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 Risks of Allowing Military Chaplains to Proselytize  

Jewish War Veterans of the USA 
 

Why the practice can undermine military cohesion, trust, and mission effectiveness 

• It can undermine voluntary religious choice. Military personnel serve in a hierarchical institution 
where rank, duty assignments, evaluations, and access to services may affect how freely they feel able to 
decline religious invitations. Even when participation is formally optional, the power imbalance can 
make proselytizing feel coercive. 
 

• It can erode trust in the chain of command. Service members may worry that refusing a chaplain’s 
religious message could affect how leaders or peers perceive them. That concern can make personnel 
less likely to seek counseling, disclose personal struggles, or ask for help. 

 
• It can undermine unit cohesion. Proselytizing may create divisions between personnel who share a 

chaplain’s beliefs and those who do not, including nonreligious service members and those from other 
faith traditions. Military cohesion depends on shared professional commitments, not on religious 
conformity. 
 

• It can make minority-faith and nonreligious personnel feel like outsiders. Repeated unsolicited 
religious messaging may signal that some beliefs are more accepted or institutionally valued than others, 
thereby undermining morale and a sense of belonging. 
 

• It can discourage service members from seeking chaplain services. Chaplains are often expected to 
provide confidential counseling, crisis support, grief assistance, and referrals. If personnel expect 
proselytizing, they may avoid chaplains altogether, even when they need urgent help. 
 

• It can blur the line between pastoral care and religious recruitment. Chaplains serve an institutional 
role that includes supporting personnel of diverse beliefs. Using that role to seek converts can make 
legitimate spiritual care seem like an official effort to promote a particular religion. 
 

• It can raise constitutional and legal concerns. The military must protect the free exercise of religion 
while avoiding government endorsement of religion and religious coercion. Clear limits on proselytizing 
help preserve that balance and reduce the risk of complaints, investigations, and litigation. 
 

• It can harm the military’s public legitimacy. The armed forces serve a religiously diverse nation. 
Reports that military personnel are pressured to adopt a particular faith can erode public confidence in 
the military’s commitment to constitutional neutrality and equal treatment. 
 

• It can complicate coalition operations. U.S. forces often work with international partners and 
personnel from diverse cultural and religious backgrounds. Perceived religious pressure can create 
friction among allies, host-nation partners, and local communities. 
 

• It can distract from mission priorities. Military time and institutional resources should focus on 
readiness, discipline, safety, and mission execution. Unwanted religious advocacy can generate 
complaints, conflict, and administrative burdens that divert attention from those priorities. 
 

• It can be especially problematic in basic training, deployments, and isolated environments. In 
settings with limited privacy, few support options, or strong dependence on leadership, religious 
messages may feel less like personal speech and more like an institutional expectation. 
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• It can expose chaplains to conflicts of interest. A chaplain responsible for pastoral support who is also 

actively seeking converts may struggle to maintain the perception of impartiality, confidentiality, and 
professional boundaries. 
 

• It can heighten the risk of retaliation or social exclusion. Service members who decline religious 
engagement may fear being labeled as disrespectful, disloyal, or unsupportive. Even informal ostracism 
can undermine morale and discourage personnel from expressing their beliefs. 
 

• It can create inconsistent standards across units. Without clear restrictions, personnel may face 
varying levels of religious pressure depending on their installation, commander, or chaplain. Consistent 
policies provide predictable protection for everyone. 
 

• It can undermine the chaplain corps’ core purpose. Chaplains are most effective when service 
members view them as trusted providers of religious support and confidential care—not as 
representatives of a particular faith seeking converts. 

 
A balanced policy should protect chaplains’ ability to provide voluntary religious support, conduct worship, and 
respond to service members who independently request faith-based guidance, while prohibiting coercive, 
persistent, or unwanted proselytizing—especially when it exploits rank, authority, official duties, or a service 
member’s need for assistance. 
  
We strongly support military chaplains' religious liberty rights. Chaplains should not be required to abandon 
their beliefs, conceal their religious identity, or compromise their faith's tenets. However, protecting a 
chaplain’s freedom to preach and minister according to the doctrines of his or her faith in an appropriate 
worship or denominational setting is fundamentally different from authorizing proselytizing in an official 
command, counseling, or unit setting. 
 
That distinction is especially important given the military’s command structure. Service members do not always 
interact with military officials on equal footing, and a chaplain’s uniform and official position carry the 
authority of the Armed Forces. Language that blurs the line between protected religious expression and active 
proselytization risks creating an environment in which service members may feel pressured, excluded, or 
reluctant to seek assistance from a chaplain whose faith differs from their own. “We strongly support the 
religious liberty rights of military chaplains themselves. Chaplains should not be required to abandon their 
beliefs, conceal their religious identity, or compromise their faith's tenets. Protecting a chaplain’s freedom to 
preach and minister according to the doctrines of his or her faith in an appropriate worship or denominational 
setting, however, is fundamentally different from authorizing proselytizing in an official command, counseling, 
or unit setting.” 

JWV has a unique and longstanding interest in this issue. Founded in 1896 by Jewish Civil War veterans, JWV 
is the nation’s longest-serving active veterans service organization. For 130 years, we have advocated for the 
rights and well-being of those who serve in our Armed Forces, including every service member's right to 
practice his or her faith freely or to practice no faith at all. JWV also played an important role in advocating for 
the inclusion of Jewish chaplains in the U.S. military during World War I. We therefore understand both the 
indispensable role of the military chaplaincy and the importance of ensuring that chaplains can serve personnel 
of every religious background.          
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