Trauma Recovery — The Missing Link

Last year a headline in Melbourne’s The Age newspaper read: INVESTING IN
MENTAL HEALTH PAYS OFF, STUDY SHOWS. Miki Perkins article rightly urged
employers to treat the mental health of their employees as seriously as their

physical health and safety.

Could we imagine a heading that read: INVESTING IN SPIRITUAL HEALTH PAYS
OFF? Probably not because most people’s minds would immediately turn to
those who attend mosque, synagogue or church for example; in short, those
who have Faith background. Such suspicion of the religious/spiritual
terminology is not difficult to fathom, especially given the doctrinal boundaries
of the former and the open slather use of the latter to mean anything from

using crystals to Ouija Boards.

There is a case to be made | think for a particular use of the term spirituality
which could lead us to support trauma victims, the grief stricken and other

troubled people much more effectively.

As | write this the pictures of distraught relatives being literally carried away
from seeing the TV images of the fate of loved ones on Air Asia flight QZ8501
are fresh in my mind, as are those of residents in the Adelaide Hills looking in
disbelief at the smouldering ruins of their homes. Just days prior to Christmas
a mother allegedly killed eight of her children in a Cairns suburb. Deputy Police
Commissioner Brett Pointing said that even the most hardened officers would
have been unprepared for the scene that awaited them at the house. He went
on to say that police and emergency services workers, as part of their job, see

things that no human being should have to see. We can’t argue with that.
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But is it the seeing that traumatises and what is the nature of the internal
destruction that takes place within individuals at such times? It is by no means
a temporary disability for some. Recently interviewed victims of the Darwin
cyclone were stifling tears 40 years on. Is that emotion we are seeing or

damage to the spirit or soul?

Those who have tackled such questions in area of Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder and the sphere of war have worked with such concepts as Moral
Injury. | take this to mean that a soldier can be emotionally affected or
traumatised by confronting ethical or moral dilemmas encountered during
warfare. Fair enough. One specialist in this area has suggested that standard
cognitive based therapies lack the moral concepts and language to deal with
Moral Injury. This is not expressed as a spiritual issue but a moral one,
although values and beliefs are undoubtedly two areas attached in the

process.

Recently we learned that Federal public servants were being encouraged to
attend Emotional Intelligence workshops to care for themselves. In fact a
plethora of Spiritual and Emotional intelligence programs and books have been
on the market for some time, mostly to facilitate better productivity or make
people better leaders rather than foster the spiritual resilience required in the

aftermath of life’s most disturbing events.

My point is that we seem to have an aversion to applying the spiritual label to
soul-damaging or destroying situations. | don’t think that we can say that a
person has been holistically cared for if we only tick the boxes marked physical

and psychological.
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I respect the various professional boundaries but if part of the problem is a
possible identification with religion then it doesn’t have to be like that.
Regrettably, in the world of professional referral, the number of doctors or
psychologists who would refer a patient for spiritual counselling is virtually
zero, yet for many people this is exactly what they need, whether they’re
religious or not. There is absolutely no reason why such services cannot be
provided within the bounds of proper accreditation and training but as a
society we are dragging out feet in this field and organisational religion has
done likewise. Maybe the time has come to more widely acknowledge that
spiritual care is not the preserve of the religious and that much good can come

from its wider acceptance?

Our spiritual formation contains many ingredients including our understanding
of right and wrong, morals, ethics, justice and a broad belief that life has
purpose. Importantly, the overall value system we build in our formative years
serves to provide the security within which we explore who we are and from
which we derive meaning. It also includes the things we take for granted, the
giving and reciprocation of love and the discovery of vocation. When one or
several of these components is attacked in a major way, say by the death of a
loved one, relationship breakdown, family violence, serious ill health or loss of
employment, the effect is to destroy meaning and our sense of who we are
and where we sit in the grand scheme of things. Even those who suspect there
isn’t a grand scheme of things need their belief systems restored. People |
spoke with after the Black Saturday bushfires in Victoria described a feeling of
being in free-fall, without hope and without reference points to claw one’s way
back. There are ways to identify and restore those points, and yes, we need to
develop the language to do it. Specific spiritual debriefing, in partnership with

comfort and consolation, is by no means a far-fetched concept.
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Spiritual health and mental health are very much interlinked. | believe there is
huge benefit to be derived from revising and developing our understanding of
spiritual support, in giving it greater credibility and applying it more widely to

community life in general.

Jim Pilmer is a Melbourne Anglican priest and chaplain to the Victoria Police Major Collision Unit and Homicide

Squad.
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