To Repent, to Restore, to Rebuild, and to Reconcile
A Study Paper on Lessons Learned and Directions Toward Peace in Iraq
Followed by Appendix A: Costly Lessons of the Iraq War

[Received and directed that it be posted on the website of the Office of the General Assembly and be
commended for study throughout the church. See 11‐10, #11.
I. Introduction
The purpose of this study paper is to state more fully the Christian basis for the “costly lessons”
affirmed in the resolution (now in Appendix A) and for the directions signaled in its title, “to repent,
to restore, to rebuild and to reconcile.” In practical terms, repentance can simply mean changing the
direction of our policy, but it means here changing assumptions about how international relations
are done. Similarly, the bipartisan Iraq Study Group (Baker‐Hamilton Commission) speaks
frequently of the need for “national reconciliation” in Iraq, building on dialogue, equitable sharing
of oil and other resources, and even‐controversial “amnesty” for those who participated in the
horrific violence of the past five years.15 Beyond this emphasis on retaining national coherence
through hard compromise and international support—goals we support and see no need to
duplicate in many cases—this paper sees the response to Iraq as a major test for how the
international role of the U.S. may be revised. In this, it is influenced by the work of Donald W.
Shriver Jr., on both forgiveness and repentance as faith‐inspired approaches to reconnect power
and morality in international affairs. Its primary author is Edward L. Long Jr., a prolific scholar well‐
versed in Just War and Just Peace thinking, with significant insights from Gary Dorrien, a third well‐
known ethicist whose assessments of foreign policy appears regularly in the Christian Century and
other periodicals.
Many observers have bemoaned the fact that the United States did not build an international
consensus after 9/11 to address the causes and cures of terrorism in a way that would bridge
cultural and religious divides. But the bigger missed opportunity came when the Cold War ended.
Rather than redirecting the enormous military expenditure toward human needs in a “peace
dividend,” the United States continued to build its military power as the “indispensable nation” in a
“unipolar” new world order.16 Beyond this, a number of influential policy thinkers believed it was
time for the “one remaining superpower” to reshape the world. Some of this was idealism, some
was ideology, but the combination resonated with Americans who already saw their nation as an
“exception” to the destiny of normal nations. After the deeply disturbing attack on September 11,
2001, the proponents of a plan to remove Saddam Hussein through regime change—first publicly
proposed in the United States in January 1998—were positioned to carry out that reshaping plan,
ostensibly to “democratize” the Middle East. Of the eighteen members of the neoconservative
“Project for a New American Century” who signed the 1998 public letter urging that “removing
Saddam Hussein … needs to become the aim of American foreign policy,” eleven gained high‐level
appointments in George W. Bush’s administration. 17 Afghanistan became the acknowledged initial
war focus to remove the Taliban who sheltered Al Qaeda, but virtually immediately, as then‐
counter‐terrorism director Richard Clarke reports, links were sought between Osama bin Laden
and Saddam Hussein.18
At this time, the United States may be faced with another “mythic” or deeply formative moment,
as its capacity to maintain a military budget larger than those of all other nations combined, and to
exercise “full spectrum dominance” in the world, may now be severely curtailed by the costs and
consequences of the Iraq war. If the United States is, in fact, moving into a time of relative decline as
a world power, it will be all the more important to understand how this situation came about, and
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what wiser role this country may yet play in helping establish a “just and durable peace.” And if
such a redirection is to take place, it seems likely to require a Christian vision much bigger than
nationalism, a reconciling patriotism, or “prophetic realism” explored in studies such as this one.
To call on one’s own nation to “restore, rebuild, reconcile,” much less “repent,” requires a deep
conviction that there is a better way. That way is not simply a distillation of lessons, however wise,
or a list of recommendations as the resolution in part provides. We find the fundamental way of
redirection in the peace of Christ, whose “way, truth, and life” reveal a basic coherence of means
and ends that brings violent means and peaceful goals into sharpest contradiction. The way, the
truth, and the life preached and lived by Jesus of Nazareth is to Christians a summary of salvation:
that God acts through the love of Christ to save and that only by responding in love of God and
neighbor do we experience that salvation fully.
The Confession of 1967 affirms that “God’s reconciling act in Jesus Christ is a mystery which the
Scriptures describe in various ways” (The Book of Confessions, 9.09). The Bible presents many
images of salvation, and many of these involve the making of peace and sharing material blessings
through the sacrificial yet abundant life in Jesus Christ. Calling our nation (and others) to repent
and to contribute as lavishly to restoration and reconstruction as we have to war is a necessary
part, in our view, of the long‐term work of reconciliation to overcome the mistrust and frequent
hatred of the United States expressed by the Iraqi people. Perhaps for all of the Middle East, we
might say that Iraq has become the frontline in the struggle for reconciliation.
Because the Confession of 1967 speaks so clearly about the linkage of peace and justice with
reconciliation, it was influential in the major 1980 policy, Peacemaking: The Believers’ Calling.
Notice how it describes the place of peace in the work of the Holy Spirit:
God the Holy Spirit fulfills the work of reconciliation in human life. The Holy Spirit creates and renews the
church as the community in which human beings are reconciled to God and to one another. The Spirit
enables us to receive forgiveness as we forgive one another and to enjoy the peace of God as we make
peace among ourselves. In spite of our sin, the Spirit gives us power to become representatives of Jesus
Christ and his gospel of reconciliation to all. (9.20). (Inclusive Language Version in Church & Society, Vol.
92:5; May/June 2002, p. 206).

The peace of Christ is neither easy nor cheap, neither for God, nor for us. It is a call to sacrifice,
to take up one’s cross, to be converted and led by God’s Spirit. As in everyday life, where our faith
helps us order the goods of life and avoid idols, so in community the church must stand for truths
that put even nations in their place. The peace of Christ is powerful as the truth is sometimes
divisive: God’s questions echo in our minds and hearts, from God’s question to Cain about Abel’s
fate to Jesus’ basic question, “what does it profit a person to gain the whole world and lose his
soul?” (Luke 9:25) In national terms, what does it profit a country to become an empire and lose its
character?
This is not the place for a full theology of peace, but it is necessary to indicate that the words
chosen to title this background paper refer to fundamental movements of God’s redemption, even if
none—such as reconciliation of Shia and Sunni—are likely to be fully achieveable.
We ourselves must repent for confusing comfort and even security with being centered in God’s
promise. The sacrifices of dead and wounded soldiers need to be honored, but not used to justify
the slaughter of innocents as if they were terrorists. To take the lives of others, to limit the
fulfillment of others’ lives for the enrichment of our own, this is to be in a foreign land, far from the
path of righteousness. The Reformed Church never denies that there is a terrorist threat; we know
that each of us, and even great nations, can be guilty of terror, torture, and casual cruelty. The
memory of the innocent 9/11 victims, invoked so often, is truly honored when it points to peace.
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In Ulrich Mauser’s The Gospel of Peace (WJKP, 1992), there is a careful survey of the way peace
is portrayed in Scripture. Mauser shows how peace in the Old Testament is often pictured as
coming after violent struggle, and that struggle is often related to idolatry. Idolatry, the worship of
false gods, is itself linked to greed and injustice, so that the establishment of peace also restores
justice. In the New Testament, Jesus famously says, “blessed are the peacemakers,” (Matt. 5:9), the
only time the word “peacemaker” appears. But peace is pervasive in the blessing of well‐being, or
shalom, that is repeatedly proclaimed by Jesus and the disciples. Acts 10:36 sums up the whole
story of Jesus as “the good news of peace.”19
A basic link between the peace of Christ, restoration, and rebuilding, can be seen in the way the
proclamation of peace and the announcement of the kingdom or reign of God go with Jesus’ healing
power. Mauser summarizes the element of struggle with evil in the healings, the way some are seen
as exorcisms, expelling satanic spirits and breaking accursed conditions. When Jesus is said to have
healed “every disease,” Mauser sees a universalizing of Jesus’ healing. The peace of God does not
use violent methods, even or especially in the Garden of Gethsemane; the cross and resurrection
show a struggle and victory over illegitimate powers.
