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INTRODUCTION  

 In the wake of the recent Fort Hood shooting,
1
 President Barack Obama and VFW 

commander, William A. Thien, met to discuss the challenges posed by veterans dealing with 

post-traumatic stress.
2
 In a statement, Commander Thien said the issue is “a national problem 

with no blanket solution.”
3
 Solutions are difficult because every soldier’s experience in the 

military is different. Nevertheless, the news of stress-induced violence by combat veterans has a 

way of inciting the public’s demand for a solution. Government solutions do not seem to be 

effective enough for American sensibilities, so many turn to the church for assistance. 

 A week after the shooting, KXAN, a news outlet in Austin, TX, documented that many 

people were turning to their local churches to cope with their subsequent trauma. When asked 

why he was visiting the church, J.T. Bowyer, a retired officer with the U.S. Army, said “I’m 

looking for comfort. Some comfort. Some ease. What God’s plan was? Why this happened? 

How we can give grace to those who need healing.”
4
 Although the church may not realize it, 

many people still view the church as a community of moral discourse, a place where they receive 

truthful language to narrate tragic events. But does the church really possess the truthful 

language necessary to speak to such tragedy? 

 It is often observed that the first casualty of war is truth. This paper will argue that the 

violence enacted in war is predicated on a false narrative: a narrative that paints brother as enemy 

                                                           
 

1
 Officials said Spc. Ivan Lopez killed three people before killing himself at Fort Hood. Lopez was 

undergoing treatment for depression and anxiety while being evaluated for post-traumatic stress disorder. Jim 

Kuhnhenn, “Obama, Veterans Chief Discuss Fort Hood, Mental Health Challenges,” Huffington Post, Associated 

Press, 04/07/2014. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/04/07/obama-veterans-fort-hood_n_5107631.html 

 

 
2
 Ibid. 

 

 
3
 Ibid. 

 

 
4
 Kevin Schwaller, “Worshipers Turn to Church after Fort Hood Shooting,” 

http://kxan.com/2014/04/06/community-turns-to-church-for-healing-after-fort-hood-shooting/ 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/04/07/obama-veterans-fort-hood_n_5107631.html
http://kxan.com/2014/04/06/community-turns-to-church-for-healing-after-fort-hood-shooting/
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and killing as constructive. Christian liturgy provides a truthful counter-narrative to the false 

narrative of war by providing adequate language and time to process the trauma experienced by 

combat veterans. First, this paper will explore the moral injury that occurs in combat veterans.
5
 

Moral injury, particularly in regards to the military, is a complex and multifaceted field that 

consists of much literature, but ultimately little consensus. This paper will rely heavily on the 

seminal military psychology text, On Killing, written by Lt. Col. David Grossman. Grossman’s 

work pulls together an impressive amount of sources from diverse contexts, including many first-

hand accounts of combat veterans, and offers the best summation of current trends in military 

psychology.  Next, this paper will explore the biblical and historical norms for the church’s 

treatment of returning soldiers. Early Church leaders held different – and often opposing – views 

of military service. Rather than harmonize these different views, this paper will explore the role 

of memory in Holy Scripture through the lens of trauma theory in an attempt to inform the 

church’s pastoral response to returning soldiers. Finally, this paper will explore how Christian 

liturgy can guide soldiers to encounter the reality of death and life – things that military training 

had once kept at a distance – in a truly intimate way, and as a result provide a healthy and 

appropriate response to the moral injury of combat veterans.
6
 

MORAL INJURY IN COMBAT VETERANS  

 The deep bond shared by military service men and women is an intimacy unparalleled in 

civilian society. This “warrior culture,” as it is often called, requires an alternative moral 

framework in order to enable soldiers to kill – the fundamental practice of all war. It is well 

                                                           
 

5
 Certainly, all who serve in the military undergo varying degrees of trauma. The church should exercise 

pastoral wisdom in discerning the moral injury of those under her care.  This paper, however, will deal primarily 

with the moral injury and traumatic experiences of combat veterans.  

