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Praise for Soul Leadership



“I was only a few pages into Dr. Steve Robinson’s newest book, Soul Leadership, when I found myself thinking about one of my favorite quotes from an old classic, The Wounded Healer: “Thus, nothing can be written about ministry without a deeper understanding of the ways in which ministers can make their own wounds available as a source of healing.” I’m deeply grateful for spiritual leaders such as Steve Robinson and the late Henri Nouwen who deeply understand at both an experiential and a theological level how empathy and compassion are keystones in the Jesus-shaped pathway to human healing and restoration.”

—LISA HARPER, author, Bible teacher, and host of Lisa Harper’s Back Porch Theology podcast

“The enemy doesn’t just attack your ministry—he attacks your mind and your soul. In Soul Leadership, Dr. Steve Robinson equips leaders with the tools to find healing and strength in Christ. This book is a timely weapon for every leader who wants to finish well.”

—JENTEZEN FRANKLIN, senior pastor of Free Chapel and New York Times bestselling author

“Soul Leadership cuts through the noise of performance-driven leadership and calls us back to the heart of what truly matters—leading from a soul made whole. Pastor Steve Robinson offers a rare blend of vulnerability and biblical truth, equipping leaders to thrive both in ministry and the marketplace without losing the essence of who they are.”

—CHAD VEACH, lead pastor of ZOE Church

“Leadership is a marathon, not a sprint—and the soul is the engine that carries us to the finish line. In Soul Leadership, Steve gives us the tools to run with endurance and finish strong. This book is a field guide for leaders who want to leave a lasting legacy.”

—MARK BATTERSON, New York Times bestselling author of The Circle Maker

“We live in a culture where many leaders have learned to lead others but ignore the leadership of their own soul. In Soul Leadership, Dr. Steve Robinson offers a compelling and grace-filled invitation to reverse that trend. He integrates spiritual depth, emotional awareness, and practical wisdom in a way that helps leaders lead from wholeness rather than exhaustion, chaos, and crisis. As a clinical psychologist, I found this book both grounding and transformative—a guide for anyone who desires to lead with integrity, presence, and soul health.”

—DR. ANDY YARBOROUGH, clinical psychologist and founder of The Well Clinic

“In Soul Leadership, Dr. Steve Robinson gives voice to the struggles so many leaders quietly carry and offers a way forward that brings real restoration. This book doesn’t just encourage, it reorients us toward Jesus as the true source of strength, reminding us that when the soul is renewed, leadership becomes life-giving again.”

—TIM TIMBERLAKE, senior pastor of Celebration Church and author of The Art of Overcoming

“I’ve had the privilege of walking with Steve Robinson for years—seeing his life up close, both in ministry and in the moments that really matter. What I love about Steve is that he doesn’t just preach these principles—he lives them. In Soul Leadership, Steve has written something special. With transparency, biblical truth, and wisdom earned through the hard places, he helps us see that leadership isn’t just about skill or strategy; it’s about the soul. He shines a light on what’s really behind so many of our struggles as leaders that’s not just the pressure around us, but the pain within us. This isn’t just another leadership book; it’s a road map toward healing, wholeness, and hope. Through the Soul Leadership Cycle, Steve gives us tools to face our wounds, build resilience, and lead from a place of strength and authenticity. Every chapter breathes with encouragement that your pain doesn’t disqualify you, it actually qualifies you to lead with greater compassion and depth. If you want to lead stronger, love deeper, and build teams that thrive, this book is a must-read.”

—DINO RIZZO, executive director of the Association of Related Churches

“The greatest test of leadership is not how you start, but how you finish. In Soul Leadership, Dr. Steve Robinson reminds us that lasting leadership begins with a healthy soul anchored in Christ. This book is a needed word for every pastor and leader today.”

—DR. JACK GRAHAM, senior pastor of Prestonwood Baptist Church

“Soul Leadership cuts through symptoms and goes to the source of problems so many leaders face—their own unaddressed trauma. With personal wisdom and professional insight, Steve Robinson reveals how to experience more peace, grace, freedom, and joy as you live out your God-given purpose. This book offers healing and wholeness for anyone who wants to lead like Jesus.”

—CHRIS HODGES, chancellor of Highlands College, founding pastor of Church of the Highlands, and author of Pray First and Breathe Again

“Steve is one of my spiritual sons, so I know firsthand how valuable this profound and timely book truly is. Soul Leadership is packed with wisdom forged in the fire of real ministry. If you want to leave a lasting legacy for generations to come, this book will help you lead with authenticity, health, and purpose.”

