Gospel calls for peace, not war in Iraq, says Pax Christi leader
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Children dying from the lack of medicine, a bombed-out shelter with walls cast morbidly with the ashen portraits of those who perished in a U.S.-led strike killing 450 women, children and elderly Iraqis are only a few of the graphic memories that drive Bill Marx, Pax Christi organizer in Buffalo, to remind all Catholics that the Gospel of Jesus Christ is a gospel of peace with no justification for war. 

Like a prophet, empowered from a profound and life-changing experience, Marx has returned from a 15-day trip to Iraq passionately opposing any U.S. military action in Iraq and calling for the immediate end to the economic sanctions against that country which have left as many as 5,000 children a month to die and the rest of the country impoverished and perishing. 

In February, Marx was invited to join a peace delegation of 15 other Christians sponsored by the Christian Peacemakers Team from Chicago to visit Iraq. Some of the delegates remained there, but Marx returned to deliver his message to Pax Christi groups in parishes and college campuses throughout the diocese. He hopes to mobilize Pax Christi to teach the gospel of non-violence and enlighten people to what 12 years of economic sanctions have done to these people who, he believes, would be further pummeled and destroyed if the United States launched a bombing campaign.  

“The children of Baghdad are unbelievable,” Marx wrote in an e-mail message to Pax Christi USA from Baghdad. “They have lost family and friends from the results of our irresponsible acts to destroy the infrastructure of their homeland during the Gulf War.  Their water is not pure, their sewage treatment inadequate, their food allowance lacks proper nutrition, the cancer rate has quadruped and their country is helplessly waiting for us to ‘finish the job,’ according to President Bush.”

Despite the hardships these people are facing and have faced, they have a strong religious spirituality that has inspired them to surrender to the will of God – whatever that will is, Marx explained.  

“But the adult faces are different from the children. Many have lost hope.  They know that time is running out and that our country is determined to once again demonstrate our military superiority over the defenseless human being in Iraq.  There are no visible sings of any preparations to defend themselves.  How can they defend themselves?”  Marx wrote Pax Christi USA on Feb. 7, 2003.

Two days later, Marx visited a four-year-old who was dying in a hospital in Mosul.  He told the story of this little boy who would be dead within days only because Iraq did not have the medicine to treat him. The boy’s mother was angry with him because he was an American and he couldn’t blame her.

“I had heard that children under five were dying at the rate of 5,000 a month due to the sanctions, but I was totally unprepared to come face-to-face with one of them. The mother of this four-year-old who stood helplessly at his bed was almost uncontrollably angry at me, a United States citizen, for the fact that the sanctions we insist be left in place were taking away her only son from her and his five sisters.  Could anyone blame her?  Will anyone hear her?” Marx said, eyes welling and silent.

“You can’t be a Christian and wage a war on people who are no threat. You won’t defend this country from terrorism by getting rid of Saddam,” Marx said. “In fact, you may do just the opposite. Iraq, if it has any weapons of mass destruction, will smuggle them out of the country and into the hands of the real terrorists who will use them.”

 Marx believes that non-violence is clearly proclaimed in the Gospel and if Catholics and all Christians were to realize this, they would not stand passively by and let the U.S. government pursue violence. 

“Who should we be listening to? Jesus Christ or Bush?” he said, still visibly moved by the vast extent of suffering he witnessed in Iraq.

“Violence does not support Jesus’ teachings. To me that’s the message and the people should be hearing that message from the pulpits,” Marx said. “The senators wouldn’t support Bush if they heard from the people.”

Marx plans to speak to Senators Hillary Clinton and Charles Schumer and Congressman Jack Quinn to urge them to withdraw their support of Bush’s war plans.

Marx has strong words about the U.S. administration and believes this prospective war is born out of the fear the U.S. experienced on Sept. 11. He said, while Osama bin Laden is illusive, Saddam Hussein is fixed, and in an effort to revenge the lives of those lost on Sept. 11, Bush is targeting Hussein. Marx said the people of Iraq think the prospective war is for control of the world’s richest oil fields. Marx said the people don’t understand how Iraq is a threat to the United States. They see themselves as one of the weakest nations in the Middle East.

He and many thousands of other Catholics including Catholic bishops and Christians in Iraq are calling on Bush to turn back any plans for war in Iraq. While Marx and others are calling for a peaceful resolution to this conflict, they hold Hussein responsible for the situation. 
          "Hussein needs to step down and exile because of his conduct in the past.  At this point in history what he has done is irreparable.  He hasn't earned trust among his people and he isn't going to get it," Marx said, adding he saw no evidence in Iraq that Hussein is helping his people prepare or protect themselves in case of a war.

 "The only way out for him is to recognize the desperation of his people, and as a leader accept asylum and get out of Iraq and let the country rebuild.  Because of his track record and how he has treated his people and the way the world looks upon that, the only thing left for him to do for his people is accept exile."

On one of his last days in Iraq, Marx attended a poignant inter-denominational worship service for peace led by the pope’s emissary to Iraq in St. Joseph’s Caldean Cathedral in Baghdad.

“The people of Baghdad filled the streets surrounding the cathedral as the church was overflowing with others, gathered to pray for peace and to hear words of encouragement from Pope John Paul II’s emissary for peace in Iraq, Cardinal Roger Etchegary,” Marx said.  “With media from around the world filling the aisles, the beautiful, heavenly and distinctly Eastern music from the choir of women and young girls filled the remaining space and our hearts as well. “

Marx said the church was filled with bishops, priests and ministers from all the various Christian denominations in Iraq. 

“They con-celebrated the Lord’s Supper with fervor and pageantry while chanting with electrifying responses from the choir and congregation combined.  It was a celebration filled with enthusiasm and anticipation,” Marx said, adding the translated homily told the people that God was with them for peace in Iraq and throughout the Middle East and that their church “is calling for all nations to restore a culture of peace in all the world.”

