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For the United States, two key questions per-
sistently dominate and determine our public 
and private decisions. First, how do we create 

and maintain an effective marriage between religious 
values and Enlightenment ideals?1 Second, how do we 
preserve liberty, to include religious liberty? At first 
glance, it appears that the culture in the United States 

and the West more broadly separates religion and 
politics than the culture of nations in the Middle East 
that appear more prone to conflate religion and politics. 
In our estimation, such conventional narratives are 
shortsighted. More importantly, they are harmful for 
military leaders in an era in which religious overtones 
increasingly define strategic interactions.

Tiffany stained-glass window of St. Augustine, Lightner Museum, St. Augustine, Florida. St. Augustine (354 to 430 AD), bishop of Hippo, 
is one of the central figures in the history of Christianity. City of God is one of his greatest theological works. Written in the fifth century 
as a defense of the faith at a time when the Roman Empire was on the brink of collapse, it points the way forward to a citizenship that 
transcends worldly politics and will last for eternity. City of God had a profound influence on the development of Christian doctrine.

(Stained glass by Louis Comfort Tiffany, 1848-1933. Image courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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This article provides a broad context for military 
leaders to understand the complicated relationship 
between religion and politics, both domestically and 
internationally. We first discuss the contemporary 
scene and the evidence of a resurgence of religion as 
a force in domestic and international politics. With 
these contemporary relationships as the backdrop, we 
examine America’s own often fitful journey of bal-
ancing the City of Man and the City of God to provide 
a lens to examine the challenges presented in the 
new international order.2 The interaction of religious 
organizations and the military in the dispensation of 
humanitarian relief, in many ways a relatively new 
phenomenon, is one of the contemporary challenges 
that we argue demands a framework for incorporating 
religious considerations in foreign policy. We suggest 
that understanding the political history of religion as 
an integral shaper of America’s domestic and foreign 
policy will better equip military leaders with a set 
of principles to approach the challenges of religious 
extremism in strategic and campaign planning.

The Contemporary Scene: Religion 
and State since the End of the Cold 
War

The current struggle between the so-called 
Christian West and Muslim East can trace its roots 
to Moriah, a mountain range considered to be the 
land inhabited by Abraham, the father of the mono-
theistic tradition in Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. 
At Moriah, God reputedly commanded Abraham to 
offer his son as a sacrifice. Abraham was willing to 
do so up until the point that God provided an animal 
for the sacrifice as a substitute for Isaac or Ishmael, 
depending on the religious tradition through which 
you read the story. Abraham’s devotion to God’s 
commands is held as an example in each tradition of 
the blessings bestowed upon Abraham and his descen-
dants because of his unflinching obedience to God.

While the Christian and Muslim worlds can point 
to Moriah as a common scriptural foundation for 
monotheism, the two religions markedly diverged in 
their approach to politics in the seventeenth centu-
ry. The Treaty of Westphalia of 1648 ended thirty 
years of bloody religious wars in Europe by defining 
the principles of sovereignty and equality for the 
system of states in Europe.3 With the Westphalian 

recognition of state sovereignty over domestic affairs 
came the principle of nonintervention in the internal 
affairs of a sovereign state by other states. In contrast, 
as Christian Europe celebrated a peace that promised 
to separate religious authority from political, there 
was no concomitant “Westphalian moment” for Islam 
to separate God’s law  from political institutions.4

Surveying the current geopolitical landscape, 
evidence suggests the sovereignty of the nation-state 
is in jeopardy as we are confronted with dramat-
ic changes that have occurred in religion-state 
relations. The most significant challenge to the 
Westphalian order is the competition between 
norms of state sovereignty and claims of justifica-
tion for intervention in sovereign states on behalf 
of reputed international norms of human rights and 
self-determination. For example, numerous inter-
ventions under the auspices of a United Nations 
mandate “in the politics of broken, war-torn, mal-
nourished, and dictatorial” states signal a radical 
departure from the Westphalian construct that gave 
primacy to the state for ordering and regulating its 
own domestic affairs.5 Additionally, recent coalition 
operations against Libya and pressure for interna-
tional action against Syria on the premise of inter-
national humanitarian concerns for the welfare of 
segments of populations within those two nations 
demonstrate that nation-states no longer have the 
ability to practice absolute sovereignty within their 
own borders. The expectation that the community 
of nations has both a right and a duty to protect citi-
zens inside sovereign states from abuses against their 
universal human rights is emerging as an interna-
tional norm that was not a part of the Westphalian 
notion of state sovereignty.

