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The chaplains in Afghanistan 
and Iraq—and offshore in the Persian 
Gulf—are cut from the same bolt of 
cloth as those I recall from my days 
in uniform. They minister to a “flock” 
of Americans only a few months out 
of high school—all of whom know 
fear, whether they show it or not. By 
the time these worshippers return 
to the United States they will have 
confronted more hardship and danger 
than their civilian contemporaries will 
experience the rest of their lives. 

Yet, despite all they have 
endured, the vast majority of these 
young Americans will complete full 
and productive lives. Thanks for that 
should go, in part, to chaplains like 
Navy LT Jamie Stall-Ryan. He’s 
the type of chaplain who greets you 
warmly. When he asks how you are 
doing, you can see that he really wants 
to know. He’s a “man’s man,” yet talks 
of Bible study classes and invites those 

in his “parish” to consider meaning and purpose in a place filled with chaos. He acquired a 
large-screen TV and a satellite dish for his chapel so the troops have a place to watch NFL 
football games. They know he will be there for them if things fall apart.

These spiritual leaders counsel young men and women who are confronting their own 
mortality. But there aren’t enough chaplains to go around. As many as a third of all chaplain 
slots in the military are vacant. Units frequently deploy without a dedicated chaplain. For 
many troops, the only chaplain they will see are “circuit riders” who—like “saddlebag 
preachers” of old—brave ambushes to deliver comfort and spiritual reinforcement in 
dangerous places.

Father Tim Vakoc, an Army chaplain, was making the rounds ministering to soldiers 
deployed around Mosul in May of 2004 when his Humvee was hit by an IED. He became 
the first chaplain wounded in Iraq. He suffered terrible head wounds from the explosion 
and shrapnel. When I visited him in the VA hospital in Minneapolis, he was barely able to 
move. He has since been transferred to a nursing facility where he continues to make what 
can only be described as miraculous progress.

Chaplain John Barkemeyer celebrates mass for soldiers at their combat 
base in Ramadi, Iraq.
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Chaplains like Father Vakoc have served as merciful messengers in America’s 
military since the American Revolution. In the midst of the arduous campaigns in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, I have seen them tending the wounded, comforting friends of the fallen, 
and encouraging the weary. On numerous occasions I’ve heard chaplains like Carey Cash, 
Father Bill Devine, Frank Holley, and Brian Weigelt remind young warriors that despite the 
horror of combat, the incredible fatigue and the terrifying sights, sounds and smells of war, 
the God who made them did not intend that they descend into savagery. 

After the brutal battle to liberate Fallujah, Chaplain Bill Devine told the troops at a 
memorial service for their fallen brethren in RCT-7, “There is nothing more Christian than 
what we are doing here.” Father Devine wasn’t making a political statement, nor were his 
words intended to inflame the passions of Islamic radicals who hate Christians and Jews. 
His words referred to the sacrifice of those who had fought against great odds so the Iraqi 
people could enjoy their God-given freedom.

In all my years in and around the military, I have never seen so many men flock to 
chapel services, Bible study groups, and prayer sessions. I have seen them put pocket Bibles 
into their flak jackets and gather in a prayer circle before and after dangerous missions. In 
the midst of terrible gunfights, I’ve heard these men take vulgar language to the level of 
a new art form. But when the shooting stops, I’ve seen them reading the Bible in a quiet 
moment.

The behavior of these young men thrust into the most dangerous circumstances 
reflects a faith forged in a culture that does not seem to comprehend who they are—or their 
spiritual underpinnings. But these troops don’t seem to care what others think. They know 
who they are, where they are going, and why they are going there.

After a vicious engagement on the streets of Ramadi one hot afternoon, we returned 
to the company outpost. After making sure that all his Marines had replenished their 
ammunition and prepared their gear for the next mission, the company gunnery sergeant 
announced, “Bible study on the third 
floor at 17 hundred,” or 5:00 p.m. The 
place was packed. The study leader was 
the great gruff bear of a sergeant whose 
squad I had been with during the patrol. 
Three weeks later he was dead. 

By then I was back in the 
States, and I attended his funeral in 
Fredericksburg, Virginia, to tell his 
family what a fine man their son and 
brother was. But they already knew. 
And I know that I’m going to see  
Sgt Joshua Frazier, USMC, again. 

With Marine Sgt Joshua Frazier shortly before he was killed in action
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Hero Humor
Doesn’t FOX Know How to Set Up a Camera?

In the Philippines, U.S. Special Operations troops 

have been quietly helping the government wage a 

successful campaign against the Abu Sayyaf and 

Jemaah Islamiyah Muslim terrorist organizations for 

years. I got a chance to see this progress for myself 

during a month-long trip to the region in mid-2007.

One day we did a live interview with a U.S. Navy SEAL. 

Because of the classified nature of his business, we 

weren’t allowed to show his face on camera, so we 

positioned it to show only the back of his head.

Before we went live on FOX, I handed the Special Operator my satellite phone so he could call home 

and tell his wife to turn on the tube. She was excited to be able to see her husband, safe and sound 

half a world away.

After the interview, he called her back to see what she thought of the interview, only to find her livid. 

“What’s wrong with those stupid FOX people?” she asked. “Don’t they know how to set up a camera? 

All we could see was the back of your head!”

 Fan Mail Advice

When we’re doing live broadcasts over our satellite uplink, 

we can also get instant feedback via e-mail. During a 

live “hit” on the Hannity & Colmes show one night, Alan 

Colmes, my favorite liberal, made a comment about an 

attack that had allegedly killed Iraqi civilians. In reply I 

made the observation that “those who haven’t experienced ground combat have no idea how terrible 

it is. Combat is the most horrific experience a human can endure.” Within minutes we received this 

e-mail from a concerned viewer: “Subject: Correction, please: ‘Colonel North, on tonight’s Hannity & 

Colmes you said, “Ground combat is the worst experience any human can have.” This is not true. The 

worst experience any human can have is spending time with my mother-in-law. My best friend has 

served in Afghanistan and Iraq. He lost his right hand in Fallujah and has met my mother-in-law. I just 

called him. He agrees with me and says it is not even a close call. — Jim, San Diego”
 

A U.S. Navy SEAL in the Philippines
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If I don’t get home by Christmas, these will be my only friends.

Hero Humor
Won’t Be Home for Christmas

It was the 22nd of December, and I was just 

finishing up another embed in Iraq. We were on a 

rooftop doing a live interview with a Marine. At the 

end of it I said to him, “You’re not going to be home 

for Christmas. Is there anyone you’d like to say hello 

to?” The Marine grinned as he sent well wishes to 

his family, asking them to keep him in their prayers.

Fifteen seconds after the live shot ended, my satellite phone rang. It was my wife, Betsy. Apparently 

she’d turned on the television right at the end of the interview. “Did I just hear you say you won’t be 

home for Christmas?”

I’ve missed more than my share of Christmases and other holidays, and I’d promised her that I would 

be there this time, no matter what.

“Of course not, honey,” I replied, getting that sinking feeling that a man gets when his husband points 

are disappearing down a black hole. “I said I’d be there and I will,” I assured her.

“You’d better be,” she growled. “If you leave me here alone with eight grandchildren, you might as well 

stay in Iraq. You’ll be safer there than in this kitchen.”

I made it home for 

Christmas.




