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Over the coming five years, three verbs will be 
central to the work of the HMCS. These verbs are: 
connect, explore and communicate. In this 
multi-year policy plan, these points will be 
explained and how they can be realised will be 
detailed. They give direction to the HMCS. 
Many people have contributed to this policy plan. 
A special working group from the HMCS recently 
spent time investigating current developments in 
the armed forces and the consequences these have 
for the work of humanist military chaplains. In 
addition, the policy plan was discussed with all 
humanist chaplains, and they had the opportunity 
to provide input in writing. The Director of the 
Military Chaplaincy Services (MCS) was asked for 
advice. Finally, the Dutch Humanist Association 
(DHA) was consulted on the subject matter of the 
policy to be implemented.

I hope you enjoy reading this policy plan and are 
inspired by the content.

Humanist Military Chaplaincy Service

Erwin Kamp

Head Humanist 
Military Chaplaincy
Service

Den Haag, Autumn 2017

Foreword

Before you is the 2017-2021 multi-year policy plan 
of the Humanist Military Chaplaincy Service 
(HMCS). The previous plan ‘Contouren voor nieuw 
beleid’ [Contours for new policy] dates back to the 
year 2000. In that plan, the key message is that it is 
crucial for the future of the work of the humanist 
chaplains of the armed forces that they make the 
transition from critical bystanders to involved 
normative professionals in the midst of the 
organisation. Over the last seventeen years, that 
transition has taken place and the contribution of 
the humanist chaplaincy is appreciated in many 
areas of the armed forces.

Seventeen years later, it is time to re-examine and 
renew the policy of the service. Developments in 
the world are moving forward at an extremely high 
pace and within the armed forces themselves major 
change is the order of the day. In addition, there 
have been a number of developments with regard 
to beliefs and ideology in the Netherlands. 
According to the recent study from 2016 ‘God in 
Nederland’, the majority of the Dutch people never 
or almost never go to church (82%) and now only 
fourteen per cent believes in a personal God. 

Almost a quarter of respondents identified as 
atheists, while this figure was only fourteen per 
cent in 2006. The number of agnostics also 
increased from 26 to 34 per cent. As such, for the 
first time in the history of this study, ‘non-
believers’ (atheists and agnostics) are in the 
majority: 58%. (Source: God in Nederland, 2016). The 
secularisation of the Netherlands is reflected in the 
armed forces and has repercussions on the Military 
Chaplaincy Service (MCS) as a whole. This calls for a 
fitting response.

Multi-year policy plan 2017 - 2021 < 3



1. Where we are now

On 27 August 2014, the HMCS celebrated its fiftieth 
anniversary. The chair of the DHA, Boris van der 
Ham, spoke at the anniversary celebrations. The 
following is an English translation of what he said: 
‘Recent research has shown that the percentage of 
servicemen and women with a need for humanist military 
chaplains continues to rise and we are waiting for a decision 
from the Minister to create the space to address that 
development. The number of humanist chaplains urgently 
needs to be adapted to the high demand.’ In 2015, the 
decision was taken to set the number of humanist 
chaplains at thirty-eight of the in total one 
hundred and thirty-six military chaplains that work 
for the Netherlands armed forces. 

Chair Dutch Humanist Association, Boris van der Ham, 
during the 50th anniversary celebrations.

Who we are
The service started its work in the armed forces on 
1 September 1964 with five humanist chaplains for 
a trial period of three years. This was preceded by a 
long and fierce struggle in the House of 
Representatives for the introduction of the first 
non-religious chaplaincy service. Over the years, 
the HMCS has grown to become one of the three 
major military chaplaincy services, alongside the 
Protestant (forty-five chaplains) and the Roman 
Catholic (forty-three chaplains) chaplaincy services.

Humanism is the ideological context in which the 
humanist chaplains perform their work in the 
armed forces. All humanist chaplains of the 
Defence organisation are given a mission by the 
DHA, which means that they are commissioned by 
the DHA to work in the armed forces. The statement 
of principles of the DHA is leading in this regard. 
The English translation of this statement reads as 
follows: ‘Humanism is a philosophy that strives to 
understand life and the world by using only human abilities. 
It regards as essential man’s capacity for discriminating 
judgement, for which nothing and no-one outside him can be 
made responsible’. 

