It’s the Constitution – Sir*

Remarks by MeLinda Morton at the 110th JWV Annual Convention

What’s all the fuss about?  So, a few zealous Evangelicals are proselytizing at the Air Force Academy. It’s a free country after all.  Why shouldn’t they be able to express their beliefs?  Maybe a little religion will help the place.

The “fuss” of the past few months is about the Constitution.  It is about the ability and willingness of the Academy, the Air Force and National leadership to create and uphold a Constitutionally appropriate military training environment.  This is particularly important because the young women and men who attend the United States Air Force Academy will lead others in harm’s way; they will fly and fight at the behest of our nation.  They will also fly and fight in locales of increasing religious and cultural complexity.  It is also important because bigotry, fostered at the Air Force Academy or in other military training venues becomes bigotry on the battlefield; and nothing damages unit cohesiveness and military morale as much as institutionally sponsored bigotry.

Specific Religious Climate and Culture Issues at USAFA

So let’s talk a little bit about what has been going on at the Air Force Academy: 

First of all let me clarify that the United States Air Force Academy is a federally financed military training institution.  It is a Direct Reporting Unit (DRU) of the United States Air Force.  Every young woman and man attending the Academy receives either a Congressional or Presidential appointment.  The Academy exists to provide a course of study leading to the granting of a Bachelor of Science degree, and the Academy provides the military training necessary and appropriate for graduates to be commissioned as 2nd Lieutenants in the USAF.  No cadets pay tuition to attend the Academy; in fact, upon arrival at the Academy, cadets are inducted into the Air Force, take the oath of office, and become paid members of the military.  There is no question that the Academy and its staff are government actors.

Secondly, the current issue surrounding religion at the Academy is not about any individual cadet, sharing or discussing issues of faith.  No one has ever objected to earnest and consensual discussions of faith in appropriate settings among peers.  Therefore claims that so called “secular forces” outside the Academy are trying to prevent cadets from practicing their faith – are beyond ridicule.

The current religious issue at the Academy is an issue of faculty, staff, and leadership using their position and power to establish and support a particular religious agenda. 

Officers and leaders at the Academy, who use their governmental power and position to promote Evangelical Christianity, teach cadets to disregard the Constitution.  They send the clear message that, within the Air Force, the approved resource for spirituality is Conservative Christian Evangelical ideology.  Additionally, these officers and leaders corrode Cadet training by creating an environment in which any spiritual difference is seen as antithetical to unit cohesion.

The Air Force Academy is intentionally regimented.  Cadet life is lived within a strict hierarchical structure and every aspect of Cadet experience is meticulously constructed to create officers.  Within such a regimented environment, repetitive Constitutional violations indicate that the problem is systemic and pervasive.  Leaders, not cadets, are responsible.

Therefore my primary concern with the religious climate and culture at the Academy focuses upon the systemic and pervasive leadership practices which associate official governmental power and position with particular articulations of religious ideology.  I refer to: 

· Oral presentations and written guidance issued by the Commandant of Cadets (Brigadier General Weida), voicing overtly Evangelical Christian ideology.  

· Brigadier General Weida’s promotion of local Conservative Christian Evangelical worship services and religio-theatrical productions.  (Services and religio-theatrical productions at the Conservative Christian Evangelical Mega-Church, New Life – where Brigadier General Weida regularly attends.)

· Faculty introductory presentations in class that announce the Conservative Christian Evangelical orientation of faculty members and the desire to promote Conservative Christian value systems. (“Hello, I am Captain Smith and I am a born-again Christian – my faith is very important to me.  If you would be interested in learning more about Christian life, I am happy to talk with you after class.”)

· Air Officers Commanding (AOCs) counseling cadets concerning the “will of God.” Especially concerning are AOC’s who counsel women cadets to abandon the pursuit of Air Force pilot positions because, for women, such activity conflicts with “God’s plan.”  This reflects a Conservative Christian value and political position – not the policy of the USAF.

· A lack of clearly articulated policy from the Superintendent.  The USAFA Chaplain Service requested for 15 months a Superintendent’s policy letter.

· Chaplain activities and events, which focus exclusively on Conservative Christian Evangelical ideology and use local and national Evangelical presenters and resources.  (In my three years at the Academy, every Protestant Christian speaker was from a Conservative Christian organization or spoke from a Conservative Christian perspective.)

· Worship times and events, which are concretized in training schedules, establishing a Conservative Christian Evangelical paradigm for worship and expressions of faithfulness.  Conservative Christian Evangelical models of worship attendance and emotive spiritual expression define “Faithfulness”.  Other traditional and non-traditional worship forms and faith practices are discounted, marginalized or completely ignored.

· Official USAFA Character Development training, highlighting Conservative Christian Evangelical ideology as the only appropriate spiritual resource.

· Special Programs in Religious Education (SPIRE) programs for Protestants, staffed exclusively by local and national Evangelical para-church organizations; the only exceptions are the two Protestant SPIRE programs run by USAFA Protestant chaplains.

These, and other leadership practices at USAFA lead to pervasive and systemic violations of the Constitution and establish an environment derisive of religious difference and damaging to unit cohesion.

Yet with all these examples – and in the wake of national interest, the Academy and Air Force Leadership continue to insist that these are “isolated incidences” of primarily Cadet misconduct – rather than a systemic problem.

