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Spiritually Fit Marines

An Imperative on tomorrow’s battlefield
by CAPT Mike “Nacho” Foskett, CHC, USN & CDR Stephen Cloer, CHC, USN

he Marine Corps’ legacy of

winning our Nation’s battles

is due in part to its ability to

innovate more quickly than
its adversaries. This is evident over the
past century: The Corps perfected am-
phibious assault and close air support
during World War II, honed vertical
envelopment and MAGTTF integra-
tion in the Cold War, and executed
Maritime Prepositioning Force opera-
tions in DESERT STORM. Currently,
the Marine Corps is innovating again
through Force Design 2030 (FD2030)
with a focus on establishing expedition-
ary advanced base operations (EABO)
within the adversary’s weapon engage-
mentzone (WEZ).! Implementation of
FD2030requires increasing lethality at
the company level and the dispersion of
small detachments of forces across the
first and second island chains. These
torces will inevitably have limited con-
tact with—and supervision by—their
command leadership.

This battlefield reality applies to
more than just Marines assi ned to
EABO forces. Infantry Battaﬁon Ex-
perimentation 2030 (IBX30) calls for
dispersed forces with greater lethality.
Like the EABO forces, company ele-
ments will have limited contact with,
and supervision by, their command
leadership. This article will argue that
an unintended consequence of FD2030
innovation is that it raises the risk of
ethical failure to an unprecedented level
as decreased command supervision and
increased lethality combine with the
predictable desire for revenge and the
human tendency to abuse power. It is,
then, imperative that battalion com-
manders mitigate this risk by training
their Marines to be spiritually fit, since
spiritual fitness (SF) is an effective coun-
terweight to the dark impulses pulling
Marines toward unethical behavior.
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Spiritual fitness complements an inten-
tional command culture to empower
Marines to “live out [their] core values
of honor, courage, and commitment,
live the warrior ethos, and exemplify the
character expected of a United States
Marine.”?

This article will forecast the dire
consequences at the strategic, tactical,
and personal levels if this risk is not miti-
gated. It will define what SF is and what
it is not and give evidence of how SF
effectively mitigates against unethical
behavior. It will conclude with recom-
mendations for the practical implemen-
tation of ST at the battalion level.

Problem Analysis

In 2019, the 38th Commandant of
the Marine Corps, Gen Berger, intro-
duced FD2030 as the means to posi-
tion the Marine Corps to tight and
win against a near-peer competitor in
the Pacific. This innovation in war-
tighting matured under the current
Commandant, Gen Smith, as Marine
littoral regiments, Marine Rotational
Forces—Darwin, and MEF command
elements determine how to best deploy
stand-in forces (SIF) to expeditionary
advanced bases (EABs) inside the range
of the adversary’s WEZ. Operating ef-
tectively within the adversary’s WEZ
requires SIF to be small, mobile, dis-
persed, and maintain a low electronic
signature, making them difticult to
detect and target. It also requires SIF
to be increasingly lethal across multiple
domains.

This innovation in warfare applies
to more than just Marine littoral regi-
ments. The anl of IBX30is to develop
an infantry battalion which, according
to BGen Ellison, Commanding Gen-
eral ot the Marine Corps Warfighting
Lab, is “lighter, mobile, distributed,
more lethal.” This fulfills Gen Berg-
er’s FD2030 vision of decentralized
command and control and increased
lethality at the company level. 4 If suc-
cessful, IBX30 will be the template for
allinfantry battalions. This means most
Marines will operate inan environment
where they have increased access to le-
thal meansand decreased accountabil-
ity to—and supervision by—command
leadership. What s true of unit leaders
will also be true of religious ministry
teams (RMTs); it will be difficult for
them to circulate through the FD2030
battlespace to visit their Marines. This
will test the ability of Marines to lead
themselves.

