>> THERE IS A CHINESE CURSE WHICH SAYS, “MAY HE LIVE IN INTERESTING TIMES.” LIKE IT OR NOT, WE LIVE IN INTERESTING TIMES. THEY ARE TIMES OF DANGER AND UNCERTAINTY.
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EPICENTER 2.0: INTRODUCTION TO THE NEW EDITION
The attack came hard, fast, and without warning.
At 8:07 a.m. on July 12, 2006, in broad daylight, forces of the Iranian- and Syrian-backed terrorist organization known as Hezbollah (“the party of God”) launched a brazen, unprovoked raid against an Israeli patrol on the Israeli side of the border with Lebanon. Within minutes, Islamic guerrillas had killed three Jewish soldiers and captured two more: First Sergeant Eldad Regev, twenty-seven, and Master Sergeant Ehud “Udi” Goldwasser, thirty-one, who had just gotten married ten months earlier.
The attack caught 7 million Israelis just starting the new day completely off guard. What’s more, it came on the heels of an unprovoked Hamas terror raid on the Israeli side of Israel’s southern border with the Gaza Strip just weeks before.
At precisely 5:40 a.m. local time on June 25, “eight armed Palestinians infiltrated Israel through a tunnel leading from the Strip into Israel’s territory, and split into three teams once they came out,” reported Yediot Aharonot, a leading Israeli daily newspaper. “One team approached an armored personnel carrier stationed at the place and fired at it. The APC was empty and no injuries were reported in that attack. Another group simultaneously fired a missile and hurled grenades at a tank standing nearby. The missile hit the tank’s rear, hurting the four soldiers that were inside. Two were immediately killed, a third soldier sustained injuries and the fourth was initially reported missing. As the incident developed, security officials came to believe that the soldier has been kidnapped. During the attack, a third terrorist team moved in the direction of a desert patrol army post and engaged in a shooting battle with the soldiers.”1
The abducted Israeli soldier, Corporal Gilad Schalit, was only nineteen.
Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert was suddenly faced with a two-front war. He quickly and defiantly rejected negotiations with the radical jihadist groups to get back Schalit, Goldwasser, and Regev. Instead, he ordered the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) to launch massive military operations on both fronts aimed at recovering Israel’s men and crippling the Hezbollah and Hamas organizations. Israeli fighter jets bombed runways at Beirut International Airport. Israeli tanks and troops stormed into Gaza and southern Lebanon. But just as the initial attacks by the terror groups had caught Israel and the world by surprise, so, too, did their response.
Rather than finding quick and easy success, the most powerful military in the history of the Middle East found itself strangely outfoxed and outmaneuvered. Over the course of thirty-three days, Hezbollah launched more than four thousand missiles at civilian Israeli targets as far south as Tiberias on the Sea of Galilee, terrifying the Jewish population and causing tens of millions of dollars worth of property damage. More than one million Israelis living along the northern border with Lebanon were forced to flee their homes or live underground in bomb shelters. Meanwhile, the half-million Israelis living near the southern border with Gaza found themselves subjected to thousands more missiles, rockets, and mortars. Many of the weapons fired by the jihadists were launched from inside private homes, local schools and hospitals, and even mosques, making it extremely difficult for the Israeli air force to retaliate without risking enormous civilian casualties and collateral damage.
I had completed the manuscript for the original hardcover edition of Epicenter just a month earlier, making the case that Israel was destined to become the center of global events and interest in the last days of human history. Now a new and devastating geopolitical earthquake was traumatizing the people of the Middle East. Once again, the eyes of the world were riveted on Israel and her neighbors, the epicenter of the momentous events shaking our world and shaping our future. What would the future hold?
The war dominated headlines for weeks. Newspapers, magazines, Web sites, and cable news networks provided almost nonstop coverage of the conflict, even asking whether the war had prophetic implications. In a USA Today article entitled “In the Headlines, Glimpses of the Apocalypse,” columnist Chuck Raasch raised a question on the minds of many around the world: “Are these the end of times? . . . You can’t look at the headlines these days and not conjure up apocalyptic visions. . . . With the war in Iraq persisting, with fresh fighting in Afghanistan, with missiles raining down on even Nazareth, the hometown of Jesus Christ, the world’s most powerful governments and the United Nations appear unable or unwilling to stop a chain of events that may be spinning out of earthly control.”
Raasch was not alone in his analysis. CNN, FOX, and MSNBC devoted numerous segments of their Middle East coverage to asking whether current events suggest we are living in the last days before the return of Christ, as did other networks. A headline in the Waco Tribune-Herald at the time asked, “Are We Living in the Final Days?” A Columbus Dispatch headline asked, “Is the Mideast Rupture a Sign of the Rapture?” Salon.com declared, “The Apocalypse Is Drawing Closer!” Newt Gingrich, the former Speaker of the House, merely added fuel to the fire when he said he believes we are living in “the early stages of World War III.”2
When the shooting stopped and the smoke cleared, attention shifted quickly from prophecy to realpolitik. In just a month, it had become painfully clear to most observers that unlike previous Arab-Israeli wars, this one had not ended with a decisive Israeli victory. To the contrary, Prime Minister Olmert’s military and political strategy had failed badly. Israel’s three soldiers had not been recovered (and still have not been as of this writing). The military machines of Hezbollah and Hamas had not been crushed. Indeed, they were celebrating their “success” against the “Zionist enemy.” Their allies in Tehran and Damascus were suddenly emboldened. Israel no longer looked invincible. Allah, the clerics argued, was preparing to annihilate the Jewish state once and for all.
“The occupying regime of Palestine has actually pushed the button of its own destruction by launching a new round of invasion and barbaric onslaught on Lebanon,” declared Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, triumphantly, echoing the mood of the moment.3
Olmert’s approval ratings plunged into the single digits as Israelis blamed the prime minister for effectively losing the war and severely damaging Israel’s deterrence against other possible aggressors in the region. A government commission would later describe this “Second Lebanon War” (the first being Israel’s war against the Palestine Liberation Organization in the early 1980s) as a “serious missed opportunity” and conclude that the IDF “did not provide an effective response” to the Hezbollah missiles. The commission blasted Olmert and his advisors for “serious failings and shortcomings in the decision-making processes and staff-work in the political and the military echelons and their interface” and found “serious failings and flaws in the lack of strategic thinking and planning, in both the political and the military echelons.”4
It was clear that the cease-fire between Israel, Hezbollah, and Hamas was temporary at best. No one knew when the next major round of hostilities would break out. Nor did anyone know whether the next war would be prophetic in nature or merely another devastating regional conflict. But there was no question that all sides were rearming, recruiting, refueling, and readjusting to the new realities on the ground. Nor was there any question that the leaders of Iran, in particular, were more determined than ever to wipe the Jewish state off the map and more convinced than ever that such a feat was truly possible. They had been probing for Israeli weaknesses and found many. They were preparing to strike again, and much harder the next time. They had a set of deeply held religious beliefs compelling them. They had a military plan guiding them. They had a sense of destiny driving them. And the clock was ticking.
Into that environment, we launched the Epicenter book tour on Tuesday, September 18, 2006. Not surprisingly, perhaps, there was a great deal of interest in a new nonfiction book that examined current events in the Middle East, ancient Bible prophecies, and the possible convergence of the two. C-SPAN covered our first event—an address to some 2,500 people at a Bible prophecy conference near Los Angeles—just hours after covering Iranian president Ahmadinejad’s address to the United Nations General Assembly in New York. Interest just seemed to grow from there, from interview and speaking requests, to thousands of e-mailed questions from all over the world, to invitations to meet privately with Jewish leaders, Islamic leaders, foreign ambassadors, military and intelligence officials, high-ranking current and former administration officials, and members of Congress. To be sure, not all of them agreed with my conclusions, but their interest in the subject—and at times even intense curiosity—was, I thought, noteworthy.
But let’s be clear: much of the interest at high levels of the U.S. government and within numerous foreign governments has been generated not by the quality of my prose, but by key events that have played out around the world over the past several years. The significance of such events will become clearer as you read further.
That said, there are several points I should like to make up front.
First, nothing in the following original chapters or appendices has been added to, deleted, or changed in any way. If there are any errors of fact or judgment from the first edition of Epicenter, they remain so that you will have a baseline of my original thoughts and conclusions to compare to your own thoughts and conclusions with the benefit of more time and consideration. This new edition merely adds this new introduction; a new afterword, examining some of the events and trends since the hardcover publication; a new appendix revealing the results of an exclusive new national survey we commissioned on the attitude of American Christians toward Israel, Iran, and the Middle East; and a new appendix with transcripts of interviews I conducted for the Epicenter documentary film released in June of 2007 for the fortieth anniversary of the Six Days’ War.
Second, as with the original edition, my intent with Epicenter is not to persuade anyone of what is coming or what these events mean. Rather it is to explain how I came to write novels that seem to have come at least partially true; to explain various Bible prophecies that have not been given enough attention in the past; to answer many questions that have flowed from the novels and the prophecies upon which they were based; to update readers on new events that are relevant to the prophecies described herein; and to update readers on the work of the Joshua Fund (www.joshuafund.net), our humanitarian relief work in the Middle East. Clearly I have strong beliefs or I would not have written this book. But I do not seek to impose my beliefs. To the contrary, I deeply respect the reader’s right to draw his or her own informed conclusions.
Third, even an updated and expanded edition such as this cannot possibly do justice to the fast-moving developments in Russia and the Middle East. I would encourage readers who would like to know more to visit my weblog (www.joelrosenberg.com). There I track and analyze such events on a daily and weekly basis. Those readers so inclined may also sign up for “Flash Traffic,” weekly and biweekly e-mail updates (free of charge) in which I discuss the most important events and trends from the epicenter.
Thank you so much for your interest in this new edition of Epicenter. It is my sincerest hope that you find it helpful and thought-provoking, come what may.
Joel C. Rosenberg
WASHINGTON, DC
APRIL 2008
INTRODUCTION: ALL EYES ON THE EPICENTER
When Saddam Hussein ordered the invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and threatened to use chemical weapons to destroy half of Israel, the Washington Post described the event as a “political earthquake” whose aftershocks “will be apocalyptic for the Arab world.”5
When U.S. and coalition forces invaded Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003 and vowed to build the first democracies in the region aside from Israel, the Associated Press called such developments a “political earthquake” that “shook the political foundations of the Middle East,” an assessment echoed around the globe.6
When in the summer of 2005 Iranians elected a new president who vowed to accelerate Tehran’s nuclear program and provoke a direct confrontation with the United States (the “Great Satan”) and Israel (the “Little Satan”), Agence France-Presse characterized the election as a “political earthquake.”7
These were not isolated examples. Yasser Arafat’s death was described by the media as a “political earthquake.” So was Ariel Sharon’s stroke and sudden fall from power, together with the rapid rise of Hamas to power in the West Bank and Gaza shortly thereafter. Indeed, a search of a leading news database found 729 news stories published or broadcast over the past decade that described tumultuous events in the Middle East as “political earthquakes.”8 And these do not even begin to include coverage of the first Palestinian uprising (intifada) in 1987–88, the Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s, the overthrow of the shah of Iran and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the Arab oil embargoes of the 1970s, the Yom Kippur War in 1973, the Six Days’ War in 1967, the rebirth of the State of Israel in 1948, or any of the terrorist attacks or peace talks that have occurred over the past several decades.
To be sure, much about the politics of the region is murky and confusing to Western minds. But one thing is increasingly certain: the eyes of the nations are riveted upon Israel and the Middle East, the epicenter of the momentous events shaking our world and shaping our future. And now a new crisis is brewing.
IRAN GOES NUCLEAR
The man Iranians elected to be their president in the summer of 2005 was Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who until then had been the mayor of Tehran. Few outside the capital city knew much about him at the time. Even those inside may not have fully appreciated what they were getting themselves into. But with each passing day, the picture became clearer—and more troubling.
Upon taking office, Ahmadinejad undertook a series of moves that sent shock waves through world capitals, rattled global markets, and drove up the international price of oil. He told associates that he believed the end of the world was just two or three years away. He said he believed he had been chosen by Allah to become Iran’s leader at this critical hour to hasten the coming of the Islamic messiah known as the Twelfth Imam or the Mahdi by launching a final holy war against Christians and Jews. He publicly vowed to annihilate the United States. He vowed to wipe Israel “off the map.” He also dramatically accelerated Iran’s effort to build, buy, or steal the nuclear weapons necessary to bring about the end of days, in accordance with his Shiite Muslim theology.
The first public hint of just how central Islamic eschatology would be to Ahmadinejad’s foreign policy came during his first address to the United Nations General Assembly in New York in September 2005. Ahmadinejad stunned the audience of world leaders and diplomats by ending his speech with this prayer: “O mighty Lord, I pray to you to hasten the emergence of your last repository, the Promised One, that perfect and pure human being, the One that will fill this world with justice and peace.”9
Back in Iran, Ahmadinejad then stunned a group of Islamic clerics by claiming that during his UN speech he was “surrounded by a light until the end” and that “all of a sudden the atmosphere changed there, and for 27 or 28 minutes all the leaders [in the audience] did not blink. . . . I am not exaggerating when I say they did not blink; it’s not an exaggeration, because I was looking. They were astonished, as if a hand held them there and made them sit. It had opened their eyes and ears for the message of the Islamic Republic.”10
The following month, Ahmadinejad gave a speech in Tehran in which he further clarified his objectives. “Is it possible for us to witness a world without America and Zionism?” he asked a gathering of terrorist leaders from such groups as Hamas and Islamic Jihad. “You had best know that this slogan and this goal are attainable, and surely can be achieved.” He then urged Muslims around the world to prepare for the day when “our holy hatred expands” and “strikes like a wave.”11
Six months later, Ahmadinejad upped the ante yet again, declaring in a nationally televised address that Iran had successfully enriched uranium and joined the “nuclear club,” leading a number of Western intelligence agencies and experts to predict that Iran could have operational nuclear weapons in the next two or three years—just in time for the Bush administration to leave office and, presumably, for the end of the world to begin.12
“TIME IS NOT ON OUR SIDE”
With Iran’s countdown to the apocalypse running, the stakes could not be higher.
Were Iran to smuggle nuclear bombs into the United States (across the Mexican border, for instance), entire American cities would be vulnerable to cataclysmic terrorist attacks with little or no warning. Experts say the blast from a single ten-kiloton nuclear bomb in Washington, DC, for example, would destroy everything within a half mile of ground zero, contaminate 3,000 to 5,000 square miles with toxic levels of radiation, and kill 300,000 people within a matter of minutes.13
Were a similar bomb detonated in the heart of Times Square in New York City, a leading expert on nuclear terrorism says, “The blast would generate temperatures reaching into the tens of millions of degrees Fahrenheit. The resulting fireball and blast wave would instantaneously destroy the theater district, the New York Times building, Grand Central Terminal, and every other structure within a third of a mile of the point of detonation. . . . On a normal workday, more than half a million people crowd the area within a half-mile radius of Times Square. A noon detonation in midtown Manhattan could kill them all. Hundreds of thousands of others would die from collapsing buildings, fire, and fallout in the ensuing hours. The electromagnetic pulse generated by the blast would fry cell phones, radios, and other electronic communications. Hospitals, doctors, and emergency services would be overwhelmed by the wounded. Firefighters would be battling an uncontrolled ring of fires for many days thereafter.”14
Israel is even more vulnerable, given its small size and closer proximity to Iran. Were Iran, for example, able to equip high-speed ballistic missiles with nuclear warheads, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad would suddenly be in position to accomplish in about six minutes what it took Adolf Hitler nearly six years to do—kill more than 6 million Jews. This appears to be just what Ahmadinejad has in mind when he says that Israel is “heading toward annihilation” and “one day will vanish.”15
President Bush has warned that Iran is part of an “axis of evil” whose weapons of mass destruction pose “a grave and growing danger” to world peace and security. He cautions that the mullahs, or religious leaders, “could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic. . . . Time is not on our side.”16 The president insists that the U.S. will defend Israel militarily should an Iranian attack come.17 What’s more, he has pointedly refused to rule out preemptive nuclear strikes, insisting that in a worst-case scenario, “all options are on the table.”18
Nor is President Bush alone in his concern over this gathering storm. Leading Democrats have also expressed grave concerns about the emerging Iranian nuclear threat, despite their misgivings about the administration’s handling of the Iraq war.19 New York Democratic senator Hillary Rodham Clinton has warned that “a nuclear-armed Iran would shake the foundation of global security to its very core.”20
Americans increasingly agree. Two out of three American adults view Iran as a security threat to the United States. Nearly nine out of ten Americans view Iran as a threat to Israel, while six in ten see the regime in Tehran as a threat to Europe. Moreover, nearly six in ten Americans believe it is inevitable that “Iran will use nuclear weapons against its enemies if it acquires the technology.”21
“I THINK WE COULD HAVE ARMAGEDDON”
Stopping Iran from fulfilling its cataclysmic plans will not be easy.
Americans are deeply divided over whether the U.S. should take preemptive military action against Iran. What’s more, even if the American president was to do so, Iranian leaders say “any invader will find Iran to be a burning Hell for them.”22
If attacked, Iran has vowed to retaliate by unleashing a wave of 40,000 suicide bombers against American, Israeli, and European targets and into Iraq. The plan, which includes activating some fifty terrorist sleeper cells allegedly pre-positioned in the U.S., Canada, and Europe to use chemical and biological warfare against civilian and industrial targets, is ominously code-named Judgment Day.23
Also increasingly worrisome is the fact that Iran is steadily building an alliance with another nuclear power: Russia. Despite Ahmadinejad’s incendiary rhetoric and provocative actions, Russian president Vladimir Putin has done little to stop Iran from going nuclear. To the contrary, Moscow has aggressively pursued ever-closer political, economic, and military ties to Tehran, in defiance of U.S. and European protests. Putin and his team have systematically stymied international efforts to sanction the radical Islamic regime. They have also authorized the sale of nuclear technology to Iran, permitted the training of more than 1,000 Iranian nuclear scientists, and approved a billion-dollar arms deal to provide Ahmadinejad and the mullahs with the latest high-tech weaponry and air-defense systems, making the prospects for a preemptive attack by the West far more difficult.24
In light of such developments, a number of world leaders are talking about the Iranian nuclear crisis in increasingly apocalyptic language.
British prime minister Tony Blair says he has been both stunned and sickened by the unprecedented nature of the threats emanating from Tehran. He has also strongly hinted that the West may eventually have to resort to the use of military force against Iran if diplomacy fails. Blair told leaders of a European summit that he felt a “real sense of revulsion” from Ahmadinejad’s rhetoric and said, “I have never come across a situation of the president of a country saying they want to wipe out—not that they’ve got a problem with, or an issue with, but want to wipe out another country. . . . Can you imagine a state like that with an attitude like that having nuclear weapons?”25
Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert has been more specific, saying Ahmadinejad “talks like Hitler” and is “a psychopath of the worst kind.” Olmert and his advisors are believed to be drawing up plans for a possible preemptive strike against Iran, saying, “God forbid that this man ever gets his hands on nuclear weapons.”26
Israeli vice premier Shimon Peres, winner of the 1994 Nobel Peace Prize, has ratcheted up the rhetoric even further, saying that not only does Iran represent “the greatest danger” to world peace and security since the Nazis, but that “Ahmadinejad represents Satan” himself.27
Still, it was Senator John McCain, the Arizona Republican widely touted as a possible future president of the United States, who may have been the most blunt about the implications of the developing crisis in the Middle East. Appearing on NBC’s Meet the Press in April of 2006, McCain warned that “there’s only one thing worse than using the option of military action, and that is the Iranians acquiring nuclear weapons.” If Iran gets the bomb, he says, “I think we could have Armageddon.”28
WHAT DOES THE FUTURE HOLD?
Senator McCain is well-known for straight talk and is highly respected for his experience on national-security and foreign-policy issues. He is not, however, known for alluding to the book of Revelation on national television, much less linking Middle East crises to biblical end-times prophecies. So when he did, heads naturally began to turn, and questions began to mount.
