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  Abstract  

 

Moral Injury and the Problem of Facing Religious Authority  

Why would a soldier suffer moral injury after killing an enemy combatant even when the 

legal and moral expectations of warfare have been met?  Combatants often acknowledge that 

killing another human being causes them to begin a process of reconciling actions with personal 

convictions. Importantly, the trigger for this process is not always the knowledge of killing 

“someone,” but a view of the face and the impact of killing “someone” in particular. Dave 

Grossman describes this as trauma from a psychological perspective and Jonathan Shay explores 

the issue as one of morality. This paper explores the impact of killing through the religious lens 

of Jewish and Christian thought.   In light of this, the thesis developed here is that the process of 

looking into the “face” of one’s enemy, fundamentally brings one into a position of 

responsibility for the enemy and to deny this responsibility is an ethical and religious action 

which is a root cause of moral injury.  
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Moral Injury and the Problem of Facing Religious Authority  

Why would a soldier suffer moral injury after killing an enemy combatant even when the 

legal and moral expectations of warfare have been met?  Combatants often acknowledge that 

killing another human being causes them to begin a process of reconciling actions with personal 

convictions. Importantly, the trigger for this process is not always the knowledge of killing 

“someone,” but a view of the face and the impact of killing “someone” in particular.1 Dave 

Grossman describes this as trauma from a psychological perspective2 and Jonathan Shay 

explores the issue as one of morality.3  This paper explores the impact of killing through the 

religious lens of Jewish and Christian thought.   In light of this, the thesis developed here is that 

the process of looking into the face of one’s enemy, fundamentally brings one into a position of 

responsibility for the enemy and to deny this responsibility is an ethical and religious action 

which is a root cause of moral injury.  

An introductory statement about using the concept of religious authority in this paper will 

be made followed by comments about moral injury.  Attempts to define religion are notoriously 

problematic, not to mention that of religious authority.4  Nevertheless, as a boat is tethered to, 

and circles around its anchor, those who accept religious authority are tethered to certain 

precepts, around which they continually circle.  For example, those in the Jewish and Christian 

traditions revolve around certain commands that are timeless truths to which they are 

accountable such as “Thou shalt not murder.5  This is the concept of religious authority used 

here.  Therefore, the problem of religious authority in the Judeo-Christian tradition is not a 

fallible “robed authority,” but the failure to face and obey the commands of God. The Pentateuch 

teaches that we must love our neighbor and the New Testament teaches that we are to love and 
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pray for our enemies.6  Passages such as these are not recommendations, but commands to which 

the faithful are “anchored” and accountable.  It is this point of accountability, and specifically, 

the resistance of being responsible to the enemy, which will be explored here in order to 

appreciate the origins of moral injury with the hope that understanding the source of the problem 

may assist in recovery.7   

My introduction to the topic of moral injury has been Jonathan Shay and his description 

of moral injury as a “betrayal of what is right.” 8  In light of this, I wish to suggest that a 

withdrawal of respect and dignity from the enemy, or the inability to give respect as one may 

want to do during combat, is one aspect in which the “betrayal of what is right” occurs.   Fighters 

tend to respect fighters whether they are in the ring or on the battlefield and when respect and 

dignity are withdrawn from one fighter to another, the actions that follow can sow the seeds of 

regret rather than honor long after the fight is finished and passions have subsided.  Due to any 

number of variables in war, this “moral injury” may not be experienced by all to the same 

degree, but can be experienced by any combatant especially in the face of irrepressible memories 

of killing a specific person.9   

Throughout the course of this paper I will suggest that the feelings of regret and guilt 

circle around the presence of a deep and fundamental part of the human to human encounter, i.e., 

the accountability of one human to another.  Combat strains, challenges and often breaks this 

innate possibility accountability, some say an innate sense of right or wrong.10  The presenting 

issue of regret is deep and troubling, and depending on personal beliefs may, or may not be, tied 