Moreover, the perception that a community of 
nations has a duty to protect citizens of sovereign 
states not their own by enforcing international norms 
that community has agreed upon is increasingly a part 
of the rhetoric and laws of the United States. This 
perception was manifest in the remarks of President 
George W. Bush during his second inaugural address 
when he described the “freedom agenda.” Bush said 
“the best hope for peace in our world is the expansion 
of freedom in all the world,” implying that every man 
and woman on earth possesses certain individual 
rights.6
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Under the current administration, the advancement 
of freedom is a pillar of the current National Security 
Strategy. The National Security Strategy, along with the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA), makes the 
promotion of religious freedom a specific foreign policy 
goal of the United States. At the heart of such values is 
the freedom of conscience associated with religious liber-
ty as stated in the National Security Strategy: “American 
values are reflective of the universal values we champion 
all around the world—including the freedoms of speech, 
worship, and peaceful assembly.”7 The IRFA authoriz-
es “United States actions in response to violations of 
religious freedom in foreign countries,” codifying protec-
tion of religious freedom in other countries in statutory 
policy.8

The growing concerns over religious influence are 
reflected domestically in the number of organizations 
engaged in religious lobbying or religious advocacy in 
Washington, D.C. That number grew from fewer than 40 
in 1970 to well over 200 today, with annual expenditures 
topping $350 million spent to influence public policy 
on behalf of the faithful. The growth is also evident in 
part by the establishment of the White House Office of 
Faith-Based and Community Initiatives (2001).9

Taken as a whole, these changes suggest a growth of 
religion’s influence on U.S. domestic and foreign policy 
that has reached an unprecedented level of institution-
alization and legitimacy, presenting a first-order chal-
lenge to the Westphalian political order. In the context 
of these developments, the protection of religious free-
dom, including the right to evangelize, is increasingly 
being constructed as a legitimate basis for international 
intervention. According to the IRFA, countries that 
fail to protect “freedom of religious belief and practice” 
are subject to the application of the “appropriate tools 
in the United States foreign policy apparatus,” a clear 
departure from the Westphalian construct of states 
retaining sovereignty over actions that transpire within 
their own borders.10

In contrast to the resurgence of religious over-
tones in American politics, the reemergence of Islam 
as an important variable in world affairs is well 
known from the rise of an Islamic government in 
Iran in 1979 to the attacks of 9/11. In simpler and 
balder terms, while the West—and more pointed-
ly, the United States—has been pointing a secular 
finger at the religiosity of Islamic extremist-based 

threats (nonstate, state-sponsored, transnational), 
there are accusatory fingers pointing back toward 
the West and the style of U.S. hegemonic leadership 
in the Westphalian secular order. 

The widespread belief in predominately Muslim 
nations that the United States seeks to “weaken and 
divide the Islamic World” demonstrates the necessity 
to bring religious considerations into policy decisions.11 
The role of religious groups in the overlapping trans-
formations of war, aid, and evangelism should not be 
understated as religious groups vying for secular state 
power is a feature of the post-Cold War environment.

In the context of the current international en-
vironment, the United States faces two sometimes 
conflicting values: self-determination versus religious 
liberty. While self-determination is a principle of U.S. 
foreign policy, the rise of Islamic governments that 
threaten individual religious liberty runs counter to 
the principles established in the IRFA. Though the 
approach to resolving these two conflicting values is 
unclear, what is clear is that the violation of either 
principle may trigger an intervention into the internal 
affairs of states that were previously held as inviolable 
in the Westphalian system. 

While the West may consider the question of sep-
arating religion from the secular power of the state a 
bedrock principle of modern statehood, the separation 
of religion from politics in the United States has been 
more of a thin line than a wall. In the context of reli-
gion’s role in the modern international environment, an 
examination of how religion shaped our own political 
destiny is instructive in preparing military leaders to 
deal with faith’s role in other countries when executing 
U.S. foreign policy.