Soon after McCain’s comments, I happened to have dinner with a high-ranking Arab government official visiting Washington. He knew I had worked for a number of U.S. and Israeli political leaders over the years. He also knew that I had written a series of political thrillers about the Middle East whose plotlines have had an eerie way of coming true. Someone had recently given him a copy of my book The Ezekiel Option, in which a dictator rises to power in Russia, Iran builds nuclear weapons, and then Russia and Iran form a military alliance—a nuclear alliance—vowing that Israel will be “wiped off the face of the map forever.”
“You wrote this all before Ahmadinejad came to power?” he asked me.
“Yes, sir.”
“And you based all this on a Bible prophecy?” he pressed, knowing, too, that I am an evangelical Christian from an Orthodox Jewish heritage.
“Yes, sir.”
“Which one?” he asked.
“It comes from the Jewish Scriptures, the book of Ezekiel, chapters 38 and 39,” I replied. “It’s what many refer to as the War of Gog and Magog.”
“And this prophecy says that in the end times, Russia and Iran will attack Israel?”
“Among other things, yes, it does,” I confirmed.
The leader, a Sunni Muslim, sat back and sighed. “Our world is threatening to destroy itself,” he said, openly worrying about the apocalyptic language of the Shiites coming out of Tehran. “Perhaps God has given you the key to understanding what the future holds.” And then, to my surprise, he asked me to explain the story behind my novels, the prophecies that informed them, and the biblical view of what will happen in the Middle East in the last days.
I must confess I was hesitant at first. I certainly did not want to offend my new Muslim friend or the regime he so ably serves. But when he persisted, I proceeded to give him an executive summary of the book you now hold in your hands. He was not, after all, the only one who has raised questions about current events in the Middle East and how, if at all, they may relate to biblical prophecy. Indeed, in recent years, I have been invited to speak about such matters at the White House, on Capitol Hill, with U.S. and foreign ambassadors, and with high-ranking military and intelligence officials in the U.S. government and in a number of Middle Eastern governments, in addition to numerous media interviews.
My intent with Epicenter is not to persuade anyone of what is coming. Rather it is to explain how I came to write The Last Jihad, The Last Days, The Ezekiel Option, and The Copper Scroll and to answer the questions that have flowed from the novels and the prophecies upon which they were based.
Among them:
In the pages ahead, you will find answers to these and similar questions. Indeed, it is the premise of this book that the earthshaking events that lie ahead can actually be forecast with a surprising degree of accuracy.
In writing Epicenter, I have pored over previously classified intelligence documents, internal White House and State Department memos, thousands of U.S. and foreign news articles, scores of books and research studies by a wide array of government officials and private citizens, and the sacred writings of Christians, Jews, and Muslims in the ancient Middle East. I have traveled to Israel, Egypt, Jordan, Turkey, Morocco, and Russia. I have also interviewed political, military, intelligence, business, and religious leaders who live and work in the epicenter and are helping shape its future, including
Some of these spoke to me specifically for this book. Others spoke to me for other books and articles I have written over the years. Such sources will not all agree with the analysis found in these pages, but I am exceedingly grateful for their valuable time and helpful insights. I have no doubt this book is richer for the assistance they provided.
Robert Kennedy was right. Like it or not, we live in interesting times. May you find this book as interesting to read as I have found to research and write.
Joel C. Rosenberg
WASHINGTON, DC
JUNE 2006
CHAPTER ONE
PREDICTING THE FUTURE
Few Americans will ever forget what they were doing on September 11, 2001, when they first heard the news that the United States was under attack by radical Islamic jihadists using jet planes on kamikaze missions. I certainly never will.
On that beautiful, sunny, crystal clear Tuesday morning, I was putting the finishing touches on my first novel, a political thriller called The Last Jihad, which opens with radical Islamic terrorists hijacking a jet plane and flying an attack mission into an American city. What’s more, I was doing so in a town house barely fifteen minutes away from Washington Dulles International Airport, where American Airlines Flight 77 had just taken off. At that very moment, the plane was being seized and flown right over our home toward the Pentagon.
At the time, I had no idea anything unusual was under way. A literary agent in Manhattan had read the first three chapters of Jihad six months earlier. He was convinced that he could get it published and urged me to finish it as quickly as possible. Given that he worked for the agent who had discovered Tom Clancy back in the early 1980s, I took the advice seriously, working feverishly to get the book done before my savings account ran dry.
As had become my morning ritual, I had breakfast with my wife, Lynn, and our kids, threw on jeans and a T-shirt, and settled down to work on the novel’s second-to-last chapter. I didn’t have radio or television on. I was simply typing away on my laptop when, about an hour later, Lynn burst into the house and turned on the news. She quickly explained that after dropping off two of our kids at school, she had turned on the radio and heard that the World Trade Center had been hit by two planes. We turned on FOX News and saw the horror begin to unfold for ourselves.
We saw the smoke pouring out of the North Tower. We saw the constant replays of United Airlines Flight 175 plowing into the South Tower and erupting into a massive ball of fire. And then, before we could fully process it all, we saw the World Trade Center towers collapse.
People ask me what my first reaction was, but I don’t recall thinking that my novel was coming true. I simply remember the feeling of shock. I had been to the top of the World Trade Center as a kid with my father, an architect who had grown up in Brooklyn and loved to show me the architectural landmarks of the city he loved. I had been at the top of the North Tower just a few weeks earlier for lunch at the Windows on the World restaurant. Now, before my eyes, these two testaments to man’s engineering genius were gone, as were the lives of those trapped inside.
Then came the news that the Pentagon had been hit and word that the White House and the Capitol were being evacuated and rumors that Air Force One might be a target. Washington, the city that had become home for Lynn and me since our marriage in June of 1990, was suddenly under siege. Not a single commercial jet was in the air. Instead, fighter jets flew combat air patrols over the city. Troops were being deployed on the streets, along with armored personnel carriers, Avenger antiaircraft missiles, and all kinds of military assets.
I remember calling friends at the White House and on Capitol Hill and my agent in New York, hoping for word that they were safe but unable to get through with so many phone lines jammed. I remember calling Steve Forbes at his office in Greenwich Village to see if he was okay. Steve and I had worked together from 1996 through the 2000 Republican primaries and had traveled together to nearly forty states on almost every kind of plane imaginable, from a twin-engine prop over rural Georgia to a gleaming Gulfstream IV en route from Dallas to Newark to a series of jam-packed Southwest flights to who knows where. Was he on a commercial flight that morning? After repeated attempts to get through, I finally got his executive assistant on the line. Steve was safe, she said. He had been coming over one of the bridges into Manhattan when he actually saw the second plane hit. At that moment, his driver slammed on the brakes, spun the car around, and headed back to Steve’s home.
Lynn and I got our boys back from school. Several friends came over to spend the day. We tracked events on television, e-mailed friends around the country and around the world with updates from Washington, and prayed for those directly affected by the crisis. We prayed for our president to have the wisdom to know what to do next. Were more attacks coming? Would there be a 9/12, a 9/13, a 9/14? Would there be a series of terrorist attacks, one after another, as Israel experienced for so many years?
It was not until sometime in late November or early December, I believe, that events began to settle enough for my thoughts to turn back to The Last Jihad. What was I supposed to do with it? My agent, Scott Miller at Trident Media Group in Manhattan, agreed that we could not very well send it to a New York–based publisher. We couldn’t send it to any publisher. No one wanted a novel that opened with a kamikaze attack against an American city. It was no longer entertainment. It was too raw, too real. I stuck it in a drawer and tried to forget about it while I sought out new clients and tried to rebuild the communications-strategy company I had largely neglected for most of 2001.
And then something curious happened. My wife and I were watching the State of the Union address in January of 2002 when President Bush delivered his now-famous “axis of evil” line and warned Americans that the next war we might have to face could be with Saddam Hussein over terrorism and weapons of mass destruction:
Our second goal [after shutting down terrorist camps and bringing terrorists to justice] is to prevent regimes that sponsor terror from threatening America or our friends and allies with weapons of mass destruction. Some of these regimes have been pretty quiet since September the eleventh. But we know their true nature. . . . Iraq continues to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support terror. The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax, and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade. This is a regime that has already used poison gas to murder thousands of its own citizens—leaving the bodies of mothers huddled over their dead children. . . . States like these [including Iran and North Korea], and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic. . . . We’ll be deliberate, yet time is not on our side. I will not wait on events, while dangers gather.29
Lynn and I looked at each other as if we were living in an episode of The Twilight Zone. It was one thing to write a novel that opened with a kamikaze attack against America that essentially comes to pass. But until that moment, few people had been talking publicly about the possible necessity of going to war with Iraq. Except me. You see, as the plot of The Last Jihad unfolds, the FBI and CIA trace the trail of terror back to Baghdad, and suddenly the president of the United States and his senior advisors find themselves in a showdown with Saddam Hussein over terrorism and weapons of mass destruction.
Scott Miller called me the next day. “Do you work for the CIA?” he asked.
“No, of course not,” I assured him.
“Sure, sure,” he replied. “That’s what you’d have to say if you did work for the CIA and just couldn’t tell me.”
Scott was convinced that the dynamic had just changed dramatically. He believed publishers would now be very interested in The Last Jihad. The country had largely recovered from the initial shock of the 9/11 attacks. We were now on offense in Afghanistan against the Taliban, Osama bin Laden, and the forces of Al-Qaeda. People were reading everything they could get their hands on regarding the threat of radical Islam. Audiences were responding positively to the new movie Black Hawk Down, which took them inside the incredibly brave lives of U.S. special forces units operating in radical Islamic environments. And there were no other novels in print or on the horizon that could take readers inside the Oval Office and White House Situation Room as an American president and his war council wrestled over the morality of going to war against the regime of Saddam Hussein. As such, Scott wanted to move quickly.
I have to admit I was surprised at first. By then I had largely written off any hope of ever publishing Jihad. But Scott had a point. Even the most established and successful thriller writers were wrestling through what this new War on Terror might look like and how their fiction should reflect the new geopolitical realities in which radical Islam—not Communism—had suddenly become the new enemy. And even if they had begun writing entirely new novels based on post–9/11 scenarios on September 12, Scott noted that it would still take well over eighteen months before their novels would hit the market. Mine was already done. Almost, anyway.
Jihad needed a few tweaks. For one thing, I needed to acknowledge that 9/11 had already happened. Why? Well, imagine yourself as an aspiring young writer in the spring of 1941 who wakes up one day thinking, What if I write my first novel about a Japanese surprise attack on the United States that leads to a nuclear war between Washington and Tokyo? Then imagine that on the very day you are finishing your novel, you hear the horrifying news about the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, followed by the president of the United States describing December 7 as “a day that will live in infamy.” No matter how prescient your book might seem, it would be a little odd to publish your novel without at least letting your readers know that you were not sleepwalking through history, that you understood that real life had suddenly become stranger than fiction.
This was essentially the scenario I found myself facing. I added a few lines into the first chapter explaining that the 9/11 attacks had happened during President Bush’s tenure in office and the Taliban had been obliterated, but Iraq had not been dealt with directly (which at the time, of course, was true). I gave President Bush two terms in office and noted that Vice President Dick Cheney had no interest in running, thus positioning my fictional President James MacPherson to succeed Mr. Bush in 2009, just as America was beginning to catch its collective breath from the War on Terror. That, I hoped, would give readers a bit of real-world context as I invited them to slip into my fictional world—a world, as it turned out, that was about to be overtaken by actual events.
By February, Scott had a deal in place with Tor/Forge Books, a thriller imprint connected to St. Martin’s Press, which scheduled Jihad for an April 2003 release. 2003? I should have been elated. After all, I had been dreaming about writing novels and screenplays since I was eight years old, and now I had my first book deal. But to be honest, I was more than a little concerned about getting the novel out before more of its story actually came to pass in the real world. A year is a lifetime in domestic politics and an eternity in geopolitics. A war with Iraq could be over by then. What interest would there be in a novel like mine after Saddam had been toppled from power?
Even after signing the contract, I continually had to remind myself that the New York publishing industry was a vastly different animal from the Washington political world I was so immersed in, that my editors were smart and capable people who knew what they were doing, that everything was going to be fine, and that patience was a virtue. It was all true, but irrelevant. By August of 2002, every molecule in my body was shaking with the conviction that regime change in Iraq would be complete before Jihad ever saw the light of day.
Reading between the lines of speeches and comments made by President Bush and senior administration officials and listening carefully to the nuanced comments made by my friends in the White House and on Capitol Hill, I became convinced that President Bush was going to use his September 12 speech to the fall session of the United Nations General Assembly to lay down the gauntlet vis-à-vis Iraq. Nothing had been made public yet, and the sources I was using for my weekly column in World magazine steadfastly refused to confirm my instincts. But if I was right, I knew that a vote authorizing the use of force against Iraq could well come before Christmas.
The timing would be eerily similar to the chain of events in the fall of 1990 that had led President Bush 41 to begin major combat operations in Iraq and Kuwait on January 16, 1991. Could Bush 43 be looking at a January or February strike date? If he was, a ferocious national and international debate was imminent. The entire world would soon be wrestling with the morality of going to war with Iraq. The debate would likely reach a fever pitch by November and December, and fighting could break out soon thereafter.
On vacation with my family in Colorado, I called Scott back in New York and explained my sense of the geopolitical landscape. I asked if there was any way he could persuade our publisher to move up the release date. He was sympathetic and said he would take a run at it, but warned me not to get my hopes up. After all, the novel hadn’t been printed yet. It hadn’t even been edited. Or put in the publisher’s catalog. The sales team wasn’t yet aware it existed. No bookstores had committed to stocking it, nor had they even been approached. And that was just the beginning of hurdles that lay ahead.
A few days later Scott called me back. To his surprise, the publisher’s top executives were intrigued with my analysis of the Iraq situation. They understood the stakes and were willing to do whatever was necessary to get the book to market, but it was not their decision alone to make. Even if they could physically produce books by November at the earliest, if they could not persuade at least one major book chain to stock it, the issue was moot.
What happened next could be a book in itself. But three quick points are important for our story: First, President Bush did, in fact, use his September 12 speech to lay down the gauntlet for Saddam and the international community. Second, my friend Sean Hannity graciously agreed to have me on his radio and television show on the day of The Last Jihad’s release. And third, Barnes & Noble quickly agreed to stock the book for the Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Hanukkah seasons.
They were taking a risk, to be sure. No one had ever heard of me or my book. And though I had helped a number of business, media, and political leaders with their books over the years, I had no sales record of my own. Still, with its “ripped from the headlines” feel and the promise of Sean Hannity’s massive audience (some 10 million people) hearing about the book, The Last Jihad at least had a chance of finding an audience. Once B&N placed an order, other major stores and chains did too.
The publisher’s decision to get the book out before the U.S. went to war with Iraq paid off. When The Last Jihad was released on November 23, 2002, the book caught fire. It sold out in most stores in less than twenty-four hours and prompted nine reprintings before Christmas. In less than sixty days, I was interviewed on more than 160 radio and TV talk shows, including Rush Limbaugh’s. The questions were less about the novel itself than the story behind the novel. How could I possibly have written a novel that seemed to foreshadow coming events? Did I work for the CIA? Did I have friends at the Pentagon slipping me inside information? And far more important, what did my mysterious crystal ball say would happen next?
As media coverage surged, so did sales. Jihad quickly hit #1 on Amazon.com, #4 on the Wall Street Journal hardcover fiction best-seller list, and #7 on the New York Times list. It stayed on the Times list for eleven weeks. Was it a fluke? Did I get lucky? Or was there something else going on?
“MODERN NOSTRADAMUS”
In January 2003, my publisher asked if I would like to write another book.
Sure, I thought, it beats working. But I felt compelled to caution them that I could not guarantee a second novel would have the same “ripped from the headlines” feel as Jihad. After all, I would most likely be writing about events set after a U.S.-led war in Iraq, after the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s regime, and after the emergence of a democratic and pro-Western provisional government in Iraq. None of this had actually happened yet, nor was there any guarantee that any of it would ever happen. There were numerous diplomatic initiatives under way in Europe and the Arab world trying desperately to prevent a war, and President Bush himself was saying he hoped hostilities could be avoided.
Apparently unconcerned, the publisher gave me a green light to move forward with my second book.
On March 19, 2003, the U.S. did, in fact, launch a war against Iraq.
I turned in the manuscript of The Last Days in late July. When it was released on October 21, 2003, it quickly became a national best seller. But what intrigued people most was not the prose or the characters. It was the sense that The Last Days, like The Last Jihad before it, was somehow telegraphing future events.
The novel opens with the death of Yasser Arafat and an American president pushing for peace and democracy in the Middle East in the messy aftermath of a brutal war in Iraq. The first pages put readers inside a U.S. convoy filled with diplomats and CIA officials heading into Gaza as part of the peace process when it is suddenly attacked in a massive explosion.
On October 15, 2003, fiction seemed to morph into reality.
“U.S. Convoy in Gaza Bombed” read the Haaretz headline.
“Explosion Targets CIA Convoy in Gaza” read the Jerusalem Post headline.
“A massive explosion ripped apart a U.S. diplomatic vehicle Wednesday, killing three Americans and wounding one in the first attack on a U.S. target in three years of Israel-Palestinian fighting,” reported the Associated Press. “The attack was condemned by Palestinian officials who said those killed were members of a U.S. monitoring team sent to the region to supervise implementation of a U.S.-backed peace plan.”30
There was no way the terrorists could have used my book as a blueprint for their murderous plans. It did not hit bookstores for another six days. But the event triggered an avalanche of media interest. Over the next few weeks, I did hundreds of radio, TV, and print interviews, including CNN Headline News, MSNBC, CBN, and the New York Times. U.S. News & World Report published a story describing me as a “modern Nostradamus.” Paul Bedard, the magazine’s political columnist, wrote:
It’s getting a little weird being Joel Rosenberg, the New York Times bestseller of terrorism thrillers and speechwriter in Steve Forbes’s 2000 presidential campaign. First, he wrote The Last Jihad about a terrorist’s kamikaze attack on a U.S. city and the subsequent hunt for Iraqi weapons of mass destruction. That was well before 9/11. Now he has written The Last Days, which opens with a Palestinian attack on a U.S. convoy, just like what happened a few weeks back. And look out, Yasser Arafat: Rosenberg offs you on Page 28.31
A year later, Arafat was dead.
It happened November 11, 2004. I remember it distinctly, as I was in Turkey doing research for my next novel when I got a call from my publicist back in Washington. No sooner had news of Arafat’s death hit the wires than he had a stack of interview requests from radio talk-show hosts who had interviewed me when The Last Days was published. They were convinced the book was coming true and were curious to know what I thought would happen next.
What would the post-Arafat world look like? Could a moderate, pro-democratic, pro-Western leader now emerge, someone able and willing to make peace with Israel? Or would radical Islamic jihadists seize control of the West Bank and Gaza? Or were the Palestinians doomed to suffer a bloody civil war as various factions battled it out for supremacy?
I spent the rest of the day doing U.S. radio interviews from the phone in my hotel room, noting that any one of those scenarios was possible, but that the first thing to watch for was the outbreak of internecine violence and the emergence of an atmosphere of chaos.
In The Last Days, a fictional CIA expert sends a top-secret e-mail entitled “Possible Palestinian civil war erupting” to the president. He warns that the “battle to succeed Arafat could be brutal” and urges top administration officials to “watch for PLO factions to mobilize” against one another. As the novel unfolds, the warnings come to pass, top Palestinian officials are assassinated, and the West Bank and Gaza sink into anarchy.
