



 
 



HOW SHOULD CHRISTIANS LIVE THEIR FAITH
 IN THE PUBLIC ARENA?

Twenty years ago, the first edition of Chuck Colson’s Kingdoms in Conflict became a bestseller, a must-read for people interested in politics and the relationship between church and state. Now, with a passion for truth and moved by the urgency of the times we live in, God and Government has been published, re-voicing Colson’s powerful and enduring message for our post-9/11 world.

 In an era in which Christianity is being attacked from every side — when books are published charging Christians with being theocrats who attempt to impose their views on an unwilling culture — what is the message of the Christian church? What does the Bible say, and what do we learn from history about the proper relationship between faith and culture? Appealing to Scripture, reason, and history, this book tackles society’s most pressing and divisive issues. New stories and examples reflect the realities of today, from the clash with radical Islam to the deep division between “reds” and “blues.” In an era of angry finger-pointing, Colson furnishes a unique insider’s perspective that can’t be pigeonholed as either “religious right” or “religious left.”

Whatever your political or religious stance, this book will give you a different understanding of Christianity. If you’re a Christian, it will help you to both examine and defend your faith. If you’ve been critical of the new religious right, you’ll be shocked at what you learn. Probing both secular and religious values, God and Government critiques each fairly, sides with neither, and offers a hopeful, fair-minded perspective that is sorely needed in today’s hypercharged atmosphere.
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To those
 who serve in
 “the little platoons”
 around the world, faithfully
 evidencing the love and justice
 of the Kingdom of God
 in the midst of the
 kingdoms of
 this world
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PROLOGUE

MARCH 24, 2014

General Brent Slocum’s T-shirt stuck to his sweaty back and powerful, heaving shoulders. He grinned at his twenty-nine-year-old adjutant, whose urgent breathing filled the small handball court.

“Gonna make it through the last point, Rob?” the general asked. It was a pleasure, at fifty-four, to whip a younger man.

Suddenly there was a pounding on the door. “General,” another aide shouted from outside. “Command Center on the line, sir.”

Slocum hesitated. He wanted to finish the game. The pounding resumed.

“All right, Sloan,” the general bawled. “I hear you. Those boys better have something worth my time.” Someone was forever using the channels. He wondered whether anybody could get through in a real emergency —like war.

The youthful voice on the other end of the mobile communications line was shaking, probably scared half to death to be speaking to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “It’s the White House signal agency calling, sir. Shall I patch it in?”

“Of course,” Slocum grunted. Almost instantly he heard a second voice, crisp and precise.

“General Slocum, POTUS has asked you to come immediately, sir. The diplomatic entrance. Enter through the south gate. Can I give an affirmative, sir?”

“Of course,” he grunted again, then tossed the receiver in his aide’s direction as he headed for the locker room. The White House? Six in the morning? Why on earth do they use an acronym for every last living thing in this city, Slocum grumbled to himself, including the President of the United States?

Eight minutes later he strode toward his waiting car in full-dress uniform. From Fort Myer to the White House was a ten-minute drive without traffic. His driver, the Army’s best, had practiced many times. Fortunately, the city was just coming to life. Most of the streets were gray and deserted.

The general sat back and tried to gather his swirling thoughts as his limousine raced toward its destination. He had seen the president only a few times since becoming chairman in January. Never had he entered the White House outside regular hours. Something hot was up. He ran through the possibilities.

It might be Venezuela. Former President Chavez had ordered his supporters into the streets on Friday. Slocum still didn’t have an op. plan ready to protect the new, U.S.-friendly government; he’d be in trouble if the chief wanted that.

The Middle East? That very morning, before leaving for the handball court, Slocum had glanced over a report of Turkey moving troops onto the border of Kurdistan.

Or perhaps, though less likely, it was France. Nobody had anticipated the vehemence of the Zidane government when they discovered two Poseidon subs in their waters.

Go to the Residence, he had been ordered. Whatever it was, it was important.

The blue-jacketed White House policeman saluted and waved the general’s car through the heavy black-steel gates and up the long curved driveway that cut across the South Lawn of the White House. Slocum counted five limousines, all larger than his, at the door. The secretary of defense . . . the secretary of state. . . . Getting out of the car, he stood for a moment and gazed up at the light scum of late snow clinging to the gutters of the Residence. This could be war, he thought in wonder.

“Right this way, sir,” announced a young marine. He steered the general through the oval-shaped Diplomatic Receiving Room and up the flight of marble steps to the Great Center Hall. From there Slocum followed another flight of stairs carpeted in thick red pile. They led, he knew, to the family quarters, a sacred territory he had never before entered.

At the head of the stairs stood a secret-service agent, a plug in one ear. He glanced at the general and then seemed to look through him. The agent’s suit sagged as though he’d worn it for a week. It annoyed Slocum. After a life in the military, sloppy civilian dress was difficult to accept.

His Marine escort clicked his heels softly and announced, “The Lincoln Sitting Room, sir.” The secret-service agent leaned to one side and swung the door open, never taking his eyes off the stairway.

Larry Parrish, the sandy-haired, ivy-league White House chief of staff, was the only one to nod at Slocum as he entered. The others were preoccupied in knots of uneasy conversation. Parrish waved the general into the last empty seat, a hard-backed antique chair next to the president. He then caught President Hopkins’s eye.

“Everyone’s here,” he said.

The small room, which had once served Abraham Lincoln as an office, was crowded with antiques. This morning it seemed even more crowded by the egos of the handful of powerful men and one woman the president had summoned. Parrish had taken their measure long ago, and he somehow managed to make these egos work together for whatever goals the president chose. He knew people, he knew the system, and he had a finely tuned political sense of how to work the news cycle. “I’m a technician,” he would say with a smile when pressed about his role in the government.

His eyes went around the circle. To the president’s immediate left — an uncomfortable chair in an uncomfortable position, he thought — sat Brent Slocum. Parrish had known Slocum through a decade of Washington receptions. A bundle of powerful muscles on a long frame, Slocum prided himself on physical toughness. The general was the best sort of military man: politically unimaginative, but quick to seize the main issues. Neither a paper pusher nor a cowboy, he had just the kind of solid, capable confidence to command any situation. In that respect he was like the president, which explained why they got on so well and why the president had wanted him to head the Joint Chiefs.

Seated next to Slocum was Alexander Hartwell, the secretary of defense, revered as the nastiest infighter in Washington’s brutal bureaucracy. Parrish had often thought he was glad Hartwell was their hatchet man. He would make a formidable enemy.

A veteran of twenty years in the House, Hartwell had worked the deals reconciling evangelicals to the anti-terror realists. As a reward for bringing such opposites together, Hartwell had demanded and received Defense. He sometimes acted, however, as if he had been given the White House. Parrish worked hard to stay one jump ahead of Hartwell — and to remind him who was president.

Next to Hartwell was Secretary of State Henry Lovelace. Parrish suspected Henry was out of his depth, and so did a lot of other people. They referred to him privately as Secretary Love. Lovelace owed his job to his friendship with the president, dating back to college days. The president was comfortable with him, and his weaknesses were compensated for by the strength of MaryEllen Davies, the national security advisor. It was doubtful anyway whether Davies could have worked with a strong counterpart at State.

MaryEllen Davies had the silver-haired, matronly appearance of a top-drawer school superintendent. It was a facade that some men expected they could bully, but those who tried usually learned to regret it. She remembered slights, she never lost track of her objectives, and she could face down much larger men with a stare that reminded them of their mothers, assuming that their mothers were unstinting disciplinarians. The president had come to rely on her during his fourteen months in the White House. Almost dangerously so, Parrish thought.

Finally, slumped on a rosewood chair purchased by Mary Todd Lincoln, was the professorial attorney general, Hyman Levin. How the man could talk! He kept the right-wingers happy, crusading with the vigor of the recently converted. Fortunately, he was a pragmatist who knew how to talk on one line and compromise on another.

Any one of the five, with the possible exception of Lovelace, would have dominated another setting. But bluster as they would, in the end they did the president’s bidding. Parrish loved watching Hopkins manage them, the greatest exhibit of political skill and personal magnetism he had ever observed. Partly it was physical. Hopkins looked like a president should: tall, with a magnificent silver mane, a jutting jaw that suggested strength, and soft sparkling eyes that drew people to him. And he sounded like God Almighty, his thunderclap voice rising out of some lower register known only to pipe organs and synthesizers. As a Marine, Colonel Hopkins had been a great warrior, absolutely revered by his men. He carried all that sense of authority into the Oval Office.

Lately, though, Parrish had come to believe another, newer factor was just as important to Hopkins’ authority. Parrish didn’t believe morality mattered a fig in politics, and yet he had almost begun to believe that Hopkins dominated these egos through sheer goodness. Ever since the election, and increasingly so over the past months, Hopkins radiated something indefinably admirable. You felt it; and you felt that if you should oppose him you would do it at a cost to yourself, becoming shriveled and small.

It had not always been so. Parrish had worked closely with Hopkins through his term as governor of Oklahoma and on through the presidential campaign. The Hopkins he had signed on with was impressive and commanding, but also cold and almost demeaning toward those who worked with him. They feared him; they didn’t like him. Something had happened since the election, and the “something,” Parrish knew, was religion. Hopkins had experienced some kind of religious conversion. The word alone made Parrish feel itchy, but he had watched with his own eyes as Hopkins became deeper, more three-dimensional, one might almost say more human. So far Parrish had to admit that it was a change for the good. Hopkins seemed to have expanded into something above politics, something beyond human power struggles.

Parrish’s thoughts were interrupted now as the president looked up from some papers, smiled briefly, and looked at each of the men. “Gentlemen, let’s get started. Sorry to call you in so early this morning. I appreciate your promptness.” There was just a trace of Oklahoma in his voice.

“I’ve asked you here to the Residence because if we were seen at this hour in the West Wing, the press would be onto things in nothing flat. We can’t have that.

“We seem to have a little trouble brewing in Israel. You all know that the Knesset has been paralyzed for some time, with neither Kadima nor Labor able to get a stable majority to form a government.”

Hopkins held up the black-leather notebook engraved with gold letters, For the President’s eyes only, and continued.

“But this morning’s intelligence summary suggests that the logjam is breaking. Both parties have been bargaining with small fringe parties, as you know. Our sources say that the Kadima party is very close to striking a deal with the Yisrael Beiteinu party. In fact, since it’s well past noon in Israel now, they may have already reached an agreement. I talked this over with MaryEllen earlier this morning and decided we’d better get to work on it right away.”

The news surprised Parrish. Was this truly an emergency? The difference between the two Israeli parties appeared minuscule, especially in their attitudes toward their Middle Eastern neighbors. So far as the U.S. was concerned, it made little difference which actually gained power.

At the president’s invitation MaryEllen Davies leaned forward and, consulting a red notebook that looked like the president’s but without the lettering, told them more than anyone could possibly want to know at 6:30 in the morning about the tiny fanatical party known as Yisrael Beiteinu, a recent merger with the religious party known as Mopet.

