


In Strong like Water, Aundi Kolber emerges as one of the 
most trusted and approachable voices at the intersection 
of faith, trauma, and body-centered therapy. The practices 
alone are worth reading this excellent, well-researched, 
heartfelt book.

EMILY P. FREEMAN, author and host of The Next Right Thing podcast

Strong like Water is a beautiful gift for anyone who has 
felt like they have to stay strong to survive. With wisdom 
drawn from her own story and her clinical expertise, 
Aundi Kolber reimagines strength as a dance of tenacity 
and tenderness, of holding tight and of learning to release. 
This brave and insightful journey through resilience is a 
revelation—one that honors both the grit it takes to survive 
and the compassion it takes to heal. 

DR. ALISON COOK, psychologist and author of The Best of You and 
Boundaries for Your Soul

The process of navigating hard things is not a linear path 
for any of us, but with clarity, resources, research, and the 
deepest wells of compassion, Aundi lends her heart and 
expertise as she guides us through this road map of healing 
and discovery in her latest offering. Strong like Water 
contains truths that ultimately lead us back to ourselves 
and the ever-present reminder that God has and always will 
be with us on our journey of becoming more beautifully 
human in the midst of adversity. This is a book I need now 
and will surely return to as often as necessary.

PATRICIA A. TAYLOR, writer and anti-racism educator

I’ve never had such a personally moving, healing, and 
formative experience while reading a book. Aundi offers 



wisdom on every page as well as practices for your mind, 
heart, body, and soul that will help guide you through 
pain and that embody what true flourishing and resilience 
are all about.

STEVE CARTER, pastor and author of The Thing Beneath the Thing

I was deeply moved reading Strong like Water and felt comfort 
and confidence from Aundi’s practical, compassionate words. 
The work of healing and integration often feels heavy, like 
it’s easier left undone, but Strong like Water adds direction, 
lightness, and hope to a worthwhile journey.

KENDRA ADACHI, New York Times bestselling author of The Lazy 
Genius Way and The Lazy Genius Kitchen

Strong like Water is a trustworthy guide away from fear and 
into the safe embrace of love, where healing resides. I will 
carry Aundi’s words into the corners of my everyday life—
as a neighbor, parent, spouse, and friend. This book is for 
the hurting, the rattled, the stuck, the numb; which is to 
say, it’s for each one of us. All is not lost. The gentle way 
of hope awaits.

SHANNAN MARTIN, author of Start with Hello and The Ministry of 
Ordinary Places

In a culture full of conflicting messages about the value 
of strength, where to find it, and how to use it, Strong like 
Water is both an anchor and a lighthouse. Aundi’s book 
is full of gentle, resourceful tools and generously offered 
stories. What a gift this book is for all the weary souls who 
aren’t sure if they have what it takes or what they need, or 
are afraid of what they might find within themselves. 

TASHA JUN, author of Tell Me the Dream Again



With careful thought and gentle intention, Aundi is a 
trusted guide who distills what she’s learned as a trauma-
informed therapist. If you’re feeling like you’re holding the 
weight of the world, this book will speak to your soul, offer 
needed resources, and invite you into the sacred work of 
healing. 

KAYLA CRAIG, author of To Light Their Way

Aundi shows a way beyond “toughing it out” and “what 
doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” and it’s a gentle and 
self-compassionate approach. Ultimately, it’s the way of 
Jesus, and Aundi is a wonderful guide into it.

CHUCK DeGROAT, PhD, LPC, professor of pastoral care and 
Christian spirituality, interim DMin director, Western Theological 
Seminary

Strong like Water beautifully acknowledges the courage 
that survival requires and offers practical tools to move 
from simply coping to gaining embodied strength. Over 
your own deep waters, Kolber’s voice will rise as a wise 
and gentle guide, calling forth your inner strength and 
testifying to God’s redeeming love.

CLARISSA MOLL, author of Beyond the Darkness

Strong Like Water is such a timely book as so many of us 
deal with the pressure of needing to be the “strong one” in 
one way or another. This book is an encouraging guide that 
will help you gracefully navigate the many experiences of 
life that call for strength.

MORGAN HARPER NICHOLS, artist and writer
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WHAT  I F  THE  

TRUEST  STRENGTH  I S  AS 

E XPANS IVE  AS  THE  T I DE ;  

THE  F I ERCE  &  GENTLE 

E L EMENTS  DANC ING 

TOGETHER  AS  ONE?



I N T R O D U C T I O N

S TRENGTH  IN  
THE  WAVES

Blessed be water,
Our first Mother.

J O H N  O ’ D O N O H U E ,  E X C E R P T  F R O M  “ I N  P R A I S E  O F  W A T E R ”

THE  WAVES  OF  THE  M IGHTY  PAC I F IC  OCEAN � crashed in front of 
me; the sparkle of the water and the intensity of the shore 
break were almost hypnotizing. I buried my toes in the sand, 
which was speckled with rocks and black dust, as I took in 
the majestic view. I never tired of the ocean and came here 
often—​mostly, just to be near it; to be regulated by the 
rhythms of the waves (though I didn’t have words for that 
yet). I wanted to feel immersed in something much bigger 
and more powerful than myself.
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The chaos of the ocean mirrored the tumult I felt inside. 
I’d graduated from college a few months before, but frankly, 
my life felt as if it were falling apart. Actually, it’s fair to say 
that it was. I had called off an engagement and quit my first 
professional job within the span of a week. (For the record, 
I  don’t regret either of those decisions, but this certainly 
wasn’t how I’d pictured my post-​college life.) What I didn’t 
realize was that, in addition to all those disappointments, 
I was still carrying around the effects of a childhood full of 
complex trauma that I hadn’t begun to unpack. Its presence 
affected me every day.

I was only twenty-​two, but sitting by this oceanside, I felt 
much older; worn. Is life always supposed to feel this hard? After 
a few decades of pushing myself at all costs to achieve and 
tying myself into pretzels for everyone around me—​honestly, 
I didn’t know who I was anymore.