 

 
6
 This paper will focus primarily on the ethical questions regarding the effects of war, rather than argue the 

legitimacy of the narratives of Just War or Christian Nonviolence. 
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established that the average human being is morally averse to killing another human being.
7
 

Therefore, military indoctrination must provide an entirely new way of being, a new identity and 

a new life, with a fundamentally different, though not entirely unrelated, moral framework.  

 Perhaps the most injurious formation that occurs in military indoctrination is what 

Stanley Hauerwas calls the “sacrifice of the unwillingness to kill.”
8
 He writes that “the sacrifice of 

[a soldier’s] unwillingness to kill is but the dark side of [a soldier’s] willingness in war to be killed.”
9
 In 

many ways, this “sacrifice” cannot be made without the presence of the military’s alternative 

moral framework. In other words, humans cannot effectively leave one moral framework without 

having another framework to enter. Grossman observes that the distinctiveness of this alternative 

morality is most obvious in its language. Soldiers often deny the enemy’s humanity by using 

names such as Kraut, Jap, Reb, Gook, Yank, Dink, Slant, Slope, or Haji.
10

 Similar euphemisms 

are used for killing; soldiers eliminate targets, obtain objectives, and neutralize threats. This 

attempt to dehumanize the enemy and obscure the act of killing is best understood as the 

soldier’s desperate attempt to preserve his own humanity. Indeed, “the burden of killing is so 

great that most men try not to admit that they have killed.”
11

  

                                                           
 

7
 “Our first step in the study of killing is to understand the existence, extent, and nature of the average 

human being’s resistance to killing his fellow human.” Lt. Col. Dave Grossman, On Killing: The Psychological Cost 

of Learning to Kill in War and Society (New York Back Bay Books, 2009), 2. See also David Grossman’s analysis 

of S. L. A. Marshall’s study on the phenomena of “non-firing” soldiers in World War II and World War I. 

Grossman, On Killing, Section I, 5-32. 

 

 
8
 “The greatest sacrifice of war is not the sacrifice of life, great as that sacrifice may be, but rather the 

sacrifice of our unwillingness to kill.” Stanley Hauerwas, War and the American Difference: Theological Reflections 

on Violence and National Identity (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 56.  

 

 
9
 As I will discuss later, it is in this way that a soldier’s death is markedly different than the death of Jesus 

Christ, though many Americans often attempt to approximate the two. Christ’s willingness to die is not accompanied 

by a willingness also to kill. Hauerwas, War and the American Difference, 61. 

 

 
10

 Hauerwas, War and the American Difference, 63.  

 

 
11

 Grossman, On Killing, 91. 
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 A vibrant warrior culture is essential for lessening the moral resistance of soldiers to kill. 

Often what leads soldiers to kill is not the force of self-preservation or hatred for their enemy but 

the accountability they feel with their comrades fostered by the warrior culture.
12

 However, this 

is not the only intimacy the soldier feels. The act of killing itself provides a deep intimacy 

between soldier and victim.
13

  If it is true that warrior culture provides an alternative moral 

framework, it follows that soldiers will connect most deeply with others who live within a 

similar moral framework, even if that other is the enemy. Though the soldier kills his enemy, he 

cannot help but connect with his enemy in an intimate way. Almost in every respect, their 

traumatic encounter has bonded them closer to one another than to any of their respective 

countrymen.  

 Moral injury often manifests itself in the stress disorders of combat veterans. According 

to trauma psychologist, Cathy Caruth: “Trauma…does not simply serve as record of the past but 

precisely registers the force of an experience that is not yet fully owned.”
14

 In other words, it is 

the emotional force, not the details, of an event that carries the most psychological weight.
15

 In 

fact, often in traumatic events, the emotional force is so disruptive that details of the event are 

lost. The mind attempts to recall the missed details of the traumatic event in order to properly 

                                                           
 

12
 “No doubt war creates a comradeship seldom found in other forms of life, but it does so because war 

subjects lives to sacrifices otherwise unavailable. That is the moral practice and power war is.” Hauerwas, War and 

the American Difference, 61. 

