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ABSRACT
This paper uses Paul Tillich’s definition of faith to provide the impetus for spiritual formation within the Marine Corps. It argues that spirituality and spiritual formation among United States Marines do not necessarily entail a particular religious context but derive from a myriad of ways in which Marines confront and transcend their existential realities and ontological anxieties. This form of spirituality results in what I term radical ontology. And U. S Marines are the embodiment of this radical ontology in that they possess the faith to both confront and transcend what Paul Tillich calls “ultimate concern.”   This faith entails several moments.  The first moment is essentially foundational and that is what Tillich calls the “threats of being.” The second moment is the wherewithal to transcend these threats vis-à-vis existential faith, which embraces and transcends non-being.  The third moment is the animation of one’s spirit in the process of transcendence, and this animation is best conceptualized in two ways. First, it is conceptualized through Tillich’s notion of courage as a philosophical underpinning of the core value “courage.” Second, it is conceptualized through Tillich’s ethical understanding of love, which is a corollary to the Marine Corps’ motto “esprit de corps.” Finally, as a practical case in point, I bring Tillich into a dialectical conversation with military ethicist George Clifford, a retired Navy chaplain, whose Aristotelian notion of courage and loyalty and naturalistic understanding of spirituality offer a more practical perspective to Tillich’s theoretical and ethical analysis. 

ALWAYS FAITHFUL: TRANSCENDENCE AS SPIRITUAL FORMATION IN THE US MARINE CORPS

By Darrell J. Wesley

“The life of faith is life in the community of faith, not only in its communal activities and institutions but also in the inner life of its members. Separation from the activities of the community of faith is not necessarily separation from the community itself. It can be a way (for example, in voluntary seclusion) to intensify the spirit which rules the communal life.”

Excerpt From: Paul Tillich. “Dynamics of Faith.” iBooks. 

There is little romance in the story of the Marine Corps, but rather chapter after chapter of hard work which has won only the reward that comes from the realization of a hard job well done.  In the century and more of the corps’ history there have been citations from Admirals and Generals as to the value of the marines in time of war and in time of peace, but to most members of the corps all fulsome citations can be forgotten in the general understanding that the marines have been worthy of their watchword-“Semper Fidelis” 

Lt. GEN. John A. Lejeune, “A Legacy of Esprit and Leadership”
In his seminal text The Dynamics of Faith Paul Tillich situates the discourse on spirituality in the context of anxiety and ontological concerns. His working definition is that faith is essentially a preoccupation with what ultimately concerns us. This ultimate concern is perhaps foundational to spiritual discourse and formation and may apply to a variety of contexts, especially contexts where there is pervasive existential anxiety. That being said, I believe Tillich’s definition of faith provides the impetus for spiritual formation within the Marine Corps. That is to say, that spirituality and spiritual formation among United States Marines do not necessarily entail a particular religious context, but derive from a myriad of ways in which Marines confront their existential realities and ontological anxieties, most notably in the face of war. Regardless of particular confessional expressions—be they Christian, Muslim, etc.—spiritual formation in the Marine Corps entails a form of existence that embraces non-being and transcends non-being by tapping into the soul’s resources. This form of spirituality results in what I term radical ontology. And U. S Marines are the embodiment of this radical ontology in that they possess the faith to both confront and transcend what is of ultimate concern, hence the title of this essay, “Always Faithful.” Though this motto may speak to the blood of commitment that runs through the Corps’ veins, this motto also implies a deeper sense of service to a cause greater than one’s own existence. This faith entails several moments.  

