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Sincerity tested

By Tim Huber

“My commander is perfectly
aware that | won't perform duties
that are combat-oriented, but
nevertheless expects that | will go
back to my original duties. This is
either because he doesn’t take
me seriously in my stated
intentions to refuse to follow
orders of that nature, or he just
flat out would rather see me in
prison than have me doing
something useful for him.”

Private First Class Robert
Weiss wrote those words in a
letter after arriving in Iraq late last
summer. His application to be
recognized as a conscientious
objector and receive an
honorable discharge wasn’t going
so well, meeting roadblocks at
virtually every level in his chain of
command, despite
recommendations for approval
from the chaplain, psychiatrist,
and investigating officers who
interviewed him.

His job consisted of driving
the eight-wheel-drive “Stryker”
combat vehicle, which fills the
operational gap between a
Humvee and a tank. Seated
relatively safely deep within, the
driver and commander use
periscopes to view what lies on
the other side of their armor.

However, before he even
arrived in Irag, he was already

looking at the world from a different
angle than when he enlisted at 17,
two weeks after graduating high

school. Full of patriotism but
lacking in foreseeable future, he
found the military’s welcoming
arms a one-way ticket to turning his
life around. The abstract motions of
killing in basic training did little to
disturb  him, but when an
acquaintance was stabbed in the
heart at a party and died on the
way to the hospital, Weiss was
forced to confront what death
actually met head on.

“One kid died and another

... Continued on page 4
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Seeking Other Solutions

By Michael Sharp

Joshua loved his
job; he loved guns;
and he loved the
Army.

‘“I' was the most
gung-ho soldier in my
platoon,” he said.

But that was before
he went to Iraq, before
he saw with his own
eyes what his job
meant for other
people. As he put it
“‘guns are a whole lot
of fun until you start
using them on people.”

His road to the
Army was a one-way
street because, well,
no other branch of the
military accepts
recruits who only have
a GED. In late 2004, at
the age of 18, Joshua
walked into a recruiting
station looking for a
job. Free, specialized
training and the
opportunity to use
high-tech weapons for
his country were just
added bonuses.

The recruiter eyed
him up and suggested
he’d make a great
13F, a.k.a. “Fire
Support Specialist.”

“Is that a
firefighter?” Joshua
recalls asking. “Hoses;
trucks with ladders?”

“Yeah,” he said the
recruiter replied. “A

A soldier goes
AWOL when pills
just won't do

firefighter.”

It was only later, at
Basic Training, that he
and the 83 other fresh-
faced 13Fs learned
Fire Support
Specialists are
members of Field
Artillery Battalions,
often attached to the
Calvary Scout teams
who conduct raids and
take part in close-
quarter firefights on a
regular basis.

Joshua was first
stationed in Giessen,
but was soon deployed
to Iraq in Bi'aj and
Ramadi. It was there
that he first saw what
his job was all about,

what it was like to see
dead Iraqis, whether
enemy combatants or
civilians.

At one point, his
unit was driving
through Ramadi, when
a car came in the other
direction and didn't
comply when ordered
to stop. The gunner on
their vehicle opened
fire and got the car to
stop, but the driver
was dead, shot several
times, and there was a
child sitting in the car
with him. Instead of
reporting the incident,
they just took the child
to a nearby house,
knocked on the door,

and left the child with
the random family that
lived there.

At another point,
there was a firefight
going on in the city
while Joshua was still
back at the base. Soon
after, the base doors
were open to allow
pick-up trucks full of
injured, dead, or dying
Iragis to be brought in
for medical care. It
was Joshua’s first
experience with a
“mass casualty”
situation,  and he
wasn’'t the only one
traumatized by seeing
the kids who his unit

... Continued on page 4




War Trauma: In Every Land

By Michael Sharp

| was really surprised the first time
| watched a soldier | was counseling
hit the floor when dishes were
dropped at the diner where we were
meeting. | hadn't realized how big a
role Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) was going to play in my job.
Now, two and a half years later,
having learned a lot about what PTSD
is all about, it makes sense that
regular interaction with combat vets
brings me into contact with symptoms
of combat-onset trauma.

