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For the two little pieces of my heart running around, with prayers that I might help divide their grief, multiply their joy, and add to their holy mischief. And for my tango partner, with gratitude for being the answer to so many of my prayers and for being so much better than I am at this dance we call life together.
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A NOTE TO READERS



FOR CERTAIN WORDS, YOU WILL SEE A PARENTHETICAL REFERENCE to either a Hebrew (H[image: image]) or Greek (G[image: image]) word. The number following the “H” or the “G” is its Strong’s Concordance number, which you can use to look up on any number of online Bible study aids. My favorite is BlueLetterBible.org, but there are lots of options. All references to scripture are from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), unless otherwise noted.


When I reference prominent or historical figures by their first names, no disrespect or familiarity is intended. Young soldiers often know only their battle buddies’ last names, which appear on uniforms and equipment. By referring to Martin (of Tours or Luther King Jr.), for example, I want to break down the barriers we set up between their holiness and our own. Saints are just as human as soldiers are. By using first names, I hope my readers will feel as I did when I discovered battle buddies for the first time through their unfiltered given names rather than their military rank and family names.


On the other hand, I have omitted the names of some people that I think have behaved in a way they would (or should) regret. In those cases, I refer to their professional titles in recognition of the great responsibility they bear. After all, people can’t abuse power they don’t possess, and I believe nobody is as bad as their worst mistakes. To be truly human, however, we must own and confess our mistakes. By withholding certain names as I am able, my intent is to point to their status and power rather than to their person. My hope is this will not make repenting of harm they are responsible for any harder. In some cases, as with people who have published books or articles I cite, I cannot avoid naming them.













WHISKEY TANGO FOXTROT



(A PROLOGUE)


WHAT IS A GRUNT?


According to Major H. Gene Duncan, a grunt is “that tired, filthy, thirsty, hungry, footsore, ripped-trouser, camouflage-painted, lean, mean, son a bitch who has kept the wolf away from the door for over two hundred years.”1 Dictionaries are more concise, with Oxford defining it as a “low-ranking or unskilled soldier or other worker” and Merriam-Webster’s as simply “unglamorous.” Unlike the latter two, Duncan intended the term to be one of affection and endearment rather than derogatory.


Why do grunts need good news?


If the military suicide rate is any indication, grunts could stand to be reminded that there is reason to live, reason to smile, reason to carry on. As I write this, one soldier and seventeen veterans will take their lives each day, or one every eighty minutes.2 A lot of ink has been spilled about military suicide as a mental health emergency, but not much has changed. According to the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), in 2014 veterans made up 8.5 percent of the population but were responsible for 18 percent of all suicides.3 The relative change over time has remained steady, from a low of 19 per day in 2001 to a high of 21 in 2011. Since then it has remained “stable” at about 20 per day.4 “Stable,” dependable, unchanging. Like how I get asked if I am thinking of killing myself every single time I interact with the VA. With suicide, stability is the problem, not a solution. If we make only minor adjustments to the way we think about military suicide, we celebrate the shit out of minor improvements and take for granted that shit sucks just because.


The United States uses the NATO phonetic alphabet, which assigns a phonetically unique word to each letter of the English alphabet. Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, et cetera. Grunts love their acronyms, and Whiskey Tango Foxtrot (or Fox for short) is WTF in mil-speak. Whiskey Tango Fox is that thing in your head right before you do a double take, an unspoken Am I crazy, or…? It’s more than just a saying; it’s a gut feeling that conveys surprise and confusion as well as disgust and offense. I feel it every time I go to the VA, every time I get asked if I am having thoughts of suicide. I’d rather feel pissed off than feel numb; I’d rather feel a lot of something than nothing at all. It’s a shitty choice, but it’s one that veterans have to make every day.


We need to fundamentally change everything we know about military suicide. If anything, we’ve talked about it to death. I’ve got a dark sense of humor, a coping mechanism I acquired during my time in service. Just to see what happens, I’ve thought about answering in the affirmative when, during literally every interaction I have with the Department of Veterans Affairs, I get asked, “Are you having thoughts of suicide?” It feels like that color-changing DVD logo bouncing around on a blank television screen. You just want to see it hit the corner. Just once, I feel like I should say yes, just to see where that morbid Choose Your Own VA Adventure leads. (Mischief aside, if you’re having suicidal thoughts, please call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 800-273-8255 and ask for help.)


When it comes to mental health, my motto is Illegitimi non carborundum (“Don’t let the bastards get you down”). It’s not proper Latin, but neither is “de oppresso liber.”5 Grunts don’t have time for propriety. Often they don’t have time for emotions either.


SMAD, THE NEW HANGRY


I have cried in public exactly two times. The first was on March 16, 2007, at the National Cathedral in Washington, DC. Celeste Zappala, a cofounder of Gold Star Families for Peace, was speaking about losing her son, Guardsman Sherwood Baker, in April 2004. I had been invited to read a short reflection written by Sergeant Joshua Casteel, a Christian soldier I would later meet and befriend over our interest in theology and Scripture. I learned of Joshua’s death, from cancer exacerbated by burn pit exposure, while on tour for my first book. The moment I lost it, when my eyes became firehoses and my face contorted beyond my control, was the moment Celeste said, “A young vet wraps a garden hose around his neck and leaps away from the nightmares that beset him.”6 She was referring to Marine Reservist Jeffrey Lucey, whose suicide was narrated in the first piece of investigative journalism that broke the military suicide story.7


The second time I cried in public was on June 15, 2016, in the Wilson Recreation Center at Duke University in front of a world-renowned theologian (along with everyone there just trying to get a workout in at the gym). I’ll get to it in a moment, but first I need to explain a little about how I got there. My three years as a student veteran there had sucked, but I chalked it up to being older and more experienced than most students. What I once shrugged off as isolated incidents eventually proved to be systemic. My concerns weren’t even the tip of the iceberg; I discovered that a string of vets had voiced their concerns and were ignored or got in trouble. One Duke student veteran, Alex Ney, had even served in the same battalion as me at Fort Bragg after 9/11. But two years before I got to Duke, in April 2008, Alex took his own life in the middle of a PhD program, leaving behind a spouse and two-year-old child.8 Learning of Alex’s death didn’t make me cry; it made me angry.


