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Common PTSD Symptoms

after Suicide Loss 

– Shock, numbness: “this can’t be real!”

– Flashbacks, particularly if they found deceased

But can be from how they imagine loved ones last 

moments

– Nightmares, intrusive thoughts

– Fear and Hypervigilance 

– Hyper-arousal when activated

– Avoidance of potentially activating situations

Hard when it happened at home, everything is 

reminder

– Potentially impacts attention/concentration, work, grief



Early Loss Survivor Faith and Religious 
Practices

Give historical direction

Powerful tools for surviving such 
events and helps us process what has 
happened.

Guidance as to how to bring new order 
into our chaotic experience. 

Prayer, meditation, the funeral service, 
reading scripture, praying the Rosary, 
reciting Kaddish, Month’s Mind Mass

Buoy us and help us direct 
expectations in the early experiences 
of loss, when we believe nothing else 
is capable of doing so.

Moore & Roberts (2022)



Positive v. Negative Religious Coping

Positive religious coping (e.g., spiritual support, 

positive religious reframing of stressors, and 

spiritual connectedness) can help buffer major life 

stresses

Negative religious coping (e.g., difficulties and 

anger with God, negative encounters with other 

believers, and internal religious guilt and doubt) is 

frequently associated with worse outcomes. 

(Kucharska, 2020, Smith-MacDonald, Norris, Raffin-Bouchal, & 

Sinclair, 2017).



Growth from Trauma

“Even the helpless victim of a 

hopeless situation, facing a fate 

he cannot change, may rise 

above himself, may grow 

beyond himself, and by so 

doing change himself . . . turn a 

personal tragedy into a triumph” 

-Viktor Frankl, 

Man’s Search for Meaning



Posttraumatic Growth (PTG)

Positive psychological change experienced 

as a result of the struggle with highly 

challenging life circumstances

 Shattering “assumptive world”  

 Cognitive engagement with event– ruminate over 

elements

 Rumination allows for repair and restructuring  

Calhoun and Tedeschi (2006) 



Posttraumatic Growth Inventory – Expanded 
(Tedeschi, Cann, Taku, Senol-Dirak, & Calhoun, 2017)
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Tragedy Assistance Program for 
Survivors (TAPS)

691 participants receiving 
services 

Participants completed an online 
survey measuring Posttraumatic 
Growth (PTG), suicidal thoughts 
and behaviors, resilience, 
depression, anxiety, closeness to 
the decedent, impact of the death, 
their involvement in helping others 
through TAPS’ peer mentoring 
program, as well as 
demographics.

Number of suicide bereaved 
versus other bereaved (Combat, 
training accidents, etc)

Moore, Palmer, Cerel, & Ruocco (2022)



Posttraumatic Growth (PTG)

Overall Sample and Those 

Whose Loved Ones Died 

by Non-Suicide Causes

Those Whose Loved 

Ones Died by Suicide
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Moore, Palmer, Cerel, & Ruocco (2022)



Those Whose Loved Ones Died 

by Suicide

Growth: 
Appreciating 

Life
Resilience
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Moore, Palmer, Cerel, & Ruocco (2022)



Takeaway 
Message

Helping Others Helps You Heal and Grow



Kind of Growth: Spiritual

Overall Sample and Those 

Whose Loved Ones Died 

by Non-Suicide Causes

Those Whose Loved Ones 

Died by Suicide

Growth: 
Spiritual

Age Resilience

Growth: 
Spiritual

NONE

Moore, Palmer, Cerel, & Ruocco (2022)



Spiritual PTG by Age 



Spiritual/Religious Behavior

Does predict

Spiritual PTG

Also predicts all other PTG, 

though not as strongly

Spiritual 
PTG

Being 
Spiritual / 
Religious

PTG

Being 
Spiritual / 
Religious

(Schultz et al, 2010, Currier et al, 2013) 





Reasons 
for Living
Among 
Suicide 

Bereaved 
Parents

One group indicated that their family was 
their reason for living.

A second group indicated that family plus 
being spiritual and helping others were 
their reasons for living. 

A third group indicated that family, being 
spiritual, and not wanting to hurt others 
were their reasons for living. 

A fourth group of suicide-bereaved parents 
indicated that their family plus enjoying 
life were their reasons for living. 

Smith, Chase, Barker, Palmer, & Moore (2017)



Highest 
PTG Poll:
What do 

you 
think?

One group indicated that their family was 
their reason for living.

A second group indicated that family plus 
being spiritual and helping others were 
their reasons for living. 

A third group indicated that family, being 
spiritual, and not wanting to hurt others 
were their reasons for living. 

A fourth group of suicide-bereaved parents 
indicated that their family plus enjoying 
life were their reasons for living. 



Lessons 
Learned: 
Who Had 

the 
Highest 
Growth?

Helping Others had the highest 
posttraumatic growth

Family Only had the lowest 
posttraumatic growth

Group with family plus being 
spiritual and helping others had 
the highest growth. 

As important as family is, family 
is just not enough. We must do 
something with our grief.



Why Doesnôt God Love Me?  Wrestling 

with Questions in the Wake of Suicide Loss 

An Interview with Rev. Suzanne



Rev. Suzanne



Clinical recommendations

Trauma-focused work concurrent with exploring spiritual 

themes of being loved by God 

PTG is a cognitive model and rumination (brooding v. 

reflective rumination) is a necessary precursor

Refer to vetted clergy, religious leaders, spiritual 

directors (e.g. Catholic nuns to Buddhists monks to non-

denominational pastors)

Encourage participation in survivor groups, events, 

conferences that expose to others “living with” the 

trauma, which challenges the cognitive distortion

Organically exploring and discerning the meaning of this 

trauma, meaning of one’s own experience, and purpose 

of their journey



Complicated Spiritual Grief (CSG)

A spiritual crisis during bereavement that 

compromises the griever’s sense of 

relationship to God and/or the faith 

community, such that he or she struggles 

to reestablish spiritual equilibrium following 

the loss

Burke & Neimeyer (2014)



Inventory of Complicated Spiritual Grief – 2.0

(Burke et al., 2014) 



Three dimensions of CSG

Estrangement from 

Spiritual Community

Insecurity with God

Disruption in Religious 

Practices



Across the lifespan: how traumatic loss 

shapes identities with Rabbi Dan 



Rabbi Dan



Supporting Growth

• Educate survivors that posttraumatic growth is a process that occurs 

over time and encourage patience and persistence in the journey 

toward meaning-making.

• Help individuals understand that it is normal to have a response to 

traumatic events and that these reactions can be a precursor to 

posttraumatic growth.

• Encourage people to learn skills in managing strong emotions, such 

as anxiety. This can be through spiritual practices such as prayer, 

meditation, or mindfulness, or through mental health techniques 

such as guided imagery or progressive muscle relaxation.

• Create a safe place where people can gain comfort with self-

disclosure, and with allowing others to provide emotional and 

spiritual support.

• Work with survivors to examine their values and beliefs to develop 

robust life principles that can accommodate future challenges.

Zoellner & Maercker (2006)



Some future directions

Exploration of spiritual crisis as precursor to PTG in 

longitudinal studies

Examining spiritual crisis within a more diverse sample 

(e.g. Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, 

naturalistic/practical/philosophical)

Longitudinal studies of religious service attendance and 

temporal shifts in the expression of spiritual struggle in 

bereavement

How has the great “de-churching” impacted the 

availability of resources for those who are spiritually 

struggling



Thank You!

Melinda Moore, Ph.D.

Melinda.moore@eku.edu

“Still Here”
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