Even more honestly? I was not completely sure I ever had.
Others told me I was the strong one, the spiritual one, 

the wise one, the responsible one, the good kid, the girl who 
would get things done. There was a part of me that liked 
these labels. And there was some truth to them—​there was 
a ferocity as strong as the rushing tide that coursed through 
me. Many of these traits had been hardwired in me as a way 
to survive the tumultuous and at times traumatic household 
I’d grown up in, but my family’s dysfunction had begun gen-
erations before. I carried my ancestors’ pain as well as their 
strength: I was the daughter of a refugee who’d escaped in 
the back of an ambulance from a war-​torn country when 

S T R O N G  L I K E  W A T E R
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she was only four. I was the granddaughter of a man who’d 
survived a childhood of poverty by eating leftover corn from 
pigs and who had the audacity to flee Hungary with his 
family when the only other choice would have been to join 
the oppressor. I was the great-​granddaughter of a Croatian 
woman so tenaciously determined to live that she’d fended 
off thieves with just her fists. These were the stories that had 
been passed on to me, and this was the fire and fierceness 
that ran through me.

And yet this strength had come at great cost, not only to 
my ancestors, but also to me. Kids aren’t meant to hold adult 
problems or adult pain. Kids aren’t meant to grow up when 
they’re still small. Many of the qualities that folks affirmed 
about me were the result of living in and through trauma. 
I had never known anything different from the family I’d 
grown up in. What most people didn’t see was how much it 
cost me to have so little support and to feel as if I was always 
on my own. To feel that the world was constantly on my 
shoulders; that I had to remain tough, responsible, and put 
together no matter what—​it was a heavy burden to bear.

And so, like I’d done for much of my childhood, I let 
myself feel pain in one of the few places that it felt safe to 
do so—​here, near the water. This was where I saw a glimpse 
of who I truly was. This was where I felt the Spirit of God. 
This was where I could find at least a glimmer of the peace 
for which I’d been looking; this was where God whispered 
that I was loved in such a gentle voice that I almost missed it. 
This was where I understood Jesus’ words, “My yoke is easy 

A U N D I  K O L B E R

3



and my burden is light” (Matthew 11:30). This was where 
I could sink into these words from the psalmist: “Be at rest 
once more, O my soul” (Psalm 116:7). This was one of the 
few places my body could fully exhale.

And finally, finally, she did. My body settled.

I wonder whether you’ve ever felt alone and weighed down by 
the burden of needing to be “the strong one”? Maybe you’ve 
found identity in your armor—​your tenacity, your ability 
to survive. After all, it seems to be the thing people like best 
about you. Maybe you’ve tried to let others know how much 
you’re hurting, but it’s always ended either in your being mis-
understood or experiencing heartbreak. So now when your 
heart is tender, you shame yourself or find a way to suck it 
up again; you’ve decided that vulnerability just isn’t worth it. 
Sometimes it might seem like being unemotive—​pretending 
and suppressing what you truly feel or need—​is the only way 
you’ll actually be loved at all. After all, it can feel as if society 
constantly berates you with these messages:

No pain, no gain. Pain makes people strong.
Well, at least you’re going to learn an important lesson.
Stop complaining; it could be worse.
When the going gets tough, the tough get going.
Everything happens for a reason.
God doesn’t give you more than you can handle.
Just pray about it.

S T R O N G  L I K E  W A T E R
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Now, let it be said—​there are elements of truth in those 
statements. When the going gets tough, the tough do get 
going. Faith and prayer are great resources to get through 
difficult experiences. Certainly, sometimes there is no other 
way to survive than to white-​knuckle our way through life 
when circumstances require it.

And yet. When the idea that “what doesn’t kill you makes 
you stronger” plays out in real life, we see that it just doesn’t 
hold up. What doesn’t kill us can actually make us isolated, 
traumatized, and deeply harmed if we don’t receive the sup-
port we need as we go through it. We’ve internalized these 
platitudes and, as a consequence, we feel exhausted, burned-​
out, and disconnected from our truest selves. These phrases 
may come from well-​intentioned sources, but unfortunately, 
they’re only keeping us stuck—​pretending; suppressing; 
believing the lie that strength, and ultimately wholeness, 
looks only like denying ourselves at every turn.

Is there a different way? What if emotional health doesn’t 
always look like being “the strong one”? What if sometimes 
it means stepping back and letting ourselves receive or grieve 
or feel? What if it’s not just facing hard things—​though that 
matters—​but also knowing our limits? What if it’s loving others, 
but also letting ourselves be loved? What if the truest strength is 
as expansive as the tide; the fierce and gentle elements dancing 
together as one? What if this strength has the flexibility to be 
both soft and bold; to both nourish and protect—​because it is 
rooted in a foundation of love rather than fear?

What could life be like if you were strong like water?

A U N D I  K O L B E R
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At thirty-​eight, sixteen years after I last watched waves pound 
on that familiar Pacific beach, I return.

So much has happened since I was last here. Within months 
of that long-​ago afternoon at the ocean, I moved to Denver, 
where I soon met my husband, found my vocation, had two 
kids, and began hours of therapy and millions of tiny healing 
moments, all to piece together the fragments of my story that 
trauma had shattered. The first step had been letting myself be 
nourished as I learned what it meant to be truly strong. Not 
in the way I was used to—​the strong that had required me to 
be something I wasn’t; to pretend and suppress and ache. Not 
strong like the world often measures it—​through brute tough-
ness and forced smiles. Nope, this was different because God 
had begun teaching me to be strong like Him.

He taught me what it was like to receive and feel and 
grieve and savor and lean in and lean out and be fully alive—​
to be strong and flexible like water.

I sit in almost the exact same spot on the beach as I did 
when I was younger. I dig my toes into the black-​speckled 
sand. I gaze at nearly the same view. But the experience is 
different because I am different. Not because I am perfectly 
healed. Not because I have all the answers. Not because I am 
now somehow impervious to pain. God is teaching me that 
no matter where I am in the process of healing, I am worthy 
of receiving love, compassion, care, and support. I finally 
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realize that experiencing moments of both courage and ten-
derness is part of my journey.

Now I know what it’s like to feel safe in my body. Now I 
know in the deepest parts of myself that I’m beloved by the 
God of the universe. Now I know how to find the people 
who make me feel like myself. Now I can honor the gen-
erational stories that helped shape my family. Now I know 
it’s okay—​beautiful, really—​to feel my emotions. Now I 
know how to move through pain, rather than suppress or be 
toppled by it. Now I know what it’s like to feel a solid sense 
of myself rather than constantly react to fear or trauma.

Now I know what it’s like to be strong like water; to 
gather in the aching parts of my story and support them 
with compassion and hope. Now I know, and I can never 
not know again.

