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About the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
Source: http://www.ushmm.org/museum/mission/ 

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum is America’s national institution for the 
documentation, study, and interpretation of Holocaust history, and serves as this country’s memorial to 
the millions of people murdered during the Holocaust. 

The Holocaust was the state-sponsored, systematic persecution and annihilation of European 
Jewry by Nazi Germany and its collaborators between 1933 and 1945. Jews were the primary victims — 
six million were murdered; Gypsies, the handicapped and Poles were also targeted for destruction or 
decimation for racial, ethnic, or national reasons. Millions more, including homosexuals, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, Soviet prisoners of war and political dissidents, also suffered grievous oppression and death 
under Nazi tyranny. 

The Museum’s primary mission is to advance and disseminate knowledge about this 
unprecedented tragedy; to preserve the memory of those who suffered; and to encourage its visitors to 
reflect upon the moral and spiritual questions raised by the events of the Holocaust as well as their own 
responsibilities as citizens of a democracy. 

Chartered by a unanimous Act of Congress in 1980 and located adjacent to the National Mall in 
Washington, DC, the Museum strives to broaden public understanding of the history of the Holocaust 
through multifaceted programs: exhibitions; research and publication; collecting and preserving material 
evidence, art and artifacts related to the Holocaust; annual Holocaust commemorations known as Days of 
Remembrance; distribution of education materials and teacher resources; and a variety of public 
programming designed to enhance understanding of the Holocaust and related issues, including those of 
contemporary significance. 

Order your free Planning Guide and Resources for the Annual Holocaust Commemoration now 

To assist in planning an observance for this year's National Days of Remembrance, the Museum 
has created an updated resource for 2011 containing a two-disc CD and DVD set filled with advice and 
ready-to-use resources for organizing civic, military, and interfaith observances. This resource is free and 
can be obtained by completing and submitting the online request form available at the following page on 
the Museum’s Website: 

http://www.ushmm.org/remembrance/dor/

All DEOMI observance month poster files are in the public domain unless otherwise indicated. 
We request you credit the illustrator or simply, Defense Equal Opportunity Management Institute. 
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Q&A on Diversity With Next Defense Secretary Leon 

Panetta 

By Luke Visconti 

DiversityInc.com, Posted 27 April 2011 

 

Leon E. Panetta, the director of central intelligence, is expected to be 

named defense secretary by President Obama this week. 

"The die was now cast; I had passed the Rubicon. Swim or sink, live 

or die, survive or perish with my country was my unalterable 

determination." —John Quincy Adams 

This timeless quote sums up the political career of Leon Panetta, the 

son of Italian immigrants who was destined for public service. Rising 

from U.S. Army JAG officer to director of the Office for Civil Rights, 

Panetta was appointed White House chief of staff in the Clinton 

administration and director of the U.S. Office of Management and 

Budget (OMB), where he helped develop the balanced budget 

package of 1998. Most recently, Panetta was sworn in as director of the Central Intelligence 

Agency by President Barack Obama. 

How is this outspoken champion of civil rights building a diverse slate of intelligence officers who 

are driven to serve? What fundamental lessons does he offer other leaders? DiversityInc CEO 

Luke Visconti sat down with Panetta to find out. Here are excerpts of their conversation. 

Luke Visconti: Can you elaborate on your feelings about values and serving our country? 

Leon Panetta: Our democracy doesn't work unless there are those who really commit their lives 

to this country. To me, it was reinforced because my parents were immigrants from Italy, like 

millions of others. When my father was asked "Why would you come all of these miles to this 

country?" he said it was because he believed he could give his children a better life. This is really 

the fundamental American dream. 

That doesn't happen unless people are committed to improving our system, to making our 

government better, to making our democracy better. It's the only way to give our kids a better life, 

and that's the investment. To a large extent, my parents benefited from the sacrifice that a lot of 

others made in this country to give them that opportunity. They basically said to us that we owe 

the same sense of sacrifice and duty to the country because of the opportunity that they were given 

by this country. So from the beginning, I always had a sense of public service. It's also fulfilling 

because of the people that you help, the lives that you can make better from what you do. Public 

service is probably the most fulfilling thing you can do in life. 