Humanism is characterised by:
1. the continuous willingness to take responsibility for   
 thinking and acting reasonably and morally;

2. the principle of helping and caring for others to allow   
 them to develop to their full potential;

3. striving towards a society in which freedom, justice,   
 tolerance, and respect for human dignity and one another  
 is central.’ (Article 2: Beginsel, statuten Humanistisch   
 Verbond, 21 July 2005, Amsterdam)
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What we stand for
The statement of principles is the central point  
of departure for the work of humanist military 
chaplains in the Defence organisation. In huma-
nism, it is clear that humans are the point  
of departure and that no higher power is called on. 
Humanist military chaplains work according to a 
number of core values. They include: 
- Freedom
- Self-determination
- Equality
- Responsibility
(source: Eigentijds Humanisme, Dutch Humanist 
Association, 2010)

Humanism has a rich history. The tradition started 
in Ancient Greece and Rome. The philosopher 
Socrates is attributed with being one of the 
founders of humanism. It was he who said: “I know 
one thing; that I know nothing.” Humanism allows 
a lot of room for doubt. There are no fixed truths 
and no fixed dogmas at all. During the Renaissance 
period, the focus was increasingly on humans. The 
beauty and ingenuity of humans was brought to 
the fore in science (the earth rotates around the 
sun, rather than the other way round) and in the 
arts (Michelangelo and Da Vinci). During the 
Enlightenment, human reason (René Descartes: 
‘Cogito ergo sum’ - I think therefore I am!) became 
increasingly central. In addition, modern/post- 
modern thinking continues to influence 
humanism. Not only the existentialism of Sartre, 
but female philosophers such as Martha Nussbaum 
and Luce Irigaray contribute to humanism as an 
ideology. In their work, humanist chaplains draw 

The first five Dutch Humanist military chaplains.

on a range of sources. In addition to philosophy 
and literature, these are often music, poetry, 
painting, Eastern philosophy, film, etc.

Our strengths
Humanist military chaplains work in all services of 
the armed forces in training and operational posts 
and in the HMCS training centre, and also take part 
in exercises and missions. Thanks to their many 
years of experience, they are very knowledgeable 
about the different services, are familiar with the 
internal culture of the Defence organisation, and 
speak the language of military personnel and 
veterans.

Experts in matters relating to a sense of meaning, 
morality and humanisation
The work of humanist military chaplains 
concentrates on a sense of meaning, morality, and 
humanisation. All chaplains have been schooled in 
these subjects during their academic studies and 
have followed additional courses. As they support 
servicemen and women from close by during 
exercises and missions (humanist military 
chaplains provide initial support to military 
personnel) and maintain contacts in all ranks, they 
are able to translate abstract questions about 
meaning and morality to a very concrete level. In 
humanistics (the academic study of humanism) 
these questions are also called ‘slow questions’. 
Humanist chaplains respect people of different 
beliefs and use dialogue to seek the similarities 
and differences between people.

Reliable conversation partner
Humanist military chaplains listen, reflect, 
empathise and at the same time maintain sufficient 
distance to their clients in order to encourage them 
to ask their own questions. They are not therapists 
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such as mindfulness or diversity. In addition, 
humanist chaplains also hold moments of 
reflection in line with current affairs or a theme 
that is relevant to the place of work. 

During these meetings, humanist chaplains are not 
bound to the established lines of, for example, 
liturgy. Humanist chaplains can draw from various 
sources and traditions (see the section ‘What we 
stand for’) and use their own creativity. Their 
expertise includes preparing and carrying out 
commemorations and funerals from a secular 
humanist perspective.

Overview of the Defence organisation and care 
system
Humanist military chaplains are appointed to a 
new post every four to six years. When switching 
posts, this may also include switching between the 
services of the armed forces. Through contacts with 
managers and participation in staff meetings, 
humanist military chaplains are well established in 
the Defence organisation. This means they can 
provide solicited and unsolicited advice about the 
organisation, so leading to improved cooperation 
between departments. In addition to providing 
organisational guidance of this kind, military 

or social workers, but they are a listening ear and 
offer support to help people find/re-establish their 
balance. In addition, humanist military chaplains 
focus on the humanisation of organisational 
processes and relationships between people. The 
aim of this is to enable servicemen and women, 
veterans and their families to function under 
humane conditions and to safeguard and promote 
their welfare.

One-on-one discussions, group discussions and all 
other forms of communication with humanist 
military chaplains take place in strict 
confidentiality, as humanist military chaplains are 
bound by professional secrecy. As such, they offer a 
refuge to Defence personnel. If asked to testify in 
court, chaplains call on their right of non-
disclosure. Testifying in court only occurs with the 
consent of or at the request of the person 
concerned, or in rare cases due to an overriding 
interest. 

