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EDWARD TICK ON HOW THE U.S.
FAILS ITS RETURNING SOLDIERS

DAVID KUPFER

l‘ dward Tick began counseling Vietnam veterans in the 1970s,
dat a time when the nation was trying to put the Vietnam
War behind it and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) wasn’t
yet a diagnostic category. Since then he has treated veterans of
numerous conflicts, from the Spanish Civil War of the 1930s to
the Iraq War of today. His methods are based on his study of
worldwide spiritual traditions, indigenous cultures, mythol-
ogy, and the role of the warrior in society. Key to the healing
process for veterans, he says, is for them to experience the emo-
tions that they could not allow themselves to feel in the war
zone and to address the spiritual damage that they suffered
during combat.

Tick turned eighteen in 1969, at the height of the Vietnam
War, but he had a high lottery number in the draft and did not
have to serve. Though he was against that war and active in the
protest movement, he says he felt compassion, not anger, toward
the soldiers who came home. In 1975 he moved to rural New

York State and began working as a psychotherapist. He had
not planned on specializing in veterans and trauma, but the
region he had moved to was home to many who had served in
Vietnam.

Tick has an mA in psychology from Goddard College and
a PhD in communication and rhetoric from Rensselaer Poly-
technic Institute. He is also an ordained interfaith minister and
has undergone a thirteen-year apprenticeship with a medicine
man. He lives in Albany, New York, where, along with his wife,
Kate Dahlstedt, he directs Soldier’s Heart (www.soldiersheart

.net), a nonprofit initiative to establish veterans’ safe-return

programs in communities across the nation. “Veterans need a
safety net when they come home from Iraq and Afghanistan,”
he says, “so they won't crash and burn like so many Vietnam
veterans did. People in the community should be waiting to
catch them.”

Tick’s first book, Sacred Mountain: Encounters with the
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Vietnam Beast (Moon Bear Press), chronicles his
early years working with veterans. Subsequent
titles include The Golden Tortoise: Journeys in
Vietnam (Red Hen Press) and The Practice of
Dream Healing: Bringing Ancient Greek Mys-
teries into Modern Medicine (Quest Books). His
book War and the Soul: Healing Our Nation’s
Veterans from Post-traumatic Stress Disorder
(Quest Books) is used by combat soldiers in Iraq
and Afghanistan, as well as by veterans, military
chaplains, social workers, and healing profes-
sionals. His latest, Wild Beasts and Wondering
Souls (Elk Press), deals with shamanism in the
treatment of PTSD.

Tick has led numerous reconciliation trips to
Vietnam, not just for veterans and their families, but also for
peace activists. He is cofounder of the Sanctuary International
Friendship Foundation, a nonprofit organization that helps the
Vietnamese recover from the damage caused by the war. He
and I sat down to talk last October, a few hours before he and
his wife were to fly to Vietnam to lead a seventh reconciliation
tour. Tick had just spoken on “the warrior’s path to redemption”
before thousands at the Bioneers Conference in Marin County,
California. We found a sunny spot overlooking the marshland
near San Pablo Bay, and I turned on the digital recorder. Like
the veterans he works with, Tick sometimes finds it painful to
relate the horrors he’s encountered in his profession. At several
points he choked back tears.

Kupfer: Though you treat pPTSD, you've said that it is not
a mental illness. Why do you believe this?

Tick: We pathologize everything in this culture. We think
anything that ails us must be a medical condition that can
be treated. Veterans are angry or sad because they have been
through horrors, but we say it’s got to be a pathology. This is
exacerbated by a profound alienation between our warrior
class and our civilian class, which have almost nothing to do
with one another. We don’t even think we have a warrior class,
and we don’t teach our service people to think of themselves as
warriors, even though societies throughout history have almost
all had warrior classes and reciprocal relationships between
warriors and civilians. Soldiers have a responsibility to defend
their country, and it is our responsibility as citizens to heal
those who have put their lives on the line for us, even if they
fought a war for the wrong reasons or for lies. And we're not
doing that. Many sincere people in the veterans” healthcare
system want to do well, but the system is doing an awful job.
We need to keep veterans in the community and develop new
ways of responding to their pain and suffering.

