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The Lords of the New Church

Zealots, Prophets, Heretics, and the Future of Airpower

J. WILLIAM “BILL” DEMARCO

The US Air Force, born of  visionary ambition to dominate the skies and reshape 
modern warfare, now finds itself  constrained by the very institutions it once dis-
rupted. Drawing an analogy between ecclesiastical orthodoxy and military bu-
reaucracy, this article argues that the Air Force is at risk of  enshrining ritual over 
readiness, doctrine over adaptability, and performance over authenticity. Despite 
high-profile innovation efforts, cultural inertia—fueled by gatekeeping structures, 
evaluative formalism, and legacy paradigms—impedes transformation. Through 
the lens of thinkers such as Max Weber and Clausewitz, this work analyzes efforts 
at innovation through programs such as AFWERX and individuals including 
Colonel John Boyd to explore how reformation—not revolution—is required for 
the renewal of  the Air Force.

The US Air Force—indeed, the broader Joint force—is grappling with 
an accelerating mismatch between twenty-first-century operational 
complexity and twentieth-century institutional behavior. Despite in-
vestments in technology, innovation, and professional military educa-

tion (PME), the Air Force continues to recruit prophets only to burn them at 
the stake. Cultural inertia, driven by bureaucratic risk aversion, doctrinal or-
thodoxy, and outdated talent structures, undermines the ability to adapt with 
speed and relevance. In a time when adversaries are rewriting the rules of 
power projection, America cannot afford to rely on legacy mindsets embedded 
in inherited institutions.

In 1929, the Air Corps Tactical School (ACTS) adopted the Latin motto, Profici-
mus More Irretenti (“We Make Progress Unhindered by Custom”), embodying a 
spirit of daring intellectual rebellion.1 Its authors believed that airpower theory 
should not be tethered to tradition. They were not seeking comfort; they were 
seeking transformation.

Ironically, this motto has all but disappeared from visible use at Air University—
a poignant metaphor for how the spirit of doctrinal innovation has been replaced
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by a culture of procedural compliance. One of the earliest expressions of this 
proficimus spirit was the development of high-altitude precision daylight 
bombing doctrine at ACTS. Figures like Lieutenant General Harold George and 
Major General Haywood Hansell—drawing from Giulio Douhet’s theories but 
adapting them to American industrial capacity and democratic norms—argued 
that airpower could strike an enemy’s warmaking capability directly, bypassing 
prolonged ground warfare. Though controversial at the time, their ideas laid 
the intellectual foundation for strategic bombing in World War II, demonstrat-
ing what it truly meant to make progress unhindered by custom.

Yet there are moments in the life of an institution when reverence becomes 
ritual, and ritual becomes rot. The Air Force, like the great churches of history, 
was founded with a visionary mandate: to transcend the limits of land-bound 
warfare, to command the skies, and to deter or defeat adversaries through the 
asymmetric power of the air. But over time, even the most righteous institu-
tions can begin to worship their own form. Airpower, once an animating doc-
trine of strategic imagination, risks becoming a liturgy—a closed canon of be-
liefs administered by a priesthood of program offices, doctrinal gatekeepers, 
and acquisition theologians.

This article frames the question of Air Force reform through a metaphor that 
is both subversive and faithful: the institutional church. It asks whether the Air 
Force, like the church of the late Middle Ages, has become so consumed by its 
own orthodoxy and ritual that it has lost sight of its reason for being. The goal 
is not to dismantle but to diagnose—to distinguish between performative in-
novation and prophetic reform, between liturgy and lived readiness.

Drawing on the perspectives of thinkers ranging from Carl von Clausewitz 
and Colonel John Boyd to Hans-Georg Gadamer and Søren Kierkegaard, and 
grounded in Air Force doctrine and strategic scholarship, this work argues that 
the Air Force must undergo what Gadamer would call a hermeneutic turn: a 
rediscovery of meaning through the act of interpretation.2 Doctrine, like scrip-
ture, must not only be read but also reread, debated, embodied, and transformed.

The following sections explore this analogy through seven thematic move-
ments: 1) institutional drift, 2) the rise of gatekeepers, 3) the tension between 
prophets and heretics, 4) the misuse of sacred texts, 5) the performance of 
strategy, 6) the liturgy of lethality, and 7) a final call to institutional repentance. 
Each section builds toward a vision not of revolution, but of reformation—a re-
turn to the deeper truths of airpower in a moment when the stakes demand 
nothing less.

2. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd rev. ed., trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. 
Marshall (Continuum, 2004).
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Founding Vision Versus Institutional Drift

Institutions, whether sacred or strategic, are often founded with a sense of 
purpose—aspirational, even transcendent. Churches are established to shepherd 
souls, preserve wisdom, and enact a divine mission. The Air Force emerged with 
a similarly compelling directive: to secure dominance in the air domain in de-
fense of national interest. Its creation reflected a vision of transformational 
power—airpower as the decisive instrument of national will.