The leader was Yosef Tzuria, an Albanian refugee who favored stripping Israeli citizenship from all Arabs and driving all Palestinians out of the occupied territories. Tzuria also believed that God had given Israel title to all land west of the Euphrates River — territory inconveniently known as Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria. But — Parrish almost missed the emphasis because of Davies’s impassive reporting — Tzuria’s biggest, latest scheme was religious. He wanted to blow up the Dome of the Rock, the sacred Muslim shrine in Jerusalem, and build a temple in its place.

Davies concluded her briefing with a quote from Tzuria: “ ‘We must establish a permanent place of prayer on the mount. It is a desecration of God to enter the mount under the authority of an Islamic guard.’

“I might add,” Davies said dryly, “that they’re quite serious. They’re being bankrolled by some big industrialists in Israel, along with a fundamentalist group in Texas, which, we gather, has handed them at least twenty-five million dollars. They’ve got men in training.” An inappropriately perky smile suddenly curved her lips. “Not only commandos, but priests. They’re in training to perform Jewish sacrificial rites.”

Priests? Sacrificial rites? Parrish searched the faces of the other men. Did they understand the significance here? He didn’t. Nor could he decipher the strange, excited light in the president’s eyes.

“I hate to sound uninformed,” Parrish said finally, “but so what?”

“So what?” the president echoed slowly. “So what? This could mean war!”

“The Kadima party isn’t going to let some marginal crowd of fanatics carry them into war,” Parrish said. “Anyway, it sounds to me like their big thing is religion, not politics.”

“Yes, that’s right, Larry,” the president said, nodding his silvery head. “That’s just the problem. They take the Old Testament prophecies very seriously. And on the question of whether Kadima would allow them to carry the nation into the war, that’s why I called you together. This morning’s briefing says, and MaryEllen tells me the sources are impeccable, that Tzuria and the Kadima leader, Ehud Arens, are in negotiations right now. And Arens has tentatively agreed to look the other way when Tzuria’s commandos blow up the Dome of the Rock. What they’ve yet to agree on is whether Arens will promise to declare Israeli sovereignty over the whole Temple Mount. It looks as though it could actually happen. The Jewish Temple could be rebuilt.”

“And that would mean violence like you can’t imagine,” added Attorney General Levin. “The Dome of the Rock is one of the most sacred sites in Islam.”

Parrish shifted uncomfortably. Given his nominal Episcopalian background, he felt out of his depth when it came to the finer nuances of the religious world.

“I’m sorry, Mr. President,” he said apologetically. “Maybe everyone else understands this, but I’m not with it. Could you bear with me here until someone explains about the Temple? I must have missed that briefing.” He saw to his relief that at least Hartwell and Slocum were in the same boat he was, for Slocum nodded at his request and Hartwell was wearing a tight, bemused smile.

“Maybe I can get Hyman to brief us on that, Larry. He was quite a Levitical scholar up at Yale, you know. Explain it, will you Hy?” The president and his attorney general grinned at each other.

This suggestion did not set Parrish at ease. He had heard about Levin’s recent conversion to Christianity, but what in heaven’s name was a Levitical scholar? And the glances exchanged by Levin and the president, as if they shared some secret fraternity ritual, made him extremely nervous.

Levin had a high choirboy voice and held his chin up slightly when he talked. He loved the chance to lecture.

“I suppose you know, Larry, that the ancient Israelites worshiped in a Temple built by Solomon in Jerusalem. By the time of King Hezekiah, in 715 B.C., worship was allowed nowhere else. That Temple was destroyed, however, by Babylonian armies in 586 B.C. Then came the Babylonian captivity, after which the returning Jews built a second Temple. That was later replaced by an elaborate monument for King Herod.” Levin grinned. “You have heard of King Herod?”

Parrish nodded.

“Good,” continued Levin in a tone that suggested mockery. “But the main fact you need to know is that in A.D. 70 the Jews revolted against Rome, and the Romans retaliated by destroying their Temple. It was never rebuilt. The Muslims erected a mosque over the ruins centuries later. During the Crusades the Christians gained control and turned it into a church, but in recent centuries it has reverted to the Arabs. Today it is the Dome of the Rock, one of the holiest Muslim shrines. They would view its desecration as an unspeakable outrage.

“Now that, Larry, poses quite a problem. Because the devout Jew cannot just forget the Temple. They consider the site sacred. The Temple originally built there contained the Holy of Holies where no one could set foot —except the high priest, once a year — without desecrating God’s holy name. So the Muslim control of that spot is . . . a desecration of all that is sacred to them.”

“So somebody gets desecrated no matter what,” Parrish interjected.

“Very good, Larry. Furthermore, the Jews cannot fulfill the Old Testament sacrificial laws unless a Temple is rebuilt on that site. Promises of Messiah’s return to a new Temple are found in Scripture; there and only there does He wish to make His residence. So for the truly devout Jew a rebuilt Temple is more important than the renewal of the state of Israel.”

“But . . . they have synagogues,” Parrish said.

“A synagogue is not the Temple. A synagogue is a house of prayer. You cannot do the blood sacrifices there.”

Parrish’s eyebrows went up. “Blood sacrifices?”

“Yes, a sheep, a goat, a bull. Killed on the altar and burned on the perpetual fire.”

“What in the world — ”

“There is one more thing I should add,” Levin interrupted him. “To the devout Christian who pays attention to prophecy, the rebuilding of the ancient Temple will set the stage for the last great act of history. It will signal Armageddon. That explains why Christian groups are funding Yisrael Beiteinu in this effort. The Temple will pave the way for Christ’s triumphant return.”

Levin leaned back, pleased with his presentation. The president looked inquiringly at Parrish.

“Does it make sense now, Larry? Obviously, while these reports are frightening, there’s some excitement that comes with them too. You can’t help but wonder if these could be events we’ve all waited for.”

Brent Slocum listened intently to the discussion, struggling to accommodate his six-foot-three frame to the undersized antique chair and his mind to the subject matter. He had visited Israel several times, but to observe Israeli defenses on the Golan Heights, not mosques in Jerusalem. He was a man of war, comfortable talking about supply operations and air support. Not Armageddon.

He glanced at Hartwell, knowing that behind his narrowed eyes and high forehead the secretary of defense was computing fast. Slocum didn’t particularly like Hartwell, but he did expect him to talk in terms that made some sense.

Hartwell didn’t disappoint him. “So the gist of it is, Mr. President, Armageddon or no Armageddon, we need to head off this deal. It’s explosive. Why would Arens even entertain it? He must know all this better than we do.”

Davies leaned forward and answered before Hopkins could respond.

“Arens is an old fool,” she said flatly. “He’d do anything to regain power. And this issue, strange as it sounds to us, is really quite popular within certain powerful segments of the Israeli population.”

“Not with Arens!” Slocum blurted. “I know the man. He doesn’t have a religious bone in his body.”

“Right,” Davies said. “But he is a politician who knows how to play religious issues.”

“If he’s a politician,” Hartwell scoffed, “then he ought to know that Israel’s existence depends on the good opinion of the United States. If this cockamamie scheme is as serious as you seem to think, then why don’t we get him on the phone and tell him to forget it? No ifs, ands, or buts.”

“Now hold on,” Secretary Lovelace interjected. “That’s no way to treat our ally.”

“What if he says no?” Parrish asked, looking up from his note taking. “Could you back it up?”

Slocum grabbed onto a possibility that made some sense to him. “I can have the Delta Force in the area ready to go in twelve hours, sir.”

“Hold on, now,” said Parrish. “If I understand it correctly, the question isn’t military in nature. We could drop an atom bomb on Jerusalem, if it came to that. The question is, could we back it up politically? Do you really think we can dictate policy to Israel, our only reliable ally in the Middle East? You think the Israel lobby would give us room to maneuver? Or the evangelicals, for that matter? And Arens knows just how much leeway we have.”

“Come off it, Larry,” said Hartwell. “We can make Arens come around if we’re willing to get rough.”

Parrish suddenly became aware that President Hopkins had not spoken in some time. It was unusual for him not to take part in the discussion; he enjoyed a spirited debate. But at the moment he seemed far away, his eyes fixed on some distant point. As Parrish looked his way the discussion stopped, and all eyes shifted expectantly to the president.

“Gentlemen,” he said finally, “we must keep in mind the very real possibility that this situation is beyond us all.” The words hung suspended in the air for a long, awkward moment. Only Levin nodded.

Hartwell shook his head with annoyance and reflexively reached into his jacket pocket for a cigarette. Then he remembered that no one smoked in the White House anymore.

“Mr. President,” he said angrily, “whatever cosmic forces may be involved here, Tzuria must be stopped. There’s nothing more dangerous than allowing religious fanaticism to replace reasoned political judgment.”

“Are you talking about me or Tzuria?” the president asked coldly. He disliked it intensely when anyone hinted that his newfound faith skewed his judgment.

“No, Mr. President, of course not. I’m talking about Tzuria. He’s the menace.”

“Good,” said Hopkins, putting on his half-circle reading glasses and picking up a well-worn brown-leather Bible. “At the risk of appearing fanatical, I’d like to read you all a passage from Ezekiel. It was written five centuries before the birth of Christ, and I believe it applies to Israel today.” He flipped a few pages until he located his text. “Listen to this: ‘They will live in the land I gave to my servant Jacob, the land where your fathers lived. They and their children and their children’s children will live there forever, and David my servant will be their prince forever. I will make a covenant of peace with them; it will be an everlasting covenant. I will establish them and increase their numbers, and I will put my sanctuary among them forever. My dwelling place will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people. Then the nations will know that I the Lord make Israel holy, when my sanctuary is among them forever.’ ”

President Hopkins put down the Bible, removed his glasses, and ran a hand through his hair. “That sanctuary,” he said solemnly, “is what we’re talking about today.” He stared into the eyes of each of them one by one. Slocum felt self-conscious. Parrish, who usually had his head down taking notes, stared back at Hopkins.

“I feel a little strange reading that to you all,” Hopkins said. “A couple of years ago I thought the Bible belonged in a discussion of foreign policy about as much as a Baptist preacher in a casino. But how in the world can you read that — something written what, twenty-five hundred years ago? — and not see the relevance to what is going on?”

Slowly the president shook his head. “Now let’s get down to business. We’ve talked enough. You know the situation. I want strategy options out of all of you by noon. Keep the subject as mysterious as possible to your aides. I don’t want any leaks. Repeat — no leaks.”

Turning to Parrish, he asked, “Larry, one key question. Is there any hint of this in the press? Do they know about the Arens-Tzuria deal at all?”

“Not to my knowledge,” said Parrish. “I’ll check, but I don’t think there’s been anything in the wind.”

“Good,” the president said tersely. “In fact, just to be sure we keep it that way, steer them a little. Put out a story, Larry. Something from, you know, ‘informed sources.’ Say there will be a labor-left-wing coalition. Or whatever you think is best. We need to buy some time here.”

The president sat down, took off his watch, and wound it. “Anything else?” he asked. There was no response. “Then at the risk of again appearing to be a religious zealot, may I suggest that before you leave to prepare your recommendations, we invoke God’s blessings upon us and upon this nation. Henry, will you lead us in prayer?”

