It is a cloudy May day as we walk up the hillside to a small chapel. The simple wooden structure with a tall bell tower has nothing to hide; even its sides are open to let the breezes through. I’m here with a Christian Peacemaker Teams delegation. We are mostly silent as we approach the lonely structure.  My thoughts go back a year to the time when I saw the original that this one commemorates.
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It stood beside a bright sandy bay on the island of Vieques, Puerto Rico.  It was built there in the midst of a thriving community of “disobedience” by people of faith encamped on the Navy’s bombing range.  All the materials had to be brought by small boats to the site and constructed there.  In a cooperative effort said to be unique in all of Latin America, Catholics, Protestants and Pentecostals had worked together to build an ecumenical chapel where they could worship together.

“Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.”

Mark Byler and I were privileged to be there in the last days of that remarkable community.  Summoned by the clear sound of the bell, we joined in evening worship in the chapel.  The place was always very dark; the light from a few flashlights was lost on the unpainted walls.  So we imagined faces to go with the voices that spoke and sang of hope and victory even as an armada was amassing against us.  When we visited other encampments around the bombing range, we saw the remarkable spirit of cooperation among the people of Vieques.  They disagree on other matters both political and doctrinal, but they have worked together on this cause.  Even the Catholic bishop had joined the protest.  He had come on a small fishing boat like everyone else.  Helped out onto the sand, he had come up the beach to the chapel leading a stately procession of priests and clerics, all robed in their vestments.  

But the next day, the Navy sent U.S. marshals to remove us all.   Landing on the same beach, they came with guns pointed, not knowing what to expect and not understanding the nature of this protest.  No one resisted.

Now the Navy does maneuvers again but with extensive protests and constant interruptions due to civilians who find their way onto the bombing range.  The political landscape has also changed.  In the 1970’s it was fishermen who led the struggle.  More recently, it was the forceful denunciation of the Navy’s use of Vieques by church leaders that turned into a tide of opposition including nearly all political leaders.  The recently elected governor of Puerto Rico and the mayor of the municipality of Vieques ran on platforms opposing the Navy’s use of Vieques and they are is using every means available to block the Navy maneuvers.  So now the U.S. armed forces, defenders of democracy, are acting in opposition to the elected mayor and the governor of the land they occupy.
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I had always wondered what would happen to the chapel.  Would the Navy let it stand? Would they bomb it?  Now I know the answer; the U.S. Navy had torn it down.  They did at least have enough respect to return the bell.  So the Viequenses built a new chapel.  This replica sits in San Juan as a testament to the indomitable spirit of this people.  

“Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it again.”

This year, Mark and I have returned with another delegation from Christian Peacemaker Teams.  We stay at the Peace and Justice Camp which stands at the entrance to the Navy land.  Here a seven mile long fence divides the island in two.  The civilian half is home to about 10,000 people and includes schools, a hospital and an airport with regular flights.  The military half has a small base, a large uninhabited region and a bombing range.  Viequenses look across this fence at the lands that were taken from them in World War II.  What they have received in return is unemployment since much of their farmland was taken, health risks from being downwind of the bombing, and the regular threatening noise of bombs and warplanes.

[image: image4.jpg]


We have come back because the Navy has been bombing again.  More than 150 people, mostly Puerto Rican, have been arrested and briefly jailed including the mayor of Vieques during the Navy’s last 5 days of maneuvers.  Our group of North Americans chose to cross the fence after the maneuvers were over because the Navy is still here.  The Viequenses are still deprived of their own land.  Those who crossed the fence were arrested and released the next day on bail.  The crime is trespassing, a charge which could also apply to the Navy’s actions here. 

“Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”
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We end our witness with a visit to this replica chapel across the water from the site of the original.  The sturdy wooden beams give continuing testimony to the power of the Spirit that brought people together to assemble the original.  Mark and I step into the belltower.  Each of us grasping one side of the loop of rope, we take turns pulling. The same clear sound rings out over the hillside.  Tears fill our eyes as we hope and pray for the day when the chapel can be returned to its rightful site and the bell can ring again on Vieques.

The original ecumenical chapel on the bombing range.





The replica chapel in San Juan
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