief systems.
e Attempts to control members’ behavior, information access, thoughts, and emotions
through various manipulation tactics (see BITE model, Steven Hassan)
e HCRs can be identified by their strict hierarchies, us-versus-them mentality, and their
negative impact on members’ psychological, relational, and financial well-being.

e [ncludes religious groups + organizations that identify as “fundamentalist”
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BEHAVIOR CONTROL

1. Regulate individual's physical reality

2. Dictate where, how, and with whom the member lives
and associates or isolates

3. When, how and with whom the member has sex

4. Control types of clothing and hairstyles

5. Regulate diet - food and drink, hunger and/or fasting
6. Manipulation and deprivation of sleep

7. Financial exploitation, manipulation or dependence
8. Restrict leisure, entertainment, vacation time

9. Major time spent with group indoctrination and
rituals and/or self indoctrination including the Internet
10. Permission required for major decisions

11. Rewards and punishments used to modify behaviors,
both positive and negative

12. Discourage individualism, encourage group-think
13. Impose rigid rules and regulations

14. Punish disobedience by beating, torture, burning,
cutting, rape, or tattooing/branding

15. Threaten harm to family and friends

16. Force individual to rape or be raped

17. Encourage and engage in corporal punishment

18. Instill dependency and obedience

19. Kidnapping

20. Beating

21, Torture

22. Rape

23, Separation of Families

24. Imprisonment

25. Murder

INFORMATION CONTROL

1. Deception:

a. Deliberately withhold information

b. Distort information to make it more acceptable
c. Systematically lie to the cult member

2. Minimize or discourage access to non-cult sources
of information, including:

a. Internet, TV, radio, books, articles, newspapers,
magazines, media

b. Critical information

c. Former members

d. Keep members busy so they don't have time to
think and investigate

e. Control through cell phone with texting, calls,
internet tracking

3. Compartmentalize information into Outsider

vs. Insider doctrines

a. Ensure that information is not freely accessible

b. Control information at different levels and missions
within group

c. Allow only leadership to decide who needs to know
what and when

4, Encourage spying on other members
a. Impose a buddy system to monitor and control member

b. Report deviant thoughts, feelings and actions to leadership

c. Ensure that individual behavior is monitored by group

5. Extensive use of cult-generated information

and propaganda, including:

a. Newsletters, magazines, journals, audiotapes, videotapes,
YouTube, movies and other media

b. Misquoting statements or using them out of context from
non-cult sources

6. Unethical use of confession

a. Information about sins used to disrupt and/

or dissolve identity boundaries

b. Withholding forgiveness or absolution

c Maninulation of memorv nossible false memaries

E=

THOUGHT CONTROL

1. Require members to internalize the group's

doctrine as truth

a. Adopting the group's 'map of reality' as reality

b. Instill black and white thinking

c. Decide between good vs. evil

d. Organize people into us vs. them (insiders vs. outsiders)

2. Change person's name and identity

3. Use of loaded language and cliches which constrict
knowledge, stop critical thoughts and reduce
complexities into platitudinous buzz words

4, Encourage only 'good and proper' thoughts

5. Hypnotic techniques are used to alter mental states,
undermine critical thinking and even to age
regress the member

6. Memories are manipulated and false memories
are created

7. Teaching thought-stopping techniques which

shut down reality testing by stopping negative thoughts
and allowing only positive thoughts, including:

a. Denial, rationalization, justification, wishful thinking

b. Chanting

c. Meditating

d. Praying

e. Speaking in tongues

f. Singing or humming

8. Rejection of rational analysis, critical thinking,
constructive criticism

9. Forbid critical questions about leader, doctrine,
or policy allowed

10. Labeling alternative belief systems as illegitimate,
evil, or not useful

1. Instill new “map of reality”

EMOTIONAL CONTROL

1. Manipulate and narrow the range of feelings -
some emotions and/or needs are deemed as evil,
wrong or selfish

2. Teach emotion-stopping techniques to block
feelings of homesickness, anger, doubt

3. Make the person feel that problems are always their
own fault, never the leader's or the group's fault

4. Promote feelings of guilt or unworthiness, such as

a. ldentity guilt

b. You are not living up to your potential

c. Your family is deficient

d. Your past is suspect

e. Your affiliations are unwise

f. Your thoughts, feelings, actions are irrelevant or selfish
g. Social guilt

h. Historical guilt

5. Instill fear, such as fear of:

a. Thinking independently

b. The outside world

c. Enemies

d. Losing one's salvation

e. Leaving or being shunned by the group
f. Other's disapproval

6. Extremes of emotional highs and lows - love bombing
and praise one moment and then declaring you
are horrible sinner

7. Ritualistic and sometimes public confession of sins

8. Phobia indoctrination: inculcating irrational fears

about leaving the group or questioning the leader's authority
a. No happiness or fulfillment possible outside of the group

b. Terrible consequences if you leave: hell, demon possession,
incurable diseases, accidents, suicide, insanity,

10,000 reincarnations, etc.

c. Shunning of those who leave; fear of being rejected

by friends and family

d. Never a legitimate reason to leave; those who leave

are weak, undisciplined, unspiritual, worldly, brainwashed by
family or counselor, or seduced by money, sex, or rock and roll
e. Threats of harm to ex-member and family 14






PART Il

What Happened Then

Examples of Adverse
Religious Experiences



ADVERSE
RELIGIOUS
EXPERIENCES

“AREs are any experience of a religious belief, practice, or structure
that undermines an individual's sense of safety or autonomy and/or
negatively impacts their physical, social, emotional, relational,
sexual, or psychological well-being. These experiences have the
potential of resulting in religious trauma.

While there are no set parameters for constituting an ARE, they are
typically categorized into three generalized headings: abuse, neglect,
and communal practices.” (Global Center for Religious Research)
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WHAT HAPPENED THEN:

Examples of Adverse Religious Experiences + Spiritual Abuse

Authoritarian Leadership Practices:
Organizational

e Bullying, threats, intimidation
e Financial fraud + exploitation
e Emotional manipulation

e Phobia induction

e Forced/coerced Involvement IN
- volunteer work without pay.

~ « Forced/coerced donation of money;
. withholding of paychecks, tax fraud,
abuse of non—-profit status.

DR. STEVEN HASSAN'S
BITE MODEL OF
AUTHORITARIAN CONTROL

BEHAVIOR
INFORMATION

% THOUGHT
o

@ EMOTION
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WHAT HAPPENED THEN:

Examples of Adverse Religious Experiences + Spiritual Abuse

Authoritarian Leadership Practices:
Home + Family

e |solation from outsiders

e Religious child-maltreatment (spanking,
corporal punishment)

- RELIGIOUS
e “Breaking their will” practices (Pearl) e POWER &

CONTROL
e Behavioral restriction across the lifespan
e Marital sexual assault
- » Coerced "biblical” gender roles

| e Factors combined create a paniopticon

[ effect - self-policing, fear of constant
19

| surveillance by God.








































































































































































