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Once at a community engagement, I met a veteran and his wife. The veteran exited the 

event to sit in his car while his spouse lingered to speak with me. She shared that they married 

just days before his deployment. More than fifty years later, she told me her husband never 

returned home. I was initially puzzled and asked whether I had just met the man to whom she 

was referring. She acknowledged we were discussing the same person but stated that the man she 

married never came home. I heard her pain and offered empathy and kindness, but regrettably, I 

am unaware if her husband ever received the support needed to return home fully.    

I have observed veterans having suffered for years because of reintegration gone poorly. 

Often in cases of painful reintegration, the returning veterans lacked support from their families 

or faith communities. In many instances, their faith in God was shaken or destroyed. I want to 

demonstrate that supportive reintegration will foster the growth necessary for veterans and their 

families to flourish. Of course, I am most familiar with my experience, support systems, 

frustrations, challenges, and theodicies. I intend to interpret my experience, coupled with 

gleanings from the experience of others, to determine how resiliency and post-traumatic growth 

during reintegration might promote human flourishing or that which is life abundant.  

This project explores the role of clergy in the successful post-deployment reintegration of 

service men and women. In my pastoral experience, I have seen that veterans of every war and 

generation have shared the painful experience of reintegration into their families, communities, 

and communities of faith. What enables post-traumatic growth during reintegration, and how 

might a theodicean approach integrate spiritual resources to promote an abundant life? 

I enlisted in the US Army Reserve when seventeen and have since completed twenty-one 

years of military service. I served within the enlisted ranks approximately one-half of the time 

and was a commissioned officer for the latter half. I served as a Unit Armorer and Supply 
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Specialist, a Drill Sergeant, and Senior Drill Sergeant. Later, I was commissioned as a Signal 

Officer, served as a Company Commander of a Basic Training Company, and later filled various 

positions in a Signal training detachment and battalion. During all that time, I experienced only 

one military deployment and found it highly disruptive to my civilian life.  

Before deployment, I was pastoring two part-time churches and completing a unit of 

clinical pastoral education in conjunction with my last semester of seminary. I was anticipating 

commissioning as a provisional elder in the United Methodist Church. Suddenly, I was pulled 

from my semester, was not going to be able to complete my CPE unit, was not going to be in the 

United States for a commissioning service at the Kentucky Annual Conference, and had to figure 

out post haste where my wife and young children would go since they could no longer live in a 

church-owned parsonage if I were no longer pastoring that church. To complicate things further, 

I was deployed as an individual augmentee, which is to say without my unit, deploying “alone,” 

as an FA 40, which is an Army Space Operations Officer. At that point, I was not trained in 

Army Space Operations and did not even know Army Space Operations existed. Deployment 

was turning out to be a stressful life event, and I had not yet even left home.   

Despite these complications, I transitioned well to the life of a deployed soldier. So much 

so that my immediate supervisor, the Assistant Chief of Space, commended me for the grace and 

ease with which I navigated the process. A year in the desert came and went; I received praise 

and commendations and returned home to my family to begin transitioning back to civilian life. 

That transition went poorly. Fortunately, I entered a year of CPE Residency within the Veterans 

Affairs Health Care System as their mental health chaplain and found the strength and support I 

needed for growth. That residency concluded more than nine and one-half years ago; I am now 

returned to the VAHCS, where I will soon complete my eighth year as a clinical staff chaplain.  
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At the VA, I observe persons who experience great hardship and seemingly thrive in life, 

and I witness people who experience difficulty, and their lives fall apart. It occurs to me that 

people can experience the same types of traumas, similar traumatic events, and one is mainly 

unaffected while the other might continue to endure the related injury for extended periods. 

Some people with significant trauma may be largely unaffected, while those enduring seemingly 

less trauma might be significantly impacted by their experience. 

I witnessed occasions where people in my care experienced trauma and responded with 

resilience and growth and other times when similar trauma was met with brokenness. Why do 

people respond so very differently to life’s struggles? Why are there periods when we respond 

well and periods when we do not? What elements cause these differences, and how do we 

improve the stress and post-traumatic reactions of ourselves and others?  

There is little doubt that all people both experience and observe suffering. Many of those 

people struggle with the presence of suffering. What is the nature and relationship between 

resiliency and post-traumatic growth, and how may they be fostered through faith-based systems 

to promote or enhance human flourishing? 

Generally, I consider myself resilient. Yet, my post-deployment reintegration was a 

period of turbulence in my life, much more so than the deployment itself. For much of my first 

year home, I thought my marriage would not recover. I no longer understood my place in the 

family. I lacked hope for the future. Eventually, my family recovered. Unfortunately, as I began 

writing this paper, we suffered another turmoil. In October 2021, my family experienced a 

traumatic suicide attempt by one of my children.  Fortunately for all involved, the child was 

unsuccessful, and we continue to blaze a path forward into a new reality. We hope to learn, 
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grow, and persevere through our suffering. Though this event and recovery have been traumatic, 

I believe our family can find sustainable peace and joy again.  

In my experience and observations, perspective, perseverance, resiliency, and post-

traumatic growth somewhat alleviate that suffering. Therefore, it seems possible that fostering 

these resources is the theodicean approach to human flourishing. I have repeatedly observed faith 

faltering when patients lack a healing response to suffering, and I desire to help them move 

forward. 

I was introduced to post-traumatic growth and human flourishing concepts through the 

Vanderbilt Doctor of Ministry program. Because of the DMIN curriculum, I also gained a better 

understanding of resiliency. At various points in the program, we have discussed human 

flourishing, and I would like to consider the commonality between human flourishing and life 

abundance. I want to explore the concepts of resiliency, post-traumatic growth, and flourishing 

through the lens of my faith tradition. I believe the theological answers to these questions will 

enable clergy to strengthen our response to persons in crises.   

I believe flourishing is related to an abundant life. It is more than surviving. It is thriving. 

Christian Scripture promotes abundant life, “I came that they may have life and have it 

abundantly” (Jn 10:10, English Standard Version). While there certainly exists the possibility 

that the abundance Jesus mentions is referential to eternal life, the broader shepherding context 

of John 10 evokes, for me, the comforting shepherd of Psalm 23.  So, it seems that our temporal 

life should have some measure of abundance. Looking at Psalm 23, it seems that goodness and 

mercy should follow (or pursue) me all the days of my life.  Without some degree of 

experiencing thriving, the words from Jesus and the Psalmist ring false. Resiliency and post-
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traumatic growth may be the key elements to human flourishing. These ideas of abundance and 

human flourishing might well align with the Judeo-Christian concept of shalom.  

In reviewing sources of strength from my own life, I identify at least two elements that 

have been encouraging and have provided resilience. These two are my family and my faith, 

though faith might well be coupled with my faith community.  

My wife and I are the parents of three children. She is the middle of five children, and I 

am the middle of three. My parents remain married. I have known 5 of my great-grandparents; 

the final two died in 1993 and 1995, during my first years of college. My first grandparent died 

in 2011, when I was thirty-six years old and deployed. My paternal grandparents died in 2014 

and 2018. My last remaining grandmother died in March 2023. I live a couple of miles from my 

parents and less than an hour’s commute from what had been the homes of my grandparents. I 

have lived nearly all my life within an hour of my parents, grandparents, and the last two of my 

great-grandparents. These dates and details may seem superfluous, but I include them to 

emphasize the length and depth of my relationship with my more immediate ancestors.   

My extended family gathers multiple times throughout the year. We have large 

gatherings at Christmas, Thanksgiving, Easter, and family reunions. My maternal great-

grandparents, their six children, and all their grandchildren and great-grandchildren went 

camping together every summer while the first generation lived. Many of my fondest memories 

are of my family. They have been a treasure to me.  

Nearly all of my family are churchgoers. Certainly, we all hail from a Christian tradition. 

However, some cling to it more passionately than others. As recently as December 2022, my 

father was the pastor of a Disciples of Christ congregation. I pastor the church where I was 

baptized and where my maternal grandmother taught Sunday school for 68 years. Though I have 
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lived prodigal periods, I have always known a loving God and have experienced the warmth and 

acceptance of a caring faith community. I have greatly benefited from a supportive faith 

community and my family. When one of these supports felt threatened, it was my period of least 

resilience and hope.  

In my own experience, my relationship with my family is a crucial aspect of how well or 

poorly I manage stressors and transitions in life. In this writing, I anticipate that social needs, 

either met or unmet, directly impact how well or poorly an individual reintegrates. For example, 

supportive communities provide a sense of belonging, meaning and purpose, safety, collegiality, 

compassion, accountability, grounding, and so on. Likewise, reintegration will be complicated 

without communities providing these and other elements. Yet, on the other hand, it may be that 

some people will experience the damaging trauma of reintegration even with a solid and 

supportive community. So…. How does the community of faith use resilience and Post-

Traumatic Growth to promote as healthy a transition as possible?  

Exploration and Analysis 

There was a Vietnam veteran with whom I spoke multiple times in our mental health unit 

over several years. When he was yet alive, he was usually homeless and unemployed. He often 

lived in a wooded area within Lexington, and one of his pastimes was feeding the local raccoon 

population. He loved raccoons; he hated people, especially chaplains. He struggled with 

Substance Use Disorder. He was a victim of childhood trauma, and he shared some details about 

that, but his biggest complaint was coming home from Vietnam. “Nothing has gone right since 

coming home from fucking Vietnam.” What strikes me about his statement is that he did not say, 

“Nothing has been right since going to Vietnam.” It was the coming back that was problematic. 

Coming back is hard.  
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During the World Wars, US troops returned from war compliments of the US Navy. They 

floated home from Europe and the Pacific on a ship, and the journey took weeks. As they 

wandered the ship, they told each other their stories. They realized and knew thousands of others 

had shared experiences much like their own. Most Korean War veterans had similar experiences. 

Today’s service men and women fly home mostly on contract jets. If you have flown across the 

country or internationally, you have shared the same experience. Operation Enduring Freedom 

and Operation Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF) veterans fly out of Ali Al Saleem, have a layover in 

Germany or maybe Ireland, and are stateside less than a day after leaving Kuwait. During their 

flights, they sleep or watch movies with their earbuds in their ears, and the time passes quickly. 

They do not talk much. They do not tell their stories or hear the stories of others. I suspect 

something is lost in not sharing their experience.  

Long transitions by ship carried the service members home and enabled them to tell their 

tales. These journeys also provided a middle space between war and home, between danger and 

safety. Communication and access to family at home have similarly changed. Before and during 

Vietnam, veterans relied primarily on mail delivery for family correspondence. Now, satellite 

communications, the internet, and other advancements provide rapid, even instant, 

communication with loved ones at home. The expedited process of returning home, coupled with 

easy access to personal communication technologies, obscures the distinction between a place 

for war and a place for home, blurring the sense of safety and danger. While Ecclesiastes 

identifies a time for love and a time for hate, a time for war and a time for peace (Eccl 3:8), there 

should be distinctions between the places of these activities as well.  

An additional concern that differs between periods of service is home reception. World 

War veterans returned as conquering heroes. Vietnam veterans were largely received as 
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monsters. They were spat upon and called baby killers by the citizens of the country they served. 

The Gulf War, OEF, and OIF veterans can couple themselves with the Korean War veterans as 

well regarded but often forgotten. I have encountered people who did not know our military was 

still in Afghanistan when we had been consistently in the country for 12 and 15 years. Many 

people were unaware that we had left and returned to Iraq. Many did not know we were still in 

Afghanistan until the uptick of news covering our mass exodus in late 2021. Journalism likely 

plays a significant part in the country’s response to returning veterans. With the Vietnam War, 

the US citizens saw their first glimpses of war as portrayed in the videos captured by journalists. 