—THOMAS D. MULLINS, PhD, founding pastor of Christ Fellowship Church

“We live in a pandemic of unprocessed trauma and stress. What gets suppressed will eventually be expressed in painful, harmful ways. Dr. Steve Robinson has provided all of us an evidence-based, research-rich, trauma-informed guide for working through the complex, nuanced journey of moving from unprocessed trauma and stress to wholehearted resilience. Every therapist, life coach, pastor, influencer, and individual should have Soul Leadership on their must-read short list.”

—JIM CRESS, licensed professional counselor and executive advisory board member of the American Association of Christian Counselors

“The future of the Church depends on leaders who are both Spirit-empowered and soul-healthy. In Soul Leadership, Dr. Steve Robinson provides timeless wisdom and practical guidance to help leaders thrive. This book is a valuable contribution to the body of Christ and to leadership today.”

—DR. BILLY WILSON, president of Oral Roberts University, global chair of Empowered21, and chair of Pentecostal World Fellowship

“Great leaders build great teams—but healthy leaders build lasting impact. Soul Leadership is a powerful reminder that leadership starts within. Dr. Steve Robinson helps you lead with purpose, passion, and integrity—from the inside out. This is a must-read!”

—JON GORDON, eighteen—time bestselling author of The One Truth and The Power of Positive Leadership

“Soul Leadership bridges the gap between spiritual formation and trauma-informed leadership practice. With clarity and compassion, Dr. Steve Robinson helps leaders attend to the inner life so they can lead with integrity and resilience. I am grateful for this timely resource.”

—REV. CHRIS ADAMS, PhD, Flourishing in Ministry, Rosemead School of Psychology, Biola University

“The greatest move of God always begins in the hidden place of the soul. In Soul Leadership, Dr. Steve Robinson calls leaders back to the presence of Jesus, where healing and power are found. This book carries a timely word for a generation of leaders who long to see revival.”

—RUSSELL EVANS, senior pastor of Planetshakers

“I’ve walked with Pastor Steve for many years and have seen firsthand the integrity, perseverance, and grit behind this message. Soul Leadership isn’t theory; it’s biblical principles, proven wisdom, and practical help from someone whose life bears the fruit of unwavering faith in Jesus. More than a resource—this is a mentoring moment for every leader who wants to leave a legacy and finish well.”

—DR JEFF LITTLE, lead pastor of Milestone Church

“My friend Steve Robinson has given us a gift in Soul Leadership. He doesn’t just describe the impact of trauma on leadership—he shows us how to grow through it. I know leaders at every level will find hope and healing in these pages.”

—GREG SURRATT, founding pastor of Seacoast Church

“The church needs leaders who don’t just build ministries but live with integrity and wholeness as well. Dr. Steve truly models that kind of living. Soul Leadership is a timely reminder that when the soul is healthy, everything else flourishes. I thank God for this book and the impact it will have.”

—TOMMY BARNETT, Dream City Church, Los Angeles Dream Center

“Dr. Steve Robinson’s Soul Leadership is a vital resource for leaders feeling the weight of unprocessed pain. With personal insight and groundbreaking research, Dr. Robinson’s Soul Leadership Cycle offers a practical path to recognize trauma’s triggers, build resilience, and grow through God’s grace. This book is a lifeline for pastors and executives ready to lead from a healed heart.”

—AARON BURKE, lead pastor of Radiant Church

“Dr. Steve Robinson has done a remarkable job helping leaders understand why we sometimes think, feel, and act in ways that don’t align with our core beliefs or true identity. Whether you lead a team, a family, or simply yourself, Soul Leadership offers profound insights that will help you better understand the connection between your inner world and your leadership. Even if you’re unaware of past or present trauma in your life, I encourage you to read at least the first chapter; you won’t stop there.”

—DANIEL HARKAVY, founder of Building Champions and SetPath
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Dedication

To my wife, Jennifer—

Your love, strength, and steady faith have anchored me through every storm. Thank you for walking alongside me in my healing journey. I’m grateful for your belief in me—I wouldn’t be the man, husband, father, or leader I am without you.

To my children, who continue to inspire me and make me proud—I love you deeply, and I pray you always lead from a place of health, humility, and holy dependence on God.






Foreword

Some books inspire you. Some books inform you. But few books do both. Soul Leadership is one of the few.

I’ve had the privilege of knowing Steve Robinson for more than twenty years. I can tell you without hesitation—he’s the real deal. He’s a gifted communicator, a trusted pastor, and a resilient leader. But what I admire most about Steve isn’t what he’s accomplished—it’s how he’s allowed God to shape his soul along the way.

