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National An
Conference in Harrisburg

Activists from all over the United States who are
working to end the abomination of capital punishment
will be coming to Pennsylvania. The Lehigh Valley
Committee Against State Killing (LV-CASK) is an affil-
iate of Pennsylvanians for Alternatives to the Death
Penalty (PADP), the organization that will be hosting
the National Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty
(NCADP) Annual Conference in Harrisburg from Janu-
ary 22 to January 25, 2009,

This is a wonderful opportunity to meet others who
are committed to ending the practice of capital punish-
ment and attend workshops on topics such as building
organizations, educating the public, dealing with media,
and many others. In addition, there will be film pre-
miers and dinner speakers such as Sister Helen Prejean
and Benjamin Jealous, the NAACP President.

Information about this empowering experience is
posted on the web at www.NCADP.org. Registration
can be done online. If you are planning to attend, please
notify LEPOCO for car pooling. There are reduced room
rates for conference attendees at the Holiday Inn Harris-
burg East and cost can be further reduced through shar-
ing rooms.

The conference is being held in Pennsylvania to
highlight the fact that Pennsylvania has the fourth larg-
est death row in the nation (and the largest in the North-
east) and to support the organizations in Pennsylvania
that are working to abolish the death penalty by helping
us realize that we are not alone in the struggle.

- David Rose

Support Peace Singers

LEPOCO Peace Singers will perform for First
Night, Bethlehem. That night, Wednesday, December
31¢, at 8:30 pm, they will sing many of their favorites
and some new pieces that call out for peace and justice,
in the sanctuary of the Unitarian Universalist Church of
the Lehigh Valley, 424 Center St., Bethlehem. First
Night is now a project of ArtsQuest, and features a wide
array of entertainment throughout the day and evening
of New Years Eve. The Unitarian Church is one of many
performance venues in the city. Friends and supporters
of the LEPOCO Singers are invited/urged to attend and
heartily join in all the sing-along opportunities. First
Night admission buttons can be purchased on-line at
www.christmascity.org, at the Banana Factory in south
Bethlehem, or at the performance venues on First Night.
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100 Days to Close Guantanamo ——

Witness Against Torture and others have initiated a
campaign to close Guatinamo and end torture. The
campaign will start January 11th (the 7t anniversary of the
first prisoners being taken to Guantanamo) with a nine-day
public fast in Washington, DC, and continue there for
the first 100 days of the Obama Administration with a
daily presence outside the White House and an exten-
sive schedule of lobbying, teach-ins, vigiling and direct
action. The call is to close all U.S. detention centers
worldwide that do not comply with international human
rights. For more information see www.witnesstorture.
org/100days. Contact LEPOCO (610-691-8730 or lepoco@
fast.net) if you are interested in going to D.C. or in plan-
ning local activities.
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Paul Fichter, Jenny Pacanowski, and Camilo Mejia share a spe-
cial moment after Camilo’s Bethlehem talk on November 10th,
(See story on page 2.)



The War Comes
Home With You —

Monday night, November 10t, the Lehigh Valley
Chapter 152 of Veterans For Peace and LEPOCO co-
sponsored a talk by Camilo Mejia at the Wesley United
Methodist Church in Bethlehem.

Mr. Mejia was born in Nicaragua and moved with
his mother to Miami early in his life. Experiencing fi-
nancial hardship he was susceptible to the military’s
inducements of a regular income and opportunity to
attend college. He joined the Army, serving nine years
and rising to the rank of Staff Sergeant. In 2003 his unit
was deployed to Iraq. Due to events witnessed while in
Iraq, Mr. Mejia began to sense uncertainty regarding the
military mission there. Upon returning home he came to
believe that the U.S. involvement in Iraq was of an im-
moral nature. While on leave in Florida he went AWOL,
turning himself in five months later to face court martial
and becoming the first known Iraq veteran to refuse re-
deployment. Mr. Mejia was reduced in rank and sen-
tenced to twelve months confinement. He is currently
Board Chairperson of Iraq Veterans Against the War
(IVAW) and engaged in a speaking tour relating to his
recently published book Road from ar Ramadi, copies of
which he signed following the program.

Mr. Mejia was introduced by Louise Legun, coordi-
nator of the local Veterans For Peace Chapter. Ms.
Legun also spoke of the uncertainty of the course to be
taken in Iraq by the incoming administration; hence the
need to continue anti-war efforts including reaching out
to various other groups.

Further introductory remarks were offered by
Michael Hoffman, a Marine Corps Iraq veteran and a co-
founder of IVAW. Mr. Hoffman spoke of the origins of
IVAW and subsequent growth as the war has continued,
represented in part by the existence of over fifty chap-
ters globally.

Mr. Mejia opened his talk by speaking of his con-
siderations regarding going to Iraq. Among those were
the connections, if any, between Iraq and al Qaeda as
well as the lack of a United Nations Security Council
resolution sanctioning military intervention.

He then spoke of his mission once in Iraq at a pris-
oner of war (detainee) camp. Present at the camp were
“spooks” or “ghost agents” -- individuals operating un-
der U.S. authority within the facility who wore no iden-
tification and whose origins could not be determined.
Iraqi detainees at the camp were at times treated like
animals, including subjugation to sleep deprivation and
mock executions.

