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O ver the past several years, the US Air Force Academy (USAFA) has been under scru-
tiny for issues of religious tolerance that have caused many to wonder, What on earth 
is going on at that place? On the one hand, the same thing is happening at USAFA 
that’s happening at colleges across the United States. Students are leaving home 

(many for the first time) and embarking on individual journeys of self-discovery, meeting new 
people from different backgrounds with different perspectives, and engaging with trained fac-
ulty who will strive to motivate each of them to discover life’s truths for themselves. On the other 
hand, unit cohesion, morale, and the US Constitution have all been chal- lenged at USAFA by a 
growing evangelical Christian community that espouses a duty to proselytize to non-Christians 
and to the “unchurched.”

The media has done a fairly thorough job identifying cases of religiously intolerant behavior 
at USAFA and also on the military’s response and official findings (examples also listed in ac-
companying timeline). In the popular press, Mikey Weinstein’s 2006 book With God on Our Side 
offers a very personal and impassioned portrayal of the evolution of the Academy’s evangelical 
climate. Our aim here isn’t to retell the stories that brought us here, but rather to provide a 
larger context to help explain why these issues occurred and suggest appropriate action.

The Air Force Academy, located in Colorado Springs, Colorado, is quite similar to many other 
small colleges. With a student body of 4,300, there are approximately 530 faculty members, many 
with terminal degrees. The core curriculum requires 90-plus credit hours in the humanities, so-
cial sciences, engineering, and basic sciences. Students have the opportunity to select most of the 
majors available at any world-class institution of higher learning, and many of them are accred-
ited by national scholarly associations. 

But it isn’t the similarities between the Academy and other colleges that help one to under-
stand the genesis of problems, but rather the profound differences. Unlike other universities, 
military academies (West Point  and Annapolis included) are part of the armed forces and so 
hire 100 percent of their students after graduation (many of whom stay on the job for the next 
20 years). This places an additional responsibility on military academies to ensure that each ad-
mitted student is “acceptable” to work for and alongside other commissioned officers.

Additionally, students (cadets) at the academies are considered constantly “on duty” and thus 
live and work in the same environment. Although in most cases college students are free to do as 
they choose once they’re off campus, cadets aren’t. They have, at best, limited authority to criti-
cize or speak their minds, and, typically, the only allowable place to address a grievance is through 
an individual’s chain of command.

But what if the grievance is within that chain of command? Other avenues such as the Office 
of the Inspector General or the local Military Equal Opportunity Office exist, but many cadets 
are unaware of them. And those who do know about them are often reticent to “complain.”

Given the homogeneity among the military academies, one still wonders why the Air Force 
Academy has had publicly visible religious tolerance issues arise, whereas the US Military Acad-
emy (West Point) and US Naval Academy have not. Clearly the large evangelical presence in 
Colorado Springs is a contributing factor. Colorado Springs is home to Focus on the Family, The 
Navigators, New Life Church, and dozens of other evangelical Christian groups. Beyond these 
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influences, a systems perspective is required to understand  the underlying fundamental issues 
at the Academy.

In truth, USAFA is an amazing place. Located on some of the most beautiful real estate in 
Colorado, it attracts some of the most capable and dedicated staff (comprised of military officers, 
noncommissioned officers, and civilians) devoted to the development of recent high-school 
graduates into second lieutenants capable of serving in the Air Force. The Academy is well 
funded, and its institutional processes are well established. So how is it possible that there could 
be scandals of sexual harassment and religious intolerance there?

Part of the answer is simple but not obvious: structural instability. The Air Force embraces a 
culture of mobility, and for good reason. In today’s security environment, it’s essential that mili-
tary forces be able to operate globally in joint operations and readily execute their missions. 
Thus, to ensure that the personnel base has a requisite variety of experiences, the human re-
sources function routinely moves its personnel from place to place in the spirit of “professional 
development.” Every two to four years, officers (primarily) move to new jobs in order to gain a 
broad base of experiences sufficient to readily adapt to complex and uncertain environments. 
The philosophy is that by having a wide range of experiences, the individual will be a more ca-
pable commander when reaching that point in his or her career. The Academy’s military staff 
and faculty are included in this model of constant turnover.