The first moment is essentially foundational and that is what Tillich calls the “threats of being” vis-à-vis “non being.” The second moment is the wherewithal to transcend these threats and that is existential faith that embraces non-being and to be “concerned” about that which is of “ultimate concern.” Hence, the definition of faith for Tillich is, “ultimate concern about that which is of ultimate concern.” Envisioning the third moment builds on what is implied in the first two, namely the animation of one’s spirit in the process of transcendence and this animation is best conceptualized in two ways. First it is conceptualized through Tillich’s notion of courage as a philosophical underpinning of the core value “courage.” Second, it is conceptualized through Tillich’s ethical understanding of love, which is a corollary to the Marine Corps’ motto “esprit de corps.” As a practical case in point, I bring Tillich into a dialectical conversation with military ethicist George Clifford, a retired Navy chaplain whose Aristotelian notion of courage and loyalty and his naturalistic understanding of spirituality offer a more practical perspective to Tillich’s theoretical and ethical analysis. This essay will end with some ethical considerations that come out of Tillich’s and Clifford’s understandings of spirituality. Before diving deeply into Tillich’s notion of Being and threats thereto, it is necessary to set the stage for the relevance of this analysis and look at Tillich’s experience as a military chaplain. Arguably, it is this experience that serves as the impetus for Tillich’s existential perspective on being and anxiety.  

How Tillich’s experience as a military chaplain informs his existential theology

Since one’s narrative informs the intellectual trajectory of one’s outlook, it seems reasonable to incorporate Tillich’s experience as a chaplain as critical to his understanding of anxiety. As I unpack his notion of faith, what should reside in our conceptual background is how Tillich’s experience as a German Army chaplain makes his analysis relevant for this discourse on Marine Corps spirituality. In his depiction of the young Paul Tillich serving as a chaplain, Mark Kline Taylor describes Tillich as one “doing theology in the trenches.” This depiction speaks to the anxiety Tillich felt while as a chaplain serving in the trenches of World War I. Taylor recalls Tillich description of this war experience as hell. Taylor further observes:

Even amid his grim despair and breakdowns worked by “the sound of exploding shells, of weeping at open graves, of the sighs of the sick, of the moaning of the dying”, Tillich remained both preacher and professor…Whether facing bombshells of battle in World War I, political oppression and social chaos after the war, the specter of nuclear warfare after World War II, the threatening character of world capitalist economy, or the deep-running angst in personal life -- in the face of all these Tillich sought sustenance for his theology...
 

It was during the horrors of war and the painful realities that followed -- that included losing his wife to an affair with his best friend -- that set the stage for a preoccupation with despair and anxiety. Finding helpful answers to life’s vexing concerns seemed dubious at first, but over time, Tillich would see theology and theologians providing answers to these questions. In fact, this is what Tillich’s famous method of correlation is all about; namely, using theology “to answer the questions implied in the human situation.” In other words Tillich’s spiritual formation begins with anxiety about threats to being or the reality of non-being. To this discourse we now turn in order to establish the point that U. S Marines share a similar sort of despair.    

The threat of non-being as a foundational moment for spiritual formation in the Marine Corps

Tillich’s notion of non-being is a helpful way to situate this formative moment of spiritual formation within the Marine Corps. Tillich’s notion of non-being comes from anything that threatens being. In The Courage To Be and the second volume of his Systematic Theology, Tillich elucidates the meaning of being and highlights its threats vis-à-vis that which threatens well-being and existence. For Tillich, to be or to exist inevitably coexists with these threats of non-being.
 Tillich speaks generally about existence and the threats thereof and consequently universalizes ontological anxiety. Yet, depending on the context, some may experience greater degrees of anxiety than others. Tillich contends that anxiety comes in three crucial forms, which are threats to being. They are: nonbeing threatens humankind’s ontic self-affirmation, relatively in terms of fate, absolutely in terms of death; humankind’s spiritual self- affirmation relatively in terms of emptiness, absolutely in terms of meaninglessness; and humankind’s moral self-affirmation, relatively in terms of guilt, absolutely in terms of condemnation.
 I argue that all three threats are indicative of Marine Corps Spirituality. When considering the first two threats, ontic self-affirmation and spiritual self-affirmation, Tillich suggests that these two threats cohere. Tillich writes:

Ontic and spiritual self-affirmation must be distinguished but they cannot be separated. Man’s being includes his relation to meanings. He is human only by understanding and shaping reality, both his world and himself, according to meanings and values. His being is spiritual even in the most primitive expressions of the most primitive human being. In the “first” meaningful sentence all the richness of man’s spiritual life is potentially present. Therefore the threat to his spiritual being is a threat to his whole being.