Reader, to gain that inner steadiness, you may need to unlearn 
some of what you’ve internalized about strength. You may 
begin to recognize that some of the ways pain and trauma 
have imprinted stories in your body must be examined with 
curiosity and compassion so you can come to the truer story: 
You can put down your heavy, ill-​fitting armor now because 
you’re already so loved.

To begin this work in part 1, we’ll look at the high cost of 
living from situational strength; the kind of strong that may 
outwardly appear to carry you through stressful situations 
unscathed but that leaves you both anxious and high-​strung 

A U N D I  K O L B E R
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as well as numb and exhausted. We’ll discuss why this type 
of strength is worthy of honoring but ultimately isn’t sustain
able. (To make these concepts more accessible, I include cli-
ent stories, all of which are fictional composites drawn from 
hundreds of professional interactions.) As we continue, we’ll 
unpack a concept I call the flow of strength, which pictures 
the various forms of strength we embody. We’ll also explore 
the many ways your nervous system and experiences of safety 
or unsafety shape you. We will consider how to utilize what 
I’ve come to call compassionate resourcing as a way to internal-
ize glimpses of goodness, connection, love, and safety. All of 
this work will empower you to access an expansive, strong-​
like-​water strength: from lifesaving to life-​giving, ebbing and 
flowing in a way that is right for you.

In part 2, we’ll focus on various compassionate resources 
that will support you and help you cultivate a more holistic, 
integrated strength. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find 
various exercises to engage in at your own pace. It’s my hope 
that, through this plethora of resources, you can experien-
tially access the work of becoming strong like water.

If you’ve read my book Try Softer, it’s my hope that in 
these pages you’ll be able to take some of the lessons on being 
gentle and attentive with yourself further. If you haven’t read 
it, don’t worry—​I have written Strong like Water in such a 
way that it should be accessible to every reader.

Dear one, the work ahead will be challenging at times, but 
I pray you will feel held and equipped as you learn to embody 
this more expansive view of strength. As you read, please 
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keep in mind that much of this work is both bidirectional 
and parallel. That is, you may find that you circle around 
and through an idea, taking it as far as it can go, and still 
find that you’d like to come back to it later. Simultaneously, 
you may learn about another concept that you are able to 
quickly and aptly apply to your life. What’s most important 
is that you have permission to make yourself at home in these 
pages. Although I believe the framework I’ve created will be 
beneficial as it’s laid out, if you find you need to skip, adapt, 
or return to certain parts at a later time, I encourage you to 
do whatever will honor the pace of your story and body.

Additionally, I do my best to present my work through a 
trauma-​informed lens, which means that even when we are 
focusing on concepts that foster growth, it’s important that 
you honor your capacity. The experiences of your body matter, 
and I don’t want you to push yourself beyond your limit in the 
moment. This will help ensure that the growth you experience 
is real and can ultimately be integrated in your body. 

Please be aware that this book is not intended to diag-
nose mental health conditions or substitute for the important 
work of counseling. While I’ve done my best to present infor-
mation in a way that feels accessible outside of the counseling 
room, you may need to work through some parts of your 
story with a licensed therapist.1 This is completely okay. 
There is no shame in needing additional support—​in fact, 
even noticing when this is true is quite brave. As a therapist 
and a trauma survivor myself, I honor that the story you hold 
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in your body is particular to you. What is not traumatizing or 
overwhelming for someone else might be for you.

Dear one, I’m sorry you’ve experienced events that 
required you to survive rather than live. I’m sorry you’ve often 
felt alone and unseen. I’m sorry you’ve had to be so strong. 
And I’m sorry that you’ve never felt safe to be gentle with 
the parts of yourself that have needed tenderness so badly. 
I consider the work ahead of us to be sacred ground, and as 
I write this, I’m praying that this book will be a resource in 
the story of restoration God is weaving in your life.

I know that you may have experienced unthinkable 
trauma and/or violation. Before we go any further, I want 
to thank you for being here. I honor the courage required 
simply to show up to this page. Or maybe you are coming 
to these pages looking for affirmation that the hundreds of 
tiny cuts of pain you’ve experienced throughout your life 
are valid. I thank you, too, for being here. Maybe this sense 
of being alone or unsupported in your pain began in your 
childhood, or maybe it developed later in life—​either way, 
it matters. Regardless of the story your body holds, I believe 
you are invited to a different, more expansive way of viewing 
healing, wholeness, and possibly—especially—​strength.

God’s posture toward any fragmented, hurting parts of 
yourself is one of compassion. May you embrace this good 
news as we begin our journey together.

S T R O N G  L I K E  W A T E R
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PART  1

EMBOD I ED  W ISDOM : 
THE   F LOW OF   S TRENGTH



LOVE  CHANGES  

US  I N  WAYS  THAT  F EAR  & 

DANGER  CANNOT.



C H A P T E R  1

THE COST OF BEING  
(A CERTAIN KIND OF) 

STRONG

Trauma decontextualized in a person looks like personality. 

Trauma decontextualized in a family looks like family 

traits. Trauma in a people looks like culture.

R E S M A A  M E N A K E M

“ I ’M  SO  T IRED  OF  BRAC ING  MYSELF,  AUND I , ” � Tiffany told me as she 
settled into the couch in my office. “I never know when my 
mom is going to blow up because I set a boundary or simply 
expressed myself.”

The weekend before, Tiffany had been at a big family get-​
together where she’d tried to share a small sliver of her actual 
feelings with her mom.
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“Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Tiffany,” her mom scoffed. An 
awkward silence filled the room.

Tiffany felt herself turning bright red from the shame of 
a humiliation that was both terrifying and familiar. This, she 
had told me many times, is what kept her feeling like she had 
to bottle everything up.

After telling me about this embarrassing experience, 
Tiffany continued. “People have always told me I’m so strong, 
but I’m tired of having to look like I have it all together—​
especially when it comes to my family.” Her father had died 
of an overdose about two years before, and this had been 
the catalyst for huge upheaval in Tiffany’s life. Not only was 
Tiffany grieving her father, but she was also beginning to real-
ize how much her childhood had affected her. Memories of 
the many years she’d experienced verbal and emotional abuse 
from her parents seemed to float up overnight.1 Her relation-
ship with them had been strained, though she hadn’t been 
quite sure why. Now she realized that the chaotic dynamic of 
their relationship had forced Tiffany to grow up in ways she 
hadn’t been ready for.