America’s Religious Tradition
The lyrics of one of America’s most popular patriot-

ic songs, “My Country, ‘Tis of Thee,” illustrate that the 
foundation of America’s notions of democratic liberty 
can be found in Judeo-Christian scripture:

Our fathers’ God, to thee,
Author of liberty, to thee we sing;
Long may our land be bright
With freedom’s holy light;
Protect us by thy might, great God, our King.

-Samuel Francis Smith,
“My Country, ’Tis of Thee,” 4th Stanza
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Prominent scholars of the American found-
ing stress that gaining a full understanding of the 
American Revolution and founding era requires an 
appreciation for the deep religious roots of America’s 
zeal for liberty. This section explores these founda-
tional roots and addresses two simple questions: Does 
the religious spirit and outlook of the American rev-
olutionary experience continue with us today? And, 
if so, what are the impacts and implications regarding 
the conventional narrative that the United States 
maintains a great separation between politics and 
religion? Understanding the answers to such ques-
tions will aid us as we consider the role of faith in the 
modern international environment.

First, when one discusses the American founding, 
one should clarify which founding is being referenced. 
The first American founding arguably occurred early 
in the seventeenth century when John Winthrop and 
other Puritan leaders set sail on the Arbella to solidify 
the settlement that would become the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony. On board, Winthrop delivered a sermon 

titled “A Model of Christian Charity” that introduced 
a phrase that remains at the heart of American for-
eign policy. Winthrop implored those on the journey 
that they should be “as a city upon a hill,” creating 
a society that would serve as an example to others 
throughout the world.12

The religious fervor of the first founding was later 
reinforced during the Great Awakening of the ear-
ly eighteenth century, contributing to the zeal for 
liberty that coalesced in the American Revolution. 
The revolution was a “conspiracy of faith and reason” 
in that it captured the spiritual yearnings of the Great 
Awakening for religious liberty with the enlight-
enment ideals of a government based upon reason 
and individual (natural) rights.13 As John Quincy 
Adams noted of the revolution, the Declaration of 
Independence “connected, in one indissoluble bond, 
the principles of civil government with the principles 
of Christianity.”14

A portion of the clergy in America played a lead-
ing role in the revolution, reinforcing the connection 

Ratification of the Peace of Münster (Gerard ter Borch, Münster, 1648). The Peace of Münster was a treaty between the Dutch Republic and Spain 
signed in 1648 recognizing Dutch independence from the Spanish Crown. The treaty was a part of the Peace of Westphalia, which ended both 
the Thirty Years’ War and the Eighty Years’ War. It laid the foundation for the development of the idea of national self-determination in Western 
international law.

(Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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of civil liberty and religious freedom. One of these 
leaders was John Witherspoon, a Presbyterian minis-
ter and president of Princeton University, whose ideas 
pertaining to the justification of the revolution influenced 
students such as James Madison and Aaron Burr. In one 
of his most famous sermons, Witherspoon noted that 
“there was not a single instance in history, in which civil 
liberty was lost, and religious liberty preserved entire.”15 
Another influential minister, Jonathan Mayhew, cham-
pioned the cause of liberty and resistance to tyranny in 
his sermons and writings. Thomas Jefferson borrowed 
one of Mayhew’s most influential phrases and made it his 
personal seal during the revolution: “Rebellion to tyrants 
is obedience to God.”16 The banner “An Appeal to Heaven” 
was thus not just a rallying cry for religious liberty but 
rather an appeal to restore the right balance between the 
limited power of man and the unlimited power of God.17

While religious principles deeply influenced the 
revolution, the Founding Fathers were very careful to 
keep the law of the land separate from the kingdom of 
God. It was no accident that the first liberty in the Bill 
of Rights is an assurance of religious liberty. The First 
Amendment dictating that Congress make “no law 
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting 
the free exercise thereof ” was meant to protect the 
church from the influence of the state as much as it was 
meant to protect the civil authority from the direction 
of the church. As colonial leader John Wise articulated 
in a 1717 sermon, the “power of churches is but a faint 
resemblance of civil power,” noting that churches and 
governments are engaged in different pursuits.18

Notwithstanding, the separation of church and 
state articulated in the First Amendment was not an 
effort to rid religion from political discourse. While 
those who think the Founders intended a strict sepa-
ration of religion and politics hearken to the metaphor 
of a “wall of separation between church and state” used 
by Thomas Jefferson, separating church and state is not 
the same thing as separating religion and politics.19 The 
Founders were wary of intertwining church and state 
because using the state’s power to further the activities 
of the church would be an improper invasion of the pri-
vate sphere. In James Madison’s words, one’s religious 
duties can be directed “only by reason and conviction, 
not by force or violence,” thus the church should be 
closely guarded from the coercive powers of the state.20 
Such a separation would protect the conscience of 
citizens but also guard the activities of the church from 
undue influence from the state.

