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Moral Injury and Theological Contextualization 

 

After returning from the front in the first world war, Famed British Royal Fusilier officer 

Siegfried Sassoon was able to convey in three short stanzas the effect of war on the psyche 

and the bitterness of societal tension between veteran and civilian in his short poem 

“Suicide in the Trenches” 

I knew a simple soldier boy 
Who grinned at life in empty joy, 
Slept soundly through the lonesome dark, 
And Whistled early with the lark. 
 
In winter trenches, cowed and glum, 
With crumps and lice and lack of rum, 
He put a bullet through his brain. 
No one spoke of him again. 
 
You smug-faced crowds with kindling eye 
Who cheer when soldier lads march by 
Sneak home and pray you’ll never know 
The hell where youth and laughter go.1 
 

Steve Mason, a decorated US Army officer in the Vietnam conflict, writes of his own 

troubled homecoming in a poem called “From In Victory or Defeat,” writing 

From any nation 
Each man 
Returning from war 
Stands alone in the rubble  
Of his personal Homecoming 
 
In Victory or defeat, 
His former life has collapsed 
under the undeniable weight 
of debunked values. 

 
1 Robert Emmet Meagher and Douglas A. Pryer, War and Moral Injury:  A Reader (Eugene, OR, Cascade Books:  
2018), 29-30. 
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His cultural upbringing is in ruins. 
 
He enters a world of his own creation. 
 
The institutions 
Of education and government, 
Marriage, marketplace and church 
Have been kicked out-  
One “flying buttress” at a time, 
Until the whole of it collapsed 
Under his rude questioning. 
 
Each new man 
Sifts the smoldering ruin 
Of his former life 
For some uncharred thing of value –  
Some remnant truth 
He can salvage –  
That he can hold up 
(still warm to the touch) 
And say, “With this, I begin again.”2 
 

 

Both of these express an aspect of moral injury – the sense of being irrevocably changed by 

the force of war, and the inertia of death – of the ambiguity of survival, grief, moral anguish, 

tension, anger, bitterness, desolation, a collapse of meaning, and the desperate search for a 

framework of value by which to make sense of the world. 

 

Framings 

In my presentation, I’m going to talk about the ways in which Christian theology resonates 

with moral injury and speaks to the search for value, for meaning, and for a moral 

worldview in which to understand and work through powerful moral emotions.  The 

Christian tradition provides a framework of meaning within which the deep concepts of 

 
2 Ibid., 18-19. 
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guilt, shame, sin, and violence contrast with ideas of holiness, purity, peace and justice and 

interact through avenues of mercy, salvation, atonement, penance, forgiveness and 

sanctification.  These concepts define a moral landscape – a trajectory in which we can 

understand both the weight of bad acts and the value of good ones - but also speak to a 

personal participation in both the sinfulness and brokenness of the world as well as 

communities of resurrection and hope.  The powerful rituals of the Christian tradition that 

grow out of the soil of these concepts – confession, penance, baptism and eucharist – 

represent the roots of the church in thinking about what it means to feel a deep sense of 

moral disquiet and the hope for forgiveness and renewal offered in the life, death, 

resurrection and promised return of Jesus Christ.   

To bring this into the realm of moral injury proper, I’m going to briefly talk about the 

operative notions of moral injury in the interdisciplinary space, look at a couple of important 

cautions and challenges in moving forward, and then present three examples of ways in 

which Christian theology can help contextualize MI. 

 

Combat Trauma – Differentiating PTSD and MI 

The more we study these relational and existential effects of combat on those who fight it, 

the more it becomes clear that one of the most haunting and lingering effects of war on 

those who fight it is a deep moral and spiritual anguish.  Researchers have come to 

understand this suffering generally under the rubric of moral injury:  an existential situation 

characterized by a lingering self-judgment, a loss of social trust and the presence of negative 

moral emotion - guilt, embarrassment, contempt, anger, and/or shame.  Moral injury is 

conceptually metastatic – in that it has many facets and somewhat defies a simple, all-

encompassing definition.  Yet there are two primary conceptions that are generally 