Over time, institutions risk becoming preoccupied with the preservation of 
form rather than the pursuit of function. The church, particularly during the late 
Middle Ages, gradually shifted from spiritual vitality to ritual maintenance, from 
theological inquiry to bureaucratic enforcement. The sale of indulgences, the cen-
tralization of ecclesiastical authority, and the persecution of dissenting voices such 
as fifteenth-century religious reformers Jan Hus or Girolamo Savonarola illustrate 
how doctrine became a mechanism of control rather than a conduit of truth.3

A parallel pattern has emerged within the Air Force. The founding ethos of 
imagination, agility, and strategic initiative has, in key areas, been subordi-
nated to institutional self-preservation. In recent years, the Air Force has ex-
pressed the need for innovation through initiatives like Accelerate Change or 
Lose and AFWERX.4 Yet these efforts often fall prey to what Thomas Kuhn 
might call paradigm entrenchment—where anomalies are acknowledged but 
never allowed to disrupt the prevailing model.5 In many cases, efforts like Spark 
Cells or innovation incubators remain brokers of boutique change, not prophets 
of doctrinal transformation.

While designed to empower tactical-level innovation, many of the Spark Cells 
proliferating across Air Force bases are resourced “out of hide” and focus on hy-
perlocal solutions—like 3D-printing spare parts or developing mobile apps to 
schedule fitness tests.6 These are not unimportant, but they rarely scale beyond 
the base and almost never challenge or transform strategic doctrine. In this way, 
Spark Cells often become ritualized innovation: visible, celebrated, and low-risk—
but ultimately disconnected from the institution’s most urgent adaptation needs.

Similarly, AFWERX began with the promise of unleashing Airman-led innova-
tion at the tactical edge, co-founded by visionaries like Dr. Brian Maue to create 
agile pathways for warfighters.7 Yet over time, its mission has become increas-
ingly transactional—more focused on matching startups with acquisition oppor-

3. Diarmaid MacCulloch, The Reformation: A History (Viking, 2003).
4. Charles Q. Brown Jr., Accelerate Change or Lose (Headquarters US Air Force, August 2020).
5. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 3rd ed. (University of Chicago Press, 1996).
6. Lan Kim, “3D Printed Parts for the C-5M Deliver New Capabilities,” US Air Force (USAF, website), 

12 March 2023, https://www.af.mil/.
7. AFWERX Public Affairs, “AFWERX Named to Fast Company’s 100 Best Workplaces for Innovators,” 

USAF, 30 July 2020, https://www.af.mil/.

https://www.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/3321057/3d-printed-parts-for-the-c-5m-deliver-new-capabilities/
https://www.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/2293575/afwerx-named-to-fast-companys-100-best-workplaces-for-innovators/
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tunities than on challenging foundational doctrine or force design.8 Its outputs 
are now measured more in media buzz and small-dollar Small Business Innova-
tion Research awards than in strategic adaptation. In this, AFWERX exemplifies 
how reformist energy can be ritualized into process—how what begins as disrup-
tion can be absorbed into the very bureaucratic rhythms it set out to transcend.

Similarly, the promotion system rewards conformity to established career 
paths, privileging command tours and platform pedigree over unconventional 
thinkers in cyber, artificial intelligence, or autonomous systems.9 As in the me-
dieval church, where dissenting theologians were cast as heretics for challeng-
ing orthodoxy, today’s doctrinal dissenters often find themselves marginalized 
in key decision-making forums. In both cases, the institutional immune system 
activates not to test the new but to defend the familiar.

Max Weber’s theory of the “routinization of charisma” describes how revolu-
tionary ideals, once institutionalized, solidify into bureaucratic mechanisms 
that dampen the very spirit that gave rise to the organization.10 The prophet 
becomes the priest; the revolutionary becomes the administrator. Structures 
created to support mission success become the mission. In this light, the Air 
Force risks becoming a steward of its own mythology—one that venerates legacy 
platforms and Cold War paradigms even as adversaries exploit emerging tech-
nologies and novel domains.

The inertia of institutional drift is compounded by cognitive lag. Theories 
and operational concepts often outlive their utility, particularly when institu-
tions remain reluctant to reinterpret doctrinal frameworks. Kuhn’s concept of 
paradigm shifts is instructive here: dominant models persist until they can no 
longer accommodate growing anomalies—at which point crisis compels trans-
formation. In the Air Force’s case, anomalies abound: cyber and space-based 
threats, human-machine teaming, and algorithmic decision cycles all signal a 
strategic context that legacy airpower doctrine can no longer contain. Yet, like 
the pre-Reformation church clinging to scholastic orthodoxy, the institution 
tends to respond not with reformation but retrenchment.

A telling example is the Advanced Battle Management System (ABMS), envi-
sioned as a radical overhaul of command and control (C2)—seamless, AI-enabled, 
and distributed across platforms. Originally intended to replace the aging Joint Sur-
veillance Target Attack Radar System architecture, ABMS promised a shift toward 

8. See, for example, Theresa Hitchens, “Air Force Boosts Funding Cap for Promising Startups,” Breaking 
Defense, 7 October 2019, https://breakingdefense.com/.

9. See Kyle Rempfer, “Fighter Jock Culture May Be Holding Air Force Back, RAND Study Says,” Air 
Force Times, 26 February 2019, https://www.airforcetimes.com/; and Jennifer‑Leigh Oprihory, “USAF 
Wants Promotions to Be More Equitable, Brown Says,” Air & Space Forces Magazine, 21 September 2020, 
https://www.airandspaceforces.com/.

10. Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, ed. Guenther Roth and 
Claus Wittich (University of California Press, 1978).

https://breakingdefense.com/2019/10/air-force-boosts-funding-cap-for-promising-startups/
https://www.airforcetimes.com/news/your-air-force/2019/02/27/fighter-jock-culture-may-be-holding-air-force-back-rand-study-says/
https://www.airandspaceforces.com/usaf-wants-promotions-to-be-more-equitable-brown-says/
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edge-cloud networks and real-time sensor fusion.11 But the initiative faltered under 
the weight of legacy acquisition procedures, unclear doctrinal anchoring, and 
platform-centric thinking. Though publicly championed, ABMS remained doctrin-
ally peripheral—celebrated in speeches but unsupported in core planning docu-
ments.12 It became a case study in anomaly denial: a transformative vision effec-
tively quarantined from doctrinal reckoning.13

Reform does not begin with the rejection of tradition but with its reinterpre-
tation. According to Gadamer’s hermeneutics, understanding is always histori-
cally situated.14 Foundational texts—whether scripture or doctrine—must be 
engaged anew in each generation. A hermeneutic turn involves discerning not 
just what a text meant, but what it means now, in light of new realities. For the 
Air Force, this implies that concepts like dominance, decisive force, or even 
strategic deterrence must be examined in the light of contemporary threats, 
technologies, and geopolitical dynamics.

The contrast is stark: Airpower, once a disruptive idea, now risks being do-
mesticated by the very structures it once challenged. Reformation, in this con-
text, is not a break with history but a return to its animating spirit. Institutional 
drift can be arrested—but only through intentional, interpretive renewal.

The Rise of Gatekeepers and Orthodoxy

All enduring institutions develop mechanisms to preserve their coherence: hi-
erarchies, rituals, and authoritative doctrines. In the ecclesiastical world, these 
mechanisms manifest as councils, sacraments, and creeds. In military culture, 
they take the form of command structures, evaluative boards, and doctrinal cus-
todians. Their purpose is to maintain integrity, continuity, and legitimacy.

Yet, as Weber cautioned in his theory of authority, the bureaucratic apparatus 
established to serve the mission may begin to serve itself.15 Within the Air Force, 
this bureaucratic preservation often surfaces as rigid adherence to legacy con-
cepts, even in the face of profound strategic disruption. Gatekeeping functions, 
originally intended to safeguard professional standards, may evolve into instru-
ments of conformity. Doctrine becomes less a guide for thought and more a script 
to be recited. The evaluative architecture of the institution—promotions, awards, 
assignments—begins to reward compliance over insight, control over creativity.

11. Valerie Insinna, “The Air Force Has a New Plan to Field the Advanced Battle Management System. 
Here’s What You Need to Know,” Defense News, 11 May 2021.

12. Defense Acquisitions: Action Is Needed to Provide Clarity and Mitigate Risks of the Air Force’s 
Planned Advanced Battle Management System, GAO‑20‑389 (US Government Accountability Office 
[GAO], 16 April 2020), https://www.gao.gov/.

13. Kuhn, Scientific Revolutions.
14. Gadamer, Truth and Method.
15. Max Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (Oxford 

University Press, 1946).

https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-20-389.pdf
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Historically, this dynamic was evident in the institutional resistance to 
Boyd’s observe, orient, decide, act (OODA) loop framework as “too disruptive,” 
as it challenged hierarchical, platform-centric thinking.16 Despite its eventual 
embrace by joint doctrine, Boyd’s work was largely developed outside formal 
structures and met early resistance by doctrinal boards. Boyd himself was mar-
ginalized during his career. His prophetic contributions on energy-
maneuverability theory and the OODA loop only gained traction after his de-
parture from active service.17

Similarly, Billy Mitchell’s early advocacy for strategic bombing and carrier-
based aviation was dismissed as insubordination by senior leaders still en-
trenched in battleship-era thinking.18 Mitchell was court-martialed in 1925 for 
his public criticisms of senior leadership’s failure to understand the potential of 
airpower. Though vindicated by history, he was condemned by the institution.

Today, a similar gatekeeping logic can be seen in the marginalization of 
non-kinetic warfighting disciplines—particularly cyber, space, and AI. Of-
ficers pioneering these domains often find themselves lacking traditional 
markers of institutional credibility, such as command of a manned flying 
squadron. Consider the Air Force’s initial reluctance to formally integrate 
ABMS into a doctrinal framework, despite its potential to redefine C2 across 
domains. In its review, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) warned 
that although ABMS had progressed technically, the Air Force had “yet to 
develop clear doctrinal and acquisition strategies,” a gap GAO identified as 
a significant barrier to full operational integration.19 Instead of enabling 
doctrinal innovation, program offices defaulted to legacy acquisition path-
ways, stalling momentum and sending a signal that novel concepts must 
conform to legacy structures to be accepted.

Michel Foucault’s notion of disciplinary power and the “panopticon” helps 
explain this phenomenon. Once internalized, the gaze of institutional authority 
shapes behavior not through overt coercion but through self-regulation. This 
notion of institutional power warns that once a logic of internal control is nor-
malized, even the most visionary organizations begin to regulate thought, be-
havior, and possibility itself.20 Officers learn to anticipate expectations and 
align performance with visible norms, regardless of strategic efficacy. In such 

16. See Robert Coram, Boyd: The Fighter Pilot Who Changed the Art of War (Little, Brown, 2002); and 
Ian T. Brown, A New Conception of War: John Boyd, the U.S. Marines, and Maneuver Warfare (Marine 
Corps University Press, 2018).

