PRESENCE-CENTERED FORMATION

Seeing God Clearly.
Seeing Ourselves Honestly.

Showing Up Transparently with Others.

INTRODUCTION

Presence-Centered Formation is the foundational posture beneath the Community Care Ministry
model. It integrates three streams:

1. Biblical theology of God’s presence
2. Clinical understanding of the human condition
3. Relational practices that cultivate authentic connection

This guide exists because many believers have been discipled in doctrine but not in presence.
They know information about God but struggle to live in ongoing connection with God, with
themselves, and with others.

Presence-Centered Formation helps individuals, helpers, pastors, and communities recognize:

o what keeps us from connection

o why self-reliance feels safer than surrender

e how our stories shape our theology

e how God’s Spirit restores what shame has disconnected

It is not about becoming perfect.
It is about becoming present.

PART I — SEEING GOD CLEARLY

Restoring Our Perception of His Presence, His Nature, and Our Relationship to
Him

Before we can experience God’s presence, we must understand how humans learn to perceive
anything at all including God. Spiritual formation does not begin with theology. It begins with
the human nervous system, with sensation, with early interpretation, and with the inner
frameworks through which we learn to understand existence.



We do not encounter God in a vacuum.
We encounter Him through the only lens we possess....
our humanity.

1. The Foundation of Belief: How Humans Learn to
Interpret Existence

Humans are the only creatures in creation who can interpret reality through sensation, reflection,
imagination, and meaning making. We are made in God’s image endowed with consciousness,
self-awareness, and the ability to perceive ourselves as selves.

From birth, our nervous systems ask:

o Am I safe?

o Amlseen?

o Am Ivalued?
o Am I alone?

These early sensations give rise to our first beliefs. Before we understand God cognitively, we
understand the world somatically through the body God created.

Our brains then take these sensations and begin filtering them:
organizing patterns, forming expectations, and building internal explanations for how life works.

This God-designed interpretive capacity allows humans to:

e recognize danger

e bond with caregivers
e adapt to environment
e imagine the future

e construct meaning

e choose their beliefs

And it sets the stage for something far greater:
.... whether we trust God’s interpretation of life, or our own.

2. The Gift and Burden of Free Will

God created humanity with a capacity no other creature possesses: the ability to choose our
interpretation of reality.

Free will is what makes love possible.
It is also what makes rebellion possible.

Humans can choose to:



e trust God’s wisdom

e ignore God’s wisdom

o reinterpret their experience apart from God

o explain existence without reference to the Creator

e build identity on His presence or their independence

This is why belief itself becomes a spiritual turning point:
We can interpret life with God, or without Him and He honors our freedom to choose.

God intended free will to lead us into love, trust, and relational presence.
But once humanity discovered the ability to choose self-reliance, that same freedom became a
doorway into separation.

3. Eden: How Interpretation Broke Before Behavior Did

The serpent did not give Eve new divine power.
He gave her a new lens through which to interpret both God and herself.

His strategy was subtle:

1. Create doubt: “Did God really say...?”
2. Challenge God’s motives: “God is withholding something good.”
3. Shift identity: “You will be like God...”

But Eve was already like God. She bore His image.
She lived in His presence.
She shared His life.

The serpent could not change Eve’s nature —
but he could change her perception of God’s nature.

And once her perception shifted:

e sensation — curiosity

e interpretation — “Something is being held back from me”
e desire — control

e action — disconnection

e emotion — shame

e behavior — hiding

Shame was not punishment. It was the natural emotional result of living outside the perception of
perfect love.

The real break in Eden was perception.
The behavior followed.



And humans have repeated this pattern ever since.

4. Separation Creates Fear Because It Creates Interpretation

Once humans interpreted themselves as separate from their Creator, everything changed.

They no longer experienced God as the environment of their existence.
They began perceiving Him as:

e external

e unpredictable

e evaluative

e potentially dangerous
Not because God changed —

but because the lens changed.