Slocum watched in horror as the secretary of state stood up, turned around, and knelt before his chair. The president and Parrish followed suit. So did Levin. Davies, looking annoyed, got slowly onto her knees.

Brave enough to have won a Silver Star in the Gulf War, Slocum was not sure he had the courage for this. He looked over at Hartwell who sat obstinately in his chair, his eyes on the floor, his chin on his fist.

But Slocum was a soldier, and a soldier follows his commander-in-chief. Awkward though it felt, he turned his long body around and knelt.

Secretary Lovelace began to pray in a deep, passionate voice. “We humble ourselves before You, the one true God, who governs the affairs of this beloved nation. We serve You only because You have granted us this privilege and authority, and so we ask You, dear Father, to lead us. We seek Your will. Whatever all this means, give us the eyes to see and the ears to hear. Have it Your way, not ours, and forgive us the sin that would make us blind to Your truth. . . . ”

8:45 A.M., THE WHITE HOUSE

Each day at 8:00 A.M. the senior aides to the president gathered around a giant mahogany table in the Roosevelt Room, the windowless conference chamber just across from the Oval Office. This morning Parrish’s eyes had been drawn to the famous painting on the north wall, Teddy Roosevelt charging up San Juan Hill. The chief of staff had sighed inwardly, wondering exactly what they were charging into in Israel.

Now, almost an hour later, Parrish sat hardly listening as self-important aides held forth on a variety of matters — the latest nomination to the Supreme Court; the plan to abolish the Department of Education; and the drive in the Senate for Social Security reform. At the moment James Shepherd, head of the Budget Office, was off on his usual tirade about agencies refusing to cooperate with the 10-percent across-the-board budget cut.

A master at disguising his true feelings behind an impassive mask, Parrish stared soberly at Shepherd as his mind churned. One mishandled crisis, especially in Israel, could destroy a popular president’s ratings overnight. And as volatile as the Middle East was, one incident there could escalate into a major situation. Concerned as he was about that, however, Parrish was more troubled by another matter. He was beginning to worry about the president.

Parrish had followed Hopkins onto the 2012 campaign trail knowing that his political positives were terrific. As a decorated war hero he brought strength to the fight against terrorism, along with a reputation for unimpeachable honesty. But Parrish had known Hopkins’ political negatives as well. He came off on television as an icicle — cold and colorless. Parrish had tried to coach him on warmth but he wasn’t truly interested. A man who had commanded a thousand Marines in battle thought he knew more about leadership than a draft-dodging graduate of Princeton.

Despite a core of loyal followers, and a ton of money from the oil industry, Hopkins had done poorly in the first two primary rounds. He came out of them still breathing, but barely. Then something extraordinary happened, the kind of mind-boggling change in public opinion that Parrish, like all political veterans, dreamed of but didn’t truly believe possible. It had come because of dreadful news: Hopkins’ twelve-year-old daughter, Julie, was suddenly diagnosed with inoperable spinal cancer.

Hopkins, true to form, wouldn’t mention the tragedy on the campaign trail, and when word leaked out he absolutely refused to answer questions about a subject he considered completely personal. He was going to tough it out, utterly stoic. Yet somehow, despite his attempt to wall off his private life, people all over America began to see him with a new set of eyes. Instead of seeming cold and unfeeling, he appeared heroic and tragic. Everything he did and said was touched by feeling for his plight and his daughter’s. The evangelical bloc, which had been repelled by his worldly and secularized outlook, began to pray for him, especially when they heard through the rumor-mill (aided surreptitiously by Parrish) that Hopkins had accepted Oklahoma City megachurch pastor Bart Methune’s offer to pray for his daughter. There were even rumors of a miraculous healing.

 It left the opposition sputtering. How could they fight against a twelve-year-old girl with cancer? Elevated by the public feeling, Hopkins swept through the remaining primaries, won the Republican nomination, and proceeded to a landslide electoral victory. During the last three weeks of the campaign he had been buoyed by unexpected brio, campaigning with a vigor Parrish had never seen in him. Parrish knew the reason, though few others did: Hopkins’ daughter’s tumor had shrunk, to the astonishment of her doctors. How could any parent help feeling overwhelming elation at the possibility that his daughter was healed, whether he believed in miracles or not?

Then, in the interim between the election and the inauguration, tragedy: Julie took an overnight turn for the worse and suddenly died. When Parrish got the phone call it struck him like a blow. He could hardly imagine what this would do to the president, a man who had never learned how to grieve, who had always commanded his way through every obstacle.

Even less could Parrish have imagined that Hopkins would turn to Pastor Bart Methune for comfort. Or that through Hopkins’ devastating loss he would end up not cursing God but embracing him in a full-scale Billy-Graham-style religious conversion. Parrish remembered vividly his shock when Hopkins called him into his private quarters, read his Bible aloud to him, and began to weep while telling Parrish that Jesus had entered his heart and forgiven his sins and promised him eternal life. Hopkins had put his hand on Parrish’s shoulder and said he now had hope he would see Julie again. He had tried to explain to Parrish that he could be forgiven too, despite Parrish’s hurried reference to his Episcopal background. It had surely been the most uncomfortable moment of Parrish’s whole political life, and the most alarming. And little had he known there would be plenty more of the same to come.

Yet until today Parrish would have sworn the results were nearly all good. Yes, Hopkins read the Bible more than his briefing papers. True, he constantly wanted to squeeze in time with religious senators and pastors. Those were minor problems. Making up for them by far, Hopkins made a better leader. He was warmer. People wanted to follow his lead, even some very hardened and egotistical career politicians. It was true that Hopkins quoted from the Bible more than was comfortable in Washington, but the people in the hinterlands hardly seemed to mind — in fact, they loved it. Weird as it seemed to Parrish, he had been forced to accept that Hopkins’ conversion had made him a better president.

Now, for the first time, Parrish had begun to wonder whether this new religious fervor had a truly dark side. He didn’t understand the currents moving in Hopkins’s mind on the Israeli situation. He had left the president just an hour before, staring into the big brown Bible open before him. Parrish told himself that it was perfectly reasonable for a president to draw strength from the Bible at such a time. What bothered him was that Hopkins didn’t seem to be reading his Bible for inspiration. He seemed to be looking for directions.

10:00 A.M., THE PENTAGON

Once back at the sane world of the Pentagon, General Brent Slocum almost wondered whether he had imagined the strange scene at the White House. The praying and Bible reading seemed impossibly distant from this familiar territory among the uniformed brass and the bureaucrats. Slocum watched the secretary of defense pace back and forth behind his desk. Shirtsleeves rolled up, tie loosened, collar open, Hartwell punctuated his lecture to a gathering of high-ranking officials with readings from intelligence reports clutched in his left hand. His right hand held a cigarette, which he rubbed out whenever it burned down to a stub, only to light another. Ashes floated like dirty snow onto the navy-blue carpet, the desk, and Hartwell’s beautifully tailored pants.

He talked as quickly as he walked, a practice he had developed during his twenty years as a congressman.

Of all the cabinet members, the former representative from Wisconsin was the least in tune with the new, born-again Hopkins. Hartwell was as profane as the president was pious. A party loyalist since the eighties, he had stuck staunchly with the big-business conservatives and hard-line foreign policy realists who reclaimed the party from the evangelicals in the ’08 election. But when values voters sat on their hands and Democrats won in a landslide, he had seen the necessity of a reconciliation. More than any other single person he had done the deals behind the scenes that brought evangelicals back in. Always a realist, he had swallowed hard and publicly lauded the leaders of the religious right. He had negotiated the promises of appointments and programs on behalf of Hopkins’ campaign, including a new cabinet-level office for Faith-Based Initiatives. And he had made the evangelicals believe that, while Hopkins might not be a terribly religious man, he was in tune with their values.

It was almost funny that the evangelicals, having swallowed an irreligious Hopkins, had gotten a brother.

Hartwell’s pre-election negotiations did not endear him to a man like Slocum, who distrusted politicians. But the secretary of defense had other qualities. He was a formidable debater, quick with the facts or, if necessary, his mesmeric personality. He knew how the government worked — had it down cold — and could store more information about the budget in his head than any of Slocum’s technological wizards could access with their laptops.

Now Hartwell was jabbing his cigarette in the air like a weapon, lecturing them on the immediate action required. “Arens must be ordered to drop Tzuria like a piece of pork. If not, we withdraw all support, military or otherwise. The subject is nonnegotiable.” Stopping his pacing for a moment, he glared at his audience. “Anybody disagree?”

Slocum shook his head and the others followed suit.

General Curt Oliver of Central Intelligence, who sat beside Slocum, had delivered actual transcripts of the Arens-Tzuria meetings. They showed Arens as depressingly querulous and erratic, while Tzuria had the constancy of a hungry predator. Tzuria offered to deliver the votes Kadima needed to form a government, but there was a price. Arens must look the other way when commandos took out the Dome of the Rock; then he must claim Israeli sovereignty over the site. Tzuria would do the rest. They would move so fast the Palestinians wouldn’t have time to react. Marble slabs had been precut. The Temple could be up within thirty days.

By now Slocum understood what had earlier sounded like an old Paramount biblical epic. On reaching his Pentagon office, he had called in a young captain whom he knew to be highly religious. “What do you know about the Temple Mount?” Slocum had asked. Captain Bryce had confirmed just what Slocum had heard at the White House, and more. The Temple must be rebuilt within the next generation, according to prophecy, Bryce said. As far as he knew, all born-again Christians believed it because the Bible taught it.

Slocum cleared his throat. “Mr. Secretary, I confirm your objectives. But I think we need to optionalize contingencies. What if Arens refuses to listen to us? What then? This thing could slip out of gear in a hurry.”

“Refuse to listen?” Hartwell snapped. “Absolutely not. We own him. Three of his Knesset members work for us. Oliver here signs their paychecks.” Hartwell gestured toward the deputy director of the CIA.

“Yes, sir,” Slocum said, “I’m sure that’s right. However, it seems optimal to prepare for all contingencies. People do strange things when religion gets involved. Also Arens might think he can call our bluff. He knows that this administration will never abandon Israel.”

Hartwell flushed. He took a long drag on his cigarette. “General,” he said scornfully, “I think I know where this administration stands. The abandonment of Israel is not at stake. The abandonment of Ehud Arens is more to the point.”

“Yes, sir,” said Slocum, “but the Israelis have been known to confuse the two. And they have a track record of maximizing independence. I’d propose we optionalize the possibility — however infinitesimal — that they ignore our counsel.”

Hartwell fumed, stared at Slocum, blew smoke. He detested Slocum’s Pentagonese but knew the general was right. The president’s loyalty to Israel was a matter of faith, and the Israelis would play that for all they could.

“What do you propose then, General?” Hartwell asked, lighting another cigarette and leaning on the back of his overstuffed, shiny-blue leather desk chair.

“The Marines, sir. We have an LPH with the Sixth Fleet that could be off the coast in a little under twenty-four hours. It’s up to T/O requirements —and ready . . . one battalion . . . good troops. We’d be able to put twenty choppers with six hundred men into Jerusalem thirty minutes after lift-off. The Israelis wouldn’t know how to react, especially if we told them we were on an antiterrorist maneuver. It’s now 5:00 P.M. in Tel Aviv. My men could have the Dome of the Rock sealed by this time tomorrow.”