Men, especially those of us in or from the military, are not taught the difference between sadness and anger, so we often conflate the two. We won’t readily admit we’re sad, because it’s a sign of weakness. Being mad doesn’t have the same stigma, but it can also be unwelcome. Just like “hangry” is a mix of hunger and anger, “smad” is when we’re somewhere between sad and mad. It’s the abbreviated version of “I’m not crying; you’re crying.”


Dr. Ryan Martin, a research psychologist at the University of Wisconsin-Green Bay, says that “anger is a natural reaction to unfairness.”9 When kids angrily bark out that something isn’t fair, they are disappointed in not getting something they want. That disappointment is expressed as anger, but it might be sadness in disguise. Parents often tell their kids that “life’s not fair,” code for “Shut the fuck up and drive on.” As I’ll go over in the first chapter, God creates a world that is good, a universe that “bends toward justice,” as Martin Luther King Jr. observed.10 It would be more accurate to say that people are unfair, and life is whatever you make it. Some things are not fair, and some of the things we want are good, like justice. Sometimes the statement “It’s not fair” issues not from a place of entitlement but from a place of oppression.


We might feel both sadness and anger in response to injustice, and when we do it can be hard to tell the two emotions apart. When one of my kids is in danger, I react hastily with what looks like anger. They see anger and think they have done something wrong, so I need to explain to them that I reacted out of fear: fear of the grief I would feel if they were seriously hurt or killed. They know that anger is related to justice, but we need to be able to tell the difference between entitled anger (I did not get the thing I want) and righteous anger (the thing I want is justice).


Before #MeToo propelled assault, harassment, and discrimination to national headlines, I had been trained to listen for and report behavior that might violate civil rights. As one of two codirectors of the Divinity School Women’s Center at Duke University in 2013, I had a responsibility to be familiar with the institutional channels available for assault survivors to report crimes that deprived them of their civil rights. Using my privilege to advocate for others was second nature to me after my time in combat. In January 2005, I watched as an Iraqi soldier took a grenade to the chest while protecting a voting center in downtown Mosul. After the platoon medic and I patched him up as best we could, battalion medics arrived to take him to a US facility for treatment. As they lifted the stretcher to load him into the aid truck, he raised his thumb in the air. To this day, I still have no idea if he did it to signal that he was okay and to thank us for our help, or if he raised his right thumb because it was the one stained in ink, signifying he had already exercised the right that terrorists were trying to take away from him and others.


I’m not crying; you’re crying!


I am ready to die for civil rights like voting, equal opportunity, and freedoms of expression and worship. But the same culture that taught me not to cry also taught me that I could take anything the world threw at me, that I could shut the fuck up and drive on. That’s the double-edged sword of resilience—either too much or too little can kill you. I knew what bias, harassment, and discrimination looked like when it was being done to other people. It took years to name it when it was happening to me. God forbid I should have to protect myself, to stand up and do something when the dude in distress was me.


As a student veteran in seminary, I had dismissed bad experiences as misfortune, as though I and other veterans had a bad experience just by chance. It was common for student veterans to hear from classmates, a decade younger than them, that military service was evil or to get side-eyed when they mentioned their service.11 It was only slightly less common to get the same treatment from professors.12 It was not just a Christianity issue, it was an institution-wide problem.


For the last day of classes (LDOC) in April 2012, undergrads paraded around campus in T-shirts adorned with cartoon bombs that read “The End Is Near.” The formal withdrawal of troops from Iraq had occurred just six months prior on December 18, 2011. My phone buzzed in my pocket all day from other vets expressing their smadness at the privilege of kids these days. Sometimes, however, the implicit bias was light on the implicit and heavy on the bias. Like when I got an official government email asking my help in getting qualified, high-speed enlisted Marines to apply to Duke through the Marine Leadership Scholar Program. The email dropped the names of three general-grade Marine officers and Duke alumni who supported the program and wanted to see it succeed, but for years the undergraduate dean of admissions never returned calls or replied to (usmc.mil) emails.13 One month after my bringing this to the administration’s attention, that same dean was reappointed to a second five-year term.14 There is a lot more, but the worst was before even all that.


While I was still a student, I caught wind of a Duke student veteran who had died before I arrived. I approached the university president as he walked to his Jaguar one day on my way to the bus, asking if he could help me find support to improve resources for veterans, both students and staff. He absentmindedly gave me a name, the vice president for student affairs, after muttering, “So sad, that veteran a few years ago…” It took years to figure out whiskey tango fox he was talking about, and I think finding out was what broke me.


THIS IS DUKE


Alexander Ney was an artilleryman, like me, but an officer. From what I could find out through public records and a few emails from people he knew, we were also both paratroopers at Fort Bragg for a few overlapping months. We weren’t in the same battery, the artillery equivalent to an infantry company, but we almost certainly crossed paths. I reenlisted to go to Schofield Barracks in December 2002, and he deployed to Kuwait for the invasion of Iraq in January 2003.