We fear God not because His character is frightening but because separation distorts
perception.

From that moment forward, humanity swung between:

e longing for God
hiding from God
depending on God
rebelling against God
fearing God
misunderstanding God

The story of Scripture is the story of God continually drawing humanity back into relationship
despite their misinterpretations of Him.

1.5 Seeing God’s Nature: Intimacy Revealed Through
Mystery

When Adam and Eve perceived themselves as individuals apart from God, they also began
perceiving God as outside themselves. This introduced a new challenge:

How does a finite mind comprehend an infinite God
once it no longer experiences Him from within?

Human cognitive and emotional capacities are extraordinary but limited.
God knew that once humanity chose self-reliance, we would only be able to comprehend a
fraction of His fullness.



Therefore:

God limited His revelation to sustain our survival.
Mystery is mercy.

This is why, before Jesus, God revealed Himself in forms humans could emotionally withstand:

e burning bush

o pillars of fire

e angelic messengers
e prophetic visions

e symbolic encounters

These were real — but restrained.
True — but incomplete.

Paul describes this state as:

e seeing “through a veil”
e knowing “in part”
e encountering shadows instead of substance

God was not distant.
Human perception was.

The Incarnation: God Removes the Interpretive Barrier

When Jesus came, He didn’t remove mystery —
He humanized it.

He translated God into a form humanity could finally perceive without terror.
Jesus revealed that:

e God is relational and knowable

e God is present, not withholding

e God is compassionate, not reactive
e God is truth, not deception

¢ God is humble, not domineering

e God is self-giving love

Jesus also revealed the preexistent unity He shared with the Father — clarifying that the One
who spoke in the burning bush and walked with Israel was the same divine Person who now

walked in human flesh.

Jesus is God made interpretable.



And even now, two thousand years later, our understanding of God remains shaped by:

our senses
our emotional maturity

our relational histories

the stories of Scripture

the witness of creation

the presence of the Holy Spirit
the embodiment of God’s people

We see truly, but partially.
We know genuinely, but incompletely.
We experience God, but within the constraints of our humanity.

This limited-but-real perception is not a flaw.
It is the condition into which God willingly enters.

5. Now We Explore God as He Has Revealed Himself

From this foundation — sensation, perception, free will, separation, mystery, incarnation — we
can now explore what humanity has come to know about God’s character from:

creation

Scripture

the life and teachings of Jesus
the witness of His people

the inner testimony of the Spirit

This moves us into the next major movement:

A God who is intimate enough to dwell within us
and holy enough to transform us.

PART I1 — SEEING OURSELVES
HONESTLY

Recognizing How Experience Shapes Belief

2A. Why Early Interpretation Becomes
Identity



Before we develop beliefs, doctrines, memories, or even language, we develop interpretations
instinctive, bodily-based conclusions about what our experiences mean. These interpretations are
not consciously chosen; they are formed for us by a nervous system that is wired for survival
long before it is wired for reflection.

This is the essential, often unrecognized truth:

Human identity is shaped first by interpretation, not information.
We become who we perceive ourselves to be, long before we understand who we are.

1. The Nervous System’s First Task: Predicting the World

From the moment an infant enters the world, their brain is working tirelessly to answer one
question:

“What does this mean?”
This question isn't intellectual, it’s instinctive.
e A delayed response to a cry may mean, “I’m on my own.”
e A warm embrace may mean, “I matter.”
e A harsh tone may mean, “Something is wrong with me.”
e An unpredictable environment may mean, “I must stay alert at all times.”

e A consistent, attuned caregiver may mean, “The world is safe enough to explore.”

These interpretations embed themselves into the child’s autonomic nervous system, shaping
patterns of regulation that feel so natural we later mistake them for personality.

We do not remember these early interpretations,
but we live out of them every day.

2. The Brain Fills in Meaning Long Before It Understands
Truth

Science tells us:
e The limbic system (emotional center) is online from birth.
o The amygdala (fear center) begins storing threat associations in infancy.
o The prefrontal cortex (logic, theology, self-reflection) won’t fully develop until around
age 25.