Kupfer: Besides the inherent medicalizing of suffering, is
there anything else wrong with a pTsD diagnosis?

Tick: PTSD is presently classified as a “stress and anxiety
disorder.” But “stress and anxiety” does not begin to describe
the emotions people experience during warfare. We don’t re-
ally have words for it. Also PTSD classifies veterans as “disabled”
by how far they are from the civilian norm. But veterans are
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not disabled civilians. They are war-wounded
soldiers and have different values and expecta-
tions about life. When we require that they get
on with “business as usual” now that they are
home, we put the blame on them for having bro-
ken down in the first place, and we pressure them
to take sole responsibility for their healing. But
everyone who participates in a war is changed.
No one comes through unscathed.

My best understanding of what we call “pTsD”
is that it is an identity disorder and soul wound
that has its source in moral trauma. It is also a
social disorder arising from the broken relation-
ship between our society and its veterans. The
standard clinical viewpoint on PTSD is that there
can be management and control of symptoms and readjust-
ment to life, but no healing. I believe, though, that if a veteran
makes the difficult inner pilgrimage to discover the sources of
the suffering, and works hard to give meaning to the wounding,
and finds ways to reconcile and forgive, then healing is possible.
I have seen a number of veterans fully heal their pTsp. They
have satisfying lives, marriages, and jobs. They are of service
to their communities. And they sleep like babies.

Kupfer: Is there a stigma attached to having a “mental
disorder” rather than physical wounds?

Tick: Yes, mental disabilities are far more difficult for both
the survivor and the society to accept. Veterans often feel they
should be stronger, or that their loved ones don't believe they
are suffering because there’s no visible wound. Many veterans
hate the pTsD label and prefer other terms, like the Civil War—
era expression “soldier’s heart,” because it is symbolic rather
than medical.

Kupfer: Vets used to be honored in this country. When
and why did that change?

Tick: Actually veterans in the U.S. have been honored only
while they are serving, to keep the patriotic fervor up, but not
after a war is over. The World War 11 veterans’ welcome home
is the exception, the only time in U.S. history when vets were
thanked and honored and given decent benefits. The typical
treatment of veterans, from the American Revolution to the
present, has been denial of their pain and refusal of support.
Veterans of World War 1 were not given benefits, and when
they protested in the streets of Washington, D.C., some of
them were shot. There are two holidays honoring veterans in
this country, but we have betrayed their sacred meaning. A lot
of veterans are angry that Veterans Day, which was originally
called “Armistice Day,” has become an excuse for patriotic dis-
plays. We have a parade and shoot off fireworks, which scare
the hell out of many veterans. A better way to honor them
would be to listen to their stories. We should give them new
ways to serve and an honorable place in our communities.

Kupfer: How did you get into this work?

Tick: In the mid-1970s I heard a public-service announce-
ment on the radio. The U.S. Veterans Administration [VA] was
looking for volunteer therapists to work with returning Viet-
nam veterans. Though my regional va did not need me, they



SOLDIERS HAVE A RESPONSIBILITY TO DEFEND
THEIR COUNTRY, AND IT IS OUR RESPONSIBIL-
ITY AS CITIZENS TO HEAL THOSE WHO HAVE
PUT THEIR LIVES ON THE LINE FOR US, EVEN IF
THEY FOUGHT A WAR FOR THE WRONG REASONS
OR FOR LIES. AND WE’RE NOT DOING THAT.

passed my name on to Vietnam Veterans of America [VVA].
One veteran who came to me for therapy was an old high-
school friend I had last seen on the softball field. He and I had

similar backgrounds, but when he walked into my office, the

difference between us was obvious. War had turned him into

a ravaged shell of a person.

I was so disturbed by the suffering of the veterans I was
treating that in December 1980 I wrote an editorial for the
local newspaper about how difficult Christmas was for them.
Post-traumatic stress disorder had just been added to the di-
agnostic manual, and the president of the local chapter of the
vva read my editorial and invited me to talk to the veterans
about this new diagnosis. I said I wasn't qualified: I had treated
only a handful of veterans. He said, “That makes you a regional
expert!” No other doctors or therapists in the area wanted to
touch the issue. When I told him I just couldn’t do it, he said
nobody had asked /im if he wanted to go to Vietnam; he’'d
been drafted. The moment he said that, I felt called to serve.

