(Photo by Staff Sgt. Ryan Matson, 34th Infantry Division PAO)

Capt. Joshua MacLean shakes hands with Abdul Rahim Mazai, malik (town leader) of Bajawri, outside a village mosque 6 December 2010
in Afghanistan's Parwan Province. MacLean served as an information officer with 1st Squadron, 113th Cavalry Regiment, 2nd Infantry
Brigade Combat Team, 34th Infantry Division.
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Why would you care about our religion?

—Afghan prosecutor, Helmand Province

I

It is immaterial whether soldiers themselves be religious
or have any personal interest in religion. What is important,
however, is that they know that in many parts of the world,
religion does matter—it can affect the operating environment, just as it did in Helmand in March 2013.
Understanding the religious beliefs of the people
whom U.S. forces endeavor to influence through training,
advising, or assisting is imperative in places where religion
matters to those people. Engaging in religious dialogue, not
to be confused with proselytizing, can create a vital bridge
between cultures. It can show a desire to learn about and
understand others, which is vital for building trust and
respect—the pillars of any enduring relationship.

magine yourself at a combat outpost in Helmand
Province, Afghanistan, in late March 2013, serving as
an advisor to the local district prosecutor. One morning, you hear a barrage of gunfire. After the dust settles,
you learn militants fired on villagers who were holding a
peaceful protest to demand punishment for an Afghan
police officer who had desecrated copies of the Quran at a
local mosque days before.1 You are concerned that anger
over disrespect of Islam and the Taliban’s blaming of U.S.
forces for the incident could lead to violent mob justice.2
How do you proceed?
Breaking the Ice over Zam Zam
Religion remains one of the most important elements of the human domain in Afghanistan and in many
Religious discussions will be frequent.6
other regions where U.S. forces operate. Soldiers need to
—T.E. Lawrence
understand religion’s importance and develop skills for
building relationships with communities where religion
I arrived at the district of Musa Qala (Fort of Moses)
plays a central role. The U.S. Army needs to teach soldiers
in northern Helmand Province on 19 February 2013.
how to engage people effectively on this important topic.3
The Army’s engagement warfighting function concept is a
A week later, I conducted a key leader engagement as a
step in the right direction. According to
rule-of-law attorney with the deputy
the U.S. Army Training and Doctrine
chief of police.7 I greeted him in my limited Pashto.8 I was unsure how to break
Command, the functional concept for
the ice, but I knew he had performed
engagement will help “institutionalize
the hajj because he carried the honorific
into Army doctrine, training, education,
Hajji in his name. Therefore, I asked
and leader development the capabilities
him, continuing through an interpreter,
and skills necessary to work with host
how the water tasted at Zam Zam.9 His
nations, regional partners, and indigeface broke into a smile, and he asked
nous populations in a culturally attuned
how I knew about Zam Zam. I said I
manner.”4
had read about Hagar, Ishmael, and
This article endeavors to promote
the Prophet Mohammad, and that I
this change in the Army’s approach to
respected his religion.10
working with nations, partners, and
(Image courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
The criminal investigative chief
populations by showing how religious
A depiction of the archangel
joined the meeting, and the converengagement was used to build relaGabriel from The Wonders of Creation and the Oddities of Existence
sation continued. I mentioned that
tionships through the Afghanistan/
–Egypt/Syria c.1375-1425 ACE.
Muslims and Christians shared many
Pakistan Hands Program. It provides
of the same prophets, including Musa
recommendations that could help sol(Moses), Ibrahim (Abraham), and Isa ( Jesus). I said I
diers conduct this type of engagement in the future.
was ahl al-kitab, or a “person of the book,” to which the
In September 2014, the U.S. secretary of state anchief replied that the Quran said they were to treat ahl
nounced a new maxim for foreign policy: “religion matal-kitab well, and that I must read many books.11 The
ters.”5 Religion matters for the work of soldiers as well as
diplomats. Soldiers need to know not only how to “shoot,
conversation continued over kabobs. When the meal
move, and communicate” but also how to “stop, listen, and and conversation ended, I thanked them for their hosengage,” especially when dealing with religious issues.
pitality and departed.
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War Comes to Musa
Qala
The eyes of the world will be on
Musa Qala.

