
I noticed Larry a couple of times when he dropped his daughter off at 
our local elementary school. He stood out from the other dads who were 
delivering their kids, and he didn’t engage in the chit chat between parents. 
He wore camouflage cargo shorts, a Guinness hat, sported numerous 
tattoos, and waited quietly until his daughter went inside.  

I found out that his daughter was a classmate of my son. One day, as I arrived to pick up my boy, I found 
myself standing next to Larry as he waited for his little girl. I introduced myself and we talked for a few 
minutes until the kids came out. As we exchanged introductory information, he told me that he had done 
three tours in the U.S. Army overseas. I thanked him for his service and told him about my friend who was 
stationed in Iraq as an Army chaplain at that time. Though brief, that first conversation had a certain ease to 
it that made me feel as if we had become friends right off the bat.  

I didn’t see Larry much over the rest of that school year, occasionally seeing him at school, but we only said 
hi to each other without much more. That initial conversation stuck with me, however, and I wondered what 
else might come from it in the future.

When school began again this last fall, I saw him a couple of times in passing as we walked our kids to 
school. I always said, “Hey, what’s up, man?”  He always replied, “What’s goin’ on, brother?”  Though the 
words between us were few, his eyes always lit up when we saw each other, almost as if he had missed our 
friendship, though we really hadn’t spent much time together at all. I still wondered what was to come. After 
praying about it, I sensed the Lord wanted me to use this as an opportunity to get to know Larry better. 

My cross-cultural rationale for interviewing Larry is that, as an Army veteran, he is part of a military culture 
that I will never know. I have not been in the military. I do not have close relatives that have been either. 
While I can go to restaurants or museums to get a taste for certain cultures, or even visit their home country, 
the military is a pretty closed culture that is for members only. The extent of my knowledge is largely from 
movies and embedded reporters. Yet the need for the American church to have a real understanding of 
American soldiers is becoming increasingly important. As thousands of them return home from theatres of 
war overseas, how is the gospel appropriately contextualized for them and how can the church effectively 
love them? 

Convinced that the Lord wanted Larry to be the focus of my ethnography, I tried to connect with him. Of 
course, I never could. I would often see him off in the distance, but I didn’t want to run up on him and 
awkwardly ask to interview him after we hadn’t had a real conversation in over a year!  I asked the Lord to 
set up a divine appointment. If He wanted us to talk, He had to make it happen!

One Sunday afternoon, I asked a friend to pray that I would meet up with Larry that week. The next day, I 
saw him twice, again from afar. Again, I asked for a divine appointment. That afternoon as my son and I were 
returning from school and about to enter the alley by our church and our house, my boy saw Larry’s girl and 
called out to her. Wow!  We were in the exact spot where, just the day before, I had asked my friend to pray 
for a divine appointment!  

Larry and his daughter had been walking down the street right behind us and I took the opportunity/
divine appointment to ask Larry if I could interview him. As from our first conversation, he was so open and 
conversant. He was even genuinely excited about my request, and offered to bring his flash drive with all of 
his military records on it!  God had set it up!  We met a total of three times, first at a local restaurant, second 
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at our church, and third at his house.

CASE STUDY

Larry is from a neighboring state. He grew up not knowing his biological dad, but he and his step-dad are 
very close. His step-dad knows a few languages and is a college professor. His mom is a lawyer. Larry would 
not consider himself to be much of an intellectual, but he is a gifted mechanic and has always naturally 
known how to build and fix things.

He worked as a delivery man after high school, but was laid off as a nineteen-year-old and his brother 
convinced him to join the Army. He told me that if he hadn’t joined the Army, he probably would’ve done 
construction work. In the Army, he was trained as a tank mechanic. His mechanical abilities were recognized 
and developed, and he was sent to the National Training Center where he was taught how to rig things up 
with the supplies that he had. He was sent there five times during his time in the Army for further training. 
 
Larry’s first deployment was to Kuwait City, Kuwait. He lived outside in his camouflage tent, called his 
“hooch.”  He preferred to have just a couple of tents rather than a “mini-America” where soldiers “get 
complacent and forget to pay attention. Camaraderie is stronger when you have nothing. When you have 
everything, your team starts to break up.”  

In Kuwait, he maintained the tanks for the mechanized infantry. All of the fighting was done by the tanks 
rather than having troops on the ground. He also worked on the Humvees and was given an award for 
replacing all of their suspension springs. When he wasn’t working maintenance, he drove the battalion 
maintenance officer to meetings and stood guard while the officer was inside. Once a pack of camels went 
crazy and rushed into the tent where the officers were meeting!