Visconti: How does that connect to why this country is so successful?     

Panetta: When the words were put down in the Declaration of Independence that we're all created 

equal, that was more a promise than a fulfillment at the time, a vision more than reality. But in 

many ways, it's at the heart and soul of what our country is all about. Starting with our forefathers 

and continuing with the pioneers and the immigrants, it was about a sense of community. It was 

about making sure that we were working together to improve the lives of the people in our 
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community. I think it was recognition that we are not truly equal; we really don't enjoy success or 

opportunity unless everybody has that opportunity, that ability to succeed. When we discriminate 

[and] undermine the ability of people to succeed—either because of their race, creed, sex or sexual 

[orientation]—that ultimately hurts all of us. The key to our democracy is we are at our best when 

we recognize that we have to reach out and help others succeed. That helps us all succeed. 

Visconti: You helped drive the desegregation of public schools. Can you talk about education 

and opportunity in terms of fairness? 

Panetta: As an Italian American, to a large extent, you're part of a minority. Just because you're 

white [doesn't mean] you automatically fit in. You don't. I always had to kind of fight my way 

through discrimination. As the son of immigrants whose parents didn't speak very good English, I 

understood that side of it. Then I went to the South when I was a lieutenant in the Army in the 

early '60s. For a kid who was raised in California, where there are communities [and] you really 

do live together and there isn't that sense of segregation, to go to the South where there was 

segregation—it impacted me. Then I went up the East Coast for training in intelligence school in 

Baltimore, which in many ways was a segregated city. I saw that in very blatant terms. Then, 

when I came back to work as a legislative assistant, the senator [California's Thomas Kuchel] I 

was working for was very involved in civil-rights legislation. That's where I got directly involved 

in the legislation that, ultimately, I then enforced as director of the Office of Civil Rights. 

I really believed that you're not going to achieve equality in this country unless you provide equal 

education. The key to opportunity [and] success is equal education. If you get a good education, in 

many ways that solves your civil-rights issues. It gives you the key to opening opportunity for the 

future. So what I got involved with as director of the Office of Civil Rights was taking these kids 

who have been segregated in separate schools for the past 200 years and trying to break down 

walls so that not only do you desegregate the system but you create quality education for these 

kids to succeed. 

It was not easy taking 200 years of history and breaking it down. There was a lot of resistance, a 

lot of tough challenges and a lot of people who said this will never happen. Yet what I saw in 

those districts that really did engage was leadership and public service. Public service involves 

taking risks and a lot of sacrifice that may come back to hurt you if you're doing what you think is 

right. So the leadership that was involved in some of these communities—where they had to 

basically desegregate these schools and get back kids for the first time to go to white schools—

tested what this country was all about. The only way we're going to get there is by breaking down 

racial barriers that have been there for a long time. It was a challenging job. But I knew that if 

ultimately I could get that better education and help them succeed, I was giving these kids a better 

life. 

Visconti: What does a failure of leadership cost? 

Panetta: In a democracy, we're governed either by leadership or crisis. And if leadership is there 

and people are willing to take risks and make the sacrifices that are necessary, you either avoid 

crisis or get your arms around it to make sure it doesn't hurt the country. But if leadership is not 

there, then crisis drives policy. Largely, crisis drives what's happening in our country. But the 

political leadership, the willingness to come together, to take on those tough issues, to work 

together to find a consensus, that's the only way we govern in our society. [Conversely], the 

unwillingness to do that means that, ultimately, crisis continues to govern and you pay a price. The 

price you pay is that you lose the trust of the American people. I think people don't believe that 
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Destroyer squadron boss fired on deployment 
 

By Gidget Fuentes - Staff writer 

Navy Times, Apr 26, 2011 

  

SAN DIEGO — A senior officer deployed with the Carl Vinson Carrier Strike Group operating in 

the Arabian Sea was fired Saturday while an investigation looks into allegations of an 

“inappropriate relationship,” the Navy announced Monday. 

 

Capt. Donald Hornbeck, commodore of San Diego-based Destroyer Squadron 1, was relieved by 

the Vinson strike group commander, Rear Adm. Samuel Perez, Navy officials said. 