Most leaders don’t burn out because of what’s happening around them. They burn out because of what’s happening within them. The challenges we never process. The weight we try to carry alone. And too often, we don’t recognize it until something breaks.

That’s why this book matters.

Steve doesn’t write from theory—he writes from experience. He’s led through crises, shouldered heavy responsibilities, and walked the long road of healing. He’s done the hard inner work required to lead from a place of strength and wholeness—and now he’s inviting you to do the same.

One of the things I love most about Soul Leadership is how it’s built on both practical research and biblical truths. It’s for people who are tired of pretending and ready to get real. If you’ve ever felt the pressure to look strong on the outside while silently falling apart on the inside, this book is for you.

Steve introduces a powerful framework—the Soul Leadership Cycle—that will help you name your wounds, build resilience, and grow through adversity. This isn’t just self-care. It’s soul care. And it’s the missing piece for so many leaders today.

Here’s what I know: The greatest gift you can give the people you lead is a healthy, whole you. When your soul is strong, your leadership is strong. When your heart is whole, your decisions are clear. When your inner world is healthy, your influence grows.

So don’t just read this book—let it read you. Let it challenge you, encourage you, and guide you back to the kind of leader God created you to be: a leader who doesn’t lead from pressure or performance but from wholeness.

I’m proud of Steve. I’m grateful to call him a friend. And I believe what he’s written here will help you lead stronger and live healthier—from the inside out.

Your friend,

John C. Maxwell






Why I Wrote This Book

After thirty-five years in leadership, I’ve discovered a critical truth: Unhealed trauma doesn’t just affect us personally—it influences how we impact others. This book emerged from three intersecting paths in my life.

First, my own personal trauma story gave me experience with the mental and emotional fragmentation trauma creates. I’ve walked through the journey of healing and witnessed the transformation possible when we address our own wounds.

Second, my decades of being a pastor, leader, coach, and mentor to other leaders have shown me the wreckage that occurs when leaders carry unprocessed trauma into their lives and roles. I’ve seen gifted individuals derail their calling because they never addressed the trauma and inner fragmentation of their souls.

Third, this book represents the culmination of three years of doctoral research under the mentoring of Dr. Tom Mullins, where I concentrated on the intersection of trauma and leadership. Additionally, I commissioned a leading research firm in a first-of-its-kind national study, Leaders and Trauma Today. We surveyed 750 US leaders across both for-profit and non-profit fields and gained new insights on how trauma impacts leaders. Together, this research and real-world experience have convinced me of this: Trauma doesn’t need to have the final say in your life and leadership; you can heal, and even grow, on the other side of adversity.


Who This Book Is For

While this book is written to leaders, it’s not only for leaders. The principles within apply to everyone. Whether you lead a multinational organization, pastor a church, manage a team, or simply want to understand how trauma affects your life and leadership, here you’ll find practical pathways toward healing and wholeness.

It’s important to note that I am writing as a leadership practitioner with an informed perspective, not as a licensed therapist or medical professional. The insights shared herein are not intended as medical advice or to replace professional mental health treatment. If you’re struggling with trauma or mental health challenges, I encourage you to consult a physician and/or mental health professional today.




What’s in This Book

The book unfolds in two main sections. In part 1, we ask the question: “What is going on with me?” We’ll explore how trauma fragments your soul and leadership, causing you to lose your sense of well-being and straining your relationships with others. You’ll understand the trauma-triggers effect and how unhealed wounds can resurface in high-pressured leadership moments.

In part 2, we ask: “Where do I go from here?” In this section, you’ll discover a dual approach: preparing yourself for life’s hardest moments while learning to heal when those moments leave their mark. Through the resilience equation, you’ll increase your capacity for when crises inevitably come. We’ll also explore the growth model to help you live and lead from wholeness through every challenge. Along the way, you’ll find practical tools to build resilience and lead from a place of wholeness rather than trauma-induced fragmentation.

Trauma often leaves people feeling victimized. It’s important to note victimhood is a disempowering state that leaves us feeling helpless. Your circumstances may have been unjust, deeply painful, and even shattering, yet you have the power to find healing and grow stronger through the pain. This book teaches you to take responsibility for your well-being and move beyond trauma’s impact. My prayer is that these pages offer both hope and healing for your journey toward shalom1—the “wholeness” God intended for you from the beginning.
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PART 1 WHAT IS GOING ON WITH ME?