I wanted to know more about what my peers’ experiences
in Vietnam had done to them. I certainly didn’t love war, but
I did have a deep love of warriors, and I saw important values
in them: self-sacrifice and devotion to each other and to some
higher ideal. These are values that we need as a society, but
the ends to which they are applied in the military are often
horrific. On the other hand, many civilians and people on the
Left desire good ends but lack self-sacrifice and discipline. I
take my values from both camps, and a lot of vets have told
me that I am proof a civilian can understand them.

Kupfer: Even though you're opposed to war.

Tick: Yes, I am still protesting the Vietnam War, and
all war. There are two things we have to do as a culture to
end war: One is to take full responsibility for our wounded.
It’s not enough just to “bring the boys home,” because they
aren’t boys anymore, and getting them home physically does
not do it. We need to help them heal and help shoulder their
burden. The other thing we need to do is take responsibility
for the damage we have done to other countries and their
people. I bring veterans to Vietnam to heal not only them
but also the Vietnamese. Americans do not realize the mon-
strous damage we do with technological warfare. I want to

bring that reality back home and educate Americans about
civilian suffering in war.

Kupfer: Do you think veterans have been made scapegoats
for the U.S. government’s foreign incursions?

Tick: Yes and no. Certainly the Vietnam veterans were
made scapegoats for many of the illegal and brutal tactics of
that war. Then there are the veterans of all the little forgotten
wars: Grenada, Somalia, Lebanon, El Salvador, the secret ops
in Africa and Eastern Europe. They are like wandering ghosts,
neither honored nor recognized. Many of them are not even
classified as combat veterans. I worked with one man who'd
been in Somalia and taken part in the fighting around the U.S.
Black Hawk helicopter that went down there. He isn’t classified
as a combat veteran, and other combat vets don’t accept him
because he was “in the shit” for only thirty hours. But anyone
who knows the story of what happened that day in Mogadishu
can see that it was enough to traumatize anybody.

The one thing we may have learned from Vietnam is not
to blame the veterans for decisions made by our leaders. By
and large the country is not blaming Iraq veterans for this war,
but they still suffer terrible neglect upon their return. The bur-
den of this war is falling on the shoulders of a relatively small
number of people, who are sent on multiple deployments so
that our leaders don’t have to institute a draft. This itself is a
form of scapegoating.

Kupfer: Tell me about some of the other veterans you've
worked with.

Tick: I know a forty-year-old army captain who’s been
back from Iraq just a few months. He’s a history teacher and
has studied warfare all his life. He says he joined up because
he wanted to be at a battle like the Bulge, the Somme, Gettys-
burg, or Thermopylae. He wanted to experience one of the great
human adventures, something unforgettable, something with
meaning. But all they gave him was “this dirty, stinking little
war in Iraq, meaningless, based on lies.” He felt betrayed.

Another soldier, age twenty-one, has done three combat
tours — two in Afghanistan and one in Iraq. This young man
was able to resist committing atrocities when others in his
unit were committing them. Sometimes he’d put himself be-
tween soldiers and civilians, or he’d get the information the
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soldiers wanted without killing anyone. He held his pTsp in
check until he returned stateside. Then he lost it on his base
and destroyed some property. At his court martial, the mili-
tary prosecutors did all they could to deny and disqualify pTsD
as a defense. The military’s position is that elite troops don’t
break, and the atrocities he witnessed never happened.

Another Iraq veteran carried his personal camera every-
where in-country to document the lives of the Iraqi people.
Some of his buddies made fun of him, but he says that get-
ting to know the people and taking their pictures was his
best protection against dehumanizing them. It reminded
him that the Iraqis are fascinating people with a rich and
ancient culture. By protecting their humanity, he was also
preserving his own.

