FIFTH ANNIVERSARY OF IRAQ WAR
March 19, 2008

Marie Lucey, OSF, LCWR

“Enough with the slaughters.  Enough with the violence.  Enough with the hatred in Iraq!”  These are not my words, but the words of Pope Benedict XVI in a special appeal for peace made last Sunday, known as Palm or Passion Sunday in the Christian calendar.  Pope Benedict was decrying the murder of Archbishop Paulos Faraj Rahho, Chaldean bishop of Mosul, but not only the bishop’s death; he was deploring the violence that has been unleashed in Iraq for the past five years and calling for an end to the war.

This unjustified war moves into its sixth year with staggering costs to both Iraq and the United States: for Iraq, a conservative estimate of 88,000 killed; much of the country in ruins materially, politically and environmentally; 2 million persons displaced within the country and 2.5 million Iraqi refugees who have fled the violence and sought refuge in neighboring countries; for the United States, 4,000 young men and women in the military killed; 30,000 physically injured or maimed; thousands more suffering from mental stress and depression; $500 billion spent on the war while domestic human needs are neglected; and, loss of moral stature in the world, loss of credibility and respect.
This morning, I was amused by the comment of a young U.S. male protestor of the war quoted on the front page of the Washington Post: “The movement is ours too, not just that of old white women.”  I am thrilled that young people have claimed their voice in protesting this war, and as one of those old white women, I am glad that I, and the Leadership Conference of Women Religious, began to publicly decry the war even before it started.
One tragic outcome of the war that I have seen up close is the humanitarian crisis of Iraqi refugees, an outcome that has received little media attention.  In January, I was part of a delegation of women religious invited by Catholic Relief Services to learn about the plight of Iraqi refugees living in Lebanon and Syria.  What we witnessed has been carved into my mind and my heart.  Iraqi families that I met have lost everything and live in desperate situations.  These families are poor and vulnerable; many are sick; many suffer depression and mental trauma from violence in Iraq and from their undocumented status in host countries.  In Lebanon the men, in particular, are at risk for arrest. Some women suffer abuse, and some children have to be the providers for their families.   In both countries it is extremely difficult for men to find work.  Host countries are experiencing the great strain that refugees have placed on their infrastructures.

The refugees were Shia, Sunni and Christian, all suffering the same fate, all “living in limbo,” as another member of the delegation described their plight, as they wait to be resettled in a safe and secure environment, unable to return to Iraq.  In Beirut, we visited Chaldean Bishop Michel Kassarji and in Damascus we met with Bishop Absi, both of whom fear that the Catholic community in Iraq will be annihilated by sectarian violence which has erupted since the U.S. invasion.  Before the war, the Christian community, while a minority, co-existed with their Muslim neighbors.  We visited groups of Catholic sisters in both countries who are reaching out to refugees without discrimination and with few resources.  One of the sisters told us, “I kneel at the feet of the Iraqis because of their suffering.”  Another declared emphatically, “This is a war against humanity.”
In my faith tradition, this is Wednesday in Holy Week, when the scriptures recount the betrayal of Jesus by his friend, Judas.  Betrayal is a terrible thing.  U.S. government officials who led us into this nightmare that is the Iraq war, have betrayed the principles and values enshrined in the founding documents of this country, ideals for which our country was once admired and respected.  One of the many tragedies of this war is what it is doing to the soul of this country.  During Lent, Catholics for an End to the War in Iraq have been collecting signatures for an immediate and responsible end to this war, and to date have over 20,000 signatures.  This week, as we contemplate the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we pray with people of other faiths for all men, women and children who are paying the price of this war, and we pray for the elected leaders of our country that they may have the courage to recognize the consequences of their actions and bring the war in Iraq to an end.  “Enough with the slaughters.  Enough with the violence.  Enough with the hatred (and war) in Iraq!”  
