
“From the Hearts of Chaplains to the Souls of Warriors” 

 

By Shannon E. French, Ph.D. 

Inamori Professor in Ethics, Inamori International Center for Ethics and 

Excellence, Case Western Reserve University 

 

January 12, 2011 
 

We all figured we might be dead in the next minute, 

so what difference did it make what we did? But the longer 

I was over there, the more I became convinced that it was 

the other way around that counted – that because we might 

not be around much longer, we had to take extra care how 

we behaved. Anyway, that‟s what made me believe I was 

interested in religion. Another man might have called it 

something else, but the idea was simply that we had to 

answer for what we did. We had to answer to something, to 

someone – maybe just to ourselves.
1
 

J. Glenn Gray, The Warriors: Reflections on Men in 

Battle 

 

The warrior‟s conscience – the voice of his or her humanity – is precious. The 

experience of war or combat can harden people and desensitize them to death, 

destruction, and loss. Killing fellow human beings causes a kind of moral damage. But 

that damage need not be permanent or excessively severe, so long as our warriors retain 

the capacity to step out of the killing mode, recognize and show respect for their enemy‟s 

humanity, and feel the full moral weight of their actions.  

For over a decade, I taught an elective military ethics course called “The Code of 

the Warrior” at the United States Naval Academy, in which we explored the values of a 

variety of warrior cultures throughout history. Our study included the warrior societies of 

the ancient Greeks, the Romans, Vikings, Celts, medieval knights, Zulus, Native 

Americans, Chinese warrior monks, and the samurai of feudal Japan. With every lesson, 

we tried to connect the experiences of the warriors of the past with those of today. 
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Even though I‟m no longer at USNA, I‟ve been privileged through the years to 

keep up many friendships and communications with both former students and former 

colleagues who are serving in our armed forces, as well as with some of the incredible 

chaplains I met when I helped present two cycles of PDTCs for Navy and Marine Corps 

chaplains at bases around the world in 2004 and 2006.  I also have close ties to officers 

and chaplains in other nations, from Brazil to Norway.  And this past fall, at my new 

institution – Case Western Reserve University – I hosted an International Peace and War 

Summit, with participants from 15 countries around the globe. 

 What I have learned from all these interactions is while it is not in fact true that 

“there are no atheists in foxholes,” it is true that the spiritual dimensions of war are 

impossible to escape.  They must be reckoned with, regardless of whether one adheres to 

a particular religious faith or not.  And for those who do have deeply-held beliefs about 

their relationship to the divine, the experience of war can be particularly wrenching. 

 One of my former USNA students who became a Force-RECON Marine used to 

write me actual letters from his deployments in Iraq.  In one, he asked me, 

heartbreakingly, to help him understand how he could reconcile his commitment to God 

with the killing of fellow human beings.  He wrote, “God loves all his children – so when 

I kill, I am destroying that which God loves.”  There was no easy answer to give him, and 

I did not try. But I did point out to him that if God indeed loves all his children, then God 

loves him, too – and with love, comes forgiveness. 
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 I also pointed out that if fighting – and, yes, killing – for his country, he was not 

acting from hate or any personal murderous intent.  He only took certain lives, in certain 

ways. He accepted restraint.  

 Overall, war is not about restraint.  It is about domination – “shock and awe.” It is 

madness to tell our troops, “Go forth and kill,” and then say, “Wait! You can only kill 

this way – not that way – and that person – not that one!” Yet that is exactly what we do. 

Why? Why do warriors need a code that ties their hands and limits their options?  Why 

should society want to restrict the actions of its warriors and require them to commit to 

lofty ideals?   Might not such restraints cripple their effectiveness as warriors? Why 

should we burden our warriors with concerns about honor and shame? 

There are several perfectly reasonable answers to these questions that still do not 

cut to the heart of the matter. One argument in favor of rules for the conduct of war (jus 

in bello) is based on the notion of reciprocity with the enemy. We hope that if we treat 

our enemy‟s troops well, our own troops will receive equally good treatment. Or perhaps 

more often than not, we fear that if we fail to treat our enemy‟s troops well, ours will 

surely become the objects of retaliation. Yet this tit for tat rationale is disturbingly 

conditional. If it is our only motive for urging our warriors to show restraint, it will 

quickly dissolve whenever we fight enemies who do not share our ideas of what is 

honorable in war.  