The principles underlying the duty of 
confidentiality and the right of non-disclosure are 
the freedom of religion and personal convictions, 
the separation of church and state, and the 
neutrality of the state in matters of religion and 
personal convictions, all of which are enshrined in 
the Constitution of the Netherlands. This 
arrangement is detailed in the professional 
standard (professional code) of humanist 
chaplains, with which they must comply. The 
standard also states that disciplinary law applies to 
humanist chaplains.

Organising customised group meetings
Humanist military chaplains offer training 
meetings at operational units, at training locations 
and at the MCS training centre. These meetings 
may be in preparation of a deployment, for 
example, but may also focus on special themes 

Humanist chaplain Lennart Feijen is lighting a candle. 

6 > Multi-year policy plan 2017 - 2021 



chaplains also contribute to the humanisation of 
the armed forces. By working closely with other 
support and healthcare providers, such as the 
Social Medical Teams (SMTs), they are aware of 
current issues in the workforce and know to whom 
they can refer people if necessary.

Focus on the emancipation of minority groups
As a result of the focus on the value of equality, 
humanist military chaplains are particularly aware 
of the positions of groups in the armed forces that 
are vulnerable. For many years now, a number of 
chaplains have been active in the foundation for 
homosexuality in the armed forces (Stichting 
Homoseksualiteit Krijgsmacht; SHK) and in the LHBTIQ 
community. Where necessary, they make 
discrimination and bias a topic of discussion and 
search for a solution together with the parties 
involved.

Defence boat Gay Pride in Amsterdam.

For many years now, a number  
of Humanist chaplains have 
been active in the foundation for 
LHBTIQ in the armed forces
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2. Vision, mission, purpose, 
positioning

2.1 Context 
Globally, change is the order of the day. 
International terrorism, the unstable situation in 
the Middle East, the refugee crisis, climate change, 
the rise of populism in world politics and a divided 
Europe are developments that put security and 
peace at risk. World leaders and organisations such 
as the UN and the European Commission are 
searching for a fitting response. At times, the 
solidarity to tackle these developments collectively 
seems to be lacking.
Nationally, too, there are matters at hand that have 
an impact on the internal security of the 
Netherlands. For decades, cutbacks have been 
made to the Defence organisation, as a result of 
which the ability to execute tasks with the 

necessary means has been stretched to the limit. 
The Defence organisation has become a smaller 
organisation with fewer personnel and less money, 
while the high level of ambition has stayed the 
same. Internationally, the Netherlands wants to 
continue paying a meaningful role when it comes 
to participation in peacekeeping missions, for 
example, but choices increasingly have to be made 
with regard to what is still possible and what is no 
longer possible. Although things seem to be 
changing with regards to further cutbacks for the 
Defence organisation (see the 2016 Budget 
Memorandum), the result is that the Netherlands 
is still one of the countries that does not meet the 
NATO requirements (2% GDP was 1.16% GDP in 
2016). 

Military Police operations on the Mediterranean Sea.
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While many Dutch people are happy and pleased 
that they live in this part of the world, there is also 
a lot of unrest. Unrest about the number of 
refugees, unrest about the growing number of 
Muslims, unrest about the divide between rich and 
poor and unrest about cutbacks in the healthcare 
system. Some people no longer feel safe on the 
streets and are scared of attacks at large events. In 
the context of the effect of these developments on 
peace and security, it is a question of finding the 
right balance in which the prosperity and welfare 
of the Dutch people can continue into the future.

2.2 Vision
The task of the armed forces is the maintenance 
and promotion of the national and international 
rule of law. Sometimes minor use of force is 
necessary to prevent major use of force or to 
combat it. A Defence organisation is never an end 
in itself, it is always a means to safeguard peace and 
security, and if necessary to enforce it. Across the 
Defence organisation, the HMCS focuses on three 
subjects: a sense of meaning, morality and 
humanisation. In this regard, it is imperative that a 
number of essential points of departure that are 
central to the work of the HMCS are taken into 
account. The HMCS can only function well within 
the armed forces if the separation of church and 
state is respected. This includes the state not 
becoming involved in the ideological content of 
the work of the humanist chaplain. 