 

 
13

 Lt. Col. Grossman likens killing to an intimate sex act: “Killing is a private, intimate occurrence of 

tremendous intensity, in which the destructive act becomes psychologically very much like the procreative act.” 

Grossman, On Killing, 2. 

 

 
14

 Cathy Caruth, Trauma: Explorations in Memory (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995) 

151. 

 

 
15

 This is why stress disorders can manifest similar symptoms in soldiers who have categorically different 

combat experiences. 
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order it in the memory.
16

 Current trauma theory focuses on the narration of this lost event, often 

through writing or ritual, in an attempt to reclaim or reimagine details that may otherwise be lost. 

By giving language to these gaps, traumatic events are made whole, and are therefore able to be 

processed and registered properly in the memory.  

THE CHURCH’S RESPONSE: BIBLICAL AND HISTORICAL NORMS  

 While, in some respects, the nature of war never changes, modern warfare provides a new 

set of issues for combat veterans.  Perhaps the most noticeable difference between ancient and 

modern wars is the speed at which returning soldiers are asked to reintegrate into society. 

Grossman observes that in World War II soldiers experienced a “cool down period” while 

marching or sailing home in intact units.
17

 Soldiers recounted the traumatic events they had just 

experienced and shared their emotions in the safe company of their fellow soldiers. This cool 

down period was punctuated by parades and celebrations from friends and family when soldiers 

returned home.  

 After the Vietnam conflict, however, this cool down period was largely eradicated. 

Soldiers did not leave their combat stations as intact units but rather left sporadically in small, 

often unfamiliar, groups. Once out of the combat zone, soldiers were flown home, arriving 

sometimes within 24-hours of their last combat engagement. Instead of being welcomed with 

parades and celebrations, Vietnam soldiers arrived to face the scorn and disapproval of their 

communities. Furthermore, thanks to the advancement of combat triage, many soldiers survived 

their wounds and returned home to endure their psychological trauma alone. Today, there are 

more combat veterans living with combat-related trauma than ever before, and yet they are no 

                                                           
 

16
 “Something in the event was missed and is continually experienced, after the event, as something 

inaccessible, as something that haunts.” Dirk G. Lange, Trauma Recalled: Liturgy, Disruption, and Theology 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010), 8. 

 

 
17

 Hauerwas, War and the American Difference, 66. 
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longer afforded the same space to grieve, process their experiences, or be received back into their 

communities.  

 Historical Norms: The Role of Penance and the Loss of Corporate Confession  

 The historic church has always demonstrated hesitancy surrounding Christian military 

service.
18

 This hesitancy was primarily couched in liturgical concerns. Historian John Helgeland 

has shown how Roman army religion, much like modern warrior culture, “created a sacred 

cosmos in which the soldier lived from the day he enlisted until the day he died.”
19

  This sacred 

cosmos was the primary concern of many early Christian writers who objected to military 

service. To join the “new life” of the Roman military cultus was to forfeit the “new life” offered 

through the worship of Christ. In Against Celcus, Origen taught his followers: “No longer do we 

take the sword against any nation, nor do we learn [the art of] war any more, since we have 

become sons of peace [cf. Luke 10:6] through Jesus who is our leader [cf. Acts 3:15, 5:31; Heb. 

2:10, 12:2].”
20

 Forty years earlier, Tertullian also wrote: “For even if soldiers came to John and 

received advice on how to act, and even if a centurion became a believer, the Lord, by taking 

away Peter’s sword, disarmed [literally unbelted] every soldier thereafter. We are not allowed to 

wear any uniform that symbolizes a sinful act.”
21

 Tertullian and Origen agreed that Roman 

military service required the Christian to transgress the threefold prohibition found in the 

                                                           
 

18
 Even traditions that permit violence (i.e. Just War) claim to do so with hesitation and restraint. Times 

when the church has participated in open violence (i.e. the Crusades), the violence was endorsed by the church and 

therefore was not recognized as “military service.”  

 

 
19

 Though his observation concerning the “sacred cosmos” is helpful, perhaps Helgeland steps too far by 

suggesting that the concerns of early Christians were ‘religious,’ not ‘ethical.’ This seems an unfortunate dichotomy. 