It seems likely that a cooler reception by family, community, and nation would frustrate a service 

member’s reintegration. 

While Vietnam veterans were historically the least welcome upon their return, their 

reputation as an efficient killing force may be accurate, and if so, is an additional reintegrative 

burden. Army Ranger and Psychologist Dave Grossman posits that the military is improving in 

combat effectiveness because of psychological changes in how we train, particularly changing 

the mentality from killing humans to engaging targets.1 While exploring resistance to killing, 

Grossman discusses “non-firers” in military service.2 These service members intentionally did 

not fire their weapons in combat or fired at something other than an enemy target.3 Based on 

information gathered from WWII combatants, 15-20 percent of soldiers fired at the enemy. 

Extrapolating earlier data, fewer than one-half of Civil War soldiers even fired their weapons, 

and only a minute percentage of those who fired aimed to kill an enemy.4 With drastic changes in 

 
1 Grossman, Dave. 2014. On Killing. Open Road Media, 18-37. 
2 Ibid, 18-29. 
3 Ibid, 21-23. 
4 Ibid, 23-25. 
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military training, those numbers increased to a 55 percent firing rate in the Korean War and a 90-

95 percent firing rate in Vietnam.5 Consequently, the number of shots fired on modern 

battlegrounds results in a significantly higher injury or kill ratio than in previous wars. Likely, 

the psychological weight of the returning warrior is higher as well.  

Modern warriors, from Vietnam onward, may be attempting to reintegrate while carrying 

more weight in the form of moral injury than did the veterans of Korea, the World Wars, and 

earlier. Still, the service men and women within these eras all have personalized experiences. We 

cannot assume that all returning service members experienced similar reintegration from their 

deployments. We cannot even assume that all veterans have deployments from which they have 

returned.  

Military deployment is the moving of military personnel outside the United States and its 

protectorates. This is often a movement to a combat zone but may also include moving people 

for overseas tours, which occur as accompanied (with family) and unaccompanied (without 

family) tours, depending on the location. Deployment differs from mobilization in that 

mobilization is a movement within the United States and is more often for training purposes. 

Deployment duration and dwell time vary among the Service branches. They can range from a 

few months to 15 months, though deployments most often fall between 6 months and a year. 

Deployment could be a significant movement of many persons, a smaller unit, or even an 

individual augmentee.  

When active-duty personnel return from a deployment, they will either return to the 

installation from which they left or experience a Permanent Change of Station (PCS) move to a 

new location. Returning to the same parent unit and location will reduce their reintegration 

 
5 Grossman, On Killing, 36. 
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challenges compared to transitioning to a new, unfamiliar setting. Returning to the same location 

offers familiarity with resources, a community of friends, and known co-workers. Returning to a 

new unit or military installation requires a new home, coworkers, and work environment and 

learning anew what resources are available. Albeit, many military installations have similar 

institutional resources in place.  

Unaccompanied tours, longer mobilizations and deployments, and frequent mobilizations 

and deployments could complicate reintegration.  Due to the cyclical nature of mobilization, 

stabilization, and remobilization, service members may have endured as many as eight 

deployments and reintegrations during the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. One can imagine 

that such patterns of instability could result in disruption in familial and community 

relationships.  

The abbreviation ETS is familiar among military folks. Expiration – Term of Service is 

the date of discharge. It is a service member’s freedom date. When active-duty service members 

ETS, their military career is complete. If they live on post, they must move off post. Even if they 

live off post, they may still move as they transition to a civilian job elsewhere, return to a 

hometown, or to wherever their close family and friends have migrated. Some will move to 

further their education at some civilian school. Some may stay in place, hoping to find civilian 

work, DOD Civilian and contract work, or other employment in their military specialties.  

Prior to discharge, those separating from service had all the resources of a military 

institution and its command structure as support. During their time in service, they had a band of 

brothers and sisters whom they saw daily, all of whom have some measure of a shared 

experience, many of whom have much more remarkable similarities in their shared experiences. 

As these service men and women ETS, they leave a life familiar for some time, perhaps a 
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career6, and begin reintegration into a civilian setting and a civilian mindset. They enter a 

community that almost certainly does not share in their experience and perhaps many of the 

values cultivated therein. While military personnel are accustomed to a rank structure and chain 

of command, most civilians value equality. While the military instills uniformity, civilian culture 

embraces individuality. While a veteran gives up their civil liberties, American civilians are 

often preoccupied with their rights.  The military demands an attitude of mission first; civilians 

retain an ideology of me first.  While the military emphasizes unit cohesion and team 

development, civilian employment often promotes employee competition. Even the language 

used within the military is different from that of civilian culture. Speaking of his return home, 

one veteran said, “Ninety percent of the time, you’re surrounded by people that don’t get it.” 

And in many cases, and for various reasons, the society to which these veterans return is resistant 

to understanding the true nature of war.  

A particular subset of military persons spends most of their time as civilians. The Reserve 

Component (RC) includes all Reserve and Guard units, regardless of branch. These units are 

primarily composed of ‘Citizen Soldiers,’ most of whom are part-time warriors. Reservists 

experience a particular set of sudden changes that can dramatically impact their reentry process. 

Most have other civilian vocations, sometimes aligning with their military specialties, sometimes 

not. When mobilized, the RC are not simply leaving their assigned military installation and their 

family; they are also leaving civilian work and sometimes whatever school they attend. While 

active-duty persons deploy with increased earnings due to combat pay or family separation pay, 

 
6 The retirement model has changed. There are generations of veterans who retired after 20 years 

of service. Many stay longer. In the old model, Active Component begins drawing their 

retirement immediately. Reserve Component will not draw their retirement until they are 60 

years old, less whatever time they were deployed in 3-month increments.   
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Reservists may see a more significant fluctuation in their family finances. Their military pay, 

even with added combat pay and family separation pay, may be dissimilar to their income in 

their civilian occupation.  

Immediately before my deployment, I was a full-time seminary student pastoring two 

part-time churches. As an O-3, my deployed income was significantly higher than my civilian 

work. Returning home to no employment was a significant loss of revenue compared to a 

captain’s salary, family separation pay, and combat pay.7 For many Reserve service members, 

the financial change can be the reverse of my experience. I have a friend who was an E-4 

mechanic in the Kentucky Army National Guard and an engineer at a manufacturing plant as a 

civilian. Whenever he wore the uniform, he felt he was losing money because he could have 

been earning higher overtime pay as a civilian.  Like my friend, many Reservists are glad to 

transition out of the uniform and return to higher wages in their civilian work. In either direction, 

a sudden shift in financial resources can be stress-inducing regardless of whether the stress 

comes with deployment or upon return.  

RC deployments can be like AC in that deployment can include large or small units or 

individual augmentees.  I was deployed as an individual augmentee. The US government 

selected me to deploy without my unit but with individuals activated from across the US. We 

were supplementing the Active Components forward. Returning without your unit or returning 

home without the support of a military installation provides fewer friends and resources during 

reintegration. Changes in pay, housing, and purpose are all complicating factors—the more 

significant the change, the more disruptive compared to their former active-duty life. 

 
7 Federal law provides activated Reservists re-employment rights after their return home. It does 

not require that re-employment be in the same position, shifts, etc. There are no re-employment 

rights for clergy.   
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The US Military used conscription between 1940 and 1973 to support military strength to 

fill vacancies. During this period, people could still join the military of their own volition, but all 

healthy young men could be drafted for compulsory service. However, persons who were 

enrolled in college were able to defer. It is commonly believed that wealthier families enrolled 

their potential draftees in school to avoid being drafted, a luxury unavailable for poorer families. 

In the American Revolutionary War, the rich could avoid the draft by paying for a substitute or 

three-hundred dollars.8 According to Mirza, most of them did so. Foley agrees that “famous, 

wealthy, white men” and “millions of college and graduate students who held deferments” were 

safe “while those who could not go to college faced the draft.”9 It seems that the wealthy of each 

generation protect their children from experiencing war.  

I am from Kentucky. More particularly, I am from eastern Kentucky, part of the 

Appalachian region. Though I disapprove of some stereotypes related to my beloved area of the 

world, one that is not inaccurate is that many Appalachians are impoverished. That is certainly 

not true for all Appalachian persons, but it is a reality with which many Appalachians wrestle. In 

Appalachia, especially rural Appalachia, and other regions without industry and commercial 

districts, quality employment is often in short supply. 

People with no other choice for work often enlist in the military for an immediate source 

of income, job training, or educational benefits that are otherwise unmanageable from their 

household budgets. “Fewer wealthy and better-educated men and women enter the military than 

poorer, less educated men and women, who are drawn to serve by promises of education and 

employment opportunities otherwise unavailable to them.”10 Though not drafted, the 

 
8 Mirza, Rocky M. 2007. The Rise and Fall of the American Empire. Trafford Publishing, 280.  
9 Foley, Michael S. 2003. Confronting the War Machine. Univ of North Carolina Press, 11.  
10 Ibid, 345 
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helplessness of the situation provides some socioeconomically disadvantaged persons little 

choice but to enlist in the military. As they return to their homes after deployment or upon 

completion of service, many will return to impoverished communities, and employment 

opportunities might be fewer. Thus, geography can affect the likelihood of military deployment 

as well as successful reintegration prospects. Also, while leadership experience and problem-

solving skills acquired through military service benefit many work environments, not all Military 

Occupational Specialties (MOS) translate well to the civilian sector.11 Most employers, for 

example, do not need foot soldiers.  

In addition to civilian occupation, demographic differences can affect reintegration. Most 

of my Army Reserve service was completed in the 100th Division (IT). I also served one year in 

the 108th Division and another with the Army Central Command (ARCENT), or 3rd Army. While 

in the 100th Division, my units were predominantly white and male. I estimate the Battalion was 

about 5% Black/African American and possibly as much as 7% female. The 108th Division had a 

similar percentage of females but a considerably higher percentage of African Americans, maybe 

40 percent. ARCENT seemed to be more diverse and reflective of DOD-published 

demographics. 

Much like my service in the 100th Division, my ministry setting at the Lexington VA 

Health Care System reflects the population of central and Eastern KY, with the notable exception 

of gender. Kentucky is 87.5% White, 8.5% Black or African American, and 1.6% Asian; 2% of 

Kentuckians consider themselves of two or more races, and 3.9% identify as Hispanic or 

 
11 While there are many fields of specialized training within the Armed Forces, those specialties 

most transferrable to civilian work are reserved for candidates with demonstrated aptitude. 
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Latino.12  Approximately 6% of Kentuckians are veterans.13 More than 11% of Kentuckians live 

in poverty.14 Nearly 51% of Kentuckians are female.15 While the hospital demographics largely 

reflect the regional demographics, except for gender, our acute care mental health unit, informal 

analysis seems to indicate a higher percentage of People of Color and women than the rest of the 

hospital.16 These inconsistencies could indicate that some minority populations have more 

difficulty reintegrating than others.  

Another factor influencing veterans’ reintegration is their perception of their military 

service. Some veterans return proud of their accomplishments. Some return ashamed. Likely, 

many veterans fall somewhere in between. Often those who struggle with the work they have 

achieved are concerned with moral identity.  