Hartwell smiled but didn’t interrupt.

“Of course, sir,” Slocum continued, “I don’t have an op. plan approved by the chiefs. We haven’t even contemplated . . . that is, no one ever figured on
defending a mosque in Jerusalem.”

“Wasn’t part of the war games, eh General?” Hartwell burst Hartwell burst into laughter, which started a coughing spasm. It took a full minute before he could stop his smoker’s hack.

Drying his eyes with a rumpled handkerchief, Hartwell said, “Sorry,
General. Just the thought of American Marines—probably Christians—defending an Islamic mosque against our closest allies, the Jews—” With that he started laughing and coughing again. “Hopkins’ll have kittens.”

Slocum’s military operation was both bold and simple, and thus likely
to succeed. They kicked it around, discussing logistics. Nobody had a better idea. But their conversation lacked energy, drifting to a halt whenever they moved from the military to the political situation. None of them could imagine the president authorizing the Marines to invade Jerusalem.

As he thought of this ridiculous limitation on his power, Alexander
Hartwell gradually warmed into a fury. He slammed his fist on the desk, jumped to his feet, and began to pace again.

“Something has to move him,” he muttered. “Something has to make it
too hot for him. Not State. The little pipsqueaks there will be wringing their hands all through afternoon tea. Nobody has the guts for this kind of crisis. Congress’ll go berserk.”

The others stopped talking, watching Hartwell pace from one end of the room to the other.

Suddenly he whirled around and stabbed a finger at the general. “Slocum,
what did you make of Parrish? Where is he in all this?”

“Sir?”

“Could we use Parrish? He seems to know the inside of the president’s
skull. Do you think he’d work with us?”

Slocum found the very idea of outflanking the president offensive. “Parrish is the president’s man. He might agree with us, but I don’t believe he’d scheme against his own boss.”

Hartwell scowled but passed over the implicit warning. “You’re right, I suppose. But we need some way . . .” He paused, his gaze fixed on the vivid colors of his desk pad, etched with the giant seal of the secretary of defense.

A smile twitched the corners of his lips. He muttered, “Of course, of
course. Why hasn’t anyone thought of this until now? Yes, we’ll have to.” He
looked up at his assistant. “Frank, that’s it.”

After twenty years Flaherty knew enough to say, “Yes, sir.”

“Get the story to the press. Leak it fast, and make sure they go after it full speed ahead. But be careful.” He grinned widely. “If Hopkins ever found out it would be my - that is, all of our necks, right on the chopping block. ”

Slocum sat up stiffly, as though coming to attention. “Sir, the president
gave us strict instructions not to allow this story out.”

“Yes, he did, didn’t he, General? That’s why I want it kept in this room. If
it gets out who’s responsible, you’ll go down with me. Clear enough?” He was leaning across his desk, staring directly at Slocum. Then he sat down slowly. “General, I appreciate that this may go against your grain. But this is a case when following protocol may not be in the best interest of the commanding officer. When the enemy’s aiming a gun at your commander’s head, you just shove him into a foxhole. You don’t wait to say, ‘sir!’ Am I right? ”

“Yes, sir,” Slocum said grudgingly.

“That’s all we’re gonna do,” said Hartwell with a smile. “Give our commander a little shove into the foxhole. You see?”

Slocum said nothing.

Hartwell was on his feet again, pacing behind his desk, his attention back
to the leak. “I can’t believe this story hasn’t broken yet anyway. Well, no . . . it’s a religious thing, so the press probably wouldn’t even understand. And the Israelis know how to keep things quiet. I wish we did as well.”

He pointed a nicotine-stained finger at his assistant. “Okay, Frank, move
on it. Call Stuart or Marvin. No, they’re too well plugged in. Call Nolan. He’ll buy it in a minute. And let it all out: ‘Arens is dealing with the Devil . . . would constitute the worst offense against Palestinian rights in forty-five years of occupation . . . fanatical religious elements are gaining control of Israeli foreign policy.’ Just make sure we’re well under cover - ‘informed sources,’ you know. Once we point the press in the right direction, they’ll scare themselves half to death without our help. But it needs to move fast.”

“Yes, sir.” Flaherty never looked up from his notes.

“But the Palestinians will be tipped off too,“ General Oliver added. “And that may force Arens’s hand. Tzuria may strike before the Marines are in
position.

“No, no. Think it through, gentlemen. The Israelis can’t move except
by surprise. This’ll create confusion for them, and it’ll force Hopkins to intervene. Otherwise he’d appear weak.” Hartwell licked his lips. He was obviously pleased with himself.

“General.” He wheeled around and jabbed his finger at Slocum. “Order the Marines to head due east, full steam ahead. Put the Sixth Fleet on
standby alert, and have your battle plan ready to issue as soon as possible.
That means in the next hour.”

Hartwell took one long satisfied look at the military men arrayed before
him and chuckled. “From the Halls of Montezuma to the Dome of the Rock, eh? All right. Get to it.”

LATE AFTERNOON, THE WHITE HOUSE PRESS ROOM

At 2:30 in the afternoon Hartwell’s leak exploded in the middle of an otherwise routine Washington day. First, Robert Nolan came on Cable News with the bizarre story. Then the wire ser vices ran their versions, crediting “informed sources” saying that U.S. policymakers were working day and night
to head off a militant Yisrael Beiteinu party takeover of Israeli foreign policy; intelligence experts considered war in the Middle East a real possibility.

A separate story, pulled up on short notice out of the files, told the history
and objectives of the Yisrael Beiteinu party, including last year’s merger with the religious Mopet party and financial links to American groups who shared their belief that these were the “last days.” The Beiteinu rallying cry was ”they must go,” referring to the Palestinians. The party had also called for the trial and execution of any Israeli officials who talked to Hamas.

Reporters began to congregate in the White House Press Room, first
reading the story on computer monitors in the little cubicles lining the back of the room, then jabbering into their cell phones.

By 3:00 P.M. the Associated Press cited unconfirmed reports that the
U.S. Sixth Fleet had been ordered to the eastern Mediterranean. The Pentagon press office issued a flat denial. But only a half hour later there were reports from naval headquarters in Naples, Italy, that all leaves had been cancelled.

That triggered a flood of dispatches from Middle East correspondents
eager to catch up. These included wild and vitriolic quotations from various leaders of Yisrael Beiteinu; of the Waqf, the Jordanian-backed Muslim group that controlled the Temple Mount; and others.

At 4:15, ABC broke into daytime programming with a brief report. The
other networks were on the air by 4:25.

The Christian Broadcasting Company interrupted its regular programming for what they called their “Last Things Report.” This included continuous live satellite coverage of the Dome of the Rock, using the site as the backdrop for their news set. The host, an Australian named Sydney Halford, interviewed several Bible scholars, evangelists, and a retired Navy admiral. The White House and Pentagon telephone numbers flashed across the screen at five-minute intervals, and Halford urged everyone who wanted to hasten the return of Christ to call and express unqualified support for Israel.

By 5:00 P.M. the White House switchboard was overloaded, and the signal agency was called in to help.

As the network evening-news deadline drew near, Press Secretary Dolores Lawrence pleaded with Larry Parrish for some kind of release. The White House Press Room was like a den of underfed animals, she said. Parrish told her tersely to stick with “no comment.” Finally, after she had interrupted him three times, Parrish checked with the president and then sent MaryEllen Davies down with a written statement reaffirming the government’s faith in Israel’s democratic processes and stating that no unusual military maneuvers were being called for or contemplated.

5:00 P.M., THE OVAL OFFICE

It was clear to Larry Parrish that Hopkins was angry and flustered. An ordinary observer would not have recognized this; Hopkins had his reading glasses on and was perusing reports as though he were reading birthday cards. But his chief of staff had learned the signs. When the president was angry, he would take off his watch, chafe the inside of his wrist, and then put the watch back on — sometimes four or five times in a row. Today his watch was on and off incessantly.

“Larry,” the president said in a voice that should have been accompanied by lightning bolts, “I want to know who did it. You find out. I don’t care what means you have to take. Well, you know what I mean. I don’t want Nixon’s plumbers or Reagan’s polygraphs. Nothing dirty, understand. But spare no effort. This kind of thing can destroy us. It has us up against the wall right now.”

“Yes, sir,” Parrish said.

The president took off his glasses, tossed them onto the desk, and rubbed his hands through his hair. “I don’t know, Larry. What do we do next? Wait and see what Arens says to Ambassador Walker? This is the first time I’ve really felt what I’ve read so often of other presidents: to have the responsibility for the world and yet so little power to do anything. I don’t think I’ve ever prayed like I have today.”

“You have the option papers from Hartwell and Davies, sir,” Parrish said crisply. “They both want to see you, quite urgently. They’re rather insistent. Also, Dolores is begging you to make a statement.”

The president was silent for a moment, then said softly, “Larry, I read those option papers. And frankly, I just couldn’t believe it. I ran on a platform of military strength, it’s true, but not against our allies. And certainly not against Israel. I can’t see any point in talking to Hartwell or Davies right now. It’d just disturb me.”

The president flipped through a few of the reports on his desk, indicating that the subject was closed for the moment. “Did you see this report on phone traffic between Jerusalem and the U.S.? It says a lot of money —millions — is being offered to Tzuria. From Arizona, Colorado, California, Florida, Alaska. Some from people I know: the Temple Foundation, the International Christian Embassy, the Thromos, the Merchessens. But what I found interesting is that a lot of big money is coming from the oil men, especially in Alaska.”

“Davies has a theory on that, Mr. President,” Parrish said. “She says some of the big oil companies would like nothing better than a Middle East war to send oil prices soaring again. The oil crowd could be stirring this thing up.”

Hopkins peered over his reading glasses. “Yes, yes, I suppose. We’ll watch that. You call Hy Levin and tell him to alert the FBI. Christians and Zionists have pure motives, but those oil boys, well, that’s another story.”

Then Hopkins gestured with his left hand, as if he were brushing away an annoying insect, and reached across the desk for his Bible. Parrish had never seen Hopkins so preoccupied.

“You know, Larry, I never thought of it before, but isn’t there a prophecy of that in Luke? Yes. Here. Listen to this. ‘It was the same in the days of Lot. People were eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building. But the day Lot left Sodom, fire and sulfur rained down from heaven and destroyed them all. It will be just like this on the day the Son of Man is revealed.’ That’s Luke 17:28. You see, people will keep right on doing business up to the very moment of Christ’s return.” The president smiled, the first break in his gloom. “Can you imagine the looks on the faces of those oil boys?”

The president paused, looking up as though he were trying to see through the ceiling. “You know, Larry, I can’t help thinking — this really could be the time. The generation that saw the Jews return to their homeland is all but gone. It almost has to happen soon. All that is left is for the Temple to be built. That’s the last big sign before . . .”

Parrish stood to his feet as though facing a firing squad. “Mr. President, I feel it’s my duty to beg you not to pursue such thoughts. The people of the United States didn’t elect you to be their . . .” Parrish groped for the right term . . . “to be their crystal-ball gazer. They elected you to protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.”