This quotation reveals that existence inevitably entails both the relative and absolute threats to being to include the concomitant concerns regarding ontic and spiritual well-being. On the one hand there is the human aspect of existence, which is to say that humanity has some agency in how one constructs one’s reality. As humans we attempt to craft our lives in a way that is commensurate with our values and with what has meaning for us.  On the other hand the essence of our humanity is our preoccupation and concern for spiritual matters. Threats to our humanity or ontic self-affirmation can result in either fate or death. Threats to our spiritual self-affirmation can result in either emptiness or meaninglessness. 


U. S. Marines are certainly illustrative of Tillich’s understanding of both relative and absolute threats to being, especially during war. Yet even before and after the experience of war, threats to a Marine’s ontic and spiritual existence may usher in a profound sense of anxiety and despair. This is certainly true either in preparation for war or perhaps the traumatic stress that follows the experience of war or combat. In her book Culture in Conflict: Irregular Warfare, Culture Policy, and the Marine Corps Paula Holmes-Eber, reveals the myriad ways Marines face the daily ontic and spiritual threats to their being. She points out that regardless of MOS, all Marines face threats to their being or the possibility of non-being. In summarizing an interview with a senior Marine, Holmes-Eber recalls the Marine proudly noting: 


There is no such thing as a “safe” noncombat job in the military. When Marines enlist or take a commission, they (and their parents) are not wooed to the Corps by promises of a solid paying job in protected positions far away from combat.

In one of her chapters Holmes-Eber contends that “every Marine is a rifleman” and such a notion ”has become the foundation for a culture that emphasizes unity and teamwork and is people- rather than technology-focused.” Facing the daily threats of non-being is a thought that occupies the mind of every Marine. In Tillichian language both the ontic threat and the spiritual threat are certainly matters of “ultimate concern.” 


The final threat that Tillich highlights in the The Courage To Be is what he calls the threat of moral self-affirmation, relatively in terms of guilt, absolutely in terms of condemnation.
 This threat nags at the core of Marines who live with the reality of killing and taking the lives of others. It is this moral threat that brings humankind face to face with one’s freedom to make important decisions about one’s future. What causes despair is estrangement from our essential nature. “In every act of moral self-affirmation,” Tillich contends, “humankind (emphasis mine) contributes to the fulfillment of his destiny to the actualization of what humankind (emphasis mine) potentially is”.


The anxiety Marines experience after they have had to kill could come with an enormous sense of guilt and as Yolanda Dreyer contends a Marine “becomes his or her own judge which can lead to complete self-rejection, a feeling of being condemned to a complete loss of one’s destiny.”


The types of anxiety noted above are apparent and real and may result in tragedy if Marines lack the wherewithal to confront threats of non-being. Giving in to despair is one of the reasons some Marine’s commit suicide, especially following deployments in war zones “The pain of despair means being aware of despair while simultaneously being able to affirm one’s being on account of the power of the nonbeing of despair.”


The critical question is “how can a Marine transcend these threats to being?“ The answer is “through faith.” This faith is not the sort of faith that comes out of a particular ecclesiastical or religious context. Rather this is existential faith, which comes through embracing non-being as well as what ultimately concerns us. What gives rise to Tillich’s definition of faith is the existential threat to one’s existence and it is this definition of faith that allows for the play on words “always faithful.” Indeed when understanding faith as being concerned about what is of ultimate concern, Marines experience the perennial concern of non-being. To make this point clearly, I will provide further elucidation of Tillich’s understanding of “ultimate concern” and why this notion is a critical juncture for spiritual formation. 

Tillich’s “Ultimate Concern” “Love,” and “Ontological Faith” 

In his book The Dynamics of Faith, Tillich defines faith as the condition of being ultimately concerned first about our existential threats and then directing that concern for something more ultimate, namely God, or what Tillich calls the “Ground of Being.” In his own words he defines faith as:

…a total and centered act of the personal self, the act of unconditional, infinite and ultimate concern. The question now arises: What is the source of this all-embracing and all-transcending concern? The word “concern” points to two sides of a relationship, the relation between the one who is concerned and his concern. In both respects we have to imagine man’s situation in itself and in his world.

