


‘The concept of moral injury draws attention to the ways in which violence can 
not only wound body and mind but also attack our sense of meaning, coher­
ence, solidarity, and belief in a just world. The thoughtful and heart-felt essays 
in this collection explore moral injury from diverse psychological, philosoph­
ical, social, spiritual and religious perspectives, enlarging our view of the 
impact of violence far beyond the common trope of trauma. Anyone concerned 
to address the human costs of violence will find much to deepen and enrich 
their understanding and response to some of the most challenging existential 
predicaments we face.’ 

Professor Laurence J. Kirmayer, MD, FRCPC, FCAHS, FRSC, James 
McGill Professor & Director, Division of Social and Transcultural 

Psychiatry, McGill University, Canada 

‘This stimulating compilation of different but complementary perspectives on a 
persistent aspect of the human condition sheds light on the full extent of 
damage and suffering experienced, individually and collectively, and reveals 
deeper understandings of harm and possible repair. The insights and applica­
tions are of interest in fields well beyond those of the contributors.’ 

Professor John Packer, Neuberger-Jesin Professor of International 
Conflict Resolution; Director, Human Rights Research and 

Education Centre, University of Ottawa, USA 

‘This volume testifies eloquently to the urgent need for scholars and practi­
tioners across disciplines to join forces and use all the resources at their dis­
posal—from the medical to the theological—in a common quest to address the 
deeply complex and mounting reality of moral injury in the contemporary 
world. A timely collection on a pressing topic.’ 

Dr Alexis Torrance, Department of Theology, University of 
Notre Dame, USA 





Moral Injury and Beyond
 

Moral Injury and Beyond: Understanding Human Anguish and Healing Trau­
matic Wounds uniquely brings together a prominent collection of inter­
national contributors from the fields of psychiatry, psychology, philosophy, 
theology, military chaplaincy and acute crisis care to address the phenom­
enon of moral injury. Introduced in the 1990s to refer to a type of psycho­
logical trauma, experienced especially by soldiers who felt that their actions 
transgressed the expected moral norms, this innovative volume provides 
a timely update that progresses and redefines the field of moral injury. 
The ten ground-breaking essays expand our understanding of moral 

injury beyond its original military context, arguing that it can fruitfully be 
applied to and address predicaments most persons face in their daily lives. 
Approaching moral injury from different perspectives, the contributors focus 
on the experiences of combat veterans and other survivors of violent forms 
of adversity. The chapters address thought-provoking questions and topics, 
such as how survivors can regain their hope and faith, and how they can, in 
time, explore ways that will lead them to grow through their suffering. 
Exploring moral injury with a particular emphasis on spirituality, the Early 
Church Fathers form the framework within which several chapters examine 
moral injury, articulating a new perspective on this important subject. The 
insights advanced are not limited to theoretical innovations but also include 
practical methods of dealing with the effects of moral injury. 
This pioneering collection will be an essential resource for mental health 

practitioners and trainees working with people suffering from severe 
trauma. Due to its interdisciplinary nature, it will be useful not only to 
those academics and professionals engaged with moral injury but will also 
be a source of inspiration for any perceptive student of the complexities 
and dilemmas of modern life, especially as it interfaces with issues of 
mental health and spirituality. It will also be invaluable to academics and 
students of Jungian psychology, theology, philosophy and history interested 
in war, migration and the impact of extreme forms of adversity. 
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Preface
 

This book is based on papers presented at an international symposium on 
“Forgiveness and Healing in the Face of Moral Injury” that I organised in 
May 2015 at the University of Essex, UK. The event was sponsored by the 
John Templeton Foundation in collaboration with the same university, 
bringing together a diverse group of interdisciplinary academics and practi­
tioners from philosophy, theology, psychiatry, psychology and history, to 
discuss and link together ideas and findings around the central theme of 
moral injury. 
Accordingly, this book is the product of a most productive collaborative 

effort. I am very grateful to all the chapter authors for their generosity and 
exemplary patience in assisting with my editorial comments, as well as to 
all those individuals and organisations who kindly provided them with the 
required permissions to include copyrighted material in this publication. 
This present volume would not have been possible without Mary Ann 