to a religious anchor point.  Therefore, an objective of this paper is to encourage an examination 

of what is entailed in the human to human encounter and how the withdrawal of respect is 
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symptomatic of a deeper concern of a responsibility that leads to an accountability of one to 

another.11  

Respect given to the enemy is usually based on the opponent’s potential to kill and honor 

for the enemy is reserved as a post-fight ritual, if at all.  Since the Napoleonic era, distinctions 

between the warrior class and the citizen soldier have been blurred due to the demands of war 

which necessitated that civilians be drafted or volunteer in mass. Preparing civilians for duty as 

combatants was limited to basic tactical training with little thought to mental or spiritual 

preparation beyond unit cohesion and the inclusion of chaplains to provide for specific religious 

services.  By World War I, there was an expectation that the burden of national defense would be 

shared by citizens willing to make the supreme sacrifice12 and as the idea of a “sacred duty” 

grew to serve this need, those who opposed war on moral grounds were demonized as 

unpatriotic.13  Thinkers from Europe speculated on what virtues war would bring to humanity.14 

A young Ludwig Wittenstein thought that being close to death might bring him the “light of life” 

and wrote, “Now I might have the possibility to be a decent person, because I find myself face-

to-face with death.”15 Sigmund Freud saw war as the destruction of artifice and the return to the 

authentic: “It eliminates the layers of sediment deposited in us by civilization and it allows the 

primitive man to reappear.”16   

         However, World War I produced a different and devastating reality. Wittenstein was left 

“speechless,”17 and widespread doubt was cast on the notion that facing death for one’s country 

was a means of virtue.  General Patton later provided a pithy new perspective and famously 

stated that the point of war is not to die for your country but to give the enemy a chance to die for 

his country.18  Interestingly, by the end of World War II, General S.L.A Marshall concluded 

nearly 75% of those men facing the enemy found killing to be unnatural and resisted the act of 
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killing another human being in combat to the point of conscientious objection despite training, 

orders, or even the instinct of self-preservation.19  As a result, training changed to incorporate the 

use of human shaped targets and reflexive fire drills to condition trainees to fire with greater 

frequency and accuracy boosting up the numbers to 55% of combatants firing in Korea with the 

intent to kill to 95% in Vietnam.20  

 Some speculate the training has raised the numbers of combatants who suffer 

psychological damage and also the severity of damage.21  If this is the case, what is the essence 

of the “point of being a conscientious objector?” Grossman argues that across cultures and time, 

it is fundamentally the recognition of the enemy’s humanity, particularly by a view of the face, 

or efforts to avoid seeing the face.22  What happens when the point of conscientious objection is 

crossed?  The combatant crosses a moral line of what is personally believed to be right or wrong 

by an act that refuses to be forgotten.  Jonathan Shay notes that what we might call a loss of 

innocence in our culture is referred to as themis in ancient Greece, a “betrayal of what is right,” 

referring to the loss of an adult’s cloak of [moral] safety.23   

Both Grossman and Shay describe the psychological process used to de-humanize the 

enemy in order to make the affair more tolerable.  For example, avoiding visual contact, using 

profane and de-humanizing terms, failing to respect enemy or civilian dead, intentional or 

unintentional misuse of lethal force can all lead some combatants to reflect upon their actions 

with remorse or bitterness, even if the actions were “justified” by the state.24 As the realization of 

these events sink in over time, regret may take on greater significance in the minds of veterans as 

their reflections turn to thoughts of how they might be accountable, Typically, this sense of 

accountability is not for every instance in which the enemy was killed during a firefight, but the 
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one in which a particular image of the enemy’s humanity recurs in memories and dreams or the 

case in which the humanity of the enemy was denied and therefore respect or honor withheld.25   