For Tillich everyone has “ultimate concern,” though not every concern is ultimate and the goal of theology and theologians, respectively, is to provide answers for what concerns us ultimately. It is important to point out here that one should not confuse ultimate concern with preliminary concerns. As Daryl Pulman notes, the distinction between the two, at first glance, appears ambiguous, but it seems to be that the best way to resolve the ambiguity is think of ultimate concern as a response to our preliminary concerns. In other words, preliminary concerns are concerns that are existential with no real answer. However, through our religious and spiritual energies we are able to cope with our concerns be they depression, despair, anxiety, etc. Therefore, ultimate concern absorbs preliminary concerns and provides us with the power to transcend our anxieties. Tillich points out that the religious concern is ultimate:

…it excludes all other concerns from ultimate significance; it makes them preliminary. The ultimate concern is unconditional, independent of any conditions of character, desire or circumstance. The unconditional concern is total; no part of ourselves or of our world is excluded from it…

Pullman recommends that a helpful way to conceptualize the difference between ultimate concern and preliminary concern is to think of the two in terms of a spatial metaphor. That is, we should conceive of preliminary concerns horizontally and ultimate concern vertically. Preliminary concerns are our existential concerns that occupy us and overtake us. They are concerns that have value in and of themselves with no hope of transcendence. Ultimate concerns take on the preliminary concerns and does not let preliminary concerns have the final word. To that end, ultimate concern is spiritual whereas preliminary concern is only existential. Ontological faith is efficacious because it has the power of transcendence. Transcendence relies on what Tillich calls the Ground of Being, which to some extent is God but not the conventional theistic notion of God. God is being itself and not a being and consequently is the power of being. “As the power of being, God transcends every being and also the totality of beings in the world.”
 As the ground and power of being, one’s ability to transcend despair, by default, participates in infinite being. Therefore, we transcend our preliminary concerns (a conditioned concern) through what concerns us ultimately (unconditioned and infinite): 

The question now arises: What is the content of our ultimate concern? What does concern us unconditionally? The answer, obviously, cannot be a special object, not even God, for the first criterion of theology must remain formal and general…. Our ultimate concern is that which determines our being or not-being.

Essentially the object of our faith for the theist may be God, but can be any source on which we rely for strength. And for Tillich the critical ingredient of faith is courage, which in part “is the daring self-affirmation of one’s own being in spite of the powers of ‘nonbeing.’”

Courage for Tillich is the capacity to “stand out” of non-being while remaining in it. And existing can mean standing out of relative non-being, while remaining in it; it can mean actuality, the unity of actual being and the resistance against it.
 Tillich’s analysis is helpful in that spirituality and non being are concomitant realities. Yet despite existential threats and preliminary concerns, courage facilitates transcending anxiety and despair.   

Love as a Moral Source

The possibility of transcending non-being involves courage but this courage has a sub-category, namely unconditional love for one’s self and for one’s community. In the essay “All You Need Is Love: Ethics in the Thought of Paul Tillich,” Elliott Shaw tells us that what precipitates despair is our awareness of our estrangement from our full potential. The moral imperative for Tillich is that we come “to realize ourselves as fully as possible through actualizing our potentialities.”
 In this vein, suicide violates this moral imperative, because such an act prohibits actualization as well as lack of courage to transcend preliminary concerns. Not only should we live to our full potential but as Tillich writes in Morality and Beyond our moral aim is “becoming a person within a community of persons.”
  In the Dynamics of Faith, a section entitled Faith, Love, and Action, Tillich argues that part of our ultimate concern in the infinite is our concern about that to which we essentially belong, namely our community. To make this point even more clear, a lengthy quotation on this section should help:

One is ultimately concerned only about something to which one essentially belongs and from which one is existentially separated. There is no faith, we have seen, in the quiet vision of God. But there is infinite concern about the possibility of reaching such quiet vision. It presupposes the reunion of the separated; the drive toward the reunion of the separated is love. The concern of faith is identical with the desire of love: reunion with that to which one belongs and from which one is estranged. In the great commandment of the Old Testament, confirmed by Jesus, the object of ultimate concern, and the object of unconditional love, is God. ”

The Marine Corps’ motto “Always Faithful” speaks to a long and rich tradition that encompasses years of commitment to the country and how this country can count on Marines “to always be ready” when the nation is least ready. Moreover, the Marine Corps embraces an ethos that is imbued with deeper spiritual undertones, which is to say that this faithfulness implies more. This faithfulness implies an ontological aspect, namely the capacity to transcend existential threats that may potentially impede well-being. Therefore, this ontological faith entails two important ingredients that facilitate transcendence in the Marine Corps. These ingredients are courage and esprit de corps to which I now turn. 