The disciplined Romans were caught off-guard by the ferocious shock troops 

employed by the Celts and Germanic tribesmen and responded with unspeakable 

brutality. The British were horrified when they first faced the hit-and-hide tactics of the 

colonial American militia and some responded by punishing civilians with torture and 
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death. When white settlers moved West, they confronted native tribes who considered 

stealth an honorable warrior skill and did not always recognize the 

combatant/noncombatant distinction, while white settlers did not shrink from using 

biological weapons or attempting genocide against the native peoples. The Japanese were 

appalled by Chinese-derived ninja tactics of espionage and assassination yet exercised no 

restraint in terrorizing their Asian neighbors. The past offers clear warning of the danger 

when fighting an enemy with different values of violating one‟s own values. 

When both sides in a conflict abandon all restraint, another casualty is the hope 

for peace. When atrocities escalate and conflicts devolve into personal hatreds, cycles of 

violence can span generations. If each side‟s violations are answered by reprisals, 

bringing both sides to the table to discuss terms to end the conflict becomes more and 

more difficult. 

Even warring parties that do not care about the prospect of peace may yet be 

concerned enough about international opinion to exercise some restraint in their conduct 

of war. This potentially restraining principle is once again conditional, of course. Not all 

belligerents will care about international opinion, and some will think that they can hide 

their actions from scrutiny. And even those nations that do concern themselves with their 

international image may not effectively translate that concern into appropriate leadership 

and discipline of the soldier that represent them. 

Within democratic nations, domestic opinion can also be a factor.  If public 

support of a conflict is required in order to sustain funding for it and if that public support 

depends on the perception that the war is being conducted in an honorable manner, then 

domestic opinion may encourage strict observation of jus in bello rules. On the other 
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hand, concern about domestic opinion may do no more than inspire cover-ups of any 

actions by members of the military that might be condemned by the general public. 

Ideally, the motivation for individual warriors to fight with honor should have 

both external and internal elements. The values of the culture that the warriors represent 

should include respect for human dignity and basic human rights and the warriors 

themselves should care whether or not their actions are consistent with those values. We 

may blame a whole society if they do not cherish such core values. But if these 

foundational values do exist in a society and its warriors violate them without shame, 

then their moral well being is as much in jeopardy as was that of the great Achilles in 

Homer‟s Iliad.   

Achilles, as you may know, lost his moral center and became a creature of pure 

rage, desecrating the corpse of his fallen enemy, Prince Hector, and by doing so, angering 

even the Gods.  This is what Homer had Apollo, God of the Sun and of Healing, say 

about the great Achilles, after he abandoned the warrior‟s code in his passion for pure 

vengeance: 

“His twisted mind is set on what he wants, 

As savage as a lion bristling with pride, 

Attacking men‟s flocks to make himself a feast. 

Achilles has lost all pity and has no shame left. 

Shame sometimes hurts men, but it helps them, too. 

A man may lose someone dearer than Achilles has, 

A brother from the same womb, or a son, 

But when he has wept and mourned, he lets go. 

The Fates have given men an enduring heart.  

But this man? After he kills Hector, 

He ties him behind his chariot 

And drags him around his dear friend‟s tomb. 

Does this make him a better or nobler man? 

He should fear our wrath, good as he may be, 

For he defiles the dumb earth in his rage.”
2
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The real answer is there. It is about what having no restraint does to the warrior. 

All of the reasons for restraint I have considered thus far are in a sense external to 

our warriors themselves. Yet the most compelling reason for warriors to accept restraint 

may be the internal moral damage they risk if they fail to do so.  The nature of the 

warrior‟s calling places him or her in peculiar moral peril.  Most warriors come from 

societies that generally value human life and prohibit killing. But as warriors they are 

given a mandate to kill on their society‟s behalf. The power to kill with impunity and 

possibly even to dominate entire foreign cultures could certainly corrupt character and 

promote hubris. Warriors need the restraint of a warrior‟s code to keep them from losing 

their humanity and their ability to enjoy a life worth living outside the realm of combat.  

