Talking Paper

On

Religious Accommodation
The First Amendment of the Constitution reads: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof…” The freedom to practice one’s religion is a mandate, not a suggestion, of the Constitution and must be protected as all decisions, guidelines, and executive directives regarding religious accommodation within the Air Force are established.

DODD – 1300.17 prescribes policy, procedures, and responsibilities for the accommodation of religious practices in the military services. Some considerations for commanders to consider in regards to the directive are:

· The importance of military requirements in terms of individual and unit readiness, health and safety, discipline, morale and cohesion;

· The religious importance of the accommodation to the requester;

· The cumulative impact of repeated accommodations of a similar nature;

· Alternative means available to meet the requested accommodation;

· Previous treatment of the same or similar requests. 

The Air Force places a high value on the rights of service members to observe the tenets of their respective religions. It is the Air Force’s policy to approve requests for accommodation of religious practices when they will not have an adverse impact on readiness, unit cohesion, health, safety, discipline, or otherwise interfere with the Airman’s military duties.

The following information is presented to assist commanders in approving religious accommodation issues presented to them.

Commanders should consider the following questions before approving a requested accommodation

· Is it legal?  Consult the JAG.

· Is it moral?  Consult the chaplain.

· Is it safe?  Consider mission effectiveness or health concerns.

· Will this accommodation affect the good order, discipline, and morale of the base?

Four areas that often require religious accommodation

· Rituals or worship service – specific days for weekly worship or holy days; 

· Dress and appearance – religious articles worn during holy days and worship;

· Diet – prohibitions against specific foods or special times of fasting;

· Medical – immunizations and medical treatment.

These four areas have and can usually be accommodated successfully without degrading the mission or unit. 

Four ways the chaplain can assist the commander in accommodation issues:

· Ensure the right of each individual to believe according to their own conscience is maintained;

· Determine the sincerity of the request;

· Provide expert advice regarding the practices/beliefs of the individual/group; 

· Recommend appropriate responses consistent with the First Amendment and the Chaplain Service mission;

· Suggest alternative ways of meeting the religious needs of the individual/group.

The Chaplain Service is here to assist you in religious accommodation needs and concerns. For more detailed information please contact your assigned chaplain or visit the Commanders Only section of the Chaplain Service web page at http://www.usafhc.af.mil.  
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