I've worked with an Afghanistan combat marine who was
the first person in his state to enlist after 9/11. He saw severe
combat, but he also learned to speak Pashto and in his off
time dressed like an Afghani and made friends with the vil-
lagers. He, too, would not let himself dehumanize them. Upon
his return home, he developed an obsession with guns and
began collecting them — a common symptom of PTsD. He was
busted by a federal agent who posed as a Vietnam combat vet
with PTSD and asked to buy a gun, claiming he needed one to
feel safe. The marine thought he was helping a brother. Now
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he is fighting federal weapons charges as part of our “war on
terrorism.” He is a sweet, sincere, harmless, patriotic young
man who deserves our gratitude and support, but he may go
to prison instead.

Kupfer: Would you say that most veterans’ injuries are
psychological?

Tick: Disabled American Veterans says the PTSD rate in
modern wars is 100 percent. It’s not whether you get PTSD; it’s
how severe your case is. The va, of course, tries to keep the
numbers low, but they are counting only the cases they have
allowed into the va system. Everybody who goes through a
war is traumatized, unless they were already psychopathic or
sociopathic.

Kupfer: Are the symptoms you've witnessed in combat
veterans also present in the American civilian psyche?

Tick: All the symptoms of PTSD — substance abuse, do-
mestic violence, sexual promiscuity, child abuse, employment
difficulties, intimacy problems, high divorce rates, suicide,
homicide — all are epidemic in our population. If we can di-
agnose an entire culture with pTsD, then the U.S. has it. The
illness of the culture may be related to the way we are practic-
ing war against other countries and the planet while denying
responsibility for it.

Moral and spiritual trauma is at the core of PTsD, and
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IT’S NOT ENOUGH JUST TO “BRING THE BOYS
HOME,” BECAUSE THEY AREN’T BOYS ANYMORE,
AND GETTING THEM HOME PHYSICALLY DOES
NOT DO IT. WE NEED TO HELP THEM HEAL AND
HELP SHOULDER THEIR BURDEN.

no matter how well-intentioned various therapies are — such
as cognitive-behavioral therapy, stress-reduction techniques,
and medications — none takes on the moral and spiritual di-
mensions. Therapies like these can sometimes be helpful in
restoring everyday functioning, but they do not bring healing.
We need public apologies, public confessions, and public grief
for all that we have done to our veterans, to other nations, and
to the earth. When my wife and I make trips to Vietnam, we
are not just trying to help our own wounded, but also giving
back what we've taken from that culture and from the earth
itself.

Kupfer: The title of psychologist James Hillman’s most
recent book is A Terrible Love of War. Is there something in
us that loves war?

Tick: Iam convinced there is much about war that human
beings love, seek, and crave. War provides challenges and rites
of passage. It unites people who would otherwise be at odds. It
gives us our most intense adrenaline-rush experiences. Nothing,
not even the most passionate sex, comes near the intensity of
the combat experience. War fosters the strongest brother- and
sisterhood bonds that most people ever experience. There is
an erotic dimension to war, to the taking of life, to having so
much power at your command. It is seductive and addictive.

So, yes, there truly is a terrible love hidden in war. One Israeli
paratrooper told me, “I both love and hate war. I both love and
hate my pTsp. How can I heal from it when I still feel so much
love for it?” We must develop peaceful practices that bring us
as much love and solidarity and purpose as war does.

We could have a huge national service corps and train
people to serve the planet in dangerous situations. We could
call them into service during peacetime. We need people to
work with gangs in the inner cities. We need people to respond
to the crisis the earth is experiencing. We need people to go
to disaster areas like New Orleans and repair the damage. But
we have a long way to go, and we have to heal from wars as a
first step on the way to peace. Since we have not had a genera-
tion without war, we don’t even know what peace really looks
like.

Kupfer: What approaches do you take when you work
one-on-one with veterans?