Outside a handful of ideological war criminals, nearly all people recognize some measure 

of accountability to fellow humans.  But many veterans also look beyond human accountability 

to a divine accountability such as one World War II veteran reflecting upon past actions, “The 

point of his bayonet was no further than you are from me when I shot him . . . I’m not a young 

man anymore, and soon I’ll have to answer to my Maker for what I have done.”26  In a study on 

Vietnam veterans this issue of accountability was found to be significant in terms of positively 

seeking God for forgiveness or feeling alienated by God for various reasons.27  Among the 

Vietnam veterans Shay worked with, he noted a crisis of authority among the veterans due to 

nationalism and the misinterpretation of religious authority.28  And there are some such as Chris 

Kyle who claimed he could answer to God for every shot he took even while he suffered inner 

turmoil.29  All of this is to simply point out that while the issues of regret can be recognized as 

part of moral injury, the presence of accountability to humanity, scriptural authority or both, 

become sensitive topics and the source of fear and anxiety despite public displays of courage.   

Because this issue effects the wellbeing of those who suffer, it seems right to ask how 

religious authority might assist in understanding the nature of accountability that one human has 

to another. Toward this end, I will summarize some thoughts of Emmanuel Levinas, and Jürgen 

Moltmann as two voices from the Jewish and Christian traditions.  Both men are serious thinkers 

who experienced war as combatants and POWs.  They write as philosophers concerned with 

exploring the conditions for human recognition, although not for the purpose of describing the 

effects of combat per se.  However, what they present demonstrates why the research of 

Grossman and Shay on human recognition and the face is well grounded.   As individuals who 
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personally suffered and witnessed the suffering of war they are able to provide the “mechanics” 

of why feelings of regret, accountability and freedom become so acute in ways that few 

philosophers can.  Their ideas are not unique to themselves, but come forward with a vocabulary 

and clarity as individuals who plumbed the depths of hardships found in war.30  I cannot write as 

one who has mastered their methods, but only as one who views some of their conclusions on 

ethics as being useful to those who seek to understand the human being in combat.  Furthermore, 

it is my hope that as I provide a synthesis of their thoughts others more knowledgeable may 

extend the conversation and provide further clarity.  

 By way of introduction, Emmanual Levinas speaks as one who suffered and Jürgen 

Moltman speaks as one who caused suffering. Both men essentially make the same point from 

different perspectives.   They demonstrate that wellbeing of the “self” is found in recognizing the 

face (humanity) of the “other” and in being accountable to that person. In addition, they view 

personal forgiveness and freedom as being directly tied with accountability to the “other.”   What 

follows in this portion of the paper is technical but helpful in understanding why the giving of 

respect to the enemy as an ethical principle is a necessary aspect of being human and part of the 

warrior ethos and that it must be given deliberately if the conditions are to be set for individuals 

to appreciate rather than fear accountability for another.             

Emmanuel Levinas was born to a Jewish family in Poland, made his way to France via 

Russia and Germany.  He ended up in the French Army early in WWII and was captured.  One 

of his key ideas harkens back to his time as a POW, “It is from the first a substitution by a 

hostage expiating for the violence of the persecution itself.”31  

Levinas’ thought anchors the work of Grossman and Shay by what may be called the 

“ethics of the face.”  Just as they observe that the face of the enemy creates a sense of 



 

7 

understanding of what is right and what has gone wrong, Levinas argues that personal awareness 

begins with a view of another’s face and that it does not start with self-knowledge.32  He writes 

that the view of the face reveals a fundamental expression saying, “Do not kill me,”33 and 

beyond that, a primordial expression from “Infinity” saying, "Thou Shalt not kill."34  This visual 

encounter, rather than the verbal or written encounter becomes the opportunity to offer dignity 

and accept responsibility for one’s neighbor.35 By extending dignity, the goodness of the self is 

called into action.  But if the point of war is to “totalize” the other and, as General Patton said, 