Once again, fiction soon became fact. On November 14, the Associated Press reported that “militants firing assault rifles burst into a mourning tent for Yasser Arafat . . . just moments after the arrival of the Palestinian leader’s temporary successor, Mahmoud Abbas, forcing security guards to whisk him away to safety. The shooting, which killed two security guards and wounded six other people, raised grave concerns about a violent power struggle in the post-Arafat era.”32
The next day an Asian news service ran this headline: “Civil War Looms over Palestine after Arafat’s Death.” An Israeli news service ran a headline that read “Rival Gangs Violently Vie for Control in PA” [Palestinian Authority].33
By the end of the week, Palestinian prime minister Ahmed Qorei was demanding that “armed chaos must cease. Armed demonstrations must cease. Everybody must respect law and order.”34 But few were listening.
In the end, several years of chaos played into the hands of Hamas, which took over the Palestinian Authority in January 2006, not long after President Bush decided to make democracy in the Middle East the centerpiece of his second-term agenda.35
“A LITTLE EERIE”
My third political thriller was The Ezekiel Option.
Picking up where The Last Days left off, it centered on a dictator rising to power in post-Soviet Russia. Iran is feverishly trying to acquire nuclear weapons. Then Russia and Iran begin to form a military alliance—a nuclear alliance—with a coalition of Islamic countries who unleash an apocalyptic attack against Israel, bringing the world to the brink of nuclear war.
The Ezekiel Option was set for release on June 27, 2005, this time from Tyndale House Publishers. But Sean Hannity, who had asked me to be on his radio program the day it launched, as he had for both of my other novels, was leaving for vacation that week. He asked if I could reschedule the interview for Friday, June 24. Grateful for his continuing support, I readily agreed and we set the interview for 5:30 p.m. eastern. My public-relations team quickly booked additional radio interviews for me following Hannity, and Tyndale made June 24 the new official launch date. What caught everyone off guard, however, was the series of events that would unfold that particular day.
“It’s a little eerie, Joel,” Sean said as the interview began, noting that my past two novels had “run parallel with modern events” and that I was scaring him with the plotline of this new one. “So Saddam’s gone. Arafat’s dead. An American president and his advisors are pushing hard for an Israeli-Palestinian peace deal. All hell is breaking loose around the world, and a dictatorship begins rising out of Russia. Well, what’s the news about Vladimir Putin today?”36
Sure enough, just before we went on the air, Matt Drudge posted a link to a breaking Associated Press story out of Moscow: “Putin Amendment May Allow Third Term.”
According to the story, legislative allies of the Russian president were “considering an electoral amendment next week that could open the way for [Putin] to run for a third term, prompting the opposition to accuse his supporters of trying to cling to power.” The article went on to say that “speculation has been rife that Putin would seek to stay in power beyond 2008” and noted that “during his time in power, Putin has placed national television under effective state control, abolished the direct election of regional governors to make them virtual Kremlin appointees, and eliminated the right of independent lawmakers to run for parliament.”37
I summarized the AP story for the listening audience, then said, “You know, Sean, I was in Moscow last fall doing research for this novel, and I met with top Russian officials, U.S. Embassy officials, and Russian political analysts, and I asked them, ‘Do you believe that Putin is going to leave office in 2008?’ Every single one of them said yes—yet each of them had just spent the last hour convincing me of all the different things Putin was doing to consolidate power. Now, my character [in Option] is not Putin. But he feels like Putin, and I think there’s an interesting question whether Putin is really a friend of the United States. I know that President Bush has looked into his soul [and found him trustworthy]. I think, though, the president—to be fair—is reevaluating that right now because Putin has been allowing nuclear technology to be sold to Iran, the worst terror state on the planet.”
“Well, that’s part of your book, too,” Sean pointed out. “You write about a dictatorship rising in Russia and Iran feverishly pursuing nuclear weapons. . . . I don’t know where you get all this from. You’ve got, like, a blessing over your head because every time you write a book it just seems to fit in with modern events, and that happened with your last two novels and now it’s happening here.”
He was referring to the fact that on the exact same day, a radical Islamic hard-liner named Mahmoud Ahmadinejad had just won a landslide victory to become president of Iran, vowing to build a “powerful Islamic society,” defy Israel and the United States, and accelerate Iran’s bid to become a nuclear power.38 Western government officials and political analysts were both stunned and alarmed by Ahmadinejad’s rapid rise to power and the implications of his victory for regional security.39
But not the Kremlin. Putin immediately congratulated the new Iranian president-elect and said Moscow was eager to continue selling nuclear technology and research facilities to Tehran. “The construction of the Bushehr nuclear plant [in Iran] is near an end, and we are ready to continue cooperation with Iran in the nuclear energy sphere,” Putin said in a letter to Ahmadinejad released by the Kremlin, adding that the development of Russian-Iranian nuclear ties “contributes to global peace and stability.”40
SADDAM’S NOVEL, AND MINE
If all this were not “coincidence” enough for one day, a new story out of Amman, Jordan, suddenly popped up on the Associated Press wires with a headline that read “Novel Written by Saddam to Be Published.”41 Curious, I scanned the article and was stunned to learn that Saddam had actually finished writing a political thriller on March 18, 2003, just one day before coalition forces invaded Iraq.
To be sure, Saddam’s title was punchier than mine—Get Out, Damned One. But the parallels between our two novels were curious, to say the least. Not only had Saddam written about an apocalyptic war in the Middle East in which a coalition of Arab Muslims square off against the Jews and the Christians, but the central character of his novel was a Jew named Ezekiel, and the novel was coming out the same week as my own. “The story is apparently a metaphor about a Zionist-Christian plot against Arabs and Muslims,” noted the AP. “Ezekiel is meant to symbolize the Jews.”
Michael Reagan asked me about the story when I appeared on his nationally syndicated radio show later that night. He had previously praised The Last Days, calling it “a gutsy new breed of political thriller— almost prophetically forecasting what you’ll read in tomorrow’s headlines.” But this was surreal. It was one thing to release a novel about the rise of a Russian dictator forming a nuclear alliance with Iran on the very day the world was discussing Vladimir Putin’s latest power grab and the election of an Iranian hard-liner vowing to go nuclear with Russian technology. But it was quite another thing to be publishing mirror-opposite novels with the likes of the Butcher of Baghdad.
FICTION OR REALITY?
I should note here that my novels do not precisely match the events that have actually unfolded in real life. While The Last Jihad, for example, does open with a kamikaze attack on an American city, my fictional terrorists use a private business jet rather than commercial jumbo jets, and they fly their murderous mission into Denver, not the World Trade Center or the Pentagon. Likewise, while The Last Days does open with the death of Yasser Arafat, in the novel he is assassinated, while in real life it is believed he died of natural causes. Moreover, in the novel, Mahmoud Abbas is assassinated as well, rather than succeeding Arafat as the head of the Palestinian Authority, as he did in real life.
That said, however, these and other differences between fact and fiction have not seemed to dampen people’s interest in my novels. To the contrary, each new political earthquake in the Middle East and Russia has spurred even more interest. By the end of 2005, I had given hundreds of media interviews. I had addressed audiences of CEOs, university students, church groups, and foreign diplomats in more than two dozen cities across the U.S., Canada, and the Middle East. I’d even delivered a talk on politics, prophecy, and the last days at the White House. And book sales soared.
When you write your first novel, you just hope your parents can find a copy at a bookstore within a hundred miles of their house. But suddenly there were more than one million copies of these novels in print. Thousands more were being printed in Holland, Poland, Portugal, Spain, and Turkey, with Hebrew, Russian, and Romanian editions in development. The books had spent month after month on the New York Times and USA Today best-seller lists.
“How are you doing this?” people wanted to know. “Is there a secret formula? Do you have a crystal ball? And what do you think is going to happen next?”
The Dallas Morning News called me “eerily prophetic.” A Washington Times profile said my novels felt “ripped from the headlines—tomorrow’s headlines.” A radio talk-show host in Las Vegas said, “Your books are amazing. They’re uncanny. It’s like you can predict the future. Could you come out to Vegas to do a book signing and then help people with the blackjack tables?” (I politely declined.) And nearly every radio host would begin the interview by citing the U.S. News & World Report story calling me a “modern Nostradamus.”
The truth, of course, is that I am neither a psychic nor a clairvoyant. I do not call Miss Cleo in the middle of the night to get my plot ideas. But it isn’t luck—dumb, blind, or otherwise. There is a reason these books seem to have predicted the future. There is a way to connect the dots, to anticipate future headlines, and in the chapters ahead, I will explain what is coming, how I know, and why it matters.
But first I want to share with you some background on how I was originally introduced to a 2,500-year-old prophecy that seems to be coming to fulfillment before our eyes.
CHAPTER TWO
THE GENESIS OF JIHAD
I met Natan Sharansky for the first time in New York City on the morning of September 11, 2000, one year to the day—indeed, almost to the hour—before America was attacked by the forces of radical Islam. Neither of us had any specific idea of what horrors lay ahead, but it was that meeting and what he would share with me over the next few days that set the Last Jihad series into motion.
Two months earlier, Sharansky had been one of the top officials in the Israeli government. But on July 9—the eve of the Middle East Peace Summit that President Clinton had convened at Camp David—Sharansky resigned as Israel’s interior minister, a move that threatened to bring down the government of then–prime minister Ehud Barak. At the time, the world was beginning to wonder if a final settlement between Israel and the Palestinians might actually be at hand. Top Clinton aides certainly hoped so and were doing everything they could to make it possible. But Sharansky had serious reservations.
For one thing, Barak was keeping the full details of his own peace plan secret even from members of his own cabinet, raising serious questions about what the prime minister’s ideas for achieving peace actually were. For another thing, what tidbits were known were disturbing, to say the least.
Rumors (which later proved to be true) were flying that Barak was poised to give away all of Gaza, 90 percent or more of the West Bank, and half the Old City of Jerusalem—including the Temple Mount—to the terrorist leader Yasser Arafat for the creation of a Palestinian state. Yet Sharansky saw no indications that Barak would insist upon enforceable security guarantees to protect the Israeli people from terrorist attacks, much less insist that the Palestinians embark upon true democratic reforms or start protecting the human rights of its own people, including moderate Muslims or evangelical Palestinian Christians, long the brunt of severe persecution under the Arafat regime.
Sharansky was certainly on record as being in favor of making painful choices if a serious peace deal could be struck with the Palestinians. But he now argued that Barak’s plan (as much of it as was known) gave away too much, too fast, to the wrong partner, and under the wrong conditions, and he had asked me over the phone to help him make his case to the American people.
Sharing his convictions and impressed with his courage, I immediately agreed and began helping him and his team place op-eds in the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the Washington Post; issue press releases; book English-language TV and radio interviews for him and his surrogates to do from Jerusalem; and answer questions for American print journalists covering the day-to-day machinations of the Camp David summit.42
Whatever momentum Clinton and Barak had going into the summit, Sharansky’s resignation brought it screeching to a halt, as did the resignation of two other Israeli political parties that had been part of Barak’s coalition. On top of that, Israeli foreign minister David Levy made the stunning announcement that he would not be traveling with the prime minister to Camp David, as a protest against Barak’s expected sweeping and ill-considered concessions.
“Barak’s Coalition Crumbles on Eve of Summit Talks” read the front-page New York Times headline on the morning of July 10. Once again, the Holy Land and the Holy City were at the epicenter of an international media storm, and a Newsweek cover story perfectly captured the drama of the moment: “The Fate of Jerusalem: Inside the Fight over a Sacred City’s Future.”43
For the next fifteen days, I helped Sharansky and his colleagues respond to a torrent of media requests and explain to the American people and particularly to evangelicals and the Jewish community why Barak’s plan to divide Jerusalem and create a new terror base camp for the likes of Yasser Arafat was a grave mistake.
The summit collapsed on July 25 without a deal, and Sharansky asked me to issue the following statement to all American reporters, producers, and editorial writers covering the peace talks: “I will be very happy to see a peace agreement signed between Israel and the Palestinians. However, under today’s conditions, the agreement that would have been reached at Camp David would have torn Israeli society apart from the inside and would have been disastrous for Israel’s national interests.”44
Our work had only just begun. The summit itself was over, but the feverish Clinton-Barak bid to get a deal with Arafat—seemingly at all costs—before President Clinton left office was far from over. Sharansky asked me to set up a three-day media tour through New York and Washington so he could press his case in person, as well as announce the formation of a new organization—OneJerusalem.org—dedicated to rallying international support for keeping Jerusalem the undivided capital of the Jewish state. Again, I readily agreed. After all, I not only shared his objectives, I was also looking forward to finally meeting this political maverick, for despite all the work we had been doing together over the past ten weeks or so, we had still spoken only by phone.
Thus, at just before 9 a.m. on September 11, 2000, I was picked up from my hotel in Manhattan and driven to the Harvard Club, where Sharansky and several of his colleagues were having breakfast.
My excitement grew during the drive. After more than a decade working in Washington, I had yet to meet anyone with a more remarkable personal story than Natan Sharansky. Born into a secular Jewish family in Soviet Russia during the coldest years of the Cold War, Sharansky had been trained as a computer scientist but quickly shifted gears and became internationally known as a human-rights activist after being denied an exit visa to Israel. Arrested by the KGB and falsely accused of high treason and collaborating with the CIA, he was sentenced to thirteen years of solitary confinement and hard labor in the Soviet concentration camps known as the Gulag.
Miraculously released in February 1986 after nine years—the first political prisoner ever released by Mikhail Gorbachev (under intense pressure from Ronald Reagan)—Sharansky immediately emigrated to Israel, where he wrote his memoir, Fear No Evil. He became an internationally recognized champion of democracy and freedom and was awarded the U.S. Congressional Gold Medal. Not content to fritter away his own freedom, however, he went on to launch the first Israeli political party for Soviet Jews, and by 1996—ten years after he was released by the KGB—Sharansky was elected to the Israeli parliament, where he would eventually rise to become deputy prime minister, the second-highest-ranking official in the Israeli government.
Inside the Harvard Club, I found Sharansky and several aides waiting in the lobby. He immediately and graciously shook my hand and greeted me with a thick Russian accent, and we headed off to begin the day’s whirlwind schedule of media events.
SHARANSKY MEETS PUTIN
Over the next several days, we met with reporters and editors from the Wall Street Journal, the Washington Post, Newsweek, the New York Post, and National Review, and Sharansky was interviewed by Charlie Rose and C-SPAN. Sharansky explained his views of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and his critique of Barak’s approach, and he offered alternative ways of making peace and promoting democracy.
During our time in Washington, Sharansky asked me questions about my family’s history and about my career. He asked whether he’d heard correctly that my family was from Russia.
“Yes,” I told him. “My father’s parents and grandparents were Orthodox Jews in Minsk.”
He asked when they had left.
“Around 1907, during the pogroms, when the czar was wiping out thousands upon thousands of Jews.”
How had they gotten out?
“They hid in a hay wagon that was about to cross the border. Czarist soldiers actually plunged their swords into the hay to see if anyone was in there. By God’s grace, no one was injured. By God’s grace, none of the children—of which there were several—sneezed or coughed or asked, ‘Are we there yet’ or said, ‘I need to go to the bathroom!’ And by the grace of God, my family didn’t get out of czarist, anti-Semitic Russia only to say, ‘Phew! Let’s settle in Germany or Poland or Austria.’ Instead they made their way across the continent of Europe, caught a steamship to the New World, were processed at Ellis Island, and like any good Jewish family, they set up shop in Brooklyn, which is where my father grew up.”
Sharansky laughed and commended my family for getting out just in time.
“I’ve been blessed to grow up in freedom,” I replied.
“You have indeed,” he said. “So you were raised Orthodox?”
Not exactly, I explained. By the time my parents met and got married in 1965, my father was fairly agnostic, as was my mother, though she was raised in the Methodist Church and came from a Protestant background, not a Jewish one. By the time I was born in April of 1967, they were on a real spiritual journey, reading the Koran, the Bhagavad Gita, and the New Testament in search of the truth. In 1973, both of them came to believe that Jesus was the Jewish Messiah—and both became evangelical Christians. It took me a few years to wrestle it through for myself, I explained, but I was now a follower of Jesus as well.
Sharansky seemed surprised, but curious.
He went on to ask me about my various jobs in Washington and about my four and a half years working for Steve Forbes, during his 1996 presidential campaign and right through the 2000 Republican primaries.
“It was great,” I said, “right up to the point where we got mowed down by Governor Bush.”
He laughed.
On Wednesday, September 13, we headed to Reagan National Airport, where we boarded a US Airways Shuttle back to New York. As we settled in for the forty-five minute flight, I pulled out my dog-eared, paperback copy of Fear No Evil, and asked him to sign it. A bit nostalgically, he flipped through the pages and noticed all of my underlining, notes, and other markings.
He turned to the title page, pulled out a pen, and wrote, “To Joel—you do the same what I did in Moscow with American press—but much better—so be careful. With appreciation and friendship, Natan Sharansky.” [sic]
This time it was I who laughed, hoping nine years in the Gulag wouldn’t be the price for helping this remarkable man make his case to the world.
“I’m curious,” I asked him as we approached cruising altitude. “When you were sitting in your cell all those years, did you ever imagine yourself serving in the Israeli cabinet as a senior advisor to the prime minister himself?”
Not at all, he said. But stranger still, he confided, was in 1997 when he was serving as minister of industry and trade and then–prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu actually sent him back to Moscow to strengthen economic ties between Israel and Russia.
In February of 1999, Netanyahu sent Sharansky to Moscow a second time. Officially, the trip was billed as another high-level trade delegation. But privately, Netanyahu wanted Sharansky to hold a series of secret talks with Vladimir Putin, then head of the Russian intelligence services known as the FSB—the successor to the KGB—to discuss Israel’s growing fears that Russian nuclear scientists and/or Russian nuclear warheads could fall into the hands of radical Arab and Islamic regimes in the Middle East, namely the mullahs of Iran or Saddam Hussein’s Republic of Iraq.45
Putin knew what was on the agenda, but as Sharansky explained it to me, Putin used their first meeting to launch a charm offensive, offering to show Sharansky the files the KGB had kept on him when they had tracked his human-rights activities in the 1970s and then charged him with working with the CIA. Sharansky had requested to see the files during his 1997 trip but had been denied. Now Putin seemed to be saying that Russia was a different kind of country and that he was a different kind of spy chief.
At once grateful and caught somewhat off guard, Sharansky spent hours poring over the so-called dirt the KGB had amassed (i.e., made up) over the years. But eventually the two men got down to business. Why was Russia selling nuclear technology to Iran, the worst terror state on the face of the planet? Why was Russia building an $800 million nuclear reactor for the Iranians in Bushehr, near the Persian Gulf? Didn’t Moscow understand the dangers of a state like Iran developing nuclear weapons, especially given Russia’s bloody battle with radical Islamic jihadists in Chechnya? Did Russia appreciate how seriously the government of Israel viewed the possibility of an enemy like Iran going nuclear?
Putin dismissed Netanyahu’s concerns and sent word back through Sharansky that Israel had nothing to worry about.
A chill ran down my spine, and three thoughts flashed across my mind.
First, God forbid that either Iran or Iraq should be able to acquire nuclear warheads. It was a nightmare scenario. The damage either country could do to U.S. national security either directly or through surrogate terrorist networks—to say nothing of the damage that could be done to Israel—with nuclear weapons would be catastrophic.
Second, I was struck by how remarkable it was that God had given me the opportunity to sit here with this amazing man and get a rare inside look into the minds of Vladimir Putin and Benjamin Netanyahu, two leaders at the epicenter of world events.
Third, I found myself thinking what a fascinating novel all this would make. I had always dreamed of writing novels and screenplays. Perhaps now was as good a time as any to write my first political thriller.
And then as I stared out the window of the US Air shuttle, mulling over what Sharansky had just told me, I suddenly thought back to a book I’d read years before, and I began to wonder if a much larger scenario was beginning to unfold.
THE FUTURE ALLIANCE OF RUSSIA AND IRAN
Sometime around 1992, my wife gave me a nonfiction book called The Coming Peace in the Middle East that unexpectedly captured my imagination.