And after her father’s death, her relationship with her 
mom was even worse. One of the main problems? Tiffany’s 
mom wanted her daughter to act as if nothing at all had hap-
pened. The more Tiffany stuffed her feelings, the happier her 
mother was.

Tiffany released a heavy sigh before continuing. “I mean, 
why do we have to pretend? The visit with my mom last 
weekend actually began fairly well. But when I started to tell 
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her how important therapy has become for me so I can pro-
cess everything I’ve been through these last two years, she cut 
me off. My mom wants us to white-​knuckle and not show 
any grief, but doesn’t she realize how much courage it takes to 
deal with so many difficult memories? Isn’t that strong too?” 
Tiffany wondered out loud.

The truth is, it was. Tiffany and I had been doing work 
together for about six months, and I’d been moved by her 
progress. After making sure she had the stability to process 
some of her past, she was able to begin letting herself feel 
supported and giving voice to some of her deepest pain.

“She told me . . . she told me I’m weak for needing ther-
apy,” Tiffany whispered as the tears began to fall.

I sat in my chair across from Tiffany, heart racing. I 
wished I didn’t hear something like this so often. But this 
wasn’t the first time someone told me how they’d been 
shamed for trying to heal, and unfortunately it wouldn’t 
be the last.

Tiffany had internalized a false narrative that had first 
bloomed in the earliest years of her childhood and then 
was upheld by her parents’ rigid and at times punitive reli-
gious beliefs. They often told her—​couching it in spiritual 
language—​that if she was suffering, it was her own fault. 
If she felt alone, it was her own fault. If she burned out, it 
was her own fault. If she didn’t have the tools to cope, it 
was her own fault. Essentially, Tiffany had come to believe 
and work from the story that everything hard in her life 
was her own fault. If she’d just been stronger, complained 
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less, and been more faithful, things wouldn’t have been 
so bad.

Maybe the way her father emotionally, verbally, and psy-
chologically abused her wouldn’t even have happened.

Maybe her mom would have done something to stop him.
Maybe her father’s death from an overdose wouldn’t still 

haunt her.
Maybe.
Tiffany was stuck. In order to maintain that connection 

with her family—​and, she assumed, with God—​she had to 
pretend, bypass, and find a way through no matter what, 
even if it was profoundly harmful. She felt deep shame and 
confusion for feeling so hurt; on the other hand, she couldn’t 
see what she might have done differently. She needed her 
family. She needed to be a good Christian.

What other option did she have but to push through, 
suppress her pain, and do whatever was required to survive?

THE  F LOW OF  S TR E NGTH

From birth, we all are wired to need our caregivers, no matter 
the cost. Psychiatrist and trauma specialist Gabor Maté says 
it best: “People have two needs: attachment and authenticity. 
When authenticity threatens attachment, attachment trumps 
authenticity.”2 God designed us to instinctively know in our 
bodies that we need the care of others. And if we don’t get 
adequate support—​especially in our childhood years—​we 
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take whatever we can get so we can survive. We are as adap-
tive as the situation requires.

As I worked with Tiffany, she began to realize that she 
had not felt authentic safety as a child. Due to their own 
complex histories, her parents had been ill-​equipped to pro-
vide one form of nurturing that is vital to human flourish
ing: co-​regulation. Caregivers provide this when they 
recognize and respond to their children’s distress or pain 
with empathy and attunement,3 something Tiffany’s mom 
and dad had largely failed to do. In encountering a co-​
regulating presence, children experience what Dr. Daniel 
Siegel calls “feeling felt.”4 When this happens, on a neuro-
biological level children have an embodied sense that they 
are not alone, that they are seen, that they have value, and 
that somehow things will move toward resolution.5 These 
experiences of co-​regulation and “feeling felt” become the 
platform of safety from which we most healthfully show up 
in the world. Ideally, we begin to learn these co-​regulation 
skills as kiddos so that as adults we intuitively know how 
to engage them with others, particularly our own children 
if we have them.

But Tiffany’s connection with her parents wasn’t based 
on attunement and care—​but rather was dependent on 
her acting the way they demanded. Tiffany was great at 
appearing okay, even when she wasn’t; she had to trade her 
authenticity for belonging.6 In the absence of true connec-
tion with those closest to her, she learned to look good on 
the outside but didn’t actually feel safe on the inside. She 
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learned to disconnect from all the verbal, emotional, and 
psychological abuse—​and the gnawing sense that one mis-
step would mean she would have nothing and no one. She 
demonstrated a tremendous will to survive in the face of 
deprivation.

It was through my work with trauma survivors like Tiffany 
that I began to reimagine how we conceptualize strength. Just 
as water can change from a gas, to a solid, to a rushing river 
or a gently flowing stream—​so too has God imbued our bod-
ies with this ability to adapt; this strength. And so I began 
to think: What if all the ways we are designed to survive should 
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never be viewed as sources of shame but rather of honor? And 
what if strength is also found in all that is required to heal?

In other words, what if our innate ability to survive distress
ing, overwhelming, or traumatic experience is strength, but 
so are tenderness, compassion, feeling our feelings, and learn-
ing to rest? What if it’s not a question of either/or but instead 
both/and? This, my dear reader, is what brought me to con-
ceptualize the flow of strength.

The flow of strength idea is meant to help us visualize 
that, like water, our response to challenging circumstances 
is meant to be fluid. The more supported and safe we feel, 
the more we heal and grow, and the more flexible we will 
become. Like a skilled sailor, we learn to adjust to changing 
seas. At various times and in particular situations, different 
types of strength will be needed. This is completely normal. 
And as we’ll discuss—​important.

When our body doesn’t experience a certain level of 
safety—​be it physical, emotional, or spiritual—​we will 
need situational strength to make it through. As we experi-
ence support, care, attunement, connection, and compas-
sion, our bodies will naturally and intuitively begin to flow 
into an expanded strength, allowing us to live and act from 
the truest parts of ourselves. Even after we’ve experienced 
some integrated strength, the reality is that we may need to 
rely on our situational strength again at times—​this doesn’t 
mean we are bad or failing. Like water, we f low. We adapt, 
we flex, we use what we need in that moment. Having 
to access situational strength is simply information our 
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body is giving us about our level of safety. At every point 
in this cycle, our bodies are working to keep us safe and 
alive—​and this deserves to be recognized for the strength 
that it is.