It's a topic that didn't really make
it into the public eye until hundreds of
thousands  traumatized  Vietnam
veterans made the issue almost
impossible to ignore in the 1970s.
Today, it's getting even more
attention, although the long-term
effects and the vast number of people
affected are generally not known.

In a post-World War Il study, US
Army General S.L.A. Marshall found
that more American troops were
removed from the front line as
psychological casualties than for
physical injuries. While approximately
72,000 American troops were Killed in
Vietnam, studies have shown that
even more than that have committed
suicide since returning. In 2005, it was
found that approximately 120 U.S.
military veterans of the wars in Iraq
and/or Afghanistan commit suicide
every week.

Many of the combat veterans we
work with don't contact us specifically
because of PTSD symptoms, and
some flat out deny that they were
affected at all by what they did and
what they saw. That doesn’t stop
them, though, from dropping to the
floor when there are loud noises; it
doesn't stop them from self-
medicating  (getting  drunk) on
anniversaries of friends’ deaths; and it
doesn’t stop them from fearing IEDs
(Improvised Explosive Devices) when
they drive under bridges. It usually
has to be more serious than that for
them to come to terms with the idea
that they might be exhibiting
symptoms that actually suggest they
were traumatized.

In November last year, | was
invited to go with a delegation of
American medical and mental health
professionals to northern Iraq to help
train lragis at a psych clinic. |
explained that | wasn't a psychologist
and that the very most | could do was
talk about my experiences with those
affected specifically by combat-onset
trauma, but apparently that was good
enough for them. As crazy as it
sounds, it turned out that compared to
the average Iragi mental health
worker, | actually was an expert. In
Irag, the training is at best two years
of community college, and then
they're expected to “get to work.”
Most counseling sessions last about
10 minutes.

This is of course a tragedy,
considering the desperate need for
trauma counselors in Irag. The
question there is not really who has
been traumatized, but rather: Who
hasn’t been? Everyone has personally
experienced the effects of war,
whether during the Iran-lraq War in
the 1980s, the 1991 Persian Gulf
War, the fighting between Saddam’s
army and the Kurds, or the current
war, known as “Operation Iraqi

Freedom.” There aren’t many places
in the world where war has been
such a constant aspect of every
citizen's life. And yet, those who
recognize that they may benefit from
psychological counseling have
exactly one (1!) outpatient clinic
available to them in the entire
country. It actually made the U.S.
military’s  psychological help look
good, at least until | thought about
how much money the U.S. military
has to work with in their annual
budget.

The saddest part about working
with traumatized people, whether
military or civilian, is that it's not
something that simply goes away
with time. Very few of them are going
to make a full recovery. At best,
they’re going to learn to deal with the
symptoms. Hopefully, they'll not
make it worse by self-medicating with
drugs or alcohol; hopefully, they’ll
learn to accept that theirs was a
natural reaction to an unnatural
amount of stress; hopefully, they'll be
able to live a semi-normal life and not
be a danger to the loved ones around
them. The best thing | can do is stand
there by them in the process and
help them work through the tragedy
of their wartime experiences.

Counselor Michael Sharp, left, discusses PTSD issues in the Kurdistan region of Irag with a Peshmerga

general, center, and his translator.




Joshua
Continued from page 2

were responsible for killing.

A lot of his experiences in
Irag were suppressed, and
some of them he forgot about
until they started coming up
again in his nightmares. He
didn’t know how to deal with
the memories and with the guilt
associated with them. He
started drinking heavily to help
him sleep and to help him
forget what had happened.
Eventually he realized that he
needed to seek out help for his
post-traumatic stress disorder.
According to Joshua, though,
the Army wasn’'t looking to
provide therapy. They just tried
to get him doped up on pills so
that he would be “combat
effective” again, so they could
deploy him back to Iraqg.