At the time, I was serving as an assistant to the senior vice president and director of research at the Heritage Foundation, a think tank based in Washington, DC. It was my first job in DC—low-level and low-paying—but it did give me a front-row seat to witness the dramatic changes under way at home and around the globe. My third day on the job, for example, Henry Kissinger came for lunch to discuss the fall of the Berlin wall and what it meant for the future of the Western alliance.
My job was mostly to type memos, serve coffee, and keep quiet. But soon my boss, Burt Pines, let me carve out a niche of my own, researching the prospects for free-market economic reform and a new era of peace and prosperity in the Middle East now that Kuwait had been liberated and Saddam’s Republican Guard had been defeated by coalition forces. As such, I was soon talking to every Arab and Israeli expert I could find and reading everything I could that might give me insight into helping the people of that troubled region find new hope. 46
Coming Peace, however, was unlike any other book I had found. It was not written by a current or former secretary of state or national security advisor or director of Central Intelligence. Nor was it written by a president, prime minister, or king of any Middle Eastern country, past or present. It was, instead, written by a theologian, offering a 189-page analysis of a biblical prophecy from chapters 38 and 39 of the book of Ezekiel. Specifically, it described a coming period of security and prosperity in Israel, followed by the rise of a military alliance between Russia, Iran, and a group of other Islamic countries that would target Israel and drive the world to the brink of the apocalypse in what Ezekiel described as the “last days.”
The book offered no policy prescriptions for preventing such a Russian-led threat against Israel and U.S. interests in the region. Instead, its author, Dr. Tim LaHaye (who would go on to cowrite Left Behind, the first novel in what became the biggest-selling fiction series in American publishing history, with more than 63 million copies sold) simply stated that such matters were foreordained.
In his introduction, LaHaye wrote:
The eyes of the world are fixed on the Middle East. Every day, the headlines of all major countries carry lead stories about Lebanon, Syria, Iran, Israel, Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, other Middle Eastern nations, the PLO, and Beirut. Most of the world looks for war. . . . Yet the Bible assures us that peace will reign in the Middle East someday—perhaps before the Lord returns. . . . The Jews will enjoy rest, safety, and prosperity unmatched since the days of Solomon. Unfortunately, it will be short-lived, for Russia will “think an evil thought,” mount up its forces, stir up Arab hatreds, and attack Israel with the greatest army in the history of the world. The threat of this attack will terrify Israel into turning to God for help. And their cries will not be in vain, for the Almighty will put on a demonstration of power unequaled since the plagues of Egypt and the parting of the Red Sea. The result? Israel will continue in peace, and the world will know there is a God in heaven.
LaHaye then went on to suggest that this scenario “could well occur during our lifetime.”47
At first glance, the theory seemed ludicrous. In the early 1990s, Russia was hardly a threat to the U.S. anymore, much less to Israel; nor was it likely to be for some time to come. The Evil Empire had just collapsed like a house of cards. Its military machine was being withdrawn from Eastern Europe. Its missiles were being dismantled. More than a million Jews were pouring out of the former Soviet republics and heading to Israel. The Kremlin barely had important economic ties to Iran, much less a military alliance, and its relations with the rest of the Arab and Islamic world were, at best, on hold as it dealt with its own serious internal turmoil. Moreover, the United States was now effectively the world’s only superpower, and Washington’s military and economic ties to Jerusalem were stronger than ever.
Still, I found myself intrigued with the book’s premise on several levels. First, given my family background, I had always been fascinated with both the history and the future of Russia. I could not help but be curious about the notion that the Scriptures spoke of Russia at all, to say nothing of the idea that Russia would attack Israel, perhaps in my lifetime.
Second, as an evangelical Christian, I believed what the Bible said about God giving the land of Israel to the Jewish people as an everlasting covenant, one that could not be broken, no matter what mistakes we Jews made throughout the centuries. I had also had the opportunity to study for a semester at Tel Aviv University during my junior year and found those six months one of the most fascinating periods of my life. Thus, any prophecy that dealt with Israel’s future was one that piqued my curiosity as well.
Finally, I had met Dr. LaHaye on a number of occasions. My wife worked for his wife, Beverly, at the time. I had always found him to be a strong friend of Israel and the Jewish people, as well as one of the most insightful and counterintuitive thinkers in the evangelical world. True, he was controversial in some circles, but if he saw such a scenario within the pages of Scripture, I decided I should not be so quick to dismiss it.
As I sat with Natan Sharansky on that flight to New York in the fall of 2000, I tried to connect the dots. Never before in human history had Russia and Iran been allies. But according to LaHaye, Scripture said they would be in the last days. Was it possible that such an alliance was now beginning to form?
ISRAEL, THE MODERN MIRACLE
When Sharansky’s media tour was complete and I got back home to Washington, I dug out LaHaye’s book from a box in my garage and reread it. I also reread the book of Ezekiel. What struck me first was that much of Ezekiel 36 and 37 had already come true.
In Ezekiel 36:10, for example, God vows to bring the Jewish people back to the land of Israel. “I will greatly increase the population of Israel, and the ruined cities will be rebuilt and filled with people.” Verse 24 picks up that theme. In it, the Lord promises to “gather you [Israel] up from all the nations and bring you [the Jewish people] home again to your land.” In verse 30, God promises to “give you great harvests from your fruit trees and fields, and never again will the surrounding nations be able to scoff at your land for its famines,” echoing his promise in Isaiah 27:6, which reads, “The time is coming when Jacob’s descendants will take root. Israel will bud and blossom and fill the whole earth with fruit!”
As I read through Ezekiel 37, I found the prophet’s vision of the “valley of dry bones.” Ezekiel looks out over mountains of dead, dry, brittle bones—bereft of life and hope—stretching out as far as his eyes can see. He hears the Lord describe these bones as “the people of Israel,” but he also sees the Lord do a miracle. For as Ezekiel looks on in stunned amazement, the bones suddenly come back together. They take the shape of skeletons. They are wrapped in muscles and tendons and flesh, and then God breathes life into them and Israel once again becomes a fully living, breathing modern nation, with “a great army” and one leader at its helm.
This has already happened, I thought to myself. My parents and grandparents and I have seen these exact things come true right before our very eyes.
Indeed, out of the trauma of the pogroms and the ashes of the Holocaust, and despite the violent resistance of the Muslim world, Israel had been reborn as a modern state, and Jews were returning to the Holy Land just as Ezekiel said they would.
Consider the numbers. When Israel declared her independence on May 14, 1948, the country’s population stood at only 806,000. Yet by the end of 2005, nearly 7 million people lived in Israel, 5.6 million of whom were Jewish. Thousands more arrive every year. In 2005 alone, some 19,000 Jews immigrated to Israel. In fact, today more Jews live in the greater Tel Aviv area than in New York City, as many Jews live in Israel as in the United States, and it will not be long before more Jews live in Israel than Jews who do not.48
At the same time, the ancient ruins of Israelite cities and towns like Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth, Jericho, Hebron, Caesarea, and Tiberias have been rebuilt to house the massive influx of Jewish immigrants. Hundreds of new office buildings, hotels, shopping centers, restaurants, movie theaters, gas stations, and government ministry buildings were built during this period, and every time I visit Israel I see more construction under way.
If this were not enough, the deserts of Israel are blooming again after centuries of neglect, filling the Holy Land and the world with fruit, vegetables, and flowers, just as the Bible said would happen. Take citrus exports as one example. Before 1948, Israel had no international citrus market to speak of. Yet by the 1960s, Jaffa oranges were world famous and actually made up 30 percent of Israel’s rapidly growing export market. By 1980, Israeli citrus exports had hit nearly one billion dollars, an extraordinary figure for such a small and newly developed country.49
In the first three decades of the new Jewish state’s existence, total Israeli agricultural exports increased a whopping 4,000 percent.50 What’s more, a remarkable 40 percent of Israel’s vegetables and field crops were grown in sparsely populated desert regions, and by the year 2000 some 90 percent of Israeli melon exports were coming from the desert regions known as the Arava.51
Agriculture is now a $3.3 billion annual business in Israel, 20 percent of which is exported.52 Cotton exports rose from virtually nothing to $25 million a year by 2004. Exports of fresh flowers, particularly to Europe, have soared from less than $100,000 in foreign sales in 1949 to a stunning $238 million in 2004.53 Israeli potato exports have also exploded over the same period from virtually nothing to more than a quarter of a billion in annual export sales today.54
And one hardly needs to recount the size, strength, or feats of the Israeli Defense Forces. Suffice it to say that Israel has been an island of a few million immigrants in a sea of 300 million enemies yet has proven victorious in the 1948 War of Independence, the 1956 Suez Crisis, the 1967 war, the War of Attrition (1968–1970), the Yom Kippur War of 1973, and the Lebanon war of 1982, while also saving the world from an Iraqi nuclear bomb when Israeli pilots took out the Osirik reactor in June of 1981.
Maybe LaHaye’s theory wasn’t so ludicrous, I thought. He had, after all, published The Coming Peace in the Middle East in 1984, at a time when very few people believed the Soviet empire would ever allow a million Jews to flee for the Promised Land. But that is precisely what happened, and for me it raised an intriguing question: If the rebirth and repopulation of Israel described in Ezekiel 36 and 37 were coming true in my lifetime, was it not at least remotely possible that the peace and prosperity—and future war and divine rescue—described in chapters 38 and 39 could soon come true as well?
I was not about to speculate about such things in public, of course—not if I ever wanted to work as an advisor to U.S. and Israeli political leaders and not be perceived as a lunatic. But I admit, I was intrigued. In what little spare time I had, I began studying these ancient prophecies, the latest developments in the Arab-Israeli peace process, and the emerging relationship between Russia and Iran. What’s more, I began to consider the possibility that someday I might write a novel about how the Ezekiel scenario could unfold. What I didn’t know then was how soon that day would be.
CHAPTER THREE
CONNECTING THE DOTS
About a week after Sharansky returned to Israel, I received a phone call from a top strategist for Benjamin Netanyahu. Could I meet the former Israeli prime minister the following week when he came to the U.S.?
With Barak’s government on the verge of collapse, the strategist explained, Netanyahu was being urged to run for prime minister again when new elections were called, perhaps as early as the spring of 2001. He was, therefore, quietly forming a new inner circle of Americans to complement his Israeli team. Netanyahu wanted to map out a possible comeback, and he wanted to talk to me about serving as one of his communications advisors.
If the interview went well, I would be invited to join the half dozen or so other advisors already on board and stay for the six-hour strategy meeting to follow. I accepted without hesitation.
Just before 8:00 a.m. on Monday, September 25, 2000, I entered the lobby of Netanyahu’s hotel in Manhattan and was taken by a security guard directly to the former prime minister’s suite, where I was greeted by the strategist who had talked to me over the phone. We chatted about the latest developments in the Bush-Cheney campaign against Vice President Gore and Senator Joe Lieberman and about the morning’s headlines from Israel.
A few minutes later, Netanyahu entered the room. He looked tanned, fit, and very relaxed, sporting a black polo shirt and dress slacks. His hair was a bit grayer than when he had been in office, but he seemed rejuvenated and ready to get back into the arena. He gave me a firm handshake and asked me to sit.
“So, Joel, tell me a little about yourself,” Netanyahu began.
I tried to compose my thoughts. There was something remarkable about meeting the ninth prime minister of the modern State of Israel, a man who’d literally had his finger on the button while facing down enemies like Saddam Hussein and the ayatollahs of Iran.
“Well, sir, my first job was at the Heritage Foundation. . . .”
I had barely gotten the words out of my mouth when Netanyahu broke out in a smile and told me how much he loved the work Heritage did for the cause of freedom and how long he had been friends with the organization’s founder, Ed Feulner.
“What did you do after Heritage?” he asked.
I explained that my next job had been working for Bill Bennett and Jack Kemp. This, too, elicited a strong reaction. Netanyahu was friends with both men. As I recall, he referred to Jack as “Yitzhak Kemp,” a nickname the famed quarterback turned congressman turned secretary of housing and urban development had earned through years of supporting Israel through thick and thin.
Netanyahu also turned out to be a big fan of Rush Limbaugh, for whom I’d worked as director of research from 1994 until I joined Steve Forbes’s presidential campaign in 1996. And when I mentioned working for Steve as his communications director and later as deputy campaign manager during the 2000 primaries, that was apparently all Netanyahu had to hear. He couldn’t say enough good about the flat tax, Steve’s passion for free-market reform, and the Jubilee Business Summit they had cochaired together in October 1998. The interview had been under way for barely five minutes, and already it was over.
“Why exactly are we having this meeting?” Netanyahu asked, standing. “If you were good enough for them, you’re good enough for me. Let’s get started.”
Startled, I stood as well and shook his hand. I was in.
“ALL HELL IS BREAKING LOOSE”
By the end of November, less than three months after that initial strategy meeting in New York, Netanyahu led Barak by a stunning seventeen points, forty-six to twenty-nine. We had run no ads. There was no official political campaign in operation, yet the numbers were exploding, and Barak’s camp was in full panic mode. So what had happened?
Yasser Arafat had happened.
Rather than pocket the most generous deal ever offered by any Israeli prime minister in history (too generous, in our judgment) and declare victory, Arafat chose instead to launch a bloody campaign against Israel, hoping to force Israel to make even more concessions. Using the pretext that Ariel Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount on September 28 (a visit I have made several times and which is and should be perfectly legal) had somehow violated a Muslim holy site (though Sharon never entered the Dome of the Rock or the Al-Aksa Mosque), Palestinians began rioting on the Temple Mount, throughout East Jerusalem, and all over the West Bank and Gaza.55
Day after day they torched cars, threw firebombs, and fired automatic weapons at Israeli soldiers and civilians alike. Then, on October 6, Arafat’s Fatah Party, along with the Islamic resistance movement known as Hamas, ratcheted up the crisis even further, calling for a Palestinian “day of rage,” thus intensifying the clashes.
Six days later, on the morning of October 12, 2000, I woke up to an urgent call from one of Netanyahu’s advisors. “Turn on your television,” he told me. “All hell is breaking loose.” He was actually understating it.
In Ramallah, Arafat’s capital on the West Bank, Palestinian mobs had lynched and butchered two Israeli reserve soldiers—a thirty-eight-year-old father of three and a thirty-three-year-old newlywed—on worldwide television. One of the teenage murderers had actually slathered his own hands in the men’s still-warm blood and held them out a window for the media and a cheering Palestinian crowd to see.
In Lebanon, meanwhile, Hezbollah guerrillas had seized three Israeli hostages and declared their own day of rage, vowing to set the border with Israel on fire. In Yemen, Al-Qaeda terrorists operating at the direction of Osama bin Laden had just launched a suicide-bombing mission against the USS Cole, an American warship in port for refueling. The attack killed seventeen American sailors and wounded thirty-nine others. And in Iraq, Saddam Hussein not only issued a chilling new threat to destroy Israel if he was given access through Jordan; he also began moving an armored division of 15,000 Republican Guard troops westward out of Baghdad toward the border of Jordan and Israel, a highly provocative move in such a volatile climate.56
Once again, the Middle East was the epicenter of a massive political earthquake. Saddam, Arafat, and bin Laden were all moving on the same day, and the world was looking on in horror. My phones were soon ringing off the hook as American journalists, radio talk-show hosts, and network news producers sought Netanyahu’s reaction.
On November 2, a car bombing in Jerusalem killed two Israelis and wounded ten more. On November 20, an Israeli school bus filled with children was ripped to shreds by a roadside bomb, leaving two dead and nine seriously injured. Two days later, Palestinian terrorists blew up a bus in Hadera, killing two Israelis and injuring sixty more. On and on the violence went, and Barak appeared powerless to stop it.57
During the Camp David summit, Netanyahu had warned that Barak’s concessions were putting Israel’s security at risk because the Palestinian leadership would view them as being offered not out of strength but out of weakness.58 Now such warnings were playing out before the eyes of the world.
Netanyahu was no prophet. Rather, he was a man who understood the nature of evil. He had coldly and correctly assessed the character and intentions of Yasser Arafat and Saddam Hussein and the leaders of jihadist movements such as Hamas, Hezbollah, and Al-Qaeda. He knew how they thought, how they operated, how they collaborated, what they wanted, and how far they were willing to go to get it. And the Israeli people began to see that he was right.
Netanyahu now had a commanding fifteen- to twenty-point lead over Barak in nearly every public poll. He certainly seemed poised to become Israel’s next prime minister. The strategist who had introduced me to Netanyahu now asked me to consider working full-time as his English-language press secretary when the campaign officially launched early in 2001. It would mean moving my family to Jerusalem for several months, but it was the chance of a lifetime.
Still, I had one question: “You know that I’m an evangelical Christian, right?”
It was a sensitive subject in Israel, especially coming from an Orthodox Jewish heritage as I did. But it would be better to deal with the issue up front, I thought, than risk causing Netanyahu or his team problems later on, particularly in the white-hot battle of a political campaign.
The strategist looked at me for a moment as if to say, Do you think you would have gotten within a hundred miles of the former prime minister of Israel if we didn’t already know everything about you? But what he actually said was, “It’s not an issue for us if you don’t make it one.”
I appreciated the confidence of Netanyahu and his team and their willingness to build strategic ties with evangelical Christians, who are among Israel’s most loyal and steadfast friends. In the end, however, neither my family nor I moved to Jerusalem to serve on the campaign. There was no campaign. For as quickly as Netanyahu’s political fortunes had soared, they just as suddenly came to an abrupt end.
CHECKMATE
On Saturday, December 9, I received an unexpected call at home from Jerusalem. “Barak’s resigning,” said one of Netanyahu’s top aides. “He’s expected to hold a press conference in the next few hours.”
That was good news, wasn’t it?
Not exactly, the aide explained.
Rumor had it Barak was going to call for special elections under the pretext of a national-security emergency. That meant voters would go to the polls to choose the nation’s prime minister in just sixty days. But such a move would also trigger a provision within Israeli law that allowed only a sitting member of Israel’s parliament to run.
Barak’s gambit suddenly became clear. Netanyahu was no longer a Knesset member. After his defeat to Barak in 1999, he had stepped down to spend more time with his family, travel a bit, write a book, give some speeches, and get some rest. If Barak had waited for the normal election cycle to roll around or for his government to officially collapse via a parliamentary vote of no confidence, Netanyahu could have legally reentered the political arena and soundly defeated him. By resigning the way he did, however, Barak had put his strongest opponent in checkmate and positioned himself for a run against Ariel Sharon, who appeared far easier to beat.
In the end, however, Barak’s gambit failed disastrously. Arafat’s war on Israel grew bloodier. One Palestinian suicide bomber after another wreaked havoc on the psyche of the Israeli people. Netanyahu threw all his political support behind Sharon. And lo and behold, Israel’s “most notorious hawk” wound up beating Barak in the biggest landslide in modern Israeli history, sixty-two to thirty-seven.59
From Beirut to Baghdad and from Moscow to Washington, Sharon’s almost-overnight rise to power shook long-held assumptions about the future of the Middle East to their core. No one knew what to expect. Not Arafat. Not Saddam. Not the newly elected President Bush, who had actually toured Israel with Sharon back in 1999 when neither man could have known they would soon simultaneously lead their respective nations.
On a more personal level, I had to accept the fact that a new political era was being born in the Holy Land, and I was not going to be a part of it. Thus, as December unfolded and I recovered from the initial shock of Netanyahu not running, I began to assess my options. I was still running November Communications, the consulting company I had formed after the Forbes campaign to help business and political leaders “discover, develop, and drive their message.” But the more my wife, Lynn, and I thought and prayed about our next move, the more I thought about putting myself through political detox.
Maybe it’s time to get out of politics altogether, I told myself. The last ten years have been an exciting ride, but you’re exhausted. You’re hardly ever home. You barely see your kids. Maybe it’s time to stop being so dependent on the ups and downs of political polls and personalities. Maybe it’s time to stop ghostwriting for others and start writing your own novels.
