Just War Theory, Moral Injury, and the War in Ukraine

Tobias Winright

“Peace be with you.” I often begin my lectures and presentations to Catholics about war, peace, and
ethics with this greeting. Jesus greeted his disciples saying it, “Shalom aleikem.”* Saint Paul, too, repeatedly
wrote it at the beginning of his epistles, though the apostle added the word “grace” into the customary “peace”
greeting.? These words are also said more than once during the Mass: “Peace be with you” is followed by the
response “And with your spirit.” Indeed, that word “peace” surfaces throughout the liturgy: in the petitions, the
Gloria, the Communion Rite and eucharistic prayers, the passing of the peace, the Agnus Dei, and the
benediction. If, as the Dogmatic Constitution of the Church (Lumen Gentium) claims, “The Eucharist is ‘the
source and summit of the Christian life’”® — forming, informing, and transforming who we are and how we live,
individually and communally — then, so too is the peace that we receive and share during the Mass our starting
point and our aim. Of course, the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church explicitly makes this
connection: “In particular, the Eucharistic celebration, ‘the source and summit of the Christian life,” is a
limitless wellspring for all authentic Christian commitment to peace.”* Such peace, as the Pastoral Constitution
on the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et spes) notes, “is not merely the absence of war” but, rather, is
“based on justice and love” and “must be built up ceaselessly.”5 It is what Pope Francis, in Fratelli Tutti, calls a
“true peace,” a “real and lasting peace,” and a “genuine and lasting peace.”® Hence, the pope appeals to the “the
dream of working together for justice and peace” and a “new world...where justice and peace are resplendent.”’
The Church, he says, should “give birth” to this just peace in the world.®
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Just Peace, Just War, and Jus Post Bellum

Accordingly, in recent years, Catholic theologians and ethicists have suggested a “just peace” or
“integral peace” approach to the ethics of war and peace.® Over the centuries, there were two main perspectives:
pacifism (nonviolence) and just war. While just war theory was prominent through most of the Catholic moral
tradition, nonviolence has become more prevalent in the decades since the Second Vatican Council. Indeed, in
April 2016, a group of peacemakers, led by Pax Christi International and hosted by the Pontifical Council on
Justice and Peace, issued an “Appeal to the Catholic Church to Re-Commit to the Centrality of Gospel
Nonviolence.”*° This statement implored the Church to no longer teach or use just war theory and instead to
shift to, centralize, and commit itself to nonviolence and just peace. For his part, Pope Francis, too, has
emphasized nonviolence and has expressed skepticism about just war, even though he continues to recognize
what the Catechism refers to as “legitimate defense.”** I will not devote further attention here to the ongoing
debate amongst theological ethicists about the place of just war or nonviolence in current Church teaching as it
is developing, or to the question of which side in the present war between Russia and Ukraine is just or unjust.*?
Regardless of one’s position on these questions, for all Catholics a genuine and lasting peace — a just peace —
should be our fundamental orientation, guiding direction, and overarching goal. Indeed, even from a just war
perspective, the jus ad bellum criterion of right intent entails seeking a just peace. As Louis V. lasiello, Rear
Admiral in the Chaplain Corps of the US Navy, once put it, “the ultimate goal of all just conflicts [is] the
establishment of a just and lasting peace.”™ Hence, in recent years, also, theologians, philosophers, and ethicists
have added a third category of principles and practices to just war theory; in addition to jus ad bellum (criteria
that must be satisfied to justify going to war) and jus in bello (criteria that must be satisfied for the conduct
during war to be considered just), there is now, also, jus post bellum, or post-war justice, with principles and
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practices to establish and sustain a just and lasting peace.™* And that just and lasting peace is rightly intended for
all who are involved and affected, including enemies. As Saint Augustine instructed, “Therefore, even in
waging war, cherish the spirit of a peacemaker, that, by conquering those whom you attack, you may lead them
back to the advantages of peace.”™ Augustine also held that the just warrior must possess a spirit of
mournfulness.*® Thus, the U.S. Catholic bishops note that “the possibility of taking even one human life is a
prospect we should consider in fear and trembling,”*’ and that “even the most justifiable defensive war” is to be
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regarded “only as a sad necessity.”