As Kalantzis notes, “To separate religion and its rituals from the ethical implications for the lives of its adherents is 

a modern move.” Surely, each of the prohibitions described in Acts 15:29 are held together; that is, they are practical 

concerns that effect cosmic realities. George Kalantzis, Caesar and the Lamb: Early Christian Attitudes on War and 

Military Service (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2012), 40-41.  

 

 
20

 Origen, Against Celsus, 5.33 found in Caesar and the Lamb, 136. 

 

 
21

 Tertullian, Idolatry, 19.3 found in Caesar and the Lamb, 120. 
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Apostolic Decree of Acts 15:29 – idolatry, fornication, and the shedding of blood – and therefore 

negated one’s ability to participate in the faithful worship of the Triune God.
22

 Around this same 

time, the less rigorous points of view of Hermas and Clement of Alexandria, both of whom 

permitted the restoration of the penitent, eventually prevailed, and “no distinction for these sins 

was made in penitential procedure except in respect to the severity and duration of the 

penance.”
23

 The penitential procedure provided the penitent, which included returning soldiers, 

the liturgical language and rhythms to properly grieve, process, and eventually reconcile with 

their community. 

 For those in the military, particularly after the Roman legalization of Christianity, the 

historic church employed a range of penitential requirements for those returning from combat. 

These acts of penance and confession were often public rituals performed before an assembled 

congregation.
24

 Centuries later, the public procedure of penance was replaced by a private rite of 

confession and absolution performed by a priestly confessor.
25

 Consequently, the acts of penance 

were eventually enacted exclusively in private.
26

 In a letter written by Pope Leo the Great in 459 

CE, the Pope condemned the practice of compelling penitents to read publicly a “libellus” 

containing a detailed confession of their sins.
27

 Not only did this practice have no apostolic 

                                                           
 

22
 Committing any of these sins would require one’s exclusion from the community following the Pauline 

exhortation to “to deliver unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh that the spirit may be saved” (1 Cor. 5:5). 

 

 
23

 John T. McNeill and Helena M. Gamer, Medieval Handbooks of Penance: A Translation of the Principal 

Libri Poenitentiales (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 5.  

 

 
24

 Ibid, 4.  

 

 
25

 Ibid, 5. 

 

 
26

 This move to private penance resulted in an overall systematization of the penitential system and a 

reliance on regionally-bound penitential books. 

 

 
27

 McNeill and Gamer, Medieval Handbooks of Penance, 12. 
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sanction, he argued, but it unfairly incriminated Christians and subjected them to civil scrutiny.
28

 

In its place, Leo recommended that a private confession to the bishop was satisfactory.
29

 With 

this, the rite of penance slowly began to exclude the community’s role in the restoration of the 

penitent.
30

  

 In its rejection of the priestly office, the Protestant Church moved even further from the 

regular practice of public confession. Priests were no longer needed for absolution and, as a 

result, the medieval practice of private confession eventually became the practice of inward 

confession. In many modern Protestant churches, confession is no longer a public event, save the 

generic prayers of confession prayed by the entire congregation. Thus, the penitent procedures, 

which gave appropriate language and adequate time for the reintegration of returning soldiers 

into the life of the community, are largely absent in modern Protestant churches.
31

 

 Scriptural Norms: Jesus and the Broader Witness of Scripture 

 Much of Holy Scripture emphasizes the importance of memory. The Old Testament 

continually calls God’s people to remember God’s salvific action in history. Texts such as 

Leviticus 19:34
32

 and Deuteronomy 24:22
33

 ground God’s requirement for justice in the Jewish 

                                                           
 

28
 It is important to note that Leo does not forbid public confession altogether, but rather the compulsory 

reading of a written declaration of sins. It seems his letter, however, was misunderstood to mean the former. Ibid, 12 

 

 
29

 Some historians, such as John T. McNeill and Helena M. Gamer, have debated whether the letter from 

Pope Leo caused the eventual move to an exclusively private rite of penance. By referencing Pope Leo’s letter, I am 

not proposing that it demonstrates a normative practice across all of Christendom but rather a subtle movement 

toward an exclusively private rite of penance that would eventually become common practice in the medieval 

church. Ibid, 12. 