I want to say this as clearly as possible: Our work here 
is not about a finish line. You may be tempted to picture 
situational strength, transitional strength, and integrated 
strength as categories on a scorecard—​almost as if the more 
check marks you have in the integrated strength column, the 
more valuable you are. I know this may be challenging in a 
culture that is so focused on achievement, but I invite you to 
let go of this framework. Situational and transitional strength 
are also good gifts.

Many of us are unaware that we aren’t flowing into these 
expanded areas of strength; rather, we are living only from 
situational strength, even when we are no longer in danger. 
It makes sense—​our bodies haven’t felt safe enough to believe 
there are other ways to be strong. We’ll continue to unpack 
the wisdom of these strengths as we move forward, but for 
now, may we begin by recognizing that the whole flow of 
strength has a place and deserves to be honored.

S i t u a t i o n a l  s t reng t h

When Tiffany first came to see me, her life looked impres-
sive. But it didn’t feel that way to her. Instead, it felt like 
life-​or-​death; it felt like if she were to stop living from her 
habitual patterns—​overfunctioning, overachieving, over-
accommodating others, and pushing herself until she felt 
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numb—​all her worst fears might come true. She hadn’t felt 
safety and support from her parents, and she’d never been 
given the resources to feel secure enough to express her feel-
ings and needs. Cognitively she knew she was an adult now 
with different choices, but her body still felt as if she were 
trapped by the threats from her childhood.

When we operate from situational strength, it means our 
bodies have moved into a stress and/or trauma response to 
navigate or neutralize difficulty. Sometimes we are facing a 
real danger: Think of how quickly a person reacts if they see 
a venomous snake while on a hike. Before they even have a 
conscious thought, their body reacts by running to ensure 
not getting bit. Or consider the mother who uses almost 
superhuman strength to lift a vehicle off a small child. We 
might also lean into parts of our situational strength in our 
everyday life, like when we’re navigating a breakup or a dif-
ficult interaction in the workplace.

In temporary, short spurts, situational strength is 
extremely helpful, necessary, and even protective. And 
when the crisis has passed—​and our body registers that it 
is over—​we are designed to integrate the memory into the 
bigger story of our experiences and sense of self. We are 
then able to learn from, reflect on, or even build on what 
we’ve lived through.

But what happens when the experiences that require 
people’s situational strength don’t end? What happens when 
the danger passes, but it doesn’t feel over? What happens 
when every time they consider their experience, their bodies 
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A  B r i e f  Gu i de  t o  S t re s s / T rauma  Responses

STRESS/
TRAUMA 

RESPONSE
DESCRIPTION PHYSICAL SIGNS

FIGHT7 
Our nervous system has determined 
that some form of aggression will give 
us the best chance of survival. 

Increased heart rate, flushed or pale 
skin, dilated pupils, quickened breath, 
irritability, locked jaw, tight fists, anger, 
thoughts of harm toward others or self

FLIGHT 
Our nervous system has determined 
that fleeing a situation will give us 
the best chance of survival. 

Increased heart rate, quickened breath, 
restlessness, inability to focus, desire 
to leave or hide, trapped or anxious 
feelings

FREEZE8

Like a deer caught in the headlights, 
our body is working to determine the 
best course of action, causing us to 
appear still and “frozen” on the outside.

(This is a common response in 
situations where we feel trapped, such 
as in childhood trauma, interpersonal 
violence, and/or sexual violence.)

Physical sensations of feeling cold, 
numb, stuck; a sense of dread 
combined with a sense of anxiety; 
immobility or a sense that we can’t 
move; a sense that everything is both 
too much and not enough

COLLAPSE/ 
SHUTDOWN

Our dorsal vagal complex has 
determined that our best chance 
of survival is to disconnect 
psychologically, physically, or 
emotionally. 

Decreased heart rate; physical 
sensations of feeling cold, weak, 
incapable; thoughts of apathy,  
despair; a sense of too muchness

FAWN9

Though more research is needed, this is the most complex response our nervous 
system has, potentially spanning different autonomic states in order to appease 
or submit to a threat (overaccommodating, overfunctioning, people pleasing) to 
increase the chance of survival. 
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begin to go into the stress or trauma response meant to help 
them survive? (See the chart on page 22 for a refresher on the 
various types of stress/trauma responses our bodies can have 
when they detect a level of real or perceived threat.)

If we live out of situational strength for too long—​
whether because the danger is still present or the trauma 
is so deep—​our experiences will remain fragmented in our 
bodies and psyche. This means that even the good or help-
ful parts of these experiences aren’t available for us to lever-
age when we need them. With situational strength, we see 
everything and interact with the world through survival 
mode. If you grew up in a home, environment, or system 
that consistently felt threatening, this may be true for you 
too. You find ways to be strong, but it often comes at the 
cost of never finding and being yourself, the person you 
were created to be.

One way to tell if you’re operating out of situational 
strength is a persistent sense of feeling unsafe; that what 
you’re experiencing is life-​or-​death and/or that you are 
completely and utterly alone. Remember, this sense is a 
signal—​not an indicator that you are bad or deficient. Your 
body reacts in this way to protect you.

Yet it’s also a cause for grief. Living with this constant 
sense of threat and feeling chronically unsafe creates an 
urgency in your body that causes you to bypass or uncon-
sciously ignore good things (past and present) that happen 
in your life.10 As a result, you are less likely to be posi-
tively impacted by the support and resources that you do 
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have. Your body quickly and unconsciously decides that 
it cannot spare any energy to focus on goodness because 
diverting attention from the bad could endanger your sur-
vival. For example, the teacher who worked tirelessly for his 
students may not recognize his tenacity because he spent 
much of his childhood trying to prove that he was valuable. 
The young woman who lived through a traumatic child-
hood, including experiences of racism11 and poverty, may 
be unable to see the courage it took just to survive her life 
as a Black woman. The ER doctor who did her job under 
significant duress during the COVID-19 pandemic may 
have such overwhelm, disturbance, and trauma stuck in 
her body that it has created a barrier to seeing the ways she 
did show up. The mother who experienced significant rela-
tional harm and neglect as a child but now gets on the floor 
to play with her kids and tucks them into bed every night 
may struggle to see all the ways she actually is connecting 
with her children and how much each small step of healing 
matters.

