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ince my commissioning in 1988 as a United States Army Chaplain

Candidate, the fundamental purpose of war has changed relatively
little: war generally remains a contest of wills to achieve political ends
between nation-states employing military force. Clausewitz’ famous
dictum still holds true that “War is not merely a political act, but also
a real political instrument, a continuation of political commerce, a
carrying out of the same by other means.™
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However, war inherently
seems different today, does
it not? How so? What has
changed, and what endures as
America enters the 21 Century
still prosecuting the longest,
most intractable war in its his-
tory? I make no pretense to
have the complete answers to
such broad questions, yet they
are important to the profes-
sion of arms, the nation, and,
I contend, the world as well, so
sketching them is a type of sa-
cred duty. As part of my calling
now as an Army chaplain with
over 27 years’ service, I trust
I've gained a broad enough
professional understanding to
undertake the task. The son
of a career Army chaplain, I
have served at and through
the attack on the Pentagon,
deployed to combat multiple
times, and most importantly
have pastorally walked with
warriors and their families
through the suffering of a war
where religion and religious
issues inform combat. As a re-
sult, I probably have as great a
currency with these questions
as does anyone. Still, these
musings are mine alone—cer-
tainly not those of the U.S.
Army Chief of Chaplains, the
U.S. Army, or the Department
of Defense—and I can only of-
fer them as limited consider-
ations designed to stimulate
professional reflection and
discussion. Yet, in this sense,
one might consider this arti-
cle a verbal call to arms to ap-
preciate anew the enduring yet
changing nature of contempo-
rary war.

That said, from my service
in the profession of arms,
there are four truths which
the Global War on Terror has
both elevated and affirmed:
war is catastrophic to individ-
uals and families and corrosive
to military formations; values

remain decisive in shaping
a nation’s decision to go to
war and its prosecution of the
same; religion is and will re-
main a catalyst in geopolitical
decision-making, particularly
the formation of grand strat-
egy, conflict termination, and
reconciliation; and finally, the
context of war is shifting, with
nation-states enduring as sta-
bilizing forces in the global
order and sub-state actors ex-
ercising increasing influence,
but with the potential of war
in cyberspace to produce com-
plex catastrophes incorporat-
ing lethal effects in diplomatic,
informational, military, and
economic spheres (including
energy, healthcare, and trans-
portation networks). I have
explored these questions in
greater detail in my own doc-
toral research but shall simply
detail them here and see if they
might point the way to a deep-
er understanding of war as a
social phenomenon and, more
importantly, how like-mind-
ed Christian spiritual leaders
might responsibly direct war’s
conduct in the future.

f the four truisms I've out-

lined, we cannot escape
the enduring reality that war
remains catastrophic to war-
riors and their families and
corrosive to military forma-
tions. While this observation
might seem naively self-evi-
dent, in a culture which often
inchoately desires technology
to sanitize the messiness of re-
ality war, reminds us such an
effort is illusory. Combat trau-
ma, post-traumatic stress, and
the moral and spiritual injury
in personnel wound not only
warriors but also the loved
ones around them.?

I have been particularly in-
formed in this regard by
the enduring ministries of

my colleagues in the Army
Chaplain Corps who daily at-
tempt to help both those war-
riors and their families inte-
grate such suffering into per-
sonal and family system iden-
tities. A genuine theological
reality of this pastoral service
has been, I think, a renewed
understanding, from at least
the Christian tradition, that
suffering is not an end unto
itself but a means to an end
of renewing a living hope.
Suffering thus becomes a valu-
able experience of living both
immanently and transcen-
dently in, by, and through the
God who is both with us and
beyond us, and ironically be-
comes an antidote to the per-
vasive idolatry of the self on
which contemporary American
society is so fixated. Such a
living hope—founded and ex-
ercised in Jesus Christ—thus
transforms our suffering from
a barrier to be overcome to a
path to be walked.3

However, it further remains
true that such suffering affects
not only warriors and families
but also the societies which
employ them and, by exten-
sion, the world at large. Thus,
the suffering of war takes on
a multi-dimensional charac-
ter: it is individual, familial,
communal, national, and even
global in its nature and effects.
The image which reminds me
of this is that though all war-
riors leave the battlefield, the
battlefield never leaves them.
The weight of carrying such a
burden is concentric to soci-
ety and is a life-long project.
This war on terror has remind-
ed those of us in the American
context of this reality.

