OP‑ED

HIROSHIMA WEEK: LEST WE FORGET

Every year peace activists gather in pockets all over the planet on August 6 and 9 (Japan time) to pray for the victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki ‑- ​those who died, in 1945; those who lived, but have suffered cancer, deformities, and genetic defects from radiation poisoning; and those who continue to live under the hourly threat of nuclear holocaust.

     "NO MORE HIROSHIMAS!" is their prayer.

Each year, thousands gather around the eternal flame which burns in Peace Park, Hiroshima. The mayor of Hiroshima broadcasts live, around the globe, a message of hope for a nuclear‑free planet.

Each year, a small cluster of mourners gather in Peace Park, D.C., to listen to the broadcast and to add their prayers. This gathering has been organized by the Hiroshima‑Nagasaki Committee ‑‑ John Steinback and Louise Franklin‑Ramirez – ​for decades, and kicks off a week‑long series of events staged throughout the city at the White House, the Pentagon, the Capitol, ending on Nagasaki day with a children’s candle‑floating ceremony at the Lincoln Memorial reflecting pool.

Each year, it seems the same faces reappear – too few, woefully few.

Each year, the faces say to each other, “Maybe next year more people will show up.”

Each year, we think, “Maybe next year no one will show up. Maybe next year the bombs will have dropped. Or maybe, just maybe, we’ll have stopped the bomb.”

***************

On August 5, 1988, at 7:00 p.m. EDT (U.S.), at the same time Japanese were gathering in Hiroshima's Peace Park, Church of the Brethren peace lobbyist Melva Jimerson presented the following address:

HIROSHIMA DAY 1988:

PROGNOSIS FOR A NUCLEAR‑FREE PLANET

[A speech by Melva Jimerson]

I have spent a lot of time trying to decide what I might say that would be new and/or helpful as we remember the infamous day in August 43 years ago, known now as Hiroshima Day.

I read from the encyclopedia some of the details of the WWII battles, the strafing of cities in Japan before the BIG bomb, and then about the negotiating which took place leading up to the surrender of the Japanese on August 14, Western time. It was all very impersonal.

Then I recalled my own personal involvement as a college student during the years between 1941‑1946 ‑ the declaration of war by President Roosevelt on December 7, 1941; the exodus of male students during my sophomore year ‑ some of them never to return; the blackouts we had in Pittsburgh, even as college functions were in progress: the frequent letters from a friend on the battleship USS Pennsylvania in the Pacific: the rationing of gasoline, sugar, etc.; and the close scrutiny of my hometown paper to see who had died in battle. I remember wondering if life would ever be "normal" again. And I remember well the ecstasy we all felt on August 14, 1945, when word came in the evening that the Japanese had surrendered. Parades were ready to move in towns all across the country when the news broke. That was personal ‑ very personal!

I wasn't concerned about how the war ended or how many Japanese people had died ‑‑ in fact, we didn't know then how very ugly and primitive it all was. We just cared that here in the United States we could go on with our lives, that some loved ones would return and that those who had died had not died in vain ‑‑ we thought! Young men returned, changed from uniforms worn in faraway places to everyday clothes to continue their educations, or to get back to farming and other jobs. The war was over!

Personally I wasn't worried about war any longer ‑‑ not even the Korean War. My life was going on with marriage and a young family.

Then ‑‑ I am ashamed to admit ‑‑ 30 years and many experiences later I had my first seminar at the United Nations in New York City. I saw a frightening film about nuclear weapons. It stirred me to begin my life as an activist for peace. I realize that I have done very little compared to many other people. Right now I'm working to educate church constituents about the evils of war and to influence legislators in some small way to abandon the militaristic direction of our government. You and I know that to put our trust in nuclear weapons is to deny God who created the magnificent earth we inhabit. We know this, but how seriously are we doing something about it?

WHAT IS THE PROGNOSIS FOR A FREE PLANET? I believe that it up to us ‑‑ weapons manufacturers certainly won't do it, Congress plays politics with our lives, and some people could care less. That leaves concerned people like ourselves.

My simple message today is that we must be active in at least three areas: we must LOVE; we must FORGIVE; and we must PRAY.

When we LOVE, we will do all we can to make life more abundant for those around us: for CHILDREN, for the POOR, for the OPPRESSED, for our own families. We will ADVOCATE; we will WRITE LETTERS and SIGN PETITIONS: we will SPEAK OUT even when it is unpopular or dangerous; we will CONDEMN MILITARISM, POVERTY, PROFIT, and POWER SEEKERS. We will stop trying to be #1. We will WORK TO BRING PEACE.

Today is the 25th anniversary of the signing of the Limited Test Ban Treaty ‑​August 5, 1963. Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United States committed themselves to begin an end to nuclear testing for all times. We know now that instead the number and variety of those weapons have increased at least tenfold. This happened because the public, having been reassured by the LTB Treaty, became UNINVOLVED. We must not let this happen again.

The INF Treaty and Gorbachev's activities must not lull us into believing that our nuclear anxieties are foolish. Work on an INTERNATIONAL Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty has begun again and we must be a part of this movement. LOVE for our planet should spur us to action.

When we FORGIVE, we will begin to see good in other groups, other individuals, and other countries. We will believe that people, that governments, CAN CHANGE. We will remember our own mistakes, SINS, if you will, and ask for their forgiveness. I am amazed at how the Japanese have forgiven us.

And the Nicaraguans ‑‑ not only us, but their own:

After a recent attack on a Nicaraguan settlement, a visitor to the village asked, "If this ceasefire ever became permanent, would you be able to live with the contras after what has happened?"

"Of course," came the reply. "There is plenty of land here for all of us to farm and live in peace."

"But how can you not hate them for what they have done?"

"No, we can all live in peace. They don't want to be living in the mountains. And remember, we're all Nicaraguans."

We should take a lesson from others and try to show by example how to FORGIVE.

I believe in prayer, but I know that when I PRAY, it means I had better be ready to accept God's answer ‑‑ which may be hard, even dangerous work. At this point I want to commend the individuals who have spent months and years in this park, who have made it a PEACE PARK. They have been willing to give up pleasures and comfort, to face ridicule, harassment, and JAIL in order to tell this administration and the WORLD how they feel about war and peace.

As we look over at the White House, it reminds us that new occupants will be there soon. It will be our DUTY to ENCOURAGE the next Administration to see the rest of the world as friends, not enemies, and to believe that peace is not won by violence, but through LOVE, FORGIVENSS, AND PRAYER.

Let's never forget what this day means. Let's be here next year and every year until this people learns that PEACE IS THE WAY!

Melva Jimerson