Tick: I use treatments given to warriors in traditional cul-
tures, which expected that the invisible wounds of war would
be deep, penetrating, and transformative. Indigenous cultures

limited the extent of warfare and its damage, and they watched

over their warriors in the midst of battle and after their re-
turn. For example, among the Papago people of the American

Southwest, after a warrior had his first experience of combat,
they held a nineteen-day ceremony of return. He might have

been in battle for fifteen minutes, and for that he’d get almost

three weeks of ritual healing and community support. He’d be

put in isolation and not allowed to touch food or feed himself,
because he’d been poisoned by the war experience. He couldn’t
see his family, and he certainly couldn’t have sex with his wife,
or else he would bring the war pollution back into the com-
munity. Elders and medicine people used purification tech-
niques to cleanse him, and also storytelling techniques, which

we would call “expressive-arts therapy.” The war dance wasn't
what Hollywood portrays it as: a bunch of savages whipping

themselves into a frenzy before battle. It came after battle and

was a dramatic reenactment of the conflict for the tribe.

Instead of having a parade and going shopping, we could
use our veterans’ holidays as an occasion for storytelling. Open
the churches and temples and synagogues and mosques and
community centers and libraries across the country, and invite
the veterans in to tell their stories. Purification ceremonies and
storytelling events are also opportunities for the community
to speak to veterans and take some of the burden of guilt off
them and declare our oneness with them: “You killed in our
name, because we ordered you to, so we take responsibility
for it, too.”

The final step is initiation into the warrior class. We need
to train our veterans in the warrior tradition and not just ex-
pect them to behave as typical civilians. Many of them can't,
but they are looking for ways to be of service. Labeling a vet-
eran “100 percent disabled” only ensures that he or she is not
going to do anything for the rest of his or her life.

Traditional societies understood that warriorhood is not
soldiering but a path through life — a “warrior’s path,” not a

“warpath.” In traditional societies, warriors strove to live up
to the highest moral standards. They hated the destruction
caused by war, and they sought to preserve what was precious
to them. They served as police during times of peace and used
violence only as a last resort. They had responsibilities that
kept them busy throughout their lives, including mentoring
younger men.

We could have a veterans’ service corps that would help
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HEALING HAS TO HAPPEN AT THE DEEPEST
LEVELS OF THE MIND, HEART, AND SOUL. WE
NEED PUBLIC APOLOGIES, PUBLIC CONFESSIONS,
AND PUBLIC GRIEF FOR ALL THAT WE HAVE
DONE TO OUR VETERANS, TO OTHER NATIONS,
AND TO THE EARTH.

other vets or go into the inner cities and the schools. The abil-
ity to serve on the home front would give the war experience
meaning and let veterans demonstrate that they still have skills
we value. When I take veterans back to Vietnam, we engage
in philanthropic activities. When a Vietnamese child calls a
veteran “Uncle” or “Grandfather” and thanks him for giving
the community a school or feeding the child’s family, that is
transformative.

Kupfer: Do you encounter much resistance to your meth-
odology from more-macho veterans?

Tick: Some deny the pTSD wound altogether, believing
it to be evidence of cowardice or weakness. One veteran left
a phone message for me recently, saying all my theories were

“bullshit” and “the only cause of PTsD is losing.” Some think
PTSD is real but don’t want to risk revealing their true feel-
ings.

I often have to prove myself to veterans. They need to see
that I am not afraid of them, that I have done my own form
of service and walk in solidarity with them. I must accept the
rage they sometimes direct at me, which they often feel toward
society or protestors. I have to demonstrate that I will not
break or abandon them. I strive to live up to their highest
standards and to be worthy in their eyes of serving them and
serving with them.

Kupfer: You write that war inverts good and evil. How does
that affect a soldier’s understanding of right and wrong?

Tick: Almost all of us want to be agents of good. For many
soldiers the motive for being a warrior is not to kill and destroy,
but to preserve and protect. Then they find themselves in im-
moral wars where they are forced to be agents of destruction.
I was recently discussing this issue with army chaplains, and
I asked what they did to counsel soldiers who have just come
back from a firefight or have committed atrocities. One chap-
lain said, “I teach my soldiers that they have to renegotiate their
covenant with God.” The assumption that God’s going to for-
give us for, say, killing a child just because we had no choice
doesn’t wash with many soldiers. Their relationship with the
divine is quite often damaged. As the chaplain said, they have
to renegotiate it. Veterans and soldiers have to find ways to
reconnect with the divine and undo that moral inversion and
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become again agents of creation.

