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“Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends,” the Book of John, Chapter 15, verse 13 tells us.

Could there be a clearer example of U.S. military heroes embodying this scripture than the actions of the men we remember today, the Four Chaplains?

Americans, regardless of their spiritual  beliefs or religious affiliation, continue to be inspired by these heroic World War II veterans. They did not give up their life jackets because they felt their religion required it. They did this out of pure selflessness and bravery. And as the scripture says, love for their friends – even if they did not know every survivor personally.



Most of us know the story, but it is always worth re-telling.  At 12:55 am on February 3rd, 1943, the US transport ship Dorchester was torpedoed 150 miles off the coast of Greenland. Frantic calls for help and mayhem among the crew ensued. It was clear the ship was sinking. Four Army officers, each of them chaplains, provided calm and reassuring leadership. Surviving witnesses said the chaplains offered prayers to the dying and inspirational encouragement to the living.

The chaplains opened a storage locker and began distributing life jackets to those standing in line. When the last jacket was distributed, engineer Grady Clark testified that the chaplains removed their own jackets and gave them to four frightened young men.


Thanks largely to the actions of the four chaplains, 230 of a crew of 902 survived.  During the chaplains’ final moments, witnesses on nearby rafts saw them link arms and reciting prayers.

The eldest of the chaplains was George L. Fox, born March 15, 1900, in Lewistown, Pennsylvania. At age 17, he lied about his age to enlist in the Army. He would earn a Silver Star and Purple Heart as a medic in World War One.  After the Great War, he embarked on religious studies, attending Moody Bible Institute, Weslayen University and Boston University School of theology. He was appointed chaplain and historian for The American Legion Department of Vermont. An ordained Methodist minister, Lieutenant Fox returned to the Army as a chaplain on the same day his son enlisted in the Marine Corps: August 8th, 1942.

Alexander Goode was a Brooklyn-born Reformed Jewish rabbi.  A graduate of Hebrew Union College, he earned a PHD from Johns Hopkins University in 1940.  He worked at the Washington Hebrew Congregation before entering active duty on August 9th, 1942. He attended Chaplain School at Harvard, where all four of the Dorchester’s chaplains would first meet.

Clark V. Poling was born in Columbus, Ohio, and was the son of an evangelical minister. He studied at Yale University’s Divinity School before being ordained in the Reformed Church of America and serving as pastor of First Reformed Church in Schenectady, New York. With the outbreak of World War II, Clark Poling discussed his father’s experiences as a World War One chaplain, before deciding to follow the same path.

John Patrick Washington studied at Seton Hall in South Orange, New Jersey, before entering Immaculate Conception Seminary. He was ordained as a Catholic priest on June 15, 1935.  He served at various parishes in New Jersey before receiving his appointment as a U.S. Army chaplain in 1942.

If thousands of documents and eyewitness accounts didn’t already confirm the story of the four chaplains, one could be forgiven for thinking it was a fictional parable or perhaps the script to an old Walt Disney movie.
Four men of different backgrounds and religious denominations meeting at Harvard University and later aboard a doomed transport ship headed to war.

Four men displaying extraordinary courage and leadership during a moment of existential crisis.
Four men who would inspire annual observances such as this, around the country, more than eight decades after that fateful day.

Not only does their selfless act continue to inspire us, but their compassion for others regardless of religious differences should be a model to us all.

Father Washington did not seek out Catholic soldiers for distribution of the lifejackets. Rabbi Goode did not ask who was Jewish. Chaplains Poling and Fox did not separate Christians from nonChristians, when it came to saving lives. All four chaplains saw fellow soldiers in need, and they sacrificed their lives so others could live.


Chaplains don’t carry weapons on the battlefield and are considered noncombatants. Are they even real soldiers or sailors, some might foolishly ask.

They may be unaware that nine American military chaplains have received the Medal of Honor, three of them posthumously.

Chaplains, unlike infantry or fighter pilots, are not ordered to kill the enemy. But the dangers they face and the courage required are of equal value to America’s wartime success.

Why do we need military chaplains, some might wonder.
Our answer: Exhibit A, the Four Chaplains of the USS Dorchester.

The Dorchester chaplains have a unique story, but they are far from alone. 

Section two of Arlington National Cemetery includes hallowed space at America’s most hallowed ground. It is known as Chaplains Hill.  But it is incomplete.

Missing from the monuments are the names of 85 chaplains who died while serving in Korea, Vietnam, the Cold War and the Global War on Terrorism. 

For years, The American Legion has called upon Arlington National Cemetery officials to correct this injustice and update the memorials.  Legislation signed by President Trump in December directs the Army Secretary to add the names. The American Legion believes this action is overdue and the updates should be expedited.

When called to make the Supreme Sacrifice, the chaplains did not hesitate. Nor should we delay in the memorializing of their deeds. 

May their bravery be remembered forever. 

Thank you and God Bless America.
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