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Preface




September 11, 2001 feels like a long time ago. Many of you reading this were not alive. Some of you may not remember the Iraq War or the “shock and awe” campaign of George W. Bush, when the U.S. dropped over 900 bombs a day on Iraq while I was there. Nevertheless, this little journal is still for you. No matter how old you are or whether you have little faith or no faith, this book is for you. 

This war journal is not just about Iraq or 9/11. We are republishing this new edition because we must learn from our past if we want to build a better future. As the old saying goes, “History doesn't repeat itself, but it rhymes.” Today we are watching bombs fall on Gaza. It is the mass destruction of an entire group of people, and it rhymes. An attack on September 11th, 2001 paved the way to the vengeful wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which took tens of thousands of lives. And it was an attack by Hamas on October 7, 2023, that provided the opportunity for the mass slaughter of families and total destruction of Gaza. Certainly, Israel is at the helm of this war, but the funds and weapons are being provided by the United States. It could not happen without us.

Dr. King called America “the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today.” It's not a conviction that appears on many monuments or memorials and certainly doesn't get quoted by many presidents or politicians. It's worth reading the longer quote here:

As I have walked among the desperate, rejected, and angry young men, I have told them that Molotov cocktails and rifles would not solve their problems. . . . But they asked, and rightly so, “What about Vietnam?” They asked if our own nation wasn’t using massive doses of violence to solve its problems, to bring about the changes it wanted. Their questions hit home, and I knew that I could never again raise my voice against the violence of the oppressed in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today: my own government.

Before we write off Dr. King as being a little harsh or hyperbolic, consider this: The United States has more guns than people. We comprise about 5% of the global population but possess almost half of the world's guns. The U.S. has five times more gun dealers than McDonald's restaurants. We produce more guns than any country in the world: 9.5 million guns per year, 26,000 guns per day, one gun every three seconds. And some people still try to make the case that more guns will solve our gun problem. It's a bit like an alcoholic saying, “I've got a problem, but get me another shot of whiskey.” 

It's not just guns. When it comes to the death penalty, the idea is that we can try to kill people who kill to try to show that killing is wrong. The United States consistently makes the list of the most deadly countries in the world when it comes to executions. The U.S. always ranks in the top ten (and usually in the top five) executing countries in the world, a list which also includes China, Iran, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia. In 1975, the year I was born, only 15 countries had abolished the death penalty. Today, two thirds of the world—over 150 countries—have abolished it. Only a handful of countries still carry out executions, and the U.S. is one of them. 

We also lead the world when it comes to weapons of mass destruction. Of the 12,000 nuclear bombs in the world, 93% are owned by two countries: the U.S. and Russia. We have approximately half of the nuclear weapons in the world in this one country. Some of these bombs are 3,000 times stronger than “the little boy,” the codename for the bomb used in Hiroshima. In fact, our nuclear bombs have the capacity of over 50,000 Hiroshima bombs. 50,000 Hiroshimas! Not only do we possess the most weapons of mass destruction, we are also the world's biggest arms dealer. We export weapons around the world with contracts in over 150 countries. We sometimes export these weapons to countries at war with each other, literally profiting off death. Perhaps what makes us most exceptional is that we are the only country that has ever actually used nuclear weapons. And we did it twice in one week. There comes a point when we must recognize that this is a problem, a sickness.

We have a problem in the United States. We are addicted to violence. ADDICTED. 

I've spent a lot of time in communities of folks recovering from addiction. The first step of the 12 step program is admitting that we have a problem. There are many other steps to recovery, but when it comes to healing our addictions, including our addiction to violence, we must start with acknowledging the harm we've done as a nation. We must tell the truth… and the truth will set us free. This journal is about the truth… the horrors of war that we saw and documented as we lived in Baghdad. We must understand history so we don’t repeat it. 

Dr. King was not wrong when he called America the greatest purveyor of violence in the world. We continue to trust in our chariots and our horses, our bombs, and our guns. We continue to believe we can live by the sword without dying by the sword. We continue to choose vengeance over love as the force that will bring peace to the world, and in the face of all that, we even have the pretense to call ourselves a Christian nation. The word Christian means Christike; more on that in a second.