“make him die for his country,” what happens?  Levinas suggests that the task is impossible in 

the ultimate sense because the act of killing is not only a rejection of responsibility for one’s 

neighbor, but a futile attempt to reject the wider fraternity of human kinship and the latent 

responsibility to God’s command, “Thou shalt not kill.”36 Therefore, one may physically kill 

another person, but is still accountable as was Cain who acted from a solitary ethic, but lived in 

bondage after killing Able and therefore lost a true sense of freedom by rejecting fraternity.37  

 Levinas continues to push his ethic further by elaborating on how the one who has 

suffered finds freedom.  He draws inspiration from Lamentations 3:3, “To tend the cheek to the 

smitter and to be filled with shame,’ . . . is not to draw from suffering some kind of magical 

redemptive virtue. In the trauma of persecution it [the self] is to pass from the outrage undergone 

to the responsibility for the persecutor, and, in this sense from suffering to expiation for the 

other.”38  Freedom is not gained by mastery over the “neighbor” who has wronged the self or 

avoiding one’s neighbor and retreating into the safety of one’s mind for “self-affirmation” and 

“self-discovery.”39 Just the opposite is necessary.  The one who has suffered must engage the 

neighbor and give that person the opportunity to be responsibility for the safety of the self.  As 

noted, this is not always safe.  The neighbor may commit violence upon the self and then after 
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the violence, may audaciously require the one who has been offended to be forgiving.40  In other 

words, Levinas argues that freedom from the bondage of suffering is not the ability to gain the 

upper hand over the cruel neighbor, but to care for that neighbor in the sense of removing the 

neighbor’s sins through pardon. This is the idea behind his statement, “It is from the first a 

substitution by a hostage expiating for the violence of the persecution itself.”    

The thrust of Levinas’ thought is that viewing the face of the other indicates that the self 

is not the focal point of the ethical encounter but is responsible for the care of the other.  This 

care is a sense of being accountable for the dignity to the other even to the point of being a 

substitute for their sins.41   To manipulate or ignore this process through the course of violent 

encounter is a rejection of responsibility which will lead to the type of bondage Grossman and 

Shay describe in their observations of combatants who struggle with trauma and moral injury.42 

 Jürgen Moltmann was from Germany and served in the German air defense as a teenager 

before being transferred to the western front where he was captured toward the end of WWII.  

By the time he was a captured the war was coming to a close and he remained a POW in 

Scotland until 1948.  He later wrote, “I always became painfully aware of the barbed wire round 

the prisoner-of-war camp when a transport left to go home. Then we smelled a whiff of liberty, 

and it made us totally ill. When freedom is near the chains begin to chafe.”43  

Moltmann’s work is important because he sought to understand how he and his fellow 

countrymen could live in freedom after having initiated violence against so many and had 

become “imprisoned” by guilt in the post war years.  He considered this problem as one who had 

been the persecutor. Could forgiveness be possible for him or others in his position?  Moltmann 

writes, “Victims have long memories, but those who caused suffering have short memories. They 

don’t know what they have done and don’t want to know. So the perpetrators are dependent on 
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the victims if they want to turn away from death.” Essentially, he lands on issues similar to 

Levinas by acknowledging that both understanding, and the pardon for a guilt free life, revolves 

around the recognition of the other.  But even as Moltmann argues that perpetrators are 

dependent upon the victims for their life, he differs from Levinas and writes that, victims “have 

no right either to condemn them or forgive them.”44 This does not mean there is no desire for it, 

but the authority of a victim is limited only to helping the perpetrator see himself or herself for 

who he or she is.  In cases of violence such as killing on a mass scale, how then will the 

perpetrators ever come to recognize themselves and step out of “death” and into “life” since the 

victims are gone?  Whereas Levinas addresses this problem by drawing from his Jewish 

background which teaches forgiveness for sin by substitution, Moltmann contributes as a 

Christian thinker and uses the concepts of substitution and forgiveness in trinitarian terms.    