On a personal level, repentance leads to a restoration of inner connection with God and new or
renewed growth in the Spirit: sanctification, regeneration. This is not the work of nations of
themselves, but it has a communal dimension sometimes seen in national policy. In the biblical
history of Israel, we see prophets repeatedly calling on their nation and others to repent. Exile is
partly punishment for national sinfulness; the restoration and rebuilding of Zion, described in Ezra
and Nehemiah, requires new dedication, though it also shows continued struggle over the land and
identity of its inhabitants. That the exiles are allowed to return and that relative peace is
maintained are attributed to changes in the attitude of a Persian emperor in which God’s hand is
seen. (Many commented early in the war about the Bible’s frequent references to places in what is
now Iraq; Baghdad as Babylon, Mosul as Nineveh, etc. Now so many of those inhabitants are in exile
and their cultural heritage in jeopardy.)
The material aspect of restoring peace and justice can be heard sharply in James, which is so
much a call to repentance for those who have much. “If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily
food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do not
supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that?” (James 2:15−16). A chapter later James returns
to “peaceable” wisdom with moral force: “But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable,
gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy. And a
harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace” (3:17−18). Then James looks
at “what causes wars” and murderousness and names covetousness, vanity, pride, and
doublemindedness or inner conflict rather than humble faith. “Friendship with the world,” or the
world’s standards, functions as idolatry and makes one “an enemy of God” (James 4:4).20
Reconciliation as overcoming social divisions cannot, again, be extrapolated directly from the
personal focus of James, despite the emphasis on righteousness or justice. But James is addressing
the roots of violence and naming idols. In the early Church, as Walter Wink describes in Engaging
the Powers, violence and idolatry were closely associated and pacifism was resistance to both.
Killing for Rome was sacrificing to a false god. Wink’s work provides an analysis of how the New
Testament does speak of systems in the sometimes apocalyptic language of “principalities and
powers.” More importantly, the kingdom or reign of God is itself an intrinsically social reality and
provides the link between personal redemption and communal participation.
In a short book, When the Powers Fall: Reconciliation in the Healing of Nations, Wink looks at
God’s reign as God’s sovereignty in the world and in the believer, both outside and inside. In
symbolic shorthand, he refers to the “Domination system: a social system characterized by
hierarchical power relations, economic inequality, oppressive politics, patriarchy, ranking,
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aristocracy, taxation, standing armies, and war. Violence became the preferred means for
adjudicating disputes and getting and holding power.”21 This echoes what James was warning
against. Wink looks at the ways Jesus refused to exalt himself, the ways he “took the form of a
servant,” unlike the rulers of the Gentiles, who “lord it over each other.” To proclaim the “kingdom
of God,” then, is to practice a different politics, to proclaim an alternative order based in equality
and nonviolence rather than domination.
When dictatorships fall, Wink looks to the Church to live out its alternative politics through
forgiveness and reconciliation. Though forgiveness is for reconciliation, the former can be
unilateral; the latter is inherently mutual. Wink distinguishes between true and false forgiveness
and reconciliation: the key is the role of truth, and this leads him to examine the truth and
reconciliation commissions in many Latin American countries, South Africa, and Namibia. In almost
all cases, former military dictators and torturers declared amnesty and gave themselves impunity,
effectively refusing repentance. Yet still the power of truth worked to heal in those who had
suffered. By the way of biblical application, Wink comes to a position similar to that developed in
social ethics and history by Donald W. Shriver Jr.
In An Ethic for Enemies: Forgiveness in Politics (1995), Shriver examines the key ways
forgiveness has played a role in the relations between the United States, Germany, Japan, and
between white and black Americans. Though forgiveness is seen as distinctive and freeing by
Christians and non‐Christians, such as Hannah Arendt, Shriver describes the way it had been
privatized in what he calls “the sacramental captivity of forgiveness, 500−1500,” where forgiveness
took particular ritual and institutional forms of confession, absolution, and penance, usually with
specific gradations.22 Shriver goes on to look at historic moments and leaders, such as Lincoln, who
was able to say, “with malice toward none, and charity toward all,” looking to reconciliation after
the Civil War, just days before his death. Here is a key conclusion that may speak to the political
leadership needed in our time:
. . . only in a context of perceived interconnectedness between participants in great traumatic political
injustice can one go on to assert the symbolic, representative role of politicians in the enactment of a
political form of forgiveness. An indefinite but real network of victims and agents calls for that role.
Whether leaders accuse an enemy of crime, confess to crimes of their own people, or hold out hopes for a
future reconciliation, they do all of this on behalf of one collective in addressing another. To deny this
representative, symbolic role to politicians is to impoverish their service to a society’s dealing with its
past wrongs and its present corrective responsibility to the future.23

In Honest Patriots: Loving a Country Enough to Remember Its Misdeeds (2005), Shriver develops
the theme of political‐social repentance more fully. His book is a form of listening and reflecting
deeply on the moral experiences of Germany, South Africa, and the United States, in our case with
particular attention to African American and Native American relations with the European
American majority. If he were to have chosen proof‐texts, they would be from the book of
Lamentations. Shriver, too, looks at the Truth and Reconciliation process in South Africa and the
painful stripping away of official denial that it involved, even when its official amnesty did not
produce repentance. A rare few Afrikaner leaders made public confessions that revealed what
Shriver calls, honest patriotism rather than a nationalism that favored only part of the nation. In
turning to race relations in the United States, he is eloquent about his own past as a Southerner, and
about the ironies of American history. He ends with a look at the Iraq war, and “the question
presses upon Americans now as seldom before in our history: for what displays of hubris, in our
current collective stance in the world, may the American government one day have to consider
apologizing?”24
When the paper moves to consider the rationales stated and unstated for the invasion of Iraq,
the question of hubris, pride, or what the psychologists call, grandiosity, will return.25 Shriver
looked at long‐term periods of arrogance and amnesia; a reporter on the conduct of the Iraq war,
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Robert Woodward, titled a book, State of Denial, for a governing style that tried to impose ideology
on reality.26 It is not necessary to understand the United States as an empire, to see at least some of
the use of its power as imperial.
Much of the work of peacemaking is not done on the national level by political leaders, but by
citizens engaging in a whole range of activities that show a more peaceful reality is possible.
Political organizing can help change a country’s motivation and address its fears, particularly if it
can appeal to both patriotism and moral empowerment—even to the spiritual empowerment that
Christian faith provides. Yet we are also aware that there will be resistance to having U.S. forces pull
back to allow Iraq to regain its sovereignty and reluctance to provide funds for rebuilding a nation
that is no longer a threat. Thus we turn to examples of peacemaking that also show reactions, lest
we think reconciliation will not be costly.
The role of religious peacemakers is lifted up in Peacemakers in Action: Profiles of Religion in
Conflict Resolution, edited by David Little, which describes interfaith work, including joint Muslim‐
Christian peacemaking in Nigeria and Palestine/Israel. Little writes, “… the experience of most of
the Peacemakers in this volume … proves that even those figures most consistently devoted to the
principles of conciliation and amity are not in fact strangers to conflict and violence. Those who
seek peace by peaceful means are, despite their intentions, often the objects of hatred and
retaliation; they predictably heighten tension rather than relax it, because they denounce what they
believe is injustice and abuse.”27
Little outlines “four general types of peacemaking that apply to the work of religious
peacemakers … enforcement, peacekeeping, institution‐and‐capacity building, and agreement‐
making.” The first two functions can be backed up by force of arms, but the second two involve the
particular diplomatic and participatory strategies of religious peacemakers. “The first is occupied
with the design and creation over time of an array of institutions and practices capable of
increasing and sustaining the balance of social harmony and civil unity over hostility and violence.