Hopkins looked at Parrish with more sadness than anger. “Larry, as you well know, at one time I would have agreed with you. I thought God-talk had no place in government. But now I believe my thoughts have penetrated a little deeper. I took an oath to defend the Constitution, but I believe God is the ultimate defender of this nation and the Constitution. He’s the one who enables this nation to stand, and if we stand against him, how long do you think he’ll let us go on? If we stand against God, we’re not defending the Constitution at all.”

“Sir, I understand that. But you’re the president, and as such, you have clear duties. You took an oath of office — ”

Hopkins cut him off. “Larry, you called me a crystal-ball gazer. But that’s the furthest thing from what I’m doing. Don’t you believe that Ezekiel was a prophet inspired by God? We can’t just close our ears to those words and pretend they’re irrelevant to this situation.”

“No, sir. But when you’re in this room, you represent all the people — Christian, Jew, Muslim, atheist. You can’t let one view of Bible prophecy influence you. Your job is to protect the nation — and everyone’s religious views. I mean, we’re talking about war and peace, Mr. President, not church.”

“Larry, Larry. You should know better. Separation of church and state doesn’t mean keeping God out of everything that truly matters. Yes, we’re talking about war and peace. Do you think God doesn’t care about war and peace? Furthermore, the God I serve isn’t just God of the Christians. He’s the God of the universe. What he says goes for everyone. It’s not my views we’re discussing Larry. I’ve come to understand that my views don’t matter that much. These are God’s views, clearly spelled out in the Bible. If I am going to live up to my oath of office I need to bring the wisdom of God into the conduct of our affairs. And if the wisdom of the Bible doesn’t have anything to say about Israel, I guess I don’t know much about the Bible.”

Parrish was about to respond, but the president’s phone beeped gently and a light flashed. Hopkins punched the speaker button hard.

“Sir,” said his secretary’s gentle voice, “Secretary Davies insists she must see you right away.”

MaryEllen Davies strode into the office two minutes later, her cheeks flushed and her eyes abnormally bright. She seemed to be breathing heavily.

“What happened to you, MaryEllen?” the president said jovially.

“Those vultures.” Davies gestured in the direction of the Press Room. “They’re after red meat.”

“Tell me about it,” the president said dryly. “And if you have any information about who leaked this business, I want to know.”

“Yes, Mr. President,” said Davies. “That’s not my concern at the moment, however.” She pulled a Queen Anne side chair up to the president’s massive mahogany desk and began talking even before she sat down. “Ambassador Walker visited Arens an hour ago at his residence, conveyed your concern, and got no satisfactory response. Nothing. The old coot just sat there and said, ‘You tell your president that Israel has never had a better friend than Shelby Hopkins.’ That’s the same thing they’ve been telling every president since Truman. Now, Mr. President, we need a tough note from you that I can fax to Tel Aviv. It can be handed to Arens at 8:00 A.M. their time. I have a draft here, sir.”

Hopkins put on his reading glasses and took the sheet from Davies. His lips hardened as he quickly scanned it.

“Paragraph three will have to go. I will not threaten any kind of military action against Israel.” Hopkins swept his pen angrily across the center of the page.

“You must, sir. It’s all they’ll listen to,” Davies insisted.

“That goes against my deepest convictions.” Hopkins glared over his glasses. “And this could be leaked and destroy my credibility. Furthermore, it’s unnecessary. Ehud Arens is a friend and a reasonable man.”

Davies started to protest, but Hopkins held up his left index finger and kept scratching on the paper, mumbling to himself as he wrote. “There. That’s more like it.” He leaned back and read through his revisions, then spun the piece of paper across the polished desktop.

“Will that do, MaryEllen?”

Parrish knew Davies was steaming. Hopkins wrote well, often drafting his own speeches, but Davies wasn’t looking for subtlety. She wanted a sledgehammer.

Davies also knew, however, how far Hopkins could be pushed. She shrugged slightly and smiled demurely. “It may work, Mr. President. I’ll have it typed up and returned at once for your signature.” She inserted the paper into a green folder and left immediately.

“Larry,” the president said, “I want you to handle Hartwell and Slocum for me. Tell them I’ve read their papers and I’m weighing the whole thing. Hold their hands a little and let them know they’re important. Tell them . . . tell them I fully understand their feelings about Tzuria.

“Call me if anything important happens tonight. But only important matters, please. I’ll trust your judgment. I’m going to be in the Lincoln sitting room after dinner. I want time to think and pray some more . . . and I may call Dean Roberts.”

“Who’s that, sir?”

“Dean Roberts?” For a moment the stress of crisis disappeared from Hopkins’ eyes. “He’s a great old man Pastor Methune introduced me to. Roberts was president of the Mid-South Seminary, but he’s retired now, living in Alexandria. A complete gentleman of the old school, and according to Methune one of the world’s foremost Bible scholars. I have a feeling he might help me.”

Not knowing what to say, Parrish began to gather his papers.

“Larry,” the President said, “I’m sorry if I lost my temper with you. This has been a trying day, but that’s no excuse.”

“No problem, Mr. President. I probably had it coming.”

“Oh, and one more thing, Larry. When you talk to Hartwell, see if you can find out where this leak came from.”

7:00 P.M., THE WHITE HOUSE SITUATION ROOM

Parrish had a strong suspicion who had leaked the story, but he needed to confirm it and find out whether any other secrets were about to hit the fan. He descended the narrow staircase in the West Wing, moved past the basement security desk, then followed the long corridor toward the White House staff dining room. Beyond that he came to an unmarked door and entered the Situation Room, the Security Council nerve center.

Designed for use in World War II, the Situation Room bore little resemblance to its Hollywood counterparts. There were no flashing lights or electronic displays. It was merely a large room with open-office furnishings, strangely silent except for the gentle, steady hum of computers. Men and women moved about in tightly controlled frenzy, transporting the paper that continuously spit from printers.

Parrish entered the nondescript conference room in the center. On one wall was a blackboard, on another a global map, and on a third, a giant video screen used for conferences with the national military command center in the Pentagon. Parrish had chosen to talk to Hartwell and Slocum from here because it was absolutely secure. Listening devices from several different embassies in Washington could pick up most digital transmissions, but this room was surrounded by an impenetrable electronic shield.

At precisely 7:00 Hartwell and Slocum appeared, full size, on the video screen. The simulation was so real that participants soon forgot they were five miles apart. A puff of smoke trailing from Hartwell’s mouth drifted lazily across the screen. When he realized the video was on, he stared directly at Parrish.

“I don’t want to talk with you,” he snapped. “I want to talk to the president. We need action. Tell him I must talk to him. We have critical new intelligence.”

Parrish deliberately spoke in a soft tone, almost too soft to hear. “The president understands the situation fully. He asked me to update you. He wants you to be fully informed at all times of our initiatives.” He paused to let that sink in and then continued. “A very strong note signed by the president will be delivered to Arens first thing in the morning. We believe that once he realizes our displeasure, he’ll reject Tzuria’s offer.”

“What’re you guys smoking over there?” Hartwell exploded. “That’s bull and you know it, Parrish. Words aren’t going to stop Arens. We need action.”

Parrish calculated quickly and decided to risk a slight evasion. “We’ll know what we need soon. It’s 2:00 A.M. in Jerusalem. In a few hours we’ll have Arens’s response. We can then proceed to other options as necessary.” Hartwell began to interrupt, but Parrish raised his voice just enough to continue. “The president has read your option paper and has it fully in mind.”

“What’s that mean?” Hartwell asked sarcastically. “He’s thinking about it? Don’t run that White House we-know-it-all stuff at me, Parrish. Come tomorrow, we’ll be in a dogfight. I guarantee it. You tell the president the task force’ll be sixty miles off the coast, the Second Battalion Eighth Marines ready to go by tomorrow morning, fourteen hundred hours Jerusalem time.”

“And we have an airtight op. plan,” Slocum added. “We can secure the Temple Mount in thirty minutes from lift-off.”

Parrish deliberately looked down at his fingernails until he had his anger under control. “Who authorized that?” he asked softly.

“No authorization was necessary,” Hartwell said. “Those are routine precautions — ”

“Routine, my foot,” Parrish snapped. “Hartwell, I know what you’re up to. The president doesn’t . . . yet. I haven’t told him. But you should know you can’t keep secrets from me.”

“What are you talking about, Larry?”

“You know what I’m talking about. The leak. What a clumsy move.” Watching closely, Parrish thought he saw Slocum flinch.

“Are you accusing me of leaking sensitive military secrets? Because if so — ”

“Not me, Al.” Parrish raised his hands in a gesture of peace. He knew Hartwell would like nothing better than a shouting match. “No accusations here. Just mind me from now on. And listen to what I’m saying. You don’t get your way with this president by pushing him into a corner. He’ll push you right back. This leak has made a bad situation worse. It’s distracting him. And it’s fired up his fundamentalist brothers too. They’ve been calling him all day. So don’t try anything with those ships and guns. I’m giving you the word right now: the policy of the United States government is that we will not interfere in the domestic affairs of our ally, the sovereign state of Israel. Period. Until you hear differently from here.”

Hartwell blew a cloud of smoke over his right shoulder. “I know all that stuff the State Department puts out. By tomorrow the president will be more than grateful that we’re ready for action when we have to be. So remember that, Larry, when tomorrow morning comes.

“Now look,” Hartwell continued, narrowing his brown eyes slightly. “We’ve got something new. If the president won’t talk to me, you better get this to him. You know we have a man in Arens’s inner circle. And we now have absolute intelligence that the decision is made. There will be a deal; Arens will go along fully with Tzuria. And Arens doesn’t for a moment believe that Hopkins will lift a finger. In fact, he believes that Hopkins is sympathetic with them.” He paused, waiting for a reaction.

“Go on,” Parrish said.

“So they’ll move on the mosque. We don’t know when, but it could be very soon. You can bet Hamas will respond with everything they have. Their honor’s at stake. But we’re most worried about Iran. They’re the only players who can match Israel militarily.”

“Bomb for bomb,” Parrish said gloomily.

“Yes. So far they’ve kept the nuclear option under wraps. But you have to wonder why they went to all the trouble to develop a bomb, if they wouldn’t use it to defend the Dome of the Rock. There would be internal pressures to launch. Some of Iran’s leading elements, possibly including their president, have a theology that leads them to seek maximum chaos.”

“Is that so?” Parrish said. This was worse than he had thought. “Any suggestion that they’re mobilizing their launchers?”

“Nothing so far,” Hartwell said. “We’ve got all the eyes trained on them, but so far no movement that we’ve detected. But then, nobody has blown up the mosque yet, either.”

“You’re saying,” Parrish repeated after taking a deep breath, “that the Arens-Tzuria deal is confirmed. You expect the mosque to be invaded shortly. Is that correct?”

“That’s it.”

“I’ll inform him immediately,” Parrish said. “I’ll phone him from here. Call MaryEllen Davies if anything changes.” He punched a button and the screen went blank.