I was raised in the Bible belt, down in East Tennessee. I grew up with guns, with a family of hunters and a dad who was in the military. God and country. In high school, I helped organize ”See You at the Pole” rallies, where we would gather at the flagpole before school and pray for our country. I fell in love with Jesus in East Tennessee, but the more deeply I came to love Jesus, the more I found myself at odds with much of what characterized evangelical Christianity. I still love Jesus deeply, as you will see as you read this book, and yet I am deeply troubled by how un-Christlike much of Christianity has become. Mahatma Gandhi was once asked about Christianity and he said, “I love Jesus. I just wish the Christians acted more like him.” My recent work has been leading a movement called Red Letter Christians. We get our name from the Bibles that highlight the words of Jesus in red. And we like to say that we are aspiring to "live as if Jesus meant the stuff he said." Check it all out here: www.RedLetterChristians.org

As I look back on my own life, I am deeply troubled by how narrowly many Christians, including myself, have defined what it means to be “pro-life.” America may be the only place in the world where you can be pro-guns, pro-war, pro-death penalty, and still say you are pro-life, as long as you get it right on abortion. It is more accurate for many pro-lifers to say they are “pro-birth” or “anti-abortion.” After all, gun violence is the #1 cause of death of children in America. We can’t be pro-life and ignore gun violence. And we can’t be pro-life and stay silent about Gaza, where, on average, one child is killed every hour. If you were to attend a funeral a day for every child killed in Gaza since October 7, you’d be going to funerals for over 50 years. 

Many of us have acted like life begins at conception and ends at birth. But it's not enough just to have a child born—we need to make sure that child thrives and has food and healthcare and education and all that they need. I'm convinced God cares about life outside the womb as well as life inside the womb—as I like to say, I am pro-life from “womb to tomb.” My writing reflects this journey. I wrote Executing Grace about the death penalty. And Beating Guns about gun violence. And my most recent book Reclaiming Life is about the intersection of all these issues, offering a more robust framework of what it means to be pro-life. We cannot be pro-life and ignore the casualties of war in Hiroshima, or Iraq, or Afghanistan, or Gaza. Every child in Gaza is just as precious as a child anywhere else in the world. Every person in Gaza is made in the image of God. Check out our "God Loves Gaza" Campaign: www.GodLovesGaza.org

It is a deep commitment to life that led me to protest the Iraq War. It's also my love for Jesus and a genuine desire to follow Jesus that led me to Iraq. At the time, the Iraq War was the most protested war in history (as listed in Guiness World Records). Now Gaza is the most protested war in history. Hopefully the next war, wherever it is, will be the most protested war in history. We cannot be silent in the face of war. 

One thing I do want to say clearly, though, for those of you who are not Christians: This book is still for you. I think and I hope you'll find much truth and encouragement here, even if you're not religious at all. For those of you who are spiritual but not religious, or those who are the “nones and dones,” those who are tired of institutional religion, this book is for you, too. For those of you who are committed to other faiths, this book is also for you. I learned so much from my time with Muslim friends while in Iraq, and continue to have a passion for interfaith work. We must find common ground with people of all faiths as we work for peace. All of our faiths have been distorted in order to justify violence and hatred. No one kills with more passion than someone who believes God is on their side. I am grateful to all my Jewish friends who are speaking out against the violence in Gaza, at great cost. And I am so grateful for all my Muslim friends who have spoken out against extremism, at times risking their lives. Courage has many different forms. And courage is contagious. 

Still, I wouldn't be honest if I didn't offer a little spiritual reflection as you prepare to read these very charged journal entries from over 20 years ago. After all, not only are lives at stake. The credibility of my faith as a Christian is at stake—especially as we see people twist scripture to justify violence. 

When people are asked if they know a Bible verse, whether they consider themselves religious or not, one of the most popular answers is: “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth,” (Exodus 21:23). It was one of many laws given to God's people through Moses after they left Egypt. It's also one of the most misunderstood and misused verses of the Bible. It's certainly a framework that is used to justify war—like the war we see happening in Gaza right now and the war in Iraq and Afghanistan after the attacks on September 11. “What about 9/11—they attacked us? What about Hamas?”

The ancient idea was known as lex taliones, which means “law of retaliation.” It is quite literally where we get our understanding of retaliation. It allowed a person to return harm—the same harm done to them. It is sometimes called “reciprocal justice,” because you could reciprocate the harm inflicted on you to the person who did that harm. Lexionus existed thousands of years before the compilation of the Bible and as a guide to justice, it was a commonly accepted practice. It is still very common in the world in which we live. But here's what is clutch about lex taliones: It put clear limitations on the retaliation. It had to not just be proportional, but exactly the same. If someone broke your left arm, you could break their arm, but it also had to be the left arm. If someone gouges out your eye, you can gouge out their eye, but only one eye, and it has to be the same eye. If someone breaks your leg, you can break their leg, but it stops there. You can’t burn down their house or threaten the lives of someone they loved. It was never meant to be a license for violence or revenge. It was meant to limit the escalating cycle of violence. Another way of thinking of it is, “an eye for an eye, but no more than that.”