While military chaplains are employed by the 
Defence organisation and are therefore civil 
servants, they are not part of the Defence 
organisation. Humanist chaplains will always look 
for the person behind the military uniform. The 
aim is not to make individuals into better military 

personnel, but to allow the people in the armed 
forces to be people first and foremost. An 
intervention by humanist chaplains is not intended 
to improve the performance of the serviceman or 
women or his or her combat power. The 
intervention aims to promote his or her welfare 
and to improve his or her mental resilience from a 
humanist perspective, to which freedom, self-
determination, equality and responsibility are 
central.

2.3 Mission
Together with five other chaplaincies based on 
different belief systems/ideologies, the HMCS is 
responsible for a professional chaplaincy that 
offers a wide range of chaplaincy services to the 
Defence organisation. The HMCS thus contributes 
to the (spiritual) welfare of, in the first instance, 
military personnel and their loved ones and, 
secondly, of civilian personnel working at the 
Defence organisation, as well as veterans, and in 
addition also contributes to the morality of the 
armed forces as a whole. It does this by means of a 
visible presence in the workspace, providing 
personal contact and guidance, organising 
reflection services, and identifying problem areas 
and advising on how to deal with them. Central to 
this is a sense of meaning and ethics.

The humanist military chaplaincy focuses on 
military personnel and veterans and their specific 
life experience and the questions that arise in 
connection with working for the armed forces. The 
work of the HMCS takes place in the shape of 
one-on-one meetings between chaplain and client.

Humanist military chaplains are trained to 
understand people’s life stories. A sense of 

Multi-year policy plan 2017 - 2021 < 9



meaning and ideology are essential in this regard. 
The experience of a sense of meaning is not 
abstract, but part of everyday life. In this regard, 
the context, someone’s perspective on life, their 
norms and values and social connections and 
cultural aspects all play a role.  As such, it is not 
possible to approach a sense of meaning in 
isolation. It must always be considered in the 
context of the various aspects of someone’s life.
Humanist military chaplains are concerned with 
moral ethical processes, public and personal 
ethics, reflection and the flagging up of 
misconduct.

2.4 Purpose
It is not always easy to give life meaning, certainly 
not under circumstances when people are away 
from home for a long time and must do their work 

at risk of their own life. Humanist military 
chaplains offer help in the form of conversations, 
reflection, advice and support to help people find 
their balance again. There are times that that can 
be difficult for military personnel, veterans and 
their families. Being away from home, being 
confronted with violence, being faced by moral 
dilemmas or having difficulties with cooperation 
within the unit are some examples of events that 
can throw military personnel off balance and can 
stir up emotions and raise questions. In that case, 
it helps if they can get things off their chest and 
have a good conversation with someone who 
listens and helps them to work through their 
thoughts and feelings. 

2.5 Aspired positioning
Over the next five years, the HMCS aims to further 
stabilise and extend its position within and beyond 
the armed forces. The positioning of the service is 
good at present, but there is always room for 
improvement. Within the armed forces, for 
example, even more attention could be brought to 
the principles of humanism. Young people who 
enter the armed forces are not always aware of the 
meaning of ideology and how it affects their 
personal lives. Today, faith, religion and ideology 
are often considered a private matter and are often 
no longer explicitly addressed during upbringing. 
One way of increasing awareness of humanism is, 
for example, by distributing the book 
‘Overlevingsgids voor vrijdenkers’ [The survival 
guide for free-thinkers], which was published to 
mark the fiftieth anniversary of the HMCS.

Awareness of the work of humanist chaplains could 
also be raised among the political leaders and 
policy makers of the Ministry of Defence. This is 
necessary to maintain support for this work. When 
performing its tasks, the HMCS aims for a position 
in which it is seen as a reliable partner that has 

Humanist military chaplain in a one-on-one meeting.
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HMCS not only makes a contribution on the basis 
of the humanist ideology, but that it also takes and 
bears responsibility for the operational direction of 
the MCS. To this end, the HMCS cooperates 
constructively with the representatives of other 
belief systems and ideologies within Defence. The 
HMCS plays a key role and will strive towards a joint 
policy plan for the MCS.

Internationally, the HMCS serves as an example to 
other countries that do not yet have a humanist 
chaplaincy service in the armed forces. Humanists 
are currently active in countries such the United 
States, Great Britain and Norway in particular, to 
introduce an HMCS in their armed forces. The 
HMCS is delighted that a humanist chaplain started 
work in the Norwegian army on 1 February 2017. 
Over the next few years, the HMCS wants to spread 
its knowledge and expertise more actively to other 
countries, in order to develop a close-knit 
international base for the humanist military 
chaplaincy for military personnel, veterans and 
their families. 

important added value for the personnel care 
system of the armed forces.