Moltmann thought of Christianity in terms of hope.  This was important for him as he 

struggled with how perpetrators could step out of guilt and into “life.” As a result, his thoughts 

became more eschatological in terms of understanding that Christianity is inspired by an object 

that is hoped for, the object being Jesus Christ.  However, Moltmann presents Christ to those 

who have tortured others as the one who was himself tortured. Whereas Levinas leads one to 

consider that the hostage be the substitute for the violent neighbor, Moltmann argues that it is the 

recognition of the incarnate and tortured Jesus who is the substitute for the face of the victims. 

This recognition becomes the moment of truth - “The mask falls. The torturer recognizes himself 

for what he is.” Yet hope is gained and not lost because the authority of that “judge” is based in 

the one ‘who bears the sins of the world.’ It is in this moment that “justice creates new life.”45 By 

placing the offending humans in a position to view himself, Christ carries the religious authority 
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of Colossians 1:27 (He is our hope).  By doing so, he brings life to a group of people that were 

trapped in the death of guilt because there was no possibility they could ever face their victims.46   

Moltmann’s perspective is similar to Levinas in that it is necessary for the persecutor to 

see the face of the persecuted in order to gain true understanding of the self just as the Apostle 

Peter didn’t truly understand his offense until he looked Jesus in the eye after denying him.  

Additionally, it is only when the other (Christ) is recognized as the persecuted that accountability 

can be understood.  It is in this role as the persecuted that Christ represents all those who were 

persecuted while becoming responsible and accountable for the sins of the persecutor.  In this 

way the guilt and fear of accountability that is held by the persecutor is resolved. 

In summary, both Levinas and Moltmann describe the self as one who primarily 

encounters the other and is accountable to that person.  Because of their Judeo-Christian roots, 

this accountability also extends to God as well, or as Levinas states, “the glory of the infinite.”47  

The value these perspectives provide in understanding the ethics of the face provides us an 

understanding of how and why we are accountable in two ways.  First, those suffering from 

moral injury generally fall into the categories of the one who has suffered, or the one who 

believes he has caused suffering.  Secondly, there is the tendency to think of accountability 

towards the enemy who is especially violent differently. I will handle each of these issues in turn. 

The insight of Levinas can help the one who has suffered either emotional or physical 

wounding understand why the similar feelings of regret and accountability may be applied to a 

range of situations such as Survivors guilt.48  In these cases the “neighbor” is a friend, and the 

giving and receiving of responsibility and accountability for the safety is cut off by death leaving 

the survivor with feelings of guilty thoughts such as, “It should have been me.”  Many survivors 

hold themselves accountable and sadly, depression and suicide sometimes become the means of 
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paying for the “sin” of survival.  Accountability must be reestablished and Levinas’s suggestion 

of offering a pardon to the enemy is counter intuitive, but it leads to a renewed sense of 

responsibility by once again engaging in an ethic that looks to the other.  This is hard and it is for 

this reason that Levinas states that he had to pass through suffering and outrage in order to live. 

Some combatants have feelings similar to Moltmann and feel they are the “offenders.”   

Any number of things may have happened in combat that create regret due to the betrayal of 

what was believed to be right.  The wrong people, civilians or even children, may have been 

killed.  A car coming through a traffic control point because the brakes failed results in tragedy.  

Sometimes non-combatants become lost and confused in combat and literally end up in the 

wrong place at the wrong time.  Young combatants may try to shake these events off at the 

moment and say, “It’s tough to be them,” but the regret and growing need to be accountable to 

someone for their actions often becomes undeniable.49  Furthermore, in all these circumstances 

the combatants may be well within the rules of engagement and even engage the right people, 

but as accounts from combatants such as CPT Kudo point out, death and killing in combat 

cannot be reduced to a legal matter when in fact it is a moral matter.50   Making it a legal matter 

is appealing, for then accountability can be assumed by lawyers as noted by Dr. Meagher.51  

Being personally accountable for violence creates anxiety, but Moltmann presents accountability 

as accessible within a theological method of hope both for those who made an honest mistake 

and for those who acted out of anger, negligence or hate. 

