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HannahAllam Tribune News Service

TACOMA, WASHINGTON — In January, Lt. Col. Khallid
Shabazz received the call every Army chaplain dreams of,
the call that validates years of intense study and hard work
toward keeping theU.S.military in good spiritual health.
He was offered the job of chaplain for an entire division,

an honor for anyone in his field, but a milestone in his case.
After a ceremony this summer, Shabazz will become the
firstMuslimdivision-level chaplain in the history of theU.S.
military — a Muslim spiritual leader for more than 14,000
mostly Christian soldiers.
To get a sense of what a long shot thismight have seemed

to Shabazz, consider the numbers: He’s one of only 10 Mus-
lim chaplains in the U.S. military; of the Army’s 1,400 or so
chaplains, just five areMuslim.
With four months until the ceremony that will make

him chaplain of the Army’s 7th Infantry Division at Joint
Base Lewis-McChord, Shabazz, 48, has plenty of time to
think about taking on such a visible role in an age of open
anti-Muslimhostility.He’d like to thinkhis transitionwill be
as smooth as those of his Christian peers, but he knows not
everyonewill welcome himwarmly.
“Islamic guy in a leadership position?” he said. “If I think

about it toomuch, it’ll get overwhelming.”

LUTHERAN UPBRINGING
Shabazz came into theworld asMichael Barnes, born into

a large Lutheran family in Alexandria, Louisiana.
Faith was at the center of the household. His mother took

the family to church three times a week and recited prayers
withher children eachnight. Shabazz, a lifelong athletewith
a 6-foot-5-inch, 255-pound frame, had to study catechism
before he could play football and basketball on Saturdays.
Other kids might have grumbled about such a rigorous

worship schedule, but Shabazz didn’t mind; from an early
age, hewas takenwith the spirit of friendship and service.
After high school, Shabazz headed to Jarvis Christian

College, a historically black college in the small town of
Hawkins, Texas. Upon graduation, he began teaching biol-
ogy to fifth-graders at an elementary school in his home-
town. He said he wasn’t prepared for how despondent he
became at seeing so many children whose growth was sty-
mied by poverty or poor parenting; he struggled to accept
that he couldn’t help them all.
After six months, he quit. At 23, he decided to join the

Army, thinking it would help himmature.
“I thought, ‘I’ll do 20 years in the military and then I’ll

teach and coach,’” Shabazz said. “But I fell in love with the
idea and the paradigmof themilitary.”
While stationed in Baumholder, Germany, Shabazz

worked with a Muslim soldier who annoyed other troops
with his boasts about the virtues of Islam. Shabazz, who still
was a Christian, decided “to cut him down to size.” He chal-
lenged theMuslim to a debate on their religions.
About 30 soldiers filled a meeting room on base. Shabazz

was ready to pounce, but the Muslim opponent “kind of
blindsided me with some facts,” launching into a powerful,
persuasive defense of his faith that put Islam in a new light.
Shabazz, stunned, was down for the count.
“It was all-out cognitive dissonance, depression and

shame, honestly,” Shabazz said. “I thought I had a strong-
hold on the truth. And, for the first time,my confidence was
shaken inwho Iwas as a human being andwhat I believed.”

CONVERSION BROUGHT RESISTANCE
Shabazz began studying Islam on his own. He’d work all

day and then stay upwell pastmidnight paging through the
Bible and theQuran.
After two years, Michael Barnes, the devout Christian,

converted to Islam, taking the name Khallid Shabazz. He
said there was no single tipping point in his thinking, just a
deep identification with Islamic tenets, such as the lack of a
clerical hierarchy and the emphasis on charity.
Shabazz’s conversion did not play well with his family in