Within the MCS, the HMCS is considered one of 
three major services that are responsible for visibly 
contributing to the direction of the chaplaincy 
within the armed forces. That means that the 

Survival guide.

International Military Chief of Chaplains Conference Amsterdam 2015.

Multi-year policy plan 2017 - 2021 < 11



3. What is the HMCS going to 
do?

Having established where we are now, what the 
context is for working within the armed forces, and 
what our vision and mission is, we can now answer 
the question of what the HMCS is going to do over 
the coming five years. In this chapter, the verbs 
connect, explore and communicate will be 
addressed in greater detail. In this context, quality 
assurance will also be addressed.

a. Connect
The work of humanist military chaplains is always 
related to people and is always based on the many 
forms of cooperation that exist between people. In 
the first instance, there is of course the connection 
with military personnel, veterans, and their 
families. As they offer initial support, military 
chaplains are the closest of all the care providers in 
the armed forces to the social environment of 
individual servicemen and women. In addition to 
offering guidance to military personnel, military 
chaplains also maintain contact with commanders, 
participate in SMTs and join military personnel on 
exercises and missions. The management of the 
service sets great store by good cooperation with 
the management of the Defence organisation. This 
means that contact is maintained with, for 
example, the Principal Directorate of Personnel, 
the Chief of Defence, the commanders of the 
operational commands, the Inspector-General of 
the Armed Forces and the Director of the Veterans 
Institute. Where possible, the HMCS is involved in 
the process to consider ways to optimise personnel 
care within the Defence organisation. 
In addition to the connection with fellow military 
chaplains from the other belief systems or 
ideologies, the connection with other support and 
healthcare providers is of great importance, 
certainly when it comes to coordinating a range of 

professionals, such as doctors, psychologists, 
occupational social workers and professionals from 
the Military Psychological Health Care Division. 
The HMCS has a seat on the Council of the Heads of 
Service and maintains good contact with the 
director and secretary of the MCS. 

Strengthening and intensifying contacts within the 
management line of the humanist organisations is 
also a focal area. In the first instance, the HMCS 
aims to be a ‘home base’ for all humanist 
chaplains. Over the last few years, the cooperation 
with the DHA, which commissions the chaplains, 
has been strengthened. When it comes to aspects 
such as further exploring the content of our work, 
we will continue to invest in this cooperation. The 
connection with the University of Humanistic 
Studies (UoHS) is vital to safeguard a sufficient 
number of well-trained humanist chaplains in the 
future. The UoHS feeds into the HMCS. The 
Netherlands quality register of chaplains (Stichting 
Kwaliteitsregister Geestelijke Verzorgers; SKGV) is a key 
partner for the registration of the quality of 
humanist chaplains.

University of Humanistic Studies tutorial. 
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increase this support, a range of resources are used 
to increase awareness for humanism and the 
HMCS. Social media, presentations, articles, 
international contacts, and moments of reflection 
as embodied by National Veterans Day, for 
example, all contribute to increased awareness. 

d. Quality assurance
An important precondition for the quality of the 
work of the HMCS is that training and education is 
a permanent focus. This is important to sustain the 
work of the humanist military chaplains, which 
sometimes makes great demands of them. 
Together with the other services of the MCS, it is 
important to bear in mind the importance of good 
personnel care for all military chaplains. Humanist 
military chaplains starting in the profession are 
allocated a mentor who can answer questions and 
provide them with support at the start of their 
career. 

All humanist chaplains are members of a peer-
supervision group, and can receive supervision at 
their request. On 1 January 2016, the HMCS joined 
the Netherlands quality register of chaplains 

In addition to the Defence organisation and the 
organisations of the humanist movement in the 
Netherlands, connection is also sought with 
international organisations such as the IMCCC, the 
BHA, the AHA, the IHEU, the EHF and the EHP. As 
far as international cooperation is concerned, steps 
still need to be taken to make humanist military 
chaplaincy possible in other countries too.

