“Contentious Objectors: Preemptive Love Always Trumps
War!”
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Scripture: Matthew 5:38-48

“As you know, we once were told, ‘An eye for an eye’ and ‘a tooth for a tooth.” But | tell
you: Do not react violently against the one who is evil: when anyone slaps you on the
right cheek, turn and let them slap you on the other as well. When anyone wants to sue
you for your shirt, give them your coat along with it. Further if anyone conscripts you for
one mile, go with them an additional mile. Give to everyone who begs from you...

As you know, we once were told, ‘You are to love your neighbor’ and ‘hate your enemy.’
But I’'m telling you to ‘love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. Then
you will become children of God... Because if you love only those who love you back,
how is that anything out of the ordinary? Even the worst of sinners can do that!

And if you only embrace joyfully your brothers and sisters, how is that exceptional? Even
folks who do not claim to believe in God do that. To sum it up, you are to be unstinting
in your generosity in the same way our loving heavenly Parent’s generosity is
unstinting!”

Sermon

“Maximum lethality,” that’s what Secretary of War, Pete Hegseth wants. As head of the
Department of War, he, and his boss, desire an institution focused on only one thing -
war, real manly war! He only wants “warriors” to apply, whom, evidently, must have
high testosterone levels. But now many of his so called warriors don’t want to have
anything to do with him or his wars, and they are wanting out!

Nearly six months into the United States’ war with Iran — and a year into the
Pentagon’s decision to launch deadly strikes to kill alleged drug traffickers — the
number of service members seeking a formal discharge from the military as
conscientious objectors has skyrocketed, according to two groups that assist CO’s.

To be allowed out of the military as a conscientious objector, the Department of War
requires members of the military to show a “firm, fixed, sincere and deeply held”
moral, religious or ethical belief that opposes participation in war. Applicants must
submit a written form, can include supporting letters and then sit for several rounds of
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interviews with their chain of command, a chaplain and a mental health evaluator
before the decision can be made. The process can sometimes take up to a year.

The Center on Conscience and War runs a hotline to help folks in the military file as
conscientious objectors. According to that group they have seen applications increase
by six times their normal rate since the start of Operation Epic Fury against Iran. This is
a rate that is higher than at any point in the past 25 years.

Another interesting fact is that unlike other times in American history when
conscientious objectors were typically junior enlisted members, many now have been
in the military for more than a decade. They also represent all enlisted and officer ranks
below Major.

Most cited Operation Epic Fury in Iran, the attacks against drug traffickers in Operation
Southern Spear and the bombing of the Minab girls school as reasons for having a
profound change of heart. Additionally, most of the calls the center receives about the
Iran war are not from service members fearing for their own lives. Instead, according to
one counselor, “They are scared of the moral and ethical implications of participating in
this. They are more scared of the moral decisions of killing for something that they
don’t believe in and don’t believe is right.”

Another organization, the Gl Rights Hotline at the Quaker House, is also experiencing a
spike in the number of people seeking help with submitting conscientious objector
applications. The Gl Hotline received 429 inquiries in March and 440 in April and
requests for help have stayed higher than normal since then.

Currently, the Gl Hotline is working with around 30 people who are actively going
through the application process, compared to around five to 10 at any given time prior
to the war. “The number of those who actually decide to apply does not reflect the
total number of people who have expressed hesitations about what they are being told
to do,” said a counselor.

The actual number is, of course, difficult to determine since the Pentagon refuses to
release any data, so we do not know how many applications are being filed, of the
numbers of inquiries, or the number of military personnel who may have been
reassigned to a non-combatant role or who have had their applications denied.



Now we may, as Mennonites, want to quibble a bit about this sudden change of heart
by some in the military. After all, in most cases it does not seem as if all these folks have
converted to being pacifists who cannot fight in any war. Many still would want to
remain in the military as long as the Department of War wasn’t insisting on bombing
schools in Iran and fishing boats in the Caribbean - as if, cynically, we can observe that
our nation has often been able to “justify” in all previous wars.

But hey, at least this is a step in the right direction! So we too can take heart as more
and more folks begin to share our beliefs! We also especially need to find ways to
support these folks as a part of the entire mosaic of resistance to national war
mongering!

And again I'd like to emphasize as one of the more hopeful signs here is that many of
these folks are not young draftees like in Vietnam, but are folks who have been through
the military academies and who not only volunteered, but who have served faithfully
for many years in the military. For these folks it begins with no longer objectifying those
called enemies.

Indeed, it is when we begin to see the other not as someone to fear but to embrace
and see as another human being. That’s how love begins, that’s how we trump evil.
After all we all know that even the greatest movements of resistance against injustice
and for a more just world often start small.

Maybe it starts with just one of us?