This means:

A child must interpret experiences with a brain that cannot yet understand them.



So, the brain does what God designed it to do... it guesses.

It fills in the gaps.

It connects dots.

It forms internal narratives that create coherence, even if the interpretations are flawed.
Examples:

e “Ifno one comes when I cry, it means I shouldn’t need anything.”
o “If people seem frustrated, it must be my fault.”

o “If affection is inconsistent, I must earn connection.”

o “If the world feels unpredictable, I must stay in control.”

These early conclusions become templates for all future relationships — including our
relationship with God.

3. Identity Forms When Interpretation Repeats

Interpretations are not identity until they repeat.

A one-time experience may confuse a child,
but repeated experiences create patterns,
and patterns create beliefs.

When an interpretation is repeated enough times, the brain encodes it as:

e “This is who I am.”

e “This is how the world works.”

e “This is what relationships feel like.”
e “This is what I must do to be safe.”

This is why identity becomes:

e hyper-independent

e anxious

e avoidant

e perfectionistic

e invisible

e overly responsible

e emotionally shut down
e overly attuned to others
e chronically self-critical



These aren’t flaws.
They are interpretations that became strategies that became identity.

4. Scripture Acknowledges the Power of Early Formation

The Bible consistently affirms that human beings are shaped long before conscious belief
develops:

e “Train up a child in the way he should go...” (Proverbs 22:6)
e “You taught me wisdom in the secret place.” (Psalm 51:6)

e “Out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks.” (Luke 6:45)
e “Be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (Romans 12:2)

Each of these passages assumes:

early formation is powerful

internal narratives matter

transformation involves rewriting beliefs

identity is not fixed, but formable

God works with the inner world, not just behavior

Paul captures the tension perfectly:

“The good that I want to do, I do not do.”
(Romans 7:19)

This is not weakness.
It is the conflict between pre-cognitive identity and spirit-led transformation.

Our earliest interpretations become the “old self” Paul describes the part of us that must be
renewed, not shamed.

S. The Theological Implication: We Don’t See Ourselves
Accurately

Most Christians struggle not with believing in God,
but with believing God’s view of them.

Why?

Because we rarely see ourselves as we are —
we see ourselves as we learned to be.

If our early interpretation was:



e  “I’m aburden,” God's love may feel burdensome.

e “I'must stay in control,” surrender feels dangerous.

e “I shouldn’t need support,” community feels threatening.

e “I’'m not enough,” grace feels too generous to trust.

e “I'must earn acceptance,” intimacy with God feels conditional.

This is why spiritual formation requires presence-based identity work, not merely instruction,
discipline, or doctrine.

6. The Heart of Presence-Centered Formation

Presence-Centered Formation begins here:

You cannot become who God created you to be until you uncover who you believe yourself to
be.

Not the polished version.
Not the surface-level Christian version.
Not the adaptive, responsible, compliant, high-performing version.

But the version shaped by:

o carly fear

e cearly longing

o carly misinterpretations
o carly strategies

e carly wounds

o early compensations

o carly choices

e carly survival templates

Transformation begins not with effort,
but with awareness.

Not with striving,
but with unlearning.

Not with self-improvement,
but with presence.

Because in presence — emotionally, relationally, and spiritually —
God begins to reveal:

e where our identity was shaped
e how our perception was formed
e why our strategies were necessary



« and how He intends to heal, restore, and recreate us

This is the beginning of learning to see ourselves clearly.

2B. Cultural Trauma, Misaligned Identity,
and the Erosion of Presence

When we think about trauma in the modern world, we often imagine catastrophic events —
violence, abuse, neglect, loss. But the most pervasive trauma in our culture is not catastrophic; it
is cumulative. It is the slow, unrecognized erosion of presence caused by the pace, pressure, and
productivity of the world we’ve built.