This entails broadening and strengthening commitment to and training in multireligious and
multiethnic respect and tolerance, along with the management and reduction of violence, human
rights compliance, rule of law, empowerment of women and minorities, advancement of
educational and vocational opportunities, expansion of health care, reduction of inequities in
wealth and power…”Agreement‐making is the process of sustained interaction by which hostile
parties are brought to work out and accept a peace settlement. “Track One” diplomacy involves
official governmental and third party representatives; “Track Two” is unofficial diplomacy by
nongovernmental groups and individuals. One example of the latter is Presbyterian minister
William Lowrey’s “creative work in helping facilitate agreements between the Nuer and Dinka
peoples in Southern Sudan.”28
In light of the particulars summarized by Little, it should be clear that “nation‐building” involves
rebuilding relationships within a given nation among its peoples, and among neighboring nations
who may rightly fear the contagion of chaos or the burden of refugees. This section has moved from
the peace given us in Christ to the ways we share that peace, without false innocence or arrogance,
to those who are in conflicts—and that includes ourselves.
II. Summary of Previous Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Resolutions on the Iraq War (2003 and
2004) and “Violence, Religion, and Terrorism” (2004)
The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has studied the situation in Iraq for more than five years and
has issued a number of background papers, policy recommendations, and study guides to foster
thoughtful deliberation about the moral issues raised by American policy. There is no doubt but
what the war in Iraq has created enormous disagreement as to whether or not it constitutes a wise
undertaking. The members of our church are not all agreed as to what can or should be done.
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However complex, the issues do not go away nor can they be ignored. A great deal is at stake—
militarily, politically, diplomatically, interreligiously—and anyone who cares about basic
humanitarian concerns must address the problem.
The first document in which the Presbyterian church dealt with Iraq was presented to the
215th General Assembly (2003) (Denver) and was entitled “Iraq and Beyond.” This document
raised serious doubts about the moral legitimacy of preventive wars and the national policy of full
spectrum dominance that was coming to be the operative basis of national policy, especially the
action taken against Iraq. It acknowledged the unresolved differences between opponents of all
armed conflict and those who acknowledge the legitimacy of military action under just war
principles. It pointed out that it is possible to support U.S. military personnel as persons without
linking that support with approval of national policy. It emphasized the importance of keeping
noncombatants, especially civilians, from harm; highlighted the need to maintain the viability of
economic life and public order in taking any action; and urged cooperation with the United Nations
in creating and implementing all strategies.
It also pointed to the importance of religious communities for the humanitarian renewal of Iraq.
The Worldwide Ministries Division of the church provided reinforcing considerations that
emphasized the importance of maintaining good relationships with Christian churches in the
Middle East and with the Muslim community in our country, and underscored the commitment to
love enemies and that is at the heart of our Christian peace‐seeking.29
One year later, the General Assembly meeting in Richmond accepted another study about Iraq
with the title “Iraq: Our Responsibility and the Future.” The study paper was more explicit in
looking at just war principles and drew moral distinctions between various kinds of military
intervention—concluding that strategic intervention for the purposes of regime change was the
most difficult to defend on moral grounds, if not indeed impossible. This paper also affirmed our
solidarity with Iraqi Christians and their churches, called for pastoral support for U.S. military
personnel and their families, encouraged continued prayer for peace and stability in Iraq,
condemned in the strongest possible terms torture and the abuse of prisoners, and called for a
mission plan to respond to the needs and concerns of our brothers and sisters in Iraq. The most
pointed aspect of the action taken in 2004 was to concur in the judgment of many church leaders
around the world, that the invasion of Iraq has been “unwise, immoral, and illegal.” It called upon
the United States government to speedily restore sovereignty to Iraq. The General Assembly also
declared with equal seriousness that the “United States bear(s) a legal and moral burden for the
reconstruction of Iraq.”30
The doubts and criticism of launching military action against Iraq that are expressed by the
actions of the General Assemblies of 2003 and 2004 were made when there was somewhat greater
support for the war among the public‐at‐large than has come to be the case. These criticisms
embodied a moral judgment that the military action failed the tests of moral legitimacy commonly
posed by just war thinking. An entirely different kind of criticism would later develop in other
circles—criticism that reflected disillusionment with how the war was being carried out and a
judgment that it has been badly managed rather than ill conceived.31 Both kinds of criticism were to
combine by early 2006 to provide increasingly widespread support in the general public for
bringing the military action to an end, though no consensus developed as to just how this should be
accomplished. The administration has rejected all such calls for abandoning its military venture and
mounted a so‐called “surge” designed to provide time for political progress among Iraqi leaders and
to demonstrate the possibility of a more promising outcome from the military effort. This has
further intensified the public debate but not alleviated public concern about the war.
While pressure to end America’s military involvement in Iraq is likely to gain increasing
support, this does not necessarily mean that the moral issues have come to be more fully
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understood or that the premises that led to taking military action in the first place have been
repudiated. To withdraw because of fatigue or disillusionment would be quite different from
seeking to redress the action on moral grounds, as we recommend. This does not preclude
combining these impulses to end the war, but it does recognize that they may be quite different
reasons for the same actions and different judgments about what are appropriate subsequent
responses. It is the role of the church to insist that the moral reasons not be overlooked irrespective
of whether or not opponents of the war are successful in bringing some cessation to the military
action. It is important, then, not merely to add whatever influence we can exert to the public calls
for changing a policy, but to think about the implications of what has already been done and the
moral dimensions of any possible future actions.
III. Reconsideration of War Motivations, Objectives, and Decision‐Framework
A.

Issues Related to the Decision to Initiate Military Action Against Iraq

The wisdom of taking military action in Iraq had been a source of debate from the very
beginning. Several reasons have been advanced for taking such action and each has been
scrutinized at length. The result is that each proposed justification for taking such action has tended
to lose credibility as the debate has progressed and as more and more information has shown the
inadequacy of those justifications.
1. One of the reasons, which figured prominently in the beginning, was a belief that Iraq was in
possession—or would soon be in possession—of weapons of mass destruction. Saddam Hussein
had used chemical weapons against the Kurds, and he had resisted efforts of inspectors from the
United Nations to have clear and unencumbered access to all parts of his country. There was
ambivalence among members of the United Nations as to how rigorously to hold Iraq accountable
and the resulting hesitation created a situation that seemed to invite more stringent action by the
United States acting as the chief world power.
It has subsequently been learned that the intelligence reports implying there was a serious
threat from weapons of mass destruction held by Iraq were either faulty or deliberately
misinterpreted in order to bolster the case for making a preventive strike. Extensive investigative
reporting has since cast doubts on the presence of such weaponry and even on the intentions of
those who used this argument to legitimize the attack on Iraq. Of particular relevance has been the
“Downing Street Memo” made public July 23, 2003, which indicated that the decision to go to war
against Iraq was well crystallized before the putative evidence of weapons of mass destruction was
fully assessed.32 And it may have been possible, with longer time, that Hussein’s acquiescence to
weapons inspections would have continued.
2. A second alleged reason for taking preventive military action against Iraq was the
awareness that Saddam Hussein was a ruthless and evil ruler who had little concern even for the
welfare of Iraq’s people (especially the Kurds and Shiites). The fact that Saddam Hussein was a
brutal ruler has never been significantly contested; but there has been a difference in judgment as
to what should have been done about this horror.