However, and perhaps relat-
ed to this, this war also subtly
corrodes the military forma-
tions and institutions which
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provide citizens their securi-
ty. As Mark Mattox reminds
us, war on a protracted scale
diminishes the moral fiber of
warriors and, to the extent that
those same warriors become
leaders in their formations,
also diminishes the moral fiber
of the units in their charge.
For a modern constitutional
democracy in which the mil-
itary forces of the state are an
ever-growing cohort of skilled
professionals charged with the
“management of violence,” to
quote Samuel Huntington, this
corrosive effect of prolonged
war thus has immense impli-
cations for the Republic.5

Even those military forma-
tions with the most cherished
histories and deeply held val-
ues are increasingly at risk in
bello for, at best, a drift into
the hazy shadows of ill-consid-
ered moral acts and, at worst,
the outright commission of
atrocities and war crimes.®
For those same forces post
bello, the collective effects of
moral corrosion manifest in
malformed personal behav-
ior, arrested leader moral de-
velopment (and perhaps psy-
cho-social development), the
legitimate need to confront
war crimes (if committed), the
re-establishment of the rule of
law through justice and rec-
onciliation, and necessary so-
cial healing through exercises
of memory, repentance, and
forgiveness.” While such acts
of contrition have occurred in
this war at some points on a
local scale, the process of col-
lectively addressing moral cor-
rosion for units, the Army, or
the nation has been distinctly
absent.

I am not arguing that America
or its Army needs to be placed
on trial for specific war crimes;
such a generalization does
not hold up to considered

ethical analysis from perspec-
tives such as the Just War
Tradition, the tradition in
which I am trained and ad-
mittedly operate in the pro-
fession of arms. Rather, what
I am advocating is that in the
best tradition of American civ-
il-military relations, we as a
nation need to rediscover links
to an increasingly profession-
alized and, to be candid, dis-
tant set of military forces oper-
ating for the nation but at the
margins of its collective social
understanding.

If such forces are experienc-
ing moral corrosion as I've
described, then strength-
ening the links between the
American military and its peo-
ple is not just a nice perk to be
casually pursued; rather it is
vital to the life and future of
the nation. A helpful start to
this process would be to in-
tentionally address at a force-
wide level the need for healing
and reconciliation within our
armed forces and only then
to effect renewed training in
moral formation as a part of
leader development - to put
the horse back before the cart
rather than just leaving the
horse behind and hoping the

cart will roll along on its own.

his conclusion leads to my

next observation that val-
ues and identity remain deci-
sive in shaping a nation’s deci-
sion to go to war and its pros-
ecution of conflict. In essence,
these two concepts for any
nation are inextricably linked.
Despite the post-modern ethos
of self-defining meaning and
truth, when a nation-state con-
siders whether to go to war,
then at least part of its deci-
sion is based on an assessment
of its collective values, partic-
ularly as those values relate to
or are an outgrowth of its his-
torical ideals.

For instance, one cannot un-
derstand how France ap-
proaches contemporary secu-
rity challenges and decisions
about war without under-
standing its almost sacrosanct
desire for peace and how that
value still retains strong ties
to the nation’s experience in
World War I, perhaps partic-
ularly the Battle of Verdun in
1915-1916. Another contem-
porary example of this concept
lies in America’s continual em-
phasis on the value of freedom
for individual citizens, particu-
larly based on a liberty of con-
science. Whether the National
Security Strategies of either
the Bush or Obama adminis-
trations, the United States re-
mains committed to champi-
oning the notion that each per-
son is afforded the inalienable
right of freedom of the soul
and that each person is further
afforded the expression of such
freedom through voting, as-
sembly, worship, etc. Linked to
national legal enshrinements
such as the 1998 International
Religious Freedom Act (IRFA),
the United States has demon-
strated a commitment to its
First Amendment codification
of both the non-establishment
and free exercise of religion
clauses.®

