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Review

Turnbloom, David F. et al., Liturgy in the Shadows of Trauma. Reckoning 
with the Roman Catholic Sex-Abuse Crisis, Maryknoll/NY 2025.

Erik Sorensen

What happens when the liturgy, a source of grace, is experienced as a 
source of ongoing harm for those who participate in it? In Liturgy in the 
Shadows of Trauma, David Turnbloom, Megan Breen, Noah Lamberger, 
and Kate Tyschper explore this complex but incredibly pertinent question. 
This book confronts the reality that liturgical celebrations have been dis-
torted by the ongoing impacts of systemic Clergy-Perpetrated Sexual 
Abuse (CPSA) and clericalism within the Catholic Church. This accessible 
volume offers nuanced insight into the complex ways in which the liturgy 
suffers from the lasting impacts of CPSA and continues to reinforce sys-
temic clericalist attitudes. The book provides critical points for reflection 
and dialogue for liturgical and sacramental theologians. While not directly 
aimed at practitioners, the authors’ accessible style makes the book’s 
content a valuable resource for anyone reflecting critically on liturgy in 
their parishes or communities.

Before exploring the content of this book further, it is important to 
highlight the novel group scholarship that contributed to its authorship. 
Turnbloom collaborated with a group of undergraduate scholars on this 
project, underlining their commitment to “scholarship as a fundamentally 
communal process.” (xi) This team effort provides a subtextual argument 
that supports one of the central tenets of the book: that glorifying individ-
uals reinforces negative power dynamics.

The book opens with two chapters that lay out frameworks for un-
derstanding liturgy, clericalism, and CPSA that will be drawn upon through-
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out the book. In chapters three through five, the authors explore how 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), moral injury, and moral distress 
impact experiences of the liturgy and undermine the liturgy’s sacramental 
efficacy. Then, in the final three chapters, the authors look at three ave-
nues towards healing and reform. They explore the theology of ordination, 
rhetorical violence, and the possibility of salvation outside of the Church. 
These chapters provide both a critique of existing theological and system-
ic practices while outlining potential ways forward.

The first chapter is dedicated to framing what the liturgy is and cri-
tiquing a sacramental perspective that interprets the liturgy as a dispens-
er of grace. While defining the liturgy broadly, the authors quickly focus on 
how the liturgy “provides a personal encounter with Jesus.” (5) This claim 
becomes central to the authors’ argumentation throughout the rest of the 
book. Based on this personal encounter, the authors suggest that the litur-
gy should be understood as a privileged place where God offers grace to 
God’s people. Framing the liturgy as graced communication, drawing on 
Louis-Marie Chauvet, the authors argue for a sacramental theology that 
creates space for an individual’s particular disposition to influence how 
grace is received through participation in liturgical rituals.

The second chapter explores the dynamics of clericalism and how 
it fosters an environment where systemic CPSA could occur. The authors 
point to triumphalism as a cultural attitude within the institutional Church 
that cultivated clerical authority and impunity. They suggest that this atti-
tude leads clerics to commodify not only the sacraments but also the peo-
ple within their communities. (35) The interchangability of clerics is de-
scribed by the authors as both a symptom and a means of facilitating 
clericalism, where the clergy are not truly embedded in the communities 
that they are serving. 

In the next section of the book, the authors begin by describing 
PTSD and how liturgical symbols can become harmful triggers for survi-
vors. In this and subsequent chapters, the authors are careful to describe 
psychological terms such as trauma and provide helpful context from 
their clinical use. The dissociative flashbacks that are one symptom of 
PTSD provide a strong case for how the sacramental efficacy of the liturgy 
can be interrupted and subverted. The authors make the case that PTSD 
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does not make the liturgy invalid; rather, it “subverts the grace it intends to 
offer and offers dehumanization instead.” (71) 

Following the discussion of PTSD and the liturgy, the fourth chapter 
broadens CPSA’s impact on liturgical efficacy by examining moral injury. 
Drawing on the work of Marcus Mescher and others, the authors describe 
moral injury as stemming from betrayal by authority figures and leading to 
a sense of meaninglessness, a loss of self-identity, and a loss of agency. 
(78) Moral injury can be found not only in direct survivors of CPSA but also 
in the wider community. The authors argue that moral injury undermines 
the symbolic meaning of the liturgy and replaces that meaning with feel-
ings of betrayal. 