Force Design 2030 innovations will
not change the inherent nature of
war. In many ways, the battlefield of
tomorrow will be what it has always
been: A violent clash of wills where
chance, friction, and the fog of war
impact operations, and Marines must
kill and are killed. The wounding and
death of fellow Marines can unleash a
strong negative impulse to exact revenge
and dehumanize the enemy, making
Marines more likely to rationalize and
participate in unethical behavior.> His-
tory is replete with examl]sles of this.
After discovering the mutilated bodies
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of fellow Marines in the battle of Pele-
liu, the Marines’ desire to exact revenge
led them to so dehumanize their enemy
that they found it acceptable to extract
gold fillings with their bayonets from
the mouths of dying or dead Japanese
soldiers.¢ In Vietnam, then 2ndLt Pace
admits to almost calling in an artillery
bombardment on an entire village after
losing one of his Marines to a Viet Cong
sniper.” Dr. Jonathan Shay found that
the main trigger of the “berserk” state
(i.e., gratuitous killing without mercy)
was the loss of a fellow serviceman in
combat.8 In 2011, when Marine scout
snipers were questioned why they uri-
nated on the dead bodies of Taliban
fighters, they rationalized their behav-
ior asa “strong victory statement made
against an extremely cruel enemy.” Pla-
toon sergeant, SSgt Deptola, further
explained: “Killing these a******s was
not enough.”1

Dr. Tripodji, the Ethics Branch Head
of the Lejeune Leadership Institute,
persuasively argues that a more inten-
tional command culture would likely
have mitigated this unethical behavior
in Afghanistan.!! If he is correct, then
the opposite rings true: Marines op-
erating in tomorrow’s battlefield have
a substantially higher risk of engaging
in unethical behavior due to a decrease
in a unit’s leadership’s ability to enforce
command culture during times of dis-
persion and limited communication.
This risk further increases when the
individual’s ability to clearly recognize
ethical from unethical choices erodes
over time in high-stress situations (like
combat). Consequently, “when the indi-
vidual becomes unable to see the ethi-
cal dimension of the decision-making
process, a state of ethical blindness
develops.™?

Force Design 2030 warfare uninten-
tionally elevates the risk of unethical
behavior in another way: Creating
conditions where Marines are given
greater power (i.e., greater access to
lethality across domains) while, at the
same time, they have less command
oversight to check any abuse of this
power. The Stanford Prison Experi-
ment serves here as a cautionary tale
on unchecked power. The goal of the

Stanford Prison Experiment was to in-
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vestigate the psychological effects of the
use (or abuse) of power by randomly
assigning Stanford students to the roles
of prisoners and guards in a simulated
prison. When given free rein by the
“warden” to run the “prison” as they
saw fit, the “guards” quickly resorted
to cruel and authoritarian behavior,
requiring the premature termination
of the experiment due to the significant
psychological distress of the prisoners.!?
It is important to note that all of the
“guards” underwent a psychological
screening before being allowed to par-
ticipate, and they had been found to be
normal, well-adjusted young adults.!
This human tendency to abuse power

both the Marine Corps and individual
Marines alike. At the tactical level, it
may resultin the indigenous population
turning on the Marines and exposing
their location to the adversary, result-
ing in Marines being unnecessarily
killed or captured, and battles lost. At
the strategic level, the cost is equally
severe: Unethical behavior will likely
turn potential allies against America.
The United States will lose prestige and
influence on the international stage, as
illustrated by the fallout from the Abu
Ghraib debacle. At the individual level,
a Marine who engages in unethical be-
havior will likely bear the psychological

scars of moral injury.

At the individual level, a Marine who engages in un-
ethical behavior will likely bear the psychological

scars of moral injury.

also manifests itselfin the classic novel,
Lord of the Flies. Lacking adult super-
vision, the boys quickly devolved into
tribal behavior where the strong bullied
and murdered the weak, especially when
emboldened by the anonymity of wear-
ingamask. One wonders if the high-cut
helmetwith integrated comimunications
gear, night vision goggles, eye protec-
tion, and face paint provides a similar
“mask” of anonymity that emboldens
similar abusive behavior. One needs to
look no turther than the perverse abuse
of power inflicted by American soldiers
onIraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib when
not properly supervised.!> Power, left
unchecked, is usually abused.