 

 
30

 Ibid, 15. 

 

 
31

 This is not to say Protestant churches cannot practice a form of these penitential procedures but rather 

they do not take advantage of the full potential of their liturgy to this end.  

 

 
32

 
“
The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as 

yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God.” 

 

 
33

 “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt; therefore I am commanding you to do this.” 
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people’s remembrance of their time as slaves in Egypt.
34

 In the New Testament, Paul insists on 

the Gentile community’s remembrance of the Jewish story.
35

 Paul establishes this connection 

through a careful articulation of how the church should understand the person and work of Jesus 

Christ.  He argues that “Jesus is not the victim of God’s justice, but the very embodiment of 

God’s justice through his faithfulness and obedience in manifesting God’s unrelenting desire for 

reconciliation.”
36

 As the embodiment of God’s justice, the person and work of Jesus serves as the 

locus of remembering for the community of faith.  

  In his book, Trauma Recalled, Dirk Lange explores the connection between the 

traumatic death of Jesus Christ, which he refers to as the “Christ event,” and modern trauma 

theory.
37

 In the memory of the faith community, the Christ event, like the traumatic event of 

combat, is only registered as a force of experience. Just as soldiers search for the lost details of 

their traumatic experience, so also Christians seek to access the Christ event in its totality. The 

Christ event, however, cannot be fully grasped and so it returns as “a force that continually 

disrupts [the Christian’s] usual forms of remembering and ritualizing.”
38

 Thus, the psychological 

tension that seeks to find what is “lost” is never resolved in the Church’s worship.
39

 This is 

troubling if the source of the church’s remembering is the violence of the Christ event. If 

Christians remember the Christ event as the violence of the cross, they remember that event 

                                                           
 

34
 Hauerwas observes that “at the heart of God’s justice is God’s fidelity to the promise to Abraham.” 

Hauerwas, War and the American Difference, 104. 

 

 
35

 “Remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and 

strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world.” Ephesians 2:12, cf. Romans 

11:25-27. 

 

 
36

 Hauerwas, War and the American Difference, 104. 

 

 
37

 Lange, Trauma Recalled, 9. 

 

 
38

 Ibid, 9.  

 

 39
 It is this constant attempt to remember fully that drives the liturgical rhythms of the faith community. 
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through its violence.
40

 With this, the sacraments, which are the primary remembering rituals of 

the community, act as their own traumatic events.
41

 This simply cannot be if churches are to 

assist veterans in processing combat-related trauma. To suggest that the extreme violence of the 

cross was required for God’s justice is to establish justice as an abstract concept separate from 

the person of Jesus Christ. Christ becomes a victim of God’s justice, not the embodiment of it. 

This validates the continued use of violence as a requirement for the worship of God. However, 

by viewing the Christ event through trauma theory, Christians are able to understand the 

sacraments not as a passing on of violence but rather as something that breaks the cycle of 

violence. In this way, the sacraments are not a celebration of violence, but an invitation to 

partake in God’s just work of reconciliation through the body of Christ. These nuances, though 

subtle, are important if one is to speak of the rehabilitative power of Christian liturgy for combat 

veterans.   

SHAPING THE SILENCE WITH CHRISTIAN LITURGY 

 In order to shape the silence left by war, churches must reclaim a liturgical language and 

rhythm of confession, lament, hope, and communion. Christian liturgy provides this necessary 

language and rhythm for soldiers to process combat-related trauma. This, of course, immediately 

raises the issue of viewing Christian worship primarily as “therapeutic.” Given that the true 

nature of worship is theocentric, how is it possible to talk about worship as a pastoral act without 

ultimately using worship for our own ends? Here, Neil Pembroke explains that the “sacrifice of 

praise is the central act in worship and pastoral care is the support act.”
42

 Reconciliation with 

                                                           
 

40
 Ibid, 11.  

 

 41
 By sacraments, I refer to those of the Protestant Church: Holy Baptism and the Eucharist. 

 
42

 Neil Pembroke, Pastoral Care in Worship: Liturgy and Psychology in Dialogue (New York: T&T Clark, 

2010), 2.  
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God and neighbor has always been a significant by-product of Christian worship. Indeed, the 

Christian alternative to the trauma of war is worship.
43

 The following sections will explore how a 

church’s emphasis on the four themes of confession, lament, hope, and communion during 

weekly worship can begin to shape the silence experienced by returning combat veterans and 

facilitate their healthy reintegration into the faith community. 