A traditional assumption governing the use of military action has been to regard self‐defense as
legitimate whereas aggression is not. However, more recently a body of thought has been gaining
acceptance approving intervention for humanitarian reasons.33 There has also been a school that
believes American power should be used to bring about free and democratic regimes where they do
not now exist. Humanitarian intervention to alleviate suffering has the widest support, followed by
intervention to establish minimally functional order in cases where no such order is operative. But
intervention to overthrow a particularly cruel regime, which was the situation in Iraq, is far more
problematic, particularly if carried out unilaterally. The action was essentially unilateral despite the
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largely nominal commitment of forces by nations belonging to what was called “the coalition of the
willing.” There is little warrant in international law to support the view that a single nation is
entitled to delegate to itself the right to judge another nation “evil” and on that basis initiate
military action against it.
Moreover, as the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) has indicated in studying this matter, any
intervention, even if undertaken for humanitarian purposes, must be governed by measures similar
to those used in just war thinking, one of which is that it must be a last resort and another that it
must have a reasonable chance of success. The military action against Iraq did not meet either test.
It was taken before the international community had exhausted all diplomatic remedies and with
limited regard for the incipient tensions and rivalries among religious factions in Iraq that would
stymie any constructive outcome from the simple removal of an oppressive leader. Many students
of the Muslim world and Iraq in particular were aware of the potential pitfalls in this kind of
preventive maneuver but their wisdom, like much of a State Department study process, was
disregarded.
3. A third alleged reason, not entirely distinct from the previous humanitarian concerns, was
to help create a democratic example in the region. Idealistic in a way, the idea of exporting
democracy is to some a form of soft intervention. Yet it has support, particularly if any military
occupation by the United States can be an exception to the imperial rule, and if the U.S. is a chosen
exception in itself. This agenda is even more triumphalist than the effort during World War I to
make the world “safe for democracy “ (an effort that was anything but successful). Saddam Hussein
was removed from power rather quickly following the beginning of the Iraq war and elections were
held to symbolize movement toward democratic governance of the nation. But the rise of bitter
hostilities between political and sectarian factors within a power vacuum undercut the confidence
that Iraq was either willing or able to cohere in an adequate way to make democracy possible.
Democracy depends, not merely on freedom, but upon the acceptance of covenantal responsibility
between the members of a society who agree to accept majority decisions as having a claim on their
behavior. It will not arise simply from the removal of a tyrannical regime.
4. Another reason advanced for taking military action against Iraq was to combat terrorism.
It was alleged that Iraq either was already, or could soon become a central actor in the support of
terrorism even if it seemed to have no role in the attacks of 9/11. The trauma associated with those
attacks, plus fear from an anthrax scare, prompted a strong clamor for decisive response. But
careful inquiry, such as the work of the Kean‐Hamilton Commission, showed that there was little, if
any, connection between Saddam and Al Qaeda . Unfortunately, when the commission came to that
conclusion its judgment continued to be questioned by the advocates of the Iraq war. Indeed, the
connection has been alluded to repeatedly by the president and spokespersons for the
administration despite the well‐substantiated evidence to the contrary. This attempt to project the
existence of Al Qaeda in Iraq back onto the time of Saddam Hussein’s regime has no legitimacy yet
is used to bolster support for having taken the military action against Iraq.
5. Yet another reason for taking military action against Iraq has been proposed, not so much
by the proponents of such action, but by its critics. It is suggested that the primary motivations for
the use of military force to establish American dominance has been to protect American’s access to
oil, of which Iraq has a considerable supply. In his memoirs Alan Greenspan indicates this is the
most operative underlying reason.34 And certainly it has great plausibility, from the protection of
the oil fields initially in the invasion (as chaos was allowed elsewhere) to the efforts by U.S.
corporations and contractors to lock in favorable oil extraction agreements. Paradoxically,
however, as the invasion has helped drive the price of oil up, the international thirst for oil did not
seem as great five years ago.
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Obviously, the first four reasons have greater appeal than the concern about oil. They have
more positive sounding moral implications, either because they bear some similarity to self‐defense
or to the idealistic spread of freedom in the Middle East. While the anti‐war slogan, “blood for oil,”
may thus point to a big part of the truth, there is another understated rationale for the war that has
also come out more with time.
6. Starting before the 1998 open letter urging President Clinton to remove rather than simply
“contain” Saddam Hussein, many of the “neoconservative” policymakers had been expressing ideas
about how the United States should consolidate its power in the “unipolar,” post‐Cold War moment
that opened up with the Soviet Union’s implosion in 1989. 35 Influential beyond their numbers,
though supported by various Washington‐based “think tanks,” neoconservative policymakers
provided key direction for the Iraq war and remain among its key backers. Books on the group are
many, and it is beyond this paper’s scope to attempt a full assessment of their influence.36 A flavor
comes through from Charles Krauthammer: “The form of realism that I am arguing for—call it the
new unilateralism—is clear in its determination to self‐consciously and confidently deploy
American power in pursuit of those global ends [of maintaining world peace and stability”] … The
new unilateralism argues explicitly and unashamedly for maintaining unipolarity, for sustaining
America’s unrivaled dominance for the foreseeable future. … This in itself will require the
aggressive and confident application of unipolar power rather than falling back, as we did in the
1990’s, on paralyzing multilateralism. … To impiously quote Benjamin Franklin: ‘History has given
you an empire, if you will keep it.’”37
Gary Dorrien describes how some of the self‐described neoimperialist elements had to be soft‐
pedaled in public, though they were vigorously debated by historians like Niall Ferguson (pro) and
Paul Kennedy (con). America in this sense was an “empire in denial,” though to the
neoconservatives it was almost always “a benign hegemon.” The (first) Gulf War showed the
effectiveness of force but left unfinished business. William Kristol, Robert Kagan, and the Project for
a New American Century, after Afghanistan, made “the case for extending the war to Iraq, Iran, and
Hezbollah, usually in that order.”38 Other lists of potential targets were developed: the “axis of evil”
that ended up in President Bush’s 2002 State of the Union included Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. In
military terms, this meant a steady build‐up of forces, one that would be able to carry on more than
one war at a time. And in terms of planning within the White House, this meant preparing for the
Iraq war through much of 2002.
In the next subsection, on the management of the war, it is important to remember that the
State Department began a “Future of Iraq Project” only one month after 9/11, convening seventeen
working groups of varying sizes and producing a thirteen‐volume study, now declassified and
available on‐line.39 This project did warn against wholesale de‐Baathification (that purged skilled
middle managers throughout Iraqi society and helped feed the Sunni insurgency), the disbanding of
the army, the possible need for a “five to ten year” occupation, and of the need for immediate
security. Yet a sample from the “Democratic Principles” working group carries echoes of the
neoconservatives’ unrealistic realism (really a form of idealism):
Nothing in this report, however, requires of the UN or the U.S. to police or manage into existence the new
and budding democratic institutions. That is a challenge that the people of Iraq must and will face on
their own. A historic opportunity that is as important as anything that has happened in the Middle East
since the fall of the Ottomans and the entry of British troops into Iraq in 1917 presents itself. Once the
regime of Saddam Hussein is removed from power, Iraq can be remade out of the ashes. …40

As it turned out, the Department of Defense’s Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian
Assistance took over from the State Department would‐be planners, and then the Coalition
Provisional Authority took charge; an unnamed Defense official said the recommendations were
“mostly ignored.”41
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Whatever the relative weight ascribed to the elements above, there is yet an additional matter
that deserves to be considered in the debate over responsibility for the war. It concerns the role of
the president in relationship to Congress. The Constitution places the decision to begin war in the
hands of Congress. In the case of both the war in Vietnam and the war in Iraq, instead of actually
declaring war Congress has passed resolutions delegating the authority to initiate military action to
the president, to use at a time and under circumstances the executive branch deems strategically
appropriate. This has been tacitly accepted as conforming to the spirit if not the letter of the
Constitution, but leaving war to the discretion of the president may have the unintended
consequence of adding to both presidential power and secrecy.
