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Objector sentenced

By Tim Huber

VILSECK, Germany — U.S. Army
conscientious objector Robert Weiss
was sentenced to seven months
confinement during a court-martial
May 13, 2008, at Rose Barracks in
Vilseck, Germany.

Weiss pled guilty to charges of
desertion and missing movement,
which reduced the court-martial’s
proceedings mostly to the
sentencing phase.

In early December of 2007,
Weiss learned his application to be
classified a conscientious objector
and receive an honorable discharge
was denied. Weiss was assigned
non-combatant duties while
deployed to Forward Operating Base
Prosperity in Irag and learned of the
development immediately before
travelling to the United States on
leave.

As his leave expired and his
Dec. 22, 2007, return flight to Iraq
drew near, his C.O. beliefs
compelled him to miss the flight and
avoid the combat patrol duties he
would be assigned upon landing.

While Absent Without Leave,
Weiss lived in the Goshen, Ind., area
and spent time speaking to
Mennonite church groups about his
experiences. He eventually turned
himself in to military authorities Feb.
11, 2008, in Fort Knox, Kty.

“I had no intention of boarding
the flight, your honor,” he said to
Judge Peter Masters. “... | believe
they would have transitioned me to a
Stryker [combat vehicle] driver

position.”
The charges of desertion and

missing movement can carry a
maximum punishment of death by
firing squad or seven years in prison,
but defense lawyers for Weiss were
able to secure a special court-martial
rather than a general court-martial. A
special court-martial can issue a
maximum punishment of only 12
months in prison and a Bad Conduct
Discharge, whereas a general court-
martial has a much higher punishment
ceiling and the possibility of a more
serious Dishonorable Discharge. Both
convictions are felonies.

Defense lawyers for Weiss

... Continued on page 4
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Finding a New Future

By Tim Huber

Last issue, Sound Off told
“Joshua’s” story of post-
traumatic stress syndrome and
the history of multiple Absent
Without Leave offenses it
caused.

The initially gung-ho soldier
loved his job, his guns, and his
future. Then the messy details
of combat occurred, and the
horrors of war eventually could
only be suppressed through
medication — be it with pills
from the military doctors or a
bottle from the store.

When he felt the psychiatric
care he refused — or rather no
longer received — was grossly
insufficient, he went AWOL a
second time and eventually
found MCN, which connected
him with a civilian psychiatrist.
The diagnosis was dire: further
military participation would not
only be dangerous to him, but
negligent of the Army.

Joshua expected to be
court-martialed, put in jail for a
few months and receive a Bad
Conduct Discharge for having
gone AWOL twice, and he
believed it would be worth it if it
meant getting help finally for
his trauma. Jail he could live
with, but continuing with his job
in the Army he could not.

When he turned himself in
a few months ago, authorities
took his psychological
diagnosis into consideration
and chose not to press
charges. In the span of a few
weeks, Joshua was processed
out of the military and was back
in the United States, ready to
pursue a new life in the civilian
world.

There are many
servicemembers with
experiences like Joshua’s, and
a large majority of MCN'’s
caseload can be connected to
PTSD in one way or another.

Such trauma is prevalent, and
many counseling professionals
believe the military medical
community is reluctant to give
proper diagnoses, because of
the host of new responsibilities
like lifelong disability pay with
which the military would be
faced. For this reason, the
importance of helping soldiers
like Joshua is only increasing.

www.mc-network.blogspot.com

The Military
Counseling  Network
entered the
blogosphere April 10,
2008, taking up
residence at www.mc-
network.blogspot.com.

MCN will continue

to maintain its official,
www.mc-network.de,
presence on the
World Wide Web; but
the new blog features
content and
capabilities in a more
informal setting.

The new blog is
already host to
episodes of MCN’s
presence in the news,
with print and audio
options. It is also a
place to collect articles
highlighting trends in

the Afghanistan and
Irag wars, as well as
links of note.

Guest bloggers
include active or former
servicemembers, as
well as past and
present MCN workers.



Signing Off

By Michael Sharp

When 1 first applied to work
as a counselor at MCN, | was
looking for a one-year term. |
couldn’t really imagine
committing to something for
longer than a year at a time. It
didn’t take me long, though, to
realize that this job was for me,
and one year wasn’'t going to
be long enough. | extended to
one and a half years, then two,
and I've now been here for
almost three vyears. As |
approach the end of my term, |
can't help but think back at the
huge ups and downs; the
downs that made me question
what | was doing thousands of
miles away from home, in
another culture, trying to work
within the U.S. military, and the
ups that made wonder how |
ever landed such a sweet job
with only an undergraduate
degree under my belt.