 

“There is an investigation into an allegation of an inappropriate relationship,” Lt. Beth Teach, a 

3rd Fleet spokeswoman, said Monday. The Navy provided no other details. 

 

Hornbeck, who previously served as the destroyer squadron’s deputy commodore, is being 

temporarily reassigned to 3rd Fleet in San Diego, Teach said. 

 

Capt. John Steinberger, DESRON 1’s deputy commodore, has temporarily assumed command of 

the squadron, whose ships are deployed in the Arabian Sea with the Vinson strike group. 

 

Hornbeck is the ninth commander fired this year. 

 

Hornbeck, who was commissioned in 1984, took command of DESRON 1 on Nov. 23. 

 

He served as commander of the destroyer Benfold from 2003-05, during which the ship received 

several Battle “E” Efficiency awards, according to his official biography. His staff assignments 

included deputy chief of staff for fleet operations with Japan-based 7th Fleet, deputy assistant 

chief of staff for operations with Task Force 70, and branch head for global engagement planning 

with the OPNAV staff. 
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White Supremecists from 1920s Still Thwarting Virginia 
Tribes 

By Tanya Lee  

Indian Country, 26 April 2011  

Congress is once again considering legislation that would grant federal recognition to six of 

Virginia‟s 11 state-recognized American Indian tribes—the Chickahominy, Chickahominy Eastern 

Division, Nansemond, Rappahannock and Upper Mattaponi tribes and the Monacan Indian 

Nation. Chief Gene Adkins of the Eastern Chickahominy Tribe said, “We have been working on 

federal recognition for about 10 years. It is hard for me to understand why it has not gone through 

like we hoped.” 

Virginia Democrat Rep. Jim Moran, sponsor of the House bill that would recognize the tribes, said 

he introduced the legislation to correct a “travesty of justice. The Virginia Indian tribes have been 

treated as unjustly as any tribe in the country, and that‟s saying a lot. These are the tribes that 

helped the first English settlers in North America survive. Of all the tribes, they should have been 

recognized.” 

There are three routes to federal recognition—administrative, judicial and legislative, explained 

Wayne Adkins, president of the Virginia Indian Tribal Alliance for Life and second assistant chief 

of the Chickahominy Tribe. “The administrative route is very expensive. It‟s a long process. 

Tribes gather documents, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) reviews them and tells tribes what 

other documents they need, then it‟s get in line behind all the other tribes seeking recognition. It 

could take 30 years and cost $1 million per tribe. Most tribes going for recognition just don‟t have 

that kind of money.” 

Walter Ashby Plecker, said Wayne Adkins, is another big reason why going through the BIA 

process would be difficult for the Virginia tribes. “When Native Americans were given the right to 

vote [in 1924], Virginia adopted racially hostile laws,” Moran explained. The laws targeted 

blacks—and, by a quirk of logic—American Indians. Virginia‟s Racial Integrity Act of 1924 was 

one of the most restrictive in the nation, but it was not the only one—30 states passed similar 

legislation. 

Plecker, registrar of the Virginia Bureau of Vital Statistics from 1912-1946, was instrumental in 

crafting that state‟s law. He argued that there were no full-blooded Indians left in the state by the 

early 20th century; therefore, all who claimed Indian heritage were part something else, and he 

decided the best thing to do would be to lump them in with blacks, since, by his mandate as 

registrar, a person could claim only one of two racial backgrounds in Virginia: Caucasian or 

“Negro.” People claiming to be Indians, Plecker said, were really blacks trying to move their 

families into a position where they could “pass,” or claim to be Caucasian. 

