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“We used to wonder where war lived, what it was 

that made it so vile.  And now we realize that we know 

where it lives, that it is inside ourselves.”

-- Albert Camus
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Reading: by the Buddhist nun Pema Chodron from Practicing Peace In Times Of War  (p.15, 21) 

War and peace start in the hearts of individuals.  Strangely enough, even though all beings would like to live in peace, our method for obtaining peace over the generations seems not to be very effective: we seek peace and happiness by going to war.  This can occur at the level of our domestic situation, in our relationships with those close to us.  Maybe we come home from work and we’re tired and we just want some peace; but at home all hell is breaking loose for one reason or another, and so we start yelling at people.  What is our motivation?  We want some happiness and ease and peace, but what we do is get even more worked up and get everyone else worked up too…

War begins when we harden our hearts, and we harden them easily – in minor ways and then in quite serious ways, major ways, such as hatred and prejudice – whenever we feel uncomfortable.  It’s so sad, really, because our motivation in hardening our hearts is to find some kind of ease, some kind of freedom from the distress that we’re feeling…

If you look back at history or you look at any place in the world where religious groups or ethnic groups or racial groups or political groups are killing each other, or families have been feuding for years and years, you can see – because you are not particularly invested in that particular argument – that there will never be peace until somebody softens what is rigid  in their heart….

Reading:  by New York Times foreign correspondent Chris Hedges from War is a Force That Gives Us Meaning (p.2) 

War and conflict have marked most of my adult life… I learned early on that war forms its own culture.  The rush of battle is a potent and often lethal addiction, for war is a drug, one I ingested for many years.  It is peddled by mythmakers – historians, war correspondents, filmmakers, novelists, and the state – all of whom endow it with qualities it often does possess: excitement, exoticism, power, chances to rise above our small stations in life, and a bizarre and fantastic universe that has a grotesque dark beauty.  It dominates culture, distorts memory, corrupts language, and infests everything around it, even humor, which becomes preoccupied with the grim perversities of smut and death...


The enduring attraction of war is this:  Even with its destruction and carnage it can give us what we long for in life.  It can give us purpose, meaning, a reason for living.  Only when we are in the midst of conflict does the shallowness and vapidness of much of our lives become apparent.  Trivia dominates our conversations and increasingly our airwaves.  And war is an enticing elixir.  It gives us resolve, a cause.  It allows us to be noble.  And those who have the least meaning in their lives, the impoverished refugees in Gaza, the disenfranchised North African immigrants in France, even the legions of young who live in the splendid indolence and safety of the industrialized world, are all susceptible to war’s appeal.

Reading: by the music group 3 Doors Down, from the song “Citizen Soldier.” This song is the soundtrack for a music video produced by the Army’s National Guard.

Beyond the boundaries of your city's lights.

Stand the heroes waiting for your cries.

So many times you did not bring this on yourself.

When the moment finally comes, I'll be there to help.

And on that day, when you need your brothers and sisters to care.

I'll be right here.

[[Chorus]]

Citizen soldiers. 

Holding the light for the ones that we guide from the dark of despair.

Standing on guard for the ones that we've sheltered.

We'll always be ready because we will always be there.

When there're people crying in the streets.

When they're starving for a meal to eat.

When they simply need a place to make their beds.

Right here underneath my wing, you can rest your head.

On that day, when you need your brothers and sisters to care.

I'll be right here.

[[Chorus]]

Hope and pray, that you never need me.

But rest assured I will not let you down.

I’ll walk beside you, but you may not see me.

The strongest among you may not wear a crown.

On the day when you need your brothers and sisters to care.

I'll be right here.

On that day when you don't have strength for the burden you bear.

I'll be right here.
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This morning I was hoping to convey to you what war costs us.  Unfortunately, the more I have been thinking, reading and talking about the subject this week, the more I have come to realize I have set myself an impossible task.  I can neither comprehend nor convey the true cost of war.

What I can tell you a bit about, is what war costs in financial terms, in dollars and cents.  It costs a lot. 

Thanks to the internet, it is pretty easy to find some figures on government websites, or in publications of “watchdog” agencies.  The National Priorities Project, for instance, “analyzes and clarifies federal data so that people can understand and influence how their tax dollars are spent.”  

