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Reading

Our reading this morning is selected

From a wonderful, important little book

Called “War is a Force That Gives Us Meaning”

By veteran war correspondent Chris Hedges published in 2002.

I highly recommend it to you.

Here is Chris writing from his experience, and his heart.

Let’s listen in:

 “War and conflict have marked most of my adult life.

I began covering insurgencies in El Salvador,

Where I spent five years,

Then went to Guatemala and Nicaragua and Columbia,

Through the first intifada in the West Bank and Gaza,

The civil war in the Sudan and Yemen, the uprisings in Algeria

And the Punjab, the Gulf War, the war in Bosnia and finally the war in Kosova.

I have been in ambushes on desolate stretches of Central American roads,

Shot at in the marshes of Southern Iraq,

Imprisoned in the Sudan, beaten by Saudi military police,

Strafed by Russian Mig-21’s in Bosnia,

Fired upon by Serb snipers,

And shelled for days in Sarajevo by heavy artillery that threw thousands

Of deadly bits of iron fragments.  

I have seen too much of violent deaths.

I have tasted too much of my own fear.

I have painful memories that lie buried and untouched most of the time.

It is never easy when they surface.

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.

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.

It makes the world understandable, a black and white tableau of them and us.

It suspends thought, especially self-critical thought.

All bow before the supreme effort, we are one.

The weeks after 9/11 saw New York City, with some reluctance,

Slip back to normal.  One felt the same nostalgia.

So I write these words not to dissuade us from war but to understand it.

We must guard against the myth of war and the drug of war that can, 

Together, rend us as blind and callous as some of those we battle.

The only antidote to ward off self-destruction and the indiscriminate use

Of force is humility, and ultimately, compassion.

Reinhold Neibuhr aptly reminded us that we must all act and then ask for forgiveness.

So I call not for inaction.

I call for repentance.

“Love is a Force that Gives Us Meaning: A Yom Kippur
Sermon during Wartime.”

This book we read just heard from by Chris Hedges

Was one that was on my reading list this summer.

It was packaged between a few of the others that I mentioned last Sunday,

The ones more specifically religious in title and theme,

As well as a couple escape novels by Grisham.

I need to get better at judging books by their cover,

Because when I picked up Chris’ book I thought I was

Going to read an in-your-face, hard and hardscrabble biography

By a veteran war correspondent.  

Instead I found myself coming across those words from his introduction,

The ones that say “The only antidote to ward off self-destruction

And the indiscriminate use of force is humility….and compassion.

We all must act and then ask for forgiveness.


I’m not calling here for inaction.

What I’m calling for is repentance.” 

I knew then that had found my way into a book with more than just journalism on its mind.

The quest for meaning.  The urgings toward humility and compassion.

The call for repentance.

I hear these themes and I think not non-fiction as much as seminary.

I think religion.

I think of us and what we’re trying to do as a religious community – 

to help one another find meaning, to act toward others with empathy, 

to forgive and be forgiven.

Here I am reading Chris’ book, trying to enjoy a little late-summer reading,

And I’m not even through the first ten pages before I know it’s happening:

What’s happening is I feel a sermon coming.

So here we are.

One of you wrote me a few weeks ago saying that you hoped 

I was able to come up with some good sermon material

On my long bicycle rides over the summer months.

I’m usually just trying to get up the hills, 

But one sermon I have been dreaming of is this one.

Not dreaming of giving it as much as hearing it given.

Because as the summer has worn on, 

As the candidates for president have begun camping out 

In New Hampshire, 

As the rhetoric and their promises to keep has climbed as high

As our Indian summer temperatures,

As General Petraus has showed up on Capitol Hill to report

The happenings in Iraq,

As one side proclaims “Surge! Surge! Surge!”

And as the other side responds just as fiercely “Bring ‘em home, bring ‘em home, 

Bring ‘em home!”

I have longed to hear words that could take this war away from the 

Black and white, for or against slogans

and help give us some different tools to respond with, some different questions to ask.

I guess this is why I’m a minister and not something else, I’m thinking,

Because alongside the competing slogans and the headlines 

And the sober arguments between senators 

What I’m wondering is where religion is in all this.

Not the weapon-ized religion that drives people to fly planes into buildings

Or asks God to rally around their particular cause or flag,

But the religion of self-reflection and the search for meaning, 

the religion of compassion and loving your neighbor.

So as the war in Iraq and the debate over it has raged this summer,

I have been asking myself some questions.

Like: What price do we pay, in terms of spirit,

For seeing and contributing to war’s violence?

How is that we human beings are capable of such love

And also such destruction?

Is there ever a time when war, even with its great cost to humanity, is just?

How can we recognize sin, that old theological word that suddenly seems to ring so true,

within ourselves and our government as well as within our enemy?

What is the role of humility and compassion, or are these just nice

Words for a Sunday morning in our bucolic suburbs?

What place does forgiveness and atonement have during wartime?

And what does it mean when we say love is a force that gives us meaning,

That love is more powerful than death?

I’m thinking now, having just heard these questions out loud for the first time,

That perhaps I went on one too many bike rides.

There are such big questions.  Too big for any one sermon.

But let me share a few practices,

A few themes, that come to me as try to find

Our way to some of the answers.

First, Chris Hedges says that the only antidote to the elixir of war, 

To the drug of war,

Is a constant remembering and accounting of its horrors and its costs.

Every soldier and civilian killed is someone’s child, parent, sibling or spouse.

Or as my colleague Robert Hardies says, 

“There is no such thing as collateral damage in wartime.

War can only bring meaning when we forget that real human beings are dying

And whole societies and cultures are being destroyed.”

So war is hell, literally.