This reality points to the func-
tional nature of values and
ideals, particularly political
aspirations, relative to na-
tional identity and economic
prosperity. In this, however,
lies a challenge for the United
States as it exercises both hard
and soft national power: how
much will the Republic con-
tinue to rely on its values in
shaping a grand strategy in
pursuit of its aims, interests,
and policy goals? Relative to
values such as religious free-
dom, one could only say to-
day that this dilemma is an
open question at best. For
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instance, pursuant to IRFA,
the United States established
both the Ambassador-at-Large
for International Religious
Freedom in the Department
of State and began its annu-
al reporting requirement to
Congress on the status of in-
ternational religious freedom
by country.

The effect of this reporting
has been manifest, particular-
ly with the Secretary of State’s
designation of certain coun-
tries each year as “Countries
of Particular Concern.” The
People’s Republic of China
has received this designation
consecutively every year since
1999, and the sobriquet re-
mains a geopolitical thorn in
the side of the PRC as it seeks
to redefine its geopolitical
image and role as an aspir-
ing great power, particularly
relative to the United States.
However, today this ambas-
sadorship is only recent-
ly-filled, and the United States
Commission on International
Religious  Freedom faces
possible funding cuts from
Congress, putatively as an ex-
ample of congressional debate
over the commission’s role
but possibly also as a result of
changing administration geo-
political priorities about the
role of religious freedom as a
value undergirding the United
States’ exercise of power.°
Thus for America as for all na-
tions, the role values will con-
tinue to play in shaping geo-
political actions remains man-
ifestly evident and critical but
subject to domestic political
considerations.

he third observation de-

rives from the anteced-
ent, so I naturally advance
that religion is and will re-
main a catalyst in geopolitical
decision-making, particular-
ly in the formation of grand

strategy, conflict termination,
and reconciliation. While re-
cent American presidential ad-
ministrations have made seri-
ous strides in actualizing this
notion, much more remains to
be done to realize effectively
its potential.

First, notwithstanding the po-
liticized debate prevalent in
this country about the sepa-
ration of church and state, a
majority of other countries
around the world continue to
base the functioning of their
cultures on religious histories,
ideas and beliefs, places, and
certainly leaders. Indeed, the
Global War on Terror might
plausibly be considered the
first war in American history
in which religion was and is a
dominant factor at the tacti-
cal, operational, and strategic

levels of conflict. In essence,
whether we in America debate
if or how religion should in-
form life in the public square,
for our stated enemies that de-
bate is a settled question and
religion is the basis for inform-
ing all facets of human culture.
In predominantly Muslim so-
cieties, Islam undergirds de-
cision-making in families,
tribes, clans, towns, regions,
and indeed nations and does
so first through personal and
secondly through professional
relationships.

Thus with United States forc-
es conducting unified land
operations for over a decade
in such countries, command-
ers on the ground have had to
incorporate religious issues
into their battlefield calculus
in new ways. Chaplains have
often been called on in this ef-
fort to utilize their status as
religious leaders to establish
relationships with local reli-
gious leaders (of multiple faith
traditions) in order to facilitate
the building of trust, air griev-
ances or issues, and act as a
“bridge” to the command.*

Religion’s role in other soci-
eties leads, in fact, to anoth-
er possibility in the critical-
ity of religion to the current
conduct of war, and that is its
functional utility to become
a conduit for post-war peace,
particularly achieving justice
and reconciliation and social
healing through memory and
forgiveness. Theologians such
as Miroslav Volf, Nigel Biggar,
and the late Jean Bethke
Elshtain have eloquently ad-
vocated religion’s utilization
from a religiously-informed or
Just War Theory ethical per-
spective. However, significant
experts in geopolitics such as
Douglas Johnston, Cynthia
Sampson, and Chris Seiple
have also argued for this,
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“Despite the post-modern ethos of self-defining
meaning and truth, when a nation-state considers
whether to go to war, then at least part of its decision
is based on an assessment of its collective values,
particularly as those values relate to or are an
outgrowth of its historical ideals.”