Brian S. Powers 
Durham University 

accepted as formally representing core facets of MI.  Both arise from a growing observation 

amongst those working with combat veterans in the last 50-60 years that there is something 

profound about our lingering reaction to events in combat – and perhaps its general 

experience -  that goes beyond the psychological and physiological reactions encompassed 

by the Post-Traumatic Stress criteria.  Jonathan Shay, the psychiatrist generally considered 

to have introduced the term “moral injury” into modern discourse, differentiated between 

what he termed “simple” PTSD, which involved physiological and psychological mechanisms 

and symptoms, and “complex” PTSD, which involved all the elements of “simple” PTSD 

along with an amount of what he terms to be a betrayal of a bedrock moral principle and a 

corresponding experience of guilt and shame.3  In terming this experience “moral injury,” 

Shay noted that it is present when there has been a “betrayal of what’s right by a person in 

a position of authority in a high-stakes situation.”4  In his extensive work with US veterans of 

the Vietnam war, his definition highlights the profound sense of betrayal that is a key aspect 

of many manifestations of moral injury.  In the context of combat, the ‘high-stakes 

situations’ he refers to almost certainly involve the life or death of enemies, comrades or 

bystanders and the consequences of applying or not applying violence.  Those betrayals can 

be felt at personal levels, when squad, platoon, or company leaders make choices that have 

consequences that cannot be remedied.  They can also be understood at larger strategic and 

institutional levels, when the very objectives and rules of engagement for a conflict betray a 

sense of shared moral value and the commitment of one’s honor to a particular cause.   

While Shay and his notion of MI as fundamental betrayal opens the modern conversation 

about the concept, it is a landmark article published in 2009 by a group of psychiatrists led 

 
3 Jonathan Shay, Odysseus in America:  Combat Trauma and the Trials of Homecoming (New York:  Schribner, 
2002), 4. 
4 Jonathan Shay, “Moral Injury” in Psychoanalytic Psychology 31, No. 2 (2014), 183. 
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by US researcher Brett Litz that really begins to generate a multidisciplinary conversation in 

earnest.  They note that “theories of PTSD attempt to explain the long-term phenomenology 

of individuals harmed by others” and therefore don’t adequately account for the problem of 

perpetrator guilt - what often ensues when one is tasked, even in the name of some greater 

good, with harming others.5  In other words, PTSD and the associated clinical considerations 

are effective at explaining the psychological and physiological reactions we have to being 

victims of violence and the way our body and mind process of the trauma of surviving a 

violent event.  This is, certainly, an experience endemic to warfare and combat and veterans 

returning from a combat zone will likely have survived some manner of violence directed 

towards them on multiple occasions.  As Litz et al note, however, what is missing is an 

account of the reversed dynamic - the combatant’s experience of directing violence at 

others - and how that produces a different set of reactions and moral reflections.  Litz et al 

expand Shay’s notion of “betrayal of what’s right” in their own operational definition of 

moral injury, casting a wide experiential net in arguing that the experience of participation 

in perpetrating military violence can be morally injurious.  They argue that “morally injurious 

experiences (MIEs)” can be defined as “perpetrating, failing to prevent, bearing witness to, 

or learning about acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and expectations.”6  While 

at the heart of each of these experiences is an “act of transgression” that almost invariably 

involves an act of violence, or “high-stakes situation” (in Shays’ terms), the definition is 

broad enough to include not only the direct “trigger-pullers,” but those participating and 

supporting the effort.  For example, when photographs documenting U.S. forces’ abuse of 

Iraqi prisoners at the Abu Ghraib facility were released, under the Litz group definition, 

 
5 Brett T. Litz et al, “Moral injury and moral repair in war veterans:  A preliminary model and intervention 
strategy,” Clinical Psychology Review, Vol 29 (2009), 699. 
6 Ibid., 700. 
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many in the U.S. armed forces that had little direct contact the units in Iraq that were in 

charge of the activities at the prison may have experienced some degree of moral injury in 

Litz’s conception in learning that “our side did that.” 

 

MI and Frameworks of Meaning 

If moral injury is characterized by the lingering presence of negative moral emotions – guilt, 

shame, embarrassment, contempt, anger and disgust – and the loss of an 

ethical/philosophical framework within which to make sense of them, then certainly the 

conceptual vocabulary of theology and religion has an enormous capacity to contextualize 

them.  In Adaptive Disclosure: A New Treatment for Military Trauma, Loss and Moral Injury, 

a team of leading psychiatric researchers, Brett Litz Leslie Lebowitz, Matt Gray and William 