CHAPTER 1 Soul Leadership


The sky outside loomed overcast and ominous, funnel clouds still swirling eerily overhead. A day after Hurricane Katrina’s fury, strong winds continued to whip through the air as the atmosphere stirred in threatening transition. The air clung thick with moisture and tension as I stood next to several local police officers and fellow pastors, gathered to coordinate our efforts to help the region. We saw one another in the daylight that filtered through our church foyer windows. Our power was out, so it was the only place well-lit enough for us to meet.

“How can we help?” I asked.

The police chief answered, “Pastor, we really need to get fallen trees off of our officers’ homes so I can get them to work. We need your help.”

Dozens of faces of people who could assist ran through my head. “We can do that,” I said.

Before I could say another word, our conversation was interrupted by a metallic pounding on our steel front door. Startled, I moved quickly, pulling it open to reveal a ten-year-old boy, his eyes wide and desperate. In his trembling hands, he clutched the oxygen tank he’d slammed against our door like a lifeline.

“Please,” he gasped, his voice raw with panic. “My grandmother… she’s dying! She needs oxygen… she needs help!”

His plea echoed in the foyer, piercing every heart in the room. At that moment, reality crashed down on me with brutal clarity: If we don’t do something, someone’s going to die. We sent help immediately to go with the young boy and care for his grandmother. In that moment, my responsibility wasn’t just leadership theory I learned in a book; this was real life knocking at our door.

At thirty-six, my life was full. I had a young family, a rapidly growing church, and dreams unfolding faster than I’d ever imagined. But on August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina changed everything in one fierce blow. Due to the flooding and wind damage, more than one million people were displaced in southeast Louisiana and south Mississippi.2 Our church in the New Orleans suburb of Mandeville went from a small group of nineteen people in 1999 to a large congregation of 3,200 attending on the weekend in less than six years. Katrina sliced our attendance to less than half overnight.

The leaders stood with me in stunned silence after the boy left. We were all grappling with a disaster the scope of which none of us had grasped. I broke the silence.

“Let’s go and see what else we can do to help.”

“I have a van and enough gas to get us into New Orleans,” the police chief responded.

It was time to go to ground zero. We wound our way through broken-down cars and debris in what felt like a war zone. The city of New Orleans was underwater. We watched stranded people being rescued by boats from the roofs of their houses. We saw looters shatter windows with crowbars, breaking into abandoned stores and taking advantage of the tragedy. Dead bodies slumped on the overpass rails and lay crumpled beneath the underpasses close to the Superdome. The airport had turned into a medical triage center, people organized by the severity of their wounds along terminal gates.

The images of that day are burned into my memory.

All told, the storm covered 75 percent of New Orleans in water,3 claimed 1,833 lives, and caused more than $125 billion in damages devastating our area.4 I ran at full throttle on adrenaline for almost a year helping our region recover.


The Invisible Weight of Leading Through Crisis

In the grueling weeks that followed, a national leader suggested I get recovery efforts in motion and then consider moving to another city. He said, “There’s no guarantee this won’t happen again.” Yet, I couldn’t escape the young boy’s pleading eyes or the countless faces of neighbors who’d lost everything. My wife and I didn’t even consider leaving. We knew this was our city, our region, and our calling.

In the ensuing chaos—leading a team, coordinating thousands of volunteers, navigating crushing financial pressures—I moved as though underwater, sluggish, and heavy-limbed. After a year, I was completely drained. I struggled to meaningfully engage with my family while serving my community, never realizing the weight pressing against my chest had a name: crisis-induced trauma. I was drowning in it, though I didn’t yet know the phrase.

Trauma became a hallmark of Hurricane Katrina, even over a decade afterward.5 Of the 1.2–1.5 million people evacuated, 62 percent met the criteria for acute stress disorder (ASD).6 And roughly one-third of New Orleans residents developed post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).7 Peoples’ internal devastation was as profound as the external destruction.

But here’s the critical truth we’ll explore together: It doesn’t take a hurricane for someone to experience serious trauma. About 70 percent of US adults experience trauma at some point in their lives.8 Shockingly, this number is even higher for leaders. Our study found that 93.7 percent of American leaders have experienced trauma, adversity, or periods of prolonged stress!9

The fact is, leaders are in the trenches with people while also carrying heightened burdens and responsibilities. For me, the weight of leadership through Katrina—and subsequent events we’ll discuss in this book—traumatized and fragmented my soul. So, if nine out of ten leaders experience trauma, adversity, or prolonged stress, it’s worth asking these questions: What happens when trauma goes unprocessed? And, how does this impact your soul and leadership?