b. Explore
Without continuous exploration, the content of 
the work of the humanist military chaplaincy will 
grow stale. This means that new themes, methods 
and working practices must be studied. As part of 
this, the background question of how this relates 
to the humanist ideology must constantly be 
considered. The HMCS wants to respond to and 
contribute to the exploration of the subject matter 
initiated by other humanist organisations. In this 
regard we actively contributed, for example, to the 
new multi-year policy plan 2017-2021 of the DHA. 
The preparatory discussions held by the working 
group for this policy plan resulted in three themes 
regarding the subject matter. Over the coming 
years, the HMCS wants to further explore moral 
education, moral injury and care for the families of 
military personnel, with a particular focus on 
children. How we aim to do so is addressed in 
Chapter 4.

c. Communicate
Much of the good work done by humanist 
chaplains is not done in public. This cannot be any 
other way, as meetings always take place in a 
confidential and private setting. With regard to 
support for chaplaincy, it is important that people, 
both within and outside of the armed forces, know 
that we exist and know what we do. In order to 

National Veterans Day.
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(Stichting Kwaliteitsregister Geestelijke Verzorging; SKGV). 
Every five years, humanist chaplains must have 
earned enough credits to be permitted to conduct 
their work. This is primarily the responsibility of 
the chaplain him/herself. The HMCS facilitates the 
training and schooling of its chaplains, including 
by making available the financial means to keep 
the quality up to standard. In order to ensure that 
there will be enough well-trained humanist 
chaplains in the future, as well as to safeguard 
training and further exploration of the subject 
matter, the contact with the UoHS will be 
intensified. An area of attention within the MSC is 
how to approach the subject of careers policy 
within the services. Focal areas in this regard are 
the mature employees policy and the fact that we 
increasingly see chaplains no longer working for 
the same employer all their lives.

Chaplain symposium.

All humanist chaplains are 
members of a peer-supervision 
group, and can receive 
supervision at their request. 
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Dutch Humanist Association AGM.

4. How is the HMCS going to do 
this?

4.1 Strengten its relationship with the DHA
The basis for the work of the humanist military 
chaplains is the mission they are given by the DHA. 
Before they enter into employment with the armed 
forces, they are interviewed by the appointments 
advisory committee, which determines whether 
they are permitted to work for the armed forces on 
behalf of the DHA. In order to further build on the 
relationship with the DHA and the humanist 
movement, efforts are made to encourage 
chaplains to participate in a range of activities. 

This could include:
- Participation in annual chaplain symposiums;
- Visits to the AGM of the DHA;
- A training programme for humanist chaplains   
 who, after a few years, want to deepen their   
 knowledge;
- Presentations by chaplains during regional and   
 local activities of the DHA;
- Publication of articles and columns by chaplains  
 working in the armed forces in the DHA media;
- Invitations for board members, the director, and  
 employees of the national agency to activities by  
 the HMCS;
- Guest lectures by chaplains at the UoHS;
- Entering into a covenant with the UoHS in order  
 to ensure that sufficient numbers of well-trained  
 chaplains can be recruited and selected for the   
 Defence organisation in the future.

4.2 Cooperate with the Defence 
organisation
Together with the director and the other heads of 
services, the senior humanist chaplain of the 
armed forces has a seat on the Council of the Heads 
of Service. This council coordinates policy to be 
implemented jointly. At the level of the heads of 

services, there is close cooperation regarding the 
operational deployability of the military chaplains. 
On the work floor, military chaplains from all 
services work closely in units, on exercises and on 
missions. Military personnel, veterans and their 
families, as well as the Defence organisation as a 
whole, can expect that within the MCS everyone 
has respect for each other’s background and that, 
when necessary, people are referred to colleagues 
from a different military chaplaincy service. 
The HMCS provides a visible and constructive 
contribution in this regard. In autumn 2016, it 
made a proposal to arrive at a joint policy with 
regard to the moral education of military 
personnel. The HMCS aims for maximum 
coordination of the operational deployment of 
humanist chaplains. With regard to policy, the 
HMCS continues to search for areas of 
improvement and for opportunities for 
cooperation. The director of the MCS has an 
important role to play with regard to connecting 
parties and implementing policy. With regard to 
the Principal Directorate of Personnel, the HMCS 
also contributes to the exchange of ideas on how to 
keep personnel policy up to date, with particular 
attention for the families of military personnel.
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4.3 Broaden and internationalization
Countries within and beyond Europe are interested 
in how the MCS in general and the HMCS in 
particular are organised, and how they cooperate. 
The HMCS participates in the IMCCC (International 
Military Chief of Chaplains Conference) that is 
organised annually. Over the last few years, 
contacts have been built-up and maintained by the 
HMCS with representatives of the American, British 
and Norwegian humanist associations. We will 
widen this network and strengthen these contacts. 
Internationally, the Netherlands can be considered 
by the humanist movement as a pioneering 
country. During missions, humanist chaplains 
come into contact with military chaplains from 
other countries. They exchange ideas and contact is 
established with military personnel from foreign 
powers. The HMCS has noticed that when its 
background and working method is explained, 
military personnel who are not religious also ask 
for humanist care. During the 2011 annual meeting 
of the IHEU, the HMCS passed a motion that 
resulted in a resolution being unanimously passed 
that called on all countries where a humanist 

