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Female religious leaders urge Bush administration to seek peaceful resolution with Iraq
 

WASHINGTON (AP) - Hundreds of female religious leaders from various faiths urged President Bush on Wednesday to use diplomacy rather than force in dealing with Iraq. 

The women, representing groups of Buddhists, Jews, Muslims and Christians, have formed a coalition to press for a negotiated settlement.

"Women bring a different perspective and different sensibilities," said Rev. Joan Brown Campbell, chairwoman of the Global Peace Initiative of Women Religious & Spiritual Leaders. Women are more likely than men to witness civilians suffer in wars, she said. 

Dena Merriam, vice chairwoman of the Ruder Finn public relations firm, helped organize the prayer breakfast. 

Religious leaders generally hesitate to take political stands but feel compelled to speak out now, Merriam said. 

"In a matter where lives are threatened you almost have to because it becomes a moral issue," she said. "This is the struggle that many of the religious communities are dealing with. Without becoming political, they have to caution against risking lives." 

On Thursday, about a dozen women will head to Iraq on a peace-seeking mission. The group will join other all-female delegations from Europe, Australia and Rwanda. 

"We are going to speak out as women about the terrible effects of war on women, children, families and the environment," said Medea Benjamin, co-founder of Global Exchange and CodePink: Women for Peace. "We are determined to stop the Bush administration from going to war against the people of Iraq." 

The women hope to meet with U.N. weapons inspectors to express their support. They also plan to visit an Iraqi orphanage and children's hospital. 

The United Nations has said that more than 70 percent of casualties in armed conflicts are civilians, most of them women and children. 

"What we women can call for is to slow down the process and explore all options available, which means working with the United Nations and the European governments and the international community to put pressure on Saddam Hussein, who none of us like," Merriam said. 

Among those attending the breakfast were represenatives of the North American Council for Muslim Women, the United Methodist Church, the Christian Science Board of Directors, American Baptist Women's Ministries and the National Council of Catholic Women.