17. Grant Hammond, The Mind of War: John Boyd and American Security (Smithsonian Books, 2001).
18. John T. Correll, “Billy Mitchell and the Battleships,” Air & Space Forces Magazine, 21 July 2021, 

https://www.airandspaceforces.com/.
19. Battle Management: DOW and Air Force Continue to Define Joint Command and Control Efforts, 

GAO-23105495 (GAO, January 2023), 12–13, https://www.gao.gov/.
20. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (Vintage 

Books, 1995).

https://www.airandspaceforces.com/article/billy-mitchell-ostfriesland/
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-23-105495
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systems, innovation is often framed as disruption; critique is conflated with 
disloyalty. The institution thus protects its form at the expense of its future.

This dynamic is especially evident in the Air Force’s use of doctrine. Official 
publications such as Air Force Doctrine Publication (AFDP) 1, The Air Force, 
are designed to serve as adaptive frameworks for thinking. Yet in practice, they 
can become tools of orthodoxy, invoked to shut down rather than stimulate de-
bate. As one military strategist warns, doctrine must be “a point of departure 
for thought, not a substitute for it.”21

This narrowing of intellectual space is reinforced by enduring status hierar-
chies within the service. The fighter pilot archetype—rooted in the heroic ethos 
of Cold War air superiority—continues to dominate leadership pipelines and 
cultural narratives. Meanwhile, acquisition innovators, cyber specialists, and AI 
researchers—those advancing the frontier of military capability—often remain 
institutionally peripheral.22 The result is a cultural lag: emergent ideas surface 
but rarely gain traction within the promotion or doctrinal apparatus. Institu-
tions preserve power less through overt repression than through the normaliza-
tion of certain ways of knowing—subtly determining whose expertise is deemed 
credible.23 Within this epistemic hierarchy, voices that challenge the dominant 
paradigm often find themselves excluded.

Historical examples of reformers treated as threats abound. Boyd and Mitch-
ell are just two examples. The fate of reformers often follows a familiar pattern: 
they are first dismissed as heretics, then accepted as visionaries, and finally 
canonized as saints once their insights no longer pose a threat. Institutions re-
sist anomalies until the weight of contradiction becomes unbearable.24 But by 
then, the cost of inaction may be irreversible.

The role of doctrinal gatekeepers must therefore be reimagined. Their task is 
not to enforce intellectual closure but to create space for disciplined dissent—
what Isaiah Berlin described as a pluralism of values: the belief that multiple, 
sometimes conflicting, principles can each hold legitimate claims to truth de-
pending on context.25 This does not entail relativism, but rather a recognition 
that institutional health requires conversation, not catechism.

Reform, then, begins with a redefinition of authority itself. It asks whether 
the purpose of command is to preserve hierarchy or to cultivate adaptability, 
and whether the role of doctrine is to restrict action or to expand understand-
ing. The prophetic task is “to nurture, nourish, and evoke a consciousness and 
perception alternative to the consciousness and perception of the dominant 

21. Colin S. Gray, Modern Strategy (Oxford University Press, 1999), 390.
22. Rempfer, “Fighter Jock”; and S. Rebecca Zimmerman et al., Movement and Maneuver: Culture and 

Competition for Influence Among U.S. Military Services (RAND Corporation, 2019), https://www.rand.org/.
23. Foucault, Discipline and Punish.
24. Kuhn, Scientific Revolutions.
25. Isaiah Berlin, “The Pursuit of the Ideal,” in The Crooked Timber of Humanity: Chapters in the His-

tory of Ideas, ed. Henry Hardy (Princeton University Press, 1990).

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2270.html
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culture.”26 Without such prophetic space, the Air Force risks becoming an insti-
tution of ritual without renewal.

Zealots, Prophets, and Heretics

Every reformation movement—religious, intellectual, or institutional—relies 
on a cast of archetypes: zealots who ignite the flame of change, prophets who 
see with moral clarity, and heretics who challenge the prevailing orthodoxy. 
These roles are not always distinct, nor are they evenly recognized in their time. 
More often than not, those labeled heretics by their institutions are later vener-
ated as visionaries by history. Like tectonic shifts, their impact may be imper-
ceptible at first, but over time, they realign the doctrinal landscape.

In ecclesiastical terms, zealots are those who demand radical reorientation. They 
are often impatient with proceduralism and unwilling to compromise on urgency. 
Within the Air Force, these are the officers advocating for machine-speed decision-
making, cognitive warfare capabilities, and the operational integration of AI. Their 
insistence on speed and disruption challenges the established pace of institutional 
change. Lieutenant General Christopher Weggeman, while serving as deputy com-
mander of Air Combat Command, became a vocal champion of digital moderniza-
tion and the “DAF Digital Trinity”—cloud computing, data, AI/machine learning. 
His persistent calls for a new operational rhythm—grounded in machine-speed C2 
and software-defined warfare—embodied the zealot’s urgency. Though not margin-
alized, Weggeman’s message often strained against entrenched bureaucratic 
rhythms and the cultural inertia of platform-first thinking.27

Prophets, by contrast, speak from within the institution yet refuse to be se-
duced by its internal logic. They are capable of diagnosing not only procedural 
inefficiencies but also moral and philosophical drift. They resist the tyranny of 
single vision in favor of competing yet coexisting truths.28 These are the in-
structors, strategists, and field commanders who resist cynical careerism and 
instead ask what the Air Force is for. Their role is not merely critical but re-
demptive. Prophets remind the institution of its original covenant, its telos, and 
its accountability to more than budget cycles and bureaucratic rankings.