Virginia‟s Racial Integrity Act of 1924 outlawed miscegenation, and its intent, quite simply, was 

to keep Anglo-Saxon blood pure. Wrote Plecker: “For the purpose of this act, the term „white 

person‟ shall apply only to the person who has no trace whatsoever of any blood other than 

Caucasian.… The [terms] „Mixed,‟ „Issue,‟ and perhaps one or two others, will be understood to 

mean a mixture of white and black races, with the white predominating. That is the class that  

http://www.chickahominytribe.org/
http://www.cied.org/
http://www.cied.org/
http://www.nansemond.org/
http://www.rappahannocktribe.org/
http://www.uppermattaponi.org/
http://www.monacannation.com/
http://www.monacannation.com/
http://www.bia.gov/
http://www2.vcdh.virginia.edu/encounter/projects/monacans/Contemporary_Monacans/racial.html
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should be reported with the greatest care, as many of these are on the borderline, and constitute the 

real danger of race intermixture.” 

Congress is once again considering legislation that would grant federal recognition to six of 

Virginia‟s 11 state-recognized American Indian tribes—the Chickahominy, Chickahominy Eastern 

Division, Nansemond, Rappahannock and Upper Mattaponi tribes and the Monacan Indian 

Nation. Chief Gene Adkins of the Eastern Chickahominy Tribe said, “We have been working on 

federal recognition for about 10 years. It is hard for me to understand why it has not gone through 

like we hoped.” 

Virginia Democrat Rep. Jim Moran, sponsor of the House bill that would recognize the tribes, said 

he introduced the legislation to correct a “travesty of justice. The Virginia Indian tribes have been 

treated as unjustly as any tribe in the country, and that‟s saying a lot. These are the tribes that 

helped the first English settlers in North America survive. Of all the tribes, they should have been 

recognized.” 

There are three routes to federal recognition—administrative, judicial and legislative, explained 

Wayne Adkins, president of the Virginia Indian Tribal Alliance for Life and second assistant chief 

of the Chickahominy Tribe. “The administrative route is very expensive. It‟s a long process. 

Tribes gather documents, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) reviews them and tells tribes what 

other documents they need, then it‟s get in line behind all the other tribes seeking recognition. It 

could take 30 years and cost $1 million per tribe. Most tribes going for recognition just don‟t have 

that kind of money.” 

Walter Ashby Plecker, said Wayne Adkins, is another big reason why going through the BIA 

process would be difficult for the Virginia tribes. “When Native Americans were given the right to 

vote [in 1924], Virginia adopted racially hostile laws,” Moran explained. The laws targeted 

blacks—and, by a quirk of logic—American Indians. Virginia‟s Racial Integrity Act of 1924 was 

one of the most restrictive in the nation, but it was not the only one—30 states passed similar 

legislation. 

Plecker, registrar of the Virginia Bureau of Vital Statistics from 1912-1946, was instrumental in 

crafting that state‟s law. He argued that there were no full-blooded Indians left in the state by the 

early 20th century; therefore, all who claimed Indian heritage were part something else, and he 

decided the best thing to do would be to lump them in with blacks, since, by his mandate as 

registrar, a person could claim only one of two racial backgrounds in Virginia: Caucasian or 

“Negro.” People claiming to be Indians, Plecker said, were really blacks trying to move their 

families into a position where they could “pass,” or claim to be Caucasian. 

Virginia‟s Racial Integrity Act of 1924 outlawed miscegenation, and its intent, quite simply, was 

to keep Anglo-Saxon blood pure. Wrote Plecker: “For the purpose of this act, the term „white 

person‟ shall apply only to the person who has no trace whatsoever of any blood other than 

Caucasian.… The [terms] „Mixed,‟ „Issue,‟ and perhaps one or two others, will be understood to 

mean a mixture of white and black races, with the white predominating. That is the class that 

should be reported with the greatest care, as many of these are on the borderline, and constitute the 

real danger of race intermixture.” 
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The notion of thinking of human beings as “purebred” or “mixed” came out of Social Darwinism, 

which was championed by 19th century English philosopher Herbert Spencer. The theory holds 

that the principles of natural selection developed by English naturalist Charles Darwin could be 

applied to social, political and economic issues. Social Darwinism uses the “survival of the fittest” 

premise to promote the idea that White Europeans (Anglo-Saxons) are superior to all others and 

should therefore rule the world. 

In 1883, Francis Galton, a half-cousin of Charles Darwin, coined the word eugenics from the 

Greek eugenes: eu, “well” or “good” + genesis, “birth.” Its opposite is dysgenics. Eugenics posited 

that the human species could be improved by preventing people with undesirable characteristics 

from reproducing, and encouraging those with desirable characteristics to have children. 