The second reason for taking the time to consider the theories of these men is because of 

the tendency to think that accountability is different when involved with an enemy who is 

legitimately violent.  It is true that levels of responsibility may vary widely but the human to 

human encounter is still a matter of accountability. The circumstances mentioned in the 
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paragraph above are all as understandable as they are tragic, but the arrival of a genuinely violent 

person on the battlefield is a different matter and unfortunately, no war seems to be complete 

without them.  Theoretically, the legal and personal justifications for killing these people in 

combat come together in such a way that one’s conscious should be free from guilt by killing the 

worst of the worst. Such is a line of inquiry that leads to Just War theory.  However, the intent 

here is not to re-look Just War theory but to explain why it is necessary to give respect to this 

enemy as a matter of morality and personal wellbeing. 

  If the treatment of these individuals could be different on moral grounds, our two POWs 

would have little to offer in their theories other than interesting war stories and religious 

authorities (the robed ones) would only need to give out loving hugs.  However, because the 

truly violent are human, our POWs challenge the temptation of assuming that one can ever be in 

a position personal pride or superiority over violent actors.  Any encounter, with any human 

being, is ethically important because encounter leads to responsibility and responsibility leads to 

accountability for that person.  Secondly, to deny this ethic is to deny the humanity of the enemy, 

and potentially leads to the bondage and guilt that comes from an ethic of self-sovereignty. 

There are several responses to this.  One response is to reject the theory, honestly accept a 

position of personal safety and deal with any emotional consequences at a later date.  A second 

response comes from a philosopher named Maurice Merleau-Ponty who served during World 

War II, and also believed that human recognition created an intrinsic responsibility to love the 

other while refusing the self any permission to gain autonomy over the other.	  52  In a statement of 

honesty he laments his inability to sacrificially love the other as he might wish, and reflects with 

regret to times in which he presumably killed the enemy by calling in artillery strikes during 

combat.53  His regret does not include a necessary link or accountability to God, but is sincere 
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keeping the other in a position of priority.	  54	  	  A third response would essentially be to treat regret 

and questions over a necessary engagement with the enemy as actions from a position of 

humility, or soberness of thought, that recognizes the “fallen” and “sinful” state of the world.  

Therefore, the morality of one’s actions depend upon the intent of one’s heart with trust in the 

grace of God to be a merciful arbitrator of what is right and wrong.  All three responses fall 

within the limits of the Army values, but they also accommodate the conditions for moral injury 

because they fail to be accountable to the enemy from either a secular or sacred standpoint.     

 At this point the problem of facing religious authority may be addressed.  The iconic 

commands of religious authority continually command those of faith to “Love your neighbor” 

without an apology for circumstances. However advantageous it may seem to ignore these 

commands, it only exasperates the problem and sets the conditions for combatants to “kill 

themselves from the inside out” by preferring something else such as theory of Just War that 

tends to confuse, if not emphasize, the legal over the moral and human concerns as described by 

Dr. Meagher by pushing the humanity out of the enemy and oneself.55  Facing religious authority 

is challenging, for if it is hard to face and place a neighbor, friend, or stranger in a position of 

priority over oneself, how much more an enemy?   

 Jewish tradition summarizes the extent of this command by stating, “Love thy neighbor 

is one of the great principles in the Torah.” 56 Hillel states, “If I am not for myself, who is for 

me? And if I am only for myself, what am I? And if not now, when?”57 In positive terms, the 

command to “love your neighbor” or “love your enemy” can also become a means to recognize 

God in the Jewish faith.58  For those of the Christian faith this scope is summarized by the first 

and second greatest commandments, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and the 

second is like unto it, love your neighbor as yourself.” 59   This religious authority is not 
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perceived to be a problem when the “other” is God, a friend, or even a stranger.  But when one’s 

neighbor becomes an enemy, the gravity of religious authority becomes apparent once it is 

grasped that loving one’s neighbor as oneself ‘is like unto’ loving God with all your heart.  This 

is profound and speaking as a Christian, the failure to consider the whole of this command is the 

first step in compartmentalizing religious authority, consigning either God or certain neighbors 