Mr. Mejia next assumed infantry duties in the area
of the Sunni city of Ramadi. He felt that his unit’s pri-
mary mission was to seek out combat situations so their
superiors could receive military decorations. In these
pursuits there was often a lack of discrimination made
between combatants and civilians, sometimes the latter
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being detained and treated with brutality and cruelty.
There further developed a disregard for the lives of non-
combatants. Due to the dynamic nature and danger of
this mission he found little time to evaluate the morality
of what he was encountering during this period.

It was upon his return to the United States that Mr.
Mejia began to reflect on his experience in Iraq. He
made the determination that the war was in part oil
driven as well as being of questionable morality. He de-
termined that he would not go back to further service in
Iraq. He went AWOL and was adopted by Amnesty In-
ternational prior to his court martial which lasted three
days, resulting in conviction. He noted that there is a
98% conviction rate in such cases.

In response to questions following his talk Mr.
Mejia offered several observations among which were
the similarities between his early years in Nicaragua and
his time spent in Iraq. Also, he said there is in essence a
socio-economic conscription preying on the financially
disadvantaged. Military personnel with Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder are being redeployed to Iraq. Troops are
now more likely to be questioning the purpose of the
war. Further, it is difficult for people to relate to a war
in which they have little stake. He perceives that there
is an anti-war movement as opposed to an anti-military
movement. And that a primary focus of IVAW is that of
working with military personnel.

During his remarks Mr. Mejia noted that “you leave
Iraq, but you bring the war home with you.”

- Paul Fichter

Editor’s Note: Videos of Camilo Mejia’s talk can be viewed at
www.youtube.com/rhubarbdoom.
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Popcorn & Politics

Friday, December 5%, 7 pm: Body of War

Popcorn & Politics: A First Friday Film projected on the big screen at the LEPOCO Peace Center.

Set against the backdrop of the U.S. government's handling of the invasion of Iraq this
acclaimed documentary tells the very personal story of Tomas Young, an injured Army veteran
returning home from the war. Written and co-directed by Phil Donahue and Ellen Spiro,
with original music by Eddie Vedder. 87 minutes. 2007.

Please bring a snack or beverage to share.

Friday, January 24, 2009, 7 pm: Encounter Point

Popcorn and Politics: A First Friday Film projected on the big screen at the LEPOCO Peace Center.

Documentary film that follows a former Israeli settler, a Palestinian ex-prisoner,

a mourning Israeli mother, and a bereaved Palestinian brother who risk their lives and
public standing in grassroots efforts to promote a nonviolent end to the Israel-Palestine
conflict. Their journeys lead them to the unlikeliest places confronting hatred within
their communities in an effort to overcome anger and grief.

Directed by Ronit Avni. 85 minutes. 2006.
Please bring a snack or beverage to share.

Friday, February 6t, 2009, 7 pm: Standard Operating Procedure
Popcorn and Politics: A First Friday Film projected on the big screen at the LEPOCO Peace Center.

Director Errol Morris (The Thin Blue Line, The Fog of War) poses the question,
"Is it possible for a photograph to change the world?"
by focusing his lens on the incidents of abuse and torture
of suspected terrorists at the hands of U.S. forces at the Abu Ghraib prison.
116 minutes. 2008.

Please bring a snack or beverage to share.

49* Annual Christmas Peace Pilgrimage:
Saturday, December 13

This annual peace walk began in 1960. All
persons of any age are welcome to join the Pilgrim-
age, symbolic of the journey of Mary and Joseph.
In the 10-mile trek from Nazareth to Bethlehem,
and in the rally, the organizers seek to reflect the
nonviolent life of Jesus Christ. While the walk
does have a clear Christian foundation, partici-
pants always include people with a range of Chris-
tian perspectives, the non-religious, and a few
people from other religions.

Walk with your family and friends and make
new friends with others who seek a more peaceful
world. Pilgrimage participants meet at the parking
lot at 520 E. Broad Street, Bethlehem, before 10:45
am, for bus transport to Nazareth Moravian
Church (on the Center Square) where the Pilgrimage
begins. The walk follows Route 191 to Bethlehem.

Walkers join at any point along the way and
support vehicles assist those not able to walk the
entire way. Dress appropriately as the walk pro-
ceeds in sun, wind, rain or snow. Walkers will
arrive at Christ United Church of Christ (Market &

Center Sts., Bethlehem) around 5:30 pm, for a light meal
and to hear Janet Chisholm, Peace, Justice and
Training Coordinator at Kirkridge Retreat and
Study Center, speak on "Walking Away From
Fear." For more information call Fran Dreisbach at
610-258-7313.

Holiday Open House:

Sunday, December 7,1 -4 pm —

LEPOCO will hold its annual open house on
December 7th with items available during regular
office hours for the couple of weeks following
that. Items for sale include fair trade crafts and
food from around the world through SERRV, a
large collection of buttons, bumper stickers and
other peace and justice items, holiday cards with
meaningful messages, and 2009 peace calendars
from the War Resisters League (a book calendar)
with the theme, "The Path of Most Resistance: A
U.S. Radical History Tour,” and from the Syracuse
Cultural Workers (a beautiful wall calendar). Be
sure to stop by on December 7th or sometime be-
fore the holidays.

3 LEPOCO Newsletter / December 2008