Undesirable characteristics included “feeble-mindedness,” criminality, poverty, physical 

disabilities and mental illness. One way to prevent people with unwanted characteristics from 

reproducing was forced sterilization, and one way to keep “undesirables” away from the “better-

bred” people was to limit immigration. That‟s a large part of the reason the U.S. Immigration 

Restriction Act of 1924 put strict quotas on immigration of “biologically inferior” people such as 

southern Europeans. 

Though Social Darwinism and eugenics originated in England, their real champions at the 

beginning of the 20th century were Americans. Plecker was a zealous eugenicist, advocating both 

anti-miscegenation laws and sterilization of the “unfit,” while also proselytizing that Caucasians 

and non-Caucasians should be kept separated. As part of his work in the Virginia Statistics Office, 

he eradicated records of Indian births and marriages in order to support his directive that all 

Indians were to be categorized as blacks. These are the very records that Virginia‟s Indian tribes 

now need in order to receive federal recognition. Other records of tribal significance were 

destroyed in fires. 

Plecker was not just the eccentric, lone-wolf evil person he is sometimes portrayed as—though he 

may have been both eccentric and evil. Among the many advocates of eugenics in America back 

then were Alexander Graham Bell, Harvard professor Charles B. Davenport, Madison Grant, a 

founder of the New York Zoological Society, President Theodore Roosevelt, MIT geneticist 

Frederick Adams Woods and virtually every geneticist in the country, as well as a raft of wealthy 

patrons who supported the spread of eugenics and paid for research to substantiate its premises. 

President Calvin Coolidge, who signed the 1924 immigration law, had said when serving as vice 

president, “America should be kept American.… Biological laws show that Nordics deteriorate 

when mixed with other races.” Writing for the majority in the Supreme Court‟s 1927 ruling in 

Buck v. Bell, Virginia‟s landmark test case on forced sterilization, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes 

Jr. said: “It is better for all the world, if instead of waiting to execute degenerate offspring for 

crime or to let them starve for their imbecility, society can prevent those who are manifestly unfit 

from continuing their kind.… Three generations of imbeciles are enough.” 

(In 1932, Plecker gave the keynote speech at the Third International Conference on Eugenics in 

New York at the American Museum of Natural History under the auspices of the International 

Federation of Eugenics Societies. Ernst Rudin, who had come over from Germany for the 

conference, was unanimously elected president of the International Federation of Eugenics  
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Societies. A year later, he became one of the architects of the racial policies of Nazi Germany that 

led to the Holocaust.) 

The “science” of eugenics had its heyday in the U.S. from about 1910 to 1930, but by the time 

Hitler came to power in Germany in 1933, many educated people in the U.S. were beginning to 

question its principles. In 1967, three years after the Civil Rights Act was passed, the Supreme 

Court overturned Virginia‟s Racial Integrity Act of 1924 in its decision in Loving v. Virginia. That 

ruling effectively invalidated the anti-miscegenation laws of the other 16 states that had not yet 

repealed them. But the harm had 

already been done for the Virginia tribes. Wayne Adkins explained that the BIA knows what 

happened in Virginia‟s Bureau of Vital Statistics in the early part of the 20th century and knows 

that many of the earlier records for the tribes were burned during the Civil War, but still, he said, 

“I‟m not sure the BIA would give us the benefit of the doubt. The BIA is not lenient in its 

interpretation of the criteria that must be met for recognition. It‟s not likely to rule in favor of the 

tribes.” 

With the administrative road to recognition blocked, and the judicial road unlikely to bear better 

results and cost just as much, the Virginia tribes have gone to Congress to ask for recognition. 

“Federal recognition brings status and access to certain benefits,” said Gene Adkins. “And it is a 

matter of pride to do something for our grandparents and parents who suffered so many 

prejudices.” 

Gene Adkins said the promise of educational benefits looms large: “Federal recognition would 

help us out with housing and health, and we would see more young people going to college, or if 

not college then community colleges and technical schools. That‟s important to me.” 

