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Spiritual Readiness
in the Age of EABO

Closing the gap between the Commandant’s intent for spiritual fitnes
and the commander’s implementation at the small unit level

by CDR David A. Daigle, CHC, USN, LCDR William M. Schweitzer, CHC, USN,

“America’s military has
no preordained right to
victory on the battle-

field.”’
—Secretary of Defense
James Mattis

he Marine Corps is Amer-

ica’s “force-in-readiness,”

manned, trained, and

equipped “to respond quick-
ly to a broad variety of crises and con-
flicts across the full range of military
operations anywhere in the world.” As
such, the Corps has long recognized spit-
itual fitness to be a critical comgonent of
developing the warrior ethos.? Indeed,
Gen John A. Lejeune articulated this
point neatly one hundred years ago with
his famous statement, “there is no substi-
tute for the spivitual in war.™ Sensing a
progressive decline in the priority given
to spiritual fitness in more recent times,
the 37th CMC, Gen Robert A. Neller,
tasked then-Chaplain of the Marine
Corps RADM Brent Scott to revitalize
Gen Lejeune’s vision through a spiri-
tual fitness initiative.5 Since then, this
initiative has begun to take root. The
current CMC, Gen David H. Berger,
joined his predecessor in authoring an
ALMAR reaffirming the significance
of spiritual fitness for force readiness
and effectiveness. At the institutional
level, this affirmation has resulted in the
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spiritual being formally incorporated
into the framework of total fithess under
the aegis of the Marine Corps Human
Performance Branch.® These develop-
ments make perfect sense not only in
general terms of the Corps’ historical
trajectory but especially in light of Fx-
peditionary Advanced Base Operations.
Gen Berger’s concept of Marines operat-
ing in small units dispersed throughout
the battlespace demands a force that is
not only physically and mentally fit, but
also spiritually ready to stay in the fight
in the face of prolonged adversity in iso-
lated environments. The problem-set
is, in this way, akin to that of special
operations forces formations, and their
collective experience over the past two
decades only underscores the need to
attend to the spiritual.

Despite all these recent developments,
however, thete remains a considerable
gap between the CMC’s clear grasp of
the importance of the spiritual compo-
nentin force readiness and what actuallg
happens at the typical small unit level.
The purpose of this article is to highlight
and analyze this gap. Although specific

recommendations are beyond the scope
here—this article is not intended to be
a how-to guide—we are primarily fo-
cused on sketching out a conceptual
framework that could be used to close
it. To doso, we begin with ouranalysis of
the problem, consideringlessons learned
trom a parallelexample (i.c., MCMAT),
and conclude by exploring what it might
look like to apply these concepts to spiri-
tual fitness to optimize force readiness
to achieve the commander’s intent.

Problem Analysis

With the emergence of Expedition-
ary Advanced Base Operations as the
Marine Corps’ guiding principle, we
begin with a simple, yet significant
point: spiritual readiness will be more,
not less, vital for the Marine Corps in
the years ahead. The future operating
environment will be characterized by
uncertainty and global competition with
peers or near-peers across the spectrum
of warfare.® Accordingly, Gen Berger
released his Commandant’s Planning
Guidance (CPG) in 2019 for the Ma-
rine Corps to ready itself to meet this
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“While the importance
of physical, mental, and
social fithess are more
recognizable, spiritual
fitness is just as criti-
cal, and specifically ad-
dresses my priority to
build character and in-
still core values in every
Marine and Sailor.”’
—Gen David A. Berger

challenge.! Five priority focus areas
dominate his narrative and provide a
framework from which Marinescan pro-
vide measurable outcomesin the future
fight in any clime and place.!! Of these
five pillars, Gen Berger mentions that
command and leadership remain foun-
dational elements of ensuring mission
success across the spectrum of conflict
and that leaders must care for Marines
physically, emotionally, and spiritually,
both in and out of combat.!? Whereas
caring for Marines’ physical and emo-
tional well-being is already ingrained
in leadership curricula throughout the
professional military education (PME)
spectrum, the spiritual component re-
mains elusive for most Marine Corps
leaders. As the Marine Corps modern-
izes and transtorms itself to fight the
wars of the future, spiritual leadership
and resiliency will become even more
imperative throughout all levels of the
Marine Corps.