The Wounds of War and Moral Injury

Of course, in all wars — both just and unjust ones — there is the absence of a just peace. Combatants
wound others, and they are wounded,; they kill others, and they are killed. Civilians, too, suffer injuries and
death. As the U.S. Catholic bishops have observed, “war, by definition, involves violence, destruction,
suffering, and death.”*® To be sure, the devastation, dismemberment, displacement, and death from what Pope
Francis calls “a third world war fought piecemeal” in places such as Syria, Myanmar, and “everywhere in
Africa,” are a far cry from the true, real, and genuine peace that the pope enjoins.” The same is true for the
present war between Russia and Ukraine. During the last year and a half, approximately half a million Russian
and Ukrainian military personnel have been killed or wounded. Civilians, too, have perished, have been injured,
and have suffered. As one observer put it, “the wounds of this war will last a lifetime.”**

Not only are there physical wounds, so too there are psychological, emotional, social and spiritual
wounds from the trauma of the war. Reports are also beginning to surface concerning a phenomenon called
“moral injury” among Russian and Ukrainian military personnel, as well as among civilians.? As Iryna
Dryhush, who works at the Caritas office in the city of Ternopil laments, “One day the war will stop..., but it
will never stop in our souls. The lives that have been taken cannot be returned, the broken bodies cannot be
restored, and the broken souls are very difficult to heal.”*® This phenomenon is not new; indeed, many U.S.
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combat veterans from the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq similarly have said they experienced “a bruise on the

soul 2924

Moral Injury and Moral Injury

“Moral injury” is a term first coined by psychologist Jonathan Shay as part of his work with Vietnam
veterans.” It gained greater attention during the U.S. wars in Afghanistan and Irag, especially as four times
more veterans have died from suicide than from combat. While a recent study in Ukraine shows a strong
correlation between moral injury and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), they are not the same.”® According
to Shay, “moral injury is present when 1) there has been a betrayal of what’s right [in the combatant’s eyes] 2)
by someone who holds legitimate authority 3) in a high-stakes situation.””’ Brett Litz and colleagues have
provided a more recent and widely accepted definition of moral injury as “the lasting psychological, biological,
spiritual, behavioral, and social impact of perpetrating, failing to prevent, or bearing witness to acts that
transgress deeply held moral beliefs and expectations.”” Bringing together both of these definitions, theologian
Andrew Sloane notes that we can distinguish between “moral injury — other” and “moral injury — self.”* With
“moral injury — self,” the combatant’s own actions or inactions potentially lead to his or her experience of moral
injury. As for “moral injury — other,” another’s actions or orders result in combatants witnessing or perpetrating
actions “that deeply conflict with their internalized moral framework.”* In both types of moral injury, though,
the distress experienced, writes Sloane, “must disrupt the sufferer’s ability to function in relationships and in the
world and, indeed, their own sense of self, in order to count as an instance of moral injury.”** Drawing on the
work of Brian S. Powers, Sloane observes that “war can require extreme actions that violate the very basis of
moral identity.”* The trauma from extreme physical violence, whether inflicted upon others or experience by
the combatant, can lead to military moral injury.*® Sloane moreover observes — again drawing on Powers, who
offers an Augustinian account of the pervasiveness of sin — military culture, structures, and institutions tend to
coarsen a soldier’s moral character and agency, “their moral self, without absolving them of all responsibility
for the evils they might have committed or witnessed.”** Thus, moral injury does not occur only among
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combatants who feel like they have done or participated in something wrong, but it also occurs among soldiers
who have done things they regard as morally justified.

For instance, when U.S. Army infantryman Alex Horton saw two men running across a street towards
other American soldiers, Horton believed they were a threat; thus, he fired his weapon, shooting one of the men,
who then stumbled and fell, out of sight, behind a building. Horton was not certain whether the man was truly a
threat; nor did he know whether the man died. Later, upon reflecting on his action, Horton believed the man was
probably a civilian rather than an insurgent. In Horton’s judgment, “That’s not how good people act. But I did
it, because I had to.”*® What he did was morally justified, but he did not regard it as morally “good.” Yet, as
Richard B. Miller notes, there remains a “moral residue” that adheres to even morally right decisions.*® Of
course, had Horton knowingly and intentionally killed an innocent civilian, that would not be morally justified
and nor would it be good at all; rather, it would be murder. There is obviously a difference, although both may
result in the experience of moral injury.

This is where Sloane finds helpful a distinction made by Marc Cohen about agent regret that is
experienced when his or her actions are “not morally blameworthy and not the result of blameworthy
neglect...[but do] cause harm, even though not wrongful harm.”*” This regret, in Sloane’s view, is to be
distinguished from agent guilt that should lead to remorse. According to Sloane, therefore, moral injury “may
be the result of either harms without wrongs, and so appropriately triggering agent regret, or harms and wrongs,
and so appropriately triggering (regret and) remorse.”*® Such distinctions, however, are not always identified in
the prevalent literature on moral injury, which is mostly clinical and psychological, and focuses “on injury,
especially in psychological and social terms, rather than the moral dimension.”*® Because moral injury differs
from PTSD, it is not adequately treated by medicine. But, to date, most efforts to address moral injury have
been undertaken by psychologists and psychiatrists, as well as other medical professionals. While important,
these efforts seem insufficient, as a number of theologians and ethicists are beginning to note. Psychiatrist and
theological ethicist Warren Kinghorn writes that moral injury requires “something that modern clinical
disciplines structurally cannot provide, something like a moral theology, embodied in specific communities
with specific contextually formed practices.”*