He was unwilling to pretend
nothing was wrong and go

back to participating in the
mission in Irag, and since the
Army wasn’'t giving him the
help he needed, he decided to
go AWOL. At that point, he
called us at MCN to see if we
could help him. We connected
him with a psychologist for
treatment of his PTSD and with
a lawyer who advised him on
how to help solve the problem
of being AWOL from the Army.

Joshua expects to be put in
jail for a few months for having
gone AWOL, and he will
probably be given a Bad
Conduct Discharge, but he
believes it will be worth it if he’s
getting help finally for his
trauma. Jail he can live with,
but he can't live with continuing
his job in the Army.

“There’s not a single thing
we did there in Iraq that was
morally or ethically right,” he
said. “I'm done with it.”

Weiss
... Continued from page 1

would soon go to prison, and the
families and friends of both parties
would be affected as well,” Weiss
said. “As these thoughts went
through my mind | began to question
the morality of killing and what good
could be brought about by ending
someone’s life.”

Seeking answers, he returned to
a Bible he’d abandoned soon after
joining the Army. Combined with an
improbable discovery of John
Howard Yoder's The Politics of
Jesus — among other works — Weiss
found he simply could not reconcile
Jesus’ teachings with the military’s.

As his application meandered up
his chain of command, Weiss idled
the dusty hours away on non-
combatant radio observation duty;
one 24-hour shift at a time. The 90-
day maximum for CO application
processing had long passed, and
leave time was fast approaching. His
unit divvied up the vacation time on
their own, leaving him the section
concluding just before Christmas.

“Finally, the day came for me to
turn in my weapon and go home,” he
said. “About 20 minutes before | left
Camp Prosperity, my First Sergeant
approached me and gave me the

paperwork for my [denied]
application.”
Regardless, Weiss charged

forward on Christmas. Leave expired
Dec. 22, but instead of returning to
his Stryker driver's seat, he’s holding
fast in the U.S. When he does return
to the military, he expects to be
arrested, sent to a court martial on
one of several continents, and given
a jail sentence to be likely served in
Germany or Kuwait.

“At any rate, | believe | did the
absolute best | could have,” he said.
“The best thing for me to do now is
to trust in God.

“I'll be in jail soon, but I'll have
the Holy Spirit with me and the
knowledge that | stood up for what
was right.”



Wartime film
faces wartime
ISsues

By Tim Huber

Five years after the invasion
of Iraq, and seven years since
operations commenced in
Afghanistan, the film industry is
beginning to dramatize the War
on Terror with increasing
frequency.

But unlike every previous
generation of war movies —
extolling the heroics and/or
senselessness of men in
combat — Hollywood’s take on
war in the 21% Century so far
places far more emphasis on
what happens to soldiers and
their  families  after  the
homecoming.

Writer/director/producer
Paul Haggis' offering, “In the
Valley of Elah,” embodies this
trend, with minimal storytelling
actually taking place
downrange and combat largely
portrayed with choppy cell
phone snippets culled from a
fried phone.

Tommy Lee Jones plays an
Army military police veteran,
who travels across the country
and takes matters into his own
hands when his son’s unit calls
home attempting to make
sense of his current Absence
Without Leave.

The cause of the
disappearance is a murder, but
the film's 120 minutes focus
more on the event’'s effect on
the local fort, a jaded civilian
detective’s faith in the system —

and most emphatically - a
patriot’s patriotism.

Though Haggis’ politics show
through (what war movie lacks
politics?), the very real danger of
losing one’s humanity to the
violence shines even brighter. At
every opportunity, the director’s
pen and lens trade subtlety for a
sledge, casting the chain of
command and unit cohesion as
the plot’s facilitators.

“In the Valley of Elah” likely
won't make many MP’s DVD
wish lists. Portrayals of
institutional foot-dragging paint
the mission specialty in a
negative light; and casting
activist/actress Susan Sarandon
as a military-hating mom doesn’t
help. However, a handful of Iraqi
War veterans were used in key
military roles and found the film
objective.

