Hi Everyone,

 

First, I want to apologize for the terse entries in my two previous blogs.  The conference ran until 9-10 at night, and by the time I had typed up my notes for the day it was after midnight, and I was beyond tired.  It's my intent here to provide a summary and reflections of the event as a whole.

 

This conference was attended and addressed by a remarkable number of distinguished scholars, military and clergy.  For more information about the conference itself, go to:  http://www2.mercer.edu/News/Articles/2008/080707Summit.htm
 

From the presentations, I was able to pull together a chronology of how the US became a nation that overtly tortures and to reflect on its meaning for this country and for ourselves as people of faith.  The shift to permissive policies on torture was a response to the 9/11 attacks.  The following Sunday, on Meet the Press, Vice-President Cheney said we would "...have to take off the gloves; work on the dark side, if you will".  Few understood the significance of those remarks at the time.  From the vantage of seven years hence, several things are clear:

· Fear, guilt and anger paved the way for a fundamental shift in detainee policy 

· There was an opportunity to put in place policies to strengthen the executive that some conservatives had long advocated for 

· These changes were effected by a very small group in the executive branch who refused the usual consultation or oversight.  

The torture program has served this country very poorly.  Despite the torture of hundreds (or more) people over the last 7 years, we cannot connect any piece of useful information to the torture of any individual.  Careful examination of Bush administration claims to the contrary do not stand up to examination.  A person who is tortured will say anything or nothing.  If the person talks, will they say anything of value?  Who will vet the statements?  Torture is

· UnAmerican:  From Washington's instructions to the troops through the 20th century, we have prized our commitment to decent treatment of captives.  The US led the way in developing the Geneva Conventions and the Convention Against Torture 

· Ineffective:  A person under torture will say anything, but of what value?  Who will vet the statements?  Once tortured, a detainee becomes a questionable source (or unavailable) for future intelligence collection 

· Unnecessary:  Ethical interrogation methods build rapport, trust and a lasting relationship.  Interrogators can return for future investigations and collect more information.  Ethical intelligence gathering in the War on Terror has provided useful information 

· Damaging:  Torture causes psychological wounds that do not heal.  Survivors and perpetrators alike remain damaged for their lifetimes.  Citizens of a country that engages in torture rightly fear similar treatment if they should fall into the hands of enemies.  Prosecuting wars becomes more dangerous because enemy soldiers who fear mistreatment will fight rather than surrender.

The US torture program has redefined who we are as a nation and as people of faith.  America used to be the "beacon", the "shining city on the hill" to many peoples of the world; but no more.  The decision of a handful of staffers in the Bush White House to engage in torture has profound implications for the future of our country.  It is time for people of good will to throw off their fear and speak up for who we want to be as a people.

 

Conference presenters repeatedly returned to the question:  Where are the press?  Where are the clergy?  Why the silence?  Here is what I learned:  

· Individual journalists from some of our most respected news sources have been cooperating with the CIA to shape the flow and content of information.  Hence, stories on torture were reported, but not followed up on.  News was framed in ways that disguised or downplayed its significance.  Advocacy for ethical interrogations was framed as weak or ineffectual 

· I was struck by how often the faith community has been silenced by fear.  A Muslim speaker reported that most American Muslims do not speak out for fear of being investigated by the FBI.  An Evangelical speaker told of clergy who would not speak on this issue to their congregations for fear of offending powerful conservatives in their congregation.  This was also my experience when I was calling congregations this spring about participating in the Banners Across America project.  Fear keeps us silent, and silence makes us complicit.  

· David Gushee (Evangelicals for Human Rights) spoke very strongly about the urgent need for clergy to speak for the tenets of our faith.  From a Christian perspective, if the shepherd is silent, whose voice will the flock hear?  Who will they follow?

One of the most significant talks came from our "Emerging Scholars" panel.  Kathryn Reklis is a Ph.D. candidate in Religious Studies at Yale.  On 9/14/01, Karl Rove met with several Hollywood directors and recruited them in a project to create a new heroic model for the post-9/11 world.  The new hero's qualities are defiance, isolation and a willingness to do despicable things to protect the community.  He suffers for his acts, which is why he is heroic (were he not to suffer, he would just be another villain).  He is unable to remain in the community for which he has sacrificed so greatly.  Examples are Jack Bauer, Jason Bourne and Batman in the Dark Knight.  Their deeds would have been immoral in a pre-9/11 world.  In this new world, we are to understand them as heroic.  Subtle use of symbolism connects them to the suffering and sacrifice of Christ.   Christ preached love and forgiveness as a way to salvation, but these are consistently portrayed as weak and ineffectual responses to security threats.

 

The producers of the show "24" have been repeatedly approached and strongly urged to tone down their portrayal of torture, or at least present it in a more realistic light, and they have refused. 

 

In a Q&A session, I recommended replacing Hollywood's popular scenario about the exploding alarm clock with the phrase, "TV scenario", as in "That's a TV scenario; the reality of the US torture program is..."  This was very well accepted by the group.

 

The last talk on "The Way Forward" outlined a strategy for meeting Democratic and Republican concerns about speaking out against the US torture program, finding ways to frame this issue to their strengths.  To that end, your endorsement of the Declarations in Support of an Executive Order Banning Torture is an essential step.  Please take a look at the Declarations at http://www.nrcat.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=211&Itemid=160#Declaration.  You can endorse it there on the website.  

 

On a personal level, it was a joy to meet with many folks with whom I had been in phone and email conversation for two years.  I also got to meet Doug Johnson, head of the Center for Victims of Torture, who told me of the wonderful work of a dear friend in their bicycle project.  My friend had led me to believe she occasionally fixed a bike for a torture survivor, but she actually works on and provides bicycles to many of CVT's clients.  I got to meet the indefatigueable Bonnie Tamres-Moore who originated the Banners Across America project.  I finally met Rich Killmer, Executive Director of NRCAT, and John Humphries, with whom I work closely.  It was a wonderful gathering of passionate, committed people.

 

Louise

 

Background:  A National Summit on Torture:  Religious Faith, Torture, and Our National Soul

September 11-12, 2008, Mercer University, Atlanta, CA

 

PS:  If you would like to read my complete notes on the conference, drop me an email (louisespecht@juno.com), and I'll send them along to you.
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