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Recent studies of trauma have provided scholars helpful cross-disciplinary 

engagement when analyzing biblical literature depicting shades of mental distress. 

Informed by insights gleaned from the fields of psychology, sociology, literary and 

cultural studies, a “hermeneutic of trauma” is attentive to human experiences of 

suffering and reveal subtleties of pain often overlooked by surface readings of a given 

text. With acute sensitivity to the human reality of mental distress, trauma studies have 

demonstrated that experiences of suffering depicted in literature often involve 

perceptions of threat that cause profound effects on one’s psyche. This not only occurs 

with the characters of the narrative itself but can also affect the reader of those 

traumatic narratives. One relevant example benefitting from trauma hermeneutics is 

the collective anguish experienced by Jesus’s disciples on the eve of his arrest in John 

14–16.  

Set within the framework of Jesus’s private ministry hours before his death, 

extreme distress by way of persecution is promised to the disciples initiating the 

narrative’s somber tone. The group’s collective trauma becomes heightened when 

Jesus declares that he will be “going” to the Father, causing them to fear a hostile 

world without the protection of their leader. By applying a hermeneutic of trauma to 

the text, this paper will explore the group’s feelings of betrayal, grief, and panic over 

the traumatic prospect of the imminent departure of their master. Supplemented by 

insights from modern trauma research, a cross-disciplinary approach to John 14–16 will 

shed light on the internal distress experienced by collective groups throughout time 

whose devotion to a leader is at risk, as well as by readers of traumatic literature who 

are likewise affected. 