particularly seeing religion as
a potential catalyst for the res-
olution of conflicts or inclusion
into humanitarian interven-
tion missions. The step which
must be taken for this to occur,
however, is for religion and re-
ligious issues to be consciously
incorporated into the strategic
decision-making of national
leaders through its inclusion
in grand strategy. It is instruc-
tive, for example, that for the
United States there exists at no
level of national government
higher than one of the service
chiefs of chaplains any advi-
sor to the national command
authority who is a trained and
authorized geopolitical ethi-
cist, let alone one conversant
in the multiplicity of religious
issues present in the world to-
day. To state again, however,
despite the debate in America
over the role religion should
play in the public square, a
majority of the world retains
no such confusion over the is-
sue. Therefore, in order to ef-
fectively craft American grand
strategy (integrating ends,
ways, and means into attain-
able policy aims) that engage
the world as we find it, the
United States must re-appre-
ciate the vital geopolitical role
that religion, religious issues,
and religious decision-making

processes play across the
world, even amidst the chang-
ing nature of war. This is so
particularly regarding how
conflict can and should end
and how religion can inform
the re-establishment of any
just and lasting peace.

Finally, I wish to advance the
observation that the con-
text of war is shifting. Nation-
states endure as stabilizing
forces in the global order, and
sub-state actors continue to
exercise increasing influence.
But to this must be added the
rise of a new domain of war in
cyberspace as a vehicle toward
complex catastrophes incor-
porating lethal effects in dip-
lomatic, informational, mil-
itary, and economic spheres
(including energy and trans-
portation networks). The his-
torians MacGregor Knox and
Williamson Murray helpful-
ly developed the concept of a
“revolution in military affairs”
(RMA) to describe paradig-
matic changes in how nations
initiate and fight wars. An
RMA reshapes how all nations
must face these tasks."

For example, the advent of
atomic and then nuclear weap-
ons was and remains a deci-
sive RMA pursuant to World

War II. However, in the United
States’ joint operational doc-
trine, war started in the land
domain and then progressed
to the sea, air, and space do-
mains; these were and are the
natural physical domains in
which nation-states operate.
Today, we face the RMA of cy-
berspace as a fifth domain of
war, but one which is wholly
synthetic, or man-made, yet
emerging as vital to the pur-
suit of national interests, aims,
and policy goals, to include the
preservation of basic national
security.’> What ethical rules
will govern warfare in cyber-
space? While I have argued
that there are relatively few
nations which have suffered
the effects of an actual attack
in and through cyberspace,
there is no doubt that such at-
tacks will increase in frequen-
¢y, intensity, and lethality.
This development points, how-
ever, to the resilience of the
nation-state amidst the rise of
regional tensions, no matter in
which domain war is or will be
fought.

In essence, as did Jean
Bethke Elshtain, I see the na-
tion-states’ status as the domi-
nant actors on the internation-
al scene remaining in place
but growing in their capacities
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to prosecute war simultane-
ously in each of the five do-
mains listed above (and this is
not just for the United States,
which already possesses this
capability).* Moreover, this
will be attenuated by the con-
tinual rise of either competi-
tor states or sub-state actors,
such as al Qaeda or Islamic
State, and contests for region-
al dominance if not outright
hegemony.

Further, if the current Global
War on Terror has taught us
anything about the future of
war, it is the resurgence of
counterinsurgency operations
(COIN), particularly in ur-
ban populations or increas-
ingly in the future in so-called
mega-cities.  Whether na-
tion-states or sub-state actors
fight in land, sea, air, space, or
cyberspace, the goal will be to
increase political legitimacy,
power, or control of peoples.
Ironically then, in the future
COIN will likely not be con-
fined to the land domain but
will be increasingly conduct-
ed through the other domains,
particularly through cyber-
space. In essence, Clausewitz’s
“trinity” of violence or passion,
chance, and policy will remain
proscriptive in war. People
will still increasingly live and
relate to one another as peo-
ple, so COIN will retain cur-
rency in both mega cities and
cyberspace. Such a changing
contextualization should have
immense implications for how
nations now conduct training
and operations for their mili-
tary forces for future war, and
indeed nation-states are in-
creasingly applying vast na-
tional resources to this reality.