Leaders at the highest echelons clearly
understand the significance of spiritual
fitness to force readiness. Gen Neller
points out the importance of spiritual
fitness in ALNMAR 033/16, stating that

[r]esearch indicates that spiritual fitness
plays akey role in resiliency, in our abil-
ity to grow, develop, recover, heal, and
adapt. Regardless of individual phi-
losophy or beliefs, spiritual well-being
makes us better warriors and people
of character capable of making good
choices on and offduty.B

Four years later, Gen Berger released
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ALMAR 027720, titled “Resiliency and
Spititual Fitness.”* In his message, he
discussed how spiritual fitness is at the
cote of individual character and resilien-
cyand indicated how this component of
total fitness aligns with his CPG. More-
over, he urged lgeaders to serve as models
to their subordinates while “champion-
ing” efforts toinstill spiritual fitness “in
order to advance character development
across the Marine Corpsand in support
of [his] CPG.™> Theintent of both the
37th and 38th CMCs is clear: Marines
and sailors must optimize their spiritual
fitnessif they are to increase readiness by
building and maintaining “the tough-
ness and resiliency necessary to adapt to,
overcome, and recover from every situ-
ation Marines and sailors face in their
careers.”6 However, what is less clear is
how leaders champion spiritual fitness
when they themselves have not been

Therefore, it is critically
imperative that Marine
leaders be able to instill
resilience in Marines at
every rank to improve
warfighting capability

deliberately trained to de so. Spiritual
fitness is not currently integrated in any
systematic or thoroughgoing way into
the curricula of officer and enlisted PMFE
schools. It is not an element by which
new Marines are evaluated at Officers
Candidate School, The Basic School,
or the recruit depots. Not surprisingly,
there is a significant gap between the
CMC’s intent regarding spiritual fitness
and execution at the small-unit level.
Gen Berger laid out abold new vision
for the Corps in his CGP.1” Focusing on
expeditionary naval warfare, he stresses
the need for a proficient and resilient
torce, dispersed into small units operat-
ing within the range of precision enemy
fire across archipelagos in a contested
littoral environment.!® Force Design

2030 edits force structure to support
amore agile and flexible force designed
to operate in contested spaces. Shitts in
rank structures, MOS composition, and
mission essential task lists of traditional
Marine Corps formations and echelons
speak to how the Marine Corps is adapt-
ing to the required changes needed to
operate and remain resilient in these de-
veloping complex environments. For ex-
ample, staff non-commissioned officers
will replace non-commissioned officers
as the squad leaders of the traditional
infantry squad, while 21st-century for-
aging classes and practicums are becom-
ing part of the core curriculum at The
Basic School. These changes, among
many others currently in play, represent
the CMC’s mandate to increase agility,
maneuverability, and lethality while re-
maining resilient to adversarial actions
across all warfighting domains.
Resiliency, therefore, is not merely
a matter of hardening networks and
enhancing weapon systems to defend
against kinetic or cyberattacks. Rather,
resiliency must be present at every level
and in every human warfighting ma-
chine to be able to rebound from blows
that impact the human spirit. Without
resiliency in the austere, isolated, and
dispersed environments envisioned by
the CMC, Marines and sailors may easily
tall victim to things that degrade and
erode the character and combat effec-
tiveness of the individual, as well as the
fighting ability of the unit as a whole.
Therefore, it is critically imperative that
Marine leaders be able to instill resilience
in Marinesat every rank to improve war-
fighting capability on presentand future
battlefields. Just as the Marine Corps
prepares its most junior officers and ju-
nior NCOs to ensute their Marinesand
sailors are physically and emotionally fit
to accomplish the mission, so too must
the Marine Corps prepare their most
junior leaders to be comfortable address-
ing and championing spiritual fitness
among their peers and the Marines and
sailors in their charge. To succeed and
win battles in the future, the Marine
Corps must continue setting up lead-
ers for success at the small-unit level in
order to prepare the Marines and sailors
tobe resilient and thus spiritually ready
and fit for the fight. After all, dmerica
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has no preovdained right to succeed on the
battlefreld ¥

This is the point, however, where we
encounter a disconnect. Although there
is no large-scale, peer-reviewed study
to draw conclusions from, consistent
observations from the Fleet suggest that
the mandate to generate a spiritually fit
and ready force is not being met at the
small-unit level. An informal survey of a
tew dozen battalion and squadron com-
manders suggests that the typical unit
commander is not aware of the CMC’s
ALMARSs and, more importantly, is
not yet the champion of spiritual fit-
ness that Gen Berger envisioned. Few
are the Marines that are fully cognizant
and comfortable with the concepts es-
poused by the CMCs, and fewer still
have incorporated the content of their
ALMARGs into the daily life of their
units. For instance, even when a com-
mander was intimately familiar with
all the relevant documents and had
completely embraced them, spiritual
fitness had never explicitly been men-
tioned as a discussion topic at any of
this commander’s meetings with subor-
dinate leaders. Likewise, although the
subject is given some amount of formal
instruction time in PME schoels from
the Lance Corporal’s Seminar on up, it
disappears in the day-to-day life of the
average FMT unit because of a myriad
of “higher priority” tasks and demands.