The truth is, trauma doesn’t self-resolve. It doesn’t stay compartmentalized. Psychological trauma affects our brains, souls, and even our bodies in dramatic ways most of us don’t realize.10 Psychological trauma is “any disturbing experience that results in significant fear, helplessness, dissociation, confusion, or other disruptive feelings intense enough to have a long-lasting negative effect on a person’s attitudes, behavior, and other aspects of functioning.”11

Studies have shown as much as 81 percent of mental health disorders are caused by trauma.12 For leaders, this presents a profound risk not just for themselves but for everyone they influence. Unhealed trauma often wounds both those closest to us and those we lead. This means the larger a leader’s influence, the greater the damage that can be done. The pain you carry doesn’t just hurt you; it spills over onto others. Conversely, trauma experienced by a member of the leader’s team can also traumatically affect the leader. Trauma is a two-way street.




What Is Trauma?

Before we go further, let’s be clear about what trauma looks like. Psychological trauma isn’t the painful event itself. It’s your brain’s and body’s response to a painful crisis or repeated crises determined by multiple factors. According to the American Psychological Association, a crisis is “a situation that produces significant cognitive or emotional stress in those involved in it.”13 Traumatic experiences can take many forms, including:


	
physical or sexual abuse14


	neglect or abandonment15


	experiencing serious accidents or medical trauma16


	being subjected to bullying or harassment17


	encountering sudden loss of a loved one18


	living through a high-conflict divorce or custody battle19


	enduring betrayal by a trusted person or institution20


	experiencing or witnessing domestic violence or community violence21


	experiencing natural disasters like hurricanes or earthquakes22


	enduring chronic poverty23


	surviving war, terrorism, or displacement as a refugee24


	facing incarceration or the incarceration of a close family member25


	experiencing repeated exposure to trauma through caregiving, military service, or first responder roles26




Acute stress disorder (ASD) and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can result from sudden, intense events (like Hurricane Katrina) or the cumulative toll of prolonged stress, underscoring stress as the essential factor in traumatic experiences. From our research, three factors of traumatic crises stand out:


	Duration: How long does the crisis last?

	Frequency: How often do crises occur?

	Intensity: How distressing was the crisis?



Perhaps that ten-year-old boy with an oxygen tank at your doorstep represents an unexpected crisis. For you, it could represent that trusted colleague who betrayed your confidence. Perhaps it is the marriage that dissolved into bitterness. Or, your child battling substance abuse. Maybe it’s the unforeseen legal battle threatening everything you’ve built. Or, even those childhood wounds you’ve buried but never truly healed.

When traumatic experiences collide with leadership responsibilities, the weight becomes exponentially more difficult, even to the point of being unbearable. Yet many attempt to carry on without acknowledging the pain or seeking help for various reasons. As you guide your organization forward while taking on the hundreds of small and large burdens of leadership and extending yourself beyond reasonable limits, recognize that no one is immune to human pain and limitations. Even the most resilient among us has a breaking point, and acknowledging your vulnerability isn’t weakness but wisdom. The truth about living in perpetual crisis is this: It’s not a matter of if but when you will become traumatized.

Leaders are particularly vulnerable to what is called compounding trauma.27 It’s the buildup of stressors that, individually, might be manageable but collectively overwhelm our normal coping mechanisms. The attending consequences can extend far beyond our own personal suffering, collaterally injuring families, communities, and organizations.




Psychological Trauma’s Effect on the Brain

As a child, I remember riding in the car on a spring day and seeing an emergency room marked with big letters beneath it: Trauma Unit.

I asked my mom, “Why do people go there?”

“People go there because of car crashes, bad falls, gunshot wounds, and other accidents that really hurt them,” she replied.

Often, these patients would be diagnosed with what is now known as traumatic brain injury (TBI). A TBI is caused by a blunt force that causes structural damage to the brain. Likewise, psychological trauma that occurs through prolonged stress, abuse, natural disasters, and the like doesn’t just affect someone’s mental state; it changes the physical brain as well.28 This is a critical challenge for anyone who experiences psychological trauma.

In short, psychological trauma doesn’t just impact how you feel; it actually changes your brain’s structure and the way it functions. Ultimately, trauma causes dis-integration and fragmentation. This disruption weakens our leadership and leads to poor decision-making that hurts us and those we lead. A leader often becomes fragmented without realizing it. Unfortunately, I’ve had a front-row seat to many leaders who lived and led from this compromised place—and the results were disastrous.

The good news is the effects of psychological trauma can be temporary, and you can be healed. This healing journey requires an integrative approach to soul healing that we’ll explore further throughout this book.