Nash note the importance of integrating dialogue with a “moral authority figure,” with the 

hope that “faith, communion with, and empathy from others who share a faith, and 

messages based on ‘good’ theology – centered on love and forgiveness – will help heal 

moral injuries over time.”7  A 2004 study noted that pastoral counselors were best equipped 

to handle the existential issues that arise in combat, recommending that chaplains be 

integrated into care teams in veteran’s hospitals.  Yet it ended with something of a warning 

and a challenge to religious caregivers, and indeed, to theologians as well, stating “before 

addressing patients’ existential questions, it may be very beneficial to therapists to have 

addressed their own questions because confronting these questions can be as painful and 

unsettling to therapists as it is to patients.”8 

 
7 Brett T. Litz et al, Adaptive Disclosure:  A New Treatment for Military Trauma, Loss, and Moral Injury (New 
York:  Guilford Press, 2016), 126.   
8 Alan Fontana and Robert Rosenheck, “The Role of Loss of Meaning in the Pursuit of Treatment for 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder,” Journal of Traumatic Stress No 18, Vol 2 (2005), 133-136, 135. 
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In the rest of my presentation, I intend to provide several ways in which the conceptual 

vocabulary of theology within the Christian tradition (with an acknowledgment of my own 

grounding in the Reformed and Presbyterian traditions) has enormous resource to 

contextualize the experience of war and moral injury and to help rebuild damaged 

frameworks of meaning.  However, it is necessary to note that if theological frameworks are  

to help in the care of individuals who have been morally injured, then the clergy and 

chaplains that represent the church must be prepared to address the actual horrors of war.  

As Litz et al write, again in Adaptive Disclosure, “it is important that the therapist imagine, 

ahead of time and in detail, the range of possible acts of gratuitous violence, and figure out 

how to tolderate this kind of material while genuinely accepting the service member or 

veteran…any tacit disgust or fear expressed…will be experienced as condemnation.”9  In 

wielding the powerful elements of religious faith – ritual, symbol, moral terms and 

expressions for the sacred and holy – we must be aware of the power to inadvertently 

condemn and further serve to communicate that the church is not a place of healing, that 

there are sins that are too great to be forgiven, that the church is a place for the holy, not 

for the sinner.  For this condemnation, too, can break social trust.  Yet as we know, it is a 

measure of confidence in faith to articulate ways in which it addresses the real, raw, and 

violent reality of the world in compelling ways.   

 

MI and Theological Resonances 

Sin 

 
9 Litz et al, Adaptive Disclosure, 120. 
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If Christian theology is to speak meaningful words to any moral situation, then a great deal 

hangs on the capacity of the term “sin” to describe how things have gone, and continue to 

go, wrong.  It is precisely because it speaks to the connection between a sense of moral 

wrongness and ourselves that it is valuable in shaping a nuanced moral universe that can 

account for the good intentions, betrayals, horrors, guilt and profound consequences of 

combat actions. 

While “sin” is often thought of as a single act, it is spoken of frequently in both the Old and 

New Testaments as a force that pervades and infects humanity, poisoning its moral 

capacities in insidious ways.  Paul describes it in Romans as a power that “exercises 

dominion” over human beings, one that enslaves and snares us – a force against which we 

seemingly have little internal capacity for resistance.10  Conversing with Cain in Genesis 4 

(when he is struggling with jealousy before he kills Abel), God describes how “sin is lurking at 

the door,” a malevolent impulse seeking to colonize and devour.11  We might say broadly 

that Sin is a corrupting force that produces individual sins (sinful acts) in particular 

circumstances.   

Augustine of Hippo, the 5th century theologian widely regarded as one of, if not  the most, 

influential philosophers in the Christian tradition, nuanced this distinction even further, in a 

way that is particularly salient in exploring moral injury. Augustine contended that after 

Adam chose to turn his will from the pure goodness of God, human nature itself was 

damaged and that we each inherit congenitally a malformed version of the humanity that 

God intended.  The damage occurs in the capacity of our will – the organ that is the locus of 

our agency in the world.  The will inclines toward that which it determines to be good, so 