It would seem unwise that a decision to begin military action should rest in the hands of any
single person, rather than be a matter on which the representatives of the people come to a
common mind in face of a broadly acknowledged threat. That may well have been the reason why
the founding framers wrote the Constitution as they did, and a strict constructionist reading of the
Constitution would hew to their judgment. Congress is the ongoing body most representative of the
people. To vest the president with the power to determine when to initiate military action—which
advocates of a strong executive role clearly desire—may militarize the role of the president from
commander‐in‐chief responsible for policy to someone more involved in implementation. Is there a
connection between the futility and unpopularity of both the Vietnam and Iraq wars and the fact
both were undertaken on the authority of resolutions rather than specific declarations by a body
representative of the people?
B.

Issues Stemming Out of the Conduct of the War

The foregoing discussion focused on the question whether or not the decision to take military
action against Iraq was morally warranted and who is best qualified to make such a decision. We
must now consider questions as to whether or not that action has been carried out in an
operationally productive or a morally responsible manner. These questions are not, of course,
entirely insulated from the previous considerations. If the manner in which a war is carried out
involves strategic blunders, logistical inadequacies, procedural malfeasance, and/or monetary
opportunism, then Christians would be called to oppose a particular military venture even if the
reasons for taking it were morally compelling.
Of course, we are never likely to know in advance whether or not the implementation of a
military effort will be marred by bad judgments and operational short‐sightedness. Therefore, the
problems that are about to be discussed in this section were not immediately obvious when the
action to go to war was taken or even when the Presbyterian General Assembly voted shortly
thereafter to oppose doing so. The appearance of the following problems means that we must come
back to the moral issue of the war in Iraq with new concerns.
1. The most striking and troubling aspect of the war’s conduct has been the way in which
alleged enemies have been treated. It has been generally (and questionably) portrayed as part of
the struggle against terrorism. Because terrorism is often outside the traditional restraints of
international behavior, it seems to many that those restraints need not be observed in dealing with
it. Although there has been some difference of judgment about how great and how widespread the
violations of traditional international standards have been, the use of interrogation techniques that
cross the line into torture, the rendition of prisoners to other jurisdictions so they may be subject to
more stringent and unacceptable treatment, and the detainment of individuals without access to
legal counsel and redress have been far too prevalent to overlook. These practices are notoriously
disturbing. They have been condemned by military and civilian leaders with impeccable standing as
patriots as well as people with deep concerns for human rights.
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The 217th General Assembly (2006), meeting in Birmingham, expressed its profound dismay at
these developments.42 This action was separate and distinguishable from the opposition to the
military action in Iraq taken two years earlier. Opposition to the use of torture (or to any
excessively stringent means of extracting information from prisoners that violates humane
standards) is an extension of the commitment to human rights that the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
has long espoused. Members of our church have been active in saying “No to Torture,” and have
held conferences, conducted demonstrations, given speeches, and used channels of civil protest to
make their feelings known.
The attitude of the administration toward the criticism of torture has not been reassuring. The
president flatly denies we employ torture but meanwhile his subordinates write memos (not
always made public until ferreted out by investigative journalists) that allow for highly unusual and
strenuous treatments that deeply offend the sensibilities of most Americans and other people in the
world. The duplicity involved creates the same damage to credibility that attends the misuse of
intelligence information in order to justify going to war and is perhaps far more serious. Sometimes
with a straight face and often with unconvincing denials our leaders have given this nation a
reputation for barbarism: Abu Graib, Guantanamo Bay, ghost detainees, waterboarding. … In light of
the judgment of most professional interrogators that torture is an unreliable way to extract
information, this continuing tendency to embrace it is evidence of how deeply rooted in the
thinking of many leaders is belief in the efficacy of violence. Although there is no explicit
condemnation of the use of torture in the usual versions of just war teaching, it is a practice so far
removed from the behavior expected of civilized communities that it would seem hardly necessary
to state the prohibition. Yet now it needs to be emphasized. To flout the Geneva conventions, to
make a false trade off between national security and civil liberties, and to imply all critics of doing
so are somehow either weak or unpatriotic: these are alarming developments against which the
most sober and vehement protest is needed.
2. Another feature in the conduct of the war against Iraq that needs to be scrutinized is the
attempt to carry it out without a general mobilization of the country’s human and economic
resources. This means that the war has been carried out so as to raise the least resistance from the
public at large and in a manner than allows the average citizen to avoid its impact or feel its costs.
There has been no draft and no wartime tax. The Army, Marines, and Navy went to war; the country
didn’t.
Shrewd as this strategy may seem to have been as a way of avoiding the domestic turmoil that
might result from conducting military operations that do not have widespread support it raises
serious issues. In this first place this has placed inordinate obligations on the professional military,
whether regulars or reserves. These have been ordered into combat on a repeated basis, tour after
tour, often with only short respites between engagements. The price paid by their families, and in
the case of reservists by the disruption of their ongoing life plans, has been very high. This is more
than a country should ask of them.
In the second place, pursuing warfare almost as if it is but one function of government—an
ordinary and customary function rather than something extraordinary and unusual—undercuts the
assumption that war should always be an extraordinary undertaking that requires special efforts by
everyone in a society and that it should be ended as soon as a specific danger has been eliminated.
While maintaining an appropriate defense is a continuous task, actual military operations shouldn’t
be. If the conduct of war is so construed as to seem to be normal, this can have a tendency to
permanently militarize a society, however unintentionally.
3. Coupled with a strategy to conduct military operations without imposing sacrificial
obligations on all members of society, the use of private contractors to supplement the military
operations in Iraq raises serious moral concerns. These contractors have been employed for both
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quasi‐combat roles—such as the protection of State Department staff—and in reconstruction
efforts that can be carried out only under armed protection. Early on their conduct was specifically
exempted from ordinary legal restraints so they do not necessarily feel the need to adhere to
customary standards of behavior—particularly with regard to the use of force. Therefore, at times
they have become an embarrassment and the government of Iraq has demanded that some of them
be removed. According to some reports the number of persons serving in such roles may equal or
exceed the number of properly designated and carefully disciplined members of the armed forces.
Without being called such, some of these contractors are essentially mercenaries, often paid
extraordinary sums for hazardous duty, but nevertheless sums that exceed their normal earning
potential in other lines of work. Just war criteria have never specifically addressed the moral issues
raised by such strategies. That may be simply because they are so egregious that moralists would
not suppose they would even have to be explicitly condemned.
The use of contractors to rebuild the infrastructure destroyed by violence (whether from
military action of our forces or by the violence of insurgents) poses another moral issue. Many of
these contracts have been let without competitive bidding—presumably because of time
constraints—and often to persons with close connections to those in high official positions in the
government. This process has created a whole new industry that depends for its profit on the
existence of warfare. In World War II, when it was recognized that many industrial firms stood to
make unprecedented profits from supplying military‐related needs, they were subject to an excess‐
profits tax that kept them from reaping inordinately high returns from providing war materials.
There was a moral fairness in that which seems altogether lacking today. If firms are allowed to
gain extraordinary remuneration from supplying military needs, this can create consequent
pressures through lobbying and other means of exerting influence—to keep warfare going because
it is financially attractive. Military operations involve too much tragedy, both to members of our
own armed forces and to the soldiers and citizens of other nations, to be allowed to serve as the
occasion of making particularly high private profit. That the moral issue incipient in the widespread
use of contractors for quasi‐military operations has not been raised more is a judgment on the
extent to which as a nation we have become morally numb.