The guys I kept in touch with after I left didn’t have many good things to say about the first year of combat operations in Iraq. They came home in early 2004, as my deployment began, and Alex was discharged as a captain in time to start a PhD program in molecular cancer biology at Duke by the fall semester of 2005. Late in the evening of Wednesday, April 16, 2008, during his third year of studies, he was found dead at his home in East Durham. Arlington National Cemetery is his final resting place, not far from his hometown of Washington, DC.


I’m not crying. Are you?


“This is Duke” used to be a central branding message for the university, emblazoned on everything from webpages to T-shirts. It’s hard to find nowadays, maybe because it is ripe for appropriation by naysayers (and truth-speakers).15 “This is Duke” is about perspective; whose Duke? My experience of Duke as a student veteran was filled with bias, harassment, and discrimination. It wasn’t called that, not even by me, at least not until I reached my breaking point. Duke may have been a great experience for some, but for a lot of veterans it was anything but. We’re just accustomed to keeping quiet and being kept quiet.


When a student died unexpectedly at Duke, on campus or off, undergrad or graduate, the senior vice president of student affairs would distribute campus-wide statements. In two weekday examples in 2007 and 2010, statements went out the same day. In a particularly tragic weekend in September 2014, two deaths occurred with a statement the following Monday. In Alex’s case, the only statement I could find was published four days after his death, on April 20, giving students less than twenty-four hours’ notice before a memorial service at Duke University Chapel and offering no resources for grieving students, veteran or otherwise, in need of counseling or psychiatric services.16 Among the incidents I found, he was the only veteran. Military communities can take it, though, right? Shut the fuck up and drive on.


The way veterans are treated is not fair. It’s not that we want something we should not expect; it’s that we deserve human dignity and we are denied it. Don’t mistake injustice for entitlement, especially with military families who give so much and ask so little.


I’m not crying anymore. What good does it do?


The week before I found myself at the Wilson Recreation Center, I had filed a complaint with Duke’s Office for Institutional Equity (OIE). I had swallowed my pride and asked for help, something that felt foreign to me as a combat-hardened grunt. After the registrar had assigned me the only evening section with half the number of students as other teaching assistants, I felt like I was not trusted with students despite my two years of teaching experience at Methodist University. I might have shrugged it off, but I had a child on the way and I was not going to miss the bedtime routine as a new father. So I scheduled a meeting with the dean of the Divinity School as the OIE-designated equal employment opportunity (EEO) representative.


We met on February 29, 2016, one hour after OIE hosted an optional implicit bias workshop for Divinity staff and faculty. The dean seemed surprised there were evening sections at all, and agreed it was odd to not distribute the number of students equally among teaching assistants. Discussion also fell to veterans in academia, and I pointed out there were no veterans on faculty at the Divinity School despite it being a favored seminary for military chaplains. The dean suggested I speak with the only member of the Divinity School staff she knew had served. Not faculty, but rather a fund-raiser, the dean of external relations (DER).


Behind closed doors, he asked me to share with him what my experiences were, because his were so different. I told him about Alex and gave him a laundry list of grievances I’d compiled from several student veterans, most of whom asked to remain anonymous. He seemed surprised at the details I provided him, and to this day, I believe his suggestion that he only ever encountered puppies and sunshine. Hell, his whole raison d’être was to keep the money coming by making funders happy. Emotional malnourishment was written into the job description. So of course he filtered the exchange through his toxic positivity cheese grater. He acknowledged that the Divinity School was “not as positive as it should be” and later told a compliance officer of the Department of Labor that I was “unhappy with veteran treatment.”17 Smad, unhappy, what’s the difference?


A couple of weeks later I got an email from the DER with the subject line “Veterans Issues,” telling me he had convened a meeting “to discuss how we can improve the environment for veteran and active duty students.”18 When I asked if any students or employed veterans were at the meeting, he claimed he “met with” two people, who denied his account of events. But the kicker was that he “shared the affirmative action plan for veterans with our HR office.” The closest thing to a Divinity School “HR office,” to my knowledge, was the registrar who hired me.


Reporting workplace impropriety is hard because retaliation is always a possibility. I’ll never know why I got fewer students than my peers or why I was chosen to lead an evening precept, but I would later learn the registrar was unaware I had teaching experience, meaning she never read my résumé. The DER’s email suggested she had now been put on alert that someone was talking about affirmative action. That someone was probably a veteran… and an employee… Sure enough, contracts for the fall semester went out a month later and I wasn’t offered one.


Between the DER, the registrar, and the bias I had documented, I finally sucked it up and filed a complaint. I was done playing by whatever rules I was expected to, fed up with the failures of either self-interested people or brand-loyal administrators to do the right thing. It started with Alex Ney, a battle buddy I had never met but whom I could have fought beside. He had fallen, and I couldn’t leave his memory behind. I still can’t. Back to my sob story.


The first time I met with OIE was the day after sending an email to a professor with a penchant for dehumanizing Christian soldiers. My first academic adviser at Duke was a prolific academic whose scholarship focused on virtue ethics until 9/11, when it veered in the direction of theological punch lines and punditry. I began working toward my first theology degree interested in thinking about character and military service. There’s probably an alternate-reality version of me who got to pursue that path, but when I got to Duke what I wanted to do was overshadowed by what I felt I needed to do, which was to combat bad theology based on antimilitary bias in the church. When I noticed the adviser’s habit of conflating political decisions with the cannon fodder of those who carried them out, I pointed out that his cavalier commentary “does not reflect the high standard expected of serious scholars and it demeans the morally complex perspective of Christians struggling with what it means to serve.”19


The meeting at Wilson was a follow-up to this exchange. My memory is foggy, but I do recall that he was already there when I arrived, at a table by a smoothie vendor. I remember my chest was shivering, like the time I sat in the National Cathedral as my eyes leaked and my face convulsed. I’ve since recognized it as a symptom of combat stress; it happens when I am vulnerable, when I enter difficult spiritual territory. He let me start, so I explained how his comments were increasingly harmful and ignorant. The first words out of his mouth in reply were “Who are you to judge me?” I listened for a while, not because anything he said was worth hearing, but because I was frozen in place, tears slowly tumbling down my face.