They have a webpage with a running tally of what the war in Iraq costs.  It is kind-of unsettling to watch the dollar counter, that looks like a magnified and speeded up version of a car’s odometer.  The digits for single dollars, tens of dollars, and hundreds of dollars wiz past in a blur. The thousand dollar digit switches about four times a second.  

This morning, when I checked, the amount the United States spent on the Iraq war to date stood at $485,317,700,000 (485 billion, 317 million, 700 thousand).  And in the time it took me to type that number up, we had spent a few hundred thousand dollars more.

There is a feature on the same page that lets you conveniently calculate what the war cost your home community.  All you need to do is enter City and State.  By this morning the war in Iraq had cost the cities of Urbana-Champaign $146,584,267.  Imagine what we could do in town with that money.

The war in Iraq costs this country $275 million a day.  How much is $275 million?  Our annual church budget is about $312,000.  That means one day of war in Iraq costs as much as running this church for 881 years. 

Not everyone agrees on the financial cost of war.  The figures I just mentioned only cover current government spending.  The American Friends Service Committee says the war actually costs more than twice this much, if we include costs already incurred but not yet paid for, for instance paying the interest on war debt, caring for the wounded, replenishing military equipment and rebuilding Iraq.  Taking these things into account, we spend half a million dollars every minute on the war in Iraq.

* * *

Do you know how much this country spends on the military?  About one fifth of our entire federal budget.  Over $460 billion dollars were spent by the Pentagon last year.  That is more than twelve times what the government spent for our children’s education, from Kindergarten through high school.  It is about 36 times the amount we spent on humanitarian foreign aid.  It is about 232 times what we spent on renewable energy research last year.  Imagine what we could do for our children, for the poor, for our environment, if we spent just 10% of our military budget on other things.

We spend more on the military than on administration and justice, veteran’s benefits and services, income security, health, education, training, employment, and social services, transportation, natural resources and environment, general science, space and technology, international affairs -- combined!

Some believe cutting back on what we spend on war would make us dangerously vulnerable to our enemies.  I don’t think so.  According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, of the 1.12 trillion dollars all the countries of the world together spent on the military in 2005, the US spent almost half.  Our NATO allies make up another 23% of the spending.  Other allies and trading partners like Russia and China make up most of the rest.  Only 1% of the world’s military dollars are spent by the nations we consider really dangerous.  Countries we call “the axis of evil” – Cuba, Iran, Libya, North Korea, Sudan and Syria – together account for about 1% of world military spending.

You might think calculating the cost of war in dollars and cents would give a clear and indisputable picture of the facts of war. But I find these numbers boggle my mind.  They turn the realities of war into abstractions.  There are, of course, other ways we can learn about war. 

* * *

I like to go to the movies with my family. Elaine, and the kids, Noah and Sophia, and I enjoy going to matinees at the Savoy Theaters, to chomp pop corn, slurp soda, and indulge in some, more-or-less wholesome, Hollywood entertainment.  We always try to get there in time for the previews, so we can get a taste of upcoming attractions. 

In addition to the usual ads for Coca-Cola, cars and cell phones, now the Army’s National Guard is also buying ad time to catch the attention of American youngsters.  The army ad makes war look like an exciting adventure – part computer game, part summer camp, part adventure park – and all the soldiers depicted on the ad are tall, muscular, clean-shaven and good-looking.

The latest ad featuring the song “Citizen Soldier” takes the marketing of warfare to another level.  This ad cuts back and forth between images of attractive young people playing touch football in a park, to soldiers scouting through ruins reminiscent of a devastated New Orleans, to actors in period costumes portraying the Revolutionary War, to armed patrols in what might be the streets of Baghdad – all with the kind of editing kids know well from the latest action flick, in which Bruce Willis, or some other action hero, is the one sneaking around corners with automatic weapon in hand, ready to blow the bad guys away.   