Parrish wanted to get outdoors and clear his head with some fresh air; he wanted to see his wife and kids. He had eaten only a sandwich for lunch —hours ago — yet he felt uncomfortably bloated. He reached for a telephone, but the operator couldn’t put his call through. The president was with Dean Roberts and could not be interrupted, she explained.

7:25 P.M., THE LINCOLN SITTING ROOM

“Dean, that is so, so helpful.” President Hopkins was seated in a yellow brocade wing chair, an open Bible splayed in his lap. Dean Roberts had his own straight-back chair pulled alongside, so they could examine the text together. He was a balding man with round glasses and a small white goatee. His resemblance to an owl was often noted, a wise old owl.

Hopkins fumbled in a nearby table drawer and drew out a yellow legal pad. “If you don’t mind, Dean, it would help me to summarize some of the key points. Number one is that we must stand with the Jews. Genesis 12:3 and all that about the blessings God will offer through them.” He paused and scribbled on the pad. “And it doesn’t matter whether the Israeli government has faith in God or whether they are unbelieving nationalists. The point is that Israel today is the biblical nation to which Jesus returns.”

At that point the door swung open. The Secret service would admit only his wife or Parrish without advance permission, so Hopkins scarcely looked up.

“And point two, God has been kind to America because America has been kind to the Jews. ‘Those who bless you I will bless,’ as the Bible says.” The president motioned for Parrish to sit down. “And point three, you say it is clear in Ezekiel and Daniel that the attack on Israel will come from the north.”

Dean Roberts had glanced curiously at Parrish when he entered, but his mind was clearly engrossed in the discussion. He cleared his throat. “Yes, Mr. President, that’s very clear, but I must honestly tell you there’s some controversy about how to apply it. We used to think it referred to Russia. That seemed a perfect fit during the Cold War. Some people still think it’s about Russia, but others wonder about other candidates.”

“Lebanon is the closest country to the north,” Hopkins mused.

Dean Roberts cleared his throat again. “Yes, Mr. President, but it’s a tiny, weak nation. As I don’t have to tell you. How could it hurt Israel?”

Parrish had remained standing, staring a hole in the deep pile carpet. His stomach was beginning to churn again. What he was hearing, added to what Hartwell had just told him, made the burden in his stomach heavier.

Hopkins paused, momentarily pondering Roberts’ point about Lebanon. Then he switched his attention back to the yellow pad, which he tapped twice with the tip of his pen. “So you believe that the 1967 war was a signal — of sorts, that is — that God has given Israel full sovereignty over the Promised Land.” Again he signaled Parrish to sit. “So point number four is that the Jews must redeem the land. Is that the word, Dean? Redeem?” At an enthusiastic nod from Roberts he continued. “Which brings us to the Temple. Rebuilding the Temple would be the final step, along with preaching the gospel to the whole world. Which, heaven knows, is already happening with all our satellites for television and radio.”

Parrish wandered over to a window and looked out while the conversation continued. He couldn’t listen to this stuff. It disturbed him too much. But he couldn’t entirely filter it out, especially when the two men began to use words like “Armageddon,” as they did now. He had been brought up Episcopalian, with no place at all for matters like the rapture and the tribulation, words Hopkins and Roberts also used enthusiastically. Parrish had very little idea what those words actually meant.

Parrish saw that the president was standing and shaking hands with Roberts. “I guess that will about wrap up the whole story, won’t it?” Hopkins was asking. “As far as these events are concerned?”

Roberts had both the president’s hands clasped in his, and he was beaming as at a star pupil. “Yes, the end of the story, Mr. President. That’s why they call it the End Times.”

“Well, Dean, I can’t tell you how much you’ve helped me. A lot of this is new to me, and confidentially we’re facing some difficult matters in the Middle East just now. I can’t tell you more than that, but pray for us. Do pray. I find it so helpful to know what the Bible says about it all. Step by step, as though by a secret plan.”

Roberts lifted an admonitory finger. “Not a secret, Mr. President. All of it written down for our encouragement.”

Roberts saw himself out while Hopkins threw his muscular body into the wing chair again. He glanced at Parrish but waited to speak until Roberts was gone.

“A brilliant man,” Hopkins said. “He’s eighty-three and hasn’t lost a step.”

“Yes, sir,” Parrish said.

The enthusiasm on Hopkins’s face drained away slowly as he confronted his aide’s grim expression. “Larry, don’t ‘yessir’ me. Say what’s on your mind.”

“I don’t know what’s on my mind, Mr. President. Frankly, sir, you’re scaring me to death.”

“You mean that, don’t you, Larry?” The president stood, half turned away, then whirled back to face him. “Tell me why.”

“I don’t know how to explain it, if you can’t see it for yourself, sir,” Parrish replied. “You’re responsible for hundreds of millions of lives, including mine, including my wife and kids. And you seem to be guiding us by some obscure, kooky theory about the end of the world.”

“What if the obscure, kooky theory happens to be true?”

“I’m happy to leave that decision up to God. The end of the world is His business. Our business here in the White House is to prevent the end of the world.”

“Well, according to my theology, Larry, the end of the world — ”

Parrish interrupted, something he never would have done had he not been deeply distressed. “Your theology is irrelevant right now! You weren’t elected to be the nation’s theologian.”

Hopkins was visibly shocked by his aide’s words. He turned and walked over to the window and looked out across the South Lawn at the Washington monument, floodlit against the darkened sky. “Larry, you’re right, I wasn’t elected to be the nation’s theologian. Even if I were, I’m not qualified. But I was elected to be the nation’s leader. And I don’t happen to think it’s just an accident that it says on our money, ‘In God we trust,’ or that it says in our pledge, ‘one nation, under God, indivisible.’ I’m the leader of a country that lives under God. America needs a president who will listen to God. I’m sure that’s what people want, at least people outside of the Beltway.”

“Mr. President, you know better than that. The people want a president who has one wife, 2.5 well-mannered kids, and uses an occasional quote from the Bible. They would never have elected you if they thought you would be setting foreign policy according to pronouncements from a book in the Bible most of them have never heard of, let alone read. That scares me to death, and it would scare them too. They want their president to be tough and strong and to use common sense.”

“The only common sense I know is to trust God’s Word,” Hopkins said stubbornly. He seemed genuinely irritated by Parrish’s words. Parrish felt as though he was crossing a line. But he had to. He had to try to talk sense.

“Does God’s Word tell you to sit back and let the Israelis blunder into war? Hartwell has information that Tzuria and Arens have reached an agreement. If we don’t stop them, they’ll destroy the mosque, probably within the next twenty-four hours. We have to move militarily or there’ll be war.”

“No,” Hopkins said vehemently. “I will not lift a hand against God’s chosen people.”

“Then you shouldn’t have taken that oath last year, Mr. President. You didn’t promise you’d defend us against anybody but God’s chosen people. You said you’d defend the Constitution — period. And by the way,” Parrish said, looking at his watch, “the fleet will be off the coast of Israel in about twelve hours.”

“Who ordered that?” Hopkins demanded, taking off his watch to chafe the inside of his wrist.

“Hartwell said it was a routine precaution.”

“Routine, my foot.”

“That’s what I said. But at least it keeps your options open.”

Hopkins accepted that with a grunt and dropped into the yellow chair again, stretching out his legs and running his fingers through his hair. “By the way, did you learn anything about the leak?”

Parrish hesitated. “Nothing solid, sir. But I suspect Hartwell was behind it.”

The president accepted that too with a grunt, his mind obviously elsewhere. Parrish wondered whether he should leave.

“The truth is, Larry, I’m not sure what to think,” Hopkins said gloomily. “You’re talking political sense. And my Christian friends are talking another kind of sense. It’s almost as though two worlds are colliding here, and I’m in the middle. I wouldn’t say this to anyone but you, but maybe I just don’t belong in this place.”

For the first time ever, Parrish saw a hint of weakness in Hopkins’s eyes, an almost pleading look.

“Larry . . .” The president’s voice was tentative, hesitant . . . “Larry, how did we ever get into this mess?”

He sat forward, took a deep breath as if drawing on hidden reserves, and forced a smile. “Well, I guess we’ve done what we can for tonight. Arens will get my letter shortly. And the fleet, you say, is moving. Why don’t you go home and spend some time with your family, Larry? It’s been a long, frustrating day. Let’s pray tomorrow is better.”

As Parrish moved toward the door, Hopkins called to him. Parrish saw that the president had picked up his yellow legal pad. “Larry, one more thing. Is there any indication that Lebanon could be involved in what’s going on?”

Parrish recognized immediately that the president had reverted to Dean Roberts’ step-by-step rendition of the end times. “No,” he said, feeling the queasiness in his stomach once more. “Not that I know of. Hartwell considers Iran to be the big worry. The Palestinians will go berserk if something is done to the Dome of the Rock, but they’re militarily impotent. Iran is another matter. We’re monitoring their rocket launchers very carefully. So far, nothing.”

“Just a thought, Larry. Tell Hartwell I want a very careful workup on Lebanon. See if there is anything suspicious there. It’s just possible the attack on Israel will come from there.”

3.00 A.M., GEORGETOWN

The phone woke Parrish — the special secure phone. It rang five times while he tried to straighten the confusing shapes in his head; he was always slow to awaken. Finally his wife sat up in bed and turned on the light.

“Why don’t you answer it?” she asked.

He picked up the receiver and heard MaryEllen Davies’s dry tones. “Larry, there has been a very interesting development. The president was on to something in Lebanon. The CIA says the Hezbollah have got an operation cooking in the Bekaa Valley. Our on-the-ground people say Hezbollah have cordoned off an area the size of a small county. Nobody, not even their own people, can come and go from there. We’re still studying the satellite data but it looks as though they are putting some rocket launchers on the ready, launchers that they must have got from Iran, because they’re big. Big enough to go nuclear.”

Parrish felt his own heart thumping madly. “So what’s going on, MaryEllen?”

“It’s all theoretical, but the CIA thinks that Iran may have word about Tzuria’s deal. They could attack Israel through the Hezbollah and have plausible deniability.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Larry, not even the Iranians want to go up in a mushroom cloud.”

“No, I mean why would they risk everything because of a Jerusalem mosque? They have had these weapons for a decade, and they’ve never put them in play before.”

He could almost hear her shrug over the telephone. “You know, the Iranians have a curious theology. Most of them are what is known as ‘Twelvers.’ They are waiting for the twelfth imam to reappear and bring the world to an end. He’s a kind of messiah figure. Some of them believe that since he will only appear at a time of maximum chaos, it’s a good thing to stir up maximum chaos. According to certain sources President Ahmadinejad himself believes that. It’s possible those kinds of views have become ascendant.”

What immediately passed through Parrish’s mind, though he did not say it, was that they had found President Hopkins’ mirror image. Two men, staring into the vast differences of culture, religion, and national interest, were trying to steer their nations according to a kooky, apocalyptic version of the end of history. Parrish realized that he was trembling slightly as he thought of it. They were steering straight into each other. They were steering the world into a black hole.

Parrish hung up and called the president. Hopkins answered on the first ring. His voice sounded fresh and awake.