The low points list reads like
a who’s who of conscientious
objectors, who weren’'t able to
get the discharge they wanted
and ended up choosing to go to
jail. 1 can’t help but question
whether there was anything
else we could have done to
help them improve their
chances. The lows include calls
from Irag and Afghanistan from
suicidal servicemembers, who
really couldn’t see any hope;
the intense sessions with
traumatized combat veterans
were almost always difficult.

And then there was the
frustration with others in the
peace movement, some of

whom give their lives to save

humanity, seemingly oblivious
to all the humans they hurt in
the process.

But without these
challenges, the positives
wouldn’t be nearly as gratifying.
With hundreds of complicating
factors playing in to the struggle
for a legal discharge from the
military, it was never a foregone

conclusion that
servicemembers with
legitimate, legal reasons for

discharge would actually be
released. For these reasons,
every single client that received

a legal discharge was a
significant  victory and an
encouragement to keep on
keeping on.

As hard as it is to leave the
job, I know the stories will stay
with me. The experiences of
each client in Iraq,
Afghanistan, Kuwait, Kosovo,
Germany and just about
everywhere else in the world
have become my stories. They
were transformed by their
experiences in war, and their
stories couldn't help but
change me. It is my job to keep
these stories alive, because in
the end, we can lose track of
statistics, the number of people
displaced, traumatized, and
maimed; but the stories of the
individuals will stay with me no
matter where in the world | end
up next.

Counselor Michael Sharp, left, discusses legal documents with Robert Weiss in his Vilseck barracks

room May 12, the evening before his court martial.




Sgt. Rivero wins peace prize

BAD NEUENAHR, Germany
— U.S. Army Sergeant and
conscientious objector Yovany
“Geo” Rivero was the recipient
of a Germany-based peace
prize June 14 in Bad Neunahr.

The Rheinland-Pfalz Peace
Advocacy Group
(Arbeitsgemeinschatft
Friedensgruppen in Rheinland-
Pfalz) recognized Rivero for his
decision to pursue a discharge
after two deployments, rather
than continue on a military
career.

“I' am grateful for the
opportunity to be able to show a
community, a world outside of
the military, that my heart
desires to be a steward of
peace,” he said.

Rivero’'s  childhood  was
fraught with challenges, and a
helpful local church proved
formative.

“l joined the Army with the
idea that | was doing the right
thing in serving my country,” he
said. “The church | went to then

believed that | could serve both
God and country in the military.”

Over the course of two
deployments in Iraq, Rivero’'s
faith was only solidified by the
challenges he encountered.
Then, during a large portion of
block leave, things changed.

He randomly applied to work
at a Mennonite camp in
Pennsylvania and was
transformed by discussions of

ultimate Christian allegiance
and Christs call to be
peacemakers.

Rivero hopes to learn soon if
his application for a C.O.
discharge will be approved.

Weiss
... Continued from page 1

orchestrated a pre-trial agreement
with prosecutors that included guilty
pleas, no out-of-country witnesses,
and no jury, relying instead solely on
a judge.

Though this agreement carried a
prison sentence of eight months,
Judge Masters issued a seven-
month sentence, to be served at the
U.S. Military Detention Facility
Europe at Coleman Barracks in
Mannheim, Germany. The sentence
also included a Bad Conduct
Discharge, reduction to the lowest
enlisted rank, and forfeiture of $898
per month for seven months.

With good behavior, Weiss’
lawyers estimate he will be released
after six months.

In his closing remarks during the
sentencing portion of the trial,
civilian defense lawyer David Court
presented an overview of what the
Uniform Code of Military Justice
seeks to accomplish through
criminal punishment. Court
concluded most aspects — like
rehabilitation and protecting society
— simply did not apply to someone
guilty of essentially refusing to
commit an act of violence against
other human beings.

“The only tenant that is relevant
is to maintain Good Order and
Discipline,” he said. “Those three
letters [G.O.D.] that's where Robert
J. Weiss sees his command. He
believes the requirements of his
spirituality overcome that of a
soldier.

“... He will believe he is being
punished because he broke the
Army’s rules, but not because he
broke higher laws,” Court said.

Though shackled as he left the
building, Weiss managed to rotate a
wrist, flashing one last peace sign
before boarding a van for
Mannheim. He had only two words
to say.

“God bless.”