Itisnot hard to imagine why this dis-
connect might exist. There are at least
twoidentifiable problems. Thefirst is the
hard reality of competing priorities. In
the contemporary DOD universe filled
with aninnumerable and ever-growing
list of policies and programs, all of which
are formally tracked, inspected, and re-
ported on, something has to give. Units
often struggle to complete thelong list of
required annual training events in addi-
tion to completing their basic mission. In
other words, there is simply not enough
bandwidth left, and the nice-to-haves of
being able to focus on spiritual fitness
give way to the mandatory reporting
items. With a thousand administrative
tasks, training and equipment readiness,
and concerns over force preservation, it
is not surprising that commanders are
less than ideally focused at the small-unit
level on the spiritual fitness of their Ma-
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rines, let alone fitting in specific train-
ing to close the gap between the CMC’s
intent and small-unit reality.

The other problem is that the subject
matter is inherently challenging. How-
ever real are its effects upon Marines
and their units, the spiritual element is
essentially intangible. It is fairly obvi-
ous when a Marine is physically unfit

... there is simply not
enough bandwidth left,
and the nice-to-haves
of being able to focus
on spiritual fitness give
way to the mandatory
reporting items.

to fight battles but much less so when
he is spiritually unfit. As well, the sub-
jectof spiritual fithess is wrapped up in
the constitutional freedom of religion
and any discussion of it can become a
matter of undue legal concern regard-
ing the Establishment Clause.?? As a
result, many commanders simply shy
away from speaking about spiritual
fitness for fear of offending someone.
Can a commander, for instance, point
to his own example of faithful church
attendance and daily devotions in the
Bible as an example of spiritual fit-
ness? The answer happens to be yes,
but hesitancy on such matters remains,
nevertheless. Finally, there is also some
confusion regarding the relative roles
of the chaplain and the commander
in this domain. This uncertainty was
addressed in the 2016 AL M AR where
spiritual fitness was formally identified
as the commander’s responsibility, with
support from chaplains. Indeed, long-
standing policies make clear that even
a specifically religious entity such as
the Religious Ministry Program is ul-
timately the responsibility of the unit
commander; however, much of the
day-to-day supervision and delivery of
religious ministry is delegated to the
chaplain.?!

“MCMAP is a synergy
of mental, character,
and physical disciplines
with application across
the full spectrum of vio-
lence. In concert with
proven Marine Corps

leadership,  rigorous
training in these three
disciplines  enhances

the Marine both on and

off the battlefield.” 2
—Marine Corps Order
1500.54A

Lessons Learned from MCMAP

What, then, would it take to close the
gap we have identified between the Com-
mandant’s intent and reality regarding
spiritual readiness??? To begin toimag-
ine what would be involved, consider
an example of how the institution has
done this sort of thing in the past: the
Marine Corps Martial Arts Program
{(MCMAP). Clearly, thereare similarities
and dissimilarities involved in the MC-
MAP analogy but our intention here is
primarily to provoke thought and move
the needle on getting spiritual fitness
more widely known and practiced in the
Marine Corps.2*

The Marine Corps hasalways under-
stood the importance of close combat
and the need to teach combatives. In-
deed, the title “Leatherneck ™ is directly
related to the Corps’ engagement with
theissue—in thiscase, protection from
slashing attacks—in its early history.
However, this focus waxed and waned
over the decades. Formally introduced
to the Marine Corps in 2002, MC-
MAP “aims to strengthen the mental
and moral resiliency of individual Ma-
rines through realistic combative train-
ing, warrior ethos studies, and physical
hardening.”® As a successor to the Ma-
rines Corps’ previous combative train-
ing, Linear Involuntary Neurological
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overriding Engagement, MCM AP aims
to combine and emphasize the impor-
tance of the physical domain as well
as the mental and spiritual domain of
warfighting. In 2002, MCMAP’s goal
was to create physically and mentally
ready Marines of strong character given
the current state of world affairs and
the anticipated demand of the force at
the initial onset of the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Now two decades later,
the Marine Corpsisonce again ata piv-
otal state of change requiring a mindset
change in leaders and Marines across
all ranks. Where the Marine Corps de-
veloped a program to test the physical,
mental, and character disciplines in a
holistic martial arts program twenty
years ago, the Marine Corps must once
again look for creative and revolutionary
ways to emphasize spiritual discipline.