Kupfer: You've written a book about dream healing. What
is it?

Tick: Dream healing is practiced in many cultures around
the world, but the tradition that I studied and wrote about is
the ancient Greek version, well over three thousand years old.
The Greek god of healing was Asclepius, and he visited his
patients through dreams and visions. There was an extensive
network of three hundred Asclepiad sanctuaries around the
Mediterranean, from Egypt to Portugal, and from the Balkans
to North Africa.

Dream healing was reserved for people for whom no other
healing methods would work. They could travel to the sanc-
tuaries of Asclepius and participate in a ritual process called

“incubation.” First they were cleansed, purified, and treated
with hydrotherapy, nutrition and exercise, acupressure, color
therapy, and so on. These were used not as healing methods
themselves but to prepare the patients for the vision quest.
Then the patients would enter into incubation chambers, which
in the earliest times were caves or holes carved into rocks. In
later years the patients were swaddled on couches. Either way,
they were put into intense isolation to fast, pray, and wait for
a dream or vision in which the god of healing, or some surro-
gate, came and either healed them in the dream or gave them
a prescription for how they could heal themselves later. We
have records of more than a thousand of these prescriptions
dating from 600 B.C. to 500 A.D., when the tradition was de-
stroyed by the early Christian church. Then the church started
to do its own form of dream healing, but now it was Christian
saints who came instead of the Greek gods.

Kupfer: Have you found dream healing useful in your
work?

Tick: Yes, I lead trips to Greece for veterans and nonvet-
erans, and I use Asclepiad dream healing there. The healing
dream is not an ordinary dream. It is a visit from an archetype.
Jung said most of our dreams are minor, but occasionally we
get a major one, which is a visit from an archetypal power or
presence. Veterans often experience some form of warrior or
war chief or medicine man coming to them.

The word psychotherapist comes directly from the Ascle-
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piad tradition. It means “soul attendant.” Psychology literally
means “the order and meaning of the soul.” It didnt become a
science until Freud and his followers arrived out of the medical
tradition. Modern psychology left the soul far behind and has
not yet reconnected with its spiritual roots, though it needs
to, because psychological healing occurs at a spiritual level.

Kupfer: What is an “archetypal power”?

Tick: In neo-Jungian psychology there are four formative
archetypes: the warrior, the magician, the lover, and the king
or queen. All archetypes have their light and shadow sides.
We need mentoring and initiation in order to become spirit-
ual warriors. The shadow side of the warrior is violence and
aggression and force and selfishness, all of which are rampant
in our culture. Gang members are shadow warriors initiating
themselves in the absence of an initiation by the elders. But
the shadow warrior doesn’t always take the form of criminal
activity or abusive or addictive behavior. Men in our culture,
by and large, feel lonely, disconnected, and disempowered.
That, too, is the shadow warrior.

Kupfer: And the archetypal warrior is betrayed by mod-
ern warfare?

Tick: Yes, our soldiers are not taught to behave as mythic
warriors. The principles of the mythic warrior are that you never
kill for vengeance or out of emotion. If you have to fight and kill,

it is always for a cause that is morally sound and higher than
yourself, such as defense of home and family. I know Vietnam-
ese veterans who were at war for twenty-five or thirty years
against the Japanese, the French, and the Americans. They are
now healthy, happy men with no pTsp. I think this is because
they were only defending their homes against invaders. PTSD
seems to be more severe in the side that invades rather than

defends.

Men’s-movement leaders, such as Robert Moore, Robert
Bly, and Michael Meade, have been trying to bring back the
idea of initiation and restore the spiritual warrior to Ameri-
can men. I have worked with Native American veterans who
failed to find healing in the va system, so they went back to
their reservations and worked with their elders and did achieve
healing. There aren’t enough people working to bring spiritual
warriorship to our young men, our veterans, and our inner-city
populations. We need more.

Kupfer: Now that women are on the front lines, how can
they fit into the traditionally male warrior role?