What has been noted is the lack of body armor and sufficiently armored vehicles, both for U.S.
troops and also for Iraqis. At the same time, facilities like schools and police stations, touted as
unheralded good effects of the occupation, have in too many cases been revealed to have been
shoddily constructed by contractors of contractors in an environment rife with corruption. But
especially if one is advocating “rebuilding” Iraq, how is the environment changed? “The Bush
administration’s favors to oil‐services company Halliburton alone were enormous, beginning with a
no‐bid federal contract for Iraqi reconstruction projects that was signed six months before the
invasion. By the time that American troops entered Baghdad, Cheney’s former company held $425
million in work orders for troop support projects …; $28 million for POW camps …; $50 million to
fight oil well fires. …”43
IV. The Problem of Assessing Consequences and Responsibility
Acknowledging the limits of our social location and the ideological warp that affects all
judgments, especially about historical events near to us in time, we must thus look at the way
decisions and developments in Iraq are presented.
In assessing the current situation in Iraq this problem was especially evident in the use of
General David H. Petraeus as a congressional witness asked to assess the policy of the
administration and particularly the success of the surge. His appearance prompted much scrutiny,
even skepticism, and one group opposed to the continuing military operations in Iraq highlighted
the issue with an advertisement impugning the general’s integrity by dubbing him “General Betray
Us.” This tactic was regrettable and produced a backlash—doing something to discredit the group’s
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cause. But a respectful treatment of the problem needs to be offered. General Petraeus, as an active
duty military officer charged to carry out a policy, should not have been placed into the position of
being a policy advocate. Regardless of his personal integrity and well‐regarded competence, to
expect him to offer testimony in support of a policy was simply unfair—to him and to his listeners.
To be sure, the technical expertise of military officers must be factored into the making of policy,
but this may be jeopardized by increasing the politicization of military leadership. Thus it seems
wrong to make the general a party to policy controversies.
The use of General Petraeus stands in an instructive contrast to the manner in which the Bush
administration treated the recommendations of the Iraq Study group chaired by Messrs. Baker and
Hamilton. That group, composed of distinguished persons with great experience in both military
and political affairs, reached the conclusion that the war should be terminated—albeit with certain
safeguards—because it had relatively little chance of achieving the alleged purposes for which it
was undertaken. Group deliberations tend to mitigate the problem of ideological bias more than do
individual judgments and, therefore, presumably deserve to be taken more seriously than
individual points of view. The use of one person directly committed to taking orders from the
administration as an advocate for its policies and the tacit dismissal of the suggestions offered by a
thoughtful and distinguished group provide a worrisome contrast. It is a contrast between an image
of authority and the actuality of careful deliberation.
The problem of knowing and presenting information affects not only government policymaking,
but how information is presented in newspapers, magazines, and broadcasts. Respect for the
sacrifices made by the military should not make hearers, or even “embedded” journalists, cease to
be careful to distinguish reporting from editorializing. The media in general are not immune from
partisanship; hence the need to be clear about patterns of ownership, interests served, and conflicts
of interest.
The particular perspective of the church always seeks insight from sisters and brothers abroad,
aware at the same time that links to U.S. Christians can bring danger. What then, can we learn from
our church connections about this troublesome war and controversial policy? As Presbyterians, we
are connected by history and ecumenical unity with a small and minority Christian community in
Iraq. Leaders from Iraq tell us things about their experiences and even venture to come to our
shores and share such experiences with us. In most cases, our correspondents and visitors have
expressed great grief over the consequences of American policy and described the extent to which
the present turmoil in that country is particularly hard on them. Their suffering and risk are part of
their testimony, though they also have limited views of a complex reality. When Younan Shiba,
ecumenical delegate to the 216th General Assembly (2004) in Richmond was asked by a
commissioner whether or not Christians in Iraq were better off than before the coming of the
Americans, his answer was a resounding “No!” That was a shock to some of his audience who were
accustomed to hearing more favorable reports and efforts by the administration to put a positive
spin on information.
Similarly, in November of 2007, a delegation from the United States visited Jordan and was told
Jordan had taken in between 500,000 and a million Iraqis—greatly straining the resources of the
country without much, if any, help from the United States. Speaking to the delegation, Wade Fawzy
Gouissous, director of the Middle East Council of Churches, decried the impact of the war in Iraq on
church life in the Middle East and noted that whereas America once sent doctors and teachers to
the area it now sends soldiers. He said that the Bush administration “has made our job as Christians
very difficult in a Muslim region. The U.S. government needs to revise its message as a Christian
nation in the world because, rightly or wrongly, the U.S. represents Christianity in the world.”44
With rare exceptions, Christians do not regard the use of armed conflict as the most appropriate
instrument of social transformation, even if some of them do admit that in some cases it may be a
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tragic necessity to be undertaken only as a last resort and primarily for defensive purposes.
Christians are bound to have misgivings about what is happening in Iraq. To marshal evidence to
show how and why this is the case is a form of social witness. For example, in September of 2007,
Professor Dorrien provided a study paper for use along with the bulk of this paper written by
Professor Long. His conclusions were blunt: “America’s debacle in Iraq has reached a crossroads.
Iraqi society has been ripped part by ferocious insurgent and sectarian violence; the Maliki
government is paralyzed by its sectarian bias; there is no military solution to the insurgency or the
civil war; and by next spring the U.S. Army will be tapped out, necessitating reductions in troops
levels.”
Dorrien goes on to discuss the Sunni/Shiite hostility, the presence of militia groups, the extent
to which those Iraqis who can do so are fleeing the country, the move by the United States to arm
Sunni groups within the triangle of Baghdad, Ramadi, and Tikrit to attack Al Qaeda, with a result
that groups that hate each other are readied to create a seeming unending maelstrom. Dorrien’s
analysis indicates how much American policy is deeply rooted in the acceptance of violence as the
solution to the turmoil in Iraq and why it is bound to fail. 45
It is hard to predict what the Sunni militias in Anbar province will do once they displace Al
Qaeda of Mesopotamia and begin to focus on their Shiite opponents in both the militias (like the
Badr Organization) and the military. Many remember that funding conservative Sunnis to fight the
Soviet Union in Afghanistan did not prevent them from turning against the West.
V. Reconciliation and Its Alternatives
As public opinion turns increasingly against the war, so opinion in churches that supported the
war is also shifting in ways that are welcome to “mainline” churches whose voices were literally
disregarded at the start of the war. A number of evangelicals, generally associated with the religious
right and supportive of the president on other matters, are now expressing reservations about the
wisdom of U.S. policy.46 This may help open up the moral deliberation of our whole society, because
the zeal with which the administration embraced its policy was reinforced by both Christians and
Jews on the Religious Right.
There are various suggestions for dealing with the situation in Iraq, with multiple versions of
each. Each possible alternative has potential strengths and unavoidable liabilities. It is frequently
said, “There are no good solutions to the problem of Iraq,” but that must not be used as an excuse
for not attempting to arrive at thoughtful judgments as to which of the imperfect suggestions is
most deserving of support. Very little would ever happen in political life if people acted only when
assured of making perfect decisions! Nor would political life be tolerable if people used the excuse
that no good solutions are possible to continue to support obviously bad existing conditions. The
overview of alternatives that follows is, like each of the options examined, imperfect and in need of
refinement—but we believe it illustrates the kind of analysis that is needed and supports the
substantially different strategy of multilateral reconciliation.