“Mr. President,” Parrish began, “You seem to have been right about Lebanon.” He tersely described what Davies had said about the Hezbollah and Iran, fully expecting Hopkins to crow that Bible prophecy had been proven right.

The response, however, was unexpectedly muted. “Sounds like we better put our diplomats to work. I know we don’t have too much to go on with Hezbollah, but what about Lebanon’s PM? Can he serve as a go-between with them? He might be reminded that he doesn’t want to preside over a nuclear wasteland.

“And Iran, let’s work all our contacts there. Not just the official channels, the undercover links. This is important enough to risk blowing some covers. And better bring Syria in too. If Iran has sent nuclear weapons into Lebanon, the Syrians are certainly in on it.”

“You’re tracking with Davies, sir. She suggested all those moves. She also suggested that we put our forces on alert. If war breaks out, we want to be ready to respond immediately.”

“You don’t suppose, Larry, that by putting our forces on alert we might spook the Iranians? That they might think we are backing up Tzuria, for example? Could we get ourselves in the thick of a fight we don’t want?”

“It’s possible, sir. We could get our diplomats to reassure them on that point.”

“Which assumes, doesn’t it, that they believe what we say. Which, if they trust us as much as we trust them, isn’t very likely. But we can’t be caught with our pants down. Let’s go on alert. And have Davies get on those calls immediately. Anything else, Larry?”

“No, sir.”

“No word on a response from Arens, is there?”

“Nothing so far.”

“Well, let’s all meet at 6:00 A.M. Make it the Oval Office — it doesn’t matter now. Hartwell, Slocum, Lovelace, Davies, you, and me. . . . Larry, are you still scared? I’ve been praying for you and your family.”

“Thank you, sir. No, I guess I’m not scared,” he lied.

“Well, good. The Lord has been speaking to me, telling me there is no need to be afraid. When this is all over, we’re going to praise Him for the magnificent wonders He has wrought. Be of good courage. That’s the Lord’s message to us both.”

7:15 A.M., THE OVAL OFFICE

Alexander Hartwell stood before the president’s desk and pounded on it with his fist. The cigarette in his hand trailed ashes across the carpet — the first cigarette in the Oval Office in fourteen months, Parrish thought as he watched in horrified astonishment.

“Mr. President!” Hartwell was almost shouting. “The Marines are ready. They’ll be in the air within sixty seconds if you say the word. I’m telling you, our information is absolutely certain. Tzuria has the okay from Arens. He’ll move on the mosque if we don’t get there first. And Hezbollah are just waiting for an excuse to fire away. It could be nuclear. You’ve got to move!” Hartwell punctuated his last words with two desk-shuddering blows.

The president stood to majestic height. “Hartwell, that’s enough,” he said in a splendid, controlled bass. “Go sit down. You’ve had your say.”

To Parrish’s surprise, Hartwell obeyed. As he sat down, he glanced at his cigarette as though surprised to find it in his hand. Parrish picked up a cup and saucer, and shoved it toward him. Hartwell ground out the cigarette.

For a long minute there was complete silence. They had been in the Oval Office since sunrise; they had talked themselves out. Everyone except Lovelace favored immediate military action, reasoning that there was no point in having a CIA if they couldn’t trust information it said was firm. Lovelace wanted to wait for a definite response from Arens. But the president’s note had been given to the Israeli leader almost eight hours before, and there was still no reply. Arens was holed up in his office and had put off the American ambassador repeatedly.

“Nobody wants to say anything else? That’s amazing, isn’t it? Who would have thought it? Silence from this group.” Hopkins smiled wanly. “I’ll tell you what I’ve decided then. I can’t in conscience move our troops, with all the risks that entails, until I’ve heard from Arens. If he won’t talk to our ambassador, I guess he’ll have to talk to me. MaryEllen, get Arens on the phone for me.”

Hartwell exploded again, jumping to his feet. “That’ll take time, and we don’t have time. Let’s at least get our men in the air. We can always recall them.”

“No, no, I’m not ready to raise a hand against Israel,” the president said decisively.

Davies got up and walked briskly out of the room.

Then the president began to talk, the music of Oklahoma in his voice, something that happened when he reached for his full eloquence. Using his big hands like a television evangelist, he tried pulling his listeners into his point of view, changing the shape of things by massaging the air. He took them back to the campaign and his pledge to fight terrorism anywhere in the world. They had promised America strength, and they would give America strength.

It is the plight of politicians, Parrish thought, to believe that words still make a difference when events are racing past them. Speeches like this one had gotten Hopkins to the White House. No wonder, when he didn’t know what to do, he talked.

The president spoke of the meaning of Israel, how it embodied the hopes the Jews kept through the millennia. He quoted the Bible from memory. He recited America’s enduring commitments, suggesting that America’s great blessings were linked to its protection of the Jews. On and on and on he went.

Suddenly the door burst open. “Mr. President,” Davies announced, “the Dome of the Rock has been destroyed. One minute ago Israeli commandos blew it up!”

Hopkins, interrupted midsentence, stood with mouth open. Hartwell began to swear.

After a brief, stunned silence, Slocum asked, “Any casualties?”

“Definitely. Hundreds of worshipers were in and around the mosque. There were Palestinian militants all around it too. How many, we don’t know yet. Israeli troops are trying to seal the area.”

Parrish stood and walked to a wall cabinet. He opened the doors, switched on the large television screen inside, and flipped across several channels. The morning talk shows were blathering on, still unaware of the event. But the picture on the Christian Broadcasting Company channel looked like something straight out of hell. Two broadcasting voices were talking on top of each other. The picture seemed out of focus or full of dust.

“That’s the mosque,” President Hopkins said in a low voice.

Out of the dust appeared two tiny blurred objects. The camera zoomed in on them. They were trucks. When they stopped, small dark particles seemed to scatter from them.

“They’re deploying their men,” said Slocum. “Throwing up a perimeter, I would guess.”

“Extraordinary,” murmured Lovelace. “I assume this is live?”

“MaryEllen,” said the president softly, “you weren’t able to get Arens on the telephone?”

“No, sir.”

They watched the picture for another minute. No more movement was discernible. Both broadcasting voices had stopped; the background sound was now a choir singing “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.”

“What do you suggest we do, MaryEllen?” the president asked.

 Parrish thought he saw just a flicker of the earlier how-did-we-get-into-this-mess look cross Hopkins’s grim face.

“I think we’d better try to get President Ahmadinejad on the telephone,” Davies said.

The president nodded and turned to his desk.*

* Although this story is fictional, certain quotations attributed to Israeli and U.S. political and religious leaders have been taken from actual public statements; material regarding the takeover of the Temple Mount is also taken from public records.
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 KINGDOMS
 IN CONFLICT

Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction.

BLAISE PASCAL

Without Christian culture and Christian hope, the modern world would come to resemble a half-derelict fun-fair, gone nasty and poverty-racked, one enormous Atlantic City.

RUSSELL KIRK

“How did we get into this mess?” Our fictional president’s anguished query echoes a cry heard across our country. For while this story of a decent, moral leader who lets the world slip to the brink of Armageddon would have seemed outrageous fiction just a few years ago, for millions today, a similar scenario looms as a terrifying possibility. Equally disturbing to many is the realization that if this nightmare came true, millions of others would welcome it as a long-awaited consummation of human history.

These tensions run deep. On one side are those who believe that religion provides the details for political agenda. On the other are those who see any religious involvement in the public arena as dangerous. Not since the Crusades have religious passions and prejudices posed such a worldwide threat — if not through a religious zealot or confused idealist whose finger is on the nuclear trigger, then certainly by destroying the tolerance and trust essential for maintaining peace and concord among peoples.

Radical, Islamo-fascist terrorists have spread fear throughout Europe, Asia, the Middle East and the United States. In recent decades, Iraq, Northern Ireland, Sudan, India, and Indonesia are grim examples of nations deeply torn by sectarian strife. Where once people of faith endured horrific persecution under oppressive Marxist regimes — and still do today in North Korea, China, and Cuba — today millions are persecuted under equally oppressive Islamic regimes in Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan. Even where radical Muslims do not rule, Islamic terrorists do not hesitate to engage in murderous attacks, as we have tragically seen in England, Spain, Indonesia, Italy, and the United States — most horrifically in the September 11 attacks which killed nearly 3,000 innocents. In the West, church-state confrontations are multiplying. As one prominent psychologist observed, this strife “has little to do with whether the state espouses a leftist or rightist political philosophy”;1 the fires rage amid a variety of political systems.

Diverse as they may seem, these tensions all arise from one basic cause: confusion and conflict over the respective spheres of the religious and the political. What Augustine called the City of God and the city of man are locked in a worldwide, frequently bitter struggle for influence and power.

Nowhere has this conflict been more hotly debated than in America. Throughout most of its history, the U.S. has enjoyed uncommon harmony between church and state. The role of each was regarded as essential, with religion providing the moral foundation upon which democratic institutions could function. As recently as 1954 the Supreme Court explicitly rejected the contention that government should be neutral toward religion. Justice William O. Douglas stated that “we are a religious people whose institutions presuppose a Supreme Being.”2 But only nine years later, barbed wire was flung up on the “wall of separation” between the two as the court reversed itself in its landmark school-prayer decision. Though the expulsion of formal prayer from the schoolroom did not impede people’s ability to talk to God wherever they wished, the decision reflected the shifting public consensus about the role of religiously based values in public life. It set off major tremors along long-dormant fault lines in America’s political landscape.

At the same time the works of such writers as Camus and Sartre were enjoying enormous popularity on American college campuses. These existentialists argued that since there is no God, life has no intrinsic meaning. Meaning and purpose must be boldly created through an individual’s actions, whatever they may be.

This relativistic view of truth perpetuated a subculture whose password was “do your own thing” — which for many meant a comfortable spiral of easy sex and hard drugs. Personal autonomy was elevated at the expense of community responsibility. Even as many pursued these new freedoms in search of fresh utopias, some acknowledged the void left by the vacuum of values. Pop icon Andy Warhol spoke for the mood of a generation: “When I got my first TV set,” he said, “I stopped caring so much about having close relationships . . . you can only be hurt if you care a lot.”3

Liberal theologians eagerly adapted to the powerful trends of the day. The late Bishop Robinson’s book Honest to God, published the same year as the school-prayer decision, gave birth to the God Is Dead Movement, popularized on the cover of Time magazine.

By the seventies, religion was fast becoming an irrelevant, even an unwanted intruder in politics and public affairs. The Supreme Court often practiced what one dissenting justice in the school-prayer case had warned against: a “brooding and pervasive devotion to the secular and a passive or even active hostility to the religious.”4

Roe v. Wade, the 1973 decision legalizing abortion, was the final blow for traditionalists. Not only was it seen as a rejection of America’s commitment to the sanctity of life, but as a repudiation of moral values as a factor in court decisions. For the first time the justices excluded moral and philosophical arguments from their determination.