Steve Branham of the Monacan Indian Nation said, “Recognition would open so many doors—

grants, scholarships, education, health care for our elders. It wouldn‟t have to happen overnight.” 

In 2003, the National Congress of American Indians passed Resolution #ABQ-03-070 in support 

of federal recognition for the Virginia tribes. Wayne Adkins and Moran agree that other tribes are 

in favor of the effort. Wayne Adkins said, “So far other tribes have been supportive. I haven‟t 

heard anyone opposed to it.” Virginia‟s congressional delegation, having been reassured that the 

tribes have no intention of opening casinos should they get federal recognition (there‟s even a 

provision in the legislation stating that position), backs the bills. 

The problems involved in getting the legislation passed are threefold. 

First, many in Congress believe that only the BIA should grant federal recognition, despite the fact 

that the BIA process was put in place only in 1978 and that most tribes that have recognition were 

granted it by Congress. 

Second, there is a misunderstanding that granting the Virginia tribes recognition would cost 

taxpayers money, even though no spending would be authorized by the bills. Branham said, “The 

federal budget for tribes is the way it is. There is a certain amount of money set aside for federally 

recognized tribes that doesn‟t change. Recognizing us would make a little change for the other 

federally recognized tribes themselves, but they support us being recognized.” 

http://www.monacannation.com/
http://www.ncai.org/
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Third, there remains the racial prejudice that has plagued the U.S. since before it even became a 

nation and that informed, and informs, the principles of white supremacy. “I think there‟s a racial 

component here,” said Branham. “I hate to say this, but I think it‟s when they do this [refuse 

recognition] it all comes to control. They are keeping people down and hurting our communities.” 

Moran said it, too: “The dominant white society doesn‟t want to give an inch. It‟s a racially 

divided society and economy.” On the legislation‟s chances in this Congress, Moran said, “my 

prediction is that it doesn‟t have a chance in hell.” 
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Atheists Seek Chaplain Role in the Military 

By James Dao 

New York Times, 26 April 2011 
 
FAYETTEVILLE, N.C. — In the military, there are more than 3,000 chaplains who minister to 

the spiritual and emotional needs of active duty troops, regardless of their faiths. The vast majority 

are Christians, a few are Jews or Muslims, one is a Buddhist. A Hindu, possibly even a Wiccan 

may join their ranks soon.  

But an atheist? Strange as it sounds, groups representing atheists and secular humanists are 

pushing for the appointment of one of their own to the chaplaincy, hoping to give voice to what 

they say is a large — and largely underground — population of nonbelievers in the military.  

Joining the chaplain corps is part of a broader campaign by atheists to win official acceptance in 

the military. Such recognition would make it easier for them to raise money and meet on military 

bases. It would help ensure that chaplains, religious or atheist, would distribute their literature, 

advertise their events and advocate for them with commanders.  

But winning the appointment of an atheist chaplain will require support from senior chaplains, a 

tall order. Many chaplains are skeptical: Do atheists belong to a “faith group,” a requirement for a 

chaplain candidate? Can they provide support to religious troops of all faiths, a fundamental 

responsibility for chaplains?  

Jason Torpy, a former Army captain who is president of the Military Association of Atheists and 

Freethinkers, said humanist chaplains would do everything religious chaplains do, including 

counsel troops and help them follow their faiths. But just as a Protestant chaplain would not 

preside over a Catholic service, a humanist might not lead a religious ceremony, though he might 

help organize it.  

“Humanism fills the same role for atheists that Christianity does for Christians and Judaism does 

for Jews,” Mr. Torpy said in an interview. “It answers questions of ultimate concern; it directs our 

values.” Mr. Torpy has asked to meet the chiefs of chaplains for each of the armed forces, which 

have their own corps, to discuss his proposal. The chiefs have yet to comment.  

At the same time, an atheist group at Fort Bragg called Military Atheists and Secular Humanists, 

or MASH, has asked the Army to appoint an atheist lay leader at the base. A new MASH chapter 

at Fort Campbell, Ky., is planning to do the same as are atheists at MacDill Air Force Base in 

Florida. Such lay leaders can lead “services” in lieu of chaplains and have access to meeting 

rooms, including chapels.  