Louisiana, where he’s still known as “Michael.” He said it
took years for them to accept the change, but now they tease
him about praying on time and make him a special gumbo
minus the pork sausage. Such conciliatory gestures, Shabazz
said,must go bothways.
“I do still go to churchwithmy family— that’s an import-

ant part of reaching across the aisle,” he said. “It would be
improper forme to disrespect something that instilled inme
somuch of who I am.”
Shabazz’s switch in faiths didn’t exactly go smoothly

with themilitary, either. He had towritememos for even the
smallest religious accommodation He’d fast during Rama-
dan, though his schedule called for grueling work in the
field. Ravenous by the end of the day, he’d go to themess hall
only to find pork chops. He’d raise concerns with his superi-
ors from time to time, butmade little headway.
On one of the toughest days, Shabazz was exhausted and

hungry. Sitting outside on anM109howitzer, he felt his frus-
tration spill out in tears. Nobody’s here for me, he thought.
Maybe this organization is not forme.
A passing chaplain noticed Shabazz’s distress and

stopped. The chaplain let Shabazz pour his heart out about
his struggle to carve a space for himself in themilitary. After
listening, Shabazz said, the chaplain mentioned the Army
had recently received its first active-duty Muslim chaplain:
Would that kind of path interest Shabazz?
“I’m telling you, it was like a revelation from God,”

Shabazz recalled. “Once it came out of his mouth, I said,
‘That ismy calling.’”

MINISTERING TO ALL
The chaplain Shabazz encountered wrote him a letter of

recommendation for the ChaplainCorps.Whenhewas com-
missioned, Shabazz said, hismentor pulled him aside.
“He said, ‘Promise me you will be an advocate for our

corps nomatter what the faith or the background of the per-
son is,’” Shabazz said. “Itmovedme to the very essence ofmy
core. ... I don’t want to help justMuslims. I don’t want to help
just Christians. I want to help people who are in distress.”
Shabazz has been in the Army for 26 years, 18 years as a

chaplain. He has been deployed seven times, including Iraq,
Kosovo and a stint at the U.S. prison camp in Guantanamo
Bay, Cuba, where he advised officers on religious issues.
He also has traveled to far-flungU.S. installations tomin-

ister to Muslim soldiers who are wrestling with some of the
same issues he faced as a youngMuslim in the service.
The Department of Defense counts more than 6,000

self-identified Muslims currently serving, from a total of
1.3 million active-duty and more than 800,000 Guard and
Reservemembers. The actual number ofMuslims is thought
to be higher because many troops choose not to list a reli-
gion.
The bulk of his work isn’t religious counseling, Shabazz

said, but listening to soldiers suffering from alcoholism or
troubled relationships. More than sermons, they want to
know the secret to his 27 years of marriage to his college
sweetheart, Rhonda, with whom he has three children and
four grandchildren.
Over the years, a handful of people have refused to work

with Shabazz because he is Muslim. That doesn’t bother
him; he lives by the chaplain’smotto of “performor provide,”
so if he can’t minister himself, he’ll recommend a chaplain
of a different faith.
Shabazz acknowledges the current anti-Muslim hostil-

ity but declines to discuss whether it’s worsened because of
President Donald Trump. Even in his private sessions with
soldiers, he said, criticism of theWhiteHouse is taboo.
“Regardless ofwhat theymight think, he’s our command-

er-in-chief,” Shabazz said.
But Shabazz knows there are sure to be bumps ahead,

tests of howwell themilitary can insulate itself from the cul-
tural battles that have cleaved the nation in two.
“Some of the challenges will be really changing percep-

tions, changing mindsets, showing that I am something
other than what they see — the guy on TV, the bogeyman,”
Shabazz said. “I have a real opportunity to be an ambassador
for the Army and formy religion.”