 Confession  

 The false language of war is remedied by the liturgical language used in confession. 

Through confession, the soldier is reconciled to the truthfulness of his own actions and, in this 

way, is also reconciled to his true self. A liturgy of confession gives language to traumatic 

situations that might otherwise go unarticulated. The goal of this confession is not to rid oneself 

of the traumatic memory but rather to give truthful language to the memory in light of God’s 

reconciling justice. It is not enough simply to give truthful language to these situations. This 

truthful language must also occur in the safe space of holy ritual, which allows the event to be 

entered into safely and regularly. The metered pace of the ritual gives a rhythm to the confession 

that allows each confession an appropriate space for reflection – not too short to rush through 

each confession and not too long to give any one confession too much attention.  

 Lament  

 Rituals give space for the silence that surrounds combat veterans.  This silence is surely 

“an indication, a judgment, that we were created to be at peace with one another and God.”
44

 The 

ritual space for lament acknowledges that it is “certainly right for silence to surround the taking 

                                                           
 

43
 Hauerwas, War and the American Difference, 68. 

 

 
44

 Ibid, 69. 
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of life.”
45

 While silence is an appropriate response to combat trauma, it cannot be the final 

response. The robust tradition of lament most noticeably revealed in the Psalms
46

 gives language 

to the emotions that are most often absent from the church’s worship. In the practice of lament, 

anger, anguish, frustration, and disappointment are appropriately and safely vented.  

 The lament tradition demands that churches reimagine their usual presuppositions 

concerning the nature of their worship.
47

  For example, worship is usually understood as passive; 

the lament is an aggressive form. Worship is typically viewed as an acceptance of the divine 

will; the lament is a cry of complaint and protest. Most think, finally, that worship should be 

peaceful and controlled; lament is fired by anger and raw emotion.
48

 This understanding of 

lament, if given appropriate language and time during weekly worship, can be a necessary and 

healthy outlet for combat veterans in the congregation.  

 Hope  

 The community’s practice of lament must keep in view the eschatological hope of God’s 

reconciling justice revealed in Jesus Christ. As Grossman observes, fear is one of the driving 

emotions in war; not necessarily the fear of death or injury, but “the fear of not being able to 

meet the terrible obligations of combat that weighs most heavily on the minds of combat 

soldiers.”
49

 The hope of God’s reconciliation seeks to counter the reign of fear found in the 

                                                           
 

45
 Ibid, 67. 

 

 
46

 For example, Psalm 13, Psalm 22:1 and Psalm 44:23-24. 

 

 
47

 Pembroke, Pastoral Care in Worship,  45.  

 

 
48

 Ibid, 45.  
 
 

49
 In addition to fear, Grossman adds the “two-edged responsibility” of being expected to kill and the stress 

of looking their potential killers in the face. Grossman, On Killing, 52.  
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warrior culture. Here, it is important to highlight hope’s “ironic imagination.”
50

 In Christ, 

weakness is strength, loss is gain, and death is life. This re-narrates many of the feelings of 

returning soldiers in light of the Christian hope. This hope, while being intimately connected 

with the past, has the power to enhance a soldier’s sense of well-being through an “imaginative 

projection into the future.”
51

 This hopeful projection is not something the soldier can do alone; 

rather, Christian hope is something witnessed to by the entire community. Through prayers, 

hymns, Scriptures, and the sacraments, the Christian community witnesses to hope on behalf of 

soldiers who may be unable to hope on their own.  

 Communion 

 By witnessing to hope, the community reclaims its role in God’s work of reconciliation. 