It seemed that Larry enjoyed the “roughing it” part of this first tour. It was also characterized by “always 
moving forward.”  The mechanized infantry (tanks) was always moving forward and “if not, there’s 
something wrong.”

Observation:  Larry appreciates forward movement and accomplishment – set a goal, move forward, meet 
that goal. 

Larry reenlisted after his first tour and graduated at the top of his class in “light wheel” (light infantry where 
the soldiers are doing the fighting). He was used to the “shut up and do as you’re told” attitude of his former 
unit, and became very frustrated with the aviation unit that he joined. It was actually a pretty easy position 
as he just maintained the Humvees, but all the guys knew each other by first name, they were whiners, 
and they questioned their leaders. This made Larry irate and he got into a lot of fights. “I was an angry 
specialist!”

After two years, Larry was promoted to sergeant. He scored 149 out of 150 on the promotion board test. He 
did not look for any special recommendations: “If you don’t know me, you’re the best person to grade me.”  
As a sergeant, he saw some guys on the road to promotion only because they knew someone. He also saw 
others who deserved to be promoted and weren’t. In both cases, he fought for the right thing to be done. 

Observation:  Larry values order, respect for authority, and fair treatment/justice. Also, something is 
deserved only if you have earned it.

Larry met the woman who would later become his wife at the base. They were in the same unit, so he had to 
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join a different unit. They were married eight months later and he was deployed to Afghanistan. 

His role expanded while he was in Afghanistan, becoming a platoon sergeant. This meant that he was in 
charge of thirty-four soldiers and he had to know their work performance and handle their personal issues. 
He escorted a soldier to Germany who had tried to commit suicide. Drugs were also not allowed. If someone 
was doing drugs, they were thrown in prison with the Al-Qaeda guys!

Larry recognized that he was in over his head as a platoon sergeant, but he networked until he could figure 
everything out. He looked for other guys who were “trained rightly” and learned from them, carrying a 
notebook and pen everywhere to learn all that he could. He had been told to watch for those who are the 
real leaders and emulate them. He saw that in another sergeant. “He knew the answers, he could show you 
in the book, and he carried himself like a boss.”  Larry learned a lot from this man.

Observation:  Larry has led men and felt the burden of leadership. He displayed humility and 
resourcefulness in getting the job done. He values being trained well and good leadership. 

Larry was stationed in Afghanistan for his second tour overseas. He spent ten months there and his duties 
there were relatively light. Reporters from international media were imbedded with his brigade because it 
was built differently than previous brigades and was significant in military history.

Larry said, “Media ruins the military – it creates weakness.”  He spoke of lessening support of the troops 
back in the States as well as weakening morale among the troops. His most potent example of this was 
toward what he thought would be the end of his third tour. His battalion was preparing to return home 
when he got a call from his wife, who asked, “Is it true?”  She had heard on the news that their tour was 
being extended for six more months before Larry and his guys had been told.

This incident burned Larry badly and has made him very skeptical of any information that comes out of 
the media, out of Washington, or out of the Army. When I asked him about Osama bin Laden’s death, he 
just shrugged his shoulders and said he didn’t really care about it. Furthermore, he said that, because they 
never showed the body, he doubted whether it really happened at all. He figured it could all be a hoax. I was 
surprised to hear such a jaded response, but it revealed, in his opinion, how cynical the military had made 
him.

Observation:  Truth, transparency, and authenticity are important to Larry.

Larry re-deployed for his third and final tour (though he said he still has until age thirty-seven to try and get 
back in) after his daughter was born. He said that he chose to go back to provide for his family; he received 
a $15,000 bonus. He also had said that he would re-enlist if he could go back to “light wheel” which was 
almost impossible. However, he was told he could, so he kept his word and re-enlisted.

While on this third tour, Larry had to write up his own Meritorious Service Medal recommendation. In fact 
he re-wrote applications for thirty-eight other guys because his Platoon sergeant would not do them. It turns 
out that this man had only been promoted because he was a Free Mason. Larry told me that the Masons 
are big in the military, which I was totally unaware of. He feels that their presence within the military is 
detrimental because it breaks up the camaraderie between people. It is a group within a group. The sergeant 
actually invited Larry to join, and though it looked pretty interesting, Larry turned him down because he 
didn’t have the time to do all of the studying and reports that the Masons were required to do.