Before the official establishment of
MCMAP, Marine combative proficiency
was only as good as the unit leader’s de-
sire to incorporate Linear Involuntary
Neurological overriding Engagement
training into its daily training pro-
grams. Senior leadership occasionally
reminded all hands that close combat
was important, and some individual
small unit leaders took the initiative to
promote hand-to-hand combat profi-
ciency in their units, but this was more
the exception than the rule. Corps-wide,
there was a considerable gap between the
commander’s intent and the reality on
the ground.

Once MCM AP was tormally estab-
lished and gained momentum as a valu-
able tool for developing combat-ready
Marines, the program gained mote and
more traction with unit leadership and
reflected in the physical, mentaf and
character abilities of the individual
Marine. What began with the physical
MCMAP belt was soon enough trans-
lated into other incentives in terms of
promotion points and performance
measutes for a combat-ready Marine and
unit. Like every other reportable and
tracked program, MCMAP proficiency
is subject to reporting and inspection.
The net effect of this effort, formaliza-
tion, and incentivization of a program is
that MCMAP has successfully become
part of the modern-day Marine Corps
organizational culture. Moreover, MC-
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MAP promotes Marines who arealready
not enly physically disciplined but also
mentally and characteristically disci-
plined as well. When formalizing how
to incorporatea spiritual disciplineinto
daily Marine lite, MCM AP providesan
example of how the Marine Corps de-
veloped and instituted a new strategy to
revolutionize the way Marines thought
about individual and unit combat readi-
ness.

If Marines are to be
distributed across the
battlefield ... itis incum-
bent ... to train an ap-
propriate number of lay
leaders to support these
formations.

“To ensure the contin-
ued health of our collec-
tive character and iden-
tity and maintain our
reputation as elite war-
riors, | am reaffirming
the importance of spiri-
tual fitness. All Marines
and Sailors must tend to
their individual charac-
ter in order to keep the
ethos and reputation
of our Marine Corps in-
tact.” *

—Gen David A. Berger

Framework

What could the Marine Corpsdo to
implement spiritual readiness in such
terms? Obviously, we must acknowledge

the inherent complexity of this subject
as we discussed briefly above. One can-
not test for spiritual fitness in garrison
conditions in the same way that mili-
tary knowledge or physical fithess can be
tested. There is no one, simple pathway
to attaining spiritual readiness, and we
therefore cannot merely cut and pastea
solution from another program like MC-
MAP. However, we can use this example
to understand some of the essential ele-
ments for the successful and sustainable
implementation of such programs.

First and foremost, if the Marine
Corps wanted to elevate spiritual
readiness to the level of the physical in
terms of organizational priorities, there
would have to be a comprehensive buy-
in among company- and battalion-level
commanders. Apart from this buy-in,
all other efforts would ultimately prove
ephemeral. Thankfully, all Marines now
have some basic introduction te the
concept of spiritual readiness in initial
and subsequent formal training. What
is lacking, however, is the champions
of spiritual fitness the CMC imagined.
Sustained advocacy by senior leaders to-
ward junior officers and SNCOs would
goalong way toward accomplishing this
goal.

Secondly, the spiritual element would
have to be incorporated in a far more
thoroughgoing way across the PME
spectrum. Currently, the subject is in-
cluded 7z the curricula as a stand-alone
instructional item; it ought to be znte-
grated across the curricula as a recurring
and persistent element of how battles
have been won in the past and how they
willbe won in the future. Young officers
at The Basic School, for instance, could
be evaluated on their ability to lead their
Marinesinto greater spiritual readiness.