Battle for
Haditha

By Tim Huber

Staying true to the latest
casting craze in Hollywood,
Battle for Haditha took a
chance on Elliot Ruiz, a Marine
veteran who deployed once to
Irag before receiving a
discharge for an injury.

He portrays the scarred and
matured Corporal Ramirez,
leader of an immature Marine
unit that holds the local Iraqgis in
low regard.

The film’s premise is based
on the Nov. 19, 2005, incident
in which a Marine unit killed 24
Iragi men, women, and children
after an improvised explosive
device hits their patrol. The
explosion sets off a vengeful
spiral of redemptive violence
that ultimately results in dozens
of dead bodies and a new
wave of anti-Americanism.

Writer/director Nick
Bloomfield uses a documentary
(or rather, “shaky cam?”)
approach liberally, often going
overboard with intentionally
poor lighting and other devices
to put the viewer in the center
of action he hopes appears
real. However, this strategy
muddles more  than it
illuminates.

The storytelling often
becomes ploddingly intentional,
dependent upon the dialogue
to tell the viewer what the plot
is doing, rather than that being
self-evident. Blame for this
rests partially on poor acting,
especially in dialogue delivery;

Battle for Haditha

“There are many ways to see
the same story”

Director: Nick Broomfield
Starring: Elliot Ruiz,
Yasmine Hanani

Rated: R

Runtime: 97 min.
Language: English,
Arabic

Release date: May 7,
2008 (USA)

which is unusual since
Bloomfield relied on ex-military
personnel to improvise most of
their lines based on their combat
experiences.

In fact, the script consisted
merely of scene outlines, relying
on the actors for the lines.
Bloomfield set the table, but
required his dinner guests to
bring the food for a meal that can
at times come across as so
deliberate it is insincere.

Battle for Haditha also suffers
from a slew of inaccuracies
ranging from insurgents burying
an IED in broad daylight to
ludicrously long streams of fully
automatic  weapon fire to
misleading portrayals of military
regulations.

Ramirez suffers from
nightmares and other symptoms
of post-traumatic stress disorder,
and at one point in the film,
summons the courage to ask his
commander permission to see a
doctor. The request is denied,
citing regs denying doctor visits
during in-theater duty.

Though the commander’'s
response heaps fuel on anti-
military sentiment, the revelation
of PTSD simultaneously works
against those forces, highlighting
each Marine’s hidden humanity.

The first word of the film’s title
is not just about the Marine
Corps’ struggles against the
insurgency. It's about Al Qaeda
battling the United States, Iraqi
civiians  battling insurgents,
guardians of religion battling
infidels, and even the moral
battle raging within Corporal
Ramirez.

The tagline on the poster
says, “There are many ways to
see the same story.” Bloomfield
seeks out each participant in the
climactic event, devoting nearly
the first hour of the film to
learning their stories before
everyone collides in a violent
climax. That distilled concept is
Battle for Haditha’'s prime
contribution to the controversial
situation still being resolved in
American courts today.

“We’re not trying to sugarcoat
anything,” Ruiz said. “We’re not
picking sides. We're just putting
it out there.”




CONTACT INFO

Military Counseling
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Hauptstr. 1

D-69245, Bammental
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Phone:
+49 (0) 6223-47506

E-mail:
mcn@dmfk.de

Website:
www.mc-network.de

Blog:
WwWw.mc-
network.blogspot.com

How You Can Help a CO

The Low Down:

MCN has been working closely
with C.O.s for more than four years.
Many 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 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)

Financially

@ Contribute

Germany

Deutsches Mennonitisches
Friedenskomitee (DMFK)

Bank Account:
Kontonr. 21240069,
Kreissparkasse

Hauptstr. 1 Heilbronn,
69245, Bammental BLZEZO 500 00
Germany . Attn: “MCN

USA

Mennonite Mission Network

Mennonite Mission Network
P.O. Box 370

Elkhart, IN 46515-0370
USA

q

Please send check with
note that includes:

- Name of individual or group
» Date

» Mark for “EU 108: MCN”

- Signature

About Our
Newsletter:

this time of war

and civilians.
War in Iraq,

US relations. We

your opinions, letters and stories!

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
and political
uncertainty. MCN is dedicated to
the discussion of issues relevant to
servicemembers and their families;
Germans and Americans, soldiers

We welcome any submissions to
the newsletter that deal with the
Americans abroad,
Americans at home and European-
especially
welcome submissions from soldiers
and their families. Please send us