The Western world, especially the United States, has spent the last five decades advancing at a
pace that our biology and spirituality were never designed to sustain. What we call “progress”
has brought undeniable benefits — expanded opportunity, economic mobility, technological
innovation, equal access to education and work — but these gains have come with an unspoken
cost: the diminishment of connection.

We are more capable than ever, but rarely more content.
We are more connected digitally, but less connected relationally.
We can accomplish more in less time but feel less like us while doing it.

The pressure to perform, to produce, compete, achieve, optimize, and accelerate — has shaped
our cultural identity far more than most of us realize.

1. The Cultural Shift Toward Performance-Based Identity

In previous generations, identity was rooted in:

o relationships

e community

shared values

family rhythms
spiritual meaning
generational continuity

Today, identity is shaped by:

productivity
independence
economic output

social performance
curated online presence
personal branding



e achievement
The shift is subtle but profound:
We no longer ask, “Who am 1?7 We ask, “What have I done recently?”
This is not merely a sociological observation, it is a spiritual one.

When culture elevates performance over presence, we begin to misunderstand not only ourselves
but the very nature of God’s character.

We start believing:

¢ that our worth is earned, not inherent

o that our exhaustion is a badge of honor

o that rest is laziness rather than obedience
o that connection is optional

o that self-sufficiency is maturity

o that vulnerability is weakness

But Scripture paints a very different picture.

2. Biblical Examples of People Too Busy to See Themselves

Throughout Scripture, God intervenes when people become so productive, so driven, or so
consumed by their tasks that they lose sight of themselves and Him.

Moses: The Overextended Leader

Moses was “sitting as judge for the people from morning till evening” (Exodus 18:13).
His identity had fused with his role.
He was exhausted, irritable, and blind to his own limits.

God did not say, “Work harder.”
Through Jethro, God said:

“What you are doing is not good...
You will wear yourself out.”
(Exodus 18:17-18)

Productivity had become a form of self-protection — and God disrupted it.

Martha: The Anxious Achiever



Martha wasn’t sinning.
She was serving.

But she was serving from self-reliance, not presence.
Jesus’ response is one of the clearest diagnoses of cultural trauma:

“Martha, Martha, you are worried and troubled about many things...”
(Luke 10:41)

Worry + work = identity distortion. Busyness had eclipsed belonging.

Jesus affirmed service, but corrected the source it came from.

Israel: The Idol of Productivity

Israel became so obsessed with output and expansion that God sent prophets to remind them:
e “Inrepentance and rest is your salvation...” (Isaiah 30:15)
e “They build house after house... but do not regard the work of the Lord.” (Isaiah 5:8—12)
o “Be still and know that I am God.” (Psalm 46:10)

These were not calls to inactivity.
They were calls to presence.

The Tower of Babel: Productivity as Identity Construction
The Tower was not about rebellion, it was about self-definition.

“Let us make a name for ourselves...”
(Genesis 11:4)

The story is not about God fearing human progress; it is about humans forming identity apart
from Him.

Babel is the prototype of performance-based identity.

3. The Cultural Trauma of “Positive Progress”

Not all trauma is violent.
Some trauma is the unintended side effect of cultural momentum.

Examples include:

o abbreviated maternity leave



e nonexistent paternity leave

e over-reliance on daycare due to economic necessity

o fragmented family rhythms

e increasing divorce rates

e chronic overstimulation from technology

o shrinking attention spans

o pressure for children to “perform” academically and socially
e adults who live by constant comparison

o families with no margin

e parents too exhausted to be emotionally present

e individuals who feel “not enough” unless they’re producing

These cultural forces reshape identity subtly, quietly, and universally.
We gained opportunity, but lost margin.

We gained capability, but lost connection.

We gained convenience, but lost presence.

And the spiritual price is significant:

When life moves too fast, we become too tired to see ourselves clearly.

4. Trauma Isn’t Only About What Happens — It’s About
What’s Missing

In clinical terms:

e Trauma is not only the presence of danger.
e Trauma is also the absence of connection when connection is needed.