The liturgical rhythms of the Christian community become vital for ritualizing the soldier’s 

reintegration. Here, regular participation in the sacraments allows the soldier to witness the 

contrast between his baptismal reality of the Kingdom of God and the obscured reality of war. 

Contrary to the practice of the medieval church, the sacramental rituals are not holy spaces that 

must be protected from the unclean hands of combat veterans; rather, when enacted with the 

emphases of confession, lament, and hope, they act as the catalyst for restoring communion 

between the soldier, the community, and God.
52

 

 In addition to weekly worship, churches can develop rituals for the specific purpose of 

reintegrating soldiers. Traditionally, the church has used Maundy Thursday as an appropriate 

                                                           
 

50
 Pembroke, Pastoral Care in Worship, 110.  

 

 
51

 Ibid, 91.  

 

 
52

 “Rituals of reentry, therefore, become extremely important to returning soldiers.” Hauerwas, War and the 

American Difference, 64-65. 
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time for the reintegration of soldiers.
53

 The story of Christ sharing the bread and wine with those 

whom he knew would later betray him speaks to the betrayal many returning soldiers feel. 

Author and World War II marine veteran William Manchester vividly describes the feeling of 

betrayal following his first combat kill this way: “I can remember whispering foolishly, ‘I’m 

sorry’ and then just throwing up…I threw up all over myself. It was a betrayal of what I’d been 

taught since a child.”
54

 This betrayal can be debilitating; and yet Maundy Thursday gives 

language to this betrayal in light of the hope of Christ’s reconciliation.  

 Another liturgical opportunity for veteran reintegration is a ritual of mourning on Holy 

Saturday. During that day, the church identifies with the Virgin Mary as she mourns outside the 

tomb of her Blessed Son. While grief is an appropriate emotion for the day, it is always practiced 

in light of the hope of the next morning, Easter Sunday. The language and rhythm offered 

through a Holy Saturday ritual acknowledges and validates the grief of returning war veterans 

before the entire community and invites the community to grieve alongside them. 

CONCLUSION 

 Though often overlooked by local congregations, Christian liturgy possesses an 

appropriate language and rhythm for the healthy reintegration of soldiers into the community of 

faith. Of course, each soldier’s experience in war is different, and therefore each soldier’s 

subsequent trauma is also different. None of the ecclesial practices mentioned above are 

proposed as guaranteed practices for the successful reintegration of every combat veteran. The 

church should remain close allies with physicians and psychologists. Even so, the church cannot 

surrender its care of combat veterans to medical professionals. The soldier’s baptismal identity 

                                                           
 

53
 Admittedly, all penitents were reconciled on Maundy Thursday, not soldiers alone. McNeill and Gamer, 

Medieval Handbooks of Penance, 17. 

 

 
54

 Grossman, On Killing, 116. 
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makes combat-related trauma a primary concern for the church. Combat-related trauma and 

psychological illness continue to increase with no signs of slowing down. In 2012, the number of 

suicide deaths in the U.S. military surged to a record 349 – even more than the 295 Americans 

who died fighting in Afghanistan in the same year.
55

 This epidemic cannot be ignored by the 

church. Too often, combat veterans lack the language to narrate their experiences of war in a 

healthy way. If enacted prayerfully and intentionally, Christian liturgy is equipped to provide the 

ritual language and rhythm that can shape the silence experienced by returning combat veterans.  

 

  

                                                           
 55

 One third of these deaths occurred among soldiers who had never been deployed. Perhaps this speaks to 

the profound moral injury that occurs within military training itself. Bill Chappell, “U.S. Military’s Suicide Rate 

Surpassed Combat Deaths in 2012,” http://www.npr.org/blogs/thetwo-way/2013/01/14/169364733/u-s-militarys-

suicide-rate-surpassed-combat-deaths-in-2012. 

 

http://www.npr.org/blogs/thetwo-way/2013/01/14/169364733/u-s-militarys-suicide-rate-surpassed-combat-deaths-in-2012
http://www.npr.org/blogs/thetwo-way/2013/01/14/169364733/u-s-militarys-suicide-rate-surpassed-combat-deaths-in-2012