Lieutenant General Clint Hinote—as deputy chief of staff for strategy, inte-
gration, and requirements—exemplified this prophetic role. He consistently 
challenged the service to think differently about deterrence, airpower, and 
Indo-Pacific operations, often warning that legacy approaches would not sur-
vive future conflict. Hinote was not oppositional but deeply loyal—a reformer 

26. Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Fortress Press, 1978), 3.
27. Air Force Life Cycle Management Center, “Exclusive Interview with Lt. Gen. Chris Weggeman,” 

Air Combat Command, 1 July 2021, https://www.acc.af.mil/.
28. Berlin, “Pursuit.”

https://www.acc.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/2678436/exclusive-interview-with-lt-gen-chris-weggeman/
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working from within to realign the Air Force with its stated mission and emerg-
ing strategic environment.29

The heretic, exemplified in figures like Mitchell and Boyd, is often the 
prophet before vindication. Boyd was denied general officer rank and spent 
much of his career influencing doctrine from the margins rather than the cen-
ter. As mentioned, though derided in his time, Boyd’s concepts now form the 
backbone of Joint PME curricula and underpin modern maneuver warfare doc-
trine.30 Mitchell’s court-martial for insubordination was portrayed as a disci-
plinary necessity, yet today he is remembered as a prophetic architect of airpower—
anticipating carrier warfare and strategic bombing long before either became 
accepted practice. His marginalization was not a failure of analysis but a failure 
of institutional imagination.31 Mitchell’s vision, once silenced, later returned at 
the core of the Air Force’s strategic identity.

A more recent example is Dr. Will Roper, former assistant secretary of the 
Air Force for acquisition, technology, and logistics. Though not a uniformed 
officer, Roper had a tenure marked by efforts to transform how the service de-
signs and fields capability. His push for digital engineering, Agile software de-
velopment, and acquisition reform challenged deeply embedded cultural 
norms. Programs like the Digital Century Series and concepts such as the 
ABMS envisioned faster, more adaptive force design.32 Yet Roper’s vision often 
encountered resistance from legacy systems and cultural gatekeeping. His un-
orthodox methods and rapid experimentation ethos invited criticism, but they 
also forced the institution to confront its own inertia.33

The theological parallel is unmistakable: the early church often condemned 
dissenters as heretics, only to later embrace their ideas as orthodoxy. Origen of 
Alexandria (c. 185–c. 254) was anathematized after his death, yet his writings 
became foundational to Christian theology. Constantinople’s patriarch Athanasius 
(1230–1310), repeatedly exiled for opposing the Arian heresy, was ultimately 
canonized as a doctor of the church. Joan of Arc (1412–1431) was burned for heresy 
but later declared a saint. Time and again, the institution first resisted—and then 
absorbed—the very voices that challenged its direction. Military institutions ex-
hibit the same pattern, conflating critique with disloyalty, only to later rely on the 
foresight it once rejected. As mentioned above, in such a cycle, anomalies accu-

29. Brad D. Williams, “ ‘If We Don’t Change, We’re Going To Lose’: Air Force Strategy Dep. Chief Hi-
note,” Breaking Defense, 20 September 2021, https://breakingdefense.com/.

30. Thomas C. Greenwood and Frank G. Hoffman, “Evolving the OODA Loop for Strategy,” Marine 
Corps Gazette, March 2025.

31. Correll, “Billy Mitchell.”
32. Ben McNally, “It’s Time to Build the Digital Century Series,” War on the Rocks, 5 March 2025, 

https://warontherocks.com/.
33. Yasmin Tadjdeh and Stew Magnuson, “Web Exclusive: Air Force’s Roper Wants to ‘Fast Forward’ Digital 

Engineering Revolution,” National Defense, 23 September 2020, https://www.nationaldefensemagazine.org/.

https://breakingdefense.com/2021/09/if-we-dont-change-were-going-to-lose-air-force-strategy-chief-hinote/
https://warontherocks.com/2025/03/its-time-to-build-the-digital-century-series/
https://www.nationaldefensemagazine.org/articles/2020/9/23/air-forces-roper-wants-to-fast-forward-digital-engineering-revolution


DeMarco

AIR & SPACE POWER JOURNAL  63

mulate until the dominant model collapses, forcing the institution to embrace 
what it once dismissed as heresy.34

Reform in the Air Force will depend on how it treats its dissenters. Will it con-
tinue to mistake critique for rebellion? Or will it create space for prophetic critique 
before crisis demands it? Like any faith community, the service’s vitality may 
hinge on its willingness to hear its prophets before canonizing them in hindsight.

Sacred Texts and Selective Readings

Religious institutions rely on sacred texts to transmit meaning across gen-
erations. The Bible, the Quran, and the Torah serve as repositories of divine 
revelation and tradition, but their power lies not merely in their preservation 
but also in their interpretation. In military institutions, particularly the Air 
Force, doctrinal documents function similarly. Publications such as AFDP-1, 
the National Defense Strategy, and a wide array of vision statements and op-
erational concepts constitute the canon of professional military thought.

Across both religious and martial domains, however, the meaning of founda-
tional texts often becomes frozen. Scripture and doctrine are invoked more of-
ten to legitimize the status quo than to provoke transformation. This is the dan-
ger of inauthentic understanding—a mode of reading that assumes the meaning 
of a text is fixed and self-evident, rather than something to be discovered anew 
through dialogue and reflection.35

Doctrine, like scripture, is prone to what Paul Ricoeur described as second 
naiveté: a return to meaning not through blind acceptance, but through a criti-
cal reengagement that preserves reverence without suspending reason.36 In the 
absence of such interpretive maturity, institutions recite rather than rethink. 
They use texts to justify themselves rather than to transform themselves.