—Then U.S. Ambassador to

Afghanistan William Wood12

A few weeks after my key
leader engagement with the
deputy chief of police, the
Quran desecration incident
occurred in Helmand Province.
The deputy was now trying to
restore order to the district as
(Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)
residents called for the execuIslamic pilgrims fill up water containers with water from the Zam Zam well 11 February 2012.
tion of the suspect. One day afThe well, located within the Masjid al-Haram in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, is believed by many
Muslims to have been miraculously created by God approximately four thousand years ago to
ter the gunfight, I met with the
the life of Ishmael, the son of Hagar, a concubine of the biblical prophet Abraham, and proprosecutor and told him in Dari save
genitor of the Arabic people. It is co-located with the Kaaba in the Masjid al-Haram in Mecca,
that I was sorry to hear what
a compound regarded by Muslims as the most sacred of all Islamic holy places to the direction
of which all Muslims pray on a daily basis. Water from the Zam Zam well is believed by many to
happened to the holy books,
have special spiritual as well as health-related properties and is bottled for sale in Saudi Arabia.
to which he turned to me and
complaints—instead of going to the Taliban. One womasked why I would care about his religion.13 Again, I
an even traveled by taxi from the provincial capital to see
mentioned Zam Zam, the prophets, and the fact that
the judge.17 These events meant the Taliban were losing
we shared many of them. I told the prosecutor that
some of their power; they issued a letter to a party in a
I respected his religion. He then appeared to realize
certain case telling him to bring his case to them instead
that we had more in common than he thought; he
of the Afghan court.
said none of his advisors ever mentioned these things,
and he thought Americans did not care about religion
Noah and Rainbows
or Islam.
A few hours after our meeting, the prosecutor called
He will send down on you (rain) from the heaven showerand asked if I wanted to see the suspect, who was at the
ing plentifully.
district governor’s compound. As the prosecutor led me
—Quran 71:11, Muhammad Mahmud Ghali trans.
into the room where the suspect was held, I saw the deputy
chief of police standing nearby. I placed my hand over my
I remained at the combat outpost from February to late
heart to greet him and, with a smile, he pointed toward the
suspect. I thought about the discussions we had a few weeks May 2013. While there, I tried to build friendly relationships with some of the Afghan National Army (ANA) solbefore; I believe they might have contributed to the willingdiers. One day I spoke to a soldier preparing to go on leave.
ness of the deputy to work with the prosecutor and to safeHe asked if I would have an opportunity to go on leave, and
guard and deliver the suspect for me to see.14 The suspect
later faced trial and received a seventeen-year sentence.15
I told him I would.18 I mentioned that I had to wear identiAs security improved, the number of cases the prosfication tags while on leave. I asked him if he had identificaecutor handled increased.16 He visited the prison daily
tion tags, and he said the ANA did not use them. He asked
to check with the deputy on new arrests. Eventually, a
about their purpose. After I explained that my name and
judge arrived, and he presided over the first trial ever
religion were on them, he asked about my religion.
held in the district. Word reached the Taliban that more
I told him “man eesowee astum,” or “I am a Christian,” in
people were coming to the prosecutor with their legal
Dari, and I said that I had read many things about Islam. I
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had read about the life of the Prophet Mohammad, including how his father died and that he was raised by his grandfather after his mother died. The soldier was familiar with
every detail of the Prophet Mohammad’s life—information
in sources other than the Quran.19 We discussed Khadija,
the Prophet Mohammad’s first wife, and then Aishah,
believed to have been his favorite wife after Khadija.20 I
told him I read that Aishah fought alongside the Prophet
Mohammad, to suggest similarities with women serving in
the U.S. military.
We talked about Noah and the great flood, an event
also discussed in the Quran. I told him that Christians
believe the rainbow was a sign from God, and he said God
gives us many signs like the rainbow.21 We then discussed
the differences between Islam and Christianity, and he
said Muslims do not believe God had a son. He brought
up the topic of Mary (Miryam), also mentioned in the
Quran. I told him there were religious differences but that
I felt we believed in the same God.
We then discussed suicide attacks, and I asked why the
Taliban conducted suicide attacks if suicide was forbidden
in Islam.22 He said they did not know Islam and that they
conducted jihad for no valid reason. Before I knew it, two
hours had passed. Finally, I asked him why one of the chapters (called suras) in the Quran was missing the interjection
known as a bismillah.23 He could not provide a clear answer.
To avoid embarrassing him, I said that maybe it was a mystery, like the verse alif laam meem, with the meaning known
only to God, and he agreed.24 Like all the other Afghans I
met, he was surprised that I believed in God—and even
more surprised that I knew anything about Islam.