Zachary Moon, a combat veteran and seminary professor, writes of the indoctrination of 

military personnel, describing the effort as a change in “moral-orienting systems.” He observes 

that all humans are moral beings with moral-orienting systems derived from values, beliefs, 

behaviors, and primary relationships. These systems are constructed over time and shaped by 

several contributing factors: family, friends, mentors, religious communities, and cultural 

institutions.17 Moon observes that the military indoctrination process purposefully destabilizes 

 
12 “U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Kentucky.” n.d. United States Census Bureau. United States 

Census Bureau. Accessed February 17, 2023. https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/KY. 
13 “U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Kentucky.” 
14 “U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Kentucky.” 
15 “U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts: Kentucky.” 
16 Military Sexual Trauma (MST) impacts a higher number of men, it impacts a higher 

percentage of women.   
17 Moon, Zachary. 2021. Warriors Between Worlds. Emerging Perspectives in Pastoral Theology 

and Care, 3.  
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and replaces the service members’ pre-existing moral-orienting system and replaces it with one 

that supports functioning in military contexts.18  

This new moral identity serves the purposes of the military well. Consequently, many 

veterans can engage in certain prescribed behaviors in which they would not otherwise choose to 

participate. However, when they transition back to the civilian world, they may no longer feel 

accepted or understand their place in a society with morals they no longer hold. While the 

uniformed services perform excellent work in preparing service members for the high-stress 

combat environment, their effort in restoring a civilian moral-orienting system needs to be 

improved. Consequently, returning service men and women may discover they are morally 

misaligned with their families and communities and must relearn how to come home.  

Returning home can take time and effort. I remember reading a quote once that said 

something to the effect, “People say war is hell. War is the front porch to hell. Hell is coming 

home.” I do not remember where I read that, but the quote is a favorite because the sentiment is 

poignant.  I believe the return home is traumatic for many veterans and their families. 

Returning service men and women will reconnect with their families after missing all the 

life events, milestones, and hardships that occurred during their absence. Routines and 

responsibilities of the service members and the others within the household may require re-

establishing. Families may have moved nearer to support systems while service members were 

away. Service members may return to a new home, or a subsequent move may be necessary at 

the next duty assignment. Some service members will return without a family or a supportive 

community into which they will reassimilate.  

 
18 Ibid, 2-5. 
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Not all veterans and service members are affiliated with a church or faith group. Some 

were never associated with the church, and some will struggle with theodicy, guilt, shame, 

remorse, anger, or any number of spiritual pains and will disassociate themselves with religion 

and possibly even spiritual practice altogether. Still, others will reenter the community church, 

bringing their talents, gifts, and spiritual pains.   

Civilians may not be familiar with the culture, challenges, training, and hardships that 

military personnel and their families may have endured. While many US civilians are 

accustomed to a safe home and work environment, many service members and veterans are 

returning from a setting that often seems unsafe. Many civilians likely do not anticipate that 

military life and culture can differ significantly from civilian life and culture. Military personnel 

returning to civilian communities may be marching to a different cadence than the civilians in 

their communities. Having been told when and where to report for work, physical training, food, 

and even medical care, service members must now meet those needs independently.  

I joined the Army Reserve when I was 17 years old. Had I enlisted in Active Duty, I 

could have been eligible to fully retire from active military service when I was 37 and could have 

been entering the civilian workforce without ever having to apply for or interview for a job. 

Whether following a career of 20 years, an enlistment of two years, or a short deployment, 

veterans may find themselves suddenly seeking work. Their civilian employment options may be 

abundant or very limited, depending on their military training. Their choices may be limited 

further, depending on their health and history of injury. Their employment opportunities may 

also depend upon their discharge status and an employer’s opinion of prior military employees. 

There are many variables to consider. If the individual was RC, they might return to a previous 
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career very different from their work while in service, maybe only days after leaving a combat 

zone. Perhaps a lot changed in that job during their absence.  

I remember returning to work after four months at Fort Gordon, Georgia. I was a civilian 

schoolteacher at the time and had just completed Signal Officer Basic Course (SOBC). I 

completed my Army training on Friday, drove home to KY, and walked into the school Monday 

morning in early December. A stranger greeted me at the door, asking if he could help me. I told 

him no and explained, “I work here.” He was confused. “You do?” I assured him I did and went 

on about my business. The following day, I discovered the stranger was my boss, the school’s 

new principal.  

Some employers are very supportive of bi-vocational service members. For example, I 

have spoken with numerous Reservist and National Guard soldiers who speak highly of the 

massive Toyota manufacturing plant in Georgetown, KY, and Toyota’s willingness to 

accommodate its citizen soldiers. However, I have talked to many others within the Reserve 

Component who do not feel supported by their employers because they are “gone too much” and 

have been encouraged to get out of the military or find other work. These work variables only 

add to the stress that continual reentry causes.  

The number of persons reintegrating is more extensive than most civilians realize. 

Military personnel, including Active and Reserve Components, total about 2.1 million 

Americans.19 While that number represents less than 1% of the US population, about 7% of the 

 
19 “US Military & Defense Statistics | 2023 State of the Union.” 2023. USAFacts. Accessed 

January 31, 2023. https://usafacts.org/state-of-the-union/defense/ 
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US adult population are veterans.20 Churches and communities likely underrecognize the number 

of veterans and reintegrating service members and families in their midst.  

Some years ago, I was at a friend’s home for a potluck/cookout, and the host, observing 

Veterans Day, thanked the veterans for their service. Another guest, I will identify as Fred, 

responded, “You’re welcome.” I had known Fred for a long time, a decade at least, probably 

two. I was surprised by Fred’s statement, and I believe the host was too. I had no idea Fred was a 

veteran, and I said as much. He shared that he was a Vietnam veteran and had taken his uniform 

off at the airport and thrown it away. He neither shaved nor cut his hair for many years after that. 

Fred lives and farms in an exceptionally rural portion of eastern Kentucky in the foothills of the 

Appalachian Mountains.  So many veterans escape to extremely rural settings that the VA Office 

of Rural Health has a name for them, “highly rural.” 

A returning warrior’s reintegration may be minimally or violently disruptive. How well 

or poorly someone reintegrated rarely comes up when I visit patients at the hospital. I imagine 

that whatever acute medical concern they have come to address at the hospital outweighs the 

experience of reintegration that occurred, in most cases, years or even decades ago. However, 

many of these veterans have been shaped by their reintegration. One can speculate that due to the 

unwelcoming society to which they returned, Vietnam veterans have, perhaps, the most difficult 

reintegration to overcome.  

A 2009 clinical study of veterans referred for Mental Health services determined that 

veterans returning from conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq face an increased risk of post-

 
20 “Those Who Served: America’s Veterans from World War II to the War on Terror.” 2020. 

United States Census Bureau. https://census.gov/. Accessed June 2, 2020. 

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2020/demo/acs-43.html. 
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deployment psychiatric disturbances.21 Identified reintegration challenges included family 

readjustment and domestic abuse; over half of the surveyed veterans reported marital discord.22 

Over 40 percent felt like guests in their own homes.23 Close to a third said that their partner was 

fearful of them. One-quarter stated that their children were either not warm to the veteran or 

were afraid of the returning warrior, and 60 percent of the partnered veterans described some 

degree of domestic abuse.24 Notably, only veterans responded; the survey did not have access to 

their spouses.25  

The study emphasized the sense of displacement, difficulties in renegotiating roles within 

the family, relationship with children, parental or spousal responsibilities, and being comfortable 

in one’s household.26  I experienced these myself and have encountered these same concerns 

from veterans and their families in my work. For example, I spoke with a Cold War Era veteran 

with a son-in-law, a current-era combat veteran living in his home. He states that the young man 

is the father to a two-year-old. Though they all live in the same house, and the young veteran 

reportedly has much ability and potential, he is rarely seen. He plays games on the computer and 

never leaves his room. His father-in-law reports, “He doesn’t seem to know his place within the 

family.”  

Dr. Martin Seligman, psychologist, author, and expert in Positive Psychology, affirms 

that due to the cyclical nature of the deployment cycle, “the Army has incurred a cumulative 

 
21 Sayers, Steven, Victoria Farrow, Jennifer Ross, and David Olson. 2009. “Reintegration 

Problems and Treatment Interests Among Iraq and Afghanistan Combat Veterans Receiving VA 

Medical Care.” Psychiatrist.Com. 2009. https://www.psychiatrist.com/read-pdf/7187/., 163-170. 
22 Ibid, 168. 
23 Ibid, 168. 
24 Sayers, Family Problems, 168. 
25 Ibid, 164–65. 
26 Ibid, 163. 
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level of stress that degrades our soldiers’ performance and – in many cases – ruins their home-

front relationships.”27 He further asserts that persons from troubled backgrounds “are at much 

greater risk of PTSD than more psychologically fit people, and PTSD can often be seen as an 

exacerbation of pre-existing symptoms of anxiety and depression than a first case.”28 A higher 

acuity of combat can result in more significant associated challenges to reintegration. While 

those with mental health diagnoses are more likely to face reintegration problems, reintegration 

appears challenging regardless of any mental health diagnosis.   

In one study of Iraq-Afghanistan veterans accessing VA Healthcare, functional problems 

were prevalent. When asked about an array of reintegration concerns, such as confiding personal 

thoughts, dealing with strangers, keeping up with friends, getting along with family, finding or 

keeping a job, keeping responsibilities, and engaging in the community, among other social 

markers, 25 to 56 percent of respondents affirmed areas of some to extreme difficulty in at least 

one of sixteen categories over the past 30 days.29 When asked about specific problems 

experienced since their homecomings, such as controlling anger, thoughts of self-harm, increased 

substance use, dangerous driving, divorce or separation, legal issues, job loss, problems of 

accessing healthcare, loss of religious or spiritual life, 57 percent expressed concern in one or 

more of these markers.30 Not surprisingly, veterans with a positive screen for PTSD consistently 

expressed greater difficulty in each of these reintegration categories when compared to veterans 

with a negative PTSD screening. Regardless, most respondents were interested in interventions 

 
27 Seligman, Martin E. P. 2011. Flourish. Simon and Schuster, 128. 
28 Ibid,158. 
29 Sayer, Nina A., Siamak Noorbaloochi, Patricia Frazier, Kathleen Carlson, Amy Gravely, and 

Maureen Murdoch. 2010. “Reintegration Problems and Treatment Interests Among Iraq and 

Afghanistan Combat Veterans Receiving VA Medical Care.” Psychiatric Services, no. 6 (June): 

589–97. https://doi.org/10.1176/ps.2010.61.6.589, 589–97.  
30 Ibid, 595.  
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and information for successful reintegration into community life. It seems evident that more 

significant effort is needed to achieve a healthy reintegration of returning service members.  

Throughout my military tenure, I have received abundant training. I completed Initial 

Entry Training (aka Basic or Boot Camp), Advanced Individual Training, Primary Leadership 

Development Course, Drill Sergeant School, Basic Non-Commissioned Officer Course Phase 1 

and 2, Advanced Non-Commissioned Officer Course Phase 1 and 2, Combat Life-Saving 

School, Pre-Command Course, Signal Officer Basic Course, and Advance Space Operations 

Course. Many Army courses have since changed their names, but similar training still exists. 

Other branches have programs with similar goals. As a result, we have an extremely well-trained 

military. What we do not offer, glaringly absent, is a Civilian 101 course, a program that helps 

these trained warriors return to a civilian mindset. Moon notes that though military indoctrination 

is sufficient, there is no reformation of the service member’s moral-orienting system provided 

before discharge from military service.31  He asserts that there is an insufficient estimation of 

military training on reengineering moral identities.32  Moon identified a moral dissonance 

between the military and civilian worlds because of post-deployment transitions with little or no 

instruction, training, or support.33 To understand more fully what might be lacking in the 

reintegration process, it seems appropriate to consider and evaluate what practices are in place 

for returning service members.  