Always Faithful: Ontological Faith and Transcendence in the Marine Corps

Marines are great examples of Tillich’s notion of faith, courage and esprit de corps; these are owned by Marines and are the critical ingredients of their spirituality. The process of spiritual formation that precipitates courage and esprit de corps begins at recruitment and is manifested throughout daily life and accentuated during wartime. According to the publication Sustaining the Transformation (Marine Corps Reference Publication 6-11D), the authors contend that “recruit training” is a critical and important phase of transformation that takes place in a Marine’ journey. This transformation begins when a recruit gets off the bus at the Marine Recruit Depot and steps on the “yellow footprints” (literally). From that this transformation entails stripping a recruit of his or her identity as an individual and begins the process of becoming a Marine. Then actual training commences with a 12-week process, which is essentially a rite of passage that culminates in a crucible. This crucible is “a 54-hour continuous test of intense, physically-demanding training under conditions of sleep and food deprivation.  This crucible perhaps is the first time a Marine begins to experience the relative threat of both ontic self-affirmation and spiritual self-affirmation:

They will know that they can exceed their physical and mental limitations through teamwork, perseverance, and courage. Once experienced, the Crucible becomes a personal touchstone that demonstrates the limitless nature of what they can achieve individually and, more importantly, what they can accomplish when they are part of the Marine Corps team.

This crucible in each Marine’s narrative is one part of a larger grand narrative of unparalleled courage. This courage is not just warrior courage or the Aristotelian courage (as the means between two extremes); rather while this courage may include warrior and Aristotelian notions of courage, the full content of this courage includes something much more deeply spiritual. Holmes Eber speaks to this enormous spiritual strength:

In speaking about their ethos of toughness and endurance, Marines that I interviewed often likened themselves to the Spartans, whom they saw as sharing the same characteristics of loyalty and honor hewn through shared suffering and hardship…. This notion of an inseparable bond, forged through hardship, was reflected in Marines’ willingness and desire to live and work under austere conditions even when not deployed.

It is not only the strength of will or courage that facilitates transcendence, but is also the incredible esprit de corps that contributes to Marines being “Always Faithful.” In an essay entitled “A Legacy of Esprit and Leadership,” John A. Lejeune contends that Marines possess courage unparalleled by any of the other services and he further contends that the spirit of community is the impetus for this courage. Lejeune describes spirit as:

a more or less unknown field to all of us and a field which is very difficult for us to comprehend by the exercise of our mental faculties. Logic and reasoning play but a small part of it. Education assists but little. It is a matter of dealing with the emotions, the spirit, the souls of the troops.

The reason why Marines possess the courage needed to transcend preliminary concerns like despair, anxiety and even death, is the awareness that they share in a bond that is deeply spiritual. True esprit de corps, Lejeune argues, “is founded on the great military virtues such as unselfishness self-control, energy honor and courage.”
 


This esprit de corps cannot be underestimated at all, and such a notion is critical in spiritual formation. In a publication entitled Sustaining the Transformation (Marine Corps Reference 6-11D), the Commandant of the Marine Corps points out that of the several critical factors affecting sustainment, “know your Marines and look out for their welfare” is an important aspect of esprit de corps and one of the most important principles of leadership. In an essay entitle “A Legacy of Esprit and Leadership” originally published in the Marine Corps Gazette in 1979 and republished in 1997, Major General John A. Lejeune comments on the spiritual value of esprit de corps. He points out that this spiritual ingredient is the catalyst for both the exceptional morale enjoyed by Marines as well as the exemplary morality practiced by Marines.
  