Soul Leadership: The Missing Ingredient

At the core of this book lies a transformative concept I call soul leadership, the essential foundation upon which all other leadership dimensions rest.

While self-leadership has gained well-deserved attention over the past decade as a pathway to personal wellness and responsibility, soul leadership represents something deeper and more fundamental. Soul leadership begins with an awareness of the health of your mind: your thoughts, will, and emotions. Most leaders are hard-driving and action-oriented, and the last thing they want to do is slow down and understand what’s happening on the inside.

The conventional leadership progression is well-established: Self-leadership develops into team leadership, which evolves into organizational leadership. However, this framework can overlook a critical precursor: soul leadership, the inner foundation that makes authentic self-leadership possible.
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Soul leadership contains the stewardship of your inner landscape—the state of wholeness or fragmentation that determines how you navigate your internal world. It’s about the health of your core identity, foundational values, emotional patterns, and spiritual condition. These ultimately shape every aspect of your leadership impact.

The progression is clear and consequential: Healthy soul leadership creates the conditions for effective self-leadership. Effective self-leadership nurtures thriving teams. Thriving teams build excellent organizations. Excellent organizations maximize their positive impact in every sphere they touch.

Since trauma causes your brain to psychologically and physically dis-integrate, engaging in soul leadership is essential because it takes your mental and emotional states into account. The Bible says it this way: “Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it” (Proverbs 4:23). The Old Testament was originally written in Hebrew. And the Hebrew word for “heart” means your inner self, will, understanding, or mind. Guarding your heart is the essence of soul leadership. Deeper than “self-care,” it’s “soul care.”

In order to further explain soul leadership, we must understand the Hebrew concept of shalom—complete wholeness or integration. It’s the idea behind the word integrity (from integer, meaning whole). The leadership crisis we see across the cultural landscape today—illustrated by rampant moral failures, ethical compromises, and destructive behaviors—is fundamentally a crisis of integrity or internal wholeness. Trauma is an enemy of wholeness. It restructures the brain and fragments the mind as the body responds to stress and crisis. When your soul is fragmented, which is what trauma does, everything you lead is at risk of being negatively impacted. It’s difficult to create unity, connection, and healthy relationships in an organization when the soul of a leader lacks integration. The ultimate goal of soul leadership is precisely this: wholeness—moving from a state of fragmentation to one where leaders can live and lead from a place of authentic integration.

For example, I once knew a young leader named Paul. He was the kind of leader who lit up a room. With his quick smile, powerful speaking skills, and natural charm, he seemed destined for success.

On paper, Paul was the complete package. He could sell ice to penguins. When Paul talked about his vision, you couldn’t help but want to be part of it.

Yet behind the charismatic front, Paul’s organization was struggling with a persistent problem: No matter what he tried, his team never seemed to gel. The office atmosphere often felt tense. Conversations would stop when he entered a room. Projects that required collaboration frequently stalled or failed.

Most troubling was the revolving door of talent. In just a few years, Paul had replaced almost his entire staff—twice. Exit interviews revealed a pattern of complaints about unclear expectations, favoritism, and a culture where people felt undervalued.

“I don’t understand what’s happening,” Paul confided to a friend. “I hire the best people. I pay well. Why can’t I build a stable team?”

Determined to fix the problem, Paul invested heavily in external solutions. He hired prestigious consultants who conducted assessments and delivered recommendations. He brought in leadership coaches to help clarify values and build a healthy culture. The company handbook grew thick with mission statements, core values, and organizational expectations. Still, the problems persisted.

Paul doubled down on organizational fixes. More team-building exercises. More clarity on processes. More leadership books distributed to managers. Yet with each new initiative, the workplace culture remained toxic, and the turnover continued unabated.

What Paul never recognized was that the instability he witnessed throughout his organization originated not from his team or his strategies but from within his own soul. The toxicity wasn’t coming from his organization; it was flowing from his own unresolved internal pain and unprocessed traumas.

Today, Paul’s company remains a shell of what he had envisioned—fledgling at best. The pattern continues as he moves from one organizational solution to another, never addressing the fundamental truth: The fragmentation he sees around him is merely reflecting the fragmentation in his own life.

Paul’s story serves as a powerful reminder that organizations inevitably mirror their leaders—through what psychologists have identified as “mirror neurons” (that we’ll discuss in the next chapter). No amount of external consulting or team development can overcome the limitations of a leader who fails to do the hard work of personal growth. In the end, Paul created an impressive vision for everyone else’s development but never seemed to include himself in that process.