While the Founders were careful to separate church 
and state, they recognized—and encouraged—the 
interplay of religion in America’s political discourse. 
Paradoxically, many of the Founders thought that by 
removing the province of the church from the activities 
of the state, they would actually encourage religion 
because citizens would be free to choose the religion 
that most appealed to them.21 Thus a free market of 
religious choice was established, though the contempo-
rary “market” was tilted toward Christianity because 
of the customs and traditions within the colonies at 
the time. While Congress was restricted by the First 
Amendment, prior to the Fourteenth Amendment, the 
states were not. In turn, many states incorporated laws 
that violated the spirit of the First Amendment prior 

George Whitefield ( John Wollaston, 1738). Whitefield was a prom-
inent English-Anglican cleric who became one of the best-known 
preachers in Great Britain and North America in the eighteenth 
century. His series of revival sermons is credited for helping spark 
what became known as the Great Awakening that swept Protestant 
Europe and British America, and especially the American colonies 
in the 1730s and 1740s, leaving a permanent impact on American 
religious and political thought.

(Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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to the application of the establishment clause to state 
law through the Supreme Court’s decision in Everson 
v. Board of Education in 1947.22 Such laws includ-
ed those espousing state-established churches, tax 
support to churches, religious tests for office, which 
were in effect in 11 of the 13 original colonies in the 
late eighteenth century, and even fines for irregular 
church attendance.23

Even though the national government of the time 
did not attempt to instill morality or virtue within the 
citizenry through lawmaking, many of the Founders 
had strong convictions that religion was essential in 
shaping a moral citizenry. Since many eighteenth-cen-
tury Americans became literate by reading the Bible, 
Alexis de Tocqueville noted that religion “directs the 
customs of the community, and by regulating domes-
tic life, it regulates the state.”24 While the government 
did not sanction a particular religion, many of the 
Founders recognized that religion was an indispens-
able part, and asset, to a democratic republic.25 The 
importance of religion to republican government 
was captured by George Washington in his farewell 
address where he cautioned that “reason and experi-
ence both forbid us to expect that national morality 
can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.”26 The 
First Amendment and the religious marketplace 
in early America created a nonreligious religious-
ness—a state in which religion influenced the po-
litical dialogue of the community, but did so from a 
position of nonestablishment.

Balancing the two pillars of the First Amendment—
nonestablishment and free exercise—has been an 
uneasy journey in the course of American political 
history, demonstrating the complexity of mixing reli-
gion and politics. The high point of America’s religiosity 
in the twentieth century occurred in the 1950s when 
the phrase “In God We Trust” was added to the Pledge 
of Allegiance and paper currency, and measures of 
religious observance such as church attendance were at 
levels not seen since.27 However, the post-New Deal era 
also ushered in new complexities in combining religious 
traditions with the features of the modern republic. 
For one, the incorporation of the establishment clause 
of the First Amendment with the landmark 1947 case 
Everson v. Board of Education meant that state and 
local governments now faced increasing limitations on 
aid to religious organizations. 

Second, the national government was increasing-
ly active in the provision of services like education, 
health, and charity that were previously the province of 
religious organizations.28 Third, government regulation 
of personal sexual morality drew religious groups into 
the political arena because of the significance of sexual 
morality to many religious denominations.29

The Supreme Court has frequently been the 
arbiter in addressing the tension that is inherent 
in the First Amendment between preserving both 
nonestablishment and free exercise. As Justice 
William Rehnquist noted, decisions such as those 
in the landmark case of Lemon v. Kurtzman, which 
imparted a three-part test to gauge the compatibil-
ity of laws with the establishment and free exercise 
clauses of the First Amendment, sometimes lead to 
further entanglement between state and church.30 
For instance, the Court has decided that a “state may 
pay for bus transportation to religious schools—but 
may not pay for bus transportation from the parochi-
al school to the public zoo or natural history museum 
for a field trip.”31 In many cases, restricting the First 
Amendment to the private sphere may restrict free 
exercise, but using statutory authority to buttress 
religious organizations or purposes is a violation of 
the establishment clause. As one church-state schol-
ar noted, allowing conscientious objector status 
preserves a person’s free exercise, but access to such 
status might be regarded “as a government-induced 
creation to join particular churches.”32

These examples from the domestic sphere demon-
strate that the wall of separation is blurred because 
of the complexity of church-state issues. As the next 
section details, this uneasy relationship between sup-
porting biblical ideals while maintaining U.S. interests 
presents unique challenges in twenty-first century U.S. 
foreign policy.

Force, Faith, and U.S. Foreign Policy
The United States faces significant challenges in 

the twenty-first century in balancing the sometimes 
conflicting ideas of making the world safe for democ-
racy while also promoting self-determination. The 
particular challenge lies in the Middle East where 
democracy does not always entail the recognition 
of religious liberty, as was the case in the American 
revolutionary experience.
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This section examines U.S. humanitarian interven-
tions and the activity of religious nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) in Muslim domains against 
the backdrop of the recent worldwide resurgence of 
Islam and Christianity in global politics. As this section 
details, the twenty-first century strategic planner and 
military officer stands at the crossroads, both interna-
tionally and domestically, of balancing the City (and 
laws) of Man with the City of God.

The complexity of this balancing act is mag-
nified in U.S. foreign policy, especially in terms of 
America’s fitful relationship with supporting mission-
aries abroad. Missionaries are often champions of a 
Wilsonian foreign policy that seeks an international 
order based on self-determination and the protection 
of human rights. Missionaries petition the U.S. gov-
ernment for right of entry into other countries and, 
once there, the protection of their property abroad. 
Under such circumstances, they are also positioned 
to pressure the U.S. government to use its influence 
to promote human rights in countries in which they 
are proselytizing.33 This situation has become more 
complex recently as there has been a dramatic growth 
of religiously affiliated NGOs into the humanitarian 
and development sectors that assume responsibility for 
providing aid and reconstruction during times of war. 
Many such NGOs view this development as providing 
a new vehicle for the faithful to increase influence on 
U.S. foreign policy.34

In parallel with this rise of religious NGOs, in-
trastate conflicts have both increased and interna-
tionalized, resulting in U.S. military forces becoming 
involved in the burgeoning field of international 
humanitarian intervention. This development has 
unavoidably brought them into contact with reli-
giously affiliated NGOs operating in the same areas.35 
Concurrently, U.S. involvement in these conflicts has 
been accompanied by transformations in the norms 
and rationales that nations have used for legitimizing 
intervention, with the violation of a state’s territorial 
sovereignty no longer understood to be a necessary 
precondition for the legitimate use of military force. 

Instead, Western militaries are increasingly permit-
ted, if not expected, to intervene in conflicts defined 
by internal political, ethnic, and cultural cleavages.36

From a U.S. policy standpoint, intervention in such 
internal conflicts is said to be warranted as a bulwark 

against state failure, which is itself seen as an underly-
ing precondition for internal strife and the emergence 
of extremist movements that could pose threats to U.S. 
interests.37 Thus, with the development, reconstruc-
tion, and stabilization of states being identified as a se-
curity objective, the role of the military has expanded 
beyond combat to increasingly include operations that 
historically were regarded as the exclusive province of 
the private humanitarian sector.

Although religion’s involvement in the delivery 
of aid is nothing new, this growth has coincided with 
two recent changes in U.S. foreign policy that, taken 
together, have the potential to transform the meaning 
and impact of religious participation in humanitari-
an affairs. One of those changes is the International 
Religious Freedom Act (IRFA), which designates reli-
gious freedom as an issue to be addressed through U.S. 
intervention—including punitive sanctions.38 While 
the IRFA officially “targets no particular country or 
region, and seeks to promote no religion over another,” 
several religious and human rights organizations have 
raised concerns that it will be used as a “tool of intru-
sive evangelism” wielded predominantly by conserva-
tive Christians wishing to protect their own foreign 
missionaries.39

Whether or not these concerns are founded, the 
IRFA gives religious organizations new and extended 
forms of U.S. government resources to expand their 
organizational infrastructures and, secondarily, their 
access to potential converts.40 The second change is 
that the predominant organizational forum through 
which evangelists organize is now the development or 
humanitarian NGO. Given these two changes to U.S. 
foreign policy, it is clear that the boundary between aid 
and evangelism has been compromised.

What we have is the simultaneous movement of 
the military and evangelists into a shared organization-
al field, the field of humanitarian action. This simulta-
neous movement and overlap raises critical questions 
about how these different types of organizations and 
actors—military, humanitarian, and religious—influ-
ence each others’ goals, operations, and outcomes.

With regard to this emerging overlap of inter-
ests, researchers have begun to look critically at the 
implications of military involvement in humanitar-
ian missions. For instance, experts at the Feinstein 
International Famine Center identified the military as 
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contributing substantially to what is being described 
as a “crisis in humanitarianism.” 41 They argue that, 
especially in conflict zones where military forces are 
also belligerents (e.g. Iraq, Afghanistan), partnering 
with militaries undermines the neutrality, impartial-
ity, humanity, and independence of humanitarian 
operations, thereby politicizing aid and threatening 
the efficacy of their missions.

To be sure, the overlap between military and 
humanitarian operational domains is nothing new, 
and many of the issues and challenges that exist today 
were also present in the post-World War II period, 
and even earlier. But the recent, large-scale expan-
sion of the humanitarian field has brought a larger 
number of civilian relief organizations and workers 
into post-conflict regions, exacerbating tensions over 
the propriety of military involvement in what NGOs 
regard as civil space.42

Despite the tensions raised by the overlap of reli-
gious organizations and the military in humanitarian 
operations, religious participation in such work ap-
pears to be largely embraced, at least in the official cor-
ridors of the international community. In fact, most 
policymakers and academics have applauded religious 
NGOs for providing compassionate and tolerant solu-
tions to deprivation, health crises, and natural disas-
ters. In part, this embrace of religion is driven by a very 
real need for the material resources and organizational 
infrastructures required to carry out international aid 
projects, resources that in some regions of the world 
(such as sub-Saharan Africa) only religious institutions 
are equipped to provide.43 However, in their enthusi-
asm to embrace the concrete resources that religious 
organizations bring to bear upon humanitarian crises, 
commentators have made their evaluations without 
the benefit of systematic, empirical research on the 
effects that the distinctly religious features of reli-
gious NGOs have on both military and humanitarian 
operations. Given the salience of religion as a source of 
division in post-Cold War conflicts, the effects—both 
intended and unintended—could be considerable.

For example, one way insurgent groups attract sup-
porters is through the provision of goods and services 
(e.g., food, protection, medicine, systems of justice) 
that states fail to provide. In turn, one way the United 
States can compete with insurgents for the “hearts and 
minds” of local populations is through the provision of 

O f all the dispositions and habits which 
lead to political prosperity, religion and 
morality are indispensable supports. In 

vain would that man claim the tribute of patri-
otism, who should labor to subvert these great 
pillars of human happiness, these firmest props 
of the duties of men and citizens. The mere 
politician, equally with the pious man, ought to 
respect and to cherish them. A volume could not 
trace all their connections with private and public 
felicity. Let it simply be asked: Where is the 
security for property, for reputation, for life, if 
the sense of religious obligation desert the oaths 
which are the instruments of investigation in 
courts of justice? And let us with caution indulge 
the supposition that morality can be maintained 
without religion. Whatever may be conceded to 
the influence of refined education on minds of 
peculiar structure, reason and experience both 
forbid us to expect that national morality can 
prevail in exclusion of religious principle. 

It is substantially true that virtue or morality 
is a necessary spring of popular government. 
The rule, indeed, extends with more or less 
force to every species of free government. Who 
that is a sincere friend to it can look with indif-
ference upon attempts to shake the foundation 
of the fabric? 

—Washington’s Farewell Address 179644

(Portrait of George Washington, Rembrandt Peale, oil on canvas, circa 1853.)
(Portrait courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
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these same goods and services through neutral human-
itarian organizations that allow for their procurement 
without signaling political commitments.45 In regions 
that are predominantly Christian, the involvement of 
Christian NGOs in this form of humanitarian work 
might be unproblematic. But perceptions of the neutral-
ity of Christian NGOs—especially those that evange-
lize—cannot be assumed in predominantly Muslim ter-
ritories where religion is a salient source of distinction 
between opposing forces. Add to this the weakening of 
the boundary between aid and evangelism—particularly 
evangelism accompanied by force of arms—and the 
perception that aid is impartial and independent of U.S. 
objectives becomes threatened.

The complex relationship between war, aid, and 
evangelism will likely remain inherent in future con-
flicts. Throughout American history and for many 
Americans today, religion provides a sense of identity 
as well as a basis for a Wilsonian foreign policy that 
sees it as America’s duty to spread its values through-
out the world. One of these values is the promotion 
of human rights that Americans and the West more 
broadly conceive of in terms of individual rights, as 

opposed to community or collective rights. Irrespective 
of American views, different societies will come to 
different answers regarding the question of what rights 
they recognize to exist. In an era where international 
tension is growing on the issue of whether religious free-
dom outweighs state sovereignty, we conclude with the 
question, does the fracturing of the Westphalian system 
portend promise or peril?

Possibilities for Peace: Promise or 
Peril?

Given the lack of clarity that exists currently in the 
moral and legal justifications for international inter-
ventions on behalf of religious freedom, what principles 
should the strategic planner and military officer consid-
er in approaching religion’s role in executing American 
foreign policy? The foregoing analysis leads us to three 
broad conclusions:

Religious liberty is America’s greatest moral 
argument to the world. Rooted in the championing of 
religious freedom in the founding era, America recog-
nizes in its laws and customs that freedom of conscience 
is a basic human right, even if this right was not always 

Chaplain (Maj.) Ibraheem Raheem, Multinational Corps–Iraq, delivers a sermon for Muslim soldiers during a service 29 August 2008 at 
Camp Victory, Iraq. Raheem, one of only six Muslim chaplains in the Army at that time, was the only one deployed in Iraq.

(Photo by Sgt. David Turner, Multi-National Division–Center)
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protected in practice. It is instructive, therefore, to un-
derstand our own fitful history in balancing nonestab-
lishment with free exercise and religious diversity. The 
American example of a democracy thriving amidst its 
religious diversity is a vital tool of American soft power 
in approaching religious matters internationally.

Nonestablishment of religion protects the state 
from religion and religion from the state. Military 
leaders must take a thoughtful approach to balancing 
the religious and humanitarian spheres inherent in the 
majority of post-Cold War international interventions. 
Preserving nonestablishment in this field protects the 
state from the appearance of favoring one religion over 
another while at the same time protecting religious 
authorities from compromising their claims of authority 
in the spiritual realm. Critical to this point is the mod-
eling of nonestablishment by military leaders in their 
public activities as military professionals.

The power of religion both unites and divides. 
Democracy thrives on political activism, and religious 
motivation will continue to be a primary means to 
spark such activism. Just as in our own revolution, we 
should expect to see religious figures play a leading, if 

not decisive, role in the organization of new govern-
ments in the wake of popular uprisings. Therefore, the 
two previous conclusions are important to remember 
as we engage with leaders of these new states as they try 
to find their own balance between spiritual and secular 
influence over the state.

Conclusion
Religion unites and divides us—both as a nation 

and a community of nations. As we have good reason 
to assume that religion will continue to be a significant 
variable in American domestic politics and in inter-
national relations, American foreign policymakers 
will be well served to become familiar with America’s 
own fitful journey of balancing the uneasy marriage of 
religion and politics. By understanding this history and 
placing it in the context of the evolving international 
order, our strategic leaders will be better prepared to 
tackle the hard questions of whether the new inter-
national order offers promises for peace or impending 
peril—and what, in particular, military leaders should 
consider when bringing religion into strategic and 
campaign planning.

Two soldiers on Fort Buchanan, Puerto Rico peer with curiosity 15 June 2010 as they see Chaplain (Col.) Jacob Goldstein, a Jewish rabbi, and 
Brooklyn, N.Y., native, who has served the military since 1977. He often gets curious looks because he wears a beard, in accordance with his 
Jewish faith, while in uniform.

(Photo by Capt. Carlos Agosto, 361st Public Affairs Detachment)
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