1. Continuing the reliance on military force: Those who believe that the use of superior
American military power to create a different world is both feasible and legitimate are likely to
suggest strategies that further that goal. With respect to Iraq, even if the mantra, “stay the course,”
is not used for describing what is needed, we will see a commitment to the dominance of American
power. These so‐called “hawks” argue that we need to dedicate even greater resources to succeed
militarily in Iraq than anything attempted up to now. Moreover, they are likely to urge the
extension of this approach to other areas. For example, in the neoconservative camp, Norman
Podhoretz would not only stay the course in Iraq but employ aerial bombing to prevent Iran from
developing nuclear weaponry. He considers this as part of taking a firm stand and decisive action
against all versions of Islamofascism—a term deliberately devised to conjure up analogies to the
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rise of dictatorships before World War II.47 Podhoretz hurls charges of cowardice and anti‐
Americanism at opponents of current administration policy, and attacks even political realists as
defeatists. He decries the media’s portrayal of the present situation as misguided and sees the
world as sharply divided between good and evil forces.48 This view is likely to sneer at all other
proposals as failure of nerve, defeatism, or recipes for disaster. It sees little, in any, place for
traditional diplomacy in settling disputes, and foresees decades of conflict that will eventually
recast the political configuration of the world into American terms. We have suggested that the cost
of this “rule by bayonet” is as high as its likelihood of success is low—but our goal is peace with
justice.
This neoconservatism and the unilateralism it advocates is very radical. It is at odds with the
social teaching of the Presbyterian and most other churches. Despite the crypto‐idealism with
which it seeks the eventual triumph of democracy, this is a view that depends almost entirely on a
cynical trust in brute force. It is a reductionist rather than prudential form of political realism. It
depends on instrumental reasoning that is opaque to any concerns about the misuse of power and
disregards the value of moving as an international community toward peace achieved through
cooperation and mutual endeavor. Although it does not seem possible to sustain democracy at
home with such an imperial approach abroad, we acknowledge that this position is still influential.
2. Immediate withdrawal: The sharpest contrast to the proposal to extend and intensify the
use of American power in Iraq—ratcheting up the pressure in order to succeed—is the proposal to
withdraw our troops with the most feasible and logistical dispatch. This proposal is often dubbed
“cut and run.” Those who suggest such action tend to see the turmoil in Iraq to be primarily the
consequence of American presence and believe that removing that presence would prompt various
factions in Iraq to face the necessity of arriving at a viable way to work together. They also believe
that since America is the target of the insurgent activity that has arisen in Iraq, withdrawing the
target would decrease the extent to which terrorists may use Iraq for staging future activities.
It is simply impossible to know what would happen if American forces were withdrawn from
Iraq with the greatest possible dispatch. Those who advocate withdrawal may be correct but they
have not convinced the majority of people this is the best course of action to take. Even though a
majority of people are anxious to find some solution to the present situation, they sense that there
would be something irresponsible in simply walking away from a situation that has developed in
large measure from actions our nation has taken. If using military power preventively to overcome
tyrannies and advance the cause of democracy is problematic, to begin such action and then
abandon it if unsuccessful would seem to be even more so. That being said, without serious
planning for orderly withdrawal, it could be that this will become the only possible option—
however reminiscent of the U.S. exit from Vietnam, the French exit from Algeria, and even the
British exit from India. If overhasty exit becomes the case, the trauma associated with having
created turmoil and leaving people to suffer it unaided could be very grave.
3. Gradual departure—prolonged occupation: Most of the other proposals for dealing with the
situation in Iraq stand somewhere between the poles just described. One of them, which employs
the slogan “We’ll stand down as they stand up,” foresees phased withdrawal taking place as
conditions improve. This proposal, which is probably closer to what the administration has in mind
than simply staying put, might seem to be procedurally realistic. However, it still puts too much
reliance on military means of establishing order and it is too often pursued as a unilateral strategy.
Moreover, it fails to take into accord the tremendous power of religious outlooks in the Muslim
world—outlooks that sometimes conflict with one another.
This approach is not likely to be fruitful unless it has the candor to acknowledge the taking of
military action was premature and begun without any apparent awareness of the sectarian
problems in Iraq that might develop. To take action in the world, whether military or diplomatic in

15

nature, without careful inquiry into the historical, political, and religious circumstances that will be
encountered is naïve at best and culpable at worst. Without acknowledging that fact, any attempts
to deal with a situation through incremental change are likely to be unsuccessful. As the resolution
and this paper maintain, those who have gravely erred must repent before they can attain newness
of life or undo the consequences of the actions they have taken.
Helping the Iraqis to “stand up” will have moral legitimacy only if accompanied by diplomatic
and restorative efforts, including an effort to demilitarize the situation and a clear declaration of the
intention to withdraw from Iraq in the foreseeable future. It is far from clear this is what is being
contemplated by some of those who use this descriptive phrase. For instance, the Americans have
been arming Sunni insurgents in order to attack terrorist insurgents. This has offended the Shi’ite
dominated government and is likely to intensify the possibility of intergroup conflict rather than
reduce it.49 It represents a manipulation of armed force that is highly opportunistic and hardly leads
to “standing up” in ways that will result in peaceful security in the region. Moreover, despite
legislation disclaiming permanent bases, presidential signing statements indicate that the
administration sees “enduring” bases, hardly convincing evidence of an intention to withdraw.
4. Inter‐religious Understanding and Joint Christian Muslim Peacemaking: With regard to the
religious factors, no strategy will ever be successful unless it is undertaken with a clear awareness
of the ways in which religion functions in Mid‐Eastern societies. Much more is needed than a bland
disclaimer that Islam is not an evil religion. Ways must be found to reach out to those elements in
Islam that are dedicated to dialogue and interaction with other groups—both within their own
heritage and beyond—which are engaged in peacemaking. To utilize religious forces constructively
in a situation like Iraq may be the greatest challenge of all—but the situation will never improve
until ways are found to do this. The Pentagon is hardly the most qualified agency to undertake this
task. “Standing down” must consist of much more than diminishing military force; it must include
changing attitudes and building structures of peaceful existence.
We must respond thoughtfully, humbly, and with great appreciation for the initiative taken on
October 11, 2007, by a group of 138 Muslim leaders to seek common ground between their
tradition and the Christian West. The preparation of that document was coordinated by Jordan’s
Royal Institute of Islamic Thought. It “acknowledges that some Muslims ‘relish conflict and
destruction for their own sake or reckon that ultimately they stand to gain’ from violence …” and
urges the two traditions to work together to seek peace. 50 For any such interchange to be fruitful, it
will be necessary for Christians to be as candid about the belligerency sometimes expressed in their
name as the Muslims have been about the problems they face in their group. The great challenge is
to have such dialogue affect the general public in ways that eventually have positive consequences
in the political sphere.
5. The Partition Option—Extreme De‐centralization: Still another suggestion for dealing with
the turmoil in Iraq is to partition the country into three sections according to the ethnic/religious
identity dominant in each. Some observers of the situation in Iraq believe this is an eventual
necessity. The U.S. Senate in an early October 2007 action sponsored by Senators Biden and
Brownback has by a vote of 75−33 given weight to this idea by declaring Iraq is broken beyond
repair. This suggestion seems plausible on the surface and obviously attracts support. But other
persons familiar with Iraq doubt this course of action is either possible or wise. Joshua Holland, a
writer on the AlterNet staff, and Raed Jamar, consultant on Iraq to the American Friends Service
Committee, have sharply criticized this proposal. They argue that most Iraqis still desire to live in
mixed neighborhoods rather than in neat enclaves, that an attempt to divide the area would
produce great hardship and also open the way to even more ethnic conflict than has already
happened in the area.51 While the Kurds have effectively adopted this strategy in much of “their”
territory, to embrace this idea without the benefit of careful scrutiny and debate may be to grasp at
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straws. In the name decreasing violence it may lead to even more violence and the virtual removal
of religious minorities—like Christians, Mandeans, and Yadhzis.
