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WASHINGTON (RNS) For the Obama administration and the Bush administration
before it, drone strikes kill terrorists before terrorists can kill innocents, and the
strikes keep American soldiers out of harm’s way.

But for a group of faith leaders, drones are a crude tool of death that make killing as
easy as shooting a video game villain, and they put innocents in harm’s way.

These religious critics—150 ministers, priests, imams, rabbis, and other faith leaders
who gathered at the Interfaith Conference on Drone Warfare at Princeton
Theological Seminary in late January—have spent the weeks since drafting a
statement that calls on the U.S. to halt targeted lethal drone strikes.

“There are enough problems with the current drone policy and the use of drones
that we need a break,” said Richard Killmer, director of the conference. “Drones
have become a weapon of first resort and not last resort. It has made it a lot easier
to go to war.”

The statement also raises the group’s concern that most drone attacks target
individuals who are Muslims. As the U.S. seeks to quell Islamist extremism in the
Middle East, attendees argued, drones undermine the effort by inciting hatred
toward the U.S., often viewed as a deadly presence in the skies over Muslim lands.

“It creates more radicalization and anti-Americanism,” said Sarah Sayeed, a
conference attendee and director of community partnerships at the Interfaith Center
of New York. “Killing leads to more killing.”

In addition to a halt on drone strikes, the statement calls for:

Disclosing the details of past strikes: who was hit, why, and the criteria for choosing targets.
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Repealing the federal law that has provided the legal justification for the drone program.
Pushing the Obama administration to press for a global ban on drone strikes.

Many of the same interfaith leaders who signed on to the drone statement gained
attention in 2006 when they convened at Princeton to launch a campaign against
American use of torture against suspected terrorists. Killmer is the former director of
the National Religious Campaign Against Torture.

Benjamin H. Friedman, a research fellow in defense and homeland security studies
at the libertarian Cato Institute in Washington, D.C., spoke at the Princeton
conference—which he called “not my normal crowd.”

While he disagrees with the call for a total ban on targeted drone strikes, he
sympathizes with many of the conference group’s concerns. The U.S. is using drone
strikes too frequently in too many countries, with all the ill effects the interfaith
leaders point out, Friedman said.

“If I had my druthers, the president would have to get Congress’ permission for
drone strikes against particular countries or groups,” Friedman said. “The way we go
to war is too casual.”