My deployment was bookended by time spent at Fort Benning’s CONUS Replacement 

Center (CRC). There, I received all the equipment I had taken forward and returned whatever I 

had not left forward. There, I had an exam before and following the deployment to determine if 

 
31 Moon, Warriors Between Worlds, 4. 
32 Ibid, 2-3. 
33 Ibid, 2-3. 
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there was a change in my brain functioning to rule out Traumatic Brain Injury. There, I received 

a physical exam before and after to determine whether the government broke me. It was there, I 

think, that Uncle Sam repaired my broken tooth before they released me from active duty. At 

CRC, I qualified with my weapon and was recertified on the Army Physical Fitness Test.  Many 

units and individuals may require supplemental training before deployment. The military ensures 

fitness, training, logistics, and personnel concerns are met before deployment and documents 

whatever was broken along the way. Though the Fort Benning CRC is now closed, many 

deploying service members have a similar experience elsewhere.  

Within the military, programs exist to help facilitate a smoother transition from 

deployment to home. One is the Yellow Ribbon Program, a DOD initiative designed to provide 

the Reserve Component and their families support before, during, and after deployment. Some 

units have more robust Yellow Ribbon programs than others. The larger the unit that deploys, the 

more likely the Yellow Ribbon program will successfully support the service member and their 

family. As an individual augmentee, I found the program to promise much and deliver little. 

Before deployment, my wife and I, along with the other augmentees and their partners, were 

provided a couple of sessions that introduced us to the program and shared some of what to 

expect during the deployment. We were told they would reach out to our families while we were 

deployed and that we would have a reunion upon our return and a relationship retreat post-

deployment. In my experience, none of that happened. Having spoken with many returning 

warriors over the years, I know it rarely does. Those conversations suggest that National Guard 

units are better supported through this program than many individual augmentees.  

 Military transition measures in place when I was returning included a joint session of 

about fifty persons where a Chaplain encouraged us to seek mental health aid if we needed it, a 
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survey that asked questions regarding our mental health, a face-to-face with a CRC medical 

provider during our post-deployment physical who asked similar mental health questions before 

our being released home, and an encouragement to go to the VA if our situation changed.  While 

deployed and at CRC, I was confident that everything I needed for stability was the presence of 

my family. As an emotionally, mentally, physically, and spiritually fit person, I did not anticipate 

any reintegration problems. Regardless, I knew that answering those questions with anything 

besides “I’m good to go” would delay my return to my family. I imagine many service members, 

some of whom need mental, emotional, and spiritual health, also recognized that their answers 

could delay getting home…and they answered as I did, “Good to go.” Unfortunately, this effort 

of the Armed Forces to identify soldiers who likely need additional support to help them heal and 

transition becomes a roadblock that one avoids to more immediately meet their reunion with 

home and family.  

 Beginning in 2009, the US Army concentrated on increasing psychological resiliency 

among its soldiers. The Army had long held measures for physical fitness, including medical 

exams and fitness testing, and then sought to increase psychological resiliency. They determined 

to do so through education and training. Dr. Seligman and others developed the Global 

Assessment Tool (GAT) to measure four domains: emotional, social, family, and spiritual 

fitnesses.34  According to the intended plan, every Soldier was required to take the test 

annually.35 The results suggest one or more of the five recommended online courses, one for each 

fitness domain and one for post-traumatic growth, each provided by an expert in the field.36 

When completed, these courses improve resiliency for the service members and their families, 

 
34 Seligman, Flourish, 126-51. 
35 Ibid, 137. 
36 Ibid, 137. 
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both in service and afterward. Problematically, those online courses are optional.37 No course, 

curriculum, or training requires a reintegrating service person to become a civilian again. There 

is no requirement for veterans to enroll for VHA benefits. We can do better.  

Sherry Mandell shares, “Change in life changes everything; you cross a line from which 

you cannot return to who you were.”38 She was referring to grief and loss and suggested that 

grief initially feels like chaos. However, I believe other sources of life change are also chaotic, 

also provide a line from which you cannot return or from which the return is complicated. 

Among these other life events, I would include deployment and reintegration. I cannot help but 

wonder to what extent traumatic reintegration has caused the ongoing mental, emotional, and 

spiritual concerns experienced by many of our chronic mental health patients, especially those 

experiencing Substance Use Disorder.   

Definitions of trauma vary. From one perspective, trauma is an encounter with death or a 

way to express the relationship between life and death.39  This definition would include the 

human capacity to process life-altering events such as war, genocide, mass natural disasters, 

foreign occupation, and the ongoing aftereffects of each of these.40 Seligman includes torture, 

grave illness, death of a child, rape, and imprisonment, among others he describes as “awful 

events.”41 To that list, I add the disruption of life for deployment and redeployment, and 

integration as life-altering events, at least for some people. Sometimes reintegration comprises 

many of the previously mentioned atrocities. Many do not. And yet, for many, the life 

disturbance created by reintegration is traumatic.  

 
37 Ibid, 151 
38 Mandell, Sherri. 2015. The Road to Resilience. Toby Press, 2. 
39 Rambo, Shelly. 2010. Spirit and Trauma. Westminster John Knox Press, 4-6.  
40 Ibid, 4.  
41 Seligman, Flourish, 159-60. 
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My interest is enabling returning service members to reintegrate in a manner that 

minimizes life disruption, improves resiliency, and promotes growth and human flourishing. Jaco 

Hamman describes human flourishing as an ideal and couples the concept with the Jewish model 

of shalom to include peace, justice, and well-being.42 Mandell explains that resiliency is more 

than an attitude, endurance, perseverance, or stamina in the Jewish tradition.43 Instead, it is a 

process. She states that it is less about overcoming and more about becoming, a process rather 

than an attitude.44 She describes resiliency as an opportunity to deepen the relationship with the 

divine.45 Resiliency is the ability to bounce back. It relates to psychological flexibility46 and the 

unofficial military motto “Semper Gumby.”  

Martin Seligman, instrumental in the Army’s adoption of resiliency training, relates the 

concepts of well-being, resiliency, post-traumatic growth, and human flourishing. He claims that 

the usual human response to high adversity is resilience, which he describes as a brief episode of 

depression and anxiety followed by a return to baseline functionality.47 His research states that 

well-being as a construct has five measurable elements: positive emotion, engagement, 

relationships, meaning, and achievement.48 When any of these elements is lacking, our life 

experience suffers.  

 
42 Hamman, Jaco. 2021. “Play-Informed Chaplaincy.” Box | Login. Vanderbilt Divinity School. 

Accessed November 4, 2022. 
43 Mandell. Road to Resilience, preface xiii.  
44 Mandell. Road to Resilience, preface xiii.  
45 Ibid. 
46 Acceptance and Commitment Therapy reduces psychological inflexibility by using the six core 

processes to build psychological flexibility. See Appendix A: ACT Hexaflex and Appendix B: 

the ACT Matrix. 
47 Seligman, Flourish, 157. 
48 Ibid. 
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Tedeschi and Colhoun define post-traumatic growth as “positive psychological changes 

resulting from the struggle with traumatic or highly challenging life circumstances.”49 Peterson 

and Seligman discovered that persons who had experienced one horrible event had more intense 

strength than people who had experienced none.50 People experiencing two were stronger than 

those experiencing only one, and so on.51 Most of us are familiar with the idea “that which does 

not kill you makes you stronger” or, in Army lingo, “embrace the suck.” Those assertions are 

statements of growth and perseverance. Growth can occur from hardship, which seems essential 

to human flourishing. The proper process and support are necessary for this healthy growth, 

development of resilience, and overcoming suffering.  

Constructive Reflection and Interpretation 

Our returning veterans and their families have experienced some degree of suffering. We 

all have. Burton Cooper, in reflecting theologically about the presence of suffering, writes, “Here 

we are talking about suffering: the suffering that others inflict on us and our loved ones, the 

suffering that comes to us by way of accident or disease, or natural disaster, the suffering that, 

tragically, we inflict on others -sometimes knowingly, sometimes unknowingly.”52 I do not know 

anyone who has lived a life free of suffering. Everyone I know has experienced loss, 

disappointment, illness, or some circumstance in this life that they would not wish upon another.  

 
49 Tedeschi, Richard G., Jane Shakespeare-Finch, Kanako Taku, and Lawrence G. Calhoun. 

2018. Posttraumatic Growth. New York: Routledge, 3.  
50 Seligman, Flourish. 159-160. 
51 Ibid.  
52 Cooper, Burton Z. 1988. Why, God? Atlanta, Georgia: Westminster John Knox Press, 1. 
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While this conversation focuses on suffering, the theological response to suffering is 

theodicy. Theodicy, from the Greek theos, meaning “god,” and dike, meaning “justice,”53 

attempts to explain why God permits evil. As we experience suffering, we attempt to rationalize 

its presence and question God’s judgment. Theodicy is how we, the faithful, try to make sense of 

the existence of evil in the presence of a righteous God. The relevant theological presumptions 

are that God is good or loving, omnipotent, and omniscient. How, then, or why does evil exist? 

Who is responsible for it? Why would God allow it? 

Theodicy can intersect with the reintegration of veterans, service members, and their 

families in various ways. I have spoken with many veterans who cannot make sense of their war 

experiences, the violence of war, and sometimes their participation in that violence. Others 

cannot see why they were injured. And still others wonder why someone they care about was 

injured or never returned home. Usually, they describe someone more deserving of life than 

themselves, a kinder person, a better Christian, or a better parent of young children.  

Families left behind may struggle with theodicy as well. Why did their loved one even 

have to go to war? Why did they come back as a different person than the one who went away? 

Why has there been turmoil in the home upon the loved one’s return after such a lonely and 

grieved absence? Veterans, too, upon returning, may struggle with why things at home are not as 

expected. They ask why their marriage is failing. Why did they come home to sad, disappointed, 

angry families? Those with no family, church, or other supportive community may also question 

their lack of relationships.  In these examples and countless more, the returning warriors and 

their families wonder why God would allow such things. Moreover, the veterans and their 

 
53 “Strong’s Greek: 1349. Δίκη (Diké) -- Right (as Self-Evident), Justice (the Principle, a 

Decision or Its Execution).” n.d. Bible Hub: Search, Read, Study the Bible in Many Languages. 

Accessed February 20, 2023. https://biblehub.com/greek/1349.htm. 
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families may be at very different places in their suffering and theodicy. If so, this could 

complicate their situation and reintegration further. 

Many service members, even Christian service members, believe that God initiates 

suffering as a punishment for sin or moral failing.54 I have engaged in countless conversations 

with veterans who believe God has caused or allowed their suffering because of something they 

have done or, less commonly, what they have failed to do.  

Each of these people is experiencing suffering, some more deeply than others. They 

wrestle with theodicy as they try to make sense of themselves, their God, and their relationships 

in the aftermath of new life experiences. When we suffer or observe suffering, we cannot help 

but ask, “Why?” We question God’s goodness, presence, work, and justice in those periods. 

Service members, veterans, and their families wrestle with these questions as they try to 

reassimilate their lives. Perhaps not unlike the Psalmist, they call out, “Why, O Lord, do you 

stand far away? Why do hide yourself in times of trouble?” (10:1).    

As returning service members and their families wrestle with challenging theodicies, they 

may consider their guilt, lack of faith, and whether God is unloving or impotent. Burton Cooper, 

in discussing theodicy, rightly observes that the experience of suffering threatens our belief in 

God. Conversely, experiencing turmoil is also an opportunity to seek and find God. To illustrate 

this point, Cooper retells a conversation between brothers in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers 

Karamazov. Cooper describes Ivan and Alyosha as witnesses of the same world, observers of 

innocent people suffering, sometimes horribly, and cruel people prospering, sometimes 

 
54 In the ancient world, suffering was considered retributive. When gods were angry, they would 

send plague, drought, famine, flood, defeat, and other calamities. For example, disciples asked 

Jesus, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind (Jn 9:0).   
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outrageously.55 The brothers agree there is no justification for these extremities of suffering and 

injustice and are at odds with one another in their response.56 Ivan responds by condemning God, 

and Alyosha looks to Christ and responds to the misery with compassion and presence.57 

Looking toward God, rather than away from God, impacts our ability to understand suffering 

meaningfully.  