The Afghan National Army and Anne
Frank
Why don’t the Americans talk to us?25

—Afghan National Army soldier to the author

After a few months in Musa Qala, I transferred to
the Justice Center in Parwan (JCIP), where I advised
Afghan prosecutors. I noticed that the ANA soldiers
kept to themselves, and I made a point of speaking to as
many individuals as I could, roughly twenty to twenty-five
soldiers. I continued to cover my hair, as several ANA soldiers commented that they appreciated how this showed
respect for their culture. After a few weeks, a soldier asked
me why the Americans did not talk to them. I could tell
60

(Image courtesy of Maj. Theresa Ford)

Maj. Theresa Ford, U.S. Army, provided a copy of The Diary of Anne
Frank, translated from the original Dutch into Persian Dari or Farsi, to
interested members of the Afghan National Army while she served
in Parwan, Afghanistan, 2013.

by his facial expression that this bothered him, and, no
doubt, it bothered other ANA soldiers as well.26
I taught English classes to ten members of the ANA
and Afghan Uniformed Police (AUP), and one asked me
in Dari if I knew of any famous books that were translated into Dari. I only found one, the diary of Anne Frank
(Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl). I told him about
the story of Anne Frank, about the Holocaust, and about
how Anne was killed because she was Jewish. He had
heard of the Holocaust and thanked me for the book. A
few days later, he said he could not put it down and asked
if I had any more famous books in Dari. He said he knew
the translator of the book, who was from his village in the
Panjshir Valley, northern Afghanistan, and he said other
soldiers in his barracks wanted to read the book.
During Eid al-Adha (a holiday that followed Eid
al-Fitr, after Ramadan—a month of fasting and religious
observance that started in July that year), I gave some
of my English students small gifts of sweets, and they
seemed moved by the gesture. After I gave them the gifts,
I mentioned that as a Christian, I celebrated Christmas
by giving gifts, and I discussed the importance of Jesus in
both Christianity and in Islam.
September-October 2015
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A Jordanian Thanksgiving

Fingerprint Evidence and the Quran

There are many incidents in the history of Islam where
Christians helped Muslims, and Muslims helped Christians.27

Fingerprints are the stamp of God.31

—Afghanistan Supreme Court Justice

—Islamic scholar

Mohammed Babrakzai

One evening in early October 2013 while I was standing in line at the dining facility at Camp Sabalu-Harrison,
located adjacent to the JCIP, a Jordanian officer struck
up a conversation after hearing me speak Arabic with his
men. We became friends. Over the next few weeks, the
Jordanian officer and I would see each other at the dining
facility and talk about our histories, our countries, and our
religions. When Eid came, I gave him a box of chocolates,
and he thanked me profusely. Not long afterward, he gave
me a bottle of holy water from the Jordan River because
he knew I was a Christian.
On 16 October, he told me his commander wanted to
meet me and invited me for tea. When I arrived, the first
thing the commander said was that I did not know how
much it meant to him to see that I covered my hair as a
show of respect for his culture and religion.28 I told him
this was proper adab, or good manners, a subject mentioned in various hadith (narrative records of the sayings
or customs of Mohammad and his companions).29 I told
him I studied the hadith because I was a lawyer. After
tea and a large meal, I thanked him for his hospitality.
Wanting to reciprocate the gesture of good will, I invited the commander and his staff to attend a Thanksgiving
dinner.30 Before eating, we watched a movie about the pilgrims and the first Thanksgiving. The commander asked
various questions during the movie, including why turkey
was eaten and why the passengers on the Mayflower
drank beer. After I explained that beer was safer to drink
than water, he interpreted this for his staff, including his
imam, and everyone laughed. After the movie, we ate a
traditional Thanksgiving meal, with the imam saying a
prayer and the Jordanian commander saying that now he
knew what Thanksgiving was all about.
The dinner was important for another reason: an
Army chaplain was present, and she was introduced to the
imam. The two had not met before, and the occasion allowed these two spiritual leaders of different faiths to forge
a relationship. Moreover, the imam became acquainted
with an important American holiday with spiritual values
that resonate with Muslims—giving thanks to God for
family, friends, and good health.

Fingerprint evidence is a relatively new concept in
criminal cases in Afghanistan. Thanks to an Afghanistan
supreme court justice named Mohammed Babrakzai,
the leading authority on forensics in Afghanistan and
author of a treatise on forensics, fingerprint evidence is
slowly gaining acceptance. I saw this firsthand working at
the JCIP; in almost every criminal case, the prosecutor
and judge asked if there was any fingerprint evidence.
The reason for their interest and amenability to this type
of evidence is related to their religion.
A verse in the Quran discusses the ability to reassemble a body at the time of resurrection, and it
mentions “fingertips” being used for this purpose.32
This verse has been understood to mean that fingerprints, or fingertips, can be used to identify an individual while alive. For legal advisors, this illustrates that
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(Photo by Ed Drohan, Combined Joint Task Force Paladin PAO)

Abdul Kaisken thanks Staff Sgt. James Hieb for delivering naan
(bread) 12 July 2013 that Muslim base workers will use to break
their Ramadan fast. Kaisken serves as a Department of Defense
civilian linguist and volunteer imam for the Mosque of Sayed
Jamaludia Afghani on Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan. Hieb serves as
a chaplain assistant with Combined Joint Task Force Paladin.
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understanding the Quran and presenting information
in a religious context can make their messages more
credible and persuasive. In an Afghan court of law, people will listen to cases supported by religious principles.

Recommendations
Sheiks from all around Ramadi, east, west, north, south,
it didn’t matter, their eyes would all brim with tears whenever
you mentioned his name.33

pillars of Islam and Zam Zam, is a good starting point.34
In addition, the similarities between religions should be
studied. For example, Muslims believe that at the end
of days, a figure called the Mahdi will appear, and Jesus
will appear with him.35 Being familiar with the people
and the stories contained in Islamic sacred texts will give
soldiers a better understanding of the themes and ideas
that they can then use in their engagements.

Conclusion

—Lt. Col. Sean MacFarland, referring to the
death of U.S. Army Capt. Travis Patriquin

Two relatively simple recommendations could help
soldiers become more adept at religious engagement:
Learn the characters of the Arabic alphabet.
Learn about Islam.
Learn the characters of the Arabic alphabet.
Learning the Arabic alphabet, and how words are formed
with it, will help soldiers understand some of the complex
features of Islam, as the language is inextricably linked
to the religion, and the religion to the culture. Unlike
English, words are formed using three- and four-character
roots, with roots relating to particular subject matter. The
twenty-eight Arabic characters represent consonants,
and many of the sounds are similar to consonants in the
English alphabet. Other marks represent short vowels.
For example, words that contain consonants similar
to the sounds represented by the English letters d, r, and
s relate to the subject of education. The word transcribed
in English as madrassa refers to a school, specifically a religious boarding school associated with a mosque (English
transcriptions add vowels). Similarly, the word dars means
lesson, and mudaris means teacher. The word salam contains Arabic characters similar to the English letters s, l, a,
and m, and it is defined as peace, peacefulness, soundness,
or well-being. Similarly, the word islam shares the same
four-character root and is related to the word meaning
submission. This is why Islam is said to be a religion of
peace, and it involves submission to God. The word Quran
is derived from the same three-character root—q, r, and
a—as the word qara’a, to recite or read. Muslims believe
the angel Gabriel said to the Prophet Mohammed “iqra”
(read) when he received his first revelation.
Learn about Islam. Knowledge of the Prophet
Mohammad’s life as contained in the early biographies,
and stories contained in the hadith, such as the five

•
•
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Machines don’t fight wars. Terrain doesn’t fight wars.
Humans fight wars. You must get into the mind of humans.
That’s where the battles are won.36

—Former U.S. Air Force Col. John Richard Boyd

This article briefly illustrated how religious engagement was used as an effective means to build relationships with Afghan and coalition partners. Religious
engagement allowed me to tap into a wellspring of
tradition, history, and emotion at the heart of Afghan
society: Islam. I received respect because of my understanding of, and respect for, Islam. I made connections
with people such as an Afghan deputy chief of police and
a prosecutor, which otherwise would have been a difficult task, especially as a female in a conservative part of
the country. I also earned the trust and respect of ANA
and AUP personnel, making a “green-on-blue” attack less
likely. In addition, I forged relationships with coalition
partners from Jordan.
Soldiers do not have to be religious in order to be effective with religious engagement. All that is required is that
they be respectful of others, regardless of whether they
personally agree or disagree with the beliefs of host-nation or coalition partners. Showing respect for others is a
fundamental principle and one of the core Army values.
One need not be a “person of the book” in order to be effective in building relationships with those like Hajji Agha.
Simple knowledge, such as some Islamic history and the
role of Zam Zam, was all that was required.
The Army’s functional concept for engagement
recognizes that soldiers will continue to have more
interaction with host-nation forces and coalition partners. The most effective way to interact with others is
to “stop, listen, and engage” through exchanging views
with partners on subjects that matter to them—especially religion.
September-October 2015
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