From the outside, each of these folks may seem to be 
exuding strength. And unquestionably, they do have a certain 
kind of strength, one that is worthy of profound honor for 
what it has cost them. But without addressing the trauma 
interwoven with their strength as well as the lack of safety 
and resources after their trauma, the parts of themselves that 
showed tremendous fortitude and allowed them to survive 
hardship will remain unavailable.12
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When we rely on one or more of the behaviors outlined 
on pages 26–29 to appear strong, we may get stuck in think-
ing that situational strength is the end game. As Joan Halifax 
says:

All too often our so-​called strength comes from 
fear, not love; instead of having a strong back, 
many of us have a defended front shielding a 
weak spine. In other words, we walk around 
brittle and defensive, trying to conceal our lack 
of confidence.13

Though we can honor our need for situational strength, 
when we get stuck in this rigid thinking, we may miss the 
possibilities of wholeness. And as a result, we come to think 
that pain, shame, or fear is what makes us strong. Our 
strong-​like-​water work is to learn how to validate the reality 
that situational strength has its place but also allow ourselves 
to move toward something more expansive; a truer version 
of what God intended for us.

I want to pause here and make something clear for those 
of us who’ve lived much of our lives in situational strength: 
I’m not asking you to abandon that fierce, “strong one” part 
of yourself. In fact, riding the ebb and flow of strength doesn’t 
mean you lose any piece of yourself at all. Instead, this work 
is ultimately about inviting you to become more, not less, of 
your God-​given self.
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Wa ys  S i t ua t i on a l  S t reng th  Cou ld  P re sen t  I t s e l f

Note: The following list is not exhaustive, nor is it meant to diagnose. Instead, it’s  
meant to help you see that situational strength can be helpful in some circumstances,  
but if it’s the only way you operate, it can have a high cost.

POSSIBLE EXPRESSION HOW IT MIGHT SOUND
(THOUGHTS/STATEMENTS) HOW IT MIGHT HELP US HOW IT MIGHT HURT US

HYPERVIGILANCE14

It feels safest to track every potential danger.

What was that sound? 
Who was that person? 
Why are we doing this?

Enables us to stay “ahead” of the threat Less able to be present in the moment (because 
we are constantly scanning for danger) 

EXCESSIVE ATTENTION TO DETAIL15

It doesn’t feel safe to leave any detail to chance.
Here’s a spreadsheet of every single thing that 
may happen in the next five minutes.

Creates some sense of certainty amidst 
overwhelming chaos

Inability to dream and stay flexible to change, 
which could lead to missed opportunities

HYPERINDEPENDENCE OR HYPERDEPENDENCE16

It feels safe only if we do it on our own because 
we don’t expect anyone to be there for us.

or

It feels safest to lose ourselves in someone else 
because we don’t trust ourselves.

I don’t need anyone’s help, ever.

or

I need you to do it; you probably know 
better anyway.

Hyperindependence can appear to fit the 
classic idea of strength: not needing anyone 
can create high levels of perceived success.

Hyperdependence opens us up to the 
beautiful reality that none of us can do this 
human gig completely on our own. We need 
connection to survive and heal. 

In hyperindependence, we lose the essential 
resources of connection and community; as a 
result, we are more likely to remain stuck in a 
trauma response in the future. 

In hyperdependence, we risk becoming dis­
connected from our God-​given individuality. (It’s 
as though we’ve outsourced our own internal 
navigation system.)

TOXIC POSITIVITY17

It doesn’t feel safe to acknowledge reality 
because we don’t feel we have the 

resources to handle it. 

I’m sorry you broke your ankle. At least it’s 
sunny! Chin up!

Allows functioning in the midst of traumatic 
or disturbing experiences or events

Disconnection from reality and from what is 
required to actually process the event and heal

SPIRITUAL BYPASSING18

We aren’t certain that God will meet us in our 
pain, so it feels safer to use the idea of faith or 

spirituality as a way to not feel what we’re facing. 

If I pray hard enough, my trauma [depression, 
pain, poverty, etc.] will go away. 

Similar to toxic positivity, provides a brief 
reprieve when a traumatic or disturbing 
experience feels overwhelming to our 
nervous system 

Disconnection from reality; trauma or disturbances 
can become stuck in our bodies

PROFOUND TENACITY19

The idea of failure or something not happening 
feels like (or might actually be) a life-or-death 

situation.

There is literally nothing that can get in my 
way (even if it hurts me or someone else).

Allows us to complete incredibly daunting 
tasks in the face of potential danger

Treating everything as life-​or-​death is a physically 
unsustainable way to live.
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POSSIBLE EXPRESSION HOW IT MIGHT SOUND
(THOUGHTS/STATEMENTS) HOW IT MIGHT HELP US HOW IT MIGHT HURT US

HYPERRESPONSIBLE
We care more about other people’s problems  

than they do.

Oh sure, even though you should be the one to 
explain why you were late, I’ll do it for you.

Allows us to function when our caregivers or 
other primary attachments in our lives were 
or are currently unable to manage 
themselves

In adult relationships, it keeps the other person 
in a cycle of dependence; constant panic and 
vigilance is unsustainable to our mind, body, 
and spirit.

SEEMINGLY UNFAZED BY PAIN
It doesn’t seem safe to feel connected to our body 

so we miss the cues for pain.
Wait, when did I break my leg? Enables us to “soldier on,” even when we are 

physically unwell
Missed opportunities to listen to our body and 
respond in the ways we need

EXTRAORDINARILY ACCOMMODATING
It is safest to navigate the real or potential threat 

of our discomfort by giving someone whatever 
they want.

No, it’s no problem to get up at 2 a.m. to get 
you an ice cream cone.

Become extraordinary at anticipating and 
responding to the needs of others to avoid 
direct physical, verbal, or emotional harm

High risk of burnout, trauma, and abuse (because 
we are constantly misattuning or denying our own 
needs and limits)

USING SARCASM TO BYPASS EMOTION 20

It is safer to make feelings into a joke.

Of course your telling everyone how I 
embarrassed myself in front of my boss 
is hilarious! 

Serves as a way to navigate a situation 
without being further harmed

Keeps us from being known and knowing others, 
resulting in isolation and blocked healing

HUNKERING DOWN AND/OR ISOLATING
Connection and/or functioning feels too risky and 

unsafe to our systems

Everything and everyone feels like too much; 
it’s better to be alone. 