When this tendency to abuse power
combines with the dark impulse for re-
venge, the line between right and wrong
becomes increasingly opaque in the fric-
tion of combat, and a command lacks
the ability to mitigate these risks due
to dispersion and limited communica-
tion, the risk for Marines to engage in
unethical behavior is unprecedented.

Consequences
What would be the consequences
of unethical behavior on tomorrow’s

battlefield? It will likely be severe, to

What are the scars of moral injury
(MI)? Dr. VanderWeele defines MI as
the “[p]ersonal experience that disrupts
or threatens one’s sense of the goodness
of oneself, of others, of institutions, or
of what are understood to be higher
powers, or one’s beliefs or intuitions
about right and wrong, or good and
evil. "¢ According to a leading expert on
MI, Dr. Harold Koenig, those with MI
experience symptoms of guilt, shame,
betrayal, moral concerns, loss of trust,
loss of meaning, self-condemnation,
difficulty forgiving, religious struggles,
and loss of religious faith.1”

Solution

Dr. Tropodi correctly asserts thatan
intentional command culture isa major
tactor shaping the ethical decisions of
individuals within the command. A
robust curriculum of pre-deployment
ethics training can assist in establish-
ing and internalizing command values.
However, Dr. Tropodi assumes that
unit leaders will be able to maintain
this command culture while regularly
visiting their Marines, which, as al-
ready stated, will be very diflicult to
doinan FD2030environment. Battal-
ion leadership, then, will need to find
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another means to internalize their com-
mand culture within their Marines so
effectually that it will persist even in
the face of a strong impulse for revenge
and the temptation to abuse power in
combat. The Marine Corps appears to
have already acknowledged the need to
mitigate this risk by raising the rank re-
quirement for enlisted billets, ensuring
greater maturity at the company and
platoon level during independent opera-
tions.!® But thisis not enough. More can
be done to mitigate the unprecedented
risk ot unethical behavior through the
deliberate implementation of SE, since
SF reinforces an intentional command
culture as an effective internal coun-
terweight against unethical behavior.

Senior military leaders agree that
Marines need to be S{E)Irltually fit to
succeed on the battlefields of tomor-
row. RADM Todd, the Navy Chief
ot Chaplains, asserts, “This environ-
ment must drive senior leaders to build
the character of subordinates so they
can make difficult, ethical decisions
quickly and in the absence of consul-
tation with higher echelons.” Former
Commandant, Gen Berger, adds, “All
Marines and Sailors must tend to their
individual character in order to keep
the ethos and reputation of our Marine
Corps intact. In addition to serving as
models for their subordinates, leaders
must champion efforts to instill spiri-
tual fitness in order to advance char-
acter development across the Marine
Corps.”20 The current Commandantof
the Marine Corps agrees: “I am calling
on every leader in our Corps to keep
that alive [General Lejeune’s assertion
of indispensability of the spiritual in
war| by intentionally taking steps to
strengthen our collective spiritual fit-
ness; invest in this crucial aspect of the
lives of our Marines and Sailors; help
them make or maintain the connection
to that higher purpose.”!

Defining Spiritual Fitness

What specifically is SF? It is not a
systematic attempt to proselytize Ma-
rinesinto religion. While it encourages
Marines to draw inner strength from
the transcendent, it leaves the pursuit
of that transcendent source to the indi-
vidual Marine. Personal faith is encour-
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aged but not required. Spiritual fitness
also explores the individual’s founda-
tional values and how they translate into
moral living. In short, SF is the daily
discipline of drawing inner strength from
a higher power to accomplish the mission
with honor. Marines who are spiritually
fit persevere in challenging situations,

Vietnam veteran and Rhodes scholar
Karl Marlantes alludes to this connec-
tion in his own combat experience. He
explains that while the Marine Corps
taught him how to kill, it did not teach
him how to deal with it later. He writes,
“If warriors are returned home having

had better psychological and spiritual

Spiritual Fitness reinforces an intentional com-
mand culture as an effective internal counter-weight

against unethical behavior.

retain the moral clarity to recognize
what right looks like even in the fog of
war, and maintain the moral stamina
to live morally.