To help remind me of this as I sit so far removed from it all, 

So distant, comfortable and safe in my home, in my town, in our church,

This summer I did my best to resist the urge to change the channel

Or turn the page whenever news came of some recent carnage in Iraq.

In the accounting of the dead, 

I have tried to imagine faces and lives, each with hopes and dreams,

Rather than allow myself to glaze over with a tally of numbers.

On Friday, in between writing these words,

I went to a website that lists the U.S. soldiers killed so far this September.

I said out loud their names: Matthew Emerson, Joseph Landry, Nicholas Olson,

Donald Valentine, Aaron Walker, Michael Townes, Terrance Allen,

Chris McCloud, John Mele, Todd Motley, Brandon Thorsen, Terry Wagoner,

Ari Brown, Steven Elrod, Yance Gray, John Hicks, Omar Mora, Nicolas Patterson,
And the others.  I multiplied their numbers by all the months in the year.

I added them to all the years we have been in Iraq and Afghanistan.

And I tried to imagine names and faces.  I tried to see more than just statistics.

I am a pastor, a chaplain at heart, so this month I also looked up

 the Unitarian Universalist ministers who are serving as chaplains to our soldiers.

I found out, to my surprise, that we have five chaplains currently serving.

Why would a Unitarian Univeralist serve in the military?

One of them, David Pyle, said one reason is love.  “Not love of war,”

He wrote on his blog,

“But love of those women and men who choose to stand between their beloved homes

And the desolation and hell that is war.”

So it’s him I’m thinking of now when I hear the slogan “support the troops.”

I’m thinking of the troops and their families living in this place 

that is between home and war.  I’m thinking of how worried they must be.  

I’m thinking of their 15 month tours, many of which are repeated two or three times.

I’m thinking of the spouses and children and parents left behind.

I’m trying to see more than numbers.  I’m trying to see their faces.

I’m trying to witness their sacrifices and witness their immeasurable losses.

All this I’m doing to help me gain a better appreciation for the true costs of war.

During wartime every day should be Memorial Day, I’m thinking.

There is no collateral damage.  War can be a force that give us meaning

Only when we forget the true price being paid.

Something else I’ve done:

I’ve taken up again this question usually sequestered in seminary classrooms

About whether war can ever be just.

Are there things you would fight for?

Is there a time when, as Hedges describes, the poison of war must

Be taken and the evil of war endured if the reasons are justified

And the war waged as a last resort?

In my dining room at home I have pictures of my two grandfathers,

Both in their military uniforms from their service in World War II.

It’s so easy to let the romanticism and remembrance of their stories

Cloud my judgment,

But as I think of my own answer to these questions I find myself thinking of them

And what they were fighting against.

I am not a pacifist.  I stand with others among my colleagues in ministry and also 

I expect some of you who believe that war is sometimes a necessary evil.

But having this belief carries with it some certain expectations.


Chris Hedges says it this way: he says “the poison of war does not free us from

The ethics of responsibility.”

Are the wars we engage in being waged as a last resort?

Is this war in Iraq being fought to address a wrong suffered, being fought to address right intentions?

Is the ultimate goal of this war to re-establish peace?

What happens if we leave?  What happens if we stay?

We have an ethical responsibility as religious people to ask these questions, I’m thinking.

And our answers will be different, by the way.

The point is we can’t be tempted into skipping over it all 

And heading for the sports page where, we’ll find,

Not much relief from the Red Sox anyway.

It’s my job and our job to engage, engage, engage.

And finally, a caveat and contradiction to this urging for engagement

With these questions about the war that aren’t always getting asked.

As religious people, 

We also have a responsibility to be a voice that calls us away from all the spin,

All the slogans, all the politics, all the talking, all the waging, all the warring

And invites us personally and communally to renew our basic human impulse

Toward love, and toward forgiveness when we fail at this love.

I called this sermon “A Yom Kippur Sermon During Wartime”
Because if ever there was a time when we need a Day of Atonement it is now.

Atonement.  Break up the word and you will get the message.

At One Ment. Being at one.  Gathering up the pieces of ourselves,
Making amends for who and what we might have broken, feeling whole again.

We hear some say there is a military solution in Iraq.

We hear many others say there is only a political solution.

But I keep thinking about a religious solution.
It seems to me that the only true exit out of all conflict

Toward peace is the kind of self-reflection and attention
That the Jews observe as Yom Kippur, the Muslims observe as Ramadan,

The Christians call confession and prayer.

“An interruption of the mundane,” James Carroll called it this week in his column.

“A rejection of consumption.  A sensitivity to those in need.

An awareness of the universal failure to live rightly.

A refusal to domineer; a readiness to face the truth of our mortality.”

Isn’t this kind of attention to our lives and our ability to love

Our only real way out of conflict?

Aren’t we called, you and I, to recover in our personal relationships

And in the public realm some of what we see is missing out in the world?

If we want peace in the world,

Between nations and neighbors, in the home,

Where else can it begin but in our own hearts?

“To survive as a human being is only possible through love,” 
Is how Chris Hedges ends his book.

“The instinct must be to reach out to those we love, to see them in all their divinity,

pity, and pathos of being human.

And to recognize love in the lives of others – even those with whom we are in conflict – 

Love that is like our own.

It doesn’t mean that we will avoid war and death.

It doesn’t mean that we as individuals will survive.

But love, in its mystery, has its own power.

It alone is a force that gives us meaning that endures.

It alone allows us to embrace and cherish life.

Love has power to both to resist in our nature what we know

We must resist, and to affirm what we know we must affirm.

And love, as the poets remind us, is eternal.”
Love is the force that gives us meaning.

Amen.