Within the Air Force, this dynamic is visible in the way doctrinal language is 
often used rhetorically in briefings, evaluations, and PME classrooms without 
encouraging genuine interrogation of its relevance. Too often in today’s PME 
classrooms, Air Force doctrine is treated as fixed canon rather than a living, in-
terpretive tradition. Students are asked to reference and perhaps memorize doc-
trine, not to interrogate it.37 Contrast this with the Air Corps Tactical School of 
the 1930s, where officers debated competing visions of airpower—disagreements 
that would go on to shape the foundations of modern strategy. The loss of such 
interpretive freedom reflects Gadamer’s warning: when institutions stop reread-
ing their own texts in light of current realities, those texts cease to guide—they 
merely ossify.

34. Kuhn, Scientific Revolutions.
35. Gadamer, Truth and Method.
36. Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, trans. Emerson Buchanan (Beacon Press, 1967).
37. See, for example, Celestino Perez Jr., “What Military Education Forgets: Strategy Is Performance,” 

War on the Rocks, 12 September 2018, https://warontherocks.com/.

https://warontherocks.com/2018/09/what-military-education-forgets-strategy-is-performance/
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For instance, concepts like air superiority and strategic deterrence are ubiqui-
tous in formal discourse—but rarely are students or officers asked to question 
how these terms must evolve in light of autonomous systems, contested space 
domains, gray or hybrid warfare. Instead, they are treated as doctrinal constants 
rather than strategic hypotheses.38

To be clear, there are promising exceptions. The Air Force’s flagship journal 
has served as a venue for reflective doctrinal engagement. Articles questioning 
legacy assumptions—such as the utility of the air tasking cycle, redefining air su-
periority, or the future of fifth-generation fighter platforms—signal a growing ap-
petite for interpretive debate.39 But these discussions often remain compartmen-
talized, with limited influence on promotion boards, planning processes, or 
operational design. Strategic texts, instead of being interrogated, are too often re-
duced to talismanic slogans: full-spectrum dominance, global reach, information 
advantage. The phrases remain, while the contexts that gave them coherence shift.

Reform necessitates a hermeneutic turn—a willingness to read foundational 
texts not simply for what they said, but for what they demand now. Doctrine 
must be interpreted as a living tradition, one that requires ongoing dialogue 
between past insights and present realities. Understanding arises not from 
rigid application but from the fusion of horizons—the interplay between the 
historical text and the interpreter’s contemporary situation.40

In practical terms, this means that concepts such as strategic effect, domain 
control, or C2 must be revisited in light of cyber proliferation, AI-augmented 
decision cycles, and adversary innovations. It also means PME institutions 
must teach interpretation, not just recitation—educating officers to engage with 
doctrinal texts as living arguments, not sacred artifacts.

Ultimately, the question is whether the Air Force will treat its doctrinal 
canon as a set of fixed commandments or as an invitation to strategic discern-
ment. Just as the vitality of a religious community depends on its ability to re-
engage its sacred texts with honesty and imagination, so too does the vitality of 
a warfighting institution depend on its capacity for doctrinal renewal grounded 
in operational reality and interpretive courage.

Performance versus Authenticity

In both religious and military institutions, there exists a powerful temptation 
to conflate appearance with essence. A well-executed liturgy, a perfectly 

38. Frank G. Hoffman, “Will War’s Nature Change in the Seventh Military Revolution?,” Parameters 
47, no. 4 (Winter 2017–18).

39. See, for example, John D. Jogerst, “The Fifth Generation Fighter Pilot Force,” Air & Space Power 
Journal 29, no. 2 (2015); Patrick Lyle, “The Rest of the C2 Iceberg,” Air & Space Power Journal 28, no. 4 
(July–August 2014); and Kelly A. Grieco and Maximilian K. Bremer, “Contesting the Air Littoral,” Æther: 
A Journal of Strategic Airpower & Spacepower 3, no. 3 (2024), https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/.

40. Gadamer, Truth and Method.

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AEtherJournal/Journals/Volume-3_Number-3/Grieco_and_Bremer.pdf
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choreographed formation, or an impeccably formatted briefing can all convey 
the impression of vitality. But performance is not proof of purpose, and ritual is 
not reality. The deeper risk, in both ecclesial and strategic contexts, is that in-
stitutions come to value the optics of success over the substance of readiness.

Kierkegaard, writing in the nineteenth century, warned that the gravest dan-
ger to authentic faith was not atheism, but habit: a Christianity so domesticated 
that it functioned as mere cultural convention.41 He observed that once reli-
gious practice becomes performance—divorced from inward transformation—it 
ceases to challenge or convert. In the military, a similar condition arises when 
doctrinal compliance substitutes for critical engagement, and when ceremonial 
displays of readiness mask unresolved vulnerabilities.

The Air Force has developed a culture deeply rooted in evaluative formalism. 
Performance reports, promotion boards, and scripted exercises reward predict-
ability and penalize deviation. Officers are trained to master the metrics, often 
at the expense of honest reflection. Exercises are structured to validate capabili-
ties, not to expose fragility. Wargames often prioritize the demonstration of inter-
operability rather than the stress-testing of concepts and doctrine. As a result, 
readiness is often performed rather than interrogated.