Theologian John Wesley posits that humanity has “gained by the fall of Adam a capacity 

of attaining more holiness and happiness on earth than it would have been possible for them to 

attain if Adam had not fallen. For if Adam had not fallen, Christ had not died.”58 He argues that 

without The Fall, without sin and brokenness, there would be no need for faith in God the 

creator, in the Son who gave himself to us, or the renewing Spirit within us. Wesley argues that, 

while we might love God as our creator, without sin and suffering, we could not understand the 

depth of love given by God, our redeemer and sustainer.  

Wesley attributes sin and suffering to free will. He posits that humanity was “endued 

with liberty; a power of choosing what was good and refusing what was not. … Indeed, without 

liberty, man had been so far from being a free agent that he could have been no agent at all. … 

Our liberty “necessarily included a power of choosing or refusing either good or evil.”59 

Elsewhere Wesley explains, “It was by his willful rebellion against God “that sin entered into the 

world” … Hence, also, death entered into the world, with all his forerunner and attendant; pain, 

 
55 Cooper, Why, God?, 12.  
56 Ibid.  
57 Ibid.  
58 Wesley, John. 1872a. “God’s Love to Fallen Man.” WordsOfWesley. Accessed November 4, 

2022. http://www.wordsofwesley.com/libtext.cfm?srm=59. 
59 Wesley, John. 1872b. “The End of Christ’s Coming.” WordsOfWesley. Accessed November 
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sickness, and a whole train of uneasy as well as unholy passions and tempers.”60 While Wesley 

correlates suffering with free will, I would not blame any war on the individuals who return from 

it. That wasn’t their choice; a Congress of men and women chose to wage the wars from which 

those service men and women return.  

Suffering, then, is an unfortunate result of human free will. Should God intervene to 

prevent our transgressions, our free will would be compromised, and we would be little more 

than servants or enslaved to God. Obedience and love would not be a choice but preordained. 

Creating us as such would betray the character of a loving God.  

The faithful Christian, trusting in a loving and powerful God, hopes that God will 

intervene to alleviate the suffering. And yet, suffering endures. Seamands writes, “We believe 

God’s solution to the problem of suffering and evil is not to eliminate it, nor be insulated from it, 

but to participate in it and then, having participated in it, to transform it into his instrument for 

redeeming the world.”61 He is referring, of course, to the redeeming work of Christ on the cross. 

But I trust that God can use other sufferings for redemptive purposes.  

So, then, we must discover the usefulness of suffering. Burke and Neimeyer point out 

that humanity, regardless of culture or generation, seeks meaning in life experiences, especially 

experiences that cause distress.62 Humans have an innate motivation to create and maintain a 

meaningful self-narrative that enables us to observe a thread of consistency in our lives, 

especially when our lives have been disordered with stressful events.63  It’s natural for us to try 

to make sense of that which seems senseless.  

 
60 Wesley, God’s Love to Fallen Man. 
61 Seamands, Stephen. 2003. Wounds That Heal. InterVarsity Press, 169. 
62 Cobb, Oxford Textbook of Spirituality in Healthcare, 127-134. 
63 Ibid, 127.  



32 

 

Life-altering experiences such as illness, crises, and loss cause people to question how to 

adjust to new circumstances, who they are, considering the circumstances, and why God might 

allow such an event to happen. How and to what degree we can answer such questions 

determines how our lives are altered and who we shall become because of the life-altering 

experience. For many, there are theological and spiritual resources that assist in answering these 

questions.  

Fundamental assumptions about the world, such as our having intrinsic value, that we 

deserve to have a positive and fulfilling life, that we have some ability to exert control over life 

events, and that the world is just and kind, grant a reassuring coherence to life.64 These concepts 

help us trust human intentions and actions and understand our place in the world. 

Our view of God can help or hinder our coping. Positive religious coping (PRC) is “an 

expression of a sense of spirituality, a secure relationship with God, a belief that there is meaning 

to be found in life, and a sense of spiritual connectedness with others.”65 Conversely, negative 

religious coping (NRC) was conceptualized as “spiritual discontent, punishing God reappraisals, 

interpersonal religious discontent, demonic reappraisals (attributing the event to the work of the 

devil), and reappraisals of God's power.”66 Overall, in their multi-sample study, Pargament et al. 

found that better psychological outcomes and spiritual growth occurred when individuals 

exercised PRC strategies.”67 With some exceptions,68 Burke and Neimeyer determined that 

 
64 Cobb, 127. 
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67 Ibid. 
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“religious beliefs/practices can reduce distress in spiritually inclined individuals, and facilitate 

good decision-making, healthy living, and altruistic behaviors.”69  

Viktor Frankl suggests that to restore inner strength, a person’s will to live, one must first 

show some future goal. Frankl means life is worthless without meaning, purpose, or future goals. 

Frankl quotes Nietzsche, “He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.”70 While in 

military service, the why could be the mission, compatriots, or survival. Coming home, the why 

of life may become less clear.  

I envision a community care model where clergy assist our returning service members in 

navigating the path from chaos to order. In his module Genesis 1: Pastoral Work of Ancient 

Priesthood, Marbury describes the priestly writers telling the creation story as an example of 

community care.71 He discusses the history of diaspora Jews returning to Israel after their exile. 

He mentions that the 10 percent returning from exile had a national identity. They were 

prominent and influential families. Those who remained behind, the other 90 percent, were left 

behind to work the land. There was a period of adjustment for both parties during their 

reintegration. Both parties had different experiences during the period apart, and both had 

expectations of what should occur because of the return. Likely, some of those who remained 

behind were less than eager for the return of the diaspora.  

This time away, followed by a return to the homeland, parallels the story of returning 

service men and women to their families and communities after deployment. Those who enlist in 

military service and willingly deploy likely have a larger sense of national identity, yet they are 
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apart from the land while others stay behind in their home country. I relate to those who had 

never seen their home in that my family moved while I was deployed to a house that had not 

been mine when I left. 

When returning, the diasporic Jews must reintegrate with those who remained behind; the 

Priesthood shared their understanding of God through the creation story. They wrote the biblical 

text, the story of Genesis, showing a God who creates order from chaos. Chaos is the setting in 

which change and creation begin.72 While experiencing disorder in life, when people question 

God's presence, role, and goodness, it is the responsibility of the religious community, most 

especially the religious leaders, to respond to those concerns. The faith community’s response 

can provide confidence in God, who provides order and security during periods of turbulence.  

Marbury discusses creation stories from Mesopotamia, Babylon, Egypt, and Ugarit and 

explains that creation stories are responses to human questions of who we are, why we are here, 

and how we fit within the world around us.73 These are the same questions that returning 

warriors face. Perhaps part of our job as clergy is not unlike that of the ancient priesthood, to 

help answer those meaningful questions for our returning service men and women. Because 

some veterans have a more challenging time returning than others, some may need more 

substantial clergy interventions.  

What makes reintegration more difficult for one person than for another? Reintegration is 

substantially impacted by the community to which they belong. I mean the family of origin, faith 

community, and society in general. Veterans from unhealthy family systems and those with 

familial trauma, when they leave, will likely have more difficulty transitioning than those from 
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uncomplicated backgrounds. And yet, some of these veterans from harsher environments have 

already overcome much and may approach reintegration with increased emotional strength, 

resilience, and coping skills. Therefore, predicting how service members and their families will 

react and adjust to reintegration may be difficult.   

Though my family of origin and the family I created are essentially healthy, I had 

difficulties adjusting after my deployment. When I returned, my transition was unstable until I 

regained my sense of identity within my marriage and family. For many Vietnam veterans, their 

return was difficult because of rejection on a societal level. While we cannot change an 

individual’s family of origin or the response of society at large, we can change how we, the 

church, accept and interact with returning warriors. We can become the community they seek.  

I am confident that community is a theological term. Genesis 1:26 reads, “Then God said, 

“Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” Let us create in our image. I believe that the 

“us” and “our” language in Genesis 1:26 is purposeful to remind the reader that God is relational. 

Whether this language points to the Triune nature of God in relationship with God’s self or 

indicates God in relationship with other celestial beings, such as angels, is immaterial. God is 

relational and exists in relationship. Further still, I believe that our being relational is part of what 

it means to be made in the image and likeness of God. What does our being created in the image 

and likeness of a relational God imply about humanity? I believe it indicates we, too, are created 

for relationships, that we are not living into our intended design and purpose without 

relationships. We are meant to be in community.   

In a lecture, Keith Meador provided insight into the nature of community. Among his 

observations was that, while we think we are separate individuals, we are wired from birth and 
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before to share, bond, learn from, and heal one another.74 He shared writings of Kentucky native 

and author Wendell Berry, “Health is not just the sense of completeness in ourselves, but also is 

the sense of belonging to others and our place. It is an unconscious awareness of community, of 

having in common.”75 I believe our humanity is meant for one another.  

Ecclesia, a Greek word often defined as an assembly or congregation, is the word that 

Luke uses when he reports Barnabas and Paul meeting with the “church” at Antioch (Acts 

11:36). Later, ecclesia is used to describe an assembly of people discussing legal issues in Acts 

19:39. It seems clear that ecclesia means the people and has come to mean the church but, in 

those instances, it still refers to the people of the church, rather than the church building. Some 

will argue that it refers to the community of believers. I believe it includes those peripheral 

people exploring their relationship with God and the rest of the ecclesia. Certainly, ecclesia is a 

relational term that represents the community of faith.  

The Community Forward – 

When service members deploy, especially those who deploy as individual augmentees, 

they forge new relationships and community. They are geo-physically separated from their 

homes, families, and sometimes, the rest of their military unit that remained stateside. Likely, 

they find themselves with new co-workers and roommates. Their leisure time may also be spent 

with a new group of people. Everyone I came to know during my deployment was a stranger to 

me when I departed from my home. While deployed, we worked, ate, did physical training, 

worshipped, and laughed and cried together. We did everything together. The same is true for 

others. During deployment, service members become interdependent within new relationships, 

 
74 Meador, Keith, 2020. “Bridging Chaplaincy and Mental Health Care.” Methods for Ministry 

I, Vanderbilt Divinity School, Nashville, Tennessee, Via Zoom on September 1, 2020.  
75 Ibid. 
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and friendships are made. My community forward nearly entirely replaced my community at 

home. We learned to rely upon and even love these strangers in a strange land. Then, at some 

point, that time of deployment ended, and we departed one another. Some service members 

deploy and redeploy with their unit, and those professional relationships remain unchanged. 

Others, individual augmentees especially, may never again see those people with whom they 

deployed. This often adds a sense of loss and grief for compatriots no longer seen.  

It has been eleven years since I returned from my deployment. I have not seen any of 

those people, except one, since then. Some of them I miss. Some I have missed profoundly. 

What seemed to me the most confusing element of those forged and broken relationships was 

experiencing loss and grief for the deployment relationships while I was in the presence of my 

wife, children, parents, and siblings. I missed the people of circumstance I had known only a 

year instead of marveling at my life-long relationships, the people that had reared me, the woman 

who married me and birthed my children, or those three children whom I helped rear.… and I 

felt guilty for it. Others, too, have shared with me their guilt for missing the people with whom 

they deployed. They ask, “Does that make me a bad person, Chaplain?” I tell them, “Of course 

not,” while I silently think, “I sure hope not.”  