Little moments matter.
And when enough little moments go unmet, unseen, or unprocessed, they produce:

e chronic shame

e internal confusion

o misreading others’ intentions

o misreading God’s character

o feeling perpetually behind

e experiencing constant pressure to keep up
e emotional numbness

o exhaustion as identity

e productivity as worth

e self-reliance as survival



“The compilation of missed little moments can cause pain significant enough to cloud our view
of how we and He sees us.”

This is the core issue of cultural formation:

We are disconnected not because we are broken, but because we are busy.

And busyness, not disbelief, is the primary barrier to presence in the modern world.

5. Why This Matters for Presence-Centered Formation

Presence-Centered Formation must confront the reality that:

e We are formed by culture as much as by childhood.

e Our nervous systems adapt to the environments we live in.
e Spiritual presence requires psychological margin.

e Identity must be disentangled from performance.

e Cultural norms often run counter to spiritual truth.

e God meets us not in our pace, but in our presence.

2C. How Formational Wounds and Fractures
Distort Our Perception of God and Self

What we often call trauma can be more precisely described as formational wounds and
fractures. Formational wounds are the unexpected, unexplainable and painful life experiences
and interactions that have a lasting impact on how we think and feel. Formational fractures are
more subtle mis-attunements, misunderstandings and misinterpreted experiences that can
accumulate and that shape our perception and beliefs. These experiences are universal, not
pathological. They influence how we learn to trust, how we protect ourselves, and how we
interpret God’s presence.

Many human beings have experienced formational wounds which can show up as deep ruptures
that can overwhelm, limit and even debilitate cognitive and behavioral functioning. Many more
humans have experienced formational fractures which while more tolerable can still inhibit
healthy emotional, cognitive and behavioral functioning.

The goal is not to pathologize human behavior but to understand it.
Presence-Centered Formation begins by recognizing:

What we call maladaptive is often simply misinterpreted survival.

The sections below trace how wounds and fractures form, how they shape us, how Scripture
reflects them, and how God responds through presence—not punishment.



2C.1 Formational Wounds: Ruptures That
Reshape Identity

Formational wounds are the sharp breaks in our development—experiences that overwhelm our
ability to cope, understand, or stay connected.

These may include:

sudden loss or abandonment

abuse or violation

severe betrayal

intense fear or helplessness

major relational ruptures

medical or environmental emergencies
social or spiritual shaming

Wounds often produce immediate meaning-making, such as:

e “I’mnot safe.”
e “I’malone.”

e  “I’'m powerless.”

e “I’munworthy of protection.”

e “Something must be wrong with me.”

These interpretations become templates through which future experiences—and even future
relationships with God—are filtered.

Biblical Resonance

Scripture is honest about wounding;:

“The bones You have crushed will rejoice.” (Psalm 51:8)
Tamar “remained desolate.” (2 Sam. 13:20)

Job’s world shattered without explanation
Joseph was betrayed, abandoned, falsely accused

In each story, the wound is not minimized—
and the healing comes not through performance, but presence.

2C.2 Formational Fractures: Subtle
Misalignments That Accumulate Over Time



Fractures are the hairline cracks of the soul, small, repeated moments of mis-attunement or
misunderstanding that shape identity quietly but powerfully.

Fractures form when:

e emotional needs are inconsistently met

e caregivers are distracted, overwhelmed, or unavailable
e achild becomes “the responsible one” too early

o affection is unpredictable

o mistakes are met with shame rather than guidance

e people-pleasing earns approval

e high-functioning children become invisible

o cultural pressure replaces relational presence

Fractures produce beliefs like:
e “My feelings don’t matter.”
e “I shouldn’t need anything.”
e “I have to be strong.”
e “Connection is conditional.”

e “Love must be earned.”