As a side note, I saw how important rewards and commendations are to Larry and in the military. We hear 
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of the medals that are awarded for various actions, but I did not know that coins are given out for smaller 
honors or as tokens of appreciation. Larry had fifteen coins taped to the front of his picture album, and 
mentioned a few times that “I got a coin” following different things that he did. One was a chaplain’s coin 
that he received for doing two fifteen-mile chaplains road marches in two days!  He also used wire snips to 
cut up one of his coins to share the honor with the other guys who had helped him.

Larry’s third tour turned out to be the most dangerous.  Things began poorly when he badly hurt his hand 
while on a brief leave to see his wife and daughter back home. He had to sit at a desk for a long time, 
affording him the opportunity to write those thirty-eight awards. 

Later, a friend of Larry’s, a sergeant, was sent out to retrieve a Humvee that had stalled between two large 
homes, “mud castles.”  When he arrived with his “wrecker” to tow the Humvee back, a rocket-propelled 
grenade hit his truck. He was hurt very badly and the engineers fought their way out of harm’s way, saving 
his life.

 Three weeks after his fellow soldier was hit, while out on patrol, Larry’s Humvee hit an IED. His truck had 
under-armor so it flew straight up in the air, Larry hit his head and herniated a disk in his neck, but he was 
able to drive back to base.

Later that year, Larry was in a caravan of trucks when a truck, two ahead of his, hit a double stack anti-tank 
IED. Everyone in that truck died except the Military Policewoman who was in the gun turret. The interpreter 
in that truck walked around with his head half blown off before dying. The gun turret and the MP inside flew 
off the truck and the turret landed across her knees. Her legs had to be amputated.

How does one respond to witnessing such horrible violence?  Larry said it wasn’t that crazy to him. He had 
seen all of that stuff in movies and in video games before. He ended up using parts from that fractured 
truck, though he was criticized for it, to which he replied, “I’ve still gotta run shop and you still gotta go out 
and play army.”  His focus was on his job, but Larry also cared for those who were killed and left behind. He 
organized the twenty-one-gun salute and remembrance of those who had been killed, and received a coin 
(referenced earlier) from the Military Police in appreciation for what he had done.  

These stories made me inquire more about what life is like as soldiers return home. Larry told me that 
everyone he knows has Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), without exception. One of his friends came 
back and got addicted to sleeping pills and alcohol to try and cope.

Larry remembered a guy who had PTSD and “was nuts.”  The drugs he was given didn’t help him at all. He 
chose to self-medicate with marijuana. “He was smarter than the guy from ‘A Beautiful Mind’.”

I asked Larry if he had PTSD. He told me that he never believed that he did when all of the government 
psychiatrists told him that he did. “The Army shrinks are just there to get you to go away . . . ‘take Ambient 
to go to sleep” . . . they’re federal drug dealers.”  It wasn’t until he visited ten civilian psychiatrists who all 
diagnosed him as having PTSD that he relented to the fact that he, too, has PTSD. 

However, Larry will not take any drugs to deal with his condition. Ever since he was addicted to pain-killers 
for his hand injury, he has avoided prescription drugs. His solution to being addicted to pain-killers: “I beat 
the crap out of myself,” describing how he ran and used the elliptical machine maniacally until he sweat the 
drugs out.
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Observation:  Soldiers returning home have a lot of issues to deal with, including exposure to Free Masons, 
PTSD, and possible ensuing drug addiction. For Larry, in particular, I wonder if the Lord has spared him from 
the Masons and from drug addiction, protecting him for Himself. I am also intrigued by the importance of 
awards and merit in military life.

Larry returned home and began to adjust to life in America. What he sees as the biggest difference between 
Army and U.S. culture is the importance of order. In the Army, “it’s an easier life. There’s no order or 
structure in the civilian world.”  He also missed the camaraderie of the Army and feels that there is very little 
of that back home. He has tried to build some order and camaraderie into his life, especially at work, but 
working in a local automotive store can be difficult for these ideals. The guys all work for commission and so 
they are not motivated to get things organized or to work as a team because they always want to be out on 
the floor making a sale.

I asked him if he has plans for the future, perhaps to do something other than his current job. He said he 
had two brief, high-paying jobs last year, but one was too much travel and the other didn’t allow him to help 
the seventy-five people he supervised in a factory. Both of these conditions frustrated him greatly, so he 
returned to his current employer, which he really enjoys. “I get to be loud and obnoxious.”