And all these savvy Hollywood images are accompanied by the music of a rock band playing a catchy tune about “heroes waiting for your cries,” “holding the light” to guide us “from the dark of despair.”  Always ready, always there, “when you need your brother or sister to care.”  “Hope and pray, that you’ll never need me,” the soldier says, “but rest assured I will not let you down.”
Once the ad was over the next movie preview was for “Rambo,” written, directed and starring Sylvester Stallone.  John Rambo 

“lives a solitary, simple life in the mountains and jungles [of northern Thailand] fishing and catching poisonous snakes to sell.. [He] has long given up fighting, even as medics, mercenaries, rebels and peace workers pass by on their way to the war-torn region.  That all changes when a group of human rights missionaries search out the "American river guide"… Although the United States military trained him to be a lethal super soldier in Vietnam, decades later Rambo's reluctance for violence and conflict are palpable, his scars faded, yet visible.  However, [when his new friends are captured by terrorists], the lone warrior knows what he must do...
Rated R for strong graphic bloody violence, sexual assaults, grisly images and language.” (Plot Synopsis) 

The army’s ad presents images of a sanitized, heroic war, designed to lure our children to the recruiting office.  The movie ad offers gory images of ugly war, also with a hero, designed to entertain us, excite us, and distract us from the realities of our lives.  And while both ads fill our minds with images of war, it is an unreal war.

* * *

War destroys the lives of real people.  People like us.  In our current war in Iraq almost 4,000 US soldiers have been killed, more than 60,000 have been wounded, 700,000 Iraqis have been killed and 4 million have become refugees.  These numbers, too, are mind-boggling and abstract. (Source: National Priorities Project)

In an article about Iraqi journalists, a woman named Sahar talks about one frightening early morning, common for Iraqis, when a patrol of heavily armed soldiers knocked at her door, to search her house.  An American soldier [absently looking right through her, asks], 

"Do you have a weapon?" "Yes, of course. It's in that cabinet." He opens the cabinet and looks closely inside. [He pulls out the colorful box of a computer game.]  "You play Diablo?! And what's this?! Grand Theft Auto??" He forgets all about the weapon and turns to [my son and me] with a wide grin on his face, and astonishment in his eyes. My son asks him, "Is ours the first house you search?", "No, why?", "Because all my friends have these games, why are you so surprised?" The serviceman looks embarrassed, and turns to inspect the weapon…

Later Sahar reflects: "[The soldier] was totally amazed. When he looked at me, he [suddenly] didn't see an Iraqi woman in a hijab, he saw a human being. You can't imagine the look on his face—there were tears in his eyes. [He realized] he was inside a house, with love, a family, like anywhere else."  The incident, Sahar said, gave her a sense of the extent to which the Iraqi people are unknown.
"People in America look at pictures of Afghanistan and think Iraq is the same," she said. "They think Iraqis are people who are uneducated, who are Bedouins living in tents, tending camels and sheep." Until the plague of wars began devouring the country, she went on, Iraq was the leading nation in the region, with a highly educated people boasting the best doctors, teachers, and engineers. Americans, Sahar sighed, "don't know this. And when you don't know a person, you can't feel for them, can you?"

She continued: "How many have been killed in Iraq? Bordering on a million. If you realize that these are real people with real feelings who are being killed—that they are fathers and husbands, teachers and doctors—if these facts could be made known, would people be so brutalized?” (The New York Review of Books, Jan. 17, 2008, “As Iraqis See It” by Michael Massing)
* * *

Chris Hedges writes, war is a drug.  A potent and lethal addiction, peddled by mythmakers.  A drug that offers excitement and power.  And amazingly and perversely, war can give our lives meaning. It gives us a cause.  It allows us to be noble.  It can save us from despair, only to lead us to our own destruction.  He knows of what he speaks.

Hedges started reporting on war in El Salvador, then, after five years, moved on to Guatemala, Nicaragua, and Columbia.  He covered “the first intifada in the West Bank and Gaza, the civil war in… Yemen, the uprisings in Algeria and the Punjab, the fall of the Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceausescu, the Gulf War, the Kurdish rebellion in southwest Turkey and northern Iraq, the war in Bosnia and finally Kosovo.”