6. Transition toward UN‐linked internationalization: This approach to dealing with the
turmoil in Iraq would use the United Nations in an expanded way. The United Nations has already
had a role in Iraq. On August 10, 2007, the UN Security Council adopted resolution 1770 extending
the mandate of the United Nations Assistance Mission in Iraq (UNAMI) for twelve months and de‐
linking UNAIM from the resolution authorizing the use of multinational force in Iraq (the current
coalition arrangement—though the U,S. is virtually the only country now represented). The UN is
authorized to facilitate efforts at dialogue and reconciliation between groups dealing with border
issues, energy, and refugees, to help the Iraqi government provide essential services, and to aid in
the implementation of humanitarian assistance. Providing such relief services is an enormous task,
and may not be adequate but nevertheless it might affect the political situation even if not
deliberately intending to do so.
Asking the United Nations to deal with the turmoil would possibly remove the United States
from being viewed as the primary actor without merely withdrawing and dumping the entire task
of overcoming the turmoil onto a fledgling government. This approach would not be easy to
implement because it would require the admission that the largely (if not essentially total)
unilateral action by the United States has been wrong and the our nation has done a number of
things to weaken the United Nations—though we advocate precisely that difficult repentance and
truth‐telling. Clearly, only by strengthening and bolstering the resources of the United Nations
would such a policy be feasible. It would most likely also require the creation of an international
peace force acceptable to the Iraqi people to replace the approximately 160,000 American and less
than 7,000 British troops in the area. Some people think that the creation of such a force and its
acceptance by groups in Iraq is possible; others do not. It would also involve launching a Global
Marshall Plan to rebuild Iraq and other areas that have suffered—a plan that would be very costly.
For awhile Iraq might even be a protectorate of the United Nations.
Much of what has happened in taking military action against Iraq has represented a repudiation
of internationalism, replacing the role of the United Nations with a “coalition of the willing.” The
latter, as a creation of the United States, was not a genuine international group. To take action
under the pervasive influence of one or two countries is not to advance international responsibility.
To move toward a much more decisive role for the United Nations would be neither easy nor cheap.
Many pressures on the United Nations make this difficult. But to move in this direction would be
consistent with policies long supported by the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and ignored or
neglected by the current American administration. This would be a major challenge to the United
Nations itself, but to accept such a challenge might provide a significant opportunity for this
international body to demonstrate its potential value for solving a very major matter.
To the extent that making policy involves moral considerations, it can be fruitful only if done by
persons self‐critical of their own limitations, and able to interact respectfully with others. Thus,
while the resolution and study paper favor this last approach, we do not minimize its difficulties.
VI. Resources for Further Christian Witness
There are several ways in which Christian faith can help to create the conditions that make it
possible to act with wisdom and poise in dealing with public issues such as the turmoil in Iraq. As
Christians we recognize that all forms of domination, whether deliberately intended or simply the
consequences of being in a position of preeminence, create the potential for resentment and have
the power to corrupt those who possess them. We, therefore, witness to a concept of responsible
servanthood that eschews the use of power as a club with which to make others conform to our
conception of righteousness. On our best days we know that empire building—even if done with
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noble intentions and professions of compassion—is contrary to the proper role of nations within
the global community. We reject the premise that the chief vocation of the strong is to compel
others to conform to their will. We are committed to cooperative internationalism despite the
difficulties it faces. We know that evil cannot be quashed once and for all by some heroic venture—
a stance that tempts the strong rather than the weak, those who are morally earnest rather than
those driven by doubts or even by cynicism This basic conviction informs important stances for
dealing with the troubling vicissitudes of history.
1. In the first place, mature faith helps to counter fear. Fear is a normal human experience but
it often throws responses to threatening circumstances off balance and can be used to prompt
people to act against perceived dangers with inordinate zeal and even catastrophic excess. Most
resorts to violence are prompted by fear. In the case of preventive uses of military power, fear of
what might happen overrides the assessment of what is actually taking place. Judicious caution is
legitimate—nobody is compelled to be foolish—but to engage deliberately in the creation of fear, to
imagine scenarios that are artificially dire, and to suggest that such threats can only be eliminated
by the use of violence, is to set aside all of the wise cautions that make interactions between human
being potentially creative. A major contribution of religion to social well‐being is to enable people
to deal with circumstances without being blinded by fear By urging believers to “Be Not Afraid,” the
Scripture helps to counter the pressures that so readily escalate into paranoid behavior. In this we
echo the 2003 statement of the General Assembly responding to the instrumental use of “9/11,”
understanding that any new instance of terrorism will tempt our society to seek immediate
retaliation by military means, however focused or justified.
It is because people are afraid that they may, for example, accept the suspension of freedoms
and invite governmental action that violates cherished liberties. It is because politicians are afraid
of being soft on defense that they vote for belligerent actions they may well understand to be
dangerous. The inability of the American political system to come to some decisive program for
dealing with Iraq may well be a result of the fear that many politicians have of being charged with
being softheaded about dealing with troublemakers in the world. Those who purvey fear work the
system to their advantage as long as such fears are present and as long as the public has acquired
no source of confidence with which to offset them. We believe the Christian faith is that source.
2. A second contribution that faith can make to the creation of a culture that can deal with
antagonism and hostility is to keep communication open—even when it simply reveals the
persistence of disagreements and the depth of hostilities. Nothing is resolved by a posture of
apartheid that deems all interchanges with enemies as weakness and all diplomatic communication
as futile. The tensions of the world cannot be relieved by not engaging in conversations with those
whose actions are regarded as contemptible. Refusal to talk is not an effective way of exercising
power or influence but a form of petulant behavior. To be sure, such interchanges are never likely
to be easy and are often bound to be futile. They often demand inordinate patience and great care
not to make unjustified concessions to the viewpoint of the antagonists. As children we were
advised to heed the ditty, “Sticks and stones will break my bones, but words will never hurt me.” In
the current situation we find great scorn heaped on those who engage certain parties verbally and
are condemned for doing so. If we are able to talk only with our friends, what reward have we? Do
not even the most malicious actors in the world do the same?
Genuine dialogue does not depend on scrubbing out differences. It does, however, require care
not to use inflammatory words, like World War Three (or World War Four). It is hindered by
language that categorizes groups or nations under the rubric “good” or “evil.” Policy differences
must be fairly described and dangerous intentions identified, but with a care that avoids bombast
and a courtesy that is a distinguishing quality of mature diplomacy. Neither is keeping
conversations open aided by shifting treatments of other groups—utilizing them as allies in one set
of circumstances and castigating them as enemies at another time. The record of the United States
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in dealing with the Arab world is replete with such vacillation, not least in the case of both Iraq and
Iran. We must aim to treat others with long‐range consistency that does not provoke them to
regard our motives as opportunistic. Doublespeak is about as bad as not being willing to talk at all.
3. A third contribution of mature religious faith to international affairs is a willingness to
acknowledge that our actions have been wrong—that we must repent and act differently. The
examples that Donald Shriver identifies on the national level and that David Little and colleagues
identify on a personal level, both give us encouragement. We think the truth is that we are citizens
of a nation that has been guilty of miscalculation and of illegitimate self‐confidence bordering on
arrogance. We are all participants in tragic consequence even if from the beginning we have
opposed what has happened. The means that the major need of the present is to acknowledge the
wrong that has resulted from what we have done even though we have not intended those
consequences to happen. We need to seek forgiveness, pursue attempts at reconciliation, and
repudiate the central premises of a policy that has pursued domination under the cloak of idealistic
intentions. Going through this process is essential to any newness of life, but however painful and
difficult it may be for us, it will many times more so for the Iraqis—and we owe them more than we
know. A logistical withdrawal of troops will be difficult and hazardous enough, but it may turn out
more possible than the task of reconsidering America’s national destiny. Yet unless we begin to do
the latter, we may not do the former seriously—in which case, there will be the stronger possibility
that our nation will go down in history as another ignoble empire that reaps the consequences of
pretending to be invincibly strong and morally unique.
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