That, of course, was easier said than done. I had never written a novel in my life (no surprise to my critics). I had not taken a single fiction-writing class in college (though when I was writing for Rush Limbaugh’s political newsletter back in the early 1990s, my liberal friends insisted I was writing fiction). I had barely even had time to read any fiction over the previous decade, except for an occasional Clancy or Grisham thriller my sister-in-law might give me for Christmas. What’s more, I had no story, no characters, and little idea of how to construct a Clancy-like thriller, no matter how much I wanted to.
Yet sometime around New Year’s, as life slowed down and the phones stopped ringing and the snow fell gently over the Virginia countryside, I found myself thinking back over all that had happened in the past few months: The Camp David summit and Arafat’s new war for Jerusalem. Sharansky’s meetings with Putin and the emerging alliance between Russia and Iran. Saddam’s threat to wipe out Israel and his recent troop movements toward Jordan. Ezekiel’s prophecies and The Coming Peace in the Middle East. Was there a novel in any of that? Would anyone publish it if there was? And even if someone did, would anyone buy it?
A PLAUSIBLE SCENARIO
Most Americans at the time were not paying attention to the Middle East, as tumultuous as events there were. They were still reeling from the photo-finish presidential election between George W. Bush and Vice President Al Gore, and understandably so. The air was filled with talk of hanging chads, voter intent, and the Supreme Court, not the future of Russia, radical Islam, or weapons of mass destruction. If I was going to write a novel that had any hope of seeing the light of day—much less breaking out and truly capturing people’s imagination—it would have to be unique, to say the least.
I decided that any political-thriller writer worth his or her salt had to begin with a what-if scenario that was as plausible as it was provocative, and it struck me that the scenario arising out of Ezekiel 38 and 39 actually wasn’t bad: What if a dictator rose to power in Russia, formed a military alliance—a nuclear alliance—with Iran, and tried to attack Israel and seize control of the oil-rich Middle East? How might such a crisis play out if it were to happen in my lifetime? How would NATO respond? How might Bush respond? How might an Israeli prime minister like Netanyahu or Sharon respond?
A reader of such a novel would not necessarily need to buy into Bible prophecy to accept both the plausibility and the chilling implications of such a high-stakes plot and the vexing moral questions it would trigger for any world leader. After all, from the days of Peter the Great, Russian leaders had been scheming of ways to gain control of central and near-east Asia. It was why the Soviets had armed the Arab world to the teeth during the Cold War and backed them in the 1956, 1967, and 1973 wars against Israel. It was why Moscow had invaded Afghanistan in 1979, amid the chaos engulfing revolutionary Iran at the time. It certainly was not out of the realm of possibility that a future leader of Russia might recklessly play the same game again.
Pentagon planners have been preparing for the possibility of a Moscow-led invasion of the Middle East for years. In their 1996 book The Next War, former Reagan defense secretary Caspar Weinberger and coauthor Peter Schweizer, a scholar at Stanford’s Hoover Institution, laid out five scenarios for current and future war planners and policy makers to consider in the post-Soviet world. Among them: an ultranationalist radical seizes control of Russia to reconquer the former Soviet empire, and a nuclear-armed Iran launches a new war in the Persian Gulf and initiates a wave of radical Islamic terrorism across Europe and the U.S.60
By the time Lynn and I returned home from one of the Bush inaugural balls a few weeks later, I had made my decision. I was going to take a shot at turning this Ezekiel-driven, what-if scenario into a full-blown political thriller. I had no guarantee of success, of course, but I had a little time, a little money in the bank, and a dream long unfulfilled. If I didn’t try my hand now, I knew I might never try at all.
But no sooner had I begun than I ran into a problem. On the one hand, I wanted this novel to be both as riveting and as plausible as I could possibly make it, and I hoped to draw upon my time in Washington and my experiences with Netanyahu and Sharansky and their advisors in the process. On the other hand, as a Christian I also wanted to be as true to the scenario presented by the prophet Ezekiel as I possibly could. I could not be certain exactly when or precisely how the prophesies would come to complete fulfillment, but I had no doubt they would someday and thus felt compelled to handle the biblical text with care. This immediately created a tension I was not sure how to overcome.
Let me give you an example to illustrate my dilemma. In the first few verses of Ezekiel 38, the prophet lays out a list of countries that will join Russia and Iran in a coalition against Israel in the last days. It is a list I will describe in more detail in later chapters, but suffice it to say here that two countries struck me as conspicuously absent.
The first was Egypt. Nowhere in Ezekiel 38 or 39 is Egypt mentioned directly. Yet Egypt has been a leading enemy of the children of Israel going back to the times of the pharaohs and the slavery of the Jews, which lasted four hundred years. More recently, Egypt was a driving force in all of the major wars against Israel, including 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973. Was it really possible, then, that Egypt would not participate in what could be the next great war against Israel?
As I pondered that question, however, I immediately thought of the 1979 Camp David Accords and the peace treaty that had been historically signed by Egyptian president Anwar Sadat and Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin. It has been a cold peace, to be sure, but it has held for nearly three decades. As I realized that, it suddenly struck me that for the first time since Ezekiel had written this prophecy 2,500 years earlier, it actually was plausible that Egypt could sit out the next war. In my novel, therefore, I could credibly exclude Egypt from the Russian-Iranian coalition against Israel in a way that would never have seemed realistic prior to 1979.
The second country conspicuously absent from Ezekiel’s list was Iraq, and that made absolutely no sense to me. The rulers of the lands known throughout Scripture as Babylon and Mesopotamia had been enemies of the Jewish people nearly as long as the rulers of Egypt. It was the Babylonians who had conquered Jerusalem in 586 BC, destroyed its Holy Temple, and carried off its people and Temple treasures back to Babylon, where the Jews remained in captivity for seventy years. More recently, Iraq had also been heavily involved in the 1948, 1967, and 1973 wars against Israel, and unlike Egypt, Saddam Hussein had never signed a peace treaty with the Jewish state. To the contrary, during the Gulf War of 1991, Saddam had fired thirty-nine Scud missiles at Israel. He had vowed to destroy Israel with chemical weapons, and he had repeated his murderous threats just a few weeks earlier. How, then, could I possibly write a political thriller in 2001 that didn’t include Saddam Hussein as part of the coalition attacking Israel?
This conundrum left me with only two alternatives, as I saw it. I could ignore Ezekiel’s list and add Iraq into the coalition on the premise that I was, after all, simply writing fiction, so what did it really matter? Or I could treat Ezekiel’s list as an intercept from the mind of an all-knowing God, just as a CIA analyst might treat an intercept from the cell phone of a world leader—as a piece of credible, actionable intelligence that I might not initially understand but that was true nonetheless.
As an aspiring thriller writer, I was naturally tempted by the former approach. But as a Bible-believing Christian, I felt compelled to adopt the latter. In other words, I had to rule Iraq out as a coalition partner. Which could only mean that Saddam Hussein was no longer ruling Iraq. Which meant that I was going to have to back up my story by several years and start with a novel about how Saddam might disappear from the world stage before I could write The Ezekiel Option.
How might Saddam go? I wondered. There were a number of possibilities. He could die of natural causes, be assassinated, be overthrown in a coup, or be toppled by the invasion of a foreign power. Death by natural causes was not exactly the stuff of a riveting best seller, so I ruled that out. Assassination and coups had been attempted numerous times during Saddam’s reign of terror, yet none of them had been successful, and I doubted they would be successful in the future given Saddam’s renowned paranoia, multiple layers of security, and many body doubles.
In the end I concluded that the most likely way the Butcher of Baghdad would be taken down was by foreign invasion. Of course, in January 2001, the only country truly capable of launching such an invasion was the United States, but why would we? President George Herbert Walker Bush (“Bush 41”) had not invaded Iraq in 1991 when there was the clear provocation of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. What would move his son, or any future U.S. president, to take such a risk?
I thought about the warnings Netanyahu had given over the past several months—and over the past several decades—that state-sponsored Middle Eastern terrorists were not content to simply target Israel but would target the West as well, and particularly the United States, known throughout the Muslim world as the Great Satan. In his 1995 book Fighting Terrorism, for example, Netanyahu wrote, “It can only be a matter of time before this terror is turned inward against the United States, the leader of the hated West and the country responsible in the eyes of militant Muslims for having created Israel and for maintaining the supposedly heretical Arab regimes.”61
Netanyahu noted that “the rapidly increasing use of suicide bombings by Islamic terrorists . . . suggests that at least some of the people involved have no qualms about blowing themselves up at the service of their ideology (a phenomenon Americans will remember from the Japanese kamikazes of World War II).”62 But he also warned that conventionally armed suicide bombers and kamikazes were not the most serious threat facing the West. “In the worst of such scenarios, the consequences could be not a car bomb but a nuclear bomb in the basement of the World Trade Center.”63
In his 1993 book A Place among the Nations,64 Netanyahu warned against the West’s “tendency to see the end of the Cold War as the ‘end of history.’” He argued that Middle Eastern bloodshed is a “perpetual-motion machine that requires no outside assistance to maintain itself or to threaten the peace and stability of other nations.”65 Remarkably, he also described Saddam’s Iraq as “a menace of the sort that has previously been the stuff only of suspense novels: a terrorist state with a leader seeking to graduate from car bombs to nuclear bombs.”66
As I chewed over such things, the dots began to connect.
It was this analysis from which the Last Jihad series was conceived in January 2001, and, tragically, it was this scenario that was born nine months later.
CHAPTER FOUR
THE THIRD LENS
When The Last Jihad was published, I was constantly asked how I could have anticipated radical Islamic terrorists flying a kamikaze mission into an American city when so many in Washington had not. I replied that the September 11 attacks, in my view, were not so much a failure of intelligence as they were a failure of imagination. It was a line the 9/11 Commission would later echo in their final report.
BLINDSIDED
The FBI and CIA, the nation would later learn, actually had a remarkable amount of information at their fingertips prior to 9/11 that suggested both the nature and even the specific targets of the coming attacks. But in the end, none of it mattered. Too few in our law enforcement and intelligence communities actually believed that such evil was possible. The nature of the attacks that would be carried out against the United States was beyond their ability to imagine. They had the dots. They simply could not connect them, at least not in time.
As President Bush put it, “Nobody in our government . . . and I don’t think the prior government, could envision flying airplanes into buildings on such a massive scale.”68
Condoleezza Rice, then the national security advisor, concurred. “No one could have imagined them . . . using planes as a missile,” she told the 9/11 Commission. “I could not have imagined [it].”69
Richard Armitage, who was serving as deputy secretary of state under Colin Powell on 9/11, testified, “I know that the director of Central Intelligence had, on at least one occasion to my knowledge, talked about hijacking of aircraft. I just don’t think we had the imagination required to consider a tragedy of this magnitude.”70
Major General Paul Weaver, head of the Air National Guard on 9/11, admitted, “We never considered this threat. Who could have ever imagined that our own airlines would be used against us?”71
In its final report, the 9/11 Commission concluded, “The most important failure was one of imagination. We do not believe leaders understood the gravity of the threat.”72
Unfortunately, it was not the first time.
A similar failure of imagination at the highest levels of government took place in 1990.
When I first moved to Washington in January 1990 to work for the Heritage Foundation, it seemed increasingly clear to me that Saddam Hussein was going to invade Kuwait, attack Israel, and draw the world into a bloody new Middle East war. I had no access to classified intelligence and knew no one in the CIA or Mossad at the time. I simply listened to Saddam Hussein’s threats and took him at his word. Amazingly, however, many so-called Middle East experts did not.
In April of 1990, for example, the Los Angeles Times ran a page-one story on Saddam’s new threat to destroy “half of Israel” with chemical weapons. Yet the Times cited an expert from London’s International Institute for Strategic Studies who dismissed the threat as “good propaganda, saber-rattling stuff.”73
The June 11 issue of Time magazine also dismissed the prospects of an Iraq-led war, chalking up Saddam’s increasingly hostile rhetoric to “saber rattling,” a term that practically became a mantra of the “experts” who told us we had nothing to worry about.74
On July 2—precisely one month to the day before Iraq invaded Kuwait—a front-page headline in the Washington Post read “New Middle East War Seen Unlikely: Threats, Saber-Rattling Abound, But Deterrents Curb Both Sides.”
On July 26, just days before the actual invasion, a headline in the influential Times of London read “Experts Believe Iraq Will Stop Short of Invasion.” The article twice used the term saber rattling and reported that “the consensus among Middle East experts yesterday was that Iraq would not invade Kuwait, but could succeed in forcing it to cut oil production.”75
As the summer progressed, I kept asking experts throughout Washington, “Doesn’t all the evidence add up to invasion, not just bluster?” Most of them said no. And it was not only what they said, it was how they said it, as if the only sophisticated, intellectually defensible answer was “Of course not, you uneducated moron.”
I was certainly new to Washington and as green as they came. I had no master’s or PhD in the history or politics of the Middle East. I had lived but a semester in the Middle East, and Israel at that, not in an Arab or Islamic country. And my job at the time was essentially to serve up coffee, not political analysis. But I could not shake the overwhelming feeling that the experts were about to be blindsided.
On August 2, 1990, Iraqi forces began moving across the Kuwaiti border. Official Washington was stunned. The New York Times reported that President Bush (41) and his administration were “surprised by the invasion this week and largely unprepared to respond quickly.” 76 The U.S. ambassador to Iraq had actually left the country for a vacation.77 The Washington Times reported that “the attack surprised most Defense Department officials.”78
Recently declassified documents from the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) paint an even more detailed and troubling portrait of how badly our government was blindsided by the Iraqi invasion.79
A miscalculation of such magnitude simply boggles the mind. This was not a secret conspiracy plotted in the shadowy caves of Afghanistan. To the contrary, Saddam had broadcast his ambitions and his intentions to the whole world. He amassed tens of thousands of men and hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of military equipment on Kuwait’s border in full view of U.S. spy satellites and Western news reporters. Yet so few believed him. Why? How could people so smart, so well versed in ancient and modern history, and so well informed by the best classified intelligence money can buy have so badly misread the situation?
Again, the answer lies not in the failure of intelligence gathering per se but in the failure of imagination. The experts simply refused to believe that Saddam was so evil that he would order the rape and pillaging of an Arab neighbor. They refused to believe that he was so evil that he would launch thirty-nine Scud missiles against Israel, and more Scuds against Saudi Arabia. What’s more, they refused to believe Saddam when he described himself as a “modern Nebuchadnezzar,” one of the most evil tyrants ever described in the Bible. And therein lies the problem.
Too many in Washington today have a modern, Western, secular mind-set that either discounts—or outright dismisses—the fact that evil is a real and active force in history. They insist on interpreting events only through the lenses of politics and economics. Yet to misunderstand the nature and threat of evil is to risk being blindsided by it, and that is precisely what happened on August 2, 1990, and September 11, 2001. Washington was blindsided by an evil it did not understand, just as it had been blindsided by Auschwitz, Dachau, and Pearl Harbor, and much as I believe it will be blindsided by future events.
As an evangelical Christian whose family escaped the persecution of the Jews in czarist Russia, I have no doubt there is real evil in our world. Nor do I have any doubt that it is a powerful and pernicious force in history. I am not threatened by it, for I know there is a God and Savior who promises to defeat evil in due time. But until then, I fully expect evil to gather its forces and strike at the good. Thus, I try to anticipate how and where it might strike, and in doing so I find Scripture a useful guide.
At the very least, the Bible helps me understand the mind-set of tyrants like Saddam Hussein, Yasser Arafat, and Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and the mullahs of Iran, to put them in historic context and anticipate their future moves. At times, it even provides me specific “intelligence” of coming events.
THE THIRD LENS
This brings me to the central premise of this book.
While it is fashionable in our times to analyze world events merely by looking through the lenses of politics and economics, it is also a serious mistake, for it prevents one from being able to see in three dimensions. To truly understand the significance of global events and trends, one must analyze them through a third lens as well: the lens of Scripture. Only then can the full picture become clearer.
The Bible is not shy about describing itself as a supernatural book, written by an all-seeing, all-knowing, all-powerful God who chooses to give his people advance warning of future events he deems of utmost importance. To the Hebrew prophet Jeremiah, God said, “Call to Me and I will answer you, and I will tell you great and mighty things, which you do not know” (Jeremiah 33:3, NASB). To the Hebrew prophet Amos, he explained that “the Lord GOD does nothing unless He reveals His secret counsel to His servants the prophets” (Amos 3:7, NASB).
When King Nebuchadnezzar had dreams of future events so troubling that he could not sleep, he turned to the Hebrew prophet Daniel, who told him that it is the God of heaven who “removes kings and establishes kings” and “it is He who reveals the profound and hidden things” (Daniel 2:21-22, NASB). “As for the mystery about which the king has inquired,” Daniel explained, “neither wise men, conjurers, magicians nor diviners are able to declare it to the king. However, there is a God in heaven who reveals mysteries, and He has made known to King Nebuchadnezzar what will take place in the latter days” (Daniel 2:27-28, NASB). Daniel then foretold the coming rise of four great world empires—Babylonian, Media-Persian, Greek, and Roman—with startling accuracy.
In one of the most intriguing passages to me in the New Testament, Jesus sharply criticized his followers for not analyzing current events through the third lens of Scripture. “When you see a cloud rising in the west, immediately you say, ‘A shower is coming,’ and so it turns out. And when you see a south wind blowing, you say, ‘It will be a hot day,’ and it turns out that way. You hypocrites! You know how to analyze the appearance of the earth and the sky, but why do you not analyze this present time?” (Luke 12:54-56, NASB).
Why such a strong rebuke? Because while those living in first-century Palestine certainly knew the many ancient Hebrew prophecies describing the coming Messiah (that he would be born in Bethlehem, born of a virgin, live in Galilee, teach in parables, do miracles, care for the poor, be a light to the Gentiles, etc.), they could not—or would not—connect the dots and accept that it was Jesus himself to whom the prophets were pointing.
Yet how many today, living in the twenty-first century, are truly familiar with the many ancient biblical prophecies concerning the second coming of the Messiah and are able—much less willing—to connect the dots and see what is coming?
Not all events are described in advance in the Bible, of course. Nor can the prophecies be used to determine the future of every country. But there are key events and trends that will occur in certain countries—epicenter countries—that the Bible does describe with surprising specificity for anyone willing to look carefully.
AMERICAN ATTITUDES TOWARD BIBLE PROPHECY
Today there is no shortage of people who think that those who believe the Bible offers a reliable guide to coming events are lunatics.
In his 2000 book The End of Days, Israeli journalist Gershom Gorenberg called belief in biblical prophecies of the end times a “fantasy” and “dangerous.”80
Bill Moyers, the longtime PBS journalist, marveled in a 2004 speech that there are actually “people who believe the Bible is literally true,” and specifically called the end-times beliefs of Americans “bizarre.” Christians, said Moyers, believe that “once Israel has occupied the rest of its ‘biblical lands,’ legions of the Antichrist will attack it, triggering a final showdown in the valley of Armageddon. . . . True believers will be lifted out of their clothes and transported to heaven where, seated next to the right hand of God, they will watch their political and religious opponents suffer plagues of boils, sores, locusts and frogs during the several years of tribulation that follow. I’m not making this up. . . . I’ve read it in the literature.”81
In his best-selling 2006 book, American Theocracy, former Republican strategist Kevin Phillips echoed such sentiments. He warned that Americans who believe in biblical prophecy are “overimaginative” at best and “radical” at worst, asserting that “the rapture, end-times, and Armageddon hucksters in the United States rank with any Shiite ayatollahs.”82
What really stuns and infuriates such skeptics is the enormous number of Americans who believe that world events are unfolding just as the Bible foretold.
In February 2006, curious to see just how many there were, I commissioned a national survey of American adults to better understand contemporary attitudes toward Bible prophecy. The poll was conducted by the respected firm of McLaughlin & Associates, founded by John McLaughlin, who works with some of the world’s leading business and political leaders, including Steve Forbes, Benjamin Netanyahu, and Speaker of the House Dennis Hastert.83
We asked people if they agreed with the following statement:
Events such as the rebirth of the State of Israel, wars and instability in the Middle East, recent earthquakes, and the tsunami in Asia are evidence that we are living in what the Bible calls the last days.