I never would have met with OIE had I not reached my breaking point. The thing with my old adviser was one of a thousand paper cuts that were slowly killing me and my battle buddies.



FIRE, LITE


If you had asked me what emotion I was feeling that day in the rec center, I wouldn’t have said I was crying because I was sad; I would have said it was because I was tired. Or, as Fannie Lou Hamer put it, “sick and tired of being sick and tired.”20 The truth is that I was mad, but I couldn’t show it. Anger is a natural response to injustice, even if you are the one responsible for it. When that’s the case, anger is easy to weaponize: “I haven’t done anything wrong; he’s just an angry veteran.” But sadness can also put veterans in a box they don’t deserve to be in, and it’s a well-worn box. For some, it can become a coffin.


Not long after I got out of the military, I was attending an antiwar demonstration where a young man, a newly minted veteran, was surrounded by cameras as he bawled his eyes out. I had no idea what he was talking about, but I can guess it had something to do with unresolved combat stress. People love a sob story, especially when it comes from “the troops” everybody claims to support. The problem with soldier sob stories is that they feed a civilian savior complex, the hope we have of being able to save/help/fix/repair veterans. The widely held assumption that military families need saving affirms the widely held belief that grunts are broken, war-weary, damaged goods. It might show vulnerability for a veteran to cry, but it might also be a mask for other emotions he or she isn’t allowed to express. Like anger.


That complaint I filed snowballed fast, and I got a lot of heat from administrators, faculty, even friends and fellow vets. Somewhere in there, someone told me I was “all heat, no light.” What they meant was that I was making people angry, getting all “fire and brimstone,” but not giving anyone any hope. Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann wrote that the prophetic task must balance criticism with hope, and from outside appearances I was all criticism and no hope. I think the inverse was true, that Christians expect all light and no heat. Why else do you think services for Easter are so much more well attended than those for Good Friday? We want rainbows and puppies, but we don’t want the rain or to have to pick up dog poop. In prophetic literature there’s a recurring theme of a refining fire that tests us “as gold is tested” (Zech. 13:9) and that “will smelt away [our] dross” (Isa. 1:25). What good is the light without heat?


It’s easy to look at someone crying out on account of injustice, saying something isn’t fair, and accuse them of being an entitled little shit. But what if, and hear me out on this, something is actually unfair? What if military suicide is not so much about the internal mental health of soldiers and veterans as the human dignity they are denied by civilian society? What if the responsibility to change or improve isn’t on military families, what if soldiers and veterans aren’t the ones who are entitled? I understand if sometimes we can’t take the heat, if we need “fire, lite” instead of fire and light. I know it can be hard to see anger (I have kids, remember?). At some point we need to put an end to childish fragility and face the things we have done and failed to do.


WHO AM I (TO JUDGE)?


One of the things I think Christianity has failed to do for a long time is to treat grunts fairly, in Scripture and in tradition. I identify myself as an author because writers are artisans. It takes discipline and practice to “write.” Authors, on the other hand, are made by chance, and my writing is a product of circumstance rather than design. I wrote my first book, Reborn on the Fourth of July, because I saw a crack that battle buddies were falling through. I wrote an autobiography because I couldn’t find books that treated military service and Christian faith with intellectual and scriptural integrity. Autobiographies are easy; your story belongs to you, and nobody can tell you otherwise. My second book, For God and Country (in That Order), was written shortly thereafter and profiles nearly fifty Christian soldiers who defied the false dichotomy between pacifist and patriot, Democrat and Republican, or Progressive and Conservative. I never wanted to write; I wanted to teach. But blowing the whistle on a powerful institution like Duke made that difficult.


The more people tried to fit me in their box, the more I stubbornly refused to suck it up and drive on with my humanity in tatters. Close friends questioned my well-being, asking, “How much longer will you fight this? When is enough enough?” When I went over to see the founding pastor of a house church my family had attended, a man who also worked in the Duke administration, he said he felt threatened because I came to his house with a six-pack of beer. His wife, a mental health professional, came to the door to say, “You’re crazy… everything you touch turns bad.” I won’t lie, that one hit a nerve. So, I walked out of the gentrified part of the neighborhood to the Section 8 area, where my battle buddy for life, Jeremy Stainthorp-Berggren, lived. Before I got the whole story out, he started laughing. Maybe I would have cried, I don’t know, but vets are fucking crazy like that. We laugh at weird shit. When we caught our breath he said, about my being crazy, “Well, she’s not wrong.” He was right. She wasn’t.


God Is a Grunt was born in the fire-and-brimstone shower I got caught in leaving Duke. Eventually, I became a father and had a lot of time to read as I lay next to the crib waiting to low crawl away so the babies wouldn’t freak out. As a stay-at-home dad I read voraciously. Combat taught me that nothing is a waste if you learn from it. I revisited my second master’s thesis, “Theology in the Crosshairs: Toward a Martial Hermeneutic,” in which I tried to map out my Christian faith with the human dignity of soldiers and veterans in mind. When I turned it in, one grader remarked that it was “too broad” and “too informal.” That’s precisely what happens when we overlook so much material for so long; the longer you hold your pee, the more you’ll go and the messier it will be when you finally hit the head.