So limiting violence is a good thing, and it's clear that's what the original law of retaliation was intended to do: Stop the spiral of violence. You know how it goes. What starts as a tweet ends up an argument. An argument turns into a fist fight, fists turn into knives or bats or guns, and lives are lost. Or, when it comes to nations, one attack justifies an entire war with all sorts of collateral damage. If we followed the original law after 9/11, we could have made a case for killing 3,000 people in retaliation… but not tens of thousands. And in the case of October 7, Israel could make a case for killing 1,200 people, 38 of whom were children… but no one would ever justify killing 60,000 people, over 18,000 of whom are children. There would be no room for forced starvation or collective punishment. 

What was meant to limit violence has too often been used instead as a license for violence. The hope was to prevent the never ending cycle of violence—to stop violence rather than validate or escalate it. 

And then came Jesus. Jesus knew that ancient law, of course… and he challenged it. As a Christian I believe he came to “fulfill the law,” (Matthew 5) so what Jesus did makes total sense. He said to his followers, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you: Do not resist an evildoer,” (Matthew 5:38-39). Jesus transcends the law. His way is the law of love. As his followers, we should not hurt those who have hurt us, even if we have the legal right to do it. 

We can do better than mirroring the evil done to us. We don't poke out anyone else's eye, even if they poke out ours. We don't repay evil with evil, but we return evil with good. As my mama taught me, “Two wrongs don't make a right.”

So if we believe Jesus did not come to abolish the law but to fulfill the law, it all makes so much sense. Limiting violence was a good place to start. Ending violence is where this whole thing is headed. Jesus expands our ideas of justice with the law of love. Just because we can retaliate doesn't mean we should. Just because it's legal, doesn't mean it's right.

Returning harm for harm is not the best we can do. Deep down, we know we can do better than returning harm. We don't rape those who rape to show that rape is wrong. And yet, the ancient logic of Lex talionis is alive in well in the logic of our governments; it pervades our thinking as nations, especially when it comes to extreme events, like attacks and bombings and murder in war, we still cling to this dead-end logic that we can kill to show that killing is wrong or kill to punish killing. Somehow we think violence will heal the wounds of violence, but it only inflicts new wounds and adds to the hostile fires of hatred and revenge. In the end, we merely become the killers. We end up being the terrorists. In battling the beast, we become the beast.

It's very interesting that in the early church, a bishop named Cyprian said when a person kills another person, we all call it evil as we should, but why do we then sanctify it when the state does it in mass? Cyprian said it is wrong to kill, whether done by an individual or a president or a prime minister or the government.

Every life is made in the image of God, and we should never sanctify killing. As a Christian, I believe that Jesus is the full revelation of God. Jesus is God with skin on. In Jesus, we see unmistakably that God is love. Jesus loved his enemies so much he died for them. 

God is nonviolent. God is healing the wounds of violence and sin. God is showing us the narrow way that leads to life. Throughout his ministry, Jesus disrupts systems of death, disarms violent hearts, casts out demons, and disturbs the powers that are hurting people. In the middle of an execution, Jesus interrupts the execution of a woman caught in adultery by saying, “let the one who is without sin cast the first stone.” When his own disciples want to call down fire from heaven on the Samaritans, Jesus rebukes them. When his own disciple, Peter, resorts to violence, picking up the sword in an attempt to defend Jesus, Jesus scolds him and says, “Peter, if you live by the sword, you will die by the sword, put the sword away.” And then he heals the person who Peter wounded. 

The early Christians understood this incident as the final triumph over the logic of redemptive violence. Tertullian said when Jesus disarmed Peter, he disarmed every one of us. If ever there was a case for using violence to protect the innocent, if ever there was a case for standing our ground and resorting to violence, Peter had the strongest case there ever was. But Jesus shows all of us a better way, a way we can interact with evil without mirroring evil. Peter learned, and any of us who dare follow Jesus must also learn, that we cannot carry a cross in one hand and a weapon in the other. We cannot serve two masters. Jesus teaches and the whole New Testament affirms that we should not return harm done to us. As the early Christian said, for Christ we can die, but we cannot kill. I've come to believe we cannot reconcile any form of violence with Jesus, the Prince of peace. When Jesus said, “love your enemies,” he meant we shouldn't kill them. The real question we face today is: Do we believe that Jesus meant the stuff he said? 

My trip to Iraq was simply an attempt to be faithful to Jesus. And to love. We were forced to ask ourselves, Do we believe that the cross offers an alternative to the sword, the gun, and the bomb? Are we willing to risk our lives for it?







OEBPS/images/27502436-88ea-460d-be4c-48c3a48f08ff.jpeg
Dedicated to my mom,
who cried a lot in March 2003.

And to the mothers who are still crying.
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Of Grace and Bombs

A Peacemaker’s Iraq War Journal
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