Bell Tolling Mourning the 999 U.S. Soldiers Killed in Afghanistan War from October 2001 to Sunday, February 21, 2010 was initiated and organized by FUMC Active for Peace & Justice members.  Del Shirley was instrumental in working with two friends who built the substantial dolly to hold the 800+ pound bell that normally sits on a wood platform in the narthex.  Del Shirley and Larry White and other FUMC friends helped move the bell from the narthex to just outside the front door at the top of our church's front steps.  Many APJ members and community peace activists participated in ringing the bell that day.
Bell tolling commemorates war casualties   By Rachel Beck, Gazette-Times reporter, Mon, Feb 22, 2010





Presbyterian Peace Fellowship member Kathy Conner has a turn ringing a bell Sunday afternoon outside of the United Methodist Church in Corvallis in remembrance for the U.S. soldiers who have died in the war in Afghanistan. Conner could only use one hand to turn the wheel because she’d broken her arm a week prior. (Jesse Skoubo/Gazette-Times) 

As joggers and bicyclists took in the balmy weather Sunday and members of nearby sororities lay out in the sun, a group of people, many dressed in black, stood solemnly in front of the First United Methodist Church at 1165 N.W. Monroe Ave.

It was a quiet gathering — except for the constant tolling of a church bell.  The bell, which sat on the top of the church’s front staircase, sounded exactly 999 times Sunday to mark the number of U.S. soldiers killed in Afghanistan during Operation Enduring Freedom.

Local peace activist LoErna Simpson said the idea to toll the bell came about two weeks ago when she realized the number of U.S. soldier deaths was quickly approaching a benchmark.   “I thought, ‘Oh my gosh, almost 1,000,’” Simpson said. “I thought, ‘We need to do something.’”

Simpson sent out an e-mail to members of Active for Peace and Justice at First United Methodist Church to gauge if there was interest in marking the death toll. There was.

Though peace activists have marked war casualties before, by reading the names of the dead or sounding a gong, Saturday’s event was a little different. Simpson said there was a general consensus that something novel was needed to get people to notice.  The heavy bell, which weighs about 800 pounds, has belonged to the church for years. Anyone was welcome to ring it Sunday and earplugs were provided for those who did.

The ringing started at noon and ended 999 chimes later at 1:02 p.m.  People were encouraged to bring their own bells to ring as well. One who did so was Albany resident June Forsyth Kenagy.  Her husband, Ben Kenagy, held a sign that read “War is high-tech terrorism.”

The couple came to the bell tolling after attending Sunday services at their Mennonite church. Their faith, they said, has significantly affected how they view war.  “We really believe it when Jesus said, ‘love your enemy,’” Forsyth Kenagy said.  She and her husband think author and activist Greg Mortenson, who has helped build schools in Afghanistan, has the right approach.  “So much of their country has been destroyed... we should be helping them rebuild it,” Forsyth Kenagy said.

Some people simply stood quietly as the bell tolled. Others held signs or flags. In front of the church, at the sidewalk, two signs were posted. One read “We mourn their loss.” and the other showed the number of troops killed in Afghanistan: 999 U.S. soldiers, including 17 Oregonians.  Fifty-two U.S. soldiers have died in Afghanistan so far this year.  “Our hearts break for all this killing,” Forsyth Kenagy said. “The killing needs to stop.”