In the introduction to his valuable analysis of Vietnam veterans suffering from 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the 

Undoing of Character, psychiatrist and author Jonathan Shay stresses the importance of 

“understanding… the specific nature of catastrophic war experiences that not only cause 

lifelong disabling psychiatric symptoms but can ruin good character.”
3
 Shay has 

conducted countless personal interviews and therapy sessions with American combat 

veterans who are part of the Veterans Improvement Program (VIP). His work has led him 

to the conclusion that the most severe cases of PTSD are the result of wartime 

experiences that are not simply violent, but which involve what Shay terms the “betrayal 

of „what‟s right.‟”
4
  Veterans who believe that they were directly or indirectly party to 

immoral or dishonorable behavior (perpetrated by themselves, their comrades, or their 

commanders) have the hardest time reclaiming their lives after the war is over. Such men 

may be tortured by persistent nightmares, may have trouble discerning a safe 
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environment from a threatening one, may not be able to trust their friends, neighbors, 

family members, or government, and many have problems with alcohol, drugs, child or 

spousal abuse, depression, and suicidal tendencies. As Shay sorrowfully concludes, “The 

painful paradox is that fighting for one‟s country can render one unfit to be its citizen.”
5
 

In a segment on the “Clinical Importance of Honoring or Dishonoring the 

Enemy,” Jonathan Shay describes an intimate connection between the psychological 

health of the veteran and the respect he feels for those he fought. He stresses how 

important it is to the warrior to have the conviction that he participated in an honorable 

endeavor: 

Restoring honor to the enemy is an essential step in 

recovery from combat PTSD.  While other things are 

obviously needed as well, the veteran‟s self-respect never 

fully recovers so long as he is unable to see the enemy as 

worthy.  In the words of one of our patients, a war against 

subhuman vermin “has no honor.”  This is true even in 

victory; in defeat, the dishonoring absence of human themis 

[shared values, a common sense of “what‟s right”] linking 

enemy to enemy makes life unendurable.
6
 

 

Shay finds echoes of these sentiments in the words of J. Glenn Gray from Gray‟s 

modern classic on the experience of war, The Warriors: Reflections on Men in Battle.
7
   

With the struggle of the Allies against the Japanese in the Pacific Theater of World War 

II as his backdrop, Gray brings home the agony of the warrior who has become incapable 

of honoring his enemies and thus is unable to find redemption himself: 

The ugliness of a war against an enemy conceived to be 

subhuman can hardly be exaggerated.  There is an 

unredeemed quality to battle experienced under these 

conditions, which blunts all senses and perceptions.  

Traditional appeals of war are corroded by the demands of 

a war of extermination, where conventional rules no longer 

apply.  For all its inhumanity, war is a profoundly human 

institution…. This image of the enemy as beast lessens 
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even the satisfaction in destruction, for there is no proper 

regard for the worth of the object destroyed…. The joys of 

comradeship, keenness of perception, and sensual delights 

[are] lessened…. No aesthetic reconciliation with one‟s fate 

as a warrior [is] likely because no moral purgation [is] 

possible.
8
 

 

Every warrior we send into combat on our behalf risks moral damage. We send 

them into hell, and we owe it to them to help them find their way back again. We must 

encourage them to set standards of behavior for themselves, accept certain restraints, and 

even “honor their enemies,” In this way, warriors can create a lifeline that will allow 

them to pull themselves out of the hell of war and reintegrate themselves into society, 

should they survive to see peace restored. A warrior‟s code may cover everything from 

the treatment of prisoners of war to oath keeping to table etiquette, but its primary 

purpose is to grant nobility to the warriors‟ profession. This allows warriors to retain both 

their self-respect and the respect of those they guard. 

When Achilles desecrates the body of Hector by dragging it behind his chariot, it 

is clear that Achilles has been damaged by war. Something has died inside him. He can 

no longer honor his enemy, so he no longer has honor himself. As Apollo says, he has 

lost all sense of shame. The truth of Apollo‟s accusation highlights the wisdom of one of 

the edicts of the Bushido code of the Japanese samurai: “A sense of shame will uphold 

justice.”
9
 The very restraint Achilles refused to accept could have protected him from 

paying so high a price for his victory over Hector. There must be things that honorable 

warriors do not do, regardless of the provocation. 

It would be naïve to think that everyone we recruit and train for combat has a 

sterling character and strong moral compass. Many in the United States argue that there 

has been a decline in moral education and character development in the general 
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population, and of course this is the pool from which our troops are recruited. Whether 

this is true or not, a simple formula resonates: the weaker the moral foundation of your 

troops, the more discipline and direct supervision are needed to ensure that abuses of 

power do not occur. 