Meyers, the John Templeton Foundation’s Senior Fellow and the director 
of the “Humble Approach Initiative”, the foundation programme under 
whose aegis the symposium became a reality. She was an enthusiastic sup­
porter of my initial proposal for that event and, in her characteristic humil­
ity, tact and efficiency, she attended to every single detail of its 
organisation and then, subsequently, of the publication of this book. I am 
deeply indebted to her for her guidance throughout this project, for her 
enormous experience, wisdom and magnanimity. Special acknowledgement 
is due to the late John M. Templeton Jr, MD, a paediatric surgeon, who 
was the president of the Foundation at the time and who embraced and 
encouraged both the symposium and the publication of this book. For 
many years he was intensely involved in the care of children with traumatic 
injuries at the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia. 
I thank my University Department for all their support, especially 

Debbie Stewart for her assistance with organising the international 
symposium. 



x Preface  

I am also grateful to Susannah Frearson and Heather Evans, the editor­
ial staff at Routledge, for their substantial support, patience and sound 
advice, as well as to Rosie Stewart and the production team at Swales & 
Willis for their efficient and competent assistance. 
My family, my wife, my children and grandchildren have always been 

a source of strength for me and I thank them most sincerely for bearing 
with me during my absences whilst working on this book. Finally, these 
acknowledgements cannot be complete without expressing my deep gratitude 
to my special friends in Essex for all their support. 

Renos K. Papadopoulos 
University of Essex 
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Introduction 

Renos K. Papadopoulos 

Human pain and suffering, in their multiple variations, have never been the 
exclusive domain of one particular discipline. As long as human reflections 
have been documented, throughout history and even prehistory, persons 
from all walks of life have been expressing their views, in various forms, on 
the wide variety of painful predicaments people find themselves in, as part 
of everyday living. Homer, in both the Iliad and Odyssey, developed astute 
observations about many nuances of human anguish, especially when one 
is exposed to severe forms of adversity. Philosophers, theologians, novelists, 
sociologists, anthropologists, historians, even economists, politicians and 
many others have been delving into the subtleties of the troubled and 
wounded human psyche. Yet, in recent times, with the emergence of dis­
crete specialisations, psychology and, in particular, psychiatry seem to have 
become the predominant disciplines that claim unique expertise in address­
ing human turmoil. 
The effects of these specialisations have been considerable. Accordingly, 

now, not only do experiences of human distress tend to be formulated as 
disorders and, in short, human suffering confused with ill health, but the 
significant contribution of all other approaches also tends to be over­
looked. The hegemonic concept of “trauma” has become emblematic of 
this skewing domination. How much is “trauma” part of an overall exist­
ential upheaval and how much is it a mere expression of a disturbed or 
even diseased mind? 
Psychiatry, as a medical speciality with its rational methods of assess­

ment and treatment, has been providing credible ways of dealing with cer­
tain facets and manifestations of human distress, especially those states of 
anguish that result from the consequences of wars, domestic violence, 
sexual abuse, forms of involuntary dislocation and even exhausting profes­
sional caregiving in extreme situations. For several decades, the paradigm 
of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) has been dominating the profes­
sional as well as the wider societal discourses that have been dealing with 
these phenomena. 
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Then, gradually, uneasiness began to arise, as the distorting effects of 
the excessive dominance of psychiatry became increasingly apparent. 
People were becoming aware that the complexities and subtleties of these 
phenomena could not possibly be grasped from an exclusively psycho­
logical or psychiatric perspective. It was in the context of this climate that 
the concept of “moral injury” was proposed, with the explicit intention of 
expanding the range of viewpoints used to comprehend, at least, one par­
ticular class of these excessive forms of human pain and hurt. The argu­
ment was simple and convincing: when one is exposed to violence, 
especially as a perpetrator, it is not only one’s mental health that is affected 
but also one’s sense of morality and ethical sensitivities. Accordingly, it 
was observed that persons exposed to such devastating events were experi­
encing not only psychiatric difficulties but also negative consequences 
within their very moral sphere. Therefore, the early theorists of moral 
injury not only drew from their psychiatric expertise but were also inspired 
by the Homeric insights into his Iliad heroes’ painful war experiences. 
Once that expansion began, it made perfect sense to question whether 