The dilemma here is that USAFA is a developmental educational institution. Its focus is to 
transform the student population from kids to adults, from civilians to officers, from diverse 
backgrounds and perspectives to a single, shared philosophy. To do this, a high degree of exper-
tise in the various mission elements of military training, academics, and athletics is required. But 
because the majority of personnel brought to the Academy are active-duty and noncommis-
sioned officers from the line of the Air Force, very few to none of the new commanders,new 
faculty, or new staff have sufficient experience or expertise in the areas to which they are being 
assigned to be immediately effective. As an example, each year 50 percent of the commanders of 
the cadet squadrons are new, and none of them have ever been commanders before. Similarly, 
each year 25 percent or more of the faculty are new. The vast majority don’t have terminal de-
grees in the teaching area assigned, and most have never been instructors before. The key US-
AFA staff positions over the past decade show a similar pattern of constant turnover. This means 
that the students, particularly those in the upper classes, tend to be the most experienced collec-
tive body at the institution.

Like at any school, intolerance, harassment, bigotry, cheating, and other bad behaviors exist. 
The Academy actively pursues a diverse student body from all over the country and recognizes 
that because each class brings with it many influences from varied environments, conflicts be-
tween students along their individual paths of development will occur. But sufficient structures 
should be in place to facilitate their learning.

One of the axioms of organizational theory is that “every system is perfectly designed to yield 
the behaviors observed.” So when issues of harassment and intolerance arise, the cadets can’t be 
blamed entirely. The organizational structure must be analyzed to make the necessary changes.

To the Academy’s credit, it has always been transparent about conflicts that have arisen there. 
While the school has made some progress in this area, we submit it hasn’t been enough. Scandals 
involving sexual harassment and religious intolerance resulted largely as an effect of a culture 
that had developed within the cadet wing. Regrettably, few officers, faculty, or staff were around 
long enough to understand that culture, identify its problems, and work to change the behaviors.

My God Is Bigger Than Your God
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US military officers take an oath of allegiance to one thing—not  to the president or to the 
nation generally, but to the US Constitution. And, as guaranteed by the Constitution, there is 
absolutely no requirement for members of the armed forces to be of a certain skin color; a cer-
tain gender; or affiliate with, practice, or submit to any religious or spiritual beliefs.

When someone puts on a military uniform, nothing changes with his or her personal or reli-
gious beliefs. However, when people submit to wearing that uniform, they are necessarily obliged 
to another set of values and beliefs—a “shared religion” if you will—and that religion is patrio-
tism, whereby their bible is the Constitution, their cross the US flag.

This so-called religion is necessary to ensure the creation of a shared reality where everyone 
in the military unit is included and treated with respect. Every leader, commander, and supervi-
sor must be mindful that diversity is one of the greatest strengths in an organization. Each indi-
vidual must have the f reedom to appropriately express his or her views without denigrating the 
views of others or making others uncomfortable in the practice of their own.

Like it or not, this is precisely the fine line the framers drew for us to walk by way of the First 
Amendment.

Some have challenged the Academy, alleging that their religious beliefs require them to testify 
to the truth of those beliefs and that to prevent such testimony would limit their freedom of re-
ligious expression. Prior to 2005, a recurrent example was an annual advertisement purchased 
by staff and faculty during the Christmas holiday season and published in the school (base) news- 
paper. The full-page advertisement included the words “We believe that Jesus Christ is the only 
real hope for the world. If you would like to discuss Jesus, feel free to contact one of us!” The ad 
then listed the names of over 200 faculty and staff of the Air Force Academy, including many 
senior leaders. Although it’s doubtful that anyone meant for the advertisement to be anything 
other than a friendly holiday greeting, it ended up identifying the evangelical Christians in each 
organizational element. Once any form of organizational power is attached to a particular belief 
structure and this belief structure is promoted by organizational superiors, it becomes a basis for 
a discriminating environment. Since proselytizing is part of the evangelical Christian belief sys-
tem, do those who subscribe to it have the right to proselytize?

The First Amendment tells us the answer is yes. However, it also instructs us that when there 
is a power differential between superior and subordinate (regardless of on- or off-duty status), 
there can be no forcible discussion of religious beliefs, as this could be perceived as an official 
government endorsement and promotion of a particular belief system. In today’s military and 
political environment, it has never been so important to advocate for the rights of all within the 
military rank and file to believe as they choose without oppression by superiors. The Constitution 
is clear on this one—the government will neither entangle itself in nor endorse any religious 
beliefs. You always have the right to swing your fists (off duty), but remember, those rights stop 
at the tip of my nose.

The Unique Challenges Posed to  
Evangelical Christians in the Military

We can gain insight into the need for change by understanding the unique challenges evan-
gelical Christians face in a military environment. On the one hand, members of the military live 
with the fact that they could be asked to surrender their lives at any moment. Those who see 
combat face life and death issues on a regular basis and are forced to grapple with the fundamen-
tal questions of existence in a way those they protect will never face. This means that for many in 
the military, if not most, religion is part and parcel of their original decision to serve, their loyalty 
to country and family, and their source of strength in times of great stress. While the shared 
military “religion” of patriotism and loyalty to the Constitution  are the only common require-
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ments for military service, it’s unrealistic to expect the spiritual beliefs of soldiers to vanish once 
they put on a uniform. Indeed, the explicit enforcement of such a requirement prior to enlist-
ment would likely cause the armed forces to shrink to unacceptable levels.

None of this is a problem for faith traditions that don’t proselytize. However, for those in uni-
form who claim certainty regarding untestable claims and a religious obligation for others to 
share that certainty, tremendous problems arise. Consider the following set of religious beliefs:

1.   One faith exclusively possesses the truth of an untestable claim, and all other faiths are 
false.

2.   Eternal life is the reward for believers in the one true faith.

3.   Eternal hell is certain for everyone else.

4.   It is required to share this belief with others.

5.   It is ultimately incompatible to associate with unbelievers.

The more of these principles a military leader accepts, the more he or she will find leadership 
challenges lurking around every corner. As you work your way down the list, you are faced with 
increasing social, moral, and especially constitutional quandaries.

If, for example, someone believes that his faith tradition makes people better human beings, 
who among his colleagues is he more likely to trust? It goes against everything we know about 
human nature, especially adolescent human nature, to assume that members of one evangelical 
faith tradition won’t be dis posed to prefer members of that same tradition. USAFA cadets of 
minority faiths have expressed exactly this concern with regard to both their daily lives and their 
future careers in the military. The military requires teamwork, trust, and equal confidence in 
everyone in uniform in order to do its job. Special treatment based on race, religious belief, or 
any other factor unrelated to performance is inimical to morale, is harmful to the unit, and jeop-
ardizes the mission. On purely pragmatic grounds, we would argue that the impact of theo- logi-
cal disputes on mission effectiveness is one of the most important principles that should guide 
the regulation of religious speech in the military.

What Is to Be Done?
To address the unique challenges presented by evangelism in the military, we propose changes 

in three areas: structure, demographics, and culture.
If the Air Force Academy is serious about canceling its membership in the “scandal-of-the-

month” club, it must recognize that its responsibility for 4,300 18- to 24-year-olds who seek a col-
lege education makes it fundamentally different from other Air Force bases. Professional staff 
must have greater latitude to engage controversial topics, including but not limited to religion, 
in the best traditions of Western intellectual inquiry. Staff should also remain at the Academy 
long enough to accumulate the necessary expertise to mentor young people, to understand ap-
propriate guidelines for religion in the military, and to enforce them from positions of credibility 
and expertise. Accordingly, we propose that the superintendent (the highest ranking USAFA 
official and a three-star general) should serve a minimum of six years, which is a typical length of 
time for a college president. He or she should also have the authority to reduce the mobility of 
his or her support staff without any repercussions to their careers. Likewise, the commandant of 
cadets (one of two one-star generals ranking directly under the superintendent) should serve a 
minimum of five years.

The issue of greater tenure for faculty must also be addressed as a remedy for structural insta-
bility. The US Naval Academy has tenured civilian faculty, as well as senior military professors. 
The US Military Academy at West Point has academy professors to likewise ensure continuity and 
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experience. Individuals, once appointed to these positions, can be expected to remain at their 
respective academy for the bulk of their professional careers and can develop the expertise nec-
essary to provide continuity and leadership through  difficult challenges. USAFA, by contrast, has 
neither. Two relatively modest proposals to provide four-year rolling appointments for USAFA 
civilian faculty and increase assignments for military doctoral faculty are steps in the right direc-
tion.

In addition to moving these proposals forward, civilian faculty members who have been at 
USAFA for over 10 years (fortunately, that number is growing) should be given a greater role in 
Academy governance. They represent an untapped wealth of institutional memory and profes-
sional experience that, if properly utilized, can go a long way towards effective leadership on the 
difficult issue of religious expression at a military academy. Similarly, the existing professional 
development path for Air Force officers who wish to become long-term academics at the Acad-
emy should be expedited, approved, and put in place.

Most of the issues concerning religious intolerance and possible unconstitutional actions in 
the military can be laid at the feet of demographics. Evangelical Protestant Christianity is dispro-
portionately represented at various levels of the military and the chaplain corps; other faiths, 
along with individuals who profess no affiliation or no religion at all, are underrepresented. 
(The United States, for example, is approximately 80 percent Christian, while 92 percent of 
USAFA cadets are. Jews make up 0.4 percent of the Air Force but 1 percent of the United States, 
and while 10 percent of the US population professes no religion, only 0.6 percent of the Air 
Force does.) Some have speculated this is an artifact of the post-Vietnam era, when mainline 
religious denominations that opposed the war dropped out of the chaplain corps, while evan-
gelicals saw the military as a “mission field” and an opportunity to expand their influence. Re-
gardless of the reasons, it seems clear that a greater balance among religious perspectives can 
only benefit the armed forces. There is no reason, as far as we know, why the military can’t more 
aggressively recruit those from under- represented religious traditions, including Jews, Catholics, 
Muslims, and atheists. Such diversity would dissuade religious assertions and improve teamwork, 
cohesiveness, and the military mission overall.

In an environment like the military, ritual and symbolism are just as important as structure, 
perhaps even more so. Mission statements and guidance from the senior leadership, even if they 
seemingly state the obvious, matter a great deal. In this regard, much of the sense of isolation felt 
by junior military members who don’t share the views of the religious majority would be eased if 
they could be reassured of a few seemingly obvious but critical points.

The biggest issue for nonmajority military members is the perception, whether well founded 
or not, that they are seen as second-class citizens, soldiers, and human beings. Statements from 
commanders and senior leadership throughout the past few years have not effectively addressed 
this concern. Beyond the mere platitudes about respect, dignity, and teamwork, a direct and 
forceful affirmation of an essential aspect of military service is needed: All men and women in 
uniform operate under the same presumption of high ethical standards, loyalty, patriotism, and 
integrity, regardless of professed religious belief or lack thereof.

The Oath of Equal Character
We would therefore like to see all officers in positions of command publicly attest to the truth 

of the following statement. We call it the “Oath of Equal Character.” (Note: The oath is written 
from a Christian’s perspective, but we would expect Muslim, Jew, atheist, Buddhist, Hindu, Wiccan, 
nontheist, or any other chosen identification to be inserted as applicable.)

I am a <Christian>. I will not use my position to influence individuals or the chain of command to 
adopt <Christianity>, because I believe that soldiers who are not <Christians> are just as trustworthy, 
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honorable, and good as those who are. The standards of those who are not <Christians> are as high as 
mine. Their integrity is beyond reproach. They will not lie, cheat, or steal, and they will not fail when 
called upon to serve. I trust them completely and without reservation. They can trust me in exactly the 
same way.

It does no good to say, as some clearly will, that the above states the obvious. Our  interaction 
with cadets and officers from nonevangelical, nonmajority faith traditions tells us that they be-
lieve their character is impugned on a regular basis because of their differing belief system. If 
something like the statement above had been articulated clearly and forcefully from the senior 
leaders at the Air Force Academy, from all Air Force chaplains, and indeed from all Air Force 
commanders, the religious climate of the Air Force would be very different—and better—today.

Consider, for example, how the following actual situations might have been different had the 
Oath of Equal Character been involved:

• In  2004 flyers promoting  Mel Gibson’s  The Passion of the Christ were placed on tables at 
the Academy’s dining facility during the mandatory lunch formation. What  if they had been 
accompanied by copies of the Oath of Equal Character?

• PowerPoint slides at a succeeding lunch formation intended to address religious issues dis-
played New Testament verses. What if instead they had displayed the Oath of Equal Character?

• Some USAFA instructors are alleged to have begun classes with a statement of faith and/or 
started examinations with prayer. What if classes had spent time discussing the Oath of Equal 
Character instead?

• What if, instead of asserting the Air Force chaplaincy’s “right to evange- lize the unchurched” 
in a 12 July 2005 New York Times article, the two- star general and head chaplain of the Air 
Force had recited the Oath of Equal Character?

Beliefs remain a right and a privilege, and freedom of conscience is among the oldest and 
most precious freedoms enshrined in the history of America’s founding. But all members of the 
armed forces have taken an oath of allegiance to the Constitution  of the United States. If they 
believe that their comrades who don’t share their religious beliefs aren’t as good as those who 
do, then they should leave the military and seek another career. Equating the morality of all to 
the religion of some is incompatible with ensuring effective armed forces for the United States 
of America.

Timeline
April 2003: An e-mail message goes out to all Air Force Academy (USAFA) cadets, faculty, and 

staff from senior leadership promoting the National Day of Prayer. It includes the directive: “Ask 
the Lord to give us the wisdom to discover the right, the courage to choose it, and the strength 
to make it endure. The Lord is in control. He has a plan for each and every one of us. If we seek 
His will in our lives, we will find the ‘peace that passes all understanding.’ May God bless the Air 
Force Academy, our great Air Force, this great nation, and you.”

December 2003: The Christian  Leadership Ministries (a division of the Campus Crusade for 
Christ) publishes an annual advertisement in The Academy Spirit, the USAFA base newspaper, as 
they’ve done for the previous 12 years. The full-page advertisement includes the  message: “We  
believe that  Jesus Christ is the only real hope for the world. If you would like to discuss Jesus, feel 
free to contact one of us!” The ad then lists the names of over 200 faculty and staff, including 
many senior leaders.

February 2004: Based on write-in comments in the annual faculty and staff climate survey cit-
ing concerns of religious insensitivity, the superintendent directs his staff to start looking into 
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potential problems in this area. Around the same time, thousands of flyers promoting the movie 
The Passion of the Christ appear in the cadet academic and dining facilities. This garners major 
attention and catalyzes the need for senior leadership to address the appropriate role of religion 
in official duty environments.

February 2004: Multiple internal inquiries and investigations are made to learn the extent of 
religious bias, proselytizing, and discrimination within the organization. During this period, ex-
perts from the Yale Divinity School are brought in to observe and comment on the pastoral care 
provided during basiccadet training, applicants’ initial introduction to the USAFA curriculum.

November 2004: The USAFA chaplaincy unveils a new training program called Respecting the 
Spiritual Values of Persons (RSVP). Shortly thereafter, the head football coach displays a banner 
in the locker room that reads: “I am a member of Team Jesus.”

November 2004: The acting secretary of the Air Force directs a task force from the Pentagon 
to visit USAFA and prepare a report regarding the religious climate.

January–May 2005: All cadets, faculty, and staff complete the 50-minute RSVP training. RSVP 
II, the second in a proposed series of training sessions on religious respect, is announced.

May 2005: A Protestant chaplain resigns her commission and speaks out in the major media 
against the established practices of proselytizing at USAFA.

June 2005: The Air Force issues its Report of the Headquarters Review Group Concerning the Reli-
gious Climate at the U.S. Air Force Academy.

June–August 2005: A committee of academics is assembled to create the RSVP II training.
September 2005: The Air Force releases “Interim Guidelines Concerning Free Exercise of 

Religion in the Air Force.”
October 2005: Former cadets (including Michael Weinstein) file a lawsuit against the Air 

Force for religious discrimination. The Air Force then withdraws a document previously circu-
lated at the Chaplain School that included the statement: “I will not proselytize from other reli-
gious bodies, but I retain the right to evangelize those who are not affiliated.”

November 2005: Senior leadership at USAFA changes over.
October 2006: Congress repeals Air Force and Navy guidelines on religion. Three days later, 

the Air Force releases new guidelines. A federal court throws out Weinstein’s suit on grounds 
that graduates couldn’t claim their First Amendment rights were violated since they no longer 
attended the Academy. Weinstein vows to refile a more expansive suit in federal court.

April 2007: USAFA hosts a debate between Weinstein and Jay Sekulow (American Center for 
Law and Justice) on finding the balance between religious freedom and official neutrality in the 
military.

July 2007: The Office of the Inspector General publicly releases a report finding high-ranking 
Army and Air Force personnel violated regulations when they participated in a promotional 
video for the Christian Embassy while in uniform and on active duty.

August 2007: The Defense Department’s inspector general found that four generals and three 
other military officers improperly participated in a fundraising video for the Christian Embassy, 
a nonprofit religious group, which ultimately used the video as a fundraising tool.

October 2007: The Academy opens its new spiritual worship area for Buddhist cadets.
December 2007: A video made by a Christian ministry group featured former Air Force Acad-

emy Campus Crusade for Christ director saying, “Our purpose for Campus Crusade for Christ at 
the Air Force Academy is to make Jesus Christ the issue at the Air Force Academy and around the 
world.”

February 2008: Three controversial speakers were invited to attend a week-long conference at 
the Air Force Academy on terrorism. Although invited to talk about being recruited and trained 
as terrorists, part of the message to cadets was how converting to Christianity from Islam “saved 
[my] life.”
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Feb 2010 : The Air Force Academy constructed a permanent outdoor worship area for Wiccan 
and other Earth-centered religions on the academy grounds near the Cadet Chapel. Weeks prior 
to its dedication, a giant cross is leaned against the sacred rock in the new pagan worship area 
causing an eruption of controversy over religious intolerance. It is unknown who placed the 
cross in the outdoor worship area.

August 2010: Leaked results of an Air Force Academy climate survey found 41 percent of non-
Christian cadets faced unwanted proselytizing. 

November 2010: The Air Force Academy held a religious conference to outline a training 
program for cadets and the Cadet Interfaith Council’s role in fostering religious respect.

July 2011: The Air Force Academy chief chaplain addressed new faculty during an orientation 
program and exclaimed to those in attendance that “there is no separation between church and 
state.”

September 2011: Air Force Chief of Staff issued an order to promote religious neutrality. 
Weeks later, the Military Religious Freedom Foundation erected a bulletin board showcasing the 
text of the letter for all passersby to see outside the gates of the Air Force Academy. Although the 
letter had not been previously disseminated, it was three days following the publication of the 
billboard. 

February 2012: Air Force Academy Dean publicly accused of calling for a “counter-insur-
gency” against the civil-rights watchdog group, The Military Religious Freedom Foundation, who 
became the most outspoken advocate for religious neutrality at the academy. She retires a year 
later.

November 2012 : The Air Force Academy’s Cadet Interfaith Council and others from reli-
gious and civil rights groups gather at the Air Force Academy gather to discuss how the institu-
tion has developed an atmosphere for respect and human dignity. Critics disagree. q
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