There is a gaping hole in theology and culture that my battle buddies are falling through. Eighteen lives a day is eighteen too many. This book is about ripping open packs of gauze and shoving them into the sucking chest wound that is military suicide. I don’t try to hide the anger and sadness that birthed this book because time is a luxury my battle buddies don’t have. Dr. Ryan Martin, the anger management psychologist, closes by saying, “We should be mad when we’re truly treated unfairly… Were you treated unfairly? Then get mad and let’s do something about it.”


I’ll drink to that.
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INTRO:



MILITARY 101


I SUPPORT THE TROOPS” MAY BE POPULAR, BUT IT ISN’T HELPFUL. Before we get into the good news for grunts, we need to go over some basic terminology.1


“MILITARY”


In the widest sense, the military includes everyone currently or formerly obliged to public service as well as their families. Historically, military forces have protected the social order from internal threats like crime (police) and natural disasters (fire, medical), not from just external threats. It would be more historically coherent to think of the “military” as any service that maintains and protects a country, not just armies and navies. Besides, every able-bodied adult male could be called upon to serve in most societies, so there was not always the distinction between civilian and soldier that we have today. In the interest of brevity, however, I will use the term “military” to refer to servicemembers, veterans, and their dependents in this book. Not as inclusive as I think is prudent, but more inclusive than most Americans probably imagine.


Within even that more restrictive sense, of a military being armies and navies, there are still important distinctions that are needlessly flattened together. Since 1903, when state militias were federalized and removed from the exclusive command of state governors, thirteen armed service branches have been created, comprising the Total Force. There are the five main branches (by age: Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Coast Guard, and Air Force); their five reserve components; Space Force; and two National Guard branches (Army and Air). Although the word “active” gets thrown around a lot, Reservists and Guardsmen are “active” servicemembers, though they do not report for duty with the same frequency as the rest do. These distinctions are influential for those who serve, and there is a kind of hierarchy, both social and moral, that should not be overlooked.


“SOLDIER”


The different branches have their own unique cultures, even if they all are bound together by one mission: to defend the Constitution from foreign and domestic threats. As members of an armed force, they all are soldiers in the generic sense, and this is the definition I will use most frequently through this book. Military communities will recognize the need to point this out because all members of the Army, Army Reserves, and Army National Guard are referred to as Soldiers, a proper noun.2 This can lead to some interesting paradoxes, like the fact that every servicemember is a soldier, but not every servicemember is a Soldier. You can count on me almost exclusively using the generic sense of the word “soldier” in this book.


The camaraderie between the many branches includes a kind of sibling rivalry in which each branch has their caricatured reputation: Airmen are intelligent but pampered; Sailors are squared away but slutty; Marines are loyal but stupid; Soldiers are down to earth but ineffective. But just like anything fun, there is a danger in overhyping the differences between branches, as though these caricatures are binding. Or as though the branches and their members are not all coequal.


Branch distinction fades after discharge, and veterans are often clumped together into one. Just like there is a distinction between soldier and Soldier, there is also a distinction between veteran and Veteran. The former is any prior member of an armed service branch, but the latter is a legal status withheld from former soldiers issued a dishonorable discharge. According to federal law, a Veteran is a soldier “who was discharged or released… under conditions other than dishonorable.”3 In other words, some veterans are denied the rights and benefits guaranteed by military service.


Hierarchy is a formal legal element of military service as well as an informal and social part of service (Soldiers and Marines are looked up to more than Airmen and Sailors, for example). Climbing the social ladder is not just about rank or time in service; it is about combat deployment and exposure to enemy fire. Tactical air control party (TAC-P) specialists, Airmen who deploy with frontline units to assist in arranging Air Force assets, socially outrank a Marine supply clerk. A cook with a Combat Action Badge is going to turn more heads than a field grade officer in Financial Affairs. The closer a soldier is to “the shit,” the more credibility they possess. And nobody is closer to combat more regularly than grunts.



“GRUNT”


When I was in the Army, the definition of a grunt had a specific scope: any lower enlisted infantry soldier, military occupational specialty (MOS) 11B or 11C. It could not be used to describe every person with an eleven series MOS, because anyone with rank, like noncommissioned officers, lost the designation. Infantry commanders, MOS 11A, were similarly disqualified. As a forward observer for the artillery, MOS 13F, I was technically not a grunt even though I lived, ate, slept, shit, shaved, showered, and got shot at as part of my infantry platoon.


Forward observers, “FOs” for short, were the runts of infantry platoons, the tolerated nonmembers of an otherwise close-knit family. The main difference between an FO and a grunt was that the FOs carried more equipment and had higher test scores. Depending who you ask, I either was a grunt because I was a low-ranking infantry platoon member, or I was not a grunt because I was not an 11B or 11C.


A grunt is paradoxical, representing a mythological status that everyone wants to claim but nobody wants to inhabit. Although grunts are at the bottom of the formal hierarchy, they are at the top of the social hierarchy. Grunts are at the bottom of the heap, the lowest rung of the ladder. Grunts are also closest to the front lines in conventional warfare, and thus they are the ones who do most of the killing and the dying in battle. There’s a perverted kind of social reward system for the guys catching all the shit as it rolls downhill: “You ain’t shit unless you’ve taken shit.” Grunts love to be at the bottom so they can look up their noses at POGs, any persons other than grunts.


Don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered when civilians think I’m no different than an 11B. But most civilians don’t know shit about soldiers. A couple of generations of cultural polarization have forced military personnel into an impossible choice: either love your armed service or hate it. The church exacerbates the military-civil divide by moralizing civilian bias, either villainizing or venerating soldiers en masse, assigning both guilt and glory by association.