Allows us to experience a certain level of 
protection from potential threat

Profound disconnection from the support we need 
to truly live

ANY ACTION THAT IS ROOTED IN SURVIVAL 
ENERGY BUT DOES NOT DISSIPATE ONCE THE 

THREAT HAS PASSED
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Please know that after all you’ve been through—​how 
you’ve had to be strong to survive—​I’m proud that you’re 
still here. And I’m not naive enough to believe that there 
won’t be seasons and situations in this life where you may 
need to adapt and be strong like that again. But I also want 
to acknowledge that you and I have often paid a high cost 
just to survive.

When we don’t have the safety, support, or resources to 
experience the completeness we need, it matters. It matters 
to God. It matters to us. It matters to how we show up in 
the world.

After working with me in the therapy room, my client 
Tiffany finally began to recognize the great cost she bore 
by having to stuff her emotions to appear strong. Though 
she deeply desired to experience belonging, having to be 
inauthentic around her family actually created a barrier 
between them. She finally saw that without safe connec-
tion, the belonging she experienced with her family was a 
poor substitute for the love and intimacy she truly longed 
for. When she became more empowered and settled, Tiffany 
began to see glimmers of how her friends and coworkers saw 
her and maybe even how God sees her: brave and beloved. As 
Tiffany internalized this love, it became a launching pad for 
her to move more boldly into transitional strength.

T ran s i t i o n a l  s t reng t h

Henry grew up with his grandma because both of his par-
ents had been killed in a car accident when he was a baby. 
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Though Henry’s grandma was loving, her health issues 
kept her fairly unavailable to truly support or attune to 
Henry as he grew. Additionally, they lived near or below the 
poverty line, and Henry frequently experienced bullying 
throughout childhood. Because of this history, as an adult 
Henry cognitively knew he was loved but often struggled 
to treat himself that way, leading him to dismiss his own 
needs in many situations. In the corporate world, his drive 
was often rewarded with bonuses for his willingness to 
work long hours and push hard. But all that came crashing 
down when Henry was diagnosed with a chronic illness 
that turned his life upside down—​he was literally unable 
to overwork. Now how would Henry prove he was lovable?

As we worked together in therapy, I began to see Henry 
learn how to pay compassionate attention to himself. His 
sense of self-​hatred softened, and he learned that listening 
to his pain was actually quite brave. Once Henry recog-
nized that the way he had ignored and suppressed his needs 
had been a type of strength that helped him survive, he 
began to feel a new sense of self-​respect. Gradually, Henry 
developed skills and resources that helped him attune to 
his body  and  wounds, as well as to interact with them 
differently.

I call the middle space along our strong-​like-​water flow 
diagram transitional strength. This is the place where we begin 
to attend to the wounds and/or traumatized parts of our-
selves with safety, resources, and support—​but unprocessed 
pain may still exist. Transitional strength is a space of duality 
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where we begin to truly acknowledge that two realities can 
exist at the same time. We can have pain but also joy. We can 
feel grief but also hope. We know we’re moving toward this 
space when we can observe how we’re feeling or what we’ve 
experienced, and though we may not be glad about it, we can 
respect its impact and reality.

We’ll discuss the characteristics and signals of transitional 
strength at length later in the book; right now, it’s important 
to know that the significance of transitional strength cannot 
be overstated. This is the ground from which we truly begin 
to have a choice about how we engage our story, our body, 
and our strength. Until we connect to transitional strength, 
we are essentially reacting on a neurobiological level to what’s 
happening. But from transitional strength, we begin to have 
more influence about how we interact with ourselves, our 
world, others, and our Creator. Much of the work I write 
about in my book Try Softer chronicles this important, sacred 
ground of attending to ourselves with gentleness, attune
ment, and compassion. And truly, because we are human, 
finite, and imperfect, we will always have elements of transi-
tional (as well as situational) strength in our lives.

Yet, as we are able, may we have eyes to see the invita-
tion God gives us toward connection and fullness; toward 
an integrated strength.

I n t e g ra t e d  s t reng t h

From a neurobiological standpoint, integration reflects the 
healthiest and most resilient way we can be in the world.21 
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Consider the story of Janessa, who first sought counseling 
because of her history of childhood neglect. Janessa lever-
aged transitional strength to become aware of where this 
childhood trauma affected her most in her present life and 
worked to build a toolbox of resources to attend to herself 
with self-​compassion. Then she gave birth to her daugh-
ter. The birth itself was traumatic, with several complica-
tions, as well as prolonged labor that ended in an emergency 
C-​section.

Just a few days after her baby’s arrival, Janessa unexpect-
edly began to have panic attacks and terrifying thoughts, and 
she knew—​in a way she would never have been aware of in 
the past—​that the traumatic experience she had been through 
deserved care and tender attention. Rather than stay stuck in 
situational strength, ignoring the pain and pretending she 
was fine, Janessa was able to acknowledge and honor her real-
ity and, ultimately, fully process the trauma in therapy. The 
birth trauma she experienced was still a part of her story, but 
it didn’t define Janessa anymore. She had acted from a place 
of integrated strength. A few years later, after noticing a pas-
sion develop around advocating for other women in similar 
positions, Janessa decided to become a birth doula. Though 
several years ago this role would have been frightening, her 
own experience had shown Janessa that a solidness existed in 
her; a belief that she was extraordinarily brave. She wanted 
other women to know they were brave too.

When we attend to our boundaries, emotions, and 
trauma, we open ourselves to love in the form of safety, 
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connection, and belonging. I believe that, fortunately, 
God has given us tools that allow us to be truly, holisti-
cally strong. Not the kind of strength that is sometimes 
weaponized to tell people to “get over it” nor the kind of 
strength that causes us to deny reality or the needs of our 
body. Rather, we can develop the kind of strength rooted in 
love, not fear. The kind God lovingly offers and models for 
us: strength like water. What a profound paradox this tends 
to be when we consider our truest strength; everywhere we 
look we assume that it is pain that makes people tough. But 
as the wise researcher and psychologist Allan Schore has 
noted, the resilience is in the repair—​not the wounding.22 
Schore was speaking to the importance of parents repair-
ing with their kiddos after pain or a relational rupture, but 
the point stands: The strength of resilience doesn’t happen 
because of wounding but because of what happens after-
ward. When pain and trauma are met with the love and 
support needed to repair the wounding, we heal—​and by 
the grace of God, we are able to hang on to everything we 
learned from that experience.