 
10 Notably in Romans 5:12, 21, 6:20.   
11 Genesis 4.7 NRSV. 
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that, broadly speaking, by nature we do try to “do the right thing.”  However, disconnected 

from the pure good of God, we are bound in pursuit of lesser “goods,” as our perception of 

what is good is influenced by near-subconscious forces that shape and form it.12   

For Augustine, our willing is “bound” because our very sense of what is good and our desires 

to make choices that move us toward it are shaped by forces over which we do not have 

control.  Unlike Pelagius, who argued that in any situation, we begin from a neutral point 

and have an equal ability to make a morally good or morally ill choice, Augustine contended 

that our situations exerted a great deal of influence on our capacity to make good choices, 

and that the purely good choice that was not conditioned by that situation was simply not 

available to us.13  For him, our experiences, our cultural histories and values, our personal 

encounters, feuds, grudges and beliefs about things – in addition to the circumstances of a 

situation – could compel our willing by influencing our sense of what is “good.”  We 

therefore never come into any situation with a “blank slate” or from a neutral position, but 

the power of the force of Sin is that we pursue a distorted and compromised “goods” that 

constrict our willing and “sequester” it into certain locales and narrow our horizons of 

choice.14 

Augustine contends, then, that our willing is constricted by these forces, and yet within 

these bounds, we do exercise agency and thus make personal choices.  These constrictions 

condition, but do not remove, free will.  For Augustine, this produces a complex moral 

psychology, as it contends that because of the choices we make - even within bounds that 

 
12 See, for example, Augustine’s City of God, XIV.xii - xiii for his description of the fall of the will. 
13 Here, I am distilling a complex argument that Augustine makes most directly in On the Spirit and the Letter, 
IV-VI and again from LVIII – LX. 
14 To use Alistair McFadyen’s helpful wording in Bound to Sin: Abuse, Holocaust and the Christian Doctrine of 
Sin (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2000), 229.  He also provides an excellent summation of 
Augustine’s larger view of human willing from 167- 199. 



Brian S. Powers 
Durham University 

we cannot consciously alter or shake – we are responsible for our actions.  Yet Augustine 

contended simultaneously that we were not exhaustively responsible, as the larger forces 

that shaped our particular situation and bound us within certain psychological and cultural 

conditions were responsible as well.  It was, in fact, Pelagius’ inevitable conclusion that we 

were totally responsible for all our poor choices that Augustine took such umbrage with.  He 

found that we could be simultaneously responsible for our actions (as our willing was 

exercised) yet also bound by factors beyond our control that exerted considerable influence 

on our available choices and trajectories.  As our wills naturally incline to what we think of 

as “good,” then this also allows for the reality that we sin not only when we consciously 

make poor moral choices, but often in the righteous pursuit of what we think is “good.”  In 

fact, there is a significant moral danger in absolutizing those things we value, as this is the 

situation we inherit from Adam – replacing the ultimate good of God with something lesser 

and declaring it to be ultimate. 

In my view, this Augustinian sense of moral order and the distorting power of Sin is resonant 

with the experience of combatants who feel the guilt and shame of moral injury.  

Combatants do not encounter situations in a combat zone in a moral vacuum.  Their values 

are formed within a cultural context – in the United States, a very particular one that extolls 

the virtues of the national enterprise through the valorization of its military past and 

present military members at sporting events, in movies, and in contemporary political 

discourse.  Famed (perhaps infamous) Yale psychologist Stanley Milgram would call these 

the “antecedent conditions” that serve as the baseline conditioning towards acceptance of a 

particular authority figure in pursuit of a greater good.  Combatants are instilled with a 

strong sense of allegiance to the national cause and towards the ultimate “good” of 

defeating the enemy and winning battles and wars, and their training then conditions their 
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decision-making in particular ways.  Ground combatants are put through realistic training 

scenarios in which real bullets are fired at realistic-looking targets, and speed and efficiency 

in navigating these scenarios are rewarded.  The result makes firing at an enemy an almost 

reflexive action, and certainly one that often bypasses the cognitive processing involved in 

most of our deliberative decision-making.15  

Yet U.S. Army psychologist Dave Grossman records numerous accounts of combatants who 

followed their training – who willingly committed their energies to the “good” of killing the 

enemy – only to experience an immediate sense of revulsion and guilt in the aftermath.16  In 

other words, many combatants believe themselves to be acting in morally virtuous ways up 

until the moment they kill another, witness death on a large scale or fail to prevent the 

deaths of others.  Other veterans recount experiences of a sudden onset of intense feelings 

of guilt and shame years after they left the military.  Still others, particularly veterans of the 

most recent conflicts, often experience a more diffused and ambiguous sense of moral 

ambivalence about their participation in the conflict or enterprise as a whole. 