Proof of Effectiveness

What evidence is there that SF
will mitigate unethical behavior on
the battlefields of tomorrow? Studies
clearly show an inverse relationship
between regular religious practice and
engagement in a myriad of destructive
behaviors.22 In other words, the more
an individual practices their religion,
the less likely he is to engage in a wide
range of destructive behaviors. It makes
sense, then, that the regular practice of
SF should have the same effect on other
destructive behaviors discussed in this
article. For example, SF should empow-
er the individual Marine to rise above
the dark impulse of revenge in combat
and the tendency to abuse power and
act ethically. A study of 1,250 soldiers
in a combat zone found that “[s]piritu-
ality?? strongly correlates with moral
courage/ownership, moral efficacy, and
embracing Army values. Spirituality
moderately correlates with intention
to report ethical violations observed
in others and with soldier identifica-
tion.”?# It is likely, then, that SF in-
creases the internalization of command
culture, providing an effective internal
counterweight to engage in unethical
behavior in combat. This reduction in
unethical behavior would reduce MI.
Thisis why Dr. Koenig states Spiritual
Readiness-the Navy’s version of SF-is the
antidote for MI12>

preparation, they will integrate into
civilian life faster and they and their
families will suffer less.”2¢ He continues,
“The spiritual component, however,
must never take second place to the
physical ... Without this preparation,
homecoming will be orders of magni-
tude more difficult.””

Not only can SF mitigate unethical
behavior but it can also bring calm to
the individual in the terror of combat.
In the classic account, “The Spirit
of Semper Fidelis,” Spooner writes,
“Through the long night of terror,
he lay under the eyes of that watchtul
[]apanese] machine gunner aching with
the pain that comes from Eong perlods
of total immobility. Hardly breathing
tor tear of being detected, he prayed
all night long. He said every prayer he
could remember, and then he made up
a few new ones. He did more than just
pray that night; he learned to really
pray—not just mouth the words—but
with his whole being.” Personal faith
and spirituality—key components of
SF—are uniquely qualified to meet this
existential need and bring solace in war.

Embedding Spiritual Fitness

To embed SF into the DNA of every
Marine, battalion commanders must
be intentional in their implementation.
First, they must recognize that embed-
ding SF is the clear desire of senior
Marine leaders, past and present. In
2016, Gen Neller stated, “By attending
to spiritual fitness with the same rigor
given to physical, social, and mental fit-
ness, Marines and Sailors can become
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and remain the honorable warriors and
model citizens our Nation expects.”"-S In
ALMAR 027/20, Gen Berger expressed
the importance of SF: “Together with
the other domains of fitness, spiritual
fitness permits Marines and Sailors to
draw upon collective spiritual resources
in order to maintain their resiliency and
demonstrate their character.” Gen
Smith’s ALMAR 020/24 promoted
SF by clearly defining what it is: “Inner
strength from higher purpose.” This
continued engagement at the most
senior leadership communicates the
importance of SF: If it is important to
senior leaders, it should be fascinating
to battalion commanders.
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morale and efficiency in combat, small-
unitleaders must understand how to ex-
ercise and maintain their own spiritual
fitness while leading Marines and Sail-
ors to do the same.”30 These small-unit
leaders who lead on the battlefields of
tomorrow must be trained to explain SF
to their Marines while, at the same time,
lean on the expertise of their RMT.
Unit RMTs play a pivotal role—but
not an exclusive role—in weaving SF
into the fabric of unit culture. As much
as leaders may support SF for their Ma-
rines, they simply do not have the time
or the expertise to figure out how to im-
plement SF on their own. This explains
in part why the delta exists between

... chaplains and religious program specialists should
address the connection between SF and character
during ethical segways in the Marine Corps Martial

Arts Program ...

Battalion commanders must em-
brace SF. Col Josh “Juggler” Smith,
Commanding Officer of Marine Avia-
tion Weapons and Tactics Squadron,
provides guidance on how this can be
done: “In the comm-denied environ-
ment of the future, we will likely rely on
Mission Command to direct Marines.
Commander’s intent (CI) may be all
that our Marines have to guide their
actions. Leaders must ensure that there
is an ethical component to CL. This will
build upon the SF foundation.”?