the implications of these distressing experiences are limited to only the psy­
chiatric and ethical ones. Surely, a person’s entire being tends to become 
deformed in some way when he or she is exposed to violent forms of 
extreme inhuman acts, either as a passive recipient or as an active perpet­
rator. Under these adverse circumstances, it is not only their psychiatric 
and moral spheres that are impaired but also their human values, their 
socio-political sensitivities, their spiritual, aesthetic, creative and other 
facets of their humanity. 
The ten chapters of this book address precisely this expansion by focus­

ing predominantly, but not exclusively, on the dimension of spirituality. 
Using a unique point of departure, each chapter develops insights that 
extend our understanding of these experiences of soul-wrenching 
upheavals. 
Although the concepts “moral injury” and “wounds of conscience” were 

initially applied to the experiences of combat veterans, there is plenty of 
evidence that they are also of relevance to the experiences of other people 
who have been exposed to a wide variety of forms of adversity. Perpetrat­
ing, witnessing or suffering severe forms of violence can shatter one’s core 
beliefs about human nature, society and even God. To put it simply, these 
experiences make people lose God or find God. This means that the phe­
nomena that this book addresses, as well as the conceptual and profes­
sional tools used to comprehend and heal them, are of daily relevance to 
almost every human being. Therefore, this book is written not only for 
health professionals and for those interested in spiritual wellbeing but also 
for a much wider readership, as it addresses the subtleties of fundamental 
phenomena that every person faces today, with varying degrees of intensity 
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and clarity. More specifically, the book is also of direct interest to other 
academic disciplines in the humanities and social sciences as well as to pro­
fessionals and workers in many settings dealing with human anguish. 
Our world today is gripped by at least three main groups of catastrophic 

events: the seemingly unending forms of violence, atrocities and terrorism 
that are associated with conflict, political instability and war; the incessant 
adversities (of various types) that create streams of involuntarily dislocated 
persons seeking safe havens away from their homes; as well as the frighten­
ing and multifaceted impact of climate change. Despite their obvious differ­
ences, all these phenomena can also be understood as forms of hubris, i.e. 
outcomes of various expressions of human arrogance that, ultimately, have 
self-damaging effects. The original meaning of hubris is a blasphemy against 
the divine order. Any hubristic action represents not only a violation against 
the human and wider ecological stability, but it also damages the moral 
fabric of individuals and groups, impacting on their values and ethical code. 
Following this understanding, it would not be without justification to claim 
that all three groups of current catastrophic occurrences produce forms of 
moral injury. This means that the subject matter of this book is of vital 
importance in enabling us to grapple with the complexities of many mani­
festations of human anguish that we all face today. 
The chapters in this book do not follow any particular logical sequence. 

Each one of them represents a unique contribution, rooted in its own intel­
lectual tradition. Although some chapters can be clustered into sub-
groupings, each chapter can be read and appreciated in its own right. 
Nevertheless, all of them, as a collection, articulate a fairly comprehensive 
and coherent new perspective on moral injury. 
The opening chapter sets the epistemological foundations of the book by 

developing innovative observations about the complexities of the processes 
that lead to the pathologising and medicalising of human suffering. Proposing 
that there is an implicit hierarchy of the type of pain that human beings prefer 
and are also capable of tolerating, it identifies an oscillation between focusing 
either on morality or on injury when engaging with phenomena of human 
anguish. The chapter concludes that inappropriate epistemologies lead to 
erroneous ways of conceptualising these phenomena, excluding positive and 
renewing effects that can also emerge from being exposed to adversities. 
The following two chapters focus on war-related moral injury. Chapter 2 

addresses its subject matter from a philosophical perspective whereas 
Chapter 3 takes a clinical/therapeutic approach. Drawing on another 
source of classical antiquity, Sherman returns to the war experiences of the 
Trojan War heroes, this time Sophocles’s Ajax, in order to develop percep­
tive observations about guilt and shame in relation to moral responsibility, 
and then relates them to the remedial function of self-empathy. The 