The problem with this thinking is that it is not true. Few soldiers ever kill, and most military service is morally neutral. According to a 2010 study, the United States employed fewer combat specialties than the global average for developed nations.4 Nonetheless, many Americans think the military is little more than a hammer looking for nails to pound. The image persists because soldiers have become instruments in the minds of most Americans.5 Soldiers are humans, not hammers, and we should be treated that way. So long as soldiers are viewed in binary terms, as either heroes or monsters, we will never be seen as fully human. When people are deprived of their humanity, that’s when things go bad and when bad becomes routine. Military suicide is no longer headline news because it has become so commonplace, a painfully poignant affirmation of Hannah Arendt’s notion of the banality of evil.


A central feature of grunts is their quiet obedience; the very name evokes a guttural affirmation to barked orders. Grunting may as well be synonymous with silence, and therein lies the problem. Speaking up goes against everything enlisted soldiers are taught in basic training, which is all about conforming to survive. When grunts are expected to shut the fuck up and drive on, we will dutifully close our mouths and open our wrists. This is that time Martin Luther King Jr. spoke of in his controversial speech against the war in Vietnam: “when silence is betrayal.”


Pastors and theologians treat soldiers and veterans as though the verdict is already in, as though their knowledge of military service is sufficient. The time has come to sound off, to grunt. It’s good news that Jesus didn’t come to give orders, but to empty himself, taking the form of a grunt, obedient to the point of death. If this is the model of Christian leadership, then it is especially good news for military families, which have been at the center of the Christian faith for thousands of years. If that’s news to anyone, I hope this book helps set the record straight.
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1.



WHAT HAVE WE DONE?


CAIN AND MORAL GUILT


I DID NOT REALIZE IT AT THE TIME, BUT WHEN I CAME HOME FROM a yearlong combat deployment to Iraq in 2005, I needed to process what I had experienced. In the flurry of emotions that came in the wake of war, I opted instead to busy myself with my old habits and ignore the many feelings I had about my time on the battlefield. I needed to sort the good from the bad in what I had done, which, as a forward observer for the artillery, involved a lot of death and destruction. I had been trained on the mechanics of killing, how to do it, but nobody had ever prompted me to consider its morality and effects, why and when such violence might be justified. The Question of Killing should be about why and when, not only about how. Unfortunately, it was treated as one-dimensional, a simple formula for mission success: kill more of theirs than they kill of ours.


Reality is always much more complicated. Formulaic ways of thinking are pervasive, and soldiers and veterans have plenty of stories involving friends, family, and strangers so eager to hear whether they have killed anyone that it is the first question asked. Morbid curiosity has boiled down the Question of Killing to a “Have you done it?,” placing the moral weight squarely upon the shoulders of soldiers. After civilians hear a yes or no answer, they move on, the “All Soldiers Kill” assumption confirmed. Besides making an ASS of U and ME (get it?), these assumptions rely on and perpetuate stereotypes and dehumanize our men and women in uniform.


TYPES AND TROPES


The word “stereotype” comes from the world of printing. It used to be that individual letters on small metal cubes had to be placed one by one in rows on a wooden shelflike contraption called a “chase,” which would be slathered in ink and pressed to the paper to create one side of a page. Hundreds of chases were used to create copies of books, and then they were deconstructed when printing was done. If publishers underestimated a book’s demand, then each chase would have to be typeset all over again.


Stereotyping allowed publishers to avoid the headache of reconstructing chases for popular books by making a more permanent way to ink pages in mass quantities. Instead of chases being made up of metal cubes representing individual letters, the whole page was cast as a single piece of metal. This convenience came at a cost, however, because no changes could be made after the stereotype was cast. For this reason, “stereotype” came to mean something that was repeated over and over again, from stereos (G4731), a Greek word meaning “fixed or unchanging.”


A stereotype is cultural shorthand, a way of referring to something quickly without much detail. Stereotypes can be either good or bad, depending on how they’re used, such as the stereotype that associates the ethnicity of a man with the size of his penis. If you’re Black, this stereotype might benefit you; if you’re Asian, maybe not so much. True or false, good or bad, stereotypes are a way to abbreviate our beliefs about ourselves and others in order to make sense of our lives. But they aren’t the only way this happens.


Another Greek word, typos (G5179), means “example, impression, or mold.” Archetypes are the originally intended version of a thing, what someone had in mind when the thing was first dreamed up. They outline our expectations; they rarely exist outside our own minds. In philosophy, they are not just how a thing was thought up, but also the perfect form to which a thing aspires to be. In this sense, Jesus is the archetype for humanity—a perfectly conceived human and the type of person Christians, at least, aspire to be. An archetype is about what a thing should be, based on its created purpose. Purpose and origin are important.


A prototype, on the other hand, is the first real-world attempt at a thing. Creation, to borrow a tech metaphor, is God’s operating system, the underlying structure within which individual applications function. God spends six days creating at the beginning of Genesis, with each day concluding with the observation that what was made was tov (good, H2896): light (v. 4); earth and seas (v. 10); vegetation (v. 12); the sun, moon, and stars (v. 18); air and sea creatures (v. 21); and finally, creatures of the land (v. 25). Last but not least comes creation’s flagship app, programmed with God’s own tselem (H6754), or reflection. The Bible refers to God’s prototype for humanity as adam (H120), a shortened version of adamah (H127), a feminine noun meaning “dirt or mud.” We might call this person Clay, because that’s what they are made of. Clay, adam, is Humanity 1.0 and the youngest of “the generations of the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 2:4). It is only after creating the first human that the whole ecosystem, operating system and apps alike, is called me’od tov, “very good” (Gen. 1:31).