military chaplaincy has not yet been implemented 
to establish such a service. The implementation of 
HMCS in defence organisations abroad will benefit 
and strengthen the humanist movement in the 
Netherlands and beyond. The HMCS makes an 
active contribution by welcoming representatives 
of the international humanist movement to the 
Netherlands and by paying working visits abroad 
itself. In addition, it will develop information in 
English that explains who we are and how we work.

4.4 Explore the subject matter: moral 
education, moral injury and special 
attention for children at home
One of the most important focal areas of the MCS 
in general, and of the HMCS in particular, is the 
moral education of military personnel. In concrete 
terms, this means that courses are offered to 
military personnel at training locations and at the 
training centre of the MCS that strengthen their 
resilience. Moral education is important before, 
during and after the mission, to enable those 
working for the armed forces to grow and to 
integrate their experiences into their own lives. The 
full assortment of training opportunities for moral 
education will be examined and, in consultation 
with military personnel and trainers, be brought up 
to date in line with the demands of today. As part of 
this, particular attention will be paid to humanist 
principles, such as personal responsibility, 
reasonableness and human dignity. 

The second aspect of the subject matter which will 
be addressed is moral injury. In consultation with 
the UoHS, this subject will be explored in detail in 
research and education and an analysis will be 
made of what it means for military personnel and 
veterans. In December 2016, the service organised 
an interdisciplinary symposium on moral injury. 
This resulted in a number of action points, such as 
publishing a website including references to 

Humanist chaplain Ank van Harinxma on the disaster
place MH17.
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to how deployments affect the families of military 
personnel. In the past, there have been 
publications available for children in the form of 
children’s books such as the book ‘Het sprookje van de 
dappere ridder’ edited by former humanist chaplain 
Bart Hetebrij. Not a lot of experience has been 
gained, however, with regard to focusing attention 
on children in the form of individual chaplaincy 
guidance. The service will therefore investigate the 
psychological and pedagogical development of 
children who are faced with a period of absence of 
one of their parents. With regard to the services 
offered, the following is being considered: giving 
tips and tools to parents, organising meetings on 
moral education for children and encouraging 
cooperation between military family associations 
and the services of the Defence organisation and 
the Veterans Institute.

current literature (www.moralinjury.nl), 
investigating the courses on offer regarding moral 
training for military personnel, and promoting 
publications on the subject. For the HMCS, not to 
mention the other military chaplaincy services, the 
subject of moral injury is interesting because the 
operations of military personnel is embedded in a 
norms and value pattern that can be explained in a 
philosophical or religious context, and to which a 
sense of meaning can be given. In addition, moral 
injury offers guidelines, primarily for the transition 
from civilian to military personnel as well as for the 
transition from veteran to civilian. And last but not 
least, the subject of moral injury offers 
opportunities for focusing on spiritual growth 
through taking part in deployments.

The third aspect of the subject matter that the 
service will focus on over the coming years is 
families of military personnel, with particular 
attention for the children of veterans who are 
deployed abroad. Up until now, children are a 
group that has received less attention with regard 

Moral injury symposium.

Children and missions.
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The service has had a positive experience with Your 
Song. In this project veterans tell their story, which 
is then set to music. The project has been of great 
significance. A continuation of the project is being 
considered, in which lessons will be drawn from 
the past. In addition to the use of social media, the 
service will encourage chaplains to write about 
their work more often and give presentations to 
the local departments of the DHA. The service will 
also maintain contact with the media, not only 
media within the Defence organisation and the 
humanist movement, but external media too, such 
as Libelle magazine, 

4.5 Communicate
In order to raise awareness of the work of the 
HMCS within the armed forces, a communication 
policy will be developed. The use of social media is 
central to the policy. Military personnel, veterans 
and their families increasingly have a presence on 
modern media such as Facebook, Instagram and 
Twitter. Initial support is also available via social 
media. It is already the case that requests for 
individual support are received in this way. Social 
media also show what military personnel, veterans 
and their families find interesting, and can be used 
by the HMCS to communicate what it can do for 
them. Internal and external communication will be 
an area of focus of one of the conferences. 