The final and most powerful line of defense against abuses by our troops, 

however, is to instill in them a meaningful warrior‟s code. They must be made to feel that 

they are part of an elite organization that operates by strict standards that are consistently 

reinforced within the organization. They need to feel that they are heirs to a proud legacy, 

and to act dishonorably is to betray that legacy and all those who came before them. The 

idea of “disgracing the uniform” must be anathema to them. They must have pride in who 

they are as warriors and a passionate desire not to embarrass their service or their nation. 

Rules, regulations and laws appeal to the head, but we must appeal to the heart, as well. 

We have to help our warriors care about doing the right thing. After all, they are the ones 

who will be damaged, along with their victims, if they overstep moral boundaries. And 

for warriors who have defined religious beliefs, the code must be expressed to them in 

terms that make sense within that belief structure. We have to do the hard work of 

making the connections between the need to follow certain ROEs and their own core 

beliefs. 

Warriors must not feel that they are entering an entirely separate moral universe 

when they enter a combat zone and that they will never be held accountable for what they 

do there.  As Bernard J. Verkamp explains in his important work, The Moral Treatment 

of Returning Warriors in Early Medieval and Modern Times, in the early Middle Ages, 



 10 

Christian knights returning from war were required to do penance, even if the war had 

been judged to be a just war by the Church:  

[T]he Christian community of the first millennium 

generally assumed that warriors returning from battle 

would or should be feeling guilty and ashamed for all the 

wartime killing they had done. Far from having such 

feelings dismissed as insignificant or irrelevant, returning 

warriors were encouraged to seek resolution of them 

through rituals of purification, expiation, and 

reconciliation. To accommodate these latter needs, 

religious authorities of the period not infrequently imposed 

various and sundry penances on returning warriors, 

depending on the kind of war they had been engaged in, the 

number of their killings, and the intention with which they 

had been carried out.
10

 

 

On the surface, this seems a bit unfair. You go off to fight a war in what the Church has 

declared to be a just cause, you survive the horrors of war, and when you return they 

want you to do penance and ask forgiveness for what you have done?  

In fact, however, those who created this practice did not do so to punish warriors 

or make them regret their calling. They simply understood what a warrior returning from 

war needs to do in order to transition successfully back into civilian life. They need to 

recognize that what they did in service of their country, though necessary, was outside the 

norms of human existence and cannot be allowed in civilized society. The power of life 

and death that they were asked to exercise over others for the good of all they must now 

relinquish. However necessary the evil in which they participated, it was still an evil. By 

asking for forgiveness, they acknowledge this fact and symbolically agree to once again 

accept those aspects of the social contract that were temporarily suspended for them in 

the context of combat. Even more importantly, they are given a clear path to heal their 

relationship with God – something very personal and deeply necessary. 
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A vast array of cultures across the globe have understood the need for this 

spiritual cleansing and ritualized transition for the warrior passing from the world of war 

into the world of peace. In ancient Rome, the Vestal Virgins would bathe returning 

soldiers from the legions to purge them of the corruption of war. In Africa, returning 

Maasai warriors, too, had purification rites, and Native Americans of the Plains tribes 

conducted sweat lodge ceremonies for their warriors before they could rejoin their 

tribes.
11

 It is an essential lesson from history about what we need to do for those who 

have stepped across the moral lines of civil society in order to protect and defend 

civilization for the rest of us.   

It‟s not an easy journey, but it is an essential one.  The military as an institution is 

not yet even fully comfortable admitting that warriors may suffer psychological damage – 

let alone spiritual damage. But families, loved ones, and you, their chaplains, know this is 

all too real.  I am reminded of this passage from Frank Delaney‟s stirring novel Shannon, 

about Marines in the Battle of Belleau Wood in 1918: 

“Only sinners lose their souls, it‟s said, through the evil that they do. Not 

[Captain] Robert Shannon.  Incapable of anything but good, he lost his 

soul through savagery that he witnessed, horrors that he saw. When you 

lose – or have ripped from you – the spirit that directs you, you have two 

options. Fight for your soul and win it back, and you‟ll evermore be a 

noble human being. Fail, and you die from loss of truth.” 

 

We already ask mothers and fathers to sacrifice their children‟s lives for their 

country. We have no right to ask them to sacrifice their sons and daughters souls, as well. 
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