Remarkably, more than four out of ten Americans (42 percent) said they agreed. And common stereotypes notwithstanding, it was not just white Anglo-Saxon Protestants or rural, Bible Belt, southern men who said they agreed.
The numbers were even more surprising when we narrowed the question.
The rebirth of the State of Israel in 1948 and the return of millions of Jews to the Holy Land after centuries in exile represent the fulfillment of biblical prophecies.
This time, a remarkable 52 percent of all Americans said they agreed. Only 22 percent said they disagreed, while 26 percent either did not know or chose not to answer the question. And again, belief was not limited to the “usual suspects.”
THE ROAD AHEAD
Just because tens of millions of Americans say they believe that Bible prophecy is coming true before their eyes or that they are living in the last days does not, of course, mean they are aware of the specific events the Bible says are right around the corner. In the chapters ahead, therefore, I will lay out ten future headlines we will read, the scriptural basis of such predictions, and the latest events and trends that suggest such headlines may be closer than previously thought.
CHAPTER FIVE: FUTURE HEADLINE
ISRAEL DISCOVERS MASSIVE RESERVES OF OIL, GAS
When I began writing the Last Jihad series, I based it in large part on prophecies in the book of Ezekiel that indicate two things that must occur before Israel’s last-days showdown with Russia and Iran. The first “prerequisite” is that there must be a period of calm and stability in Israel before the War of Gog and Magog. The second is that Israel must build up significant wealth.
In the next chapter, I will discuss the “peace prerequisite.” But first I want to take a look at the “prosperity prerequisite” from Ezekiel 38. In this passage, the ancient prophet is conveying a message from God to a future dictator of Russia:
After many days you [dictator of Russia] will be summoned; in the latter years you will come into the land that is restored from the sword, whose inhabitants have been gathered from many nations to the mountains of Israel which had been a continual waste; but its people were brought out from the nations, and they are living securely, all of them. . . . And you will say, “I will go up against the land of unwalled villages. I will go against those who are at rest, that live securely, all of them living without walls and having no bars or gates, to capture spoil and to seize plunder, to turn your hand against the waste places which are now inhabited, and against the people who are gathered from the nations, who have acquired cattle and goods, who live at the center of the world.” Sheba and Dedan [ancient names for modern-day Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states] and the merchants of Tarshish [historically southern Spain, though it could refer more generally to Europe or the Mediterranean states] with all its villages will say to you [the Russian dictator], “Have you come to capture spoil? Have you assembled your company to seize plunder, to carry away silver and gold, to take away cattle and goods, to capture great spoil?” (Ezekiel 38:8, 11-13, NASB)
It’s important to note that this passage comes after the rebirth of the modern State of Israel prophesied in chapter 36 yet before the Russian-Iranian attack. According to the passage, prior to the attack
Ezekiel 36:11 provides yet another clue: “I will increase not only the people [in the land of Israel], but also your animals. O mountains of Israel, I will bring people to live on you once again. I will make you even more prosperous than you were before. Then you will know that I am the LORD” (emphasis added). That would be quite a development, I thought when I first read this passage. After all, when Solomon was king of Israel, he was one of the wealthiest men in the world. Yet Ezekiel was saying that modern Israel would be wealthier still.
In The Coming Peace in the Middle East, Dr. LaHaye had considered a number of ways that Israel could become so peaceful and prosperous. Among them: “Suppose that a pool of oil, greater than anything in Arabia . . . were discovered by the Jews. . . . This would change the course of history. Before long, Israel would be able independently to solve its economic woes, finance the resettlement of the Palestinians, and supply housing for Jews and Arabs in the West Bank, East Bank, or anywhere else they might choose to live. Even if something besides oil were discovered, it would have the same far-reaching effect if it were able to produce high revenues.”84
When I first read that, I nearly laughed. Oil in Israel? Wouldn’t that be nice? Israelis have long complained that if they are really the chosen people, why in the world didn’t God resettle them in Saudi Arabia? As the late prime minister Golda Meir once put it, “Moses dragged us for forty years through the desert to bring us to the one place in the Middle East where there was no oil!”85 But the more I thought about LaHaye’s theory, the more it seemed exactly like something God would do—unveil a dramatic plot twist near the end of the story.
Then in the fall of 2000, as I was working for Sharansky and Netanyahu, the New York Times published two headlines that captured my attention:
GAS DEPOSITS OFF ISRAEL AND GAZA OPENING VISIONS OF JOINT VENTURES
The New York Times, September 15, 2000
ARAFAT HAILS BIG GAS FIND OFF THE COAST OF GAZA STRIP
The New York Times, September 28, 2000
Wrote reporter William Orme: “Drilling deep below the seas off Israel and the Gaza Strip, foreign energy companies are discovering gas reserves that could lift the Palestinian economy and give Israel its first taste of energy independence. Industry experts, including those on this giant platform, say the Palestinians and Israelis will both profit if they can work together in a high-stakes partnership.”86
What’s more, experts had calculated that Israel had “some three to five trillion cubic feet of proven gas reserves,” and according to Yehezkel Druckman, Israel’s petroleum commissioner, “there may be more.” At current prices, Orme reported, “the value of the strike was estimated [at] $2 billion to $6 billion, depending on pressure, quantity, and other variables.”87
Israel? Proven reserves? Billions? When I read those words, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. True, the stories spoke only of natural gas, not a massive oil strike. But what if Commissioner Druckman was right? What if this was only the beginning? What if there was more where that came from?
By the time I sat down to write Jihad, I had decided to add a fictional oil strike—discovered by a fictional American investment company working with a fictional Israeli company called Medexco, run by a fictional Russian Jewish petroleum engineer named Dmitri Galishnikov. I did so not because I believed that the Bible specifically predicted it, but because it suddenly seemed plausible, and I wanted this thriller to seem as realistic as humanly possible.
Little did I know.
BLACK GOLD
Just days before Jihad was released in November 2002, a curious headline flashed across the newswires: “Israeli Geologist Drills for Oil Based on Biblical Guidance.” The article told the story of Tovia Luskin, an Orthodox Jew born and raised in Russia who became so convinced by studying the Bible that there was black gold buried under the sands of the Jewish state that he moved to Israel, conducted extensive research, launched a limited partnership called Givot Olam, and came to the conclusion that “there are 65 million barrels of oil” in central Israel alone.88
There was just one problem. Tovia Luskin was wrong. A year later, just before The Last Days was published, the news broke that Luskin and his colleagues had discovered oil reservoirs at their Meged-4 drilling site in central Israel holding not 65 million barrels but 100 million barrels.89 A few months later came even more stunning news: new testing had revealed that the Givot Olam site contained not 100 million barrels but upward of a billion barrels, leading the Associated Press to report, “An Israeli oil company has made the largest oil find in the history of the country” and driving Givot Olam shares on the Tel Aviv Stock Exchange up 30 percent.90
People e-mailed me from all over the country to see if I had seen the stories and to ask me yet again if my novels were coming true. But the gusher of headlines about oil in Israel had only just begun to flow.
NATURAL GAS, OIL FOUND IN DEAD SEA
Jerusalem Post, April 1, 2004
ISRAEL STRIKES BLACK GOLD
Arutz Sheva, May 4, 2004
OIL BARON SEEKS GUSHER FROM GOD IN ISRAEL
Reuters, April 4, 2005
IN ISRAEL, OIL QUEST IS BASED ON FAITH
Wall Street Journal, May 1, 2005
HIS MISSION: SEEK AND YE SHALL FIND OIL
USA Today, May 19, 2005
A VISION OF OIL IN THE HOLY LAND
Newsweek, June 13, 2005
MOSES’ OILY BLESSING: WILL ISRAEL FIND OIL?
The Economist, June 18, 2005
SEARCHING FOR OIL IN ISRAEL
CBS News, September 20, 2005
IS ISRAEL SITTING ON AN ENORMOUS OIL RESERVE?
WorldNetDaily, September 21, 2005
The story in the respected London-based Economist magazine particularly caught my eye. It turned out that Tovia Luskin was not the only businessman who believed the Bible talked specifically about the existence of oil in Israel: “In the 1980s, John Brown, a Catholic Texan cutting-tools executive, and Tovia Luskin, a Russian Jewish geophysicist and career oilman, both had religious epiphanies. Mr. Brown became a born-again Christian, while Mr. Luskin joined the Orthodox Jewish Lubavitch movement. Soon after, each found inspiration in chapter 33 of the book of Deuteronomy, in which Moses, nearing death after guiding the tribes of Israel to the border of the Promised Land, leaves each tribe with a blessing.”91
The article went on to describe the blessing Moses gave to Ephraim and Manasseh, two tribes descended from Joseph: “Their land, says Moses, will yield the ‘precious fruits’ of ‘the deep lying beneath,’ of the ‘ancient mountains’ and of the ‘everlasting hills.’”
Luskin believed Moses was giving “a classic description of an oil trap.” The name of his company, Givot Olam, means “everlasting hills.” According to the article, John Brown came to a similar conclusion, founding his own company, Zion Oil, in the hope of discovering the treasures Moses had described.
Intrigued, I tracked down Luskin at his office in Jerusalem and chatted with him by phone about all the headlines he was generating.
Luskin, a graduate of Moscow State University with a degree in geology and a love for oil exploration, explained that he left Russia in 1976 and moved to Canada, where he worked for Shell Oil and other petroleum companies. Later he worked for oil companies in Indonesia and Australia before immigrating to Israel with his family in 1990.
“Initially,” he told me, “I came to the idea of looking for oil in Israel from reading the Chumash, the first five books of Moses. And then I came to Israel and started studying the geology here. . . . When I got the Israeli geological data it was striking in that it was very similar to the Syrian Basin, which seemed to me to extend down to Israel, which turned out to be exactly right. . . . Since 1993, we’ve drilled three wells and all three wells encountered oil. It’s a big oil field.”
“So, how close are you to commercial production?” I asked him.
“We are about to start a new well,” he said. “Hopefully this well will take us to production stage. Eventually, we will probably need to drill around forty wells.”92
OIL AT ARMAGEDDON?
In August 2005, while on the Ezekiel Option book tour, I had lunch in Dallas with Gene Soltero, the president and CEO of Zion Oil, the company founded by John Brown. I had never heard of the MIT-trained economist and petroleum engineer before, but I took a liking to him immediately. Balding, with short tufts of gray hair over each ear and small, wire-rimmed glasses, Soltero was a soft-spoken man in his sixties who looked more like a professor of management at some college in the American Midwest than a treasure hunter in the Mideast. But he had quite a story to tell, and a lot of questions for me.
On a recent visit to Israel, an investor in his company had picked up a paperback copy of The Last Jihad in Ben Gurion International Airport. He’d read it on the plane home and gotten so excited about it that he had e-mailed Soltero and everyone else in the company, urging that they read it too. Why? Because to Soltero and his colleagues, the discovery of oil in the Holy Land described in the novel wasn’t fiction. It was their lives.
As Soltero explained it, all the top executives in the company quickly read Jihad and The Last Days. The more Soltero and his colleagues read, the more intrigued they got. How had I come up with such an oil-and-gas story line? Did I know about all the biblical prophecies that said Israel would, in fact, discover oil in the last days? More to the point, did I know just how close their company and others were to seeing these prophecies come to pass?
I had questions of my own.
What had gotten him involved in such a risky and speculative hunt for oil in the Holy Land? What exactly were these prophecies upon which he and Brown and Luskin were basing their companies? And what did he believe the future held?
As we shared our stories, Soltero, who had worked in the oil-and-gas business for more than four decades, explained that he joined Zion Oil not long after Brown had founded the company in 2000 because Brown had such a compelling way of looking at Israel. Soltero didn’t use this terminology, but what he meant was that Brown looked at Israel through the third lens.
In 1981 Brown had visited a church in Clawson, Michigan. There he heard a sermon by the Reverend James Spillman, who wrote a short book called The Great Treasure Hunt.
In his book Spillman argued:
Biblical prophecy describes an event in which the armies of the world, led by Gog and Magog, would invade Israel “to take a spoil.” What could Israel possibly possess in the last days that would make it such a prize for conquest that the world’s armies would meet there to fight for the spoils? . . . Countries don’t invade their neighbors for pomegranates and olive oil, but they do go to war over another kind of oil. Petroleum. . . . The problem, however, is that Israel is an oil poor country. Fifty years of oil exploration and production in Israel have produced about 20 million barrels total. That’s a little over two days of the oil production coming out of Saudi Arabia. Armies will go to war over oil, but not two days’ worth. But what if a significant amount of oil were discovered in Israel?93
That night Spillman made a similar case to Brown and the rest of the assembled congregation, then walked them through a series of Old Testament passages describing God’s ancient promise to unlock enormous wealth and treasures for the children of Israel in the last days.
As Soltero explained it, John Brown was electrified. He went home and carefully studied these Scriptures and many others Spillman had laid out, asking God to help him understand them and know how, if at all, he could be involved in finding such a treasure. For the next two decades, Brown traveled back and forth to Israel, learning everything about the oil-and-gas business he possibly could, meeting everyone in the industry that he could, studying maps, researching locations, cross-checking with the Scriptures, and praying for wisdom all the while. By April of 2000, he finally felt he knew enough to begin a company. He launched Zion Oil with the help of an Israeli lawyer named Philip Mandelker, using the following mission statement:
Zion Oil & Gas was ordained by G_d94 for the express purpose of discovering oil and gas in the land of Israel and to bless the Jewish people and the nation of Israel and the body of Christ (Isaiah 23:18). I believe that G_d has promised in the Bible to bless Israel with one of the world’s largest oil and gas fields and this will be discovered in the last days before the Messiah returns.95
The company was soon awarded a license by the government of Israel to explore for oil and gas on 28,800 acres in northern Israel, and it was during this time that Gene Soltero joined the company.
“So how is it going?” I asked.
“We were recently awarded an expanded permit to explore some 219,000 acres in northern Israel,” Soltero told me. “We’ve been drilling for the past several months and the initial results are very exciting. For legal reasons, I can’t say more right now. But let’s just say it’s possible that your novels have vastly understated how much oil is out there.”
As he described where they were drilling, I realized it was only a few miles from the Jezreel Valley and the ancient city of Megiddo. “Wait a minute,” I said. “Are you telling me you think you’ve found oil under Armageddon?”
Soltero smiled. “I wish I could say more, but right now I can’t,” he demurred.
In talking to other oil experts in Israel and the U.S. over the next few months, I was able to confirm that there is, in fact, both oil and natural gas under the region known in the Bible as Armageddon, where the Scriptures say the final cataclysmic conflict of history will occur. Just how much is there remains unclear as I write this. There is more testing to do, and many technical challenges abound before any of it will be commercially viable to pump and refine, challenges that Tovia Luskin and his team are encountering as well, despite having already found a billion barrels of oil not far away.
What intrigues me is that Zion Oil and Givot Olam are not alone in their efforts to examine Israel’s economy and geology through the third lens of Scripture. Philip Mandelker, Zion Oil’s lawyer, told me that their company is one of six whose founders were originally inspired to start drilling because of Old Testament passages.96 And several of them are beginning to see promising results.
Will one of these companies hit the big one? Will they all? Will someone else? The truth is, we cannot know exactly who will tap into the oil reserves believed to be waiting beneath Israel’s soil or exactly when it will happen, because the Bible does not tell us. But the Bible does make it clear that Israel will be wealthy before the Russian-Iranian coalition attacks. That much we can take to the bank. And I believe the Bible’s hints about the existence of oil in Israel present a viable means for the fulfillment of that prophecy. Thus, expect to read future headlines like this one: “Israel Discovers Massive Reserves of Oil, Gas.”
ISRAEL, HOME OF MILLIONAIRES
That said, let’s be clear: Israel has already become enormously wealthy over the last six decades—far wealthier than her immediate neighbors. Finding oil would simply be icing on an already impressive cake.
Despite a population of only 7 million people, for example, Israel is now home to more than 6,600 millionaires. Of these, seventy possess liquid assets of $30 million or more. Of the 500 wealthiest people in the world, six are now Israeli, and all told, Israel’s rich had assets in 2004 of more than $24 billion, up from $20 billion in 2003, according to a report published by Merrill Lynch.97
Today Israel has become an economic powerhouse, one of the world’s high-tech leaders, and a magnet for foreign investment. “Israel is like part of Silicon Valley,” Microsoft founder Bill Gates said on his first trip to the country in October 2005. “The quality of the people here is fantastic. . . . It’s no exaggeration to say that the kind of innovation going on in Israel is critical to the future of the technology business. So many great companies have been started here.”
In May 2006, Warren Buffett, the world’s second-richest man, announced that he was investing $4 billion in a Galilee-based metalworking company. Given that this was the largest investment Buffet had ever made outside the United States, it was widely seen as an enormous vote of confidence in the present vitality and the future potential of the Israeli economy.98
No wonder, then, that more Israeli-based companies and companies started by Israelis are listed on NASDAQ than from any other country. Or that Intel, whose next-generation chip was designed in Israel, broke ground in February 2006 on a new $3.5 billion microchip factory and research-and-development facility in the town of Kiryat Gat and reported that it now has more employees in Israel than in Silicon Valley. Or that Google announced in 2005 that it was opening new research-and-development facilities in Israel. Or that over the past decade, more than $8.7 billion has poured into Israeli venture-capital funds. Or that an Israeli professor, Robert Aumann of Hebrew University in Jerusalem, won the 2005 Nobel Prize for Economics.99
And it is not just high-tech successes that Israelis are experiencing today. Israel now leads the world in exports of industrial oils, fertilizers, and polished diamonds. In 2005 the tiny Jewish state placed eighth worldwide in per capita exports. Tourism, too, is surging, climbing 26 percent in 2005 and up 78 percent in the number of first-time visitors. The list of economic achievements could go on and on.100
That is not to say Israel does not still struggle with poverty, unemployment, and underemployment. It certainly does, and these are challenges its leaders must constantly and compassionately address. But Israel has made extraordinary—some would say miraculous—economic gains since 1948 and has become dramatically wealthier than any of its immediate neighbors.
MIDDLE EAST COUNTRIES GDP
COUNTRY | GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT |
---|---|
Israel | $123 billion |
Egypt | $81 billion |
Syria | $26 billion |
Lebanon | $21 billion |
Jordan | $12 billion |
Source: CIA World Fact Book, 2005
What’s more, Israel is poised for even more explosive economic growth, quite apart from future oil and gas discoveries. Ben Gurion International Airport has been expanded and modernized. New highways and light railways are being built. Inflation, which raged at 100 percent or more a year in the early 1980s, was a mere 1.2 percent in 2004. Interest rates are historically low. The exchange rate has been stable. And after a serious recession in 2001–2002 due to the global economic downturn combined with the Al-Aksa Intifada (aka Arafat’s War), growth is surging again, hitting 4.4 percent in 2004 and 5 percent in 2005.
In June 2005, I attended a $1,000-a-plate dinner with Benjamin Netanyahu at the St. Regis Hotel in New York. The evening was part of a fund-raising event for Israel’s leading free-market-reform think tank, the Israel Center for Social and Economic Progress, run by Daniel Doron, who has been a friend and mentor of mine on all things Israel since the early 1990s.
That night Netanyahu, who was then serving as Ariel Sharon’s finance minister, talked about the sweeping changes enacted during his tenure—deep tax cuts, privatization of state-owned industries, banking deregulation, and so forth—and the remarkable economic growth that had resulted. But he insisted there was much more to come.
“In ten years, Israel could be one of the ten richest countries in the world,” Netanyahu explained, noting that nine of the ten wealthiest countries in the world are small countries with fewer than 10 million people each and that many of them were not on the list at all a decade or two ago.
Ireland, for example—a country of only about 4 million citizens, roughly two-thirds of Israel’s population—was barely a blip on the global economic radar for most of the twentieth century, Netanyahu observed. By 2005, however, the Emerald Tiger had a roaring, low-tax economy and was ranked the eighth richest country in the world in GDP per capita.