This dynamic was evident during portions of the Iraq and Afghanistan cam-
paigns, where tactical brilliance often masked a deeper strategic incoherence. 
The 2006 General David Petraeus-led counterinsurgency manual was widely 
hailed as a doctrinal innovation, yet even its most ardent supporters acknowl-
edged that it was applied unevenly and often reduced to a checklist.42 Confes-
sional insights from post-2011 Afghanistan after-action reviews—particularly 
those surrounding the fall of Kunduz in 2015 or the 2021 collapse of Afghan 
national forces—point to repeated institutional failures to question embedded 
assumptions. Many reviews noted that metrics-driven assessments—for example, 
number of raids and force generation statistics—gave the illusion of progress 
while obscuring fragility.43 These were rituals of reassurance, not rigorous in-
terrogations of effectiveness.

This dynamic is captured by one scholar who argues that military education 
systems often prize alignment with doctrinal vocabulary while remaining impov-
erished in adaptive reasoning.44 Strategic imagination is stifled by the expecta-
tion to produce the “right” answer rather than to explore possibilities. When 
strategy becomes a scripted exercise instead of a generative process, the result is 

41. Søren Kierkegaard, Attack upon Christendom, trans. Walter Lowrie (Princeton University Press, 1968).
42. Field Manual 3-24 and Marine Corps Warfighting Publication 3-33.5, Counterinsurgency (Head-

quarters, Department of the Army, December 2006); and Joseph MacKay, “Field Manual 324 and the Iraq 
War,” in The Counterinsurgent Imagination: A New Intellectual History, LSE International Studies (Cam-
bridge University Press, 2023).

43. Collapse of the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces: An Assessment of the Factors That Led to Its 
Demise, SIGAR-22-35-AR (Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction [SIGAR], 12 May 2022).

44. Perez, “Military Education.”
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what Kierkegaard might call a crowd-driven untruth: a communal commitment 
to appearances over substance.45

Authenticity, by contrast, demands vulnerability and moral courage. It asks 
leaders to admit uncertainty, to confront failure, and to interrogate their own 
complicity in institutional drift. Authenticity emerges when individuals operate 
from a place of congruence—where internal convictions align with external be-
havior.46 For institutions, this means aligning mission statements with actual 
decision-making and doctrinal aspirations with operational culture.

Reform requires candor. After-action reviews must become confessional 
rather than performative. PME must prioritize reflection and argument over 
rote memorization. Leadership evaluations must reward intellectual risk and 
moral clarity—not just procedural compliance.

A purely performative military culture is not simply inefficient—it is brittle. 
Strategic competitors are unlikely to be deterred by rituals of dominance that 
conceal doctrinal stagnation. Only an institution willing to see itself clearly—
and to act congruently—can claim authentic readiness.

Liturgies of Lethality

Warfare, like religion, has always carried its own ceremonial weight. From the 
martial processions of classical armies to the precise protocols of modern nuclear 
deterrence, the rituals of war are designed not only for functionality but also for 
symbolism. These liturgies convey authority, tradition, and continuity. But they 
also carry risk—particularly when the form begins to obscure the function.

In the Air Force, this performative impulse has evolved into what might be 
termed the liturgies of lethality: deeply choreographed demonstrations of 
power, doctrine, and technological prowess. These include scripted exercises, 
meticulously branded strategic frameworks, and an ever-growing corpus of in-
stitutional slogans. Together, they constitute a ceremonial rhythm that reas-
sures internal audiences and projects confidence outward. Yet their very pre-
dictability signals a deeper malaise.

Institutions often substitute the performance of power for its authentic exer-
cise.47 Visibility becomes more important than adaptability; form supersedes 
substance. In such a system, the markers of readiness—uniformity, compliance, 
smooth execution—become more valued than their underlying reality. This cre-
ates a form of institutional pageantry that is self-reinforcing: strategic briefings 
are praised for their polish, wargames for their efficiency, doctrines for their 
alignment—not for their disruptive insight. Weber’s analysis of bureaucratic 
rationality noted the tendency of complex systems to prioritize predictability 

45. Søren Kierkegaard, Two Ages: A Literary Review, trans. Walter Lowrie (Princeton University Press, 1978).
46. Carl R. Rogers, On Becoming a Person: A Therapist’s View of Psychotherapy (Houghton Mifflin, 1961).
47. Foucault, Discipline and Punish.
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and control, even when those priorities conflict with the organization’s founda-
tional aims.48 When applied to military doctrine, this produces a deeply profes-
sional but strategically inert force, capable of enacting familiar procedures but 
resistant to the improvisational demands of conflict.

Liturgies of lethality become most dangerous when they displace genuine 
strategic inquiry. Exercises designed to validate pre-existing concepts provide 
little space for surprise, failure, or dissent. Promotion systems that reward con-
sensus over creativity cultivate risk aversion. The cumulative effect is a military 
posture that appears robust but is fragile beneath its ceremonial surface.

Yet there are signs that the liturgy is not entirely hollow. Recent Air Force 
and joint operations—such as the global strategic strike out of Whiteman Air 
Force Base during Operation Midnight Hammer—challenged scripted rehears-
als and exposed real-world complexity. During the June 2025 strike on Iranian 
nuclear facilities, seven B-2 bombers flew an 18-hour mission with support 
from decoys, refueling tankers, F-35 escorts, surveillance platforms, and 
submarine-launched Tomahawks—more than 125 aircraft in total.49

Operation Absolute Resolve, the January 2026 US intervention in Venezuela, 
similarly demonstrated traditional warfighting mastery: US forces employed 
more than 150 aircraft from the Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps, along with 
Delta Force and other special operations units, to overwhelm Venezuelan defenses 
and capture President Nicolás Maduro in Caracas.50

These operations were undeniably effective at achieving tactical aims, 
though their very success emerged not from doctrinal rigidity, but from adap-
tation, improvisation, and human judgment under real-world complexity. The 
illusion of seamless execution masked the friction behind the scenes—split-second 
decisions, shifting authorities, re-tasked assets, and digitally fused C2 work-
arounds. Rather than validating our assumptions, these moments served as 
reminders that strategic adaptation depends on our willingness to confront, 
rather than conceal, systemic vulnerability.