Thankfully we have a God who knows all about love. 
John 3:16 begins, “God so loved the world that he gave . . .” 
(emphasis mine). This is the root; the beginning and the 
end. Our God is love. He is a God of shalom, wholeness, 
and completeness. Jesus said, “I have come that they may 
have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10). And yet we 
hold this potential in tension with God’s compassion toward 
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pain. This is the God who says about His stance toward 
the weak: “A bruised reed he will not break” (Isaiah 42:3). 
Reader, I invite you to sit with that for just a moment. We 
can honor that we are worthy of the dignity offered us at any 
point along the spectrum.

What is God’s love like? What is the source from which 
we experience love? The apostle Paul describes it this way:

Love is patient and kind. Love is never jealous. It 
does not brag or boast. It is not puffed up or big-​
headed. Love does not act in shameful ways, nor 
does it care only about itself. It is not hot-​headed, 
nor does it keep track of wrongs done to it. Love is 
not happy with lies and injustice, but truth makes its 
heart glad. Love keeps walking even when carrying 
a heavy load. Love keeps trusting, never loses hope, 
and stands firm in hard times. The road of love has 
no end.
1  C O R I N T H I A N S  1 3 : 4 - 8 ,  F N V

Ultimately, our tethering to love, hope, and safety is what 
makes us truly strong, and they are clear indicators that we’re 
moving along the flow of strength. In this space, we feel pain, 
but we are not swallowed by it. Love, hope, and safety allow 
us to leverage, risk, and face hard things from a place of 
resourcefulness that is unavailable to us in survival mode. You 
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see, love changes us in ways that fear and danger cannot. It 
both softens and strengthens us.

This work is not about arriving anywhere, though cer-
tainly it will impact how we live. We hold this truth in 
tension with the reality that God gave us bodies with the 
capacity to survive difficult situations. In fact, because 
we have access to the source of love, we are better able to 
embody what love is truly like as we heal.

B E C O M I N G  S T R O N G  L I K E  W A T E R : 
A  P L A C E  T O  B E G I N

I can think of about a hundred places I’d like to invite you to explore as we 
take this journey of becoming strong, resilient, and more fully ourselves. But 
what I’ve learned is this: Before anything else, we need to build and strengthen 
our safety and resources.

I have seen this truth again and again with the clients I serve, as well 
as in my own recovery from complex childhood trauma. Thus, the following 
practices are foundational for helping the body recognize it is safe in the here 
and now.

GROUND ING  RESOURCE

One resource I frequently teach to folks I work with and utilize in my own life 
is grounding.23 Clinical psychologist and trauma expert Dr. Arielle Schwartz 
notes that grounding “refers to our ability to experience ourselves as embodied 
. . . to sense [our] body, feel [our] feet on the earth, and as a result calm [our] 
nervous system.”24 We engage our five senses to the extent that we are able 
to bring our body and awareness into the present. We do this because, God 
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willing, the present moment is safe—​or at least safer than the moments we 
are recalling when we feel flooded or overwhelmed.

Though there are many ways to practice grounding, one simple way is to 
engage the language of noticing as you use your different senses. You can 
do this practice anywhere, although if possible, it’s especially helpful to get 
outside.

To begin, use this language with yourself as you actively seek out:

a.	 “I’m noticing [something I can see] ________________________ .”
b.	 “I’m noticing [something I can touch] _______________________ .”
c.	 “I’m noticing [something I can hear] ________________________ .”
d.	 “I’m noticing [something I can smell] _______________________ .”
e.	 “I’m noticing [something I can taste] _______________________ .”

I invite you to continue to use this practice until you begin to feel more 
regulated or for as long as it feels helpful. As always, if at any point this 
resource starts to make you feel further triggered or flooded, you can dis­
continue it.

CONTA INMENT  RESOURCE

There are times it’s not only appropriate but also necessary to create some 
internal space between ourselves and that which feels too disturbing or over­
whelming to connect with. When this is the case, we can create a psycho­
logical “container” to help us create this space.25 We don’t use containment 
to suppress pain but instead to mindfully access it in a way that restores 
choice—​we get to decide how we engage with it. Often trauma survivors have 
had little power in moments or experiences that were disturbing, so the hope 
is that practices like these can be a part of the repair.
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1.	 In your mind’s eye, consider an object or space that feels like it might 
be able to “hold” the disturbance you’re experiencing. Please know 
you can be as creative with this as feels helpful. For example, I’ve had 
clients picture placing their overwhelm in a spaceship and launching 
it into the sky, putting their pain in a huge safe, or even picturing God’s 
hands holding the disturbance for them.

2.	 After you have your “container” in your mind’s eye, consider what 
feels disturbing or overwhelming as you scan your body from head to 
toe. (If this is your first time doing this practice, I recommend choos­
ing something mildly disturbing/irritating to practice with.) As you 
consider your disturbance, picture a laser starting at your head and 
going all the way to your toes to locate where in your body you feel 
it. After you’ve located it in your body, take a moment to see if you 
can place this disturbance in your container. Know that you can take 
as long as you need to fully place the disturbance all the way into 
the container.

3.	 As you do this, your body is going to give you the best information 
as to whether your container is “strong” enough. If you begin to 
feel some relief after placing your disturbance in the container, 
this is a sign that the container is sufficient. However, if you don’t 
experience relief, you may consider placing your original container 
into an additional container(s) to create more layers between 
you and the disturbance. For example, you could take a bank vault 
you imagined and then place that entire vault at the bottom of the 
ocean.
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4.	 Finally, once you experience that sense of space, name your con­
tainer. Take a moment and notice the space you feel and then create 
a name that helps convey what you’re feeling.

As a reminder, if at any point this practice no longer feels helpful, I invite 
you to discontinue and/or utilize grounding instead. Generally speaking, the 
more triggered or activated you feel, the more likely it is that you will need 
several resources. In that case, you may wish to begin with grounding, contain 
whatever still feels disturbing, and then go back to grounding. As always, 
I invite you to tweak these resources to make them work for you. Finally, 
I encourage you to reach out to a licensed therapist if you need additional 
support.
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