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What is Moral Injury? 

The term Moral Injury (MI) was first introduced 
into the modern lexicon in 1991 by US VA 
psychiatrist Jonathan Shay after working with 
veterans of the war in Vietnam.  He argued that 
it was present when there had been a "violation 
of what's right by a person in a position of 
authority in a high-stakes situation."  MI has 
been called the "signature wound" borne by 
veterans of the recent wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq - who now die by suicide at a rate higher 
than any other group of American veterans.

As it is used currently, MI refers to the 
experience of sustained and enduring negative 
moral emotions - guilt, shame, contempt and 
anger - that results from the betrayal, violation, 
distortion or suppression of deeply held or 
shared moral values.  It is distinct from Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), which entails 
the body and mind's adaptation to situations of 
extreme fear and stress.  MI involves a profound 
sense of broken trust in ourselves, our leaders, 
governments and institutions to act in just and 
morally "good" ways, and often involves a global 
judgment about the self - "I am a bad person" 
or society - "The world is cruel and unjust."  
Those suffering from MI often struggle to find a 
moral framework from which to make sense of 
their own actions and consider their own lives 
meaningful and consequential.

While first observed in military veterans, who 
often still suffer the most acute forms of MI, it is 
by no means exclusive to this group.  Law 
enforcement officers and those involved in the 
criminal justice system, healthcare workers and 
veterinarians often experience MI given the 
frequency of 'high-stakes' circumstances 
involving life and death outcomes.

What does Moral Injury have to do with religion? 

Clinical psychiatrists and psychologists have done life-
saving work in identifying morally injurious events, the 
moral emotions they produce, and developing 
interventions that enable those experiencing moral injury 
to articulate their moral anguish.  Yet once brought to the 
fore of the consciousness, recovery from MI also must 
involve contextualizing the guilt, shame, contempt and 
anger - directed both inward and outward - in a way that 
is authentic, bearable, and enables those experiencing 
these emotions to envision a hopeful and meaningful 
future for themselves.   This involves examining the bases 
upon which we form our worldviews and make moral 
judgments, and the vocabulary of religion and theology is 
best suited to grappling with these existential issues. 

To provide safe and appropriate pastoral and spiritual 
care into the contexts of Moral Injury requires a 
willingness to understand the broad and complex causes 
and the impacts on those affected. When the Moral Injury 
is combat related, whether from direct active combat, or 
in one of the many other related contexts such as 
medics, chaplains, civilians, journalists, there are 
additional  factors of care to consider. By both receiving 
and developing resources and guidance to support this, 
access will be made available at the ICMI through 
International Conferences, CMD, training modules, and 
pastoral resources.   
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What is the purpose of the ICMI?

In the past decade, as the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have waned, there has been a 
significant amount of research done by medical 
clinicians, ethicists, philosophers, counselors, 
clergy, journalists and theologians into the moral 
impacts on those who served in the conflicts.  Yet 
the work of these scholars alongside the practical 
work done by pastoral caregivers and clergy who 
serve to guide people through existential crises 
remains fragmented.  

The purpose of the centre will be to create a hub 
that will produce and receive new scholarship on 
moral injury, facilitate new research by building 
networks of academic scholars, military officers, 
chaplains, and clergy, and create and develop 
resources for pastoral counselors, spiritual 
caregivers, churches and faith organizations 
caring for morally injured individuals.  All these 
aims serve the centre’s ultimate goal of increasing 
an understanding of the causes and impacts of 
moral injury and facilitating increased care of 
those suffering from it.  As research and 
understanding increases our awareness of MI 
suffered beyond combat and begins to focus 
attention into areas such as emergency services, 
healthcare workers and law enforcement 
personnel, it is envisioned that the centre’s work 
will incorporate these contexts into its orbit as 
well. 

What Does the ICMI Do?

Vision:  To deepen understanding of the causes 
and impacts of Moral Injury internationally and explore, 
cultivate and share sources of recovery.

Mission:  Towards a robust identification, mitigation and 
repair of moral injury through attention to frameworks of 
meaning and practices of care.

Strategy: To develop and highlight innovative research, 
education, resources, and practices, to 
foster collaboration, building networks of scholars, 
clergy, and caregivers through cooperative 
partnerships.

The ICMI seeks to build bridges of knowledge and 
experience, across military and civilian understanding, 
to enable safe, informed, provisions to support and 
guide people through the existential  crisis caused by 
moral injury.
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Brian Powers is a systematic theologian, a former US Air 
Force Special Operations Weather Team officer, a 
veteran of the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan and is 
the inaugural Bernard William Vann Fellow in Christianity 
and the Armed Forces at Durham University.  He has 
written and spoken extensively on the importance of  
worldview, ethics and religious dialogue in rebuilding 
moral frameworks through which morally injured 
persons may find meaning and solace both in American 
and British contexts.  The most robust expression of his 
work may be found in his monograph Full Darkness:  
Original Sin, Moral Injury, and Wartime Violence.  
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