The authors continue to expand on the impacts of CPSA by dis-
cussing moral distress in the fifth chapter. This chapter describes moral 
distress as “ethical dissonance between one’s values and one’s experi-
ence.” (107) Moral distress is experienced through the clericalization of 
the institutional Church and its failures to address CPSA. The authors sug-
gest that moral distress reinforces the passivity of liturgical participants, 
thereby undermining liturgical efficacy by repressing the laity’s agency.

Having described in detail how PTSD, moral injury, and moral dis-
tress negatively impact the efficacy of the liturgy, the authors look at the 
underlying systemic changes that could support a break from clericalism. 
In the sixth chapter, the authors outline an alternative theology of ordained 
ministry that is grounded in the relationship between the priest and the 
congregation. They offer a critique of substance ontology that sets clerics 
apart with an indelible ontological mark on their souls. As an alternative, 
drawing on the work of Richard Gaillardetz, they suggest a relational ontol-
ogy that gives the priest their identity through their relationship to the con-
gregation. This chapter argues that this relational framework humanizes 
each cleric and highlights their particular gifts in serving their communi-
ties. Referring back to the second chapter, the authors highlight that this 
approach counters the detrimental impacts of clerical interchangability.

Continuing their critique of damaging practices, the authors explore 
rhetorical violence in the seventh chapter. They suggest that Church lead-
ers, both knowingly and unknowingly, use rhetorical manipulation and 
guilt to keep the laity participating in the Church’s liturgical life. This chap-
ter describes a strong parallel between trauma bonding, where survivors 
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are trapped in abusive relationships by promises of change and love, and 
the rhetoric of clerics that proclaim that the laity are obliged to participate 
in the liturgy. The authors suggest that trauma-informed rhetoric that em-
powers and prioritizes the laity and survivors is one way of counteracting 
clericalism. 

In the final chapter of the book, the authors make their largest and 
most controversial claim, that survivors can find salvation outside of the 
Church. They push back against the argument that sacramental grace is 
tied to the sacrament’s validity. Drawing on the Second Vatican Council’s 
teaching that salvation is possible for those who “through no fault of their 
own do not know the Gospel of Christ or His Church” (Lumen Gentium 
#16), the authors argue that this could also be applied to the case of sur-
vivors. For people suffering from PTSD, moral injury and even moral dis-
tress, they state that, “there is no salvation inside the Church; they will only 
find salvation by leaving.”(179)  Instead of interpreting this action of leav-
ing the Church as abandoning the Gospel, the authors suggest that this 
should be interpreted as a prophetic action that points to the sinfulness of 
the Church.

One potential limitation in the argumentation of the book was the 
frequent reduction of the liturgy to a “personal encounter with Jesus.” (5) 
While this focus provides a framework for centring the experience of sur-
vivors throughout the book, it also leads, at points, to a somewhat individ-
ualistic interpretation of the liturgy, despite the authors beginning their 
description of the liturgy as “a communal ritual of prayer.” (4) At points, the 
reader is left with the perspective that liturgy is a solo endeavour. This 
tension between the individual and the communal underscores the under-
lying divide between the institution and the survivors that is at the heart of 
this work. This narrow focus is understandable because emphasizing the 
individual experience over the power of the collective is central to this 
book’s overall argument.

This book presents some challenging and potentially controversial 
conclusions. The arguments that invalidity of a liturgical celebration does 
not preclude the effects of grace and that survivors can find salvation 
outside of the Church should be taken seriously, even by scholars who 
might disagree. This book invites its readers to engage with the uncom-
fortable reality that academic theology is not immune to the detrimental 
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impacts of clericalism. By embracing this critical perspective, the authors 
make an important contribution to liturgical and sacramental theology 
that honours the experiences of survivors and all those suffering from the 
broader impacts of  CPSA. 
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