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Marie Lucey, OSF for LCWR, a member of NRCAT

It is almost unthinkable to me that we must assemble here today to cry out against the use of torture by the government of the United States of America.  It does not seem real that we must express our outrage that just two days ago, the president of this country that we love for its beauty, its people, and the values proclaimed in our Constitution that the world admires, that this president vetoed a bill that would outlaw the use of torture by any government agency, a bill that was passed by both houses of Congress.  With his veto pen, the president has said “Yes” to use of torture tactics by the Central Intelligence Agency, albeit use narrowly proscribed.  Torture is torture, no matter how often it is used or under what circumstances.  

It is beyond comprehension that we even have to explain why torture is wrong.  All our faith traditions condemn it.  In my Christian tradition, in just a few days we will recall the torture and death of Jesus Christ at the hands of an occupying army.  In my Catholic tradition, our social teachings state clearly: “In carrying out investigations, the regulation against the use of torture, even in the case of serious crimes, must be strictly observed.”  In the words of Pope John Paul II, “Christ’s disciple refuses every recourse to such methods, which nothing could justify and in which (human dignity) is as much debased in the torturer as in the torturer’s victim.”

God-given human dignity is the core teaching of the Catholic social tradition.  Does it apply to those who commit heinous crimes?  Yes.  Torture tactics are not to be used against any person, no matter what the goal may be.  The strongest argument against use of torture tactics is that they are morally wrong.  Also, as Pope John Paul II emphatically stated, they violate the human dignity not only of the tortured person, but also of the torturer.  We have seen evidence of this truth in the appalling images of Abu-Graib, the dehumanization of the torturers themselves.
When it is so apparent that torture is morally reprehensible, we have to ask, why then do people torture?  What causes one human being to torture another?  Certainly a primary answer is fear—fear sometimes so deep-seated it is expressed as cruelty, arrogance, or hatred.  Thomas Merton, Trappist monk and spiritual writer, held that the opposite of love is not hatred, but fear.  Fear can lead one person, or group of persons, or a nation to dehumanize another, so that particular other is seen not as a human being, but only as a threat.

The words of Jesus run throughout the gospels like a mantra—“Do not be afraid.”  All of us know what it is to be afraid.  Jesus himself was afraid of the agony he would experience on that dreadful Friday.  But what he was telling his disciples, telling us, was not to be overcome by fear, not to be paralyzed or debased by fear.  “I am with you.  Do not be afraid.”

Our president and members of the intelligence agencies know that torture and all forms of inhumane treatment are wrong.  Why else would they deny that water-boarding and other cruelties are torture?  Such tactics are called “enhanced interrogations,” a euphemism for torture.  We call on members of Congress to do everything they can to denounce and end U.S. sponsored torture.

