owens: Your book, Faith in the Fight,

looks at the religious experience of Amer-
ican soldiers in the First World War.
What did you determine through your
primary research?

ebel: I found out two main things.

First of all, not surprisingly, soldiers are
complicated spiritual beings. They are
complicated in ways that defy denomina-
tional or traditional boundaries. Through
this complication, one can sort out partic-
ular themes. In the particular historical
era [of World War I]—which has carried
forward into the present moment—many
believed that there is something noble,
authorizing, and validating about the
experience of combat. However, this
experience is also disempowering and
existentially disorienting.

One thing that I did in the book was to
associate God-talk not only with theology,
but also with the ways that people under-
stand how the world works around them,
whether that is by chance, luck or faith.

I am trying to see what the theological
balance is and to examine the many ways
of talking about being powerless in the
face of this industrial combat.

owens: In
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in the psychological experience of the
American soldier in the First World War.

One thing that I argue in the book is
that we move too quickly to narratives of
disillusionment in America with regard
to World War 1. | think that the British
and French experiences have exerted

an overly strong influence on American
interpretations of World War |, such that
we regard the “lost generation” and the
rhetoric of F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest
Hemingway, Ezra Pound and E.E. Cum-
mings as though such experiences the
norm. They are not invalid, but they do
not describe what I would argue was the
experience of the overwhelming major-
ity: a doubling down on violence and

the view of war as a necessary means of
keeping America safe and whole.

owens: You write about how the meta-
physics of good and evil are enmeshed
in the theological dimension of soldiers’
experience in war. How has that man-
ifested itself in the last hundred years?
Do all soldiers in war see themselves as
agents of good in the world, or is this an
American phenomenon?

ebel: That's a great question. There
certainly is an American habit of mind in
warfare: that we are the bastion of good
and are struggling for good in the world.
While it describes America, | cannot say
that it is American specifically both be-
cause of propaganda and its existence in
other cultures and nations of the world.
But from World War | to World War 11,
in Korea and to some extent in Vietnam
and throughout the Cold War, that habit
of mind does function powerfully if not
universally within the American context
of war.

At the same time, to the extent that we
do that, we lose track of some really
troubling war realities that America

has gotten involved with. For instance,
aligning with Stalin in World War 1l and
deliberately targeting civilians in Europe
and Japan with napalm and incendiary
weapons (which was well-documented
and confessed by Robert McNamara).

Those sorts of things get pushed out of
the narrative because they trouble it.

owens: Butaren’t those flaws in the
narrative validated precisely by the belief
in the purity of our mission?

ebel: I think that that is certainly part
of it, but that does not mean that there
is not something important about going
back and trying to recover those more
morally complex realities in their focus.

“There certainly
IS an American
habit of mind in
warfare: that we
are the bastion
of good and
are struggling
for good in the
world...that
habit of mind
does function
powerfully if not
universally.”

From what | have heard and from the
little that I have studied about Robert
McNamara, | do not think that he was

possessed by a sense of evil. He was a bu-

reaucrat who was doing a job, looking at
numbers and putting weapons in places.
Some of my research, which is in a very
embryonic stage, 0 ers a religious his-
tory of American weaponry. | am asking
questions like how it is that a weapon—
such as napalm—gets developed, and
how do people think about it? Do they
consider bodies? Do they consider pain?
From what | have read from scientists
at Harvard who developed napalm, they
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only considered the best way to burn
things down. And so the body just sort of
vanishes.

owens: The mention of McNamara
raises the question of who is responsible
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