(especially the bad ones) to abstract terms, obscuring their humanity and reducing religious 

authority to an absolution for sins.60 The problem of religious authority within the Christian 

tradition, has always been, and still is, a selective application of this command which in essence 

is a refusal or inability to face the enemy and is similar in nature to the prophetic word which 

states, “We hid as it were, our faces from him; he was despised, and we esteemed him not.”61	  	  The 

problem of religious authority for any who professes faith is that the enemy must be faced, 

literally or figuratively, and must be recognized as being squarely within the boundaries of 

religious action as a recipient of prayer and love.  To remove the enemy outside those boundaries 

is not just a matter misunderstanding, but of sin against the enemy and God because of being 

accountable to both. This obviously requires wisdom and discernment and invites the tension of 

doing both the right, or the wrong things at any given time.   Accountability in these 

circumstances can be a fearful and uncertain status.  However, where accountability is accepted, 

there is the possibility of reconciliation, and where one finds reconciliation there lies the essence 

of religious authority, not as a tool to be mastered, but as paradigm of humility that leads hope 

that challenges and dismantles the grip of fear.  Ignoring or avoiding the tension for a perceived 

sense of state or divine approval is dangerous, for as Jürgen Moltmann’s writes, “It is not the evil 

he does, but the good he does not do, not his misdeeds but his omissions, that accuse him.”62  



 

15 

 Without question, the command to love and pray for the enemy is an individual duty that 

engenders responsibility to the enemy and even if that becomes lost during the confusion of 

combat, it at least maintains a view of the enemy’s humanity.  According to Shay and Grossman, 

this step alone might mitigate a dangerous aspect of moral injury, if for no other reason than 

because it places meaning upon the events surrounding death in combat rather than making 

allowances for dehumanizing the enemy who may simply have been fulfilling his duty.63  To use 

the terms and concepts previously employed in this paper; where these commands and principles 

are obeyed, freedom follows, but where they are set aside, the potential for bondage abounds, 

regardless of whether one believes in God or not.  I believe this to be true because the refusal to 

face and be accountable to the enemy is rooted in fear.  In day to day life we hedge our bets by 

extending a measure of responsibility to nearly everyone we meet, assume accountability for 

those we can. Combat does not permit this natural process to take place and the quickest solution 

to avoiding any possibility of accountability is by temporarily denying humanity of the enemy 

for the protection of one’s own conscious.64 To violate the natural order of the human to human 

encounter not only creates regret and anxiousness over the issue of accountability it inhibits 

one’s ability to “reconnect” with loved ones, the very ones to whom combatants feel the most 

accountable.  Furthermore, the trauma of war often leads to an overt anger towards the ones who 

combatants believed were accountable for their personal wellbeing, typically God or political 

leaders.  Dr. Meagher points out that the emotions of regret and the desire to “make up” for 

things done in combat leads back to the Greek term metagnonai or repentance.  However, the 

classical terms refers more to “make over.”65 Although the purpose of this paper is to identify a 

root cause of moral injury, he has hit on a concept that is consistent with a human need also 

addressed in the Jewish and Christian traditions of restoring relationships once moral injury as 
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occurred.  Perhaps I could say that the need is that one might be able “make accountability over 

again” with others as a form of repentance, i.e., healing. 