The Augustinian moral framework around sin comprises an understanding of distortions of 

“good” that provides a nuanced moral framework that may help contextualize these 

experiences.   It has the benefit of providing an ethical framework that both takes veteran 

guilt seriously, yet acknowledges that the actions which often haunt those combatants long 

afterwards do not occur in a vacuum, but are the product of a myriad of conditioning factors 

 
15 See, for example, the account of Carmelo Mejia, a veteran of the Iraq war, who was in an active combat 
situation on a rooftop with his weapon trained ‘‘on an adolescent young man who appeared to have a grenade 
in his hand.’’ The action he took and his reaction to it seems resonant with the training Grossman described, as 
the authors note that ‘‘he still has no memory of shooting. All he remembers is the young man standing and 
then lying dead in a pool of blood in the dirt. He was appalled that his ability to decide what to do had been 
taken away by his training.’’ In Rita Brock and Gabriella Sabattini’s, Soul Repair:  Recovering from Moral Injury 
After War (Boston:  Beacon Press, 2012), 34. 
16 Dave Grossman, On Killing:  The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society (New York:  Back 
Bay Books, 1995), 88-93. 
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from cultural ideas about violence to particular behaviors inculcated in military training to 

the local politics, rules of engagement and mission parameters that one encounters in a 

particular situation.  It provides a space that refuses to tell a veteran that “its not your fault” 

nor “its entirely your fault,” but allows them to explore their own responsibility within the 

grip of those forces, perhaps finding a path to absolution by witnessing to the power of 

those conditioning forces and testifying to their ability to distort one’s own sense of 

goodness toward destructive ends. 

 

Imago Dei 

Another theological way of nuancing the critical issue of killing in combat and its attendant 

moral consequences is through the language of the “Image of God” or as it is frequently 

understood in its Latin translation, the Imago Dei.  The first creation narrative in Genesis 

presents God as creating humanity “in our image,” and this has served as a particular 

marker for what sets humanity apart from other creatures.17  Some early theologians 

viewed the Imago Dei as an aspect of the pristine state of humanity before the fall of Adam 

that is lost thereafter, only to be restored through Christ. 18  Some of the Reformers, like 

John Calvin, understood the Imago Dei to be marred and corrupted after the fall, and that 

“whatever remains is frightful deformity.”19  Other theologians have attempted to articulate 

what exactly the image consists of, whether it is analogous to the human soul, our intellect 

and our sense of reason.20  What seems to be critical about the doctrine as theologians 

 
17 Genesis 1:26 NRSV 
18 For example, see Irenaeus in Against Heresies III.xxiii, 2-7, and concerning the restoration of the Imago Dei 
to humanity through salvation in Christ, V.vi.1.  
19 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I.xv.4.  Quoted from Institutes of the Christian Religion, Vol. 
1, ed. John Baillie, et al., trans. Ford Battles (Louisville:  Westminster John Knox Press, 1960), 189.   
20 See Augustine, On The Holy Trinity, X.xi.17-19, for example, for his famous exposition of the Imago Dei as 
“Memory, Understanding and Will,” as reflective of the Trinity itself. 



Brian S. Powers 
Durham University 

wrestle with interpretations of it, however, is that there is something that we are endowed 

with at creation that reflects the divine life of God.  Whether we determine it to be the soul, 

divine spark, intellect, or will, it connotes an essence of our humanity that we share in an 

intimate way with God. 

The early Christian theologian Lactantius argues that being created in the image of God 

forms all of humanity into a unique fellowship, and this comes with certain moral 

obligations.  One of the critical aspects of our human character that particularly reflects our 

existence in the Imago Dei for Lactantius is our capacity for kindness.  As humanity enjoys 

the gift of its close ontological connection to God, Lactantius argues that “kindness is the 

greatest bond of human society,” as “man should protect, love, and cherish man, and both 

receive and afford assistance against all dangers.”21  He illuminates a negative side of this 

coin as well, noting, “we are plainly of one blood; and therefore it must be considered the 

greatest wickedness to hate a man, even though guilty.”22  To do violence to one’s fellow 

human being was to directly violate this implicit bond, and to negate the divine image and 

return to something less – a lesser, more animalistic being which lacked the wisdom, 

kindness and love that God shared from God’s own being with humanity.   