Thirdly, there would need tobe staff-
ing infrastructure enhanced or created
tosupport this development. The obvi-
ous starting point is to revitalize the use
of religious lay leaders.?” If Marines are
to be distributed across the battlefield in
smaller and more numerous formations
than ever, making it even more difficult
tor chaplains to be present in person, it is
incumbent upon the Religions Ministry
Program to train an appropriate number
of lay leaders to support these forma-
tions. Of course, this only covers the
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specifically religious aspect of spiritual
fitness. So, as there are MCMATP and
torce fitness instructors in every small
unit, perhaps there might be something
like spiritual fitness instructors to aug-
ment lay readers in the non-religious
spiritual realm.?#

Fourthly, there would have to be a
mechanism to monitor progress. At this
point, even those who are completely
comfortable with religion and spiritual
matters might object that these things are
simply not capable of being measured.>
Yet, all real things are capable of being
measured somehow, if only indirectly.
In the case of spiritual readiness, the ul-
timate test of the human spirit happens
only on the battlefield. However, one
can work backward from that to take
note of the factors that could rightly be
expected to produce a spiritually-ready
Marine. Along these lines, the Marine
Corps already has a reasonably useful
self-assessment tool for spiritual fitness
that includes various elements such as
regular participation in religious services
or non-religious spiritually enriching ac-
tivities. Marines could potentially take
this self-assessment on an anenymized
online database, and commanders could
then be given a basic indication of where
their unit is spiritually. Whether this tool
or something like it could be appropri-
ated for use as an organizational metric
is a controversial question for others to
decide. However, one thing is clear: it
spiritual readiness is as important as we
thinkitis, there must be some means—
however indirect—for commanders to
gauge whether their units are spiritually
fit or not.

Finally, there would have to be an
inducement to move the needle on the
dashboard. No doubt, this is an even
more difficult issue, drought with legal
complexities. At this point, however, we
are simply imagining what a thorough-
going organizational embrace of spiri-
tual readiness might look like rather than
making specific recommendations. The
Marine Corps in its relevant publications
already speaks asif spiritual fitnessis ex-
pected ot all Marines. It simply does not
yetact as if we meant it. In general terms,
what this might look like could be along
the lines of physical fitness. [f'a Marine
joins as an elite athlete in some sport,
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we are thankful for it. Marine Corps
PT is not a challenge to them, and they
achieve outstanding PFT scores simply
as collateral. We do notdiscourage them,
but without sacrificing the mission, we
give them the opportunity to continue
training and competing at whatever level
they are capable of. On the other hand,

What remains is for the
Marine Corps to fur-
nish them also with the
framework to make this
happen in the spiritual
arend...

if someone is not already an athlete, we
teach them generic fitness. Likewise, if
Marines already belong to a specific re-
ligious tradition when they join, they
would be encouraged to participate in
theactivities related to it. If they had no
religion, they would be encouraged to
cultivate a non-religious spirituality or
else explore options in terms of religion.

Conclusion

In 2018, Secretary Mattis stated with
typical forthrightness that “America’s
military has no preordained right to vic-
tory on the battlefield.” His blunt assess-
ment provides the point of departure

“The soldier’'s heart,
the soldier’s spirit, the
soldier's soul, are ev-
erything. Unless the sol-
dier’s soul sustains him
he cannot be relied on
and will fail himself and
his commander and his

country in the end.”*’
—GEN George C.
Marshall

tor this discussion on the importance
of spiritual fitness to ready Marines for
future battles against peers/near peers
in expeditionary advanced base envi-
rons. Simply put, to address the rapidly
changing dynamics of future warfare
and to remain a viable force capable of
defending against malign actors across
all domains, the Marine Corps must
produce Marines and leaders capable
of carrying on the fight far away from
higher echelons.

The Marine Corps is America’s
“force-in-readiness,” manned, trained,
and equipped to respond quickly to
a2 broad variety of crises and conflicts
across the full range of military opera-
tions anywhere in the world. As such,
the Corps haslong recognized spiritual
fitness to be a critical component regard-
ing wartighting prowess and resiliency.
However, while the Marine Corps has
always understood the importance
of physical fitness as a component of
total fitness and been willing to take
the necessary steps to ensure that this
component of total force readiness is
maintained at a high level, the same can-
not yet be said for spiritual readiness.
As discussed above, the recent CMCs
have recognized very clearly the criti-
cal importance of the spiritual not only
to win the Nation’s battles but to win
wars. However, a variety of issues have
prevented this from being implemented
at the small unit level. To close this gap,
the institution must be willing to take
the kind of steps it has done to imple-
ment other challenging, multi-faceted
programs such as MCMAP. Small-unit
leaders already know how to eliminate
deficiencies in all manner of training
priorities, as they bring to bear their
leadership training and use the tools the
institution gives them. What remainsis
tor the Marine Corps to furnish them
also with the framework to make this
happen in the spiritual arena because,
as GEN Marshall rightfully points out,
the war fighter’s beart, soul, and spivit are
everything,
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