He was “in ambushes on desolate stretches of Central American roads…, imprisoned in the Sudan, beaten by Saudi military police, deported from Libya and Iran, captured… by the Iraqi Republican Guard…, fired upon by Serb snipers, and shelled for days in Sarajevo.” He knows the horrors of war only too well. (p.2)

But still, he writes: “Despite all this, I am not a pacifist… The poison that is war does not free us from the ethics of responsibility.  There are times when we must take this poison – just as a person with cancer accepts chemotherapy to live.  We can not succumb to despair.  Force is and I suspect always will be part of the human condition.  There are times when the force wielded by one immoral faction must be countered by a faction that, while never moral, is perhaps less immoral.”  (p.16)

* * *

Pema Chodron writes, “If you could have a bird’s-eye perspective on the Earth and could look down at all the conflicts that are happening, all you’d see are two sides of a story where both sides think they’re right.  So the solutions have to come from a change of heart, from softening what is rigid in our hearts and minds.”  (p.23)

* * *

I am not convinced that war is inevitable.  There was a time in my life when I believed physical force was a legitimate way to resolve a dispute.  I clearly remember when I was in second grade, I chased a boy named Collin through the school yard, pushing him to the ground once I caught him.  I forget what he did to offend me, but I remember being convinced that he had wronged me, and the satisfaction of getting him back.  I remember in third grade I got in a fight with a boy named Patrick.  I think he called me a name.  It was a short fight.  I punched him once, and that was the end of it.  I think I won.

That was the last time I resorted to physical violence to solve a problem.  Since then I have learned to negotiate disagreements differently, and to express my feelings differently.  

Of course humans can commit acts of physical violence.  Our history books are full of them.  Violence and warfare make the headlines.  They shock us, they scare us, they excite us, they seduce us.  And yes, they entertain us.  And what is worse, the ubiquity of heroic and tragic stories of violence, can lead us to believe warfare is an inescapable part of being human.

It is true that humans, like all creatures, will have moments when we come in conflict with others.  When we have conflicting goals and beliefs.  When resources are scarce, and we compete for the little there is.  When we want to expand our turf, and find ourselves bumping up against our neighbor’s turf.  When we disagree how to solve a problem confronting us.  When we have differing views on what is fair and what isn’t.

But what does not make the history books, what does not make the headlines, is every time a disagreement is resolved peacefully.  The stories of enemies who choose to sit down together and find a solution agreeable to all, these stories are far less entertaining than the ones of how enemies engage in fierce battle, leaving one victorious and the other vanquished.

Think about every time you were annoyed with someone.  Think about every time you felt slighted, were ready to get into a fight, but instead chose to swallow your pride, take a deep breathe and count to ten – only to realize the slight wasn’t nearly as bad as you thought, more a matter of misunderstanding than malice.

* * *

Ambrose Bierce, in The Devil’s Dictionary, offers this definition of “battle”:  “Battle, n. A method of untying with the teeth a political knot that would not yield to the tongue.”

Our ability to negotiate, to communicate, these are the skills we need to cultivate.  So ever fewer of our differences seem solvable only through force.  We need imagination that allows us to envision unprecedented solutions to ancient problems.  We need compassion that allows us to transcend our short-sighted self-involvement, and instead feel our neighbors’ joy, and pain, and fear – regardless whether our neighbor is friend or foe. 

The Chinese Chairman Mao Tse-Tung, said, “War can only be abolished through war, and in order to get rid of the gun it is necessary to take up the gun.”

I respectfully disagree.  What those who favor war forget, is that the path to war is a long and winding road.  It is the final destination we reach only after a long and involved journey of escalation.  The path to war is not inevitable.  It contains countless forks and intersections, each of which offers a different direction, that will lead to a different and more peaceful outcome.

But in order to choose these paths of peace, we first must be willing to see them.  Those who believe in war will see only the “inevitable” path to battle.  Those who believe in peace will see the countless alternatives to war. 

And even when we are so far along the journey of war, that it seems impossible to depart from it, even then we can turn.  Even then we can choose a different way.

Choosing the path of peace also requires courage.  It also requires a willingness to make sacrifices, and to even give your life for the sake of a greater good – a greater good that is millions of times more precious than any victory a war could yield.

May we have the courage to cultivate a change of heart,

to soften what is rigid in our hearts and our minds.

May we work to clear a path, for all to see,

a path that leads to peace.

Amen.
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