Moral Repair, Penance, and Penitential Practices

This is where the Church can help. His Beatitude Sviatoslav Shevchuk, head and father of the Ukrainian
Greek Catholic Church, estimates that “almost 80% of Ukrainians need some help to overcome their traumas —
psychological, physical, and others,” and His Beatitude adds, “Our task as a Church is to help heal the wounds
of our nation.”*! Moral injury, | think, is a trauma or wound that the Church should be most suited to address.
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Former U.S. Marine Corps officer Philip G. Porter, now a professor of theology, agrees. He writes “that the
Church needs to recover a theology of sin and a penitential practice capable of accounting for the trauma of
war.”* He believes that combat “ought to elicit introspection and compunction, and the Church’s penitential
practices are, for Catholics, the most suitable expression of that compunction.” Similarly, Admiral and chaplain
Iasiello suggests that our listening to their expressions of “humility, regret, and perhaps contrition...may
actually ease a warrior’s transition to peacetime existence.”*® Indeed, a retrieval of penitential practices for
returning combat veterans is something that my coauthor Mark Allman and I suggested in our book on jus post
bellum thirteen years ago.

Historically, such care was provided by the Catholic Church for returning warriors. In his 1993 book,
The Moral Treatment of Returning Warriors in Early Medieval and Modern Times, Bernard J. Verkamp notes
that the “Christian community of the first millennium generally assumed that warriors returning from battle
would or should be feeling guilty and ashamed for all the wartime killing they had done.”** If warriors violated
just war rules, they should feel guilt and remorse, and even if they fought justly, they may still feel regret. Both
need reconciliation. So, rituals were put into practice to provide healing and reconciliation for these soldiers.
Depending on the bishop or the penitential, variation existed as to the penances imposed, with some stricter than
others; nevertheless, all are evidence of an effort to heal and reconcile these soldiers.

In general, the appropriate penance corresponded with “the kind of war they had been engaged in, the
number of their killings, and the intention with which they had been carried out.” In the fourth century, for
example, Saint Basil of Caesarea held that although “homicide in war is not reckoned by our Fathers as
homicide,” warriors returning from battle should still be made to “abstain from communion for three years.
Centuries later, after the Battle of Hastings in 1066, the Synod of Norman bishops imposed a set of penances on
all soldiers who fought under William the Conqueror: anyone who knowingly killed a man during the battle had
to do penance for one year for each person he killed; anyone who wounded a man and did not know whether he
died later had to do penance for forty days for each man he struck; anyone who did not know the number of
either of these had to do penance for one day each week for the rest of his life; and archers who killed and
wounded but, due to distance, did not know how many, had to do penance for three Lents.*’ For a variety of
possible reasons, which Verkamp carefully considers, by the late medieval and Renaissance periods this
practice waned amongst Catholics, though a few echoes of it lingered as far as the sixteenth century. In the
Orthodox tradition, however, penance is canonically prescribed “for any soldier who causes the death of
another, even if a particular war is understood or framed as ‘inevitable,” or even ‘justifiable’ in some qualified,
provisional way that would sanction its combatants: it is still the killing of human beings, and that is bad.”*
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Jus Post Bellum, Penance, a Just Peace, and the Church as a “Field Hospital”

| think that jus post bellum calls for the Church to reinstate penitential practices for Catholic war
veterans. Former Marine officer Porter goes even further, calling for the Church to “demand penance” and for
the “imposition of penance.” He writes, “To demand penance is not to demonize” but instead to prompt “an
examination of conscience.” He may be right, but I would recommend being more invitational to morally
wounded veterans. In addition to the sacrament of reconciliation, there are other possible penitential practices
that may be helpful, such as pilgrimage, retreats, lament, and performing the spiritual (e.g., admonishing the
sinner, counseling the doubtful, forgiving all injuries, etc.) and corporal (e.g., feeding the hungry, sheltering the
homeless, visiting the imprisoned, etc.) works of mercy.*°

The point is, as theological ethicist James M. Childs, Jr., and Vietnam War veteran and retired Navy
chaplain Wollom A. Jensen, write: “Providing safe and sacred space for returning warriors to find healing for
their wounds is an obligation of the churches and their congregations.” Childs and Jensen believe that most
soldiers “may not think in abstract terms about just war principles but they do worry about the goodness of the
ends of their wars and if these outweigh the destruction they are a part of.”>* The Church’s teaching and
thinking about just war and just peace should not be abstract. The development of jus post bellum expectations
and practices aims at establishing the right intent of a just and lasting peace for all. As part of that, penance and
penitential practices should be retrieved to help heal and reconcile combat veterans who are experiencing moral
injury. Indeed, those who have suffered immensely through war are in special need of God’s peace and justice,
of reconciliation and restoration. This task seems to me to be part of what it means for the Church, as Pope
Francis has said, “to be a field hospital for the wounded.”*?
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