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WASHINGTON -- Despite President Bush's State of the Union warning that Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein has missed his "final chance" for peace and with war looking more and more likely, a group of women religious leaders says Bush has failed to make a convincing case that force is the only way to disarm Iraq -- and they've organized to protest the looming war.

The group, Global Peace Initiative of Women Religious and Spiritual Leaders, met in Washington on Wednesday (Jan. 29), the morning after Bush's address, for a prayer breakfast and organizational meeting aimed at forming opposition to war.

"The voices are growing and this effort, combined with many other efforts, means there is beginning to be a substantial voice against the war. I think it has already made a difference," said the Rev. Joan Brown Campbell, the group's chair.

In his speech, Bush offered some specific, but few new, examples of Iraq's alleged concealment of germ, chemical and nuclear weapons programs. But for most of the women in attendance, the president did not go far enough. "In my view he hasn't made a strong enough case that we have done everything we can to avoid war," said Rabbi Laura Geller of Temple Emanuel

Beverly in Beverly Hills, Calif.

Leaders from other religious organizations also spoke out after the State of Union speech, mostly voicing their disagreement with Bush on Iraq. "Never before have the churches in America been so united on the issue of peace," said the Rev. Jim Wallis of Sojourners, an ecumenical organization that opposes war. "We recognize the cruel connection between war and poverty that threatens to make poor people the first casualties of war." The Rev. Bob Edgar, general secretary of the National Council of Churches, also differed with Bush. "We should all be concerned about the tone of the president's war rhetoric," he said. "Americans are right to be uneasy about the morality of a pre-emptive American invasion that, even with extreme care on our part, could kill a staggering number of innocent civilians."

But Richard Land, president and CEO of the Southern Baptist Convention's Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, took a different stance.     "I thought the president made a compelling case that Saddam Hussein and his weapons of mass destruction are a clear and growing danger to the safety and security of the citizens of the United States and all of our allies," he told Religion News Service in an interview.      

Others at the women's gathering, such as Buddhist Lama Jacquelyn de Bray, say there is almost nothing Bush could say that would convince them that war in Iraq is necessary. "It is absolutely wrong. I am committed to no war, absolutely no war at all," de Bray said.

The 250 women who attended the meeting represented all major world religions. Part of the focus was developing a Women's Peace Building Corps designed to work with women in war zones before and after fighting to overcome ethnic, national and religious hatred and build collaborative efforts for peace. 

That effort includes Iraq, said Zainab Salbi, founder of a group called Women for Women, which helps refugees in war-torn countries such as Afghanistan and Croatia. Salbi grew up in Iraq and lived through the Iran-Iraq war. "I grew up with the bombs and seeing the dead bodies. Everything in your environment collapses; you are in utter darkness. We want to deliver

humanity from that, and help women rebuild their lives," she said.

The Global Peace Initiative provides a network for not only women clerics but also women in business and politics. The network cuts across cultural, religious and ethnic lines.

"These decisions about going to war are made by men, but women and children have to live with those decisions. The voices of women have not been heard and we have a special responsibility for the protection of life," said Dena Merriam of the Global Peace Initiative of Women Religious and

Spiritual Leaders.

Campbell also said she opposes Bush's pledge to fight Iraq with or without the blessing or help of the international community. "Going it alone is not the way to resolve the world's difficulties. By

building the coalitions before we would ever think of a war is one of the ways to build toward peace, and going it alone denies that possibility," Campbell said. But she said she is not a pacifist and force may eventually have to be used in Iraq. "I would come to that decision very, very slowly," she said.

In a separate but related development, religious anti-war activists, led by the National Council of Churches, unveiled a new 30-second commercial featuring actress Janeane Garofalo and United Methodist Bishop Melvin Talbot.

"Iraq hasn't wronged us," Talbot, the denomination's chief ecumenical officer, says in the spot. "We will only create more terrorists." The commercial, which Methodist officials said would be aired later in the week on CNN and Fox cable news in New York and Washington, is one of a series developed by a coalition of religious and civic groups questioning the need for war.

CNN refused to broadcast one anti-war message during Bush's Tuesday address. Bush is a United Methodist.
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