In this particular regard, the Imago Dei can be understood as a theological interpretation of 

a phenomenon Dave Grossman describes as an innate human resistance to killing other 

human beings.  In his seminal work On Killing, he argues that there is a strong psychological 

“resistance to killing one’s fellow man,” and that this injunction is so powerful that even 

soldiers in combat will often refuse to fire on an enemy even though such refusal may cost 

him his life.23  As modern militaries have trained their recruits, he argues, they have focused 

 
21 Lactantius, The Divine Institutes 6.10. 
22 ibid., (Lactantius, 6.10) 
23 Dave Grossman, On Killing, 39. 
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implicitly and explicitly on dehumanizing their enemy in order that the soldiers will have an 

easier time pulling the trigger when the moment arises in combat.  Yet when confronted 

with the actual humanity of their enemy, often after a combatant has killed them, 

psychological devastation often results.  For Grossman, this kind of trauma is inversely 

proportional to distance from killing – the soldier who has to stab an enemy with a bayonet 

is forced to confront the humanity of his enemy in a way that a pilot, for example, dropping 

bombs from 30,000 feet is not.  Thus the pilot is less likely to suffer the traumatic realization 

of his enemy’s humanity, while the knife-range soldier is more likely to be traumatized by 

the breakdown of his enemy’s perceived inhumanity.24 

Yet this distinction is both affirmed and challenged by recent studies of the psychological 

suffering of military drone operators.  It has been observed that American military drone 

operators are experiencing psychological trauma at the same rates as combat pilots in 

theater, although their incidences of PTSD were significantly lower.25  Social scientist 

Christian Enemark notes that “some of the researchers have speculated that drone 

operators might ‘perceive the deployment of weapons and exposure to live video feed of 

combat…as highly stressful events.”26  From a secure, comfortable and climate-controlled 

building in Nevada, drone operators experience none of the normal stresses (i.e., extreme 

fear and the concomitant endocrine response) that their comrades deployed in Afghanistan 

and Iraq do.  They have no worry of being attacked, and they do not inhabit the combat 

zone, but return to their families at the end of their shifts.  If combatant PTSD is conditioned 

by repeat exposure to extreme stress in the life-or-death situations that soldiers experience 

 
24 Ibid., 98. 
25 Christian Enemark, “Drones, risk, and moral injury” in Critical Military Studies, 2017 Vol 5 No. 2, 150-167, 
154. 
26 ibid., 154. 
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repeatedly in combat, then certainly drone operators don’t experience this kind of fear-

based risk of life and limb, so it makes sense that their rates of PTSD are low.  As many of 

their public testimonies describe, they experience the moral stress of killing their targets in 

fairly profound ways.   

Drone operators experience an intimate portrait of their victims, which puts them more in 

the “intimate” rather than “distant” category when it comes to denying the humanity of 

their enemy.  Enemark states that “the camera’s very capacity to facilitate discriminate use 

of violence is also that which makes that individual’s humanity starkly obvious to a drone 

operator.  Such humanity – so familiar and so richly perceived – might then be harder to 

extinguish because it is harder to deny.”27  A drone operator might follow a target for days 

before being ordered to fire upon them, and might watch them pray, shop for groceries, eat 

and play with their children prior to that critical moment.  It is precisely this “beholding of a 

normal life” that is lived by their enemy that makes the act of killing them so deeply morally 

traumatic for the drone operator.28  This again suggests that the drone operator experiences 

conflict and its trauma in a deeply ethical and personal, if not physical sense.  One of the 

first drone operators to publicly speak about his experience as Brandon Bryant, who said, 

when asked about PTSD, “my deal is more moral injury…I did the job, I did it as best I 

could…And…I paid a spiritual and mental price for that.  And I think that’s something that 

people really discount, because I didn’t take any physical injury through it.”29 

In terms of giving voice to moral pain, however, the profound benefit of the language of the 

Imago Dei is that it upholds a moral stance that killing another human being, even one that 

as Lactantius says, we might deem “guilty,” feels shameful.  It can feel like a rending of the 

 
27 Enemark, “Drones, risk, and moral injury,” 161. 
28 ibid. 
29 ibid., 155. 
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human fabric in a very personal way, and as Grossman notes, is something that indeed 

many combatants feel after employing violence against others.30  As might be deduced from 

