Recovering from the Invisible Wounds of War

        Combat causes trauma and extensive combat causes PTSD, which is a natural reaction to unnatural conditions – it’s a mechanism designed to keep a soldier alive in a world that’s out to kill him. So PTSD is a learned behavior by a plastic brain that is molded by the conditions that surround it. The problem with PTSD is that symptoms like hypervigilance continue even after the warrior leaves the battlefield. Night terrors and flashbacks continue to make the battlefield threats seem current. How to help vets unlearn those survival tactics is a critical question for our society today.
        But that’s really only half the question because it only involves what others are trying to do to you. The other half is what you did to others – or failed to do for them. Killing violates our inborn moral code and failing to save our buddies leaves us powerless. Both cause what I’ve come to think of as the wounded soul syndrome. Anger, guilt and depression are common symptoms, as is survivor guilt. The wounded soul syndrome requires a very different treatment than traditional PTSD.  Many vets find healing in making atonement. They must be willing to ask their Creator for forgiveness, and they must forgive themselves for what they did or what they failed to do. Some seek the unconditional love of dogs or horses when they feel humans would spurn them. Finally, vets must give themselves permission to live life again and enjoy it. Sports like whitewater rafting give vets a huge adrenaline rush, plus the benefits of exercise outdoors in natural beauty
 and bonding with others in staying alive on a big, raging river.
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