Tick: Many women are suffering terribly in the combat
zone. One woman veteran I've met returned home from Iraq in
ahorrible depression because she had machine-gunned women
and children. She refused help and was redeployed. She told
her family she wanted the Iraqgis to kill her as punishment for
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TO GET OFF THE SUICIDAL PATH WE ARE ON,
WE HAVE TO FEEL THE PAIN THAT WE ARE IN,
THAT THE EARTH IS IN, THAT OUR COMMUNI-

TIES ARE IN.

what she had done to them.

Some women veterans suffer because they feel they were
created to be life givers, not life takers. So the moral trauma of
war is more severe for them. But if we understand the warrior’s
role to be not destroying and killing, but preserving and pro-
tecting, then we can find many women serving honorably in
our military. Some of the most admirable women I have ever
met are combat nurses, chaplains, and career officers.

There have been traditional cultures with women war-
riors and chiefs. Some Northwest Native American tribes had
women warriors who were combatants. Among the Iroquois,
clan mothers were given the ultimate power to declare war,
because they were the ones who’d given birth to those who
would be sent into battle.

Kupfer: Do you think war is innate to the human char-
acter?

Tick: Yes, in the sense that competition is built into nature,
and we are a part of nature. Darwin said that if you want to
understand war, look closely at a square foot of English lawn
and see how the creatures there fight and devour each other.
But the way we practice war is not the same as the competi-
tion for survival that we see in nature, because nature does
not destroy more than it needs to in order to preserve itself.
We've taken the competition and strife that is inherent in na-
ture and inflated it to massive dimensions. And war is so damn
seductive, because many of our primitive needs are met in its
pursuit. We need to transcend both our innate tendencies
toward competition and our socialized love of war.

Kupfer: What impact has this work had on you personally?

Tick: I have learned through all this that wounds are ini-
tiatory. When young men go through rites of passage, they
need to be wounded in order to understand the fragility of
life and to develop the powers and skills of full men. I've also
developed secondary pTsD along the way. Psychologists can
be traumatized by exposure to other people’s trauma. For a
decade I had nightmares of war, sometimes intense combat
nightmares. They helped me understand what veterans ex-
perience and what moral issues they have to work out. I can
now tolerate even the most horrific war stories and stay con-
nected to the heart and soul of the person telling them.

Kupfer: War is such a painful subject. Does it really help
to keep talking about it?
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Tick: Ironically, the way to heal pain is by diving deeper
into it. Most of the pain we are in is caused by our resistance
to and denial of it. To get off the suicidal path we are on, we
have to feel the pain that we are in, that the earth is in, that
our communities are in.

I fear for us, because the way we practice war is destroy-
ing everything. When we keep our mouths shut and don’t do
anything about it, it damages every one of us, which creates
more pain that has to be buried. It’s either dive into the pain
or die from refusing to face it.

There are signs that people are coming to this realiza-
tion. I am meeting activists on the Left who, frustrated that
we have not been able to successfully protest this war and this
administration, are turning their energy instead toward help-
ing veterans. I also see people concerned about helping Iraq
restore itself right now, and not waiting several decades, as we
did with Vietnam.

Some in the military are saying that we need a military-
civilian coalition to address the enormous problem of caring
for veterans. That is good, because it truly is our responsibility
too. Healing needs to be, in part, taken out of the hands of
specialists and put back into the hands of the tribe, which can
do a lot of things that specialists can’t. There is now less long-
term isolation of veterans and hopefully less alienation among
them. The public is more aware of PTSD and its consequences,
such as veterans who commit suicide and homicide.

Kupfer: It must be hard to do this work. Why do you stick
with it?

Tick: After the first Gulf War, I didn’t want to work with its
veterans. I was war weary. I still am, butI am part of a brother-
hood, and I have to keep serving. As I've gotten to know and
respect veterans, their situation has become intolerable to me.
They are home in body, but they can’t come home in mind or
heart or spirit. My goal is to provide a road map to lead vet-
erans and other survivors of trauma back into society.

So much love comes out of this work: the brotherhood
that I share with veterans, the incredible forgiveness that we
experience when we go to Vietnam. There are flowers in the
depths of hell. Sometimes people have to walk through hell
together in order to reach the deepest level of love and con-
nection. That love is bigger and stronger than the anguish we
face. n