While battalion commanders em-
brace SE, the “middle-management” of
their battalions—small-unit leaders—
play a vital role in shaping how the indi-
vidual Marine perceives SE. Small-unit
leaders should convey to their Marines
that SF is equally as important as any
other domain in the Marine Corps’
Total Force Fitness model. Their mes-
saging should be: “SF is a force multi-
plier for every Marine, not just for the
religious.” They should also reinforce
the understanding that, like every other
domain of fitness, SF is a perishable skill
that needs daily effort to obtain and
maintain. “To maintain a high level of
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senior Marine Corps leaders embrac-
ing SF and the average junior Marine
knowing very little about it.3! Using the
guiding principles in the Chaplain of
the Marine Corps’ playbook, Religious
Ministry in the Marine Corps, as rudder,
unit chaplains and religious program
specialists should seek innovative ways
to incorporate SF into the daily life of
their Marines. For example, chaplains
and religious program specialists should
address the connection between SF and
character during ethical segways in the
Marine Corps Martial Arts Program.
When appropriate, RM Ts should team
with other base entities (i.e., Behavioral
Health, Semper Fit, etc.) to promote SF
with other domains of fitness within the
Total Force Fitness model. Religious
ministry teams should teach an SF
class in the Lance Corporal Seminar,
the Corporal’s Course, and Sergeant’s
School, and supervisory RM Ts should
share best practices with other RMTs.
However, while the unit RMT should
spearhead SE, small-unit leaders must
activeiy participate to convey to Ma-
rines that SF is not just the chaplain’s
“religious program for religious people.”

Leveraging MCRP6-10.1, sz'rz'mal Fir-
ness Leader’s Guide, small-unit leaders
should collaborate with RMTs to ma-
ture the understanding, application,
and ownership of SF at the individual
level.

Evidence shows collaboration be-
tween RMTs and small-unit leaders
is effective in teaching SF to Marines.
Currently aboard the Marine Corps
Air Ground Combat Center, Twen-
tynine Palms, RMTs co-teach an SF
class with senior enlisted leaders in the
Lance Corporal’s Seminar, Corporal’s
Course, and Sergeant’s School. In
anonymous surveys, over 70 percent
of Marines rated these SF classes as
helpful or very helptul. Additionally,
58 percent of respondents stated that
these classes encouraged them to engage
more with their spiritual community,
and 66 percent replied that these classes
persuaded them to pay more attention
to their spiritual fitness. Three out of
tour attendees responded that this class
gave them the tools needed to discuss
spiritual fitness with their Marines and
sailors.3?

Chaplains must do more than teach,
coach, and mentor their Marines to be
spiritually fit. Recognizing the reality
that SF is perishable—especially in the
high stress of combat—chaplains need
to recruit and develop a robust “bull
pen” of religious lay leaders (RLLs).
These RLLs will act as SF extenders
when the RM Ts cannot visit their Ma-
rines due to FD2030realities. Religious
ministry teams should conduct a unit
sweep using the Religious Needs As-
sessment to determine the religious type
and number of RLLs needed for each

battalion.

Conclusion

No one can exactly know the unique
challenges Marines will face on tomor-
row’s battlefield. However, thoughtful
reflection on lessons learned from his-
tory and a caretul study of human na-
turecangiveusa fairly accurate picture.
The nature of war will not change; it
will continue to be a violent clash of
wills. But the character of war will most
likely change dramatically as FD2030
innovations harness new technology
and develop new tactics. These dramatic
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changes will most likely heighten the
risk of unethical behavior for the indi-
vidual Marine like never before. The
results of ethical failure would likely
be very costly at the strategic, tactical,
and individual levels. SF serves as an
effective internal counterweight that
complements an intentional command
climate to successtully mitigate this in-
creased risk.

Therefore, it is imperative that bat-
talion commanders join RMTs in an
intentional effort to make their Marines

spiritually fit.
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