The First Trauma

To understand trauma’s impact on leadership, we must examine humanity’s original wholeness and what fractured it. Trauma is among our oldest human experiences. At creation, God called everything “very good” (Genesis 1:31), a state of completion and shalom (wholeness). Adam and Eve existed in perfect harmony with God, each other, and creation. Every need was met.

Think about when you feel most alive in life and work. Isn’t it when you have physical comfort, safety, meaningful connections, recognition, and a sense of purpose? This integration of needs reflects our original design for wholeness.29

While Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs30 (physiological, security, belonging, esteem, and self-actualization) provides a useful framework, I believe complete wholeness only emerges through relationship with God. The garden of Eden represented this perfection—all physical needs satisfied, complete safety, divine community, inherent value, and meaningful purpose.
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Yet this wholeness shattered when trust broke. When Adam and Eve disobeyed God, sin fractured the entire created order. The effects were immediate and comprehensive:


	
Physiological needs: The ground was cursed, making it harder to harvest food.

	
Safety needs: Their sense of safety was shattered as they hid from God in fear, a condition that intensified dramatically after Cain murdered Abel (Genesis 4).

	
Love and belonging: Adam and Eve’s connection with God and each other fractured.

	
Esteem: Adam blaming Eve showed her that she had lost value in her husband’s eyes (Genesis 3:12).

	
Self-actualization (purpose): Instead of working on their mission as image bearers, they struggled to meet daily needs.



What was once integrated became fragmented. Wholeness gave way to brokenness. This original crisis introduced trauma into human existence, and its effects have torn through leadership ever since.




The Stress Continuum: From Stress to Trauma

To understand the crises that cause trauma, we need to grasp the primary force: stress. The stress I’m talking about is not a singular state but a continuum that progresses from healthy pressure to debilitating chronic stress (as Adam, Eve, and the rest of humanity have experienced from the beginning).


The Stress Continuum
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Visually, we can think of stress as a spectrum with three distinct zones:


	
Healthy Stress: The good stress, called “eustress,”31 promotes growth and development—like muscles strengthening after exercise. This stress challenges us but remains within our capacity to recover and grow.32


	
Chronic Stress: The cautionary stage where damage begins to accumulate. According to researchers at Yale Medicine, “Chronic stress slowly drains a person’s psychological resources and damages their brains and bodies.”33 This is where burnout emerges.

	
Traumatic Stress: When stress overwhelms our ability to cope, due to crises that can lead to psychological trauma and the dis-integration of the brain.



When leaders remain in the chronic stress and compounding stress zones too long, the structure of our brains literally changes. Prolonged stress reshapes parts of the brain that handle emotions, stress responses, planning, decision-making, and memory. This particularly affects the prefrontal cortex (responsible for executive function) and the amygdala (the emotional center). These changes cause both structural and functional problems.34

Think of it like Hurricane Katrina. The state of your post-trauma brain is like the Gulf Coast after Hurricane Katrina hit and before relief efforts had begun.





The Cascading Effects of Unprocessed Trauma

I’ll never forget the call I received years ago. “Steve, I’m not doing well,” the pastor’s voice trembled on the other end of the line. “I’m in a dark hole, and I can’t get out. I really need some help.”

My heart sank. I knew what John had been through. A difficult building campaign had drained both resources and morale. Personal challenges had mounted at home. Staffing issues created constant fires to extinguish. The pressures of leading an expanding organization while balancing life’s demands had become overwhelming.

It wasn’t one crisis that broke John. It was the endless barrage of compounding, trauma-inducing events. He had finally reached his breaking point, and he was calling for help.

To this day, I regret not getting on a plane and showing up at John’s house. A struggling leader needs more than distant advice. They need someone physically present in their darkest hour. My friend was suffering what many leaders face: unhealed trauma rearing its ugly head. You see, a chief peril of leadership isn’t simply incompetence or even weariness—it’s unprocessed trauma.

When leaders carry traumatic wounds they haven’t addressed, these wounds affect their decisions, relationships, and organizational cultures. The cascading effects can be devastating:


	
Decision-making becomes compromised as trauma triggers hypervigilance or avoidance.35


	Emotional intelligence breaks down as trauma disrupts self-awareness, regulation, and empathy.36


	Relationships suffer as unprocessed pain creates defensive patterns and unhealthy coping strategies.37


	Organizational culture can deteriorate as the leader’s fragmented internal state reproduces itself throughout the entire organization.



Today, leaders frequently make headlines for failures, indiscretions, moral corruption, and abuses of power. When we examine the backstories of these fallen leaders, unprocessed psychological traumas often emerge as root causes of the behaviors that eventually brought them down.