Chaplains at Fort Bragg near here have seemed open to the idea, if somewhat perplexed by it. 

“You‟re not a faith group; you‟re a lack-of-faith group,” First Lt. Samantha Nicoll, an active 

atheist at Fort Bragg, recalled a chaplain friend‟s saying about the idea. “But I said, „What else is 

there for us?‟ ”  

Atheist leaders acknowledge the seeming contradiction of nonbelievers seeking to become 

chaplains or receive recognition from the chaplain corps. But they say they believe the imprimatur 

of the chaplaincy will embolden atheists who worry about being ostracized for their worldviews.  

Defense Department statistics show that about 9,400 of the nation‟s 1.4 million active-duty 

military personnel identify themselves as atheists or agnostics, making them a larger 

subpopulation than Jews, Muslims, Hindus or Buddhists in the military.  
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But atheist leaders say those numbers are an undercount because, they believe, there are many 

nonbelievers among the 285,000 service members who claim no religious preference on military 

surveys. Many chaplains dispute that interpretation, and say that most people in that group are 

religious, just not strongly so.  

Those same statistics show that Christians represent about one million, or 70 percent, of all active-

duty troops. They are even more dominant among the chaplain corps: about 90 percent of the 

3,045 active duty chaplains are Christians, most of them Protestants.  

Military atheist leaders say that although proselytizing by chaplains is forbidden, Christian beliefs 

pervade military culture, creating subtle pressures on non-Christians to convert. As an example, 

they cite the Army‟s Comprehensive Soldier Fitness program, created to help soldiers handle 

stress and prevent suicide. The program requires soldiers to complete surveys assessing emotional, 

social, family and spiritual well-being. Based on their answers, some soldiers are asked to take 

“resiliency” training.  

Atheists say the survey and training are rife with religious code words that suggest a deity or 

afterlife. The Army counters that the program is intended to determine whether a soldier has “a 

strong set of beliefs, principles or values” that can sustain him through adversity — and not to 

gauge religiosity.  

Atheist and secular humanist groups in the military are hardly new. But at some bases, they have 

become better organized and more vocal in recent years.  

Last fall, atheists at Fort Bragg objected to an event by the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association 

called Rock the Fort. The base command, at the urging of its chaplains, provided some money and 

manpower for the event as well as a choice location on the post‟s parade grounds.  

A communication sergeant, Justin Griffith, argued that the event was an Army-sponsored platform 

for the Graham organization to recruit converts. The post commander, Col. Stephen J. Sicinski, 

denied that, saying soldiers were not pressured to attend. In a recent interview, the colonel said 

Rock the Fort was intended to boost morale as well as “bolster the faith.”  

In response, Sergeant Griffith has recruited a star lineup of atheist musicians and speakers, 

including the writer Richard Dawkins, to headline a secular event, possibly for the fall. He calls it 

Rock Beyond Belief and has asked Colonel Sicinski to provide resources similar to what he gave 

Rock the Fort.  

Colonel Sicinski has refused, saying the event will not draw enough people to justify using the 

parade grounds and that money from religious tithes, which helped finance Rock the Fort, cannot 

be spent on it. Sergeant Griffith has appealed.  

A high school dropout raised near Dallas, Sergeant Griffith, 28, was a passionate Christian and 

creationist until his teens. Now his dog tags list his religious preference as atheist, and he is 

pushing to create MASH chapters on as many bases as possible.  

He is also giving thought to becoming a chaplain himself, though it would take years: He would 

have to earn a graduate degree in theology and then be commissioned an officer. He would also 

need the endorsement of “a qualified religious organization,” a role Mr. Torpy‟s organization is 

seeking to play.  

Sergeant Griffith said he believed there were already atheist chaplains in the military — just not 

open ones. “I support the idea that religious soldiers need support from religious chaplains,” he 

said. “But there has to be a line between supporting religious soldiers and promoting religion.” 

 

http://csf.army.mil/
http://www.grahamfestival.org/festival/index.aspx?cid=26
http://richarddawkins.net/



