I don't know how I got chosen as a romance advisor during deployments, but I have a few theories. It happened like this: A female military member asked me for my opinion of a male military member because she wasn't sure he would behave himself in a one-on-one situation. When introduced to the young man, he looked at me as if I had spoiled his best-laid plans. That happened in '95 in the now-extinct Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.

By my fourth deployment to Afghanistan in ‘02, I considered myself an old pro at advising young women about young men. I should have advertised in the chapel bulletin: “Young Ladies: Take Care. Don’t Despair. Need a Spare? I’ll Be There. Signed, Chaplain Third Wheel.” Despite not advertising, word spread that female military members could rely on me for solid feedback on their prospective beaus. If the guy behaved himself during our “three’s-a-crowd” coffee time or our “six-legged-walk-around-the-perimeter,” then the young man stood a good chance of getting another date without the presence of my sparkling personality.

On every deployment I went on, the gender ratio was more than ten men to one woman. As a third wheel, I filled in for the dads with shotguns, the moms with frying pans, the burly brothers who itched for the opportunity to put a headlock on some handsy, horny honcho hassling their sister, and the sisters who'd like nothing better than to kick the shins and knee the groin of any man that didn't understand that “no” means “NO!” when her sister is saying “no” to satyromaniacs.

One young lady volunteered that she had picked up a weird vibe and wanted my opinion as an old married man with two grown daughters of my own. Another told me she had been hurt before and wanted to avoid another incident. I never refused.

I brought many qualities to the table: I despise toxic masculinity, I was twenty-some years older than the parties involved, I had been married twenty-some years to the same woman, and I try to be a gentleman. The last attribute may be problematic for some, but that's how I see myself. 

My presence hopefully sent a clear message to the young man that if he abused this young woman in any way, shape, or form, then I would demand that the commander charge him according to the Uniform Code of Military Justice. I had heard of commanders literally throwing written reports of sexual abuse cases into the trash can and sending all parties involved back home to avoid dealing with the problem. I promised myself that if such a crime were to happen, I would worry the commander to death if he attempted to sweep it under the rug. Luckily, that never happened.

You’re probably wondering why the female military members didn't ask their gal pals to team up with them. I'm sure they did, but sometimes, I guess, they needed a third opinion from an older guy, a trusted father figure, one who reported directly to the commander. Also, I do know that some guys like to talk about women in vulgar ways. Maybe my presence mitigated that kind of gutter talk and slander. I hope so.

When the young men glared at me during our time together, as if trying to telepathically communicate to me that I should be on his side, I docked points accordingly. Whether the young man realized it or not, this date - and all future dates - with this particular female military member might not have happened without me. The young man’s recalcitrance certainly did not help his cause with me, because it made me think he might have a hidden, hurtful agenda.

Some military members had never been out of the country before a deployment. Now they were on the other side of the world. Away from their roots. Away from their families. Away from their culture. Away from almost anything familiar. Add to that the death and maiming of fellow deployees, some who had become their close friends.

Under the stress of a deployment, some sought a closer relationship with God. Some sought other things to comfort them - some healthy, some not. Based on studies I found on the website of the National Center for PTSD, female Veterans experience a suicide rate roughly 92% higher than that of civilian women. Male Veterans experience a suicide rate about 44% to 60% higher than that of civilian men. PTSD is roughly three times more common among Veterans than civilians.

If you read this and are one of the young ladies who asked me to act as a third wheel, I hope you returned home safely and lived happily ever after. To the guys I met, I hope you also returned home safely and lived happily ever after, while continuing to mind your p’s and q’s. Believe me, I do empathize with you. Before I became a chaplain, I, too, served as a young man in a faraway war once upon a time.