These beliefs later become relational patterns and spiritual assumptions.
Biblical Resonance
Fractures appear everywhere in Scripture:

e Jacob, raised in a fractured family system of favoritism

e Leah, living in emotional invisibility

e Martha, anxious from chronic over-responsibility

o Israel, shaped by centuries of inconsistent leadership

Fractures are not dramatic—
but they quietly misalign identity until pressure reveals them.

2C.3 Survival Responses: How the Body
Learns to Protect the Soul

Human beings respond to wounds and fractures with instinctive survival strategies. These
responses are not moral failures; they are biological mercy.

We generally use four:



FIGHT

e anger, irritability

o perfectionism

e control

e confronting or overpowering threats

FLIGHT

avoidance
busyness
emotional escape
intellectualizing

FREEZE

numbness
dissociation
immobility
helplessness

FAWN

people-pleasing
appeasement
over-responsibility
codependent patterns

Each response originally formed to keep us safe, not to keep us stuck.

2C.4 Thought Patterns: How Survival
Becomes Identity

Over time, survival instincts crystallize into thought patterns, internal instincts and scripts that
shape how we see ourselves and God.

FIGHT Patterns

e “I must stay in control.”
e “I'won’tlet anyone hurt me.”
o “Strength keeps me safe.”

FLIGHT Patterns



o “IfI stay busy, I won’t feel pain.”
o “Distance makes relationships safer.”

FREEZE Patterns

e “It doesn’t matter what I want.”
e “Nothing can change.”
o “Feeling is dangerous.”

FAWN Patterns

“If I make people happy, I’ll be accepted.”
e “My needs are a burden.”

These patterns lead to the lived expressions you listed:

e hyper-independence

e chronic anxiety

e emotional shutdown

e over-attunement to others
e perfectionism

e negative self-talk

e rumination

e distraction or numbing

e emotional reasoning

e all-or-nothing thinking

These are not signs of weakness, they are the emotional and logical processing of a person who
learned to survive without consistent presence.

2C.5 Biblical Parallels: Humans Responding
to Life the Same Way We Do

Scripture does not hide human fragility:

FIGHT

Peter cutting the servant’s ear; Moses killing the Egyptian; Saul gripping power in jealousy.
FLIGHT

Jonah fleeing God’s call; Elijah running into the wilderness; Jacob fleeing conflict repeatedly.

FREEZE



Job sitting in silence; David overwhelmed into paralysis; Israel in exile, unable to act.
FAWN

Martha serving to secure approval; Saul pleasing the people; the older brother striving for
deservingness.

These are not stories of moral deficiency.
They are stories of human beings trying to regulate formational pain.

2C.6 God’s Restoring Presence: Regulation,
Reframing, and Reorientation

In every example, God responds the same way:
Not with judgment, but with presence.

God meets Elijah with food, rest, and a whisper.

Jesus restores Peter not with shame, but with questions of love.
Hagar encounters God as “the One who sees me.”

God steadies Jonah with honesty and compassion.

The Father in Luke 15 restores identity before addressing behavior.

God does not demand perfection, emotional control, or performance.

He responds to wounds with tending, to fractures with alignment, to survival strategies with
gentle reorientation, and to identity distortion with truth spoken in presence.

2C.7 When Formational Wounds and
Fractures Go Unaddressed:

How Mental Health Diagnoses Develop and Why the Church Must Respond Differently™**
Formational wounds and fractures do not remain static.

If left unrecognized and unaddressed, they evolve.

They solidify into patterns, then into symptoms, and eventually into diagnoses.

Not because people are weak.

Not because they lack faith.



Not because they are defective or “sinful.”

But because the nervous system adapts to survive and adaptation, when prolonged, becomes
dysregulation.

The modern rise in mental health diagnoses, especially anxiety, depression, panic disorders,
mood disorders, and trauma-related conditions, cannot be separated from:

unattended wounds and fractures

chronic stress and cultural overextension

disconnection from community and spiritual grounding
genetic predispositions and neurobiological vulnerabilities
stigma and silence that prevent people from seeking help

A e

The church has historically struggled to understand how these factors interact.
As aresult, many Christians have received messages like:

e “You just need more faith.”

e “Pray harder.”

e “This is spiritual warfare.”

e “Christians shouldn’t be depressed.”