Making
history
Army chaplain is
first Muslim to lead
U.S. military division

ArmyLt. Col. Khallid Shabazz prays at theMain Post Chapel at Joint Base Lewis-McChord near Tacoma,Washington.He’s
one of 10Muslim chaplains in theU.S.military; of the Army’s 1,400 or so chaplains, just five areMuslim. Tribune News Service

ArmyLt. Col. Khallid Shabazz leads a discussionwith fellow
chaplains. “I don’twant to help justMuslims. I don’twant
to help just Christians. I want to help peoplewho are in dis-
tress,” Shabazz says. Tribune News Service
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“Powerful things are built in troubled
times,” Eboo Patel, the founder and director
of Interfaith Youth Core, reminded a crowd
of hundreds of college students.
I was at a gathering with student inter-

faith leaders fromacross the country, andwe
were hungry for words of inspiration from
Patel. The Interfaith Leadership Institute
convened inAtlanta in late January, and the
tone of the conference and Patel’s keynote
had a darker,more urgent tone than usual.
The three-day interfaith leadership train-

ing took place during a tumultuous week-
end. It began on the Friday that the first
presidential order banning travel from seven
Muslim-majority countries was signed, and
it ended on a Sundaywhen sixMuslimswere
shot and killed in their mosque in Quebec
City, Canada.
While these events took placemore than a

month ago, the trend of violence has contin-
ued. On Feb. 22, an Indian-American man
was shot andmurdered in a bar outsideKan-
sas City, Kansas, after his accused attacker
reportedly yelled at him, “Get out of my
country.” OnMarch 3, a Sikh-Americanman

was getting out of his car in his driveway
outside Seattle when a gunman approached
him, saying, “Go back to your own country,”
then shot him in the arm. On March 10, a
man in St. Lucie, Florida, attempted to burn
a store in order to “run the Arabs out of our
country,” presuming the owners of Indian
descent to beMuslim.
In all three of these instances, it is clear

that not just Muslims, but also those per-
ceived to be Muslim, are experiencing ste-
reotyping, violence and discrimination that
reveals the troubled times in our country.
For those who are religiously, ethnically or
racially marginalized by the hostile rhet-
oric and policies perpetuated in our pub-
lic sphere, the threat is significant: safety,
well-being and livelihood are on the line.
However, as Patel reminded us, powerful

things are built in such troubled times. Both
locally andnationally, inspiring coalitions of
support and solidarity are popping up, built
on interfaith networks and communities
that have existed for years.
In Grand Rapids, our college and univer-

sity campuses are hosting Solidarity Din-
ners, meant to encourage dialogue and
action around principles of solidarity. At
Grand Valley State University’s dinner, stu-

dents from various world views expressed
their shared values and encouraged the
200-plus attendees to write cards of support
to local mosques and refugee families. The
cards then were hand-delivered to those in
our community who have been targets of
misunderstanding and hostility.
And across the country, a new campaign

was launched by Auburn Seminary, the
Groundswell Movement and the Sikh Coa-
lition, saying “when hate targets our neigh-
bors, we stand together in solidarity.”

Written as a petition, particularly to “Our
Muslim and Jewish Siblings,” the letter out-
lines how faith communities are experi-
encing increased threats of violence in the
streets and in their houses of worship under
an administration that targets and mar-
ginalizes religious minorities. The petition
encourages communities to do what West
Michigan students already are doing: dis-
play acts of solidarity to those marginalized
in one’s community through letters of sup-
port and showing up for one another.
Locally and nationally, these examples

showwecan counter thehateful rhetoric and
violent incidents through our daily actions
in our immediate community.
The strength in these responses comes

from the broad-based alliance they inher-
ently create.When violence and discrimina-
tion affects multiple faith communities, the
response must be in kind. Through a coali-
tion response, Muslims, Sikhs, Jews, Chris-
tians, Baha’is, Hindus, and all others unite
around the shared concern of loving our
neighbors. After all, loving thy neighbor is
aboutmore than commonground; it is away
to embrace the life we share in America.

interfaith@gvsu.edu

INTERFAITH INSIGHT

Troubled times call for action: Love thy neighbor
Rabbi Sigal Memorial Lecture

Who: Dr. Simran Jeet Singh

What: “Islamophobia, Hate Crimes and
the Racialization of Religious Identity”

When:March 30, 7 p.m.

Where: Loosemore Auditorium, GVSU’s
DeVos Center

401W. Fulton St., Grand Rapids

Register online: sigal2017.eventbrite.com