Roe v. Wade triggered a counter-reaction, sending tremors from another direction. Determined to preserve moral values in the public sphere, conservative church members who had long disdained politics began organizing furiously; the pro-life movement spread quickly across the country. By 1976 evangelicals were flexing their muscles behind a “born-again” presidential candidate. In 1979 a group of conservative Christian leaders met privately in Washington; the result was the Moral Majority and the Christian New Right. Within only six years this movement became one of the most formidable forces in American politics, registering millions of voters, raising vast war chests for select candidates, and crusading for its “moral agenda” with the fervor of old-time, circuit-riding preachers.

In 1984 the fault line broke wide open with a presidential campaign that resembled a holy crusade more than an election.

First, the Democratic candidate for vice-president, Geraldine Ferraro, questioned whether President Reagan was “a good Christian” because of his policies toward the poor.5 Days later, the Catholic archbishop of New York challenged Mrs. Ferraro’s Catholic faith because of her support for pro-abortion legislation. At the Republican convention President Reagan told 17,000 foot-stomping partisans that “without God democracy will not and cannot long endure.”6 His Democratic challenger, former Vice President Mondale, said that faith is intensely personal, should never be mixed up with politics, and that Reagan was “trying to transform policy debates into theological disputes.”7 Governor Cuomo of New York gave a widely heralded address at Notre Dame, in which he stated that as a Catholic he could personally oppose abortion, yet support it as governor as a “prudential political judgment,” since he was following the will of the majority.8

In thousands of precincts across the country, fundamentalist ministers organized voter-registration campaigns, equating conservative political positions with the Christian faith. New Right spokesmen trumpeted the call for God, country, and their hand-picked candidates, and compared abortion clinics to the Nazi holocaust.

Civil libertarians reacted with near hysteria. Some labeled the late Jerry Falwell an American version of the Ayatollah Khomeni. People for the American Way, a group organized by liberal activists to counter the Moral Majority, launched a slick media campaign attaching the Nazi slur to the religious right.

Never had religion become such a central issue in a presidential campaign; never had the church itself been so dangerously polarized.

The fissures that broke open in 1984 remain wide and deep today. On one side are certain segments of the Christian church, religious conservatives who are determined to regain lost ground and restore traditional values. “America needs a president who will speak for God,” proclaimed one leader. Whether out of frustration or sincere theological conviction, Christian conservatives have become politicized, attempting to take dominion over culture through legislation and court decisions handed down by strict-constructionist judges.

Those on the other side are no less militant. Believing (or at any rate, claiming to believe) that Christian political activists will cram religious values down the nation’s unwilling throat, they heatedly assert that faith is a private matter and has no bearing on public life. The New York Times, for example, accused Ronald Reagan of being “primitive” when he publicly referred to his faith: “You don’t have to be a secular humanist to take offense at that display of what, in America, should be private piety.”9

The mainstream media took the same open-minded approach when President George W. Bush told a reporter that his favorite political philosopher was Jesus Christ. New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd sneered: “Translation: You’re either in the Christ club or out of it, on the J.C. team or off. This is the same exclusionary attitude, so offensive to those with different beliefs, that he showed in 1993 when he said that you must believe in Jesus Christ to enter heaven.” Yet, most of the media looked the other way when the president of Iran publicly prayed at the United Nations during a visit in 2006.

Meanwhile, the 2000 and 2004 elections were extremely close, revealing a country closely (and dangerously) divided, politically and culturally, stereotyped along “Red State” (Republican, rural, church-going, NASCAR-watching, country-music loving) and “Blue State” (Democratic, urban, latte-drinking, brie-nibbling, rock-and-roll loving) ideologies. A British videogame designer had some fun at America’s expense with his Internet meme “Jesusland” map, in which “blue” voters ended up in “The United States of Canada” (California, New England, and Canada), while “red” voters lived in “Jesusland:” the Midwestern and Southern states plus Alaska. Secession, anyone?

The real tragedy is that both sides are so deeply entrenched and polarized that neither can listen to the other. Invective and name calling have replaced dialogue. Nothing less than obliteration of the enemy will suffice; America must be either Christianized or secularized. Many citizens feel that they must choose sides, either enlisting with People for the American Way and the ACLU, or joining up with one of the many evangelical activist groups, from the Family Research Council to Concerned Women for America to the American Center for Law and Justice.

However we got to this point, the fact is that both extremes — those who want to eliminate religion from political life as well as those who want religion to dominate politics — have overreacted and overreached. Richard John Neuhaus does not overstate the case when he argues that this confrontation can be “severely damaging, if not fatal, to the American democratic experiment.” Furthermore, both exclusivist arguments are wrong.

There is another way, however. It’s a path of reason and civility that recognizes the proper and necessary roles of both the political and the religious. Each respective role is, as I hope this book will demonstrate, indispensable to the health of society.

Wise men and women have long recognized the need for the transcendent authority of religion to give society its legitimacy and essential cohesion. One of the most vigorous arguments was made by Cicero, who maintained that religion is “indispensable to private morals and public order . . . and no man of sense will attack it.”10 Augustine argued that the essence of public harmony could be found only in justice, the source of which is divine. “In the absence of justice,” he asked, “what is sovereignty but organized brigandage?”11

In the West the primary civilizing force was Christianity. According to historian Christopher Dawson, Christianity provided a transcendent spiritual end that gave Western culture its dynamic purpose. It furnished the soul for Western civilization and provided its moral legitimization; or, as was stated somewhat wistfully in The London Times some years ago, “The firm principles which could mediate between the individual and society to provide both with a sense of proportion and responsibility in order to inform behavior.”12

The American experiment in limited government was founded on this essential premise; its success depended on a transcendent reference point and a religious consensus. John Adams wrote, “Our constitution was made only for a moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate for the government of any other.”13 Tocqueville credited much of America’s remarkable success to its religious nature; it was later called a nation with “the soul of a church.”14

Today, many thinkers, even those who reject orthodox faith, agree that a religious-value consensus is essential for justice and concord. Polish newspaper editor Adam Michnik, a dissident during Poland’s Communist era, who describes himself as a “pagan,” applauds the church for resisting tyranny. Religion, he says, is “the key source of encouragement for those who seek to broaden civil liberties.”15 To disregard the historic Western consensus about the role of religion in culture is to ignore the foundation of our civilization.

But men and women need more than a religious value system. They need civic structures to prevent chaos and provide order. Religion is not intended or equipped to do this; when it has tried, it has brought grief on itself and the political institutions it has attempted to control. An independent state is crucial to the commonweal.

Both the City of God and the city of man are vital to society — and they must remain in delicate balance. “All human history and culture,” one historian observed, “may be viewed as the interplay of the competing values of these . . . two cities”;16 and wherever they are out of balance, the public good suffers.

This is why today’s conflict is so dangerous. It would be a Pyrrhic victory indeed should either side win unconditionally. Victory for either would mean defeat for both.

[image: 0310277647_content_0001_006]
I have brooded over this dilemma since the mid-seventies. My concerns deepened each year as the conflict intensified between the body politic and the body spiritual. A variety of questions plagued me: To what extent can Christians affect public policy? Is there a responsible Christian political role? In a pluralistic society, is it right to seek to influence or impose Christian values? How are the rights of the nonreligious protected? Are there mutual interests for both the religious and the secular? Is it possible to find common ground? What does the experience of history say to us today? What would God have us understand about this torn and alienated world — or, considering the mess we’ve made, has He given up on us?

Friends urged me to write on the subject since I’ve been on both sides —first, as a non-Christian White House official, and now as a concerned Christian citizen and the head of a Christian ministry. But the task always appeared too daunting. I couldn’t sort out all the questions raised in the blistering American debate. Both sides seemed hopelessly intractable.

Oddly enough, it was on a visit to India in the fall of 1985 that I came to the unmistakable conviction that I must write this book.

At a friend’s home in New Delhi, I listened to shocking stories of conflict between Indian Christians and their society. One young man who was converted to Christ after reading Christian tracts had been forced to leave his rural village by his outraged family. Another man who had been preaching on the street was cornered and beaten by an angry crowd. Many others, after converting to Christianity, had been tried by civil authorities.

The same day I was in New Delhi, opposition leader Charan Singh called upon Prime Minister Gandhi to “stamp out” all Christian missionaries lest their converts in certain states seek political independence.17 Why, I wondered, is there such hostility to one faith in this Hindu culture that believes all roads lead to heaven? They should be the most tolerant of all. What is it about the Judeo-Christian message that makes it so offensive? Ironically, the Indians may understand the heart of the gospel — that Christ is King, with all that portends — better than many in the “Christian” West.

Later that day as my flight lifted off for Bombay, I looked down on New Delhi, which was shrouded in a dense smog from the open cooking fires of its crowded streets. Then, as we broke through to the blue sky above, it was as though the clouds surrounding these issues also broke open for me. I began to see the struggle in America — and around the world — more clearly than ever before.

So it was high in the skies between New Delhi and Bombay that I first wrote, “The kingdoms are in conflict, both vying for ultimate allegiance. Not just in America, but around the world. By his nature man is irresistibly religious — and he is political. Unless the two can coexist, mankind will continue in turmoil. Tragically, we have lost sight of both the nature of man and the nature of God and His rule over the world.”

To put it simply, humanists — using that term in its best sense — fail to understand humanity and Christians fail to understand the message of Christ.

I first published Kingdoms in Conflict in 1987. I was motivated to bring out a twentieth anniversary edition by the fact that Kingdoms has continued to sell briskly all these years since its first publication. In my travels, I’ve found copies of Kingdoms, translated into Russian, being shared by members of the Russian Parliament. When I was in Canada recently, virtually every member of Parliament was reading Kingdoms.

I have substantially updated the book to address the tremendous changes that have occurred in the last twenty years. While the anecdotes may be different, however, the principles enunciated in the original edition are the same.

The truths Kingdoms contains are even more relevant today than they were in 1987. That was the heyday of the Moral Majority and the emergence of what was referred to as the New Christian Right. Twenty years later, the term “Christian Right” has morphed into “Right-Wing Extremist” — the most pejorative term in American politics. In the view of many, the goals of conservative Christians are considered synonymous with the Republican Party (leading to the bumper sticker quip “God is Not a Republican” [in large letters] “Or a Democrat” [in small letters] — a condemnation of the Christian Right by liberal evangelical Jim Wallis). This identification is tragic, because it diminishes the role of the Kingdom of God — and it’s why the messages of this book are needed today more than ever.

Men and women have always been spiritual beings. But modern culture, in its zeal to eliminate divisive influences and create a self-sufficient, “enlightened” society, has ignored this fundamental truth. Along with denying God, today’s social visionaries have denied man’s intrinsic need for God. At the same time, Christianity has become a pale shadow of the radical Kingdom its Founder announced.

The shock waves that threaten the very foundations of our culture today, then, emanate from society’s failure to understand man’s need for God and the Christians’ failure to accurately present Christ’s message of the Kingdom of God. So before we can hope to deal with the modern religious-political conflict, we must take what at first may seem to be a digression. But bear with me. For until we understand the true nature of man and the true nature of Christ’s message, we cannot hope to understand the story of President Hopkins and why we are in the mess we are in today — or, more importantly, the way out.

The place to begin, then, is with human nature itself. We’ll start with a man who embraced the spirit of the twentieth century and lived it to its logical conclusion.
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