Conclusion and Recommendations:  If the military community is to be a profession in 

its conduct of war, is there not a moral imperative to be professionally responsible to the enemy 

in addition to the legal responsibility of the Rules of Engagment, especially if we are serious 

about addressing moral injury?   Pete Kilner believes we should teach ethical decision making 

prior to combat,66 and LTCs Fromm, Pryor and Cutright write that Army values sometimes only 

extend as far as other U.S. personnel and not to the enemy.67   Additionally, they have suggested 

that humility be added as a value for the Army.68  I like their thinking, for if the only 

consideration in our values is for “me and mine,” we fail to address a core issue of the human to 

human encounter in combat.  But this only one side of the coin.  The purpose of presenting the 

POWs and their slice of the Judeo-Christian thought is to briefly demonstrate that ethics can only 

develop by clearly facing the other.  One way to move in this direction is to teach respect for the 

enemy as a means of responsibility that holds the enemy within the boundaries of humanity.   It 

also holds us accountable to the existence of that relationship, which can seem abstract until it 

suddenly becomes visible and violent.    

Once again, fighters should respect fighters, but that respect needs to be trained for 

athletes and soldiers alike precisely because of unplanned encounters. An anecdotal story from 

Madeleine L'Engle brings forward this truism along with the theory presented in this paper.  

“Father's war was not like our wars today. In his war the enemy still had a face. Once, a 
good many years after the war, my parents were eating dinner in a Spanish inn, and 
suddenly Father got up from the table in great excitement and rushed across the dining 
room to a man who, in his turn, was hurrying to greet Father. The two men embraced 
warmly, and Father brought his friend over to the table to meet Mother: the man was a 
German; he had been an officer in the Kaiser's army; he and Father had fought against 
each other at the front. It is difficult to understand such an incident today. These two 
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‘enemies’ were genuinely happy to see each other; they had shared an extraordinary 
experience; they respected and honored each other. I wonder if that can happen today."69   

 
My point is not to throw a romantic light upon the nature of combat or minimize the 

perniciousness of certain members of the enemy, but to illustrate respect as aspect of the warrior 

ethos that has the possibility to maintain a perspective of accountability to the humans we fight 

even if we never meet them in person.  Young men enter combat far more interested in 

protecting one another and meeting the test of combat than in dehumanizing the enemy. Some 

may engage in face to face combat as stated in ADP 1.70  Hearing a leader state, “There is your 

enemy.  Respect him or die.” communicates a tone and resolve necessary to keep a young 

combatant responsibly alert on multiple levels physically, emotionally and spiritually 

Therefore, I recommend that the core Army Value of respected be re-considered to 

include the respect for the enemy.71  For example, the definition could be changed to read, “Treat 

people as they should be treated. In the Soldier’s Code, we pledge to “treat others with dignity 

and respect to include those whom we engage in combat.” Respect is what allows us to 

appreciate the best in other people. . . .”    

 Such wording would be consistent with the military branches such as the Army which 

already calls its members to a higher level of conduct and moral leadership than is expected of 

civilians.  Furthermore, an approach such as this could be easily implemented as an institutional 

value, as MOS specific value, and as individual values.   

Humans are not designed to easily accept the physical, emotional and moral destruction 

found in war and will suffer moral injury when sent to war.  This is why we must be seek to 

understand the effects of war and look beyond a purpose that revolves around winning to an ethic 

that defends the defenseless, the human dignity of U.S. service members, and those we engage 
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in.72   This will not mean soldiers will never fire weapons in anger, or lose their sense of 

humanity in combat, but perhaps they may train for war in such a way that they enter combat 

having been encouraged to consider an accountability beyond themselves.  And perhaps they 

may deploy with an understanding that casually or deliberately denying the enemy humanity and 

respect during combat leads to a slow death even if the physical fight is won.73  

I’m sure nearly all of us who have deployed have witnessed various individuals treat the 

“enemy” with respect and seen very positive effects and relationships improved at the personal 

level even though larger political problems complicated specific efforts or goals.  We should not 

weary in doing good, or hesitate to translate personal efforts into an Army value that prepares the 

next generation of soldiers and marines, so that in terms of respect, and with respect for the 

enemy, it should come as no surprise when they also see that, “It is more blessed to give than to 

receive.”  
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