
 
 

 

 

Thursday, August 4, 2016 
 
Col Brian Howlett, USMC 
Commanding Officer, III MEF Headquarters Group 
Commander, Camp Hansen 
Marine Corps Installations Pacific – MCB Camp Butler 
Unit 35001 
FPO AP 96373-5001 
 
Dear Col. Howlett: 
 
Thank you for your August 3, 2016 response to MRFF’s demand concerning the religious display in the dining 
facility at Camp Hansen.  It seems you misunderstand both the law and the scope of our demand.  Please allow me 
to clarify these issues. 
 
First, I assure you that everyone at MRFF fully understands what a POW/MIA table is and its intended purpose.  
We have no problem with the fact that a POW/MIA table has been placed in the chow hall, nor do we claim that a 
POW/MIA table that is set with the appropriate symbolic items violates the Establishment Clause in any way.  
The religious display that is the subject of our demand includes all of the various elements exhibited in the dining 
facility – a prayer, pictures of the chain of command, and a POW/MIA table that includes a Bible.  Although a 
POW/MIA table, on its own, and containing only the items included in the original display established during the 
Vietnam War, which did not include a Bible, does not advance religion, the addition of the Bible certainly does.   
 
This advancement of religion is compounded by the addition of a large posting of a prayer.  Your claim that a 
posted prayer has the secular purpose of “[encouraging] Marines in the performance of their duties and adherence 
to our core values” is without merit and, frankly, absurd.  A Christian prayer necessarily encourages adherence to 
Christian values.  There are a variety of ways to encourage the performance of duties and adherence to Marine 
Corps values without referencing any religion.  The choice of posting a Christian prayer gives the clear 
impression that the chain of command at Camp Hansen encourages a devotion to Christian principles, thus 
endorsing Christianity over other religions or no religion.  In fact, your own explanation that the prayer 
encourages “adherence to our core values” speaks volumes about which values are promoted at Camp Hansen. 
 
Although you claim that neither the POW/MIA table nor the posted prayer has “the specific purpose of furthering 
any specific religion,” the intent to advance religion is not required to wrongfully endorse religion in violation of 
the Establishment Clause.  I stated the Lemon test in our original demand, but will repeat it here: 
 
An act of a government entity violates the Establishment Clause if any one of the following is shown: (1) its 
purpose is not secular; (2) its principal/primary effect either advances or inhibits religion; or (3) it fosters an 
excessive entanglement with religion.  Lemon v. Kurtzman, 403 U.S. 602 (1971).   
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The Lemon test makes it clear that the Establishment Clause can be violated if an act’s primary effect is to 
advance religion or fosters an excessive entanglement with religion – even the intended purpose was not to 
actually endorse any religion.  The inclusion of a Christian Bible on a POW/MIA table advances religion by 
creating the impression that only Christian veterans are being honored.  Posting a Christian prayer in a dining 
facility tells all service members who eat there that adherence to Christian values is highly prized by the chain of 
command at Camp Hansen.  Therefore, these acts constitute a wrongful endorsement of Christianity regardless of 
whether that was the subjective intent. 
 
We have never alleged that the “photographs of the Camp Hansen chain of command are positioned near the 
POW/MIA display as an official endorsement of Christianity.”  Rather, we informed you that such placement near 
a prayer and a Bible sends the message that the chain of command endorses Christianity.  As explained above, 
this message constitutes a violation of the Establishment Clause even if there was no intent to officially endorse 
any religion.   
 
On behalf of military personnel directly under your command who fear reprisal if they come forward, we renew 
our demand that you immediately remove the religious display in the dining facility at Camp Hansen.  Please note 
that this display includes the posting of “The Marine Prayer,” photographs of the Camp Hansen chain of 
command, and the inclusion of the Bible on the POW/MIA table.  As previously stated, we take no issue with a 
POW/MIA table that does not include a religious text. 
 
We look forward to hearing from you. 

 
Tobanna Barker 
MRFF Legal Affairs Coordinator 
Military Religious Freedom Foundation 