Augustine’s description of sin, there are a multitude of theological views on the 

justifications of armed conflict – that in a world distorted by sin, we don’t have access to 

morally pure choices:  wars may be deemed “just” by politicians, philosophers and even 

religious leaders in light of less desirable choices of inaction or acquiescence to an unjust 

status quo.  Targets for drone missions might also be chosen based on criteria put in place 

to ensure the killings met a particular legal standard for armed conflict.  Yet to the operator 

who is traumatized by firing the missile and watching those targets die, those justifications 

often cannot assuage the moral trauma of the act of killing itself.  The moral language 

expressed by the concept of the Imago Dei may provide a way to conceive of the pain of 

killing in a way that does not seek to argue with those justifications or legalities, but frames 

the trauma in a broader and more abstract - yet more experientially accessible context.  In 

focusing on the shared bond of humanity that is rent in warfare, it might hold the power to 

validate the feeling of loss and disconnection from human community that drone operators 

experience in a particular way. 

 

Eschatology and Justice  

The morally injured seem to feel the sting of the world’s injustice in a unique way – when 

they are valorized as heroes for the actions about which they feel guilt and shame, it can 

perhaps color their perception of the world as fundamentally unjust.  So how does God 

ultimately put things to rights in the end?  The character of God’s final actions and “last 

 
30 Grossman, On Killing, 88.  
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things” reveal a great deal about the moral character of God and God’s perfect justice, often 

understood as foreshadowed in the resurrection of Jesus.  Classically, theologians 

understand the Resurrection as a validation of Jesus’ life and teachings and the marker and 

promise of God’s triumph over Sin and death through Christ.  Yet it also is understood to 

foreshadow the general resurrection of all to face divine judgment and justice, primarily 

viewed through the vivid imagery of the book of Revelation. Classically, those who have 

embraced Christ and his forgiveness then live with God in the holy city for eternity, while 

the non-believers are cast into hell for eternal punishment. 31  Yet in light of moral injury and 

the professed intention to articulate a theology focused on love and forgiveness, there’s a 

particular articulation of both God’s promised future and the hope of resurrection that is 

particularly salient. 

It comes from famed German theologian Jurgen Moltmann, himself a veteran of World War 

II who articulates a profound sense of guilt and shame about both his and his nation’s 

conduct in the war in his autobiography.32  Moltmann was raised in a secular home, joined 

the German air auxillary at 17 and narrowly survived the allied firebombing of his 

hometown of Hamburg.  He was conscripted into the German army at the end of the war, 

and in his own account, he quickly became lost in France, and surrendered to the first British 

patrol he came across, starving, hypothermic, and infested with lice.  In a POW camp in 

Kilmarnock, Scotland, he was confronted with the horrors of the holocaust, as his dorm was 

filled with pictures of the camps at Auschwitz, Dachau, and Treblinka.  Moltmann found 

hope in the Christian faith when introduced to it by an American chaplain, describing years 

later the hope he found as akin to a medival painting he encountered in which the 

 
31 See Augustine’s description of the ends of the two cities in City of God XXI and XXII.   
32 Jurgen Moltmann, A Broad Place:  An Autobiography, trans Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 
2008). 
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resurrected Christ had broken through the gates of hell and was holding out his hand to a 

man who was pointing at his own chest as if to say “you are coming for ME?!”  So his 

conversion was grounded in the idea that there is no bound of evil which cannot be 

overcome by the hope of resurrection, renewal and life in God. 

 

He would go on to become one of the world’s most prominent and prolific theologians, with 

45 monograph books and is still active today at 96 years old.  Seeing that sin is certainly the 

corruption of our innate sense of goodness, the inborn and congenital defect that disfigures 

even our best intentions, he understands God’s final eschatological act as a two-stage event.  

First, the final judgment, and then what he calls “the awakening to new life.”  Describing the 

interplay between these two, he writes  

 

In that Judgment all sins, every wickedness and every act of violence, the whole injustice of 

this murderous and suffering world, will be condemned and annihilated, because God’s 

verdict effects what it pronounces.  In the divine Judgment all sinners, the wicked and the 

violent, the murderers and the children of Satan, the Devil and the fallen angels will be 

liberated and saved from their deadly perdition through transformation into their true, 

created being, because God remains true to himself, and does not give up what he has once 

created and affirmed, or allow it to be lost….It is a source of endlessly consoling joy to know, 

not just that the murderers will finally fail to triumph over their victims, but that they 

cannot in eternity even remain the murderers of their victims.  The eschatological doctrine 
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about the restoration of all things has these two sides:  God’s judgment, which puts things 

to rights, and God’s kingdom, which awakens to new life.33 

Moltmann’s view of God’s ultimate justice is thus not simply the forgiveness of those who 

had participated in the sinfulness of the world, but the destruction and annihilation of the 

forces and actions which cause so much pain, misery, death, and anguish.  It is the 

restoration and awakening of all those trapped in the suffocating forces that condition our 

lives and disfigure even our best intentions.  Notable, of course, is the separation of those 

forces themselves from those infected by them – for Moltmann, for God to condemn those 

who had been infected by this contagion would mean that God would lose parts of his 

beloved creation to the corruption of Sin, and God in his estimation would be untrue to 

Godself if this were to occur. 