Lejeune notes esprit de corps is in fact the spirit of the Marines. “Like everything pertaining to the spirit,” Lejeune endearingly reflects, “is imaginable, imponderable, and invisible.”
 Lejeune further observes that “Esprit itself cannot be perceived by any of the five senses, but nevertheless every leader of men knows that it does exist and that it is the most potent of the forces which it is necessary to utilize in order to achieve victory”

I will close this essay by bringing Tillich’s theological and ethical approach into a dialectical conversation with Retired Navy Chaplain and Military Ethicist George Clifford. The reason for this dialectic is to offer a more practical way forward for the spiritual formation of 21st century Marines and, finally, to make the case for the relevance and importance of military chaplains (especially Navy), who, I maintain, are critical for the spiritual formation of Marines. 

A Practical Model for Spiritual formation for 21st Century Marine: Paul Tillich and George Clifford in dialectic conversation.

The final part of this essay is to put practical garb on a theoretical frame, which is to say that the dialectic between Tillich and Clifford involves Tillich’s understanding of non being and faith as a theoretical construct for Marine Corps formation and Clifford’s ethical and naturalistic approach to spirituality as a means of practically cultivating Marine Corps spirituality. By bringing Clifford and Tillich into a dialectic conversation, I can present a way forward as Marines continue to grow and mature as spiritual warriors. I use the word dialectic not in the Hegelian sense of combining antithetical notions, but in the sense of combining complementary notions into a singular concept. What makes this analysis relevant is that both approaches, the theoretical (Tillich) and the practical (Clifford), were initially formed while both men served as military chaplains. Since I have spent much space unpacking Tillich’s work as a theoretical foundation, I now briefly turn to Clifford. 

Upon his retirement from the Navy in 2005, Navy Captain George Clifford wrote much about the area of military ethics and religion. His scholarship has proven to be a valuable asset for providing the ethical training of military officers. Clifford’s theological and philosophical approach to military ethics and spiritual formation began to develop while he served as ethics and religion instructor at both the Naval Academy and the Naval Postgraduate School. In both places, Clifford developed what he calls a “truly pluralistic approach and application of theology of world religion.” This practical pluralistic approach ultimately informed Clifford’s view of the critical ways in which spirituality is cultivated in a pluralistic environment. However, what is important to point out here is what Clifford means by cultivation. 

Clifford believes that cultivation is the habituation of ethical and spiritual practice. Shortly after his retirement in 2005, Clifford published an essay entitled “Duty at all Cost” in which he argued that military personnel should seek to bring Aristotle’s “eudaimonia” into reality. Given Aristotle’s understanding of this Greek word to be “well-being,” Clifford applies this notion to both the ethical and, by extension, the spiritual world of military service members. For Clifford, well-being is best realized by habituating the virtues of loyalty and courage, both of which fulfill a moral purpose that “is especially important when matters of life and limb are involved.”
 Moreover, these virtues of loyalty and courage are similar to Tillich’s notion of ontological courage and love. Both entail the wherewithal to transcend anxiety and the extraordinary nurturing of relationships vis-à-vis esprit de corps. 

Regarding loyalty, Clifford, in a way similar to Tillich’s ontic and spiritual self-affirmation, insisted that moral and spiritual formation begin with loyalty to one’s self and one’s peers, which for military service members embodies what it means to be of service to one’s country. In his own words he defines loyalty in the following way:

Loyalty to self and loyalty to peers, both fall always below loyalty to the Constitution and usually below seniors and subordinates. The profession of arms is rightly described as service to the nation; the term “armed services” explicitly recognizes this characteristic of an officer’s profession. Service, by its very nature, requires subordinating the servant’s interests to the master’s.

Like Tillich, Clifford believes spirituality and spiritual formation entail a relationship with others (notion of love for Tillich) and not only a metaphysical relationship with a Divine Being that may or may not have anything to do with horizontal relationships. Therefore the quotation above implies the importance of this horizontal relationship and, more specifically, it implies a critical ingredient for Marine Corps spirituality, namely esprit de corps. A Marine’s spiritual fiber and moral compass are the affirmation for one’s self while also showing love and care for fellow Marines. With such loyalty intrinsic to one’s nature, this is why “no Marine is left behind,” and “once a Marine, always a Marine.” 