If you remember one thing from this entire book, let it be this: You are good. You are good, full stop. Soldier or civilian, saint or sinner, grunt or POG, believer or atheist:




You


   Are


      Good





Let that sink in. Everything is created good. This is what is meant when theologians talk about human dignity, that God’s likeness is fundamental to humanity, it cannot be degraded, only obscured. In the language of the Declaration of Independence, human dignity is “inalienable”; it is irrevocable and untouchable. If anyone tries to convince you that you are not good, tell them they’re full of shit. If they are Christians, tell them to read their Bible.


The thing that violates creation’s good design isn’t evil, it’s isolation. In Genesis 2:18, God says, “It is not tov that adam should be bad (H905).” The Hebrew word bad comes from badad (H909), which Isaiah 14:31 uses to evoke the imagery of a military deserter. It is not that evil is okay, but Genesis is careful to contrast goodness with alienation. Two things are written into the source code of creation: goodness and togetherness. According to Genesis, everyone needs a battle buddy, and that’s where the second human comes in. Eve is Humanity 2.0, a little bit better but still not ideal. A prototype is always improving. Imperfect, but good.


Types of all kinds provide simplistic, two-dimensional ways of deriving meaning and sense from a sea of information and experiences. Would civilians spend money to watch the latest war films if Hollywood balanced out fight scenes by showing how much soldiers play video games and rub one out on deployment? Okay, maybe some would. But my point is that reality doesn’t sell, it’s too complicated. The value of types is in their brevity and lack of nuance; they rely on collective assumptions to move the story quickly and dramatically.


Stereotypes in media are called tropes, from the Greek tropos, meaning “a turn or pivot.” Tropes shift our attention away from reality to embellishment, from complexity to simplicity. Storytellers use tropes as placeholders so the more important elements of a story can shine forth. Character tropes are figures in a story whose main purpose is to support the main character or message. The “redshirts” of Star Trek are a great example, whose narrative function is direct attention to Kirk and Spock. Like cannon fodder and bullet magnets, they act as little more than props; necessary, sure, but disposable. There is no dignity in being a prop. They usually don’t even get a name; rather, they get monikers like grunts, GIs, or “the troops.”


TROPES OR TROOPS


Stereotypes say more about the people who hold them than they do about the people they depict. When the Second World War came to an end, soldiers were welcomed home as the Victor. Never mind that the first war was supposedly the one “to end all wars”; who doesn’t like a reason to celebrate? That changed a generation later when Vietnam veterans were attacked as the Villain. Never mind that the vast majority were drafted against their will, fuck those baby-killers! A little collective guilt over time, some overcorrection, and now we pity them as the Victim. Never mind that our wars never end. Cheap gas forever!


In reality, military service is always more complicated than we want to believe, no matter how many times we try to tell formulaic stories. Believe it or not, there are WWII veterans who hated Saving Private Ryan and there are Vietnam veterans who didn’t kill a single baby. There are even Iraq and Afghanistan veterans who don’t like being thanked for their service. I know; crazy, right? As a wise veteran once told me, “If you’ve met one vet, you’ve met one vet.”1


Sometimes that doesn’t matter, and shitty stories gain popularity because they make audiences feel better about themselves. Because soldiers and veterans are a demographic minority, the human dignity of military communities will never, on its own, outweigh civilian interests and desires. That is why the crisis of military suicide is framed through the lens of civilians coming to the rescue of soldiers and veterans.


Toward the end of my studies, I was contacted by Christianity Today asking for my permission to be photographed in connection with an article on an academic adviser of mine. The design director wrote, “One of the goals of photographing you is to show the toll of war and moral injury.” She suggested I wear my old uniform and explained that editorial wanted my “face to speak to the pain of PTSD… to potentially allude to the darkness of the disorder.” I had reservations about the preconceived notions she had but I supported the work my adviser was doing, especially because I’d had a hand in shaping it. An early draft of the article made clear that I and other veterans had shifted his thinking substantially, that it was us who had helped him.


After the photo shoot, I got radio silence. Then I saw the editorial director’s Instagram feed featuring an image of a Christianity Today magazine with my face on it.2 Scrawled across the cover in big, broken capital letters was the issue’s title: “WAR TORN: How a Psychiatrist—and the Church—Are Deploying Hope to Soul Scarred Veterans.” The feature article was not a carefully presented story about veterans helping other Christians; it was validation for civilians who patted themselves on the back for helping damaged-goods veterans.


A handful of other student veterans had been named and appeared in photographs as well. One said in an email, “I refuse to be categorized as the world wishes to see me (us)… I just want to walk away from all this.” I couldn’t walk away as easily; my face was on hundreds of thousands of print covers that went out to millions of Christians across the nation.


Another enlisted veteran from the story wrote a Letter to the Editor criticizing the editorial choices made by Christianity Today, but it couldn’t be published in print until three months later.3 In it, he described working as a combat journalist after being discharged from the Navy. Soldiers he was embedded with turned their backs on him because they didn’t trust journalists, even those who had served. “They had made the mistake before,” he wrote, “of trusting journalists to tell their story, only to be villainized.” Recognizing war tropes, he went on to observe “CT’s headline and cover treatment casts veterans as helpless victims.”


Society rationalizes prejudice through totalizing stereotypes. We try to categorize things we do not understand, and our categories are not always accurate. There are things done in combat that are wrong, but that does not make anyone a Villain. Even those evils that we truly believe are necessary should not define us, as though we are only as good as our worst mistake. Likewise, there are things done in combat that are right and good, but to paint in such broad strokes that all soldiers become heroic Victors is equally misguided. As for being a Victim, I never saw myself as “war-torn” until a handful of civilian strangers told the Church that I was, and that psychiatry was there to save me. Who needs Jesus when you have a prescription pad?