In May of 2005 the Air Force dispatched an investigative team led by Lt General Brady to “Review the Religious Culture and Climate” at the Air Force Academy.  Lt. General Brady’s “Report of the Headquarters Review Group” detailed example after example of Academy Constitutional violations.  Yet, General Brady’s team was unable to connect-the-dots and “discover” the systemic nature of the problem.  In the Brady Report, clear Constitutional violations are sympathetically characterized as “well-intentioned,” and open proselytizing by Academy leaders is explained as devotion to religious “duty” or “a lack of awareness.”  

General Brady repeatedly praises Academy leadership for “aggressively addressing [the] subject.”  Yet, on July 2nd  of this summer, after the release of the Brady report and while national attention was focused on religious issues at the Academy,  Academy leadership again failed to manage the Cadet schedule to accommodate Jewish and Muslim worship. Within the first two days of Basic Cadet Training this summer, an “Optional Chapel Service” for Jewish and Muslim Cadets conflicted with required preparation for the Basic Cadets’ first inspection.  “Chapel Time” on Sunday had no such conflicts.  Once again, Academy leadership failed to accommodate non-majoritarian religions in the same way in which they accommodate Christianity.  Far worse, Jewish and Muslim Basic Cadets were forced to choose between being good team members and attending worship.  This is a simple scheduling issue, and should have been resolved at a very low administrative level – however, because Academy leadership does not set a tone of rigor and intention in regard to these matters – low-level functionaries permit the continuation of wholesale religious discrimination.

The Bigger Picture

The Constitutional issues at stake in this current Academy controversy extend beyond the military environment.  These Constitutional issues are vital and instructive to all citizens.  The 1st Amendment’s prohibition against associating governmental power and position with religious ideology engenders the individual liberty in which free expression of religion may flourish.  Governmental support and government sponsored promulgation of religious ideology, whether for military character building, economic efficiency or social control is Constitutionally inappropriate.  

At the Academy, the troublesome interplay between governmental power and religious creed is painfully apparent.  Just as apparent are the personal consequences of such Constitutional impropriety.  Air Officers Commanding have told women cadets to forego an Air Force career as a pilot because such duty violates “God’s plan.”  Jewish students must accept Christian paradigms for worship attendance and religious expression or risk being labeled an “unfaithful slacker.”

Academy leaders, engaging in hand ringing confessions about the difficulty of culture change, make great theater but fail to address the problem.  Superficial training modules in which facilitators are forbidden to use the word “intolerance” and are cautioned against “making policy” are embarrassingly ineffective.  It is apparent that the Academy and the Air Force does not know what to do.

Suggestions

Direct and extended Congressional oversight is critical.  Congressman Steve Israel of New York, and Congresswoman Capps of California have been particularly helpful in attempting to address this problem.  However, they too have met very stiff resistance in the halls of Congress.  Congressman Israel is calling for a non-partisan Presidential commission to examine issues of religious climate and culture throughout the military.  His proposal is essential to pro-actively addressing this pressing Constitutional issue.  

With Congressional help, the Academy must establish an on-going task force of well-credentialed and interested experts to regularly examine Academy practices.  

Leadership changes at the Academy are essential.  This is clearly a leadership problem.  Leadership promulgates the current climate and culture at the Academy.  It is unrealistic to believe that leaders committed to using their power and position to promote Conservative Christian Evangelical ideology, will now create a climate rigorously attentive to spiritual pluralism and governmental religious neutrality.

In addition, the Academy should actively partner with knowledgeable civilian academic institutions and model the successes of Constitutionally appropriate military training environments.

Chaplain training should be examined and improved to address issues of religious diversity and pluralism. (There is currently no USAF Chaplain training emphasis on working in a pluralistic environment – Chaplains need to know that the military is NOT a mission field!)

Chaplains must clarify the use of the terms “Evangelism” and “Proselyzation.”  At a Chaplains conference this summer, the Air Force Deputy Chief of Chaplains voiced an Air Force Chaplain policy that Chaplains “may not proselytize” but they may “evangelize the un-churched.”  Obviously, there are major problems with such a statement – the least of which may be – who gets to decide who is “un-churched?”

Conclusion

The Air Force Academy’s Constitutional improprieties reflect a national struggle.  The difficulties and failures of Air Force leaders are a window into the dilemmas of our national soul.  Yet, the time has come to stand up and face our problems. The dedicated Cadets of the Air Force Academy deserve to learn and train in a Constitutionally appropriate arena. We all share the duty to uphold and defend this essential freedom.  After all, “It’s the Constitution - Sir.”

[*The phrase “It’s the Constitution – Sir” is borrowed from a Jewish cadet.  This cadet bravely came forward to report his experience of religious intolerance at the Air Force Academy.  In a meeting with USAFA faculty and staff, a JAG officer asked the cadet why he decided to come forward.  The cadet paused a moment and then said quietly, “Well, after all, it’s the Constitution, sir.”]

[Editor’s Note: MeLinda Morton, a Lutheran minister, was a chaplain at the Air Force Academy from 2002-2005. While at the Academy, Chaplain Morton has been critical of the Academy for not addressing incidents of religious bias and proselytizing within the Academy and has spoken out publicly about these issues. Chaplain Morton was reassigned from her position as Chaplain Executive Officer at the Academy earlier in 2005 and reassigned to a post in Okinawa. She has subsequently resigned her commission.]
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