“A lot of people will say, ‘Oh,
it's an anti-war film,” ” Elah actor
and former Army infantryman
Jake McLaughlin said in a Los
Angeles Times article. “If
anything, it's pro-soldier.”

Even more Iraqg War
films on the way

(2008)
The Battle for Fallujah
Harrison Ford stars in
film adaptation of “No True
Glory,” by former Marine and
assistant defense secretary
Bing West, who covered the
battle as a correspondent.

Stop Loss
Ryan Philippe stars as a
Texas soldier, back from
fighting in Irag, who refuses
to return under the
Pentagon’s controversial
enlistment extension policy.

The Hurt Locker
An elite Army bomb
squad must function in a city
where every person is a
potential insurgent, every
object a potential improvised
explosive device.

(2009)
Imperial Life in
the Emerald City

“Bourne” trilogy director
Paul Greengrass adapts
Washington Post reporter
Rajiv Chandrasekaran’s
book, “Imperial Life in the
Emerald City: Inside Iraqg’s
Green Zone,” an exploration
of the United States’
attempts to set up a
temporary government in
Baghdad after the 2003
invasion.

Last Man Home

In the days before the
2003 full-scale assault on
Iraq, a covert military unit
searches for an AWOL
soldier who himself went
searching for his brother,
missing in action since the
first Gulf War.




CONTACT INFO

Military Counseling
Network

Hauptstr. 1
D-69245, Bammental
Germany

Phone;
06223-47506

Fax:
06223-47791
E-mail:
mcn@dmfk.de

Website:
www.mc-network.de

How You Can Help a CO

The Low Down:

MCN has been working closely with
C.O.s for over four years. Many of
them have submitted their claims as
soldiers on the frontline — Irag. Sadly,
the military is not recognizing many
claims, denying C.O.s who embody
the very definition of a “firm, fixed
and sincere objection to participating
in war of any form or the bearing of
arms” (Department of Defense
Directive 1300.6 S§lIl.LA)). These
beliefs have crystallized directly from
experiences in the military and from
the dissonance of coming to terms
with the fundamental task of what a
soldier is required to do. C.O.s are
not the only ones dissatisfied by the
military’s reluctance to discharge
soldiers. Numerous soldiers have
expressed to us that in times of war,
bodies are simply needed. That is
the bottom line.

What they need:

Folks in the military need to know
that there are others on the outside,
who support what they are trying to
do and will stand by them. They
need personal support and financial
assistance. Although, their cases
involve a symbolic struggle for C.O.
rights, they will also need the
personal support.

How you can help:

Send this Newsletter to people you
know who might want to help. For
individuals, peace organizations,
small groups and congregations
interested in helping, you can make
personal contact with soldiers like
Weiss and Joshua. Financial help is
always needed. (See below)

@ Contribute Financially

Germany
Deutsches Mennonitisches
Friedenskomitee (DMFK)
Hauptstr. 1

69245, Bammental
Germany

USA

Mennonite Mission Network

Mennonite Mission Network
P.O. Box 370

Elkhart, IN 46515-0370
USA

Bank Account:
Kontonr. 21240069,
Kreissparkasse
Heilbronn,

BLZ 620 500 00
Attn: “MCN”

Please send check with
note that includes:

- Name of individual or group
 Date

- Mark for “EU 108: MCN”

- Signature
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About Our
Newsletter:

Sound Off is a publication of the
Military Counseling Network (MCN).
It is a platform for people to tell their
stories and relate their opinions in
this time of war and political
uncertainty. MCN is dedicated to
the discussion of issues relevant to
servicemembers and their families;
Germans and Americans, soldiers
and civilians.

We welcome any submissions to
the newsletter that deal with the
War in Iraq, Americans abroad,
Americans at home and European-
US relations. We especially
welcome submissions from soldiers
and their families. Please send us
your opinions, letters and stories!