The Community at Home –  

As for those at home, I did a good job staying in touch with them. I called often. I sent 

emails, cards, and gifts. I occasionally recorded myself reading stories to my kids and mailed 

those videos home. And I missed them. I spent my time away and returned, and things were 

different. They did not understand the work I did or why it was necessary. Sometimes I tried to 

explain, and they did not seem interested, at least not as interested as I had hoped. It seemed to 

trivialize my experience. Soon, I no longer wanted to talk about my experiences, at least not with 
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the most important people in my life. Of course, that is my experience, one guy. But I have 

spoken with many people who express, “Nobody understands me.”  

Let us create in our image. Being alone, or feeling alone, goes against our intended 

nature. Therefore, it is difficult for me to imagine anyone experiencing a flourishing, thriving life 

when they feel misunderstood and alone. As emphasized throughout scripture, rather than many 

individuals, Christians are part of one church, one body… with Christ as the head. So, 

reconnection becomes necessary for wholeness. Therefore, when we experience disconnection, 

something must change.   

Everything changes. When I deployed, my baby boy was four years old. The middle 

child, my daughter, was a handful of days from turning six. Though I left home a month 

beforehand, I flew overseas on my eldest child’s tenth birthday. When I returned, they had each 

gained a year… and I had missed that year of their life. We had missed much in the lives of one 

another. I missed my maternal grandfather’s death and funeral. I missed the eleventh anniversary 

of our marriage. We did not share significant family events; birthdays, family reunions, 

Christmas and Easter, a year of school, my graduation from seminary, my running my first (and 

second) marathon, a year of excitement and mundane... life.  

I missed that my wife was alone, struggling with depression, raising our growing family, 

and trying, with mixed results, to manage parenting and home life by herself. They had missed a 

year of my life too. My wife and I often talked, but the truth of the difficulties borne was not 

shared, each trying to be strong and protect the other.  Neither my family nor I will ever recoup 

that year apart and the experiences the year held. Many service members have multiple 

deployments and experience this irrecoverable loss with each deployment and reintegration.   



39 

 

In our year apart, my kids changed. My wife changed. They had moved homes while I 

was away, so even my home had changed. I, too, had changed. Somewhere along the way, we 

forgot how to communicate. I was fortunate in my duty assignment and could speak with my 

wife almost daily. Less frequently, I was able to talk with the kids. Despite our long-distance 

attempts to be involved in one another’s lives, we were intimate strangers when I returned.  We 

had all survived an emotionally difficult year of deployment. Then came the transition home, 

reintegration, and those were hard times too. Harder times, really. 

My difficult reintegration began on my first day back, before I got home. Having watched 

countless “homecoming” videos online, I had a romanticized idea of my homecoming. My 

seatmate observed me flying in uniform on the plane and asked about my journey. I explained 

that I was arriving home after a year of deployment and was eager to see my family. He became 

excited too and asked if he could film it. I reckon he had seen some of those reunion videos as 

well. I agreed to his videotaping. We landed, left the plane, and exited the terminal. My local 

airport has stairs and escalators down from the terminals to baggage claim and exit. As I 

descended, I saw my mom and dad standing there, eager to see me. I did not see my wife and 

children. The first words from my mouth upon returning to those who loved me were, “Where is 

my family?” My parents had no answer. I was crushed.  

With their assistance, my parents and I gathered my duffle bags and made our way to the 

sliding glass doors exiting the building toward drop-off and parking. As one set of doors opened 

to release me into the world, the other doors opened to reveal my wife and kids hurriedly 

entering. I was numb. They were frantic. Everyone hugged, but the reunion seemed emotionless 

and awkward.  I loaded into the vehicle with the kids, and together, we headed around New 

Circle Road to Applebee’s for dinner with my parents. On the way, I considered exiting, 
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escaping the moving vehicle. I had somehow decided that my family did not need me, did not 

love me, and that life was suddenly without meaning. In the following days, weeks, and months, 

things got worse.  

Ultimately, we survived. We have now surpassed twenty-two years of marriage. We 

survived, and eventually, I think, I hope, we were made better by it. Why? Why did we grow?   

 Looking in Genesis, we observe Jacob experiencing growth. Jacob manipulated his 

circumstances during his youth to receive his elder brother’s blessing and birthright. He fled. 

Later, Jacob experienced a confrontation with his father-in-law Laban. He fled. In Genesis 32, 

while returning to his homeland, with Laban behind him and Esau before him, Jacob found 

himself “greatly afraid” (32:7). As he prepared to face his brother, Jacob was “alone,” and there, 

he wrestled with God (32:24-25). After the struggle, Jacob was told he would no longer be 

Jacob, but Israel, for he had striven with God and men and prevailed (32:28). Jacob was 

transformed by his struggles. Eventually, Jacob was reconciled to his brother, Esau, and his life 

became… more livable. I suspect we all wrestle with God while we are suffering and afraid. I 

also believe that we can be transformed in that process and experience life more livable. 

Frankl writes, “What was really needed was a fundamental change in our attitude toward 

life. We had to learn ourselves and, furthermore, we had to teach despairing men, that it did not 

really matter what we expected from life, but rather what life expected from us.”76 Sometimes, 

we need to change our perspective.  

I like to hike. When I hike, I like climbing the trail’s highest points to marvel at the world 

below. I appreciate overcoming the challenge of getting there and welcome the awe-inspiring 

view. However, if I were always at the mountain top, the view would cease to be spectacular, 

 
76 Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, 98. 
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and I would wonder what it is like below. Having experienced both, the lower elevations enable 

me to appreciate the higher perspectives more extensively, and the high elevation encourages me 

to persist elsewhere. Spiritual highs and lows function similarly; the highs help us through the 

lows, and the lows help us appreciate the highs.  

I do not think a loving God creates the low spiritual points in our lives, but God can use 

them. A biblical example of this occurs in Genesis. Joseph’s brother sold him into slavery 

(37:28), the first of a series of undesirous life events, including imprisonment. Joseph eventually 

finds himself second in command in Egypt. When reunited with his brothers, Joseph explains, 

“You meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people 

should be kept alive” (50:20). I believe that positive outcomes can result from the overcoming of 

difficulty.  

In periods of hardship and adversity, we often seek (and find) God.  In periods of 

suffering, we are most likely to rise to challenges and experience growth. Only in the presence of 

suffering can we rise to the challenge of overcoming the experience of suffering. Without 

suffering, there is no need for self-giving service, endurance, persistence, courage, and 

compassion towards others, especially “the least of these” described in Matthew 25. Though it is 

within seasons of anger, fear, sadness, guilt, shame, and loneliness that we come to question 

God’s presence and goodness, it can also be through that suffering that we begin to understand 

God and the extent of God’s love of us.  

When I returned from deployment, I had almost four months in which I did not work. So, 

I spent that time with my family and sometimes felt like I belonged. Then, in August, I began a 

year of Chaplain Residency, my Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE). The action-reflect model 

encouraged in the CPE process allowed much introspection and self-reflection. While I intended 
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to learn how to minister to veterans and their families, I also learned significantly about myself. I 

was invited and encouraged to attend a Warrior to Soulmate (W2SM) workshop in Louisville, 

KY during this same period. My wife and I participated in this program designed to enable 

couples to communicate effectively, resolve conflict healthily, and deepen emotional awareness 

and intimacy. Through W2SM, I learned significantly about us.  

In The New Birth, Wesley addresses “that great change which God works in the soul 

when he brings it new life.”77 With John 3:7 as his text, Wesley preaches that we must be born 

again. He distinguishes between justification accomplished by God for us in forgiving our sins, 

and the new birth, the work that God does within us, as a renewing of our fallen nature.  In 

answering his own question, “What is the nature of the new birth?” Wesley likens the movement 

of the Holy Spirit to the blowing of the wind. “Thou mayest be as absolutely assured of the fact, 

as of the blowing of the wind; but the precise manner how it is done, how the Holy Spirit works 

this in the soul, neither thou nor the wisest of the children of men is able to explain.”78 Though 

the Holy Spirit’s actions are unknown and God’s renewing work is internal, I see no reason these 

changes may not be wrought through external experiences. Could it not be God’s prevenient 

grace that I found myself in a CPE program and soon after attending a W2SM workshop?  

Many returning service members and their families need to encounter grace. They could 

benefit from some avenue through which God can repair the brokenness, a repair shop. Mine was 

attending a W2SM workshop and the crucible that is CPE.  Some might find it through Strong 

 
77 Wesley, John. 1872d. “The New Birth.” Bible Hub. Accessed February 27, 2022. 

https://biblehub.com/library/wesley/sermons_on_several_occasions/sermon_45_the_new_birth.h
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78 Ibid.  
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Bonds79 and Yellow Ribbons programs. And for others, it may be Seligman’s GAT modules. For 

still others, it may be programs offered by non-profits such as Boulder Crest80 or other similar 

recovery programs. For Jacob, perhaps it was wrestling with God. Each must somehow come to 

terms with their suffering. 

Through W2SM, I learned that my approach to conflict was damaging my relationship 

with my wife. Each argument deteriorated our intimacy and weakened our relationship. As we 

learned to communicate more effectively, our relationship strengthened. Because we had learned 

to view the other’s perspective objectively, I realized that she had arrived late at the airport 

because she was cleaning our home, that she wanted me to be able to return to a clean house but 

had not kept up with it because she had been managing our family… alone… for a year and was 

experiencing exhaustion and, very likely, depression.  And I couldn’t be angry at that.  

One afternoon, she and I sat in a hammock in our yard and discussed the possibility of 

separation. Finally, I offered to move out. We needed change. We could grow, or we could end 

it. She chose us; for that, I am grateful.  So, we grew, and we continue to grow. 

Tedeschi and Calhoon describe post-traumatic growth (PTG) as positive psychological 

change due to the struggle with traumatic or highly challenging circumstances.81  While many 

deployments are not traumatic, some are, and most create challenging, life-altering 

circumstances. PTG focuses on long-term transformative changes after reflection. While the 

phrase “that which does not kill you only makes you stronger” is unsympathetic to the suffering 

 
79 Strong Bonds is a Military OneSource program designed to build strong families. 
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81 Tedeschi, Posttraumatic Growth, 3. 
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of traumatic experiences, the sentiment is akin to PTG, within which suffering is an opportunity 

for improvement.  

For the Christian, suffering is an opportunity to wrestle with God and deepen our 

relationship with and understanding of God. “A biblical perspective on PTG emphasizes the 

outcomes of brokenness, humility, and deeper Christ-likeness… This perspective focuses on 

God’s strength or power made perfect in human beings’ vulnerability and weakness… God is 

doing his deeper work of grace in our hearts and lives through redemptive and sanctified 

suffering, and in so doing reveals his greater glory in and through us.”82 In addition to spiritual 

understanding and growth, PTG can develop a recognition of personal strength and new 

possibilities in life, an ability to relate to and share experiences with others, and a new 

appreciation for life.83 Through suffering, we grow and prepare for the next hard thing.  

Jaco Hamman describes resiliency as the capacity that enables persons, places, and 

systems to survive, adapt, and thrive. He describes human flourishing as an ideal, a metaphor, 

and an experience that is difficult to describe. He couples flourishing with the Jewish ideal of 

shalom to include peace, justice, and well-being. Human flourishing, to me, seems very much 

like the concept of abundant life.   

Jesus distinguishes himself from the thief who comes to steal, kill, and destroy. Jesus 

comes that they (we) may have life and have it abundantly (Jn 10:10). Inferring from that 

passage, “life abundantly” should be the opposite of the thief’s work.  In contrast to a thief, it 

seems Jesus came to provide, to give life, and to create. The key word, for me, in this text is 

 
82 Ibid, 16-17. 
83 Ibid, 25-28. 
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περισσὸν (perisson)84, of which there are five instances within our New Testament. Depending 

upon which translation of the Bible you prefer, the word is varyingly translated as “more” or 

“anything beyond” (Mt 5:37 and 5:47), “extraordinary” (Mt 5:47), “advantage” or “superiority” 

(Rom 3:1), “superfluous” (2 Cor 9:1) and “abundantly” or “more abundantly” (Jn 10:10).  What 

does it mean that rather than steal, kill, and destroy, Christ comes to give us more life, 

extraordinary life, more abundant life? Of course, Jesus could be referring to eternal life. But, 

what if he means now? What if he means he came that we may have a more abundant life now?  