The question now is whether we can normalize that agility—build it in, not 
bolt it on. Future operations will unfold across compressed timelines, contested 
domains, and cognitive battlefields where information is both weapon and ter-
rain. Success will depend less on doctrine-as-script and more on doctrine-as-
orientation: a framework that empowers speed, mission command, and itera-
tive adaptation. To remain ahead, the enterprise must institutionalize the 
capacity for deviation, reward heretical insight, and protect the creative tension 
that makes real innovation possible.

48. Weber, Economy and Society.
49. Ashley Roque, “Operation Midnight Hammer: How the US Conducted Surprise Strikes,” Breaking 

Defense, 22 June 2025, https://breakingdefense.com/.
50. Matthew Olay, “Trump Announces U.S. Military’s Capture of Maduro,” Pentagon News, 3 January 

2026, https://www.war.gov/.
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As Helmuth von Moltke observed, no plan survives contact with the enemy.51 
War remains the realm of uncertainty and friction; no amount of ceremonial in-
vocation will eliminate that fog.52 A liturgical approach to strategy is not merely 
ineffective; it is dangerous. Renewal requires not the abandonment of ritual, but 
its reorientation. Just as religious reformations have historically re-grounded lit-
urgy in lived experience and theological reflection, military institutions must re-
connect performance with purpose. Strategic rituals—whether doctrine writing, 
wargaming, or operational planning—must become spaces of experimentation 
and intellectual honesty. They must permit discomfort, ambiguity, and failure in 
order to cultivate strategic resilience.

Without such reform, the institution risks becoming a curator of its own my-
thology. It will continue to chant the mantras of airpower, recite the verses of 
innovation, and rehearse the gestures of deterrence—while adversaries, uncon-
strained by such rituals, act with agility and intent. In that gap between appear-
ance and reality lies true vulnerability. Reform does not mean discarding the 
liturgy of warfighting. It means inhabiting it with authenticity.

A Final Benediction:  
Toward a New Reformation of Airpower

Reformation is not rebellion. It is not the dismantling of tradition, nor is it 
the substitution of one orthodoxy for another under the guise of progress. True 
reformation is more difficult than revolution, because it asks for discernment 
rather than defiance. It requires fidelity to a deeper calling, not merely dissatis-
faction with the current form. In the case of the Air Force, the moment for such 
a reformation has arrived.

The institution stands today as both steward and symbol—guardian of na-
tional defense and projection of American airpower. But the rituals, slogans, 
and structures that once defined its strategic advantage now risk obscuring it. 
Rebranding has outpaced renewal; performance has eclipsed authenticity; and 
reverence for legacy has displaced the urgency of adaptation.

Yet the core mission remains vital. The vision of airpower as an agile, deci-
sive, and asymmetric force capable of shaping the modern battlespace still res-
onates. That vision, however, must be retrieved from beneath layers of bureau-
cracy, doctrinal inertia, and performative metrics. Genuine understanding 
requires a fusion of horizons—a dialogical process through which inherited 
meaning is reinterpreted in light of the present.53 The Air Force must not aban-
don its past but must enter into dialogue with it anew.

51. Helmuth von Moltke, Kriegsgechichtliche Einzelschriften (E.S. Mittler, 1883).
52. Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. and trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton Univer-

sity Press, 1984).
53. Gadamer, Truth and Method.
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This reformation must begin not with programs or platforms, but with 
people—those who still believe in the institution’s potential. Reform will come 
from those willing to speak truth into ritualized systems; those who inhabit the 
institution with prophetic fidelity; those who, in Berlin’s words, reject single 
visions in favor of plurality, tension, and truth.54 These reformers are not an-
tagonists but caretakers of the institution’s soul.

To enable this, the Air Force must create spaces for dissent and imagination. 
PME must become a sanctuary for critical thought. Wargames must privilege 
discovery over validation. Leadership pathways must recognize courage not only 
in battle but also in conversation. And doctrine must once again become a 
living tradition—read, challenged, and revised in community, rather than re-
cited in isolation.

Perhaps this can begin with structural changes: promotion boards can re-
ward officers who publish dissenting views in scholarly journals, PME institu-
tions can incorporate red-team critiques into core curricula, and wargames can 
be explicitly designed to expose failure, not avoid it. These moves, while mod-
est, signal a shift from institutional theater to genuine intellectual readiness.

The stakes are not abstract. Strategic competitors are evolving with precision 
and intent. The bureaucratic reflex to script responses and control variables 
will not survive contact with the chaotic, fast-moving realities of twenty-first-
century conflict. What is needed now is an Air Force willing to see itself clearly, 
question itself honestly, and reform itself meaningfully. What is needed is not a 
new church but a renewed one.

In the end, no matter how sophisticated the weapons or polished the doc-
trine, the future of airpower will be determined by an enduring question—not 
simply, “Are we ready?” but, “Do we still believe?”µ

54. Berlin, “Pursuit.”
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