Nonetheless, this contextual-
ization points to another out-
growth of the current war,
and that is the growing inter-
national preference for what

I term “transnational military
interventions and operations”
(TMIO).* Arising principal-
ly from the Rwanda Genocide
in 1994, the International
Commission on Intervention
and State Sovereignty devel-
oped the concept of the “re-
sponsibility to protect”, or
R2P. Since then, the concept
has been applied as the basis
for military interventions in
peace-keeping missions such
as OPERATION Artemis in
the Democratic Republic of
Congo in 2003 and, more re-
cently, in Libya in 2012. As
well, partnerships such as that
of Harvard University and the
United States Peacekeeping
and  Stability = Operations
Institute have refined mili-
tary doctrine to more broadly
describe both military atroci-
ty prevention operations and
military atrocity response op-
erations.® Still, while many in
the international community
(whether in the diplomatic,
military, educational, or eth-
ics professions) may champion
TMIO, such operations are dif-
ficult to politically legitimate,
strategically coordinate, mil-
itarily resource, execute, and
conclude.

For instance, notwithstanding
the above operations, other sit-
uations such as the war in Syria
demonstrate the problematic
nature of the construct. When
in 2012 a consensus could
not be reached in the United
Nations Security Council on a
resolution authorizing the use
of military force to conduct
a TMIO, the effort fell apart,
and nation-states were left to
develop singular responses.
Moreover, if a resolution had
been reached and the United
Nations Peacekeeping and
Military Operations division
tabbed to coordinate the mis-
sion, which nations would
contribute what forces and,

more importantly, ongoing
military capabilities necessary
to achieve tactical success (for
example command and con-
trol, logistical support, indirect
and direct fire support, and
both lift and attack aviation, to
name but a few)? Finally, the
UN has not rightly been with-
out its critics for the conduct of
its peacekeepers during TMIO
in the past decade or so par-
ticularly, so the prosecution
of such a military operation is
and would remain challenging
at best (and this criticism does
not count other ongoing chal-
lenges such as developing and
enforcing appropriate rules of
engagement, political coordi-
nation of military aims, strate-
gic communications, etc.).

Still, though the challenges to
conducting TMIO are many,
they are not finally insur-
mountable, and the concept
remains ethically acceptable
to many and viable given ap-
propriate international politi-
cal will, consensus, resourcing,
and coordination. Such inter-
ventions and operations are
and will remain a part of the
changing context of war in the
coming years.

otwithstanding the call

from some quarters to-
day for growing multilateral-
ism, the reality is that America
will retain its role as the global
hegemon in the near future.
However, such a role always
remains that of a type of “he-
gemon in being,” that is only
a potential power based on a
nation’s combined diplomat-
ic, informational, military,
and economic authorities.
Without political will or grand
strategy, such power remains
unrealized.

Relative to war the fundamen-
tal purpose of the phenom-
enon has changed relatively
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little, and the Global War on
Terror has affirmed four ob-
servations: war is catastrophic
to warriors and their families
and corrosive to military for-
mations; values remain deci-
sive in shaping a nation’s deci-
sion to go to war and its pros-
ecution of the same; religion
is and will remain a catalyst
in geopolitical decision-mak-
ing, particularly the forma-
tion of grand strategy, conflict
termination, and reconcilia-
tion; and, the context of war is
shifting, with nation-states en-
during as stabilizing forces in
the global order and sub-state
actors exercising increasing
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influence, but with the po-
tential of war in cyberspace
to produce complex catastro-
phes incorporating lethal ef-
fects in diplomatic, informa-
tional, military, and econom-
ic spheres (including energy,
healthcare, and transportation
networks).

If these mark current and fu-
ture wars with either state or
sub-state actors, then it is im-
perative for Christian public
intellectuals, ecclesial leaders,
and military personnel and
government officials to under-
stand these markers. Only by
knowing what is enduring and

what is changing can we effec-
tively shape the discourse in
the public square over the ini-
tiation and prosecution of war
and, in its wake, the establish-
ment of any just and lasting
peace. i
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