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As I write this article, our government is announcing that we may be able to double the 

Canadian commitment to receiving Syrian refugees.  We may receive as many as 50,000 people who 

have fled their war ravaged homes and spent time in refugee camps. 

The organization for which I work, Alberta Health Services, has been preparing to meet the 

health needs of these newcomers, both physical and mental.  AHS is aware that some refugees may 

suffer from the effects of trauma.  We will be prepared to help any showing signs of post traumatic 

stress disorder. 

Members of our congregations may be sponsors or supports to refugees in their communities.  

We may know others who suffer with this disorder.  Anyone who has experienced physical harm or the 

threat of physical harm can develop PTSD.  Members of the military, those who have been in 

accidents or who have seen accidents, and those who have been assaulted, for instance, may develop 

PTSD.  This article will describe the disorder and suggest responses to those who suffer with it. 

 As stated, PTSD develops in some people who have been threatened with physical harm, or 

who have experienced it.  Those with PTSD re-experience the event.  Anxiety or panic may be 

“triggered” by something in waking life.  Sufferers may have nightmares about the experience.  Sleep 

problems are part of PTSD.  Those with the disorder may avoid anything related to the event that 

touched it off.  They may scan their surroundings for possible dangers.  They may have decreased 

concentration.  If these symptoms last more than one month following the event, and if their everyday 

life is impacted because of the symptoms, the individual may have PTSD. 

As a support person, it will be important to be sensitive to the sufferer.  PTSD is a recognized 

mental illness, and deserves to be treated by a professional.  The person with PTSD will have a better 

chance of healing if those around them don’t trivialize their feelings, or remind them that the event was 

long ago.  It doesn’t help to tell the sufferer to “get over it.” 

As a supporter, do recognize that you can do nothing to “fix” the situation.  Do listen deeply to 

the sufferer, and extend them grace.  Be patient and understanding with their symptoms.  With proper 

treatment and sensitive support, those with PTSD have the best chance to see their symptoms diminish. 

Healthy Place (http://www.healthyplace.com) has articles in its Anxiety section on PTSD.  

They also provide a survey, or test, to determine whether you might have PTSD yourself at  

http://www.healthyplace.com/anxiety-panic/ptsd/ptsd-test-do-i-have-ptsd/. 

Whether you are concerned about a Syrian refugee to whom your congregation is providing 

support, or a family member or friend who has experienced violence, it is helpful to know something 

about PTSD.  If you suspect it in yourself or someone else, contact Alberta Health Services for 

direction to help. 
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