¢ “You don’t need therapy, you need deliverance.”
e “Medication means you’re not trusting God.”

These messages are not malicious.
They are the result of theological gaps, misunderstood anthropology, and a lack of psychological
literacy.

But they have caused profound suffering.

A. The Role of Unaddressed Wounds and Fractures in Mental Health
Diagnoses

Every diagnosis is rooted in patterns of:

e survival

e protection

e adaptation

e misinterpretation

Mental health symptoms are the body’s best attempt to cope with unresolved formational
pain.



Examples:

o Chronic anxiety often emerges from prolonged environments of unpredictability or over-
responsibility.

e Depression frequently roots in early experiences of helplessness, emotional neglect, or
repeated invalidation.

o Bipolar presentations are linked to genetic predisposition but often amplified by
childhood instability or chaotic attachment.

o Complex trauma arises from persistent relational fractures, not merely catastrophic
events.

e Obsessive-compulsive tendencies can develop from environments requiring hyper-
control for emotional safety.

None of these are moral failures.
They are physiological expressions of unprocessed relational pain.

This is why Presence-Centered Formation matters:
It reframes mental struggle as something we care for, not something we condemn.

B. The Heredity and Biology Factor: What the Church Rarely
Acknowledges

Some diagnoses have significant genetic or hereditary components:

e bipolar disorders

e schizophrenia spectrum disorders
e major depressive disorder

e ADHD

e OCD

e anxiety disorders

This does not negate spiritual identity.
It does not imply moral flaw.
It does not mean fate is fixed.

What it means is:

The brain, like every other organ, is subject to genetic variation, and God is not threatened by
biology.

The church often embraces the idea of genetic heart conditions or diabetes,
but resists the idea of genetic serotonin transport issues or dopamine dysregulation.

This is not theological, it is cultural discomfort masquerading as doctrine.



C. Generational Trauma vs. “Generational Curses”:

The Church Has Language, but Often the Wrong Kind

Some Christian traditions interpret family pain as “generational curses.” What these traditions
intuitively recognized was:

Pain passes down.
Patterns pass down.
Wounds echo into the next generation.

But Scripture never uses the phrase “generational curse” to describe inherited sin or suffering in
the way some modern groups do.
Instead, biblical and psychological perspectives agree:

e behaviors

e attachment patterns

e emotional responses

o interpretations of God and self
o relational dysfunction

...are learned, transmitted, and embodied across generations through wounds and fractures, not
divine punishment.

This aligns far more with:

Exodus 34:6-7 (visitation of consequences across generations)

Psalm 78 (fathers teaching children what they learned)

Trauma research (intergenerational transmission of stress and attachment patterns)
Epigenetic studies (environment shaping gene expression)

The takeaway:

Generational trauma is real.
Generational curse, as popularly taught, is often a misinterpretation.

It is not God punishing children for their parents.
It is children inheriting parents’ unhealed wounds, fractures, and survival strategies.

Presence-Centered Formation becomes a pathway to break that cycle —
not through fear, but through identity restoration.



D. How the Church Has Historically Responded — and Why It’s Not
Working

The church has often defaulted to three categories of explanations:

1. Moral - “It’s sin or lack of faith.”

This produces shame, discourages vulnerability, and deepens isolation.
2. Spiritual - “It’s demonic or spiritual warfare.”

This bypasses the emotional and developmental aspects of the struggle.
3. Neutrality or Avoidance — “We don't know how to address this.”
Many pastors simply feel undertrained or overwhelmed.

The result?

people suffer in silence

pastors feel helpless

therapists feel the church doesn’t understand them

believers feel caught between “faith” and “science”

mental health goes untreated

relational wounds deepen
faith becomes a performance, not a refuge

None of this reflects the heart of God.