The idea of abundant life is an interesting one. While our sacred text provides us with 

statements like John 10:10’s life abundant, we also have passages like John 13:16, “a servant is 

not greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him” and 

requirements of taking up one’s cross and following Jesus who was murdered on a cross. The 

same guy who said, “I came that you may have life and have it abundantly,” also told them, 

“They will deliver you to tribulation, and will kill you, and you will be hated by all nations 

because of my name” (Mt 24:9). 

Now it seems the John 10:10 passage may depend upon the word ζωήν (zōēn), which we 

translate as life. The definition reflects both physical and spiritual life.85 There are sixty instances 

of its use in the New Testament, thirty-seven of which are in the gospels. In thirty-five of those, 

it seems referential to eternal life. The remaining two gospel uses, including John 10:10, could 

refer to eternal life, though the certainty of that seems less clear. There is a high likelihood that 

Jesus is referring to abundant eternal life. Certainly, Christ came to die so that we may live, 

 
84 “Strong’s Greek: 4053. Περισσός (Perissos) -- Abundant.” n.d. Bible Hub: Search, Read, 

Study the Bible in Many Languages. Accessed February 17, 2023. 
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which is referential to eternal life. Christ restored humanity to a relationship with God, and that 

restoration has eternal ramifications.   

Could it also mean that Christ intends us to experience more abundant life now? Much of 

Christendom seeks to promote happiness, prosperity, and reduction of or freedom from suffering 

due to adherence to faithfulness and stewardship. I reject this notion, as it contradicts scripture, 

Christian tradition, my experience, and human reason. Jesus told his followers that “in this 

world, there will be tribulation (Jn 16:33). Peter said Christ suffered, and we will too (1 Pt 2:21). 

People of faith will experience suffering because pain is an inevitable part of the human 

condition.  Joshua Knabb and Keith Meador remind their readers that “Jesus’s violent, lonely 

death on the cross” as the Suffering Servant illustrates the logical expectation of adherents to 

Christian theology.86 Christianity does not preclude suffering.  

All three synoptic gospels speak of denying self, taking up the cross, and following the 

example of Jesus (Lk 9:23, Mk 8:34, Mt 16:24). Knabb and Meador also point Christians toward 

the example of Jesus, who modeled endurance in suffering and values-based living, as the 

authentic Christian response to suffering and suggest that mature faith includes “self-sacrificial, 

values-driven behaviors that go well beyond the pursuit of happiness and pleasure.”87 The 

answer, then, to a fuller life, a more abundant life now, is not precluding suffering, but living life 

intentionally during periods of suffering and seeking meaning within the suffering.  

Victor Frankl observes that our answer to what life might expect of us must be “in right 

action and right conduct.”88 Frankl seems to suggest that life expects from us orthopraxy.  He 

 
86 Nieuwsma, Jason A., Robyn D. Walser, and Steven C. Hayes. 2016. ACT for Clergy and 
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87 Ibid, 24. 
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writes, "Life ultimately means taking the responsibility to find the right answer to its problem 

and to fulfill the tasks it constantly sets for each.”89 For the person of faith, that task is obedience 

to God through service to others. Meador emphasizes the same concept with a quote from Albert 

Schweitzer, “One thing I know: the only ones among you who will be really happy are those who 

have sought and found a way to serve.”90  

Similarly, Hamman couples flourishing with Miroslav Volf’s call and vocation, meaning, 

and purpose.91 Without purpose, we are unlikely to experience fullness in life. For Wesley, that 

fullness was found in acts of piety and mercy. Wesley encouraged the faithful to “do good, as we 

have time and opportunity; to do good, in every possible kind, and in every possible degree, to 

all [humanity].”92 Abundant life begins with self-giving and service. 

As we minister to our returning service men and women and their families, as we assist 

them in their reintegration, we must help them to understand where God is in their suffering, who 

they are in relationship to others, and help them to find meaning and purpose through service. 

We need to assist them in attending to their own souls and addressing the needs of others.  

 

Strategic Suggestions for Supporting Reintegration 

Ample opportunities exist to facilitate the reintegration of veterans and service members 

for those willing to help. But, of course, not all reintegrating service men and women need the 
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same support. Still, a handful of resources exist that clergy can provide to facilitate a successful 

reintegration for many returning veterans. I liken these reintegrative tasks to an auto repair shop.  

If you have owned a vehicle, you likely know that fixing a car can be messy and 

expensive. Unaddressed concerns are compounded, and the more wear and tear a car 

experiences, the more work it will need to stay on the road. A repair shop can be anywhere.  

When I was in college, I traveled by bus from Kentucky to Washington, D.C. There had, 

at some point, been a few seats removed from the bus, and holes were remaining in the floor that 

had previously been used to attach the seats. I noticed many sparks under the bus through one of 

those holes. I alerted the driver; we pulled over and soon discovered the bus was dragging its 

broken tailpipe. Another stop at a K-Mart provided us with a clothes hanger, two radiator 

clamps, a can of dog food, and a can opener. We used the radiator clamps and the emptied metal 

can to hold the tailpipe together. The hanger reconnected the tailpipe to the bus, and we were on 

the road again. It wasn’t a perfect fix, but it was functional and ready for the journey. I believe 

clergy can provide what is needed to prepare returning service men and women for the journey 

ahead.  

Clergy can serve as first responders to the critical needs returning Veterans face. They 

begin by identifying the difficulty the veteran is experiencing. Is it financial? Have they 

experienced a moral injury? Are they angry with God? How are they getting along with their 

family? To ascertain the concerns the veteran is experiencing, clergy should provide an 

opportunity for the veteran to tell their story. Clergy should ask questions, not to satiate their 

curiosities, but to clarify understanding and facilitate the story the veteran is trying to share. In 

some instances, the returning service member may have never had an opportunity to tell their 

story, or having told it, they may have felt judged or unheard. Clergy can encourage veterans to 
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tell their stories and help them to understand that they are not alone in their experience. Not 

being alone can include the knowledge that others have suffered similarly and can also mean that 

others are available to accompany them on their healing journey.  

As the veteran’s story unfolds, clergy can express valid concern for their suffering and 

help them understand and respond to theodicy. Many veterans, especially those who have poorly 

learned the tenants of their faith, may have misconceptions or poor understandings of their faith 

traditions. Clergy can help these veterans better understand scriptural interpretations and faith 

traditions to promote a revisioning of God’s character and the nature of God’s grace. Some 

concerns can be alleviated simply by correcting errant theology. Other veterans may have 

genuinely transgressed their moral code. Still, clergy can be purveyors of forgiveness, mercy, 

hope, and grace.  

Wortmann et al. point out that awareness of transgressions often elicits guilt and shame.93 

Clergy should not quickly dismiss these concerns; we should not offer forgiveness too soon. 

Quick and easy answers can impede the personal journey through which healing occurs.94 Within 

the Christian tradition and others, “the emotional experience of guilt is considered appropriate 

and useful when confronting wrongdoing as it is thought to motivate moral improvement and the 

seeking of forgiveness, and to recognize the gravity of the transgression.”95  Delaying absolution 

can encourage introspection about what has happened and where responsibility for suffering 
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falls.96 Wortmann et al. assert that clergy can assist in helping morally injured service members 

and veterans to “accept that time, processing, and expression of the full extent of one’s hurt may 

be necessary before forgiveness can be offered freely, deliberately and without resentment, as 

may be required for the act of forgiveness to be a healing one.”97 

Both shame and guilt98 can motivate reparative behavior and reconnection with the 

divine.99 A competent clergyperson can assist those struggling with these moral concerns to 

understand and experience mercy, grace, and forgiveness. Throughout Christendom, it is 

generally accepted that any transgressions can be repented, recompense can be made, forgiveness 

gained, and reconciliation achieved.100 For reconciliation to occur, the repentant person must 

express remorse, confess their wrongdoing, and commit to future moral actions.  In some 

denominations, there is a process by which this can occur, i.e., Roman Catholics offer the 

sacrament of confession. Some denominations may suggest rebaptism. In my faith tradition, we 

have a reaffirmation of baptism. In any faith tradition, a sacrament or ritual can be developed and 

used to facilitate reconciliation, especially for those experiencing moral injury. We clergy should 

not hesitate to provide one. 

Morrill encourages clergy toward a theology of healing by sacrament and ritual.101 The 

act of anointing, for example, can serve as a sacramental proclamation of God’s power and 
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faithful presence and the recipient’s place within the community of faith.102 Similarly, upon 

returning from the war against Midian, Moses required any soldiers who had killed their enemy 

and those who had touched the dead to remain outside the camp for a week and purify 

themselves (Nm 31:19). Clergy can create a ritual of healing. 

In my experience, many veterans feel they have lost their place in their families, 

communities, and churches. I have encountered many veterans who struggle with forgiveness, 

especially as they consider the commandment “Thou shall not kill.” They are struggling with 

guilt and cannot accept that God might be willing to forgive them. They believe they no longer 

have a place within the body of Christ. Many believe that others see them as monsters, and some 

see themselves as monsters unworthy of God’s love.  

Anderson describes a funeral as a rite that carries the soul through liminality to the 

afterlife.103 We need a rite, perhaps multiple rites, to bring veterans and their families through the 

liminality of reintegration. Susan Marie Smith speaks of creating rites of healing. She offers that 

a rite can provide healing so long as the “five principles” are addressed; love and care for the 

focal person, the Body of Christ present and active in the process, those preparing the rite must 

be pastorally sensitive, theologically aware, and ritually competent for designing and leading the 

ritual prayer, the presence of God active in the focal person’s life needs to be claimed as already 

present by the grace of the Holy Spirit, and the rite must reflect God’s creative redeeming action 

as well as the focal person’s willingness and readiness to grow, change, and embrace new life.104  

 
102 Morrill, “Theology of Healing: Biblical and Ritual Perspectives.” 
103 Anderson, Megory. 2007. “Spiritual Journey with the Dying, Liminality, and the Nature of 

Hope.” Liturgy, no. 3 (May): 41–47. https://doi.org/10.1080/04580630701274312. 
104 Smith, Susan Marie. 2007. “Rites of Healing Along the Baptismal Journey: An Example and 

Several Principles.” Liturgy, no. 3 (May): 52–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/04580630701274338. 
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In one example of created ritual, Smith shares about a woman struggling to connect with 

the church, “You can’t go back to church, because church is the body of Christ – and your body 

has been tainted. You can’t bring your sullied body back into the body of Christ, the pure, the 

holy, the son of God.”105 In this example, a cleansing, healing ritual was created to reconcile the 

recipient to the body of Christ. When veterans cannot forgive themselves, when they feel 

ostracized from God and the faith community, a rite demonstrating that an authority of the 

church forgives the person and, more significantly, that God forgives that person can be a 

powerful source of healing and reconciliation. This ritual can assure them of their acceptability 

to God and God’s church. 

