Excerpted from: A Chaplain’s Reflections on Combat Experience Offers
Insights into Returning Veterans’ Needs

“What's important is that you'll share a quiet conversation with us.”

By: Douglas A. Etter, Chaplain (Lieutenant Colonel), 28th Infantry Division, “Panther 39”

For those of us who have tasted it, the experience of combat is unlike anything we knew before
or we will experience again. And it’s not simply the fighting, the fear, sweat, blood, smells,
noise, exhaustion, strain and pain; it’s also the everyday living.

It was hard. Very hard.
So was the transition home.

e For 18 months I was surrounded by men with guns. When | came home, | felt vulnerable
without them, even in church.

e For 18 months, | suffered the indignities and depravities of military life in a combat
environment with a core of friends. When | came home | felt lonely without them, even
when surrounded by family or other friends.

e For 18 months, I kept a constant watch on my surroundings and the people around me.
When | retuned home, | could not break the habit but remained hyper vigilant outside the
walls of my home.

e For 18 months, I studied every piece of garbage or discarded junk along the road. When |
came home, | couldn’t stop. Riding in the passenger seat always made me nervous when
someone would drive over a piece of trash.

e For 18 months as a leader of soldiers, | had to keep my emotions in check. When | came
home, people told me | was distant and withdrawn.

e For 18 months, | shared common goals and values with others upon whom | depended
literally for my life. When | came home, | found dishonesty, hypocrisy and malevolence in
people who claimed to be my friends and share common values.

e For 18 months, I had no choice about what to wear, what to eat, what to do or when to sleep.
When | came home, | was overwhelmed by choices, sometimes to the point that | was unable
to make decisions.

e For 18 months, I dealt with issues that were literally life and death, ones eternal in their
scope. When I returned home, | found people worried about matters of no consequence at
all.

So let me tell you about what soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines were worrying about just one
month before we came home. These are excerpts from the last letter I wrote home. It has a title,
“Quiet Conversations.”

Many of the quiet conversations | am having these days center on the subject of fear or anxiety.
The fear is not combat. Most of the soldiers couldn’t wait to return home. Yet, as excited as
they were to go home, many were equally afraid.



And they don’t know why. It doesn’t make sense, they tell me. They are confused, anxious and
embarrassed. They are not sure how they will be received when they get home. They are afraid
they won’t fit back into their family or circle of friends. They are nervous about what long-term
effects this experience will have on them—physically, emotionally and spiritually.

Active duty units return together to the same place and begin training all over again. They are
not separated from one another. They live together on a base and continue to socialize and work
together They remain “Army.” We, however, who have carried weapons everyday for a year and
a half, who have drawn the blood of strangers and who have shed our own... we who have laid in
ambush for the enemy, watched him through the grasses and then cut him down so that our
homes, families and nation would be safer are now going to be asked to put aside our weapons,
our sense of security, to leave one another behind (a thought so repulsive here that it is part of the
soldier’s creed, “I will never leave a comrade.”) and return to the life of a civilian where most of
you have no idea what we have endured or suffered. How could you? What will it be like to be
“normal” again. How does one even define normal after all this?

I worry about them. Who will translate for them what has taken place? We still have much to
contribute to the world at large. | have not talked to one person who thinks America owes us
anything. What we have done, we have done freely and without compulsion. We do not expect
reward or recognition.

What we want, what we crave... but what so many may be afraid to say, is your patience,
understanding and support. This deployment has been difficult but the readjustment and
reintegration into the lives we left behind also will be difficult. Without you, we will not be able
to do it. We need your help. We can’t do it alone. We are counting on you.

So please, if on some peaceful evening as the sun is melting on the distant horizon or during
some fierce afternoon thunderstorm with the rain pouring down and the thunder cracking, if you
find us sitting alone, don’t be alarmed. If we linger a little while in the pew Sunday morning
after the service is over, or if you find us sitting outside in the car alone or in some room in the
house... join us. Sit with us. We may say nothing at all... or we may say a great deal, maybe
more than you’ll want to hear. But what’s important is that you’ll share a quiet conversation
with us.

You may not have to say anything at all. Your silent presence speaks volumes. It is a language
we need to learn anew. It is the language of love. Thank you for your unwavering support of
America’s military personnel. And thank you for all you do for our service men and women.

May God bless you and those you love and may God bless America.