E. How the Church Can Respond: A Presence-Centered Model of Mental
Health

A theologically integrated church response includes:

1. Naming the reality:

Wounds and fractures shape identity and mental health.
This is not sin. This is humanity.

2. Removing stigma:

Mental illness is not a spiritual failure.
It is a biopsychosocial reality — and God works within it.



3. Integrating knowledge:

Biology, neurology, Scripture, and relational theology are friends, not enemies.

4. Partnering with clinicians:

Therapy is not a replacement for faith; it is a tool God uses to bring truth and presence into
places of fragmentation.

5. Emphasizing relational discipleship:

People heal in safe, attuned, consistent relationships — the same conditions God uses in
Scripture.

6. Reframing diagnosis:

Not as a label of limitation,
but as a description of how the nervous system learned to protect itself.

7. Leading with presence, not performance:

People need connection, not correction.

From Naming Wounds to Reorienting in His Presence

It is not the purpose of Presence-Centered Formation to linger on wounds and fractures, nor to
assign blame for the circumstances that formed them. Naming is not an end. Naming is only
helpful if it leads to reorientation.

The risk in discussing wounds and fractures—especially within the church—is that naming can
quickly become blaming. History shows us that while the church has often been willing to speak
boldly about sinful behaviors, it has been far less willing to examine the inner terrain from
which those behaviors emerge.

Common Wounds the Church Knows—but Rarely Explores Beneath
Most churches readily acknowledge that experiences such as:

e abuse and violation

e divorce and abandonment

e substance use and addiction

e chronic instability or neglect

are deeply harmful. Sermons, teachings, and pastoral care efforts often emphasize the damage
these behaviors cause—to families, to children, to communities.



What is less often explored are the formational roots beneath these behaviors:

o the fear that precedes control

o the shame that precedes numbing

o the loneliness that precedes addiction

o the helplessness that precedes rage

o the disconnection that precedes avoidance

Scripture itself does not ignore these realities.

When Jesus and Paul name what Scripture calls the “works of the flesh” (Mark 7:20-23;
Galatians 5:19-21), they are not merely cataloging immoral actions. They are revealing what
happens when human beings rely on their own survival instincts apart from God’s
presence.

These works are not random acts of rebellion; they are the predictable outcomes of self-reliance
under threat.

Survival Without God: Temporary Protection, Lasting Disconnection

God designed our fight, flight, freeze, and fawn responses as reminders—not replacements.

They alert us that something is wrong.
They signal danger, uncertainty, or loss.
They are invitations to seek refuge.

But when these responses become our primary way of living—when we attempt to survive
without surrender—they shift from adaptive to distorting.

Our focus turns from what is good to what feels protective.
From trust to control.

From connection to independence.

From presence to performance.

This is not because we are evil.
It is because we are human.

God never intended human survival instincts to function independently of Him. They were meant
to draw us back to dependence, not to replace it.



A Fallen World and a Temporary Kingdom

Scripture is clear that we live in a temporary and fallen world—one in which Satan chose to rule
not because he was powerful enough to overthrow eternity, but because he could corrupt what
was temporary.

He could not dethrone the King of Eternity.
So he targeted creation’s vulnerability.

When humans attempt to live as if self-reliance can sustain them indefinitely, they align—often
unintentionally—with a system that promises autonomy but delivers fragmentation.

This is why survival without God is always temporary.
And why disconnection is always the cost.

Why Recognition Must Precede Surrender

Presence-Centered Formation does not ask people to deny their instincts.
It asks them to recognize them.

We cannot surrender what we do not see.
We cannot depend on that where we believe we are sufficient.
We cannot receive presence while clinging to protection.

Recognizing our default human responses to threat and uncertainty is not an exercise in shame—
it is a prerequisite for surrender.

Only when we see how we fight, flee, freeze, or fawn
can we choose to stop surviving alone
and begin to live in His presence.

“If survival apart from God leads to fragmentation, then God’s presence in us is the path
to restoration.”
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