“There is absolutely no reason why Israel can’t soon become one of the most successful countries in the world,” Netanyahu concluded.101
Looking back, I am grateful for the opportunity to attend that night. For whether he meant to or not, Netanyahu had just confirmed that Ezekiel’s promise of a dazzling economic future for Israel in the last days was rapidly coming to pass.
CHAPTER SIX: FUTURE HEADLINE
TREATIES AND TRUCES LEAVE ISRAELIS MORE SECURE THAN EVER BEFORE
None of this remarkable prosperity in Israel would be possible, of course, without a significant degree of calm and stability. Such security has seemed almost impossible until recent years, yet this is precisely what Ezekiel tells us to anticipate.
Note that the Hebrew prophet does not go so far as to say there will be a comprehensive peace treaty between Israel and all of her neighbors, or that all—or even most—hostilities in the Middle East will have ceased. But he does make it clear that in “the last days” (Ezekiel 38:16, NASB) before the Russian-Iranian attack, the Jewish people are “living securely” in “the land that is restored from the sword” (Ezekiel 38:8, NASB).
Some might say this is a bit of a conundrum. How could Israelis possibly feel secure in the last days if an increasingly hostile Russia, Iran, and other once-and-future enemies are looming over the horizon and preparing for the War of Gog and Magog? Moreover, how could this peace prerequisite possibly square with what Jesus told his disciples in Matthew 24:6, that in the last days before his return “you will be hearing of wars and rumors of wars”(NASB)?
Which is it? some are tempted to ask. War or peace? You can’t have both.
Maybe you can. I would argue that we are seeing such a conundrum developing in the Middle East at this very hour.
In February 2005, for example, Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon said he believed Israel was steadily approaching the point of a “historic breakthrough” with the Palestinians and “a new period of tranquility and hope.”102 Sharon was not a man known for being wildly optimistic about the prospects for peace in the region, so his comments turned a lot of heads. A few days later, I ran into a senior advisor to President Bush at the National Prayer Breakfast in Washington, DC. He told me the White House was surprisingly optimistic about striking a deal between both sides before the end of the president’s second term. If so, he said, “we’re about to make history.”
In the summer of 2005, I had breakfast at the historic King David Hotel in Jerusalem with Major General Yaakov Amidror, former head of assessment for Israeli Military Intelligence. We were discussing Prime Minister Sharon’s plan to withdraw unilaterally from Gaza (which would take place two months later) and how it might affect Israel’s security down the road. In the course of that conversation, I asked Amidror to sum up Israel’s current security situation in light of everything he knew and everything going on in the region. His answer intrigued me.
“Unless or until Iran gets nuclear weapons, Israel today is more strategically secure than at any other point since her birth,” Amidror said unequivocally. By way of explanation, he pointed to a number of specific recent developments:
“And when I talk to those who worry about Israel’s security,” Amidror—an observantly religious Jew—told me, “I pull out a copy of the Bible and say, ‘Ultimately, we have security in God.’”104
He was right on all accounts, of course. Looking at Israel’s current security status through geopolitical and economic lenses, the situation is far more favorable than most Westerners realize—until Iran gets the bomb. And looking through the third lens of Scripture, it is clear that the God of Israel is in charge, no matter what happens with Russia, Iran, Hamas, or other current or future enemies.
Anyone who has been to Israel recently can attest to experiencing this conundrum for him- or herself. On one hand, media reports in Israel as well as in the U.S., Europe, and elsewhere are often filled with talk of “wars and rumors of wars.” On the other hand, day-to-day life in Israel feels very peaceful. People are not paralyzed by fear of what could be. They are going to work, to the malls, to the movie theaters, to the beaches and the mountains, nearly as anyone in a truly peaceful country would.
What’s more, if you read the headlines carefully, you will spot stories not only about Iran and Hamas but also about historic and often counterintuitive new trends toward peace in the region. Among them:
THE INTIFADA IS FINISHED
Charles Krauthammer, nationally syndicated column, June 21, 2005
EGYPTIAN LEADER PRAISES SHARON
Agence France-Presse, August 9, 2005
ISRAEL AND PAKISTAN HOLD FIRST HIGH-LEVEL MEETING
The New York Times, September 1, 2005
PAKISTAN, ISRAEL IN LANDMARK TALKS
BBC News, September 1, 2005
BAHRAIN, KUWAIT TO MEND ISRAELI TIES
Associated Press, September 24, 2005
BREACHING A TABOO, KUWAITIS TALK OF SOFTER STAND ON ISRAEL
International Herald Tribune, October 6, 2005
KUWAIT PAPERS PROPOSE NORMAL TIES WITH ISRAEL
Reuters, October 8, 2005
ISRAEL, JORDAN MARK 11 YEARS OF PEACE TWO-WAY TRADE REACHED $185 MILLION LAST YEAR, UP 41% OVER 2003
Associated Press, October 26, 2005
ISRAEL, ARAB WORLD ENGAGE IN HIDDEN TRADE EXPERTS SAY CAMOUFLAGED TRADE BETWEEN ISRAEL, ARAB COUNTRIES HAS BEEN GOING ON FOR YEARS
Associated Press, December 26, 2005
On September 10, 2005—just a day before the fourth anniversary of the Al-Qaeda attacks on New York and Washington—I posted an item on my weblog noting the historic news that Pakistan had begun to move publicly toward diplomatic ties with Israel, a previously unthinkable development.
“The foreign ministers of Israel and Pakistan, a Muslim country that has long taken a hard line against the Jewish state, met publicly for the first time Thursday, a diplomatic breakthrough that follows Israel’s withdrawal from the Gaza Strip,” reported the New York Times. “Israeli Foreign Minister Silvan Shalom hailed the meeting as ‘historic’ and said that following the Gaza withdrawal it is ‘the time for all of the Muslim and Arab countries to reconsider their relations with Israel.’”105
As 2005 came to a close, Lt. General Dan Halutz, the chief of general staff for the Israeli Defense Forces, gave an address at Tel Aviv University in which he summed up the apparent conundrum between war and peace.
On one hand, he warned that “economic sanctions won’t stop Iran’s determined efforts to acquire nuclear weapons” and that “Israel needs to prepare for the worst existential threat in its history.”
On the other hand, echoing Major General Amidror, Halutz said that ironically Israel was now enjoying one of the most secure seasons in its modern history. “I believe that our strategic reality at the moment is the best ever for the state. . . . When I look about, I find it difficult to see an Arab coalition rising against Israel. There is no unifying interest today for the Arab nations as there [was] in the past.”106
THE BEAR HUG
So which is it? Are Israel and her neighbors moving closer to war or to peace?
Nowhere was this conundrum more vividly on display for me than at the “Peace: Dream or Vision?” conference I attended in Israel in the fall of 2005, commemorating the tenth anniversary of the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, the beloved Israeli prime minister who signed the historic peace treaty with Jordan’s King Hussein in 1994.
Outside the conference center at the Strategic Dialogue Center of Netanya Academic College were all the reminders of the “wars and rumors of wars” that Jesus said would plague the world until his return—a phalanx of heavily armed security guards, metal detectors, bomb-sniffing dogs, and so forth. To get in I had to not only show my passport to the security staff but give it to them to hold on to until I left, and my camera, camera bag, tape recorder, and briefcase were all searched carefully—as was I—before I was allowed to proceed.
But inside were all the reminders of Israelis “living securely” in “the land that is restored from the sword,” which Ezekiel predicted. One moment I was watching former Mossad chief Danny Yatom chatting like old buds with Dr. Abdel Salam Majali, the former Jordanian prime minister, and Osama El-Baz, the chief political advisor to Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak. The next moment I was watching Saeb Erekat, the Palestinian chief negotiator, give a bear hug to former Israeli prime minister Shimon Peres. Once they were all enemies. Now they were all friends. Once they were plotting each other’s demise. Now they were talking about their shared vision for a “new Middle East.”
Such warm relationships between Arab and Israeli leaders may seem insignificant, but they most certainly are not. They actually represent enormous progress toward resolving the conflict. Let me give you a little anecdote to provide some context.
In April of 1988, ABC’s Ted Koppel took Nightline to Israel for a week of broadcasts on the outbreak of the Palestinian uprising known as the intifada and the increasingly desperate need for peace and reconciliation between the two sides. Having recently returned to the States after nearly six months in Israel, where I had studied at Tel Aviv University and witnessed the outbreak of the intifada, I watched Koppel’s show with great interest every night in my dorm room at Syracuse University.
On April 25, Koppel held the first-ever town hall meeting between Israelis and Palestinians, broadcast live from the historic Jerusalem Theater. It was bound to be riveting television, for never before had Israeli and Palestinian leaders sat on the same stage together, much less engaged in anything close to a dialogue. But when the show began, I was surprised to see a three-foot-high stone wall running down the middle of the stage. The Israelis sat on one side, the Palestinians on the other. It was a sad symbol of the divide between the two peoples.
Years later, I was interviewed by Koppel on Nightline. After the taping was finished, I had the opportunity to ask Koppel about that wall. “It came up at almost the last minute,” he explained, remembering the moment vividly. “We were just a few hours from going on live from Jerusalem—at 6:30 in the morning, Israel time, mind you, so that the show would be on at 11:30 p.m. back in the U.S.—and suddenly the Palestinians said they refused to appear onstage with the Israelis without sitting in a booth, so they didn’t appear to actually be talking to the Israelis. We said absolutely not. So they asked that we put razor wire down the center of the stage, and again we said no. Finally, they asked that we build a wall—just a small wall, they said—to represent how divided Arabs and Jews are. They threatened not to appear at all if we didn’t do it, so we did it. It was an amazing night.”107
It certainly was. And one of the Palestinians who appeared onstage that night was Saeb Erekat. Then he had refused to shake hands with the Israelis. He had barely made eye contact with them. And he had demanded a wall. Now, at the peace conference in Netanya, he was giving bear hugs. How much the world had changed.108
“A NEW AGE” IN THE MIDDLE EAST?
Shimon Peres is a living legend in Israel and is one of the country’s founding fathers. I have long disagreed with his Socialist economic views and a foreign policy too dovish, in my opinion. But I have always respected this man who served his country not once but three times as prime minister and in numerous other ministerial positions and who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1994.
I had never met the former prime minister before that conference in Netanya, but having worked for Benjamin Netanyahu—who defeated Peres in 1996—I was very much looking forward to it.
Now in his eighties, Peres is quieter and slower and more grandfatherly than he once was, but he is still a dreamer. He told the assembled dignitaries that he believes the Middle East is entering “a new age” and that he has never been more optimistic that a final peace agreement with the Palestinians can be reached in the not-too-distant future.
“The Lord is in charge of the beginning and the end, but we are responsible for the middle,” he said, insisting that there is no contradiction between fighting terror and negotiating for peace. “When a cat is chasing a mouse, there’s no sense for the mouse to ask for a cease-fire. He must deal with the cat and insure his own safety.”
After Peres’s keynote address, I had a few minutes to interview the former prime minister. “Is it your sense that Israel is more secure today—before we get to the point of the Iran nuclear bomb—than it has been in its history so far?” I asked.
Peres agreed with that assessment. “I would say that Israel’s security was globalized,” he explained in his distinctive, gravelly voice, suggesting that with the U.S. as a strong ally, the fall of Saddam, and peace treaties in place with Egypt and Jordan, the threat Israel faces today is “the problem of terror, rather than a classical attack” by a conventional Arab army or air force.109
Had the passing of Arafat—the Nobel Peace Prize winner who never actually made peace—helped or hurt the prospects for a final deal with the Palestinians? I wondered.
“With him, [the peace process] wouldn’t have started,” Peres insisted. “With him, it wouldn’t be finished.”
When Peres’s address was complete, attention turned to Saeb Erekat—the bald, tanned, fiery chief diplomatic spokesman for the Palestinian Authority—who delivered remarks on behalf of President Mahmoud Abbas. Erekat was as passionate as ever but not nearly as provocative as I had heard him in the past. To the contrary, he said he believed “it’s probable that we would have had peace if Mr. Rabin had not been assassinated” and called Israel’s evacuation from Gaza “an historic step.” And then he stunned me and much of the audience by saying that he and Abbas believed the end of the conflict with Israel was not only in sight but within reach.
“We are prepared to make a final settlement with Israel,” Erekat said, explicitly on behalf of Abbas. “We have the experience. We have the knowledge. We have learned from our mistakes. . . . We need no more than six months to conclude a final peace agreement with the Israelis. . . . What we are going through now are labor pains.”
Erekat went on to clarify that neither Abbas nor he was saying that a final deal would be wrapped up six months from then, November 2005. But they were saying that once Palestinians and Israelis held elections, put their governments in place, and finally came back to the negotiating table ready to get serious, enough of the diplomatic work had already been done that both sides were now truly within striking distance of a historic deal.
After Erekat stepped down from the podium, I met with him outside the conference center to press him on that point.
“You really think you’re within six months of a deal?” I asked, still wondering if I had heard him right.
Apparently I had. Erekat not only confirmed what he had told the roomful of Arab and Israeli diplomats, ex-military leaders, professors, political analysts, and students. He went further.
“What people don’t know is that me and my [Israeli] colleagues in the last days of [the administration of Israeli prime minister Ehud] Barak drafted three chapters of a permanent status treaty.” Most of the work was finished, he told me. “You don’t need to reinvent the wheel now. We know what it’s going to take.”
Still a bit taken aback, I asked him, “Isn’t this the most optimistic a Palestinian negotiator has ever been?”
He shook his head. “Look, I don’t base anything on optimism or pessimism. But when I say this line on behalf of my president, I know what I’m talking about. . . . We’re doing this because we realize it’s not a zero-sum game. . . . Two states. This is it. You want it? Okay, then let’s do it.”110
DOES HAMAS NIX PROSPECTS FOR PEACE?
All this talk of a final peace deal was before the radical Islamic movement Hamas was voted into leadership in the Palestinian parliament by a landslide election in January 2006. And before Ariel Sharon’s stroke and subsequent coma. And Iran’s threat to “wipe Israel off the face of the map.” And the Kremlin’s invitation for Hamas leaders to wine and dine in Moscow. But despite the assessment by many that the Hamas victory nullified any prospects for a peace deal, several important voices in the region say that is not necessarily the case.
Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert is one such voice. Convinced that Israel is more secure than at any other time in its modern history, he has vowed to draw Israel’s final, permanent borders by 2010, with or without a Palestinian partner. He says that he will wait for a while to see if Hamas will renounce violence and accept Israel’s right to exist. But, he adds, “I don’t intend to wait forever.” If the Palestinians do not or cannot step forward to negotiate a final agreement, Olmert will unilaterally decide upon “Israel’s permanent borders, whereby we will completely separate from the majority of the Palestinian population.” His plans call for Israel’s withdrawing from roughly 80 to 90 percent of Judea and Samaria (commonly known as the West Bank) while annexing major Jewish settlement blocs around Jerusalem and retaining the strategic Jordan Valley as a buffer zone against any future ground-force attacks from the east. Such plans also include dividing Jerusalem and allowing the Palestinians to declare part of Jerusalem as their own capital.
Shaul Mofaz, a top military advisor to the prime minister, confirms that Olmert prefers to negotiate the final agreement with the Palestinians based on the Road Map drafted by the Bush administration, but he says, “If we see that we do not have a partner, then I think we will need to take our fate into our own hands and make a decision where it is right to be and where it is not right to be.”111
As the Palestinians’ chief negotiator, Saeb Erekat is another voice saying the Hamas victory is not a deal killer. “We urge Mr. Olmert to resume permanent status negotiations with us,” says Erekat, though he adds that “the road to peace and security in the region is not through unilateralism, the building of walls and settlements.”112
Erekat’s boss, Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas, agrees. “We are in a historic period, in which we must decide whether we will move toward peace and a better future for our children,” Abbas told Haaretz, one of Israel’s leading daily newspapers. “I can promise that you have a partner for this peace. . . . The leadership of both peoples and also of the international community has a supreme responsibility to exploit this opportunity. It may be the last hope to accord the two peoples their right to live in security and stability. The coming generations will not forgive us if we let it slip by.”113
Abbas noted that despite the Hamas victory, a majority of Palestinians reject the Hamas platform of liquidating Israel. “If we reach an agreement [with Israel],” he insisted, “I will be the one to sign it. If needed, I will put it to a referendum. I received 62 percent in the elections, in which I condemned violence outspokenly. I am certain that I will also succeed in getting a majority for a peace agreement.”
But Abbas warned that time is of the essence and that the opportunity must not be allowed to slip away. “According to [the] Oslo [Accords], we were supposed to reach a final status agreement by May 1999, and we saw what happened,” the Palestinian leader told Haaretz. “Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated. Shimon Peres lost the elections, and Benjamin Netanyahu destroyed everything. I am proposing to you to sit now and discuss the end of the conflict. I [have] proposed to [Shimon] Peres and the Americans to open a back channel of talks, far from the spotlight. And I am convinced that . . . we will be able to sign an agreement.”
In June of 2006, I discussed Abbas’s views with General Nasser Youssef and Abdel Salam Majali.
Youssef once served as a senior military advisor to Yasser Arafat but became disillusioned by the rampant corruption in the Palestinian Authority and the lack of real peace and prosperity for the Palestinian people despite years of negotiations with the Israelis. In fact, in September 2003, when Youssef was appointed interior minister, he actually called Arafat “the most incompetent revolutionary leader in history” to Arafat’s face.114 Today he serves as national security advisor to the Palestinian chairman, a position that almost cost him his life when radical Islamic gunmen shot up his house in January 2006 while he was inside.
Majali was the prime minister of Jordan who took the lead in negotiating the peace treaty between Jordan and Israel and actually signed the treaty with Israel in 1994. Today he serves in the Jordanian senate and remains a top advisor to King Abdullah II.
Remarkably, both men share Abbas’s optimism about hammering out a final peace deal with Israel in the not-too-distant future. In fact, they believe that such a deal should include some sort of formal federation or confederation between the Palestinian entity and the kingdom of Jordan.
“All sides would benefit from such a relationship” between the Palestinians and Jordan, says Youssef. “I believe Palestinians will achieve their hopes of achieving a state by working closely with Jordan.”115
Majali, who first floated the idea of such a West Bank–Jordanian alliance in 1988, suggests the new entity be called the “United Arab States” or the “United Hashemite States” and be patterned after the European Union or the “Benelux” countries of Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg. There would essentially be two distinct states—one Palestinian and one Jordanian—but they would be tied together diplomatically, militarily, and economically. Citizens would choose their nationality, either Jordanian or Palestinian, on their passports and ID cards. Both governments would be democratic. Militants would be arrested or deported. And the leadership of the entity would rotate between a Jordanian and a Palestinian executive every four years.
“This idea could really be the light at the end of the tunnel” of the Arab-Israeli conflict, says Majali. “A Palestinian state alone is not going to be viable. . . . But a confederation with Jordan will give Palestinians the prospect of being part of a truly functioning and successful state. It will give Jordanians assurance that the West Bank won’t become a breeding ground for radicals and militants. And it will give the Israelis the assurance that Jordan will help maintain internal security as well as a secure border to the East. . . . You have to give the Israelis the feeling of security, otherwise the Palestinians will never get a state.”116
Are Olmert, Abbas, and these others only dreaming? Perhaps, and events in the region are far too volatile to make any predictions about when a final agreement between the Israelis and Palestinians will happen or what such an agreement will look like.
What’s more, I should note here that while I strongly support giving the Palestinians autonomy to govern themselves without interference from Israel in return for true peace and stability in the lands run by the Palestinians, I personally oppose the notion of the State of Israel giving away the ancient lands of Judea and Samaria in order to create a sovereign Palestinian state that could become a base camp for anti-Israel and anti-Western terrorism and that could form alliances with radical Islamic regimes such as Iran, which would pose a clear and present danger to Israel, Jordan, and American interests in the region. But that is not the point of this chapter.
The point here is that never before in her modern history has Israel been so secure, so prosperous, so eager to give up land for peace, and—with Yasser Arafat off the political stage—seemingly so close to consummating the deal.
Could we see Israel sign a peace treaty with the Palestinians (and even other Arab nations, such as Lebanon or Syria) before the War of Gog and Magog unfolds? Yes, we could. Could the Jewish state discover massive reserves of oil and gas and become phenomenally wealthy before Moscow, Tehran, and their allies make their move against Israel? Yes, it could.
I certainly would not be surprised to see more signs of peace and prosperity, but with so many signs in place already, I am not convinced that more are needed. For the first time since the book of Ezekiel was written more than 2,500 years ago, it is now possible that the two prerequisites of relative peace and rising prosperity in Israel are already checked off God’s to-do list, and that the rest of the prophecies will soon come true as well.
Israel has been reborn as a country. Millions of Jews have poured back into the Holy Land. The deserts have bloomed. The economy is booming. The ancient ruins are being rebuilt. Israel has signed peace treaties, truces, cease-fire agreements, and/or other diplomatic and economic accords with all of its immediate neighbors. It has all happened just as Ezekiel told us it would happen, and all of it begs the question: What will happen next?
CHAPTER SEVEN: FUTURE HEADLINE
A CZAR RISES IN RUSSIA, RAISING FEARS OF A NEW COLD WAR
A few months after The Ezekiel Option was published, I was invited to the United States Capitol to meet with some of the most powerful political leaders in the country. They had heard about the novel and were curious about my track record for writing fiction that had an eerie way of coming true. They were particularly intrigued by the notion that 2,500 years ago an ancient Hebrew prophet had been able to look down the corridors of time and see nations that were not yet born and alliances that were not yet formed. With all the events unfolding in Moscow, Tehran, and elsewhere, they wanted to know more.
As I began explaining the War of Gog and Magog and how it will profoundly affect U.S. foreign and domestic policy, as well as the entire global economy, one of the leaders asked if we could back up for a moment and go directly to the source. He wanted to read Ezekiel chapter 38 and better understand the prophecy itself before considering its implications. The others readily agreed.
I was a bit taken aback. I had never led a Bible study for such an influential group. But I appreciated the seriousness with which they took the matter. So we all pulled out copies of the Scriptures. I proceeded to read the first five verses of Ezekiel 38. Then each leader read another set of five verses until we had made it through the entire chapter.
The questions began to flow immediately. Who is Gog? What is Magog? Why don’t the words Russia, Soviet Union, or Moscow ever appear in the text? Do such words appear elsewhere in the book of Ezekiel? If not, how could I be so certain that one day the world would see headlines announcing that a dictator has risen to power in Russia, is rebuilding the Russian military, and is drafting a plan to conquer the Middle East and destroy Israel?
These were excellent questions and took us right to the heart of the matter. Limited time permitted me to give only brief answers on Capitol Hill. But let me now walk you through the answers in a bit more detail. And let’s start where these leaders did, by examining the prophecy itself.
In Ezekiel 38:2-4, God says to Ezekiel, “Son of man, set your face toward Gog of the land of Magog, the prince of Rosh, Meshech and Tubal, and prophesy against him and say, ‘Thus says the Lord GOD, “Behold, I am against you, O Gog, prince of Rosh, Meshech and Tubal. I will turn you about and put hooks into your jaws, and I will bring you out, and all your army, horses and horsemen, all of them splendidly attired, a great company with buckler and shield, all of them wielding swords”’” (NASB).
Ezekiel 39:1 then restates the central actors in the prophecy so we do not miss them: “Son of man, prophesy against Gog and say, ‘Thus says the Lord GOD, “Behold, I am against you, O Gog, prince of Rosh, Meshech and Tubal”’” (NASB).
As you can see for yourself, the words Russia, Moscow, Soviet Union, and czar never appear in these passages. Nor do they appear anywhere in the book of Ezekiel. Nor are they ever mentioned anywhere in the Bible. But there is no doubt that the ancient prophet was referring to the nation we now know as Russia.
Like so much intelligence obtained from a foreign source, this text is initially confusing. So let us break it down phrase by phrase.
The first thing we need to understand is that Gog is probably not actually a personal name, but more likely a title, like czar or pharaoh. Thus, we are not looking for the rise of a specific person whose first or last name is Gog so much as a “prince” who will arise in “the land of Magog” (Ezekiel 38:2), a geographic territory in the “remote parts of the north” (Ezekiel 38:15, NASB). In The Ezekiel Option, Dr. Eliezer Mordechai (a fictional former head of the Mossad, Israel’s foreign intelligence agency) explains to Jon Bennett (a fictional senior White House advisor) that this means Gog is a political leader from a country due north of Israel. A quick check of any world map reveals that there are only five such countries today: Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, Ukraine, and Russia. The one farthest north, of course, is Russia.
As good intelligence analysts, however, let us not stop there. Let us keep digging to see what other clues we can find, particularly about this word Magog.
Curiously, one clue comes from Voltaire, the eighteenth-century French philosopher. He was hardly a religious man. Indeed, he was a self-declared enemy of Jesus Christ. Voltaire once wrote a letter to Frederick the Great, king of Germany at the time, arguing that Christianity “is assuredly the most ridiculous, the most absurd, and the most bloody religion which has ever infected this world.”117 Yet, for some reason, he was intrigued with solving the ancient riddle of Gog and Magog, and through his own research he became convinced—nearly 150 years before the rise of Russia as a major world power—that Magog was Russia.
“There is a genealogical tree of the events of the world,” he wrote in The Philosophical Dictionary, noting that “it is incontestable that the inhabitants of Gaul and Spain are descended from Gomer, and the Russians from Magog, his younger brother.”118
Interestingly enough, the genealogical tree to which he referred actually finds its origin in the very Bible for which he had so little regard. Magog is first mentioned in Genesis 10—Magog was a son of Japheth, who was a son of Noah (he of Noah’s-ark fame). The Bible lays out Noah’s entire family tree. It shows how Noah’s descendants migrated to Africa, Europe, and Asia, establishing civilizations on those continents. In trying to decode the Gog and Magog prophecy, Voltaire studied Noah’s genealogical tree, then compared it to the histories of these different continents in hopes of determining where each of Noah’s descendents ended up.
Here the Roman historian Josephus can offer us another clue. In The Antiquities of the Jews, his twenty-volume classic written in the first century after Christ, Josephus wrote of the descendants of Noah: “After [attempting to build the tower of Babel—see Genesis 11] they were dispersed abroad, on account of their languages, and went out by colonies everywhere; and each colony took possession of that land which they light upon and unto which God led them. . . . Magog founded those that from him were named Magogites, but who are by the Greeks called Scythians.”119
The Scythians, we learn from our history books, were absolute barbarians—expert horsemen but fierce, bloodthirsty killers who actually used skulls as mugs to drink the blood of their victims. Genetically, they were Aryans. Geographically, they lived in the areas now known as Russia, the former Soviet republics, and central Asia. One reference work describes a Scythian as a “member of a nomadic people originally of Iranian stock who migrated from Central Asia to southern Russia in the 8th and 7th centuries B.C. . . . Scythians founded a rich, powerful empire that survived for several centuries.”120
In late August 2004, my father and I traveled to Russia to do research for The Ezekiel Option. We were curious about this apparent Scythian heritage of Russia, since this concept is not commonly spoken of in the West. So while we were in Moscow we toured the State Historical Museum. Sure enough, as we spent several hours walking the floors of the enormous redbrick building facing Red Square, we found in glass case after glass case numerous Scythian artifacts, dug up by Russian archeologists and anthropologists and all on display in the Russian equivalent of our Smithsonian. Not only was Russia’s Scythian heritage real, we learned, but the Russian government was proud to let the whole world know.
ROSH, MESHECH, AND TUBAL
This brings us to the next big question: where are “Rosh, Meshech and Tubal,” of which Gog is “prince”? A study of ancient Hebrew, ancient history, and modern-day geography points us to Russia, Moscow, and Tobolsk (in Siberia), respectively.
The word Rosh in Hebrew can mean “head” or “chief,” leading some scholars to the conclusion that Gog is the “chief prince” of Meshech and Tubal. But both the Septuagint and the Masoretic Text, two of the oldest and most reliable copies of the Holy Scriptures, translate Rosh as the proper name of a geological place. The Septuagint is the oldest Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures. It was translated in Alexandria, Egypt, several hundred years before Christ. The Masoretic Text is the full Hebrew text of the Tanakh, or Old Testament, upon which most Jewish Bibles are based. (Ironically, one of the oldest and best-preserved copies we have of the Masoretic Text—one giving us complete versions of Ezekiel’s vision of Gog and Magog—is called the Leningrad Codex and is housed in the Russian National Library in St. Petersburg, Russia.)
In his seminal work Gesenius’ Hebrew-Chaldee Lexicon to the Old Testament, William Gesenius—the father of modern Hebrew lexicography (the science behind compiling dictionaries)—concluded that the Rosh to which Ezekiel refers is a proper name. He also concluded that Rosh is “undoubtedly the Russians, who are mentioned by the Byzantine writers of the tenth century, under the name of Ros, dwelling to the north of Taurus [in Turkey].”121 What is interesting to me about this assessment is that it was written in 1846, long before the Communist revolution or the subsequent rise of the Soviet Union as a nuclear superpower. In this case, Gesenius was not using a political or economic lens to reach his conclusions. He was using only the third lens of Scripture, and the evidence pointed him to Russia more than 160 years ago.
Dr. Arno C. Gaebelein, the distinguished twentieth-century Bible expositor, came to the same conclusion. In his classic work The Prophet Ezekiel, published in 1918—just after the Communist revolution—Gaebelein wrote that “careful research” of biblical and historical sources “has established that . . . Rosh is Russia” and that “the prince of Rosh means, therefore, the prince or king of the Russian empire. But he is also in control of Meshech and Tubal, which are reproduced in the modern [words] Moscow and Tobolsk.”122 Tobolsk is the modern Siberian oil city located on the Tubal River.
In 1958 Dr. J. Dwight Pentecost, distinguished professor of Bible exposition at Dallas Theological Seminary, concluded from his own extensive research and review of the work of other Bible scholars that “the identification of Rosh as modern Russia would seem to be well authenticated and generally accepted.”123
These scholars are not alone in their assessment. There is some disagreement as to the identification of Meshech as Moscow and Tubal as Tobolsk, as some believe these refer to ancient tribes that settled portions of modern-day Turkey. But there is widespread agreement among leading Bible scholars and prophecy experts that Magog and Rosh do, in fact, refer to Russia and the lands and people of the former Soviet Union, and that Gog is the dictator at their helm.124
Based on the textual, linguistic, and historical evidence, we can, therefore, conclude with a high degree of confidence that Ezekiel is speaking of Russia and the former Soviet Union in chapters 38 and 39. We can also be confident that the figure known as Gog will be a powerful political leader who commands a vast amount of territory, people, natural resources, and armies. This leader will use his time in office to get his military forces and political alliances prepared for the coming war with Israel.
A careful look at Ezekiel 38 reveals other important intelligence items for our consideration:
But knowing what to watch for is not enough. We must now heed the words of Jesus in Luke 12:56 and “analyze this present time” (NASB).
THE RIDDLE THAT IS RUSSIA
The fact is, extraordinary changes are under way in Russia and the former Soviet Union—changes that strongly suggest that the fulfillment of Ezekiel’s prophecy is increasingly close at hand. Allow me to explain by mapping out some of the important changes I have witnessed firsthand over the past two decades.
My first trip to Russia was in the summer of 1986, when the Soviet Union still existed. Mikhail Gorbachev had recently come to power. Three college friends and I applied to the Soviet Embassy in Washington for visas, explaining that we wanted to learn more about this “riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,” as Winston Churchill had once called Russia. It was true. We really did want to see the Kremlin and its subjects through the three lenses of politics, economics, and Scripture. But we had another agenda as well. We were participating in a clandestine missions project called Northstar, run by Campus Crusade for Christ, to smuggle Bibles into the Soviet Union and to share our faith in Christ with students we met along the way.
Twenty years later I can still vividly remember the almost overwhelming sense of anxiety and excitement I felt as we took a train from Vienna, Austria, through Czechoslovakia and came to the border of the Sovietsky Soyuz, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Just as if I were in the movies, I suddenly found myself staring at guard towers, barbed-wire fences, German shepherds, and severe-looking soldiers—many as young as me, and I was only nineteen—armed with machine guns and sworn to protect their atheistic society from all religion, harshly derided as the “opiate of the people.”
As the border officers checked my passport and my luggage, I prayed my version of the Smuggler’s Prayer, made famous by Brother Andrew, who helped smuggle millions of Bibles to people trapped behind the Iron Curtain during the coldest days of the Cold War. “Lord Jesus, while you were on earth, you made the blind eyes to see. I pray now that you would make seeing eyes blind, that I might take your Word to people who have never heard the good news of your salvation.” That day as on so many since, God proved yet again that he is a prayer-hearing and a prayer-answering God.
Remarkably, we made it in without incident, and for the next four weeks we shared our faith and gave away our Bibles in Moscow, in L’vov (a city in Ukraine not far from Chernobyl, which had just melted down), and in three predominantly Islamic cities in central Asia—Tashkent (the capital of Uzbekistan), Alma-Ata (now called Almaty, the capital of Kazakhstan), and Frunze (now called Bishkek, the capital of Kyrgyzstan). What we saw astounded us. We occasionally had the humbling privilege of meeting with secret believers in small but passionate underground churches, memories I have always cherished, for these were, in my eyes, true heroes of the Christian faith. But we also saw firsthand churches that had been turned into museums of atheism. We witnessed the nation’s rampant material and spiritual poverty. What’s more, we observed the hesitancy in most people’s faces to spend any time with Americans for fear of being harassed or incarcerated by the secret police.
If that were not enough, we also got a brief but bitter taste of the religious repression most Russians at that time had known all their lives. Twice my friends and I were detained by the KGB and questioned at length about who we were, why we were there, and why we were breaking Soviet laws, thus putting ourselves at risk of being imprisoned or deported. Both times, by the grace of God, we were released without being charged. Both experiences still rank among the most frightening and exhilarating I have ever had. Yet at the same time, these experiences helped me understand in a small, personal way what President Reagan was talking about when he described the Soviet Union as the focus of evil in the modern world whose last chapters were even then being written and what Jesus Christ was talking about when he promised that “I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18, KJV).
Such an evil system could not long survive, I began to realize. How could it? The Soviet government had set itself in direct opposition to fundamental truths about human nature and behavior that the free world found self-evident: that we are endowed by our Creator—not by the state, particularly the Communist state—with certain inalienable rights, including the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Even more important, the Kremlin had set itself in direct opposition to God himself, a foolish and shortsighted move if there ever was one. Sooner or later, the government of Russia was doomed to the ash heap of history, while the church of Russia was destined not only to survive but to grow.
“You and your colleagues say you have no god,” we once told a KGB officer interrogating us. “But that’s not true. You worship at the altar of Marxism-Leninism. You hold up Vladimir Lenin as the savior of Soviet society. We’re going to Moscow to see for ourselves the Lenin you worship, still lying in his tomb. But we worship the living God, the true God. Go to Jerusalem. Visit the tomb of Jesus Christ. He’s not there. He has risen. He has conquered death and says to all who will listen, ‘I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. No one can come to the Father except through Me.’ Someday, we hope you and everyone in your country will know and experience Christ’s love and plan for your lives. Until then, we’ll be praying for you every day.”
And we meant it. For here was a country whose state religion was no religion, a country responsible for the deaths of tens of millions of people during the twentieth century, a country that had subjugated most of its continent to a godless tyranny, a country from which my Orthodox Jewish grandparents and great-grandparents had been fortunate enough to escape, but in doing so had left behind millions of other Jews and Christians who went on to suffer some of the worst religious persecution in the history of mankind. Yet as tempting as it was to curse the Soviets for all the evil they had done, as followers of Christ we could not. For in Matthew 5:43-44, Jesus said plainly, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (NASB).
As best we could, we endeavored to obey those words, praying for that totalitarian system to come crashing down and for the gospel to go pouring in. What we did not realize was just how quickly those prayers would be answered.
By the time I finally returned to Moscow in the late summer of 2004, everything had changed. The Evil Empire had collapsed. The Soviet Union was gone. An entirely new era was under way. But somehow, the riddle that is Russia remained.
There is no doubt that Russians became significantly freer after the Soviet flag was lowered over the Kremlin for the last time on Christmas Day 1991, and nowhere was this more evident than in the religious life of the country. Where once it had been illegal for me to share my faith in Christ, in 2004 I was able to speak publicly in one of the fastest-growing evangelical churches in Russia. And far from it being illegal to distribute God’s Word in Russia, I could now see that Bibles and other Christian literature were pouring in from around the world, as well as being legally printed inside Russia’s borders. Indeed, between 1992 and 2002, Josh McDowell—himself an atheist turned evangelist—and his team distributed nearly 20 million Bibles and Christian books inside the former Soviet Union through his ministry with Campus Crusade for Christ.125
But the more time I spent in Moscow, the clearer it became that the tide of freedom was going out. The remarkable season of political, economic, and religious freedom that had begun with Boris Yeltsin’s courageous insistence on free markets and free elections was systematically coming to an end under the reign of Yeltsin’s handpicked successor, Vladimir Putin. And the West seemed unwilling or unable to do anything about it or to see its prophetic implications.
THE GATHERING STORM
On Wednesday, September 1, 2004, my father and I were in Moscow, doing research for The Ezekiel Option. At that point I had written roughly two-thirds of the novel. The opening chapter began with Chechen terrorists hijacking a Russian jetliner.
As it turned out, truth ended up being stranger than fiction—a common theme in my life since starting to write these books.
From my hotel room a few blocks from the Kremlin, I posted an item to my weblog detailing some of the events taking place around us:
Three days before we left Washington for Moscow, Chechen terrorists blew up two Russian jetliners, killing 90 innocent civilians.
Last night—exactly one week to the day after the airplane attacks—a female Chechen suicide bomber blew herself up at a subway station just blocks from our hotel, killing at least 10 and wounding 50 more.
Today, Chechen terrorists have seized a school in southern Russia and at the time I write this are holding over 400 Russians as hostage, including hundreds of school children. Security has been dramatically heightened here in the country’s capital, as well as around the country.
No one knew at that time how long the wave of terror would last. The question on everyone’s mind was whether Russian president Vladimir Putin was up to the job of defending his country.
[Putin] won reelection with a Sovietesque 71% of the vote. He has thrown political opponents in jail, driven them into exile or frightened them into silence. He has essentially banned negative stories about him on national television. The latest story in the Moscow Times this morning: a small newspaper with a circulation of 10,000 is being threatened to be shut down by the Kremlin for running stories critical of Putin.
The image Putin has tried to cast is one of stability. Elect me and I will be tough—tough on the terrorists, tough on the billionaire oligarchs, tough on the Russian mafia. Yes, I will take away your freedoms and ignore the democratic reformers. But you need me because I will keep Russia from falling apart. But in talks with leading political analysts here . . . we hear again and again a common theme: was the deal the people made with Putin so wise?
Personal freedoms are evaporating. Putin is centralizing all power to himself. He is becoming a new Czar for a new Russia.126
Thirteen days after I posted this item on my weblog, Putin stunned the world by further centralizing power, using the pretext of the terrorist attacks to unveil plans for a “radically restructured” political system in which direct elections of the nation’s eighty-nine regional governors would end and he would appoint those governors instead.
“Under current conditions, the system of executive power in the country should not just be adapted to operating in crisis situations, but should be radically restructured in order to strengthen the unity of the country and prevent further crises,” Putin said in a nationally televised meeting in the Kremlin. “Those who inspire, organize, and carry out terrorist acts seek to bring about a disintegration of the country, to break up the state, to ruin Russia.”127
Criticism of the brazen power grab was quