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ABSTRACT 
 
 
First, I would like to extend my gratitude to the Cornwallis Group for establishing this forum 
where we can meet and challenge each other with new ideas. Perhaps no other phenomenon 
is dearer to an individual as the manner in which he or she chooses to worship. The 
utilization of chaplins in the military and particularly whether the military should consider 
more extensive use of its chaplains as a precursor to the use of arms is discussed.   
 

The possibility of a need for the military to be encouraged to utilize its chaplains in more 
than the standard traditional assignments is also explored. Chaplains themselves are asking: 
What is our function?  What are our tasks?  What doctrine governs our participation in some 
of these non-traditional roles in which our forces are becoming increasingly engaged?   
 

These and other questions are especially penetrating when this group of professionals 
become involved in peace support, disaster relief and related humanitarian relief missions. 
Any expectation to fulfill requirements of a new role in peacekeeping operations also 
contrasts with a chaplain being available, with expertise, in key operational matters, including 
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knowledge of the impacted culture. Brief outlines of the Baha’i Faith, the Buddhist Faith, the 
Christian Faith, the Hindu Faith, the Islamic Faith, and the Jewish Faith are provided.  

 
The paper asks the question that, without resorting to the early use of arms as an option, 

could there be, or is there a role for the military or any other type of chaplain, religious leader 
or the cultural equivalent to intervene in any of the current, similar or ongoing conflicts with 
a purpose for resolution?  
 
 

BACKGROUND 
 

 
A different, perhaps lighter version of this paper was first presented at a Special Meeting of 
the Armed Forces Chaplains Board (AFCB) in December 1999 at the National Defense 
University in Washington, DC.  That presentation was the summarized version of a paper, 
Religious Considerations of Peace Operations: The Role of the Military Chaplain.  Due to 
continuing research, analysis and the significance of viable feedback, the title of today’s 
presentation is changed slightly to: Religious Considerations of Peace Operations: The 
Military Chaplain as a Resource.  The change was suggested and gleaned from subsequent 
meetings with a number of senior military officials and was adopted only after careful 
consideration.  My expectation is that you will be diligently mindful, and scholarly critical, to 
the point where this paper can only be improved as a result of your questions and suggestions 
being carefully thought through and adopted. 

 
 

WHY QUESTION THE UTILIZATION OF CHAPLAINS? 
 
 

We are all aware that since the cold war ended, the U.S. Military has become increasingly 
involved in a plethora of low intensity conflicts, humanitarian relief efforts, and 
peacekeeping or peace enforcement operations.  For those who are involved in public policy 
formulation, analysis and international conflict resolution, this issue has to be more than a 
passing curiosity and fulfillment of a presentation request or publishing requirement. The 
Program on Peacekeeping Policy (POPP) at George Mason University has been generally 
interested in the types of issues and military operations mentioned; but most specifically, the 
role the military chaplain has played in these missions.   
 

Among other questions, we in POPP ask: Should the military consider more extensive use 
of its chaplains as a precursor to the use of arms? Are there grounds for the Military to be 
encouraged to utilize its chaplains in more than the standard traditional assignments?  An 
immediately reflective question one could anticipate is: “Whose military am I referring to?” 
On several levels, various duties and responsibilities of U.S. Military chaplains are often, at 
best, assumed.  In as much as chaplains’ duties are delineated in military regulations, are 
these duties, with considered elasticity, really known to the general public and even more so, 
to some chaplains themselves?  Figure 1 lists the generally known duties of U.S. Military 
Chaplains. 

 
Given the regulatory outlined duties of this body of professionals, contrasted to elective 

or directed duties,  is the role of the chaplain afforded the breadth of recognized involvement 
as are the various components and disciplines that encompass the configuration of war-



KING: RELIGIOUS CONSIDERATIONS OF PEACE OPERATIONS: THE MILITARY CHAPLAIN AS A RESOURCE  185 

 
fighters, civil-military operatives, negotiators, peace operations experts or even United 
Nations-type peacekeepers? This question is especially pertinent at such times when 
executives, general officers, and their respective staffs convene to develop military operations 
plans. 

 

What is a Chaplain? 
 
•   A clergyman in charge of a chapel (Webster). 
 
• A chapel is a small place of workshop belonging to an institution 

(Military). 
 
•   Chaplains served in our armed forces since before the Revolutionary War. 
 
•  The Armed Forces Chaplain’s Board and military regulations approves the 

use of Christian,  Jewish,  Muslim,  and Buddhist chaplains.  

 
Figure 1: Chaplains’ Duties. 

AWARENESS OF CULTURE: 
THE ZEAL TO DO MORE 

 
 
Most chaplains are aware of the regulatory and organizational guidelines that govern their 
participation in the military as shown.  Nonetheless, as with other branches of the armed 
forces, over time, significant changes have occurred in the range of activities in which 
members of other branches are required, or asked and trained, in order to participate in more 
expanded duty roles (Figures 2 and 3). With very few exceptions, the range and operational 
possibilities in which chaplains can be trained and employed is no different.  
 

In certain cases, chaplains themselves are asking: What is our function?  What are our 
tasks?  What doctrine governs our participation in some of these non-traditional roles in 
which our forces are becoming increasingly engaged?  These and other questions are 
especially penetrating when this group of professionals become involved in peace support, 
disaster relief and related humanitarian relief missions.  

 
Many chaplains and the military structure in which they serve are comfortable with their 

expertise in traditional roles.  Again,  however,  the more recent areas of military 
involvement begs for enhanced pragmatism, if not more detailed examination for obviously 
wider and involved participation of the military chaplain. At the strategic level, the expertise 
of chaplains is purportedly in need of being brought into both the planning and mission-
execution phases of military operations. That change is beginning to occur in very select 
situations according to a few chaplains. But this kind of change needs to be carried out as a 
matter of practical course and forward planning rather than the often haphazard approaches 
that seem to have been followed in past cases.  

 
Are chaplains engaged in writing mission plans and at least afforded the opportunity to 

make more practical input? They could be! Likewise, what is the role of the enlisted 
chaplaincy staff?  It is our understanding at POPP that these questions are acutely ripe and in 
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need of being reexamined in depth, especially in light of the spins that each service places on 
such issues since they involve many of the new types of operations referenced earlier.   

 

The Traditional Roles  of  Chaplains 
 
• Tactical Chaplain. 
 
• Make death notifications. 
 
• General counseling. 
 
• Provide family support services. 
 
• Teach courses (conflict resolution etc.) 
 
• Advise commanders on religious matters. 
 
• Assist in suicide incidents. 
 
• Local charitable tasks. 

 
Figure 2: Chaplains’ traditional or internal roles. 
 
 

The Emerging Roles of Chaplains 
 
• Strategic Chaplain. 
 
• Commander’s (Joint Task Force) Staff Officer. 
 - Religious Subject Matter Expert in Area of Operations. 
 - Trained in Negotiation and Mediation. 
 - Conflict resolution skills. 
 - Link between the religious leaders of affected area and  
            the military (NATO/UN). 
 - Mediator. 
 - Joint Publication 105. 

 
Figure 3: Chaplains’ emerging or external roles. 

 
 

DO LEADERS NEED CHAPLAINS 
IN OTHER ROLES? 

 
 
How can chaplains advise their commanders? How can they be involved in peacekeeping 
operations?  Should consideration be made for a specialty type of chaplain?  These and 
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similar questions contrast to having one chaplain in a unit with responsibility to care for the 
spiritual needs of thousands of troops (Figure 3).  Any expectation to fulfill requirements of 
the new role in peacekeeping operations also contrasts with a chaplain being available, with 
expertise, in key operational matters, including knowledge of the impacted culture. 
 

In these expanded roles, Should we consider that during some negotiations, circumstances 
could occur where the culture being dealt with may see chaplains as people who should be 
trusted and included in the negotiating team?  As one chaplain puts it, “These skills are not 
traditionally brought to the table.”  Chaplains believe that, “If we’re going to do this kind of 
duty and training, and possess the requisite expertise, then our respective military systems 
may be able to systemically capture such data in their personnel systems.  Such cataloging 
would then reflect that we chaplains do in fact have training and skills in those specialized 
areas, just as is done in the Army with language skills.  That’s a marked skill identifier.”   
 
 

ARE CHAPLAINS CONCERNS 
ABOUT CULTURE VALID? 

 
 

The cultural dimensions of a society impacted by external operational intervention are also a 
major concern, especially when attempting to grasp the issue of symbolism in both diverse 
foreign countries as well as right here in North America. We must ask: How are religious 
symbols used and what are their meanings?  For example, there is a vast cultural repository of 
knowledge within the body of participants at Cornwallis V. Does anyone know his or her 
nation’s policies regarding Monks, Muftis, Mullahs, Orthodox and/or Christian Clerics, 
Rabbis; the main schools of Buddhism; Hinduism, or any of a number of other faiths or non-
faiths?  No doubt, one can only imagine the frustrations in the clash of cultures that occur 
when foreign interveners enter a society with which they are not familiar, and even worse, 
about which they lack knowledge (Figure 4).  
 

As another example, Hinduism as the native religious system of India is sometimes 
referred to as a religion without a founder.  It is one that reflects in itself the cultural history 
and social conditions of the Indian people from the time the civilization was at its zenith in 
the Indus valley to present day.  Would a negotiator or peacemaker’s stock rise at the table if 
he or she is able to demonstrate knowledge of that which may be most fundamentally 
meaningful to the representatives of that culture? 

 
Compound the exigencies of emergencies or conflicts, and it becomes a complex — 

perhaps insurmountable — demand on any person to be expected to excel in ongoing 
knowledge about the spiritual, cultural and religious mores of a foreign people.  Further, 
given a chaplain’s culturally external position to the peoples of a society at issue, he or she 
would be hard-pressed to be expected to make the most accurate contribution to “all”   demands 
of duty. However, governments,  cultures,  and religious leaders can reduce some of these 
religious complexities by allowing committed religious professionals or individuals trained in 
the art and science of conflict analysis, to broach heretofore-taboo areas of contact.  Should 
they fail, this world is wont to continue the physical,  psychological, and cultural destruction 
that has plagued numerous societies.  An equally adverse alternative is that these societies are 
abandoned in even worse conflictual and combative circumstances. 
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The foundations of destruction and subordination may have their bases in the 
complexities of military and economic power,  greed,  and manipulation.  But these 
temporary conditions of human frailties can be forestalled by the radical approach of 
permitting believers the opportunity for exchange across lines of faith in the name of both 
their society and the moral (religious) principles to which they adhere. 
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Figure 4: The Program on Peacekeeping Policy (POPP) model of religions. 
SHOULD CHAPLAINS PARTNER 

WITH THEIR PEERS? 
 

 
Many chaplains admit that they need to be prepared to partner with chaplains of other nations 
and faiths, who are in their specialty area or in a common area of operations. Likewise, 
chaplains agree they need to foster increased coordinated relationships with chaplains of 
other branches of U.S. services.  But the issue of rank,  responsibility and a chaplain’s 
command level of operation are (Washington Post article of 4/9/00) concerns and questions 
that scream for responses as well.  Are there similar concerns in the military services of other 
nations? Moreover,  what is the nature of the chaplain’s knowledge of the mores of other 
faiths?  Let’s look at a small sample of six of these faiths. 
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SELECTED RELIGIOUS FAITHS 
 
 
In order to provide a background for the nature and role of religion, brief outlines of the 
following international religious faiths: the Baha’i Faith,  the Buddhist Faith,  the Christian 
Faith,  the Hindu Faith,  the Islamic Faith,  and the Jewish Faith are provided. 

 
 

THE BAHA’I FAITH 
 
 

Even superficially, what do we know about the Baha’i Faith? It is a derivative of Islam, 
similar to Christianity as a derivative of Judaism. It has since grown to be a worldwide faith. 
Siyyid ’Ali-Muhammad (1819-50) assumed the title Bab which means the Gate, and in 1844 
announced his mission as heralding the arrival of “One greater than Himself” who would 
fulfill the prophetic expectations of all the great religions. Muhammad’s followers became 
known as Babis. 20,000 were martyred for their beliefs and he himself was executed in 1850 
by order of the Shah’s chief minister and at the instigation of Muslim clerics who saw 
Baha’iism as a threat to orthodox Islam.  

 
In 1863 Mirza Husayn- ’Ali-i-Nuri, a prominent follower of the Bab to whom the Bab 

had given several indications of his future station, confided to several of his followers and to 
his eldest son that he was the Manifestation predicted by the Bab. In 1866, ’Ali-i-Nuri began 
proclaiming his station publicly to the world at large. His assumed title, Baha’u’llah, by 
which he is generally known, was the title the Bab used when he referred to ’Ali-i-Nuri. The 
last forty years of Baha’u’llah’s life were spent in prison or in exile. Baha’u’llah’s son 
’Abdu’l-Baha (1844-1921), was appointed by his father to be leader of the movement after 
his father’s death.  

 
The world headquarters of the Baha'i Faith is located in the Holy Land today. The Baha'i 

Faith has about 6 million members worldwide with about 2.5 million adherents in India, 
130,000 in the US, and 15,000 in Canada. The religion arrived in North America in 1893. 
Encyclopaedia Britannica’s 1992 Book of the Year described the Baha’i Faith as having 
established “significant communities” in more countries and regions than any other religion 
except for Christianity. The faith is organized in 205 places contrasted with 254 for 
Christianity.  

 
 

WHAT BAHA’IS BELIEVE 
 
 

Baha’is believe that God is transcendent and unknowable. However, He has sent, and will 
continue to send, great prophets to mankind, through which the Holy Spirit has revealed the 
“Word of God.” The Great Manifestations of God up to this time have been:  

 
• Abraham (? BCE). 
• Moses (1456 BCE). 
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• Krishna (1249 BCE). 
 
• Zoroaster (1000 BCE). 
 
• Buddha (480 BCE). 
 
• Jesus Christ (34 CE). 
 
• Mohammed (613 CE). 
 
• The Bab (1844 CE). 
 
• Baha’u’llah (1863 CE).  
 

Even so, the Bahá’í  faith is still looked upon by many Muslims as a breakaway sect of Islam. 
 
 

BAHA’I SACRED TEXTS 
 
 
Baha’i scripture comprises the writings of the Bab and Baha’u’llah,  together with the 
writings of  ’Abdu’l-Baha.  Among the better-known writings of Baha’u’llah are: The Most 
Holy Book, The Book of Certitude, and Gleanings from the Writings of Baha’u’llah, The 
Hidden Words and The Seven Valleys.  There are many other books of Baha’i scripture. 
 
 

BAHA’I REFERENCES 
 
 
The official Baha’i Faith website is at: http://www.bahai.org .  Some of Baha’u’llah’s most 
famous sayings are: “The best beloved of all things in my sight is justice,” “The earth is but 
one country,  and mankind its citizens” “The well-being of mankind, its peace and security, 
are unattainable unless and until its unity is firmly established.” 
 

 
THE BUDDHIST FAITH 

 
 
The Buddha,  Siddhartha Gautama,  founded Buddhism in Northern India. He was born 
around 480 BCE in Lumbini, which is in present-day Nepal. At age 29, he left his wife, 
children and political involvements in order to seek truth and lead the life of an ascetic - an 
accepted practice at the time for some men. He studied Brahminism, but ultimately rejected 
it. In 445 BCE, he reached enlightenment and assumed the title Buddha (one who has 
awakened). He is also referred to as the Sakyamuni, (sage of the Sakya clan). He promoted 
The Middle Way, rejecting both extremes of the mortification of the flesh and of hedonism as 
paths toward the state of Nirvana. He had many disciples and accumulated a large public 
following by the time of his death in his early 80's in 400 BCE. 
 
 

BUDDHIST BELIEFS 
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Like most of the great religions of the world, Buddhism is divided into a number of different 
traditions. The source from which this material is extracted deals principally with Therevada 
Buddhism. Buddhism is a religion that shares few concepts with Christianity. For example, 
practitioners of the Buddhist Faith do not believe in a transcendent God,  the need for a 
personal savior, the power of prayer, eternal life in a heaven or hell after death, etc. Buddhists 
do believe in reincarnation: the concept that one must go through many cycles of birth,  
living,  and death. After many such cycles, if a person releases their attachment to desire and 
the self, they can attain Nirvana.  

 
The Buddha's Four Noble Truths may be described as:  
 
1. The Truth of Suffering: To understand the universality of suffering. 
 
2. The Cause of Suffering: To abandon the desire to have and control things 

which cause suffering. 
 
3. The End of Suffering: To make visible the supreme truth and final liberation 

of nirvana that is achieved as the cause of suffering is eliminated. The mind 
experiences complete freedom and liberation. 

 
4. The Path Out of Suffering: To bring into being the truth of the eightfold path 

leading to the cessation of suffering. 
 

The Buddha’s Eightfold Path consists of:  
 
1. Right understanding. 
 
2. Right thinking. 
 
3. Right speech. 
 
4. Right conduct. 
 
5. Right livelihood. 
 
6. Right effort. 
 
7. Right mindfulness. 
 
8. Right concentration. 
 
Buddhism is not a single monolithic religion. Many of its followers have combined the 

teachings of the Buddha with local religious rituals, beliefs and customs. Seemingly little 
conflict occurs, since Buddhism at its center is a philosophical belief system to which such 
additions can be integrated. After the Buddha’s death, various splits occurred. There are now 
three main systems of thought within Buddhism; these are geographically and philosophically 
separate. Each tradition in turn has many sects. According to J. R. Hinnels’ Handbook of 



192 THE CORNWALLIS GROUP V: ANALYSIS FOR CRISIS RESPONSE AND SOCIETAL RECONSTRUCTION 

Living Religions Buddhism may be divided into three main groups geographically: Southern 
Buddhism,  Eastern Buddhism,  and Northern Buddhism. 
 
 

SOUTHERN BUDDHISM 
 
 
Southern Buddhism (Therevada Buddhism) has 100 million followers, mainly in Burma, 
Cambodia, Laos, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and parts of Vietnam. This religion started in Sri 
Lanka when Buddhist missionaries arrived from India. They promoted the Vibhajjavada 
school (Separative Teaching). By the 15th century, this form of the religion reached almost 
its present extent with these particular beliefs: 

 
• Dana: thoughtful, ceremonial giving. 
 
• Sila: accepting Buddhist teaching and following it in practice; refraining from 

killing, stealing, wrong behavior,  use of drugs. On special days, three 
additional precepts may be added, restricting adornment, entertainment and 
comfort. 

 
• Karma is the balance of accumulated sin and merit, which will determine 

one’s future in the present life,  and the nature of the next life to come. 
 
• The Cosmos consists of billions of worlds grouped into clusters; clusters are 

grouped into galaxies, which are themselves grouped into super-galaxies. The 
universe also has many levels:  four underworlds and 21 heavenly realms. 

 
• Paritta: ritual chanting. 
 
• Worship of relics of a Buddha, of items made by a Buddha, or of symbolic 

relics. 
 
• Festivals on days of the full moon, and three other days during the lunar cycle 

are celebrated. There is a new year’s festival, and celebrations tied to the 
agricultural year. 

 
• Pilgrimages particularly to Buddhist sites in Sri Lanka and India. 

 
 

EASTERN BUDDHISM 
 
 
Eastern Buddhism is the predominant religion in China, Japan, Korea and much of Vietnam. 
Buddhism’s Mahayana tradition entered China during the Han dynasty (206 BCE to 220 CE) 
and found initial acceptance there among the workers gradually penetrating the ruling class. 
It underwent severe repression during the 1960’s in China during the Cultural Revolution. 
Buddhism reached Japan in the 6th century.  Eastern Buddhism contains many distinct 
schools: T'ein-t;ai,  Hua-yen,  Pure Land teachings,  and the Meditation school. These sects 
of Buddhism celebrate New Years,  harvest festivals,  and various anniversaries from the 
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lives of the Buddha and the Bodhisattva Kuan-yin. They also engage in the practices of Dana 
Sila, Chanting, Worship and Pilgrimage. 
 
 

NORTHERN BUDDHISM 
 
 
Northern Buddhism has perhaps 10 million adherents in parts of China, Mongolia, Russia and 
Tibet. It entered Tibet around 640 CE. Conflict with the native Tibetan religion of Bon 
caused it to go largely underground until its revival in the 11th century. The Gelugpa School 
of Tibetan Buddhist teaching established the tradition of the Dalai Lama, who ruled Tibet for 
hundreds of years in different incarnations. Northern Buddhism has been, until recently, 
wrongly dismissed as a degenerate form of the religion.  
 

Ceremony and ritual are emphasized. They also engage in Dana, Sila, Chanting, Worship 
and Pilgrimage. They developed the practice of searching out a young child at the time of 
death of an important teacher. The child is believed to be the successor to the deceased 
teacher. They celebrate New Years, harvest festivals and anniversaries of five important 
events in the life of the Buddha. Buddhist and Tibetan culture suffered greatly during the 
Cultural Revolution when an attempt was made to destroy all religious belief. 
 

Buddhism migrated to the West when Southern Buddhism was established in Europe 
early in the 20th century. The Zen Buddhist tradition of Eastern Buddhism also made inroads, 
particularly in North America. Canadian Buddhists totaled about 163,000  in the 1991 census.  

 
THE SACRED WRITINGS OF BUDDHISM 

 
 
Two and a half centuries after his death, a council of Buddhist monks collected the Buddha’s 
teachings and the oral traditions of the faith into written form called the Tripitaka. These 
included a very large collection of commentaries and traditions; most are called Sutras or 
discourses.  
 
 

THE CHRISTIAN FAITH 
 
 
Christians follow the teachings of and about Yeshua of Nazareth, (Jesus Christ — Jesus is the 
Greek form of Yeshua; Christ is Greek for the Messiah or the “anointed one.”) He was born 
about the time 4 to 7 BCE. Roman occupying authorities in Palestine executed Him probably 
on 30-APR-9 CE. Christians regard Jesus as the son of God and further believe that he is 
God, the second person in the Trinity. (The Trinity consists of the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit; three separate persons,  all eternal,  all omnipresent, who form a single, unified deity). 
Most Christians believe that Jesus co-existed with God before the creation of the world, was 
born of a virgin, and was resurrected three days after his death. Many Christians believe that 
people are born and remain sinful; they will end up being eternally punished in hell unless 
they are “saved.” Roman Catholics believe that salvation is obtained through repentance and 
church sacraments.  
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About 33 per cent of the world’s population regard themselves as Christian, making it the 
most popular religion in the world. This percentage has been stable for decades. (The second 
most popular religion is Islam, which is expected to become the dominant religion of the 
world during the 21st century.)  87 per cent of North Americans identify themselves as 
Christian. This has been dropping very slowly in recent years, mainly due to the sudden 
increase in non-theists, such as Agnostics,  Atheists,  Humanists,  etc. Other factors are the 
increase in minority religions, largely caused by immigration and the emergence of new 
religions like New Age, Wicca, and other Neopagan religions.  

 
Christianity in North America is a severely divided faith consisting of over 1,000 

denominations, which are often categorized into conservative, mainline, and liberal wings: 
many fundamentalist and other evangelical christians regard themselves as the only true 
Christians. They maintain separate religious denominations, radio stations, publishing houses, 
local ministerial associations, etc. — even exercise videos.  They tend to look upon 
Christianity not as a religion, but as a living relationship with their Savior.  

 
Mainline Christians tend to be much more inclusive. They accept as Christian anyone 

who follows the teachings of and about Jesus Christ. Liberal Christians agree with mainline 
Christians,  and are even more inclusive. Some theologians, particularly those who are 
members of the Jesus Seminar,  have abandoned or reinterpreted most traditional Christian 
beliefs.  

 
 

CHRISTIAN SACRED TEXT 
 
 
The Bible is the sacred text of Christianity. When applied to sacred writings,  inerrancy is the 
belief that the words are God's true revelations to mankind. An inerrant text is considered 
infallible, truthful, reliable, totally free of error and absolutely authoritative. Inerrancy is not 
restricted to moral and religious truth. It is applied to all statements of fact in the Bible, 
“scientific,  historical,  or geographical.” Infallible, when applied to the Bible, means that it is 
fully trustworthy. Its text does not deceive the reader. “Traditionally, Protestants have 
reserved the term [infallible] ... to refer to the Bible as the only true source of faith and 
doctrine.” 
 

Followers of many religions believe that their own sacred texts are inerrant. This is 
particularly true within the conservative wings of the world’s major religions. For example: 
Many Fundamentalists and other Evangelical Christians believe the entire Bible to be 
inerrant. But the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints recognizes four canonized 
scriptures. Most Mormons consider three to be inerrant in their original form: the Book of 
Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price. 

 
 

THE HINDU FAITH 
 
 
Hinduism is derived from the Persian word for Indian. It differs from Christianity and other 
Western religions in that it does not have a single founder,  a specific theological system,  a 
single system of morality, or religious organization. Its roots are traceable to the Indus valley 
civilization circa 4000 to 2200 BCE. Its development was influenced by many invasions over 
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thousands of years. One of the major influences occurred when Indo-Europeans invaded 
Northern India (circa 1500 to 500 BCE) from the steppes of Russia and Central Asia. They 
brought with them their religion of Vedism. These beliefs became mixed with the indigenous 
Indian native beliefs.  
 

During the first few centuries CE, many sects were created, each dedicated to a specific 
deity. Typical among these were the Goddesses Shakti and Lakshmi, and the Gods Skanda 
and Surya. Hinduism grew to become the world's third largest religion, claiming about 13 per 
cent of the world’s population. It is the dominant religion in India, and among the Tamils in 
Sri Lanka. Hindus totaled 157,015 in Canada’s 1991 census.  
 
 

SOME TRADITIONAL BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 
 
 
At the heart of Hinduism is the panentheistic principle of Brahman, that all reality is a unity. 
The entire universe is one divine entity who is simultaneously at one with the universe and 
who transcends it as well.  Deity is simultaneously visualized as a triad:  
 

1. Brahma the Creator who is continuing to create new realities. 
 
2. Vishnu, (Krishna) the Preserver, who preserves these new creations. 

Whenever dharma (eternal order, righteousness, religion, law and duty) is 
threatened, Vishnu travels from heaven to earth in one of 10 incarnations;  

 
3. Siva, the Destroyer, is at times compassionate, erotic and destructive. 

 
Most Hindus follow one of the two major divisions within Hinduism:  

 
1. Vaishnavaism: which generally regards Vishnu as the ultimate deity. 
 
2. Shivaism: which generally regards Shiva as the ultimate deity.  

 
Simultaneously,  many hundreds of Hindu Gods and Goddesses are worshipped as 

various aspects of that unity. Depending upon ones view, Hinduism can be looked upon as a 
monotheistic,  trinitarian,  or polytheistic religion.  Humans are perceived as being trapped in 
samsara — a  meaningless cycle of birth,  life,  death  and rebirth. Karma is the accumulated 
sum of ones good and bad deeds. Karma determines how you will live your next life. 
Through pure acts, thoughts and devotion, one can be reborn at a higher level. Eventually, 
one can escape samsara and achieve enlightenment. Bad deeds can cause a person to be 
reborn as a lower level, or even as an animal. The unequal distribution of wealth, prestige, 
suffering are thus seen as natural consequences for ones previous acts, both in this life and in 
previous lives. Meditation is often practiced, with Yoga being the most common. Other 
activities include daily devotions,  public rituals,  and puja a ceremonial dinner for a God.  

Hinduism has a deserved reputation of being highly tolerant of other religions. Hindus 
have a saying: “Ekam Sataha Vipraha Bahudha Vadanti,” which may be translated: “The 
truth is One, but different Sages call it by Different Names.”  

 
 

THE CASTE SYSTEM 
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Although law abolished the caste system in 1949, it remains a significant force throughout 
India. Each follower of Hinduism belonged to one of the thousands of Jats (communities) that 
existed in India. The Jats were grouped into four Varna (social castes), plus a fifth group 
called the “untouchables.”  
 

The Rigveda defined four castes. In decreasing status, they are normally: Brahmins (the 
priests and academics); Kshatriyas (rulers, military) Kshatriyas (rulers, military); Kshatriyas 
(rulers, military); Vaishyas (farmers, landlords, and merchants); Sudras (peasants, servants, 
and workers in non-polluting jobs). The  Dalit were outcasts who do not belong to one of the 
castes. Until the late 1980's they were called Harijan (children of God). They worked in what 
are considered polluting jobs. They were untouchable by the four castes; in some areas of the 
country, even a contact with their shadow by a member of the Varnas was considered 
polluting. 
 

Practicing untouchability or discriminating against a person because of their caste is now 
illegal. The caste system has lost much of its power in urban areas; however it is essentially 
unchanged in some rural districts. The government has instituted positive discrimination in 
order to help the Dalit and lower castes.  
 
 

HINDU SECTS AND DENOMINATIONS 
 
 
About 80 per cent of Hindus are Vaishnavites, who worship Lord Vishnu. Others follow 
various reform movements or neo-Hindu sects. Various sects of Hinduism have evolved into 
separate religious movements, including Hare Krishna, Sikhism and Theosophy. 
Transcendental Meditation was derived from a Hindu technique of meditation. The New Age 
movement has taken many of its concepts from Hinduism.  
 
 

HINDU SACRED TEXTS 
 
 
The most important of all Hindu texts is the Bhagavad Gita which is a poem describing a 
conversation between a warrior Arjuna and his charioteer Krishna. Vedism survives in the 
Rigveda, a collection of over a thousand hymns. Other texts include the Brahmanas, the 
Sutras, and the Aranyakas. 
 
 

HINDU REFERENCES 
 
 
References to the Hindu faith can be obtained from the internet: The Caste system can be 
obtained from: http://members.tripod.com/adaniel/castes.htm and India’s social customs and 
systems: The caste system from: http://www.investindia.com/newsite/social/castes.htm   
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THE ISLAMIC FAITH 
 
 
Most religious historians view Islam as having been founded in 622 CE by Mohammed the 
Prophet (about 570 to 632 CE) in Mecca, when the angel Jibreel (Gabriel) read the first 
revelation to Muhammad. (Muhammad and Muhammed are alternate spellings for his name.) 
Islam is seen as the youngest of the world’s great religions. However,  many if not most of 
the followers of Islam believe that. 
 

Followers of Islam are called Muslims. “Muslim” is an Arabic word that refers to a 
person who submits himself or herself to the Will of God. “Allah” is an Arabic word, which 
means “the One True God.” (An alternate spelling for “Muslim” that is occasionally used is 
“Moslim.” it is not recommended because it is often pronounced “mawzlem.” which sounds 
like an Arabic word for “oppressor.”) Some Western writers in the past have referred to Islam 
as “Mohammedism;” this is deeply offensive to many Muslims, as its usage can lead some to 
the concept that Mohammed the Prophet was in some way divine. Islam existed before 
Mohammed was born. The origin of Islam dates to the creation of the world,  and 
Mohammed was the last of a series of Prophets. 

 
Muhammad was orphaned at the age of six and brought up by his uncle. As a child, he 

worked as a shepherd. He was taken on a caravan to Syria by his uncle somewhere between 
the age of nine and twelve.  As a youth, he was employed as a camel driver on the trade 
routes between Syria and Arabia. Mohammed later managed caravans on behalf of 
merchants. He met people of different religious beliefs on his travels, and was able to observe 
and learn about Judaism, Christianity and some indigenous Pagan religions.  

 
After marriage, Muhammad was able to spend more time in meditation. At 40, (610 CE), 

he was visited in Mecca by the angel Gabriel. He developed the conviction that he had been 
ordained a Prophet and given the task of converting his countrymen from their pagan, 
polytheistic beliefs and what he regarded as moral decadence, idolatry, hedonism and 
materialism. Muhammad met considerable opposition to his teachings. In 622 CE he moved 
north to Medina due to increasing persecution. The trek is known as the hegira. In Medina he 
was disappointed by the rejection of his message by the Jews. Through religious discussion, 
persuasion, military activity and political negotiation, Mohammed became the most powerful 
leader in Arabia, and Islam was firmly established throughout the area.  

 
By 750 CE, Islam had expanded to China and India, along the Southern shore of the 

Mediterranean, and into Spain. By 1550 Islam had reached Vienna. Wars resulted, expelling 
Muslims from Spain and Europe. Since their trading routes were mostly over land, they did 
not develop an extensive sea trade. As a consequence, the old world occupation of North 
America was left to Christians. Believers are currently concentrated from the West coast of 
Africa to the Philippines. In Africa, in particular, they are increasing in numbers, largely at 
the expense of Christianity.  Many feel that Islam is, in reality, the faith taught by the ancient 
Prophets Abraham, David, Moses, and Jesus. Mohammad's role as the last of the Prophets 
was to formalize and clarify the faith and to purify it by removing foreign ideas that had been 
added in error.  
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Estimates of the total number of Muslims in the world vary from 0.817 billion, (Universal 
Almanac – 1996); 1.1 billion,  (World Almanac, 1997),  to 1.2 billion, (Council on American-
Islamic Relations).  At a level of 1.2 billion, Muslims represent about 22 per cent of the 
world's population. The second largest religion in the world; Christianity has 33 per cent. 
Islam is growing about 2.9 per cent per year, which is faster than the total world population 
that increases about 2.3 per cent annually. It is attracting a progressively larger percentage of 
the world's population. The number of Muslims in North America is in dispute ranging from 
under 3 million to over 6 million. Canada reports that 253,260 Canadians identified 
themselves as Muslims during the 1991 census. 
 
 

ISLAMIC SACRED TEXTS 
 
 
There are two main texts consulted by Muslims: the Qur’an, or the words of God; originally 
in oral and written form, but later assembled into a single book, the Qur’an. The word is often 
spelled “Koran” in English, but this is not recommended,  as some Muslims find it offensive. 
The second text is the Hadith, which is a collection of the sayings of Mohammad, regarded as 
an excellent guide for living.  
 
 

THE JEWISH FAITH 
 
 
Around 2000 BCE, the God of the ancient Israelites established a divine covenant with 
Abraham, making him the patriarch of many nations. From his name, the term Abramic 
Religions is derived; these are the four religions that trace their roots back to Abraham: 
Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and the Baha’i World Faith. The book of Genesis describes the 
events surrounding the lives of the three patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Moses was 
the next leader of the ancient Israelites. He led his people out of captivity in Egypt, and 
received the Law from God. After decades of wandering through wilderness, Joshua led the 
tribes into the Promised Land, driving out the Canaanites through a series of military battles.  
 

Samuel converted the original tribal organization into a kingdom; its first king was Saul. 
The second king, David, established Jerusalem as the religious and political center. The third 
king, Solomon built the first temple there. Division into the Northern Kingdom of Israel and 
the Southern kingdom of Judah occurred shortly after the death of Solomon in 922 BCE. 
Israel fell to Assyria in 722 BCE; Judah fell to the Babylonians in 587 BCE. The temple was 
destroyed. Some Jews returned from captivity under the Babylonians and started to restore 
the temple in 536 BCE. Alexander the Great invaded the area in 332 BCE. From around 300 
to 63 BCE, Greek became the language of commerce, and that culture had a major influence 
on Judaism. In 63 BCE, the Roman Empire took control of Palestine.  

 
Four major (and some minor) religious sects had formed by the 1st century AD: the 

Basusim, Essenes, Pharisees, and Sadducees. Many anticipated the arrival of the Messiah 
who would drive the Roman invaders out and restore independence. Christianity was 
established initially as a Jewish sect, centered in Jerusalem. Paul broke with this tradition and 
spread the religion to the Gentiles (non-Jews). Many mini-revolts led to the destruction of 
Jerusalem and its temple in 70 CE. The Jewish Christians were wiped out or scattered at this 
time. The movement started by Paul flourished and quickly evolved into the religion of 
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Christianity. Jews were scattered throughout the known world. Their religion was no longer 
centered in Jerusalem; Jews were prohibited from setting foot there. Judaism became 
decentralized and stopped seeking converts. The local synagogue became the new center of 
Jewish life, and authority shifted from the centralized priesthood to local scholars and 
teachers, giving rise to Rabbinic Judaism.  
 

The period from the destruction of the temple onward gave rise to great persecution by 
Christians throughout Europe and Russia. Many groundless stories were spread, accusing 
Jews of ritual murder, the desecration of the Catholic host and continuing responsibility for 
the execution of Jesus. In the 1930s and 1940s,  Adolph Hitler and the German Nazi party 
drew on centuries of anti-Semitism, and upon their own psychotic beliefs in racial purity. 
They organized the Holocaust, the attempted extermination of all Jews in Europe. About 6 
million were killed in one of the greatest examples of religious and racial intolerance.  
 

The Zionist movement was a response within all Jewish traditions to centuries of 
Christian persecution. Their initial goal was to create a Jewish homeland in Palestine. The 
modern state of Israel was formed on May 18, 1948. Currently, there are about 18 million 
Jews throughout the world, mainly concentrated in North America (about 7 million) and 
Israel (about 4.5 million).  

 
SOME TRADITIONAL JEWISH BELIEFS  

 
 
• God is the creator of all that exists; he is one, incorporeal (without a body), 

and he alone is to be worshipped as absolute ruler of the universe. 
 
• God revealed the first five books of the Hebrew Bible to Moses. It will not be 

changed or augmented in the future. 
 
• God has communicated to the Jewish people through prophets.  
 
• God monitors the activities of humans; he rewards individuals for good deeds 

and punishes evil.  
 
• Jews generally consider actions and behavior to be of primary importance; 

beliefs come out of actions. This conflicts with conservative Christians for 
whom belief is of primary importance and actions tend to be secondary. 

 
• No savior is needed or is available as an intermediary. 
 
• Beliefs about Jesus vary considerably. Some view him as a great moral 

teacher. Others see him as a false prophet or as an idol of Christianity. Some 
sects of Judaism will not even say his name due to the prohibition against 
saying an idol’s name. 

 
 

MAIN FORMS OF PRESENT DAY JUDAISM 
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• Conservative Judaism began in the mid-nineteenth century as a reaction 
against the Reform movement. It is a main-line movement midway between 
Reform and Orthodox. 

 
• Humanistic Judaism is a very small group, mainly composed of atheists and 

agnostics, who regard mankind as the measure of all things. 
 
• Orthodox Judaism the oldest, most conservative, and most diverse form of 

Judaism. Modern Orthodox, Chasidim and Ultra Orthodox share a basic belief 
in the derivation of Jewish law,  even as they hold very different outlooks on 
life. They attempt to follow the original form of Judaism as they view it to be. 
They look upon every word in their sacred texts as being divinely inspired. 

 
• Reconstructionist Judaism is a new,  small,  liberal movement that was started 

by Mordecai Kaplan as an attempt to unify and revitalize the religion. They 
reject the concept that Jews are a uniquely favored and chosen people. They 
have no connection with Christian Reconstructionism, which is an ultra-
conservative form of Christianity. 

 
• Reform Judaism is a liberal group, followed by many North American Jews. 

The movement started in the 1790’s in Germany. They follow the ethical laws 
of Judaism, but leave up to the individual the decision whether to follow or 
ignore the dietary and other traditional laws. They use modern forms of 
worship. There are many female rabbis in reform congregations. 

 
 
 
 
 

SACRED TEXTS OF JUDIASM 
 
 

The Tanakh corresponds to the Jewish Scriptures, (often referred to as the Old Testament by 
Christians). It is composed of three groups of books:  

 
1. The Torah Genesis,  Exodus,  Leviticus,  Numbers and Deuteronomy. 
 
2. The Nevi’im ,  the Prophetic books of Isaiah,  Amos, etc. 
 
3. The Ketuvim ,  the “Writings” including Kings,  Chronicles,  etc. 
 
The Talmud contains stories, laws, medical knowledge, debates about moral choices, etc. 

It is composed of material which comes mainly from two sources: First is the Mishnah, 6 
“orders”containing hundreds of chapters, including series of laws from the Hebrew 
Scriptures, and was compiled about 200 CE,  the other,  the Gemara (one Babylonian and one 
Palestinian) is encyclopedic in scope. It includes comments from hundreds of Rabbis from 
200 to 500 CE, explaining the Mishnah with additional historical, religious, legal, 
sociological, etc. material. It often records many different opinions on a topic without giving 
a definitive answer. 
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SAMPLE OF OPPORTUNITIES FOR INTERVENTION 
 
 

• Do the forgone issues and summary of the six of the more populous faiths 
raise concerns? If not, before abdicating his elected post in the Austrian 
coalition government in which Joerg Haider was involved; was there any hint 
that sectarian conflict could have erupted?  

 
• Did religion play a major role in the conflict in East Timor, or even Burundi 

and Rwanda?  
 
• Is the relationship between Tibet and its more powerful and larger neighbor 

one of politics or religion or a combination of both?   
 
• Does religion in any way factor into the main issues between Iraq and its 

smaller though wealthier neighbor,  Kuwait?  
 
• Further, even in the very armed forces of the United States, as reported in the 

Washington Post on April 9, 2000, chaplains are suing at least one branch of 
the services on the charges of bias. 

 
• There are conflicts in areas of Africa, Latin America, and elsewhere in which 

intervenors with the skills of chaplains are solely needed.   
 
Without resorting to the early use of arms as an option, could there be, or is there a role 

for the military or any other type of chaplain, religious leader or the cultural equivalent to 
intervene in any of the current, similar or ongoing conflicts with a purpose for resolution?  

 
 

WHAT’S MISSING AND MAY BE NEEDED? 
 
 

The foundation to this paper and discussion is that chaplains are desirous of serving both their 
almighty and the duty requirements of their nations in ways perhaps not yet explored or 
recognized. Both conditions for service are doable, but chaplains with whom I’ve discussed 
the issue would like to do so in a more organized, less haphazard manner, with appropriate 
resources than are routinely made available to this group of professionals. Even in light of 
diverse societal international needs, and individual or group willingness, the greater 
responsibility cannot be fulfilled without the understanding and endorsement of many of the 
officials and officers responsible for doctrine formulation, policy-making, and perhaps even 
the Congress of the U.S.  
 

For more on these issues, The Program on Peacekeeping Policy has prepared a report of 
workshop proceedings, derived from a similarly titled course, Round Table and Workshop, 
Religious Considerations of Peace Operations: The Military Chaplain as a Resource. A 
DRAFT will shortly be available to a select few or on the internet at GMU’s POPP website: 
http://www.gmu.edu/departments/t-po/peace/ 
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There is much more to be explored on this issue. Additional comments and/or questions 
may be directed to Dr. King, Visiting Professor with POPP at GMU’s Arlington Campus at: 
703/993-3758 FAX 993-8215, e-mails: iking@gmu.edu or to iking@nsf.gov  

 
 

 