Years ago, while working with veterans in treatment for addiction, PTSD, or both, I 

offered a cleansing ritual. I provided a labyrinth and placed water, oil, seashells, and marbles in 

the center. Outside the labyrinth, I put large, heavy stones. I asked each veteran to select a stone 

to represent their burdens and carry it into the Labyrinth. As they walked, I invited them to 

consider their pains, addictions, regrets, or whatever they needed to release and to speak or pray 

those things into the stone. I asked them to leave the rock when they arrived at the center. They 

could then wash or anoint themselves and select a marble or shell as a token representing change 

and the new journey for which they were prepared. It was an emotional event for most of those 

who participated. It was also a sacred ritual and an exercise in self-forgiveness.  In the language 

of my faith tradition, the activity was a means of grace, a moment in which divine grace is 

imparted to the soul.  Clergy wishing to support veterans may find that participating in a ritual 

can help move veterans toward a healthier reintegration. While I disbelieve that there is one 

ritual that will suffice, I encourage clergy to find some sacred act with which they are 

 
105 Smith, Rites of Healing Along the Baptismal Journey, 49.  
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comfortable that will accomplish healing. For some, making amends might require something 

different from, or in addition to, sacraments and rituals.  

Another means of healing might be accomplished by “undoing a wrong.” I once visited 

with a veteran who had experienced much guilt, having burned Vietnamese homes during his 

military service. Forty years later, his local church was preparing for their second mission trip to 

Vietnam, where they built houses. The veteran was physically unable to go but recognized that 

his church was correcting his actions, and he felt good about that. This work completed by his 

church, the body of Christ, helped reconcile the veteran to God. Their actions helped assuage his 

guilt and enabled him to perceive himself as more acceptable to God and the faith community. 

The effort served as a means of grace, like the rituals mentioned above. Clergy and churches 

could offer similar activities through which amends might be made. Ideally, when planning and 

executing these amends-making activities, the benevolent actions should match as closely as 

possible the wrong from which the service member continues to suffer.  

Making amends within a community, especially with a community of faith, demonstrates 

to the veteran that they retain the capacity to do good.106 Clergy can assist our returning service 

members in finding someplace where they experience themselves as belonging, someplace that 

provides a sense of community. Maybe that place is at church or one of the church’s small 

groups. Maybe it is not. Clergy might also consider other organizations where veterans may feel 

included, valued, or useful. The Department of Veterans Affairs recognizes over 100 Veteran 

Service Organizations (VSOs). Some of the more prominent names include the American 

Legion, Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW), Disabled American Veterans (DAV), Vietnam 

Veterans of America (VVA), and American Veterans (AMVETS).  Clergy can also encourage 

 
106 Wortmann, Spiritual Features of War-Related Moral Injury, 257. 
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veterans to become involved in Team RWB, which connects veterans to their communities 

through physical and social activities.107  Depending upon their interest and abilities, clergy can 

encourage veterans to engage in community sports leagues as a player or a coach, participate in 

various scouting programs, or many other volunteer opportunities.  

Many of these sources of community can also function as an outlet for self-giving 

service, a way to give back.  Self-giving service provides meaning and purpose, or as Frankl 

suggested, a “why to life”. Ideally, clergy can assist veterans in experiencing that life’s purpose 

is not pleasure or happiness but usefulness.  Meaning and purpose can come from vocation or 

avocation. It is crucial that each person feels as if they are contributing meaningfully.  When 

clergy assist veterans in finding an avenue in which they can be useful, veterans will eventually 

discover that they have made a positive difference in the world or the life of another and, 

ultimately, that they have lived well. 

Sometimes, clergy have the tools necessary for the veteran’s journey. In other instances, 

the veteran may need specialized support from a dedicated repair shop. This could mean a 

referral to the Veterans Health Administration or other mental health providers. Depending on 

their needs, many veterans might benefit from “retraining” or educational support. A couple of 

programs that significantly aided in my salvaging my marriage and improving my familial 

relationships were engaging in Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) and participating in a W2SM 

workshop. While not every returning service member can engage in CPE, they can participate in 

opportunities to reflect on their lives.  

 
107 Team Red, White and Blue, https://about.teamrwb.org 
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One program available to returning service members and veterans is Warrior to Soulmate 

(W2SM).108 This excellent curriculum builds communication, conflict resolution, and emotional 

understanding skills.  Through participation in a W2SM workshop, I discovered some of my 

wife’s needs and the emotions behind some of her behavior. This enabled me to understand and 

move beyond some painful points in our relationship. It was through a W2SM exercise that I 

realized my style and behavior during disagreements were incredibly distressing for my wife and 

resulted in her silencing herself and her opinions. We learned a great deal about ourselves using 

the tools provided. W2SM is available to veterans and their partners through the VA. Any church 

can be trained in and offer PAIRS; it is worth the investment.  

The Boulder Crest Foundation has numerous programs geared toward whole health for 

veterans and their families. They have locations in Virginia and Arizona where veterans and their 

families can rest and reconnect. Boulder Crest also offers Struggle Well training which focuses 

on education, regulation of emotions, encouragement to share struggles and experiences, fosters 

the creation of a new chapter in the veteran’s life story, and promotes the importance of 

continued service. Struggle Well is offered online and in person.  Finally, Boulder Crest offers 

Warrior PATHH (Progressive & Alternative Training Helping Heroes) and SWS: PATTH (Song 

Writing with Soldiers). Each program provides training that supports post-traumatic growth for 

soldiers (and first responders). Other organizations have similar training and workshops. In some 

instances, Clergy can be trained and host healing workshops. In other cases, they can help the 

veterans and families find an appropriate workshop through the Veteran’s Health Administration 

or another supportive program, either online or in person.  

 
108 The Purpose Built Families Foundation’s W2SM program is designed especially for military 

families.  Their completely civilian version, Practical Application of Intimate Relationship Skills 

(PAIRS). www.purposebuiltfamiles.com.  
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Clergy can encourage veterans toward Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and 

can be trained in the principles of ACT themselves. ACT for Clergy and Pastoral Counselors is a 

great first resource toward that goal.  ACT provides a method to cope with negative thoughts, 

feelings, pains, or circumstances.109 ACT coaches people to include thoughts and feelings as a 

constituent part of self rather than fighting or feeling guilty for them. Using ACT, veterans can 

identify their values and align their lives accordingly.  As veterans align their lives more closely 

with their identified values, I anticipate that they will achieve a more abundant life.  

Another tool for individual and interpersonal repair is playfulness. Military professionals 

tend to take themselves seriously. The NCO Creed begins with, “No one is as professional as I” 

and ends with, “I will not forget, nor will I allow my comrades to forget that we are 

professionals….” Perhaps we take ourselves too seriously. Hamman emphasizes the need to play 

and correlates that to concepts of human flourishing, wholeness, mindfulness, shalom, call and 

vocation, and developing a coherent, engaging, creative transformational life story.110 

Hamman shared that society has grown old and too serious, “Our civilization is worn 

with age and is too sophisticated. Then, what is the right way of living? Life must be lived as 

play.”111 Hamman explains that play is a way of being human, a way of being in the world; it is 

the activity through which we make sense of the world.112 Culturally, we have largely forgotten 

how to play. Couple that with a problematic reintegration; perhaps there is little or no room for 

play. Is it any wonder that life is complicated and unenjoyable during that transition? Play helps 

the individual not take life so seriously.  

 
109 See Appendix A: ACT Hexaflex and Appendix B: the ACT Matrix.  
110 Hamman, Play Informed Chaplaincy. 
111 Ibid.  
112 Ibid.  



57 

 

Hamman listed several benefits of play appropriate for periods of reintegration. 

Paramount among these is that play deepens relationships and support networks. During liminal 

periods, support systems and personal relationships are critical. It is unsurprising then that my 

difficult reintegration began to ease when I started to play with and enjoy my family. In one of 

the earliest moments, when I first began to see hope for a future for our marriage, my wife and I 

were waltzing. Someone was thoughtful enough to include a nice dinner and a dance when we 

attended a W2SM workshop. The dance was provided by Dancing Well: The Soldier Project.113  

A second benefit is that play modulates psychological adjustment and personal 

restoration.  This is precisely why the US Army promotes Rest and Recuperation (R&R) leave 

and has Morale, Welfare, and Recreation (MWR) centers on military installations. I know 

programs exist that lead veterans on backpacking and canoe treks to help them heal. Others use 

horse therapy. It makes sense that play is restorative. In that play also fuels creativity, increases 

problem-solving / divergent thinking, promotes relaxation, and improves an individual’s 

memory, focus, and attention, it seems likely that many hardships of reintegration can be more 

easily faced. There are so many benefits to playfulness. If we find ways to help foster playfulness 

and even provide opportunities for playfulness, we can more completely bring healing and 

wholeness to the trials of reintegration. Help service members and their families play.   

An opportunity for play could be providing time for the couple to be a couple and the 

family to be a family. I once pastored a church that paid for a season pass to the local swimming 

pool. That was a way the church took care of their pastor’s family. A church could provide 

similar sentiment to their returning veterans. They could also offer childcare so parents can have 

a date if needed. I would dissuade churches, clergy, and military units from organizing formal 

 
113 Dancing Well: The Soldier Project, https://www.dancingwell.org 
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group activities, which service members call “mandatory fun.”114 In doing so, we teach them to 

dread playing. Instead, I would encourage play that interests the service member and their 

family. What do they like to do? Whether camping or visiting a museum, the activity should be 

their idea, something they enjoy doing.   

Each pastoral intervention is an opportunity for growth. Each provides a repair that 

enables the journey or a tool for the veteran to progress. If provided reflective opportunities, 

veterans can observe growth achieved because of the hardships they have experienced. As they 

tell their stories, they realize they are not alone. When they forgive themselves and others, they 

can experience themselves reconciled to God and the church. As they make amends for 

transgressions, they can feel worthy and acceptable for inclusion in places of belonging. Their 

interpersonal and intimate relationships will improve when they learn and implement 

interpersonal skills. As they find purposeful activities, their lives will develop meaning. They can 

enjoy themselves and their beloved as they learn to incorporate playfulness. Finally, when they 

accept that they are human beings, despite pain and adversity, and commit to embodying their 

ideal self, thus aligning their lives with their values, they can more fully appreciate life.   

Many tools are available for clergy to foster growth and promote spiritual well-being. 

Willing and prepared clergy can provide safe places for veterans to speak and be heard, can 

provide sound theology and sacramental support, can provide, or assist in finding a place of 

belonging, can help the veteran in finding a “repair shop,” and can encourage growth through the 

experience of suffering that leads to a meaningful and abundant life. These efforts, each of these 

growth areas, support a veteran’s successful reintegration into home, church, and community.  

 
114 Army units host organizational days and family days in which their unit members are required 

to be present and participate. Families are strongly encouraged to attend. In my experience, most 

soldiers do not prefer to go.  
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Clergy may feel unprepared for the task at hand, but we do not have to do it all by 

ourselves. We start with what we know and find the help we need in others. Paul planted, 

Apollos watered, and God gave the growth (1 Cor 3:6). God still gives the growth. Our returning 

service members will grow when clergy respond, encourage, and contribute to their 

reintegration. If our veterans can become mindful of that growth, they will become happier and 

healthier now and more resilient in the future. As they reintegrate successfully, their whole 

health is improved, and their quality of life will become abundant.  
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Appendix A: ACT Hexaflex 

 

Figure 1. The Hexaflex model of ACT for psychological flexibility and inflexibility115 

 

 

 

  

 
115 “The Hexaflex Model of ACT.” 2023. Researchgate.Net. Accessed January 26, 2023. 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/The-Hexaflex-model-of-ACT-for-psychological-flexibility-

and-inflexibility_fig1_51047086. 
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Appendix B: ACT Matrix  

 

Figure 2. The ACT matrix, a visual tool for teaching the ACT approach.116  

  

 
116 “The Act Matrix.” 2023. Researchgate.Net. Accessed January 26, 2023. 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/The-ACT-matrix-22-23-a-visual-tool-for-teaching-the-ACT-

approach-is-applied-here-to_fig2_315665192. 
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