We won’t get rid of stereotypes, but we can reduce the harm they cause by challenging inaccuracies. One way to do that is through what philosopher Hilde Lindemann Nelson of Michigan State University calls counterstories, narratives of the military and by the military that normalize soldiers and veterans.4 The church has plenty of these stories, and I continue to highlight as many as I can.5 Another way is to expose the harmful stories for what they are, have a little laugh at their expense, and show them you are not going to take this shit lying down.


Things with Christianity Today got worked out in the short term; they gave me the remaining print copies with my face on them, and editors altered the online version based on our feedback. They even paid a few of us to edit and write an original web series called Ponder Christian Soldiers.6 I was disappointed, but glad we got the opportunity to say our piece. That was until I found out that the original print cover was being used on a paywall to solicit subscriptions.


When I asked them to either remove or change the image, they resisted. They even got their lawyers involved. So, I decided to have a little fun with other tropes that Christians of the past have used to minimize and demean groups they sought to save. It was once common to applaud doctors for diagnosing tempestuous women with “Hysteria,” missionaries for civilizing “Savage” Native Americans, and social workers for stopping “Profile Queens.” I worked up three fictional covers and linked them together on Twitter with the hashtag #ChristianityYesterday, since the organization had forgotten the lessons learned about reducing human beings to caricatures.7


The All Soldiers Kill (ASK) stereotype deprives the Question of Killing of any meaningful depth. Until we can get away from the stereotype, the Question of Killing will never amount to much more than “Did you kill anyone?” Stereotypes persist because they feel true to enough people; ASK feels true, and killing is bad, so all soldiers must be (or feel) bad because they kill. But the reality is that not All Soldiers Kill, so civilians shouldn’t.


(NOT) ALL SOLDIERS KILL… SO DON’T ASK


Imagine someone not drinking from the ASK tap, someone who knows there are a bunch of other things that soldiers do, things that modern war calls for, other than kill. What might be the first thing they say to a returning servicemember? Welcome home! How was your deployment? How much money did you put away? In a world where not all soldiers kill, why would a person ask a returning soldier if they did? Civilians can stop the ASK stereotype by not asking soldiers if they have killed, because the vast majority have not.


An army composed entirely of infantry would lose every war it entered; that’s why militaries must balance something called the Tooth to Tail Ratio. The Tooth is combat arms specialties like infantry, artillery, cavalry/armor, attack aviation, combat engineers, and special forces. In between Tooth and Tail are combat support jobs like communication, intelligence, transport, and military police. The Tail comprises service and support occupations like ordnance, finance, legal, supply, and medical. According to a 2010 report that examined the militaries of thirty developed nations, the global average ratio was 63 percent Tail, or 3 support personnel to 1 combatant.8 In other words, most armed forces are majority Tail rather than Tooth. The United States had the second-largest Tail at 77 percent, second only to Switzerland.


There are three times more fobbits9 than there are grunts, but that didn’t stop drill sergeants at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, from screaming that “everyone is an infantryman first” every chance they got. Their point was that every soldier, Tooth and Tail alike, had to be prepared without warning for frontline combat. But an emphasis on trigger pullers creates the impression that the essential quality of soldiers is the ability to kill. ASK creates a positive association with killing, inflating the egos of those who have and belittling those who have not.


A battle buddy of mine that I’ve known for over a decade reminds me whenever we talk about our service that my experiences are more important because I was an Army artilleryman, and he was an Air Force cadet. I always remind him that his experiences are just as valid as mine, that I don’t outrank him at all. Unfortunately, his sentiment is the rule rather than the exception, and the military is filled with veterans who think they don’t count. When these soldiers get ASKed, they feel inadequate because they haven’t killed, were never deployed, chose the wrong branch… the list goes on. Those feelings multiply the many and varied circumstances that can lead to suicide because of the association of killing with credibility.


We have more to lose from the All Soldiers Kill stereotype than we stand to gain. But it’s what we have, so let’s return to Genesis and see what it has to say about the first person who killed.


KILLER AND CONFESSOR


Another way to translate typos is as a figure or mark formed by a blow or impression. Not just letters left by an inked chase on fresh paper, but also the impression left by God upon Cain. Some people see Cain as nothing more than his mark, just a typical killer. But this is not what Genesis 32 says.


The impulse to typecast Cain as an unrepentant killer, the embodiment of pure evil, has a long track record. First John 3:12 suggests that Cain was “from the evil one,” and an early theologian referred to him as “the devil’s seed.”10 The logic goes like this: if killing is bad, then Cain is bad because he killed.


This can hardly be further from the truth, and Genesis suggests that the mark is less for Cain than it is for everyone else. In Genesis 1:14, the lights in the sky are “signs” (ot, H122; and semeion, G4592), the same word later applied to Cain in Genesis 4:15. If the earlier use is any indication, whatever appears on or through Cain is for our collective benefit rather than for his own. Like the signs in the sky that mark seasons, days, and years, Cain’s sign marks some kind of transition.


Genesis 4:1 contains zero evidence that the devil had anything to do with creating Cain. Remember, Genesis emphasizes that if you are human, then you are tov, good. As the first child, Cain inherited this goodness from his parents. The transition Cain “marks” for the watching world is from Humanity 2.0 to Humanity 2.1, a little bit better than his parents, but not a huge upgrade. To see what Cain’s story is trying to tell us, we have to understand how he is an improvement over his parents rather than a setback.
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