According to a Barna Group study, “Trauma is rarely a one-time occurrence.”38 Instead, it compounds. Prior trauma creates vulnerability to further trauma and is a strong predictor of developing severe stress responses to crises like PTSD. This sets off a dangerous cycle of harm for those in leadership positions.39




The Soul Leadership Cycle: Your Path to Resilience

Based on extensive research, real leadership stories, historical examples, and current science, I developed what I call the soul-leadership cycle. Though not perfectly linear, it has three parts:


[image: Three bold phrases, The Trauma Triggers Effect, The Resilience Equation, and The Growth Model, are centered in separate columns.]


	
The Trauma-Triggers Effect: This effect shows how unhealed trauma can suddenly resurface during high-pressure leadership moments and negatively affect our behavior. Understanding this concept helps us manage those moments. (Chapter 5)

	
The Resilience Equation: Resilience is the key to handling crises. The good news is that everyone can build their resilience—the ability to absorb and rebound from adversity—by increasing capacity before a crisis hits and even afterward. (Chapters 6–8)

	
The Growth Model: This model shows how leaders can recover from, and even grow after, painful experiences. The opportunity to grow emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually is inherent in all of our crisis responses. The growth model also highlights neuroplasticity—the brain’s ability to rewire itself—and demonstrates how you can emerge stronger after healing from trauma. (Chapters 9–10)






Three Truths About the Healing Journey

Here’s what I’ve learned in my journey through trauma and healing. First, as a leader who’s personally navigated this journey, I understand the isolation and complexity of the process. The path to wholeness can feel impossible, but I assure you it’s not. Second, mental resilience can be developed both preventively (before crisis) and restoratively (after trauma occurs). You can learn to increase capacity that protects you and those you lead. The pathway to resilience isn’t just about enduring hardship. It’s the dual capacity to absorb difficult experiences and to bounce back from them. Third, trauma doesn’t have to be the end of your story. What psychologists call “post-traumatic growth”—not just surviving trauma but emerging stronger—is possible for every person who commits to the journey of processing in a healthy way.

For our purposes, we’ll define a leader as someone who assumes responsibility for another. With this definition, the stakes become clear: Leaders either help heal or unintentionally transmit their traumatic wounds to those they lead.

People need to feel safe. It’s how we’re wired. When we feel safe, we trust others, especially those who lead us. Trust makes leadership work, and it comes naturally from leaders who live with the kind of wholeness God designed us for. When leaders take time to heal and do their own work, they create spaces for others to do the same. Leaders who don’t address their own pain often pass that hurt on to others, sometimes without even knowing it.




Your Path to Wholeness

I’m drawn back to that day after Katrina when the young man with the oxygen tank banged on our church building door. That moment crystallized the weight of leadership that comes as a result of crisis. In those situations, our decisions carry heavy consequences for both ourselves and those we lead.

God’s call and mandate for leadership go all the way back to Genesis 2:15, when he instructed Adam to “work… and take care of” the garden. This speaks of stewarding well what’s been entrusted to our care—including people.

Interestingly, the Hebrew word used for “guard” in Proverbs 4:23 is similar to the word used in Genesis 2:15. These principles are parallel. Soul leadership is the seedbed and strength behind your leadership influence. If you’re not tending your inner self well, it will manifest in how you steward and lead your organization. A damaged soul in a leader has the potential to damage an entire organization. As the adage says, “Hurt people, hurt people.” The cracks in our inner world eventually spread to everything we touch.

So, leader to leader, I ask you an important question: How is your soul?

Don’t rush past this question. Your honest answer predicts your future if nothing changes. If you’re thriving with healthy rhythms, capacity, and resilience, that’s wonderful. This book will help inform you through others’ challenges, deepen resilience practices, and increase your sustainability and leadership impact. If, however, you’re exhausted, battling psychological trauma, easily triggered, or have left a wake of broken relationships, know there is hope. A path to healing, increased resilience, and longevity is available to you.

In the next chapter, we explore how the brain and mind work together—an understanding that will help you become a better leader. This book isn’t just about personal growth; it’s about helping you build thriving organizations that make lasting impacts. As you apply these principles, you will be practicing soul leadership to produce excellence in both your life and leadership. The roadblocks that once limited your effectiveness will become launching pads for unprecedented growth. Your leadership can produce something significant, creating vibrant teams, breakthrough innovations, and organizational cultures where people thrive. The journey to shalom starts with unveiling the mystery of how your brain and soul work together. Get ready to become the extraordinary leader you’ve always desired to be.
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