Further, it is Moltmann’s particular view of how this eschatology continually breaks open 

new possibilities in the present that may prove most intriguing in exploring the moral world 

of modern combat.  For Moltmann, the resurrection of Christ marks the defeat of the forces 

of death and destruction that normally mark off the end of lives, movements, civilizations 

and groups of peoples.  In this view of resurrection, Moltmann sees hope for many lives 

ended and brutally altered by war and violence.  He writes that “the Spirit of eternal life is 

first of all a further space for living, in which life that has been cut short, or was impaired 

and destroyed will be able to develop freely.”34  In other words, history literally “breaks 

open” with new possibilities for flourishing, as all historical events – death, destruction, 

 
33 Jurgen Moltmann, The Coming of God:  Christian Eschatology, trans Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis:  Fortress 
Press, 2004), 255. 
34 Moltmann, The Coming of God, 118. 



Brian S. Powers 
Durham University 

violence and collapse - must be understood as “open and unfinished,” rife with new 

potentiality in the future of God.35   

Consistent with several of the experiences described earlier, researchers studying PTSD and 

moral injury have found that the act of killing itself is the most consistent predictor of 

combat trauma and its severest manifestations in veterans.36  One might understand that 

the responsibility for the act is so devastating due to its acute finality – it definitively and 

completely ends a life, and there is no way to restore it or make it right after the fact.   

Consequently, the experience of combat guilt is the leading predictor of a veteran “re-

experiencing” a traumatic combat event and is indicative of a high degree of psychological 

distress.37  Combatants are the front line of the most violent form of “law and order” we can 

 
35 Jurgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope, trans Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1993), 267-269. 
36 Brett T. Litz, et al., ‘‘Moral Injury and Moral Repair in War Veterans: A Preliminary Model and Intervention 
Strategy,” Clinical Psychology Review 29 (2009): 695–706 (699). 
37 ibid., 697. 
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mete out as a human civilization.  Responsibility for this kind of justice, certainly, is the “high 

stakes” situation that Shay describes as a defining aspect of moral injury.    

Yet Moltmann’s vision of divine justice articulates two salient points that put the traumatic 

act of killing into a wider, if more imaginative, moral context.  First, it sets our own 

imperfect justice into a particular temporal perspective: while we must indeed take justice 

seriously, particularly in matters that might end a life, the resurrection and God’s 

restoration perhaps might allow those who kill to envision that they are not the ultimate 

arbiters of either life or death in the universe.  For many veterans, one of the haunting 

aspects of killing is the seeming moral irrevocability of it.  Yet perhaps God’s action in the 

resurrection conveys the sense that we can neither foresee nor close off the future.  The 
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imaginative possibility might serve as an anchor weight to what resurrection hope is for 

those who have killed – the renewed possibility and potentiality of life for the many victims 

of war and violence.  Second, and following from this first, the possibility of new life for the 

victims of wartime violence might offer peace and hope for the perpetrators of it as well.  

Against the closed system of killing, retribution and the crushing weight of impossible moral 

responsibility, God’s justice is not retributive, punitive, nor even restorative, but envisions a 

future in which bad acts are simply annihilated so that killers and victims cannot remain so, 

and that the forces that seemingly cut off lives and decide who is allowed to flourish are 

finally rendered powerless.  It is not simply forgiveness of the bad acts, but the annihilation 

of their source and the opening of a world in which it has no hold.  This is undeniably an 

imaginative (and not theologically uncontroversial) envisioning of what God’s justice might 

look like, but particularly as it comes from a theologian impacted by the violence, moral 

chaos, and human anguish of war, it is a powerful way re-envision a future with infinite 

possibilities against the suffocating boundedness of ethical options that so many of the 

morally injured experience. 

 

 

 


