The military: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

Interfaith Grand River’s January 2009 discussion of the role of the military in society touched on the relationship between the military and politics, religion, gender, health, the media and — perhaps especially — economics. Introducing the topic, a Buddhist participant noted that “one of the earliest functions of the military was to act either as thieves — appropriating the land or possessions or bodies of others — or as protection from thieves.” In modern-day language, “the thief is the economy.”
This participant had himself served in the Canadian military, and found it a positive experience. However, he noted that his awareness of issues like landmines and torture had changed since he left the military: “We’re engaged in a process of evolution.”
A Unitarian participant also brought military-related experience to her present position: she had been a weapons analyst with a defence contractor in the United States. She too highlighted the economic basis of the enterprise, characterizing it as “a business looking for a market.”

A Christian Science participant further contributed to the economic emphasis, maintaining that the Iraq war was about “grabbing oil. The rest was theatre.”

Another recurring question was: To whom is the military responsible? A number of participants pointed to a conflict between civil values and military values. The Buddhist participant suggested that militarism means that “military values are substituted for civil values.”

A Baha’i participant related the role of the military to violence in society. She said she “cannot sit and watch a hockey game” because of “the level of accepted violence in the game.” She found this to be primarily a male phenomenon, and noted that violence appeals to the males in her life. A Mennonite participant also alluded to the gendered nature of militarism: “Try to find boys’ clothes without camouflage.”

The need to define someone as “other” in order to go to war with them also surfaced repeatedly. “As long as I cannot see my neighbour as myself,” said a Hindu participant, “I cannot love my neighbour as myself. The role of religion is to knit communities together. We need to see the world as our community.”
After the discussion, a guest from the Mennonite Central Committee spoke about his work as a “counter-recruiter,” which consists of promoting “positive peacemaking alternatives” to counter the messages of military recruiters. He and his colleagues have developed a flyer for high school students. He is hopeful that “nonviolence is starting to blossom a little bit.”