Courage for Clifford is essentially “character in action” and can only be cultivated through habit.  Using Aristotle’s concept of courage, Clifford describes courage as making reflective and intentional decisions to do the right thing even in the face of dire consequences. In other words, courage as the right choice “is the mean between the extremes of rashness and cowardice.”
 Clifford’s notion of courage differs from Tillich’s in that for Tillich courage is that which facilitates transcendence from anxiety whereas Clifford explicitly employs an Aristotelian notion of courage that essentially puts Tillich’s courage “as transcendence” in action.    

Finally, Clifford takes the virtues, heretofore mentioned, and explicitly applies them to a construct for spiritual formation.  This construct will provide for our purposes a list of ways to cultivate these virtues and therefore cultivate spiritual formation for Marines.  In an essay entitled Making the Ethereal Earthy: A New Definition of Spirit, Clifford argues for a more holistic understanding of spirit and like Tillich he grounds this notion of spirit in the context of our everyday experiences.  Our spirit is best animated through the ways in which we exercise our loyalty to ourselves and our fellow humans and our courage to transcend the difficulties indicative of our humanity.  Clifford argues that the notion of spirit necessarily contains six quintessentially human characteristics. These six characteristics are: self-awareness, linguistic capacity, limited autonomy, creativity, aesthetic sense and loving/being loved.
 I will briefly discuss all of these and then apply a few to Marine Corps Spiritual formation. 

Self-awareness is the unique ability that we as human have to be reflective about our lives, our present, and our future. Depending on one’s spiritual context one can argue that “self-awareness is the locus of human encounters with God because it constitutes the imago dei.”
  

Linguistic capacity is the ability we have to communicate with each other either directly or symbolically. More importantly, “linguistic capacity permits humans, after constructing a web of relationships and interpretations of life to formulate a sense of self that complements self-awareness…”
 

Limited autonomy highlights our ability to make decisions and to chart a direction for our lives. And though we are social creatures with some constraints, we still have the capacity to decide right and wrong. 

Creativity is for Clifford “our most important and basic human trait.”
 Using limited autonomy and self-awareness, creativity becomes the conduit by which we craft ways to transcend “existential concerns.” 

Aesthetic sense is humanity’s ability to appreciate art, beauty, music, poetry, etc. More importantly this characteristic facilitates the process of seeing notions of good and evil in nature and reality. 

Loving and being loved is obviously relational and is what makes life meaningful and enjoyable. It is this characteristic, for Clifford, that animates our soul to do good and take risks on behalf of others. 


Each of these characteristics should be employed in ways to enhance one’s spirituality. When Marines practice and thereby cultivate Clifford’s spiritual foundational characteristics, they are able to practice ontological faith and transcend whatever threatens their well-being. For example, Marines might write a letter to their ultimate concern describing their feeling before or after combat (linguistic capacity), or sketch a picture that similarly portrays those feelings (aesthetic sense). These are only a few examples, and this pluralistic approach and notion of ‘spirit’ aid in the process cultivating virtuous behavior that will ultimately lead to transcendence. Using this method offered by Clifford provides the practical platform to “promote spiritual fitness, to give structure to spiritual formation initiatives and to aid efforts to develop protocols that address the spiritual facets of problems, such as post-traumatic stress disorder and moral injury.”
 However, when a Marine habitually exercises these characteristics, they will exemplify loyalty and courage, and therefore experience a spiritual maturation that will sustain them while on active duty and even in the years that may follow. Hence, in the final analysis, by applying Tillich’s language of ultimate concern and Clifford’s employment of the Aristotelian virtues of loyalty and courage as they are manifested in characteristics of spirit and the spiritual, Marines will be as they say in their motto, “always faithful.” 

Alas, though neither Tillich nor Clifford wrote specifically about the need for military chaplains, both have at least implied that spiritual formation would be enhanced by what the Navy Chaplain Corps calls a “ministry of presence.“ In Volume 1 of his Systematic Theology, Tillich clearly argues that the job of theologians is to provide answers implied in the human situation. In one of Clifford’s earlier essays as a Navy chaplain, he reveals how professionally efficacious it is for chaplains to serve in a pluralistic environment. In his first publication as a Navy Chaplain, Clifford concludes that chaplains are ultimately resources for the spiritual formation for Marines (and Sailors).
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