His primary personal value is to provide for his family, “making sure that they [he has another young 
daughter too], don’t grow up without anything, try to do stuff with my girls. That his wife is happy, has what 
she needs, has a safe vehicle. I’m here; gotta do what I gotta do.”  I asked him if he was personally satisfied 
with that, to which he replied, “It is what it is. I have responsibilities and obligations. I’m the disciplinarian. 
They’ll either grow up to hate me or respect me.”  I have seen him with both of his girls and I have seen that 
there is a lot of love and affection there as well. Larry is confident, too, that PTSD does not affect him as a 
husband or as a father.

Observation: The life that soldiers return to at home is radically different from the theatre of war. Larry 
misses parts of Army life and is not getting them in America. Does this lead to a life of perpetual frustration?
 
We finished our third meeting together by talking about faith in the military, but it quickly moved to his 
personal faith experience. He mentioned that the chaplains he knew were chaplains of all faiths and could 
do all types of services. He was baptized Roman Catholic, but confirmed as a Methodist when he was 
sixteen. He had to go to Sunday school for five years straight to be confirmed. “There were 29,000 ceiling 
tiles in that church. I know because all I did was count them during Sunday school. Church was so boring.”  
Neither his baptism nor his confirmation means anything to him now.

I mentioned to him that I went to a denominational grade school, where most of my friends were confirmed, 
but I was not. When he asked why I wasn’t confirmed, I was able to share about salvation by grace through 
faith, instead of salvation through works or religiosity. 

His personal spiritual philosophy was this:  “I believe in God and in the devil and we each have our own way 
of relating with each of them. If it makes you happy, then it makes you happy. If you like going to church, 
then go. If you don’t enjoy going, then don’t.”  He told me that he read the Old and New Testaments while 
he was deployed, as well as the Satanic Bible.

When I asked about his view of God: “He looks like an old man with a big beard who has control and who 
gives and takes. People like rapists and drug addicts end up in hell. People who do the right thing will get 
into heaven. I don’t like when people act like they have the only way into heaven. I would say that I have 
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spiritual thoughts. I’m content. If I talk to God and He listens, great. If not, He’s busy.”

When I asked about Jesus, Larry said: “I’m not really sure about him. I know he was tortured for the sins of 
everybody. He was the Son of God, an actual person.”

Observation:  Larry has been exposed to religious things, and has a view of God and faith that comes 
straight out our relativistic culture. It’s interesting that he doesn’t have a clear opinion about Jesus. He needs 
the gospel.

MINISTRY RECOMMENDATIONS

In brief, my ministry recommendations for soldiers-turned-civilians would be to consider the observations 
I have made throughout the case study and prayerfully think of ways that the Church can respond. It is 
interesting how “manly” and adventurous the church of the New Testament is, from the band of brothers 
of the disciples, through the adventures of Acts, to the military and athletic allusions made by Paul, yet the 
modern American church does not often reflect those values very well. I think we need to ask ourselves if 
military personnel would connect in our largely homogenized churches.

For Larry, in particular, I have thought of two military men in the Bible: Naaman the Syrian who came to 
Elisha to be healed of leprosy (2 Kings 5) and the Centurion who believed that Jesus could heal his servant 
(Luke 7). There are a number of parallels in both of these accounts to what I have observed in Larry: military 
experience, the importance of rank and authority, hearing the good news from others, the need for healing, 
and the necessity of faith in God’s revelation for healing to occur. 

I pray that my relationship with Larry will continue to grow. We are planning to run together soon. I hope 
we can spend some time together as families, too. One of the statements that he made at the start of our 
first meeting was, “I’ve lived my whole life by a manual,” referring to his Army handbook. I hope that he will 
begin to live his life according to a new Manual. I’m praying for the opportunity to invite him to read through 
the book of Mark with me, that the Spirit would use the Word to awaken his heart to faith in Christ.

WHAT I LEARNED 

I learned a great deal about the military, largely summarized by my observations throughout the case study. 
On a greater level, pertaining to my future ministry, I learned that people love to talk about their lives and 
experiences. Many are also hungry for authentic relationships. Both of these conditions compel me to be 
more intentional about spending time with guys that I currently only know on a surface level. Just asking 
them questions about their lives and becoming a friend can, Lord willing, open up avenues for gospel 
interaction.  If most men are like me, they’re looking for others to really listen to what they have to say. As 
the Lord wills, I pray that He would make me a listening ear for those who He is calling to Himself.
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