Your Song poster.
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5. What are we working towards?

For the implementation of this multi-year policy 
plan, a plan of action will be drawn up in 2017, in 
which the sequentiality of the necessary steps will 
be detailed and the aims will be converted into the 
aspired results in terms as concrete as possible..

5.1 Schedule
De komende jaren werkt de DHGV aan de hand van 
een mijlpalenplanning om stap voor stap onze 
doelstellingen te realiseren. Een eerste voorzet: 

2017 Preparation 
- Development of plan of action
- Communication of multi-year policy plan
- Maintenance of international contacts
- Extension of network within humanist   
 movement
- New set-up for peer-supervision groups
- Contemporary international day of humanism

2018 Connection and Exploration 
- Signing of covenant with the UoHS
- New training programme for experienced   
 chaplains
- Research into humanist chaplaincy service’s   
 contribution to moral injury studies
- Realisation of new assortment of courses for   
 moral education
- Installation of military chaplaincy career policy   
 working group
- Development of services for children at home

2019 Communicate
- Evaluation of quality register of chaplains
- Provision of information about the HMCS in   
 English 
- Update of use of social media
- Investigation of number and distribution of   
 establishment positions for MCS
- Publications and press contact

2020 onwards reaping the benefits 
- Appointment of endowed professor of humanist  
 chaplaincy within the armed forces.
- Realisation of new capacity of HMCS

5.2 Where will we be in 2021?
The step-by-step schedule should mean that the 
first results will be visible in several services in 2021. 

Potentially as follows: 
•  The HMCS ensures there is greater awareness of   
 its activities among military personnel, veterans  
 and their families, thus increasing awareness of  
 humanism and the DHA; 
•  There is an endowed professor of humanist   
 chaplaincy for uniformed professions at the   
 UoHS; 
•  The HMCS is regularly consulted by the Defence   
 organisation leadership with regard to the core   
 values of the armed forces; 
•  The peer-supervision groups are running   
 satisfactorily; 
•  The HMCS has a larger network of cooperation   
 and media partners; 
• The services of the HMCS are visible and easy to   
 find for military personnel, veterans and their   
 families; 
•  An increasing number of military personnel,   
 veterans and their families make use of our   
 products and services; 
•  Humanist chaplains have all earned the   
 minimum number of points required for   
 permanent inclusion in the quality register of   
 chaplains;  
•  Participants in activities run by the HMCS are   
 satisfied with the quality; 
•  60 per cent of Defence personnel is familiar with  
 the HMCS as an organisation that offers   
 perspective on personal and social questions   
 regarding a sense of meaning.
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Appendix 1: List of abbreviations

AHA   American Humanist Association
AGM   Annual General Meeting
GDP   Gross Domestic Product
BHA   British Humanist Association
CHOD  Chief of Defence
MCS   Military Chaplaincy Services
HMCS  Humanist Military Chaplaincy Service
EHF   European Humanist Federation
EHP   European Humanist Professionals
DHA   Dutch Humanist Association
IHEU  International Humanist and Ethical Union
IMCCC  International Military Chief of Chaplains Conference
LHBTIQ Lesbian Homosexual Bisexual Transgender Intersexual and Queer
NATO    North Atlantic Treaty Organization
SHK   Stichting Homoseksualiteit en Krijgsmacht 
    (foundation for homosexuality in the armed forces)
SKGV  Stichting Kwaliteitsregister Geestelijke Verzorging 
    (Netherlands quality register of chaplains)
SMT   Social Medical Team
UoHS  University of Humanistic Studies
UN   United Nations
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Appendix 3: Further information

Would you like to know more about the Humanist 
Military Chaplaincy Service?

Website:   www.dgv.nl
Facebook:  https://www.facebook.com/humgv/
Telephone:  +31 (0)70 3166289
Email:    EA.Kamp@mindef.nl

Would you like to know more about the Dutch Humanist Association?
Website: www.humanistischverbond.nl

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/HumanistischVerbond/
Twitter:   https://twitter.com/humanverbond
Telephone:  +31 (0)20 5219000
Email:    info@humanistischverbond.nl
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Humanist Military Chaplaincy Service
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