IDEAs & Issues (SPIRITUAL FITNESS)

Neglecting the Spiritual
and Mental Fitness
of the Force

he Marine Corps is known

for its history, traditions, and

camaraderie. Marines are 2

different breed. We fight hard
and play harder, which makes us unique.
Marines are known for their physical
fitness and legendary performance on
battlefields throughout history. There
is more to fitness than simply physical
fithess. The Marine Corps breaks fitness
into the following categories: physical,
mental, spiritual, and social fitness. Fach
elementisessential toa Marine’s fitness,
but we will focus specifically on the spiri-
tual and mental aspects. Spiritual and
mental fitness are essential elements to
2 Marine’s overall fitness and are even
more critical to our force than physical
fithess. The famous collegiate basketball
coach Bobby Knight once said, “Mental
toughnessis to physical as fouris to one.”
Spiritual and mental fitness are impera-
tive to our Marine Corps and readiness
for combat. With the onset of COVID,
our organizational leadership unevenly
applied restrictions to Marines” and
other military members’ spiritual and
mental fithess.

One analogy that has been used to
represent the damage we have been in-
flicting on ourselves is the spiritual and
mental cup. Weall begin with a cup full
of our determination, drive, and desire.
The contents of the cup are what we
use to conduct day-to-day operations,
with different endeavors requiring dif-
ferent amounts of effort and will. To
meet the different demands of our daily
duties, we pour from our cup into a late-
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night planning meeting, an extended
separation from our family because of
an Integrated Training Exercise or Unit
Deployment Program, or thestress that
comes with raising out young Marines
into the future leaders they need to be
to meet Force Design 2030 demands. We
can only fill our cup through activities
that increase the morale of ourselves and
our units. A small gathering will help

Grieving loss. (Photo byLCpl Ryan 8. Busse.)

to fill the cup, but it will not fill it as
much as mess night or a Marine Corps
Ball. When our cup runs drybecause we
are unable or not allowed to refill it, we
are the most susceptible to disparaging
thoughts, loss of faith, or unspeakable
actions against ourselves or others.
The Spiritual Fitness Leaders Guide
tor Marines defines spiritual fitness as
“the ability to adhere to beliefs, prin-
ciples, and values needed to persevere
and prevail.” Many new Marines build
their beliefs, principles, and values
through their entry-level training and
education. A large part of our desired
outcome of entry-level training is pro-
viding the Marine with a “new” Marine
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Corps-centered values system. There are
Marines who join that have established
beliefs that they retain throughout their
careet, but we also strive for 2 common
baseline exemplified through ourmotto
of Honor, Courage, and Commitment. By
instilling these values and neglecting to
allow Marines to see the fruits of their
work—through socialization and cel-
ebration of their achievements—we fail
to provide Marines with the necessary
tools to persevere and prevail through-
out COVID.

The Marine Fitness portal hasa “To-
tal Fitness Self Check Tool,” which al-
lows a Marine to grade themselves across
physical, mental, spiritual, and social
fitness.! I have yet to see this tool uti-
lized throughout the force. Now would
be an excellent time to use the tool.
Mental fitness consists of components
regarding the Marine’s emotional state
and value to the unit and whether the
Marine knows where to get help when
needed.? This tool should not be used
in isolation nor extremis but should be
part of an engaged approach and part of
normal mentorship or counseling. The
most memorable and notable impact
that leaders can have in getting to know
their Marines and understanding how
they operate is to build sweat equity. We
as leaders must seck every opportunity to
work alongside our Marines and engage
in candid conversations while sharing
the burden of whatever task is at hand.
You can pretend to care, but you cannot
pretend to be there. The Marine Total
Fitnhess Check Tool is an excellent aid but
cannot be viewed as the solution, only as
part of the larger equation to address our
Marine’s overall fitness. One of the most
rewarding aspects of becoming a Marine
is sharing the accomplishment with your
family and friends. New Marines are not
getting that opportunity or emotional
boost like they did in the past.

COVID created new difficulties
and challenges for our Corps and the
military. The suicide rates last year were
29.6 per 100,000; thus far, in 2021, we
have a staggering number of 31.6 per
100,000.? The numbers reflect a 25-per-
son increase since pre-COVID. We have
lost 75 active-duty service members out
of 1.347 million; 2,272 service members
have been hospitalized from COVID.*
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Asvisible from the numbers, the unfor-
tunate truth is COVID presents a mini-
mal risk to our force (0.17 percent, not
even 1 percent hospitalization), whereas
suicides presented a significant concern
for over a decade and continue to do so.
Mental health issues afHlict many across
the force. Isolation, combined with lim-
iting unit functions, does not promote
better mental health but further isolates
everyone, specifically impacting those
who should not be isolated.

Currently, Marines enter our Marine
Corps without the same welcome to our
Corpsasin the past. Younger Marines
go toboot camp, Marine Combat Train-
ing/School of Infantry, and Military Oc-
cupational Specialty School before ever
having the opportunity to take leave.
In some cases, these new Marines can-
not leave base on liberty through all
entry-level training. Taking leave and
liberty may sound trivial; however, leave
affords the individual Marine the op-
portunity to show off what they have
accomplished and share that accomplish-
ment with family and friends. We argue
that this is an integral piece of sustaining
the transtormation, receiving positive
teedback and turther solidifying pride
in service and the Marine Corps. Entry-
level Marines will now have nearly two
years in the Marine Corps without the
opportunity of experiencing a Marine
Corps Birthday celebration. Under-
standing the mental and emotional
strain these Marines endure for six
months (or more) before they have an
opportunity to celebrate and reflect on
their accomplishments which provides
crucial insight into the importance of
balancing spiritual and mental fitness.

Not only are entry-level Marines
suffering during these periods, but the
incongruent and sometimes conflicting
decisions on what activities are allowed
and what activities are not allowed af-
tectlife-long Marines as well. Retirees or
Marines separating from active duty are
leaving our Corps without the custom-
ary and well-earned honors and festivi-
ties. These Marines lived and sacrificed
2s Marines, for one enlistment or de-
cades, are now separating and not able to
enjoy a Marine Corps Ball in their final
years. Some Marines have had to scale
down retirement celebrations, which

serve to recognize the Marine and their
tamily. History dictates Gen Lejeune
would not have accepted the antics of
today.

All these challenges lead to mental
and emotional implications that likely
will not surface in the near term but will
come back to haunt us—through mental
conditions or suicides. Future studies
and research will determine the emo-
tional and psychological toll COVID
has had on the force. Although we do
not have the data now, reason indicates
the correlation between the military
COVID envirenment and suicides.
The data mentioned above, and overall
appearances, suggest the military has
sacrificed our forces’ mental and spiri-
tual health at the altar of political optics,
and our future generations of Marines
and service members continue to suffer
the consequences. Spiritual and mental
fitness directly contribute to the force’s
social and physical fitness. The military
needs to maintain independence from
political issues. We also need to ensure
we do not present an optic of tear from
avirus that our demographic should not
fear.
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