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There’s been much controversy about the movie NAZA now playing at the Hamptons International Film Festival. Using anonymous voices, NAZA describes a system purportedly used by the Israeli military which defines acceptable levels of collateral deaths when attacking terrorist targets. I have not seen the film and am not going to wade into this controversy, except to use it for personal reflection. America and Israel share military technology and tactics and it makes sense that if Israel has this sort of system, we have something similar ourselves. I have trained with military chaplains who serve people in a wide variety of settings in all branches of the military and have been dropped into some interesting situations myself. I wonder how I would respond if I was asked to care for soldiers who were ordered to follow a NAZA protocol. What would I say to them or their commanders now, or as veterans a few years down the road? Would l (as hoped by the new department of Religious Affairs) emphasize the righteousness of their mission, tell them that mitigation efforts make their actions morally acceptable and remind them of the horrors of the terrorist attacks, bolstering my comments with Old Testament scriptures that emphasize a warrior ethos and a vengeful God…  or would I read passages to them from Luke 4, Matthew 5 and 25 and share the commands to love our neighbors, love our enemies, and overcome evil with good? Would I have the courage to remind them of their duty to disobey illegal and immoral orders and offer the wisdom of Gandhi who said that an eye for an eye will make the whole world blind? 

We like to think that our tolerance for collateral damage is zero. Remember, however, that after 9/11 we allowed thousands of military and civilian casualties in a 10-year war against a country that had nothing to do with the towers coming down. In our own time we put up with for-profit concentration camps being built on our own soil and say nothing when people are sent without trial to detention in other countries. These days we are so excited by a strong stock market and the potential of AI that we never consider the human and environmental costs of the mining of rare earth metals, the burning of fossil fuels, and the reallocating of huge amounts of water needed for data centers to function, conveniently forgetting that “the cloud” is made of concrete and steel. The uncomfortable reality is that our NAZA number is larger than we might think.

This week I had my annual evaluation for my work as a chaplain. It went well. The one recommendation from my supervisor was that I be more intentional about my religious role as a chaplain, using my skills and experience and as an Episcopal priest. I'm not sure he knew what he was asking for. Faith in action is a powerful thing. The tragedy at Cornell has been much in the news this week. Things there would have turned out differently if just one student had had the courage to stand up and say and do something to make it stop. This might just be your chance - and mine - to do just that.   
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