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The military is denying requests for religious exemptions because
officials disagree with the theological views of service members.
•

Members of our military pledge their loyalty to the Constitution. Its First
Amendment guarantees freedom of religion. So, it would be perverse to force
men and women in uniform to abandon their deeply held religious beliefs to
serve their country.
Yet that’s what’s happening regarding the COVID-19 vaccine mandates — for
which the normal rules seem not to apply.
The Air Force recently discharged its first active-duty members for declining
to take a COVID-19 vaccine. Those 27 are likely the first batch of many to be
discharged on these grounds. Thousands of our servicemen and women have
requested religious exemptions. So far, not one has been granted.

A Direct Line from Abortion
Last September, an Air Force Academy graduate requested a religious
exemption. As a Catholic, she objected to benefitting from vaccines developed
or tested on cell lines derived from a procured abortion.
The reviewing chaplain denied her request. What’s troubling is that he did so
on theological grounds. If this case were unique, we might not worry much
about it. But this is just one example of many.
Not everyone agrees on the morality of taking COVID-19 vaccines. Even
Catholic bishops do not agree on the matter. Some have called for ethical
alternatives. Others have urged Catholics to get a vaccine.
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But it’s not hard to construct a coherent objection to the drugs in question.
Here goes.
Abortion is wrong. Benefitting from an abortion is wrong. All currently
authorized COVID-19 vaccines were developed with or tested on fetal cell lines
harvested from an abortion. To receive one of these vaccines is to benefit from
an abortion.
Conclusion: Since I oppose abortion, I should avoid any of these vaccines.
This is not a complex argument. Yes, well-meaning people may dispute some
or another premise. So what? The point is that one could sincerely and
rationally believe this argument, and so have a moral objection to the vaccines.
In many cases, this is also a religious objection. A Catholic might believe that
her faith teaches that procuring or actively securing a benefit from abortion is
wrong. Many men and women in uniform believe this. As a result, the
president’s mandate, as the military is executing it, threatens their religious
conscience.

Questioning the Faith
Take the case of the Air Force grad rebuffed in September. The chaplain
reviewing her request claimed her objection wasn’t a “sincerely held belief.”
Why? Because she conceded that she took other drugs, such as Tylenol, which
he claimed had also been “tested” on such cell lines.
She asked for the document backing up his claim on vaccine testing, and was
sent a blog post written by a Catholic priest. Using a Google search, this priest
had found that many common drugs such as Tylenol had at some point been
“tested” on the same fetal cell lines in question. His argument was that one
could not consistently take any of these drugs while refusing to take the
authorized COVID vaccines.
There are two huge problems with the chaplain’s response. First, it contradicts
the law. Believers don’t forfeit their religious rights either because their
observance is sloppy or they’ve never openly demonstrated such beliefs in the
past.
Second, the priest was describing drugs that had been on the market for
decades before the fetal cell lines even existed. He had equated such unrelated
experiments with tests for COVID vaccines conducted by and for drug
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companies to get the drugs approved in the first place. The Air Force chaplain
simply parroted this claim in rejecting the airman’s request for an exemption.
But this is to compare apples with albatrosses — which is why this priest’s blog
post was eviscerated by critics. If you take Tylenol, which came out in 1955,
you are not benefiting in any way from an experiment done with it for some
unknown reason by a grad student in 2010.
Not so with this current batch of COVID-19 vaccines. The development and
testing on fetal cell lines were necessary conditions for these drugs to be
authorized. (There are other drugs in the pipeline that are not entangled with
fetal cell lines, but none are yet available.)
Now one could argue that benefitting from an abortion isn’t the same as
procuring an abortion. The most authoritative Catholic document, for
instance, follows Catholic teaching in forbidding all abortion. But it
lists (strict) criteria under which one could use a vaccine produced with “illicit
material” without sin.
But whatever your view, this is clearly an ethical and theological dispute. The
military is denying requests for religious exemptions because ill-informed
officials disagree with the theological views of service members under their
command.

Scores of Good Men
This seems to be military policy across the board. Fox News reported on a
leaked Coast Guard memo that advises reviewing officers to interrogate
guardsmen who submit requests for religious exemption. They are told to ask
guardsmen about other drugs they take, and how other members of their
religion, and religious leaders, view the vaccines. The memo looks designed to
bewilder coastguardsmen who lack graduate degrees in ethics.
In November, First Liberty filed a federal lawsuit against the administration
on behalf of dozens of Navy SEALS and other Naval Special Warfare
personnel. The complaint contends that the mandate “substantially burdens
the SEALs’ free exercise of religion, and the Department of Defense has failed
to prove it has a compelling government interest, or that there are no less
restrictive ways to further its effort to mitigate the Covid-19 virus.”
In another case, Supreme Court Justices Neil Gorsuch and Samuel Alito this
week issued a dissenting opinion citing the court’s previous judgment that
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“under the Free Exercise Clause, government ‘cannot act in a manner that
passes judgment upon or presupposes the illegitimacy of religious beliefs and
practices.’”
They continue: “As a result, we have argued that government actions
burdening religious practice should be ‘set aside’ if there is even ‘slight
suspicion’ that those actions ‘stem from animosity to religion or distrust of its
practices.’”
Will that reasoning prevail in court when it comes to military service? Who
knows?
But even if the courts decide that the commander in chief can legally force
those in uniform to surrender their religious conscience, should he do so? This
is a moral question before it is a legal one. Should President Biden expect the
military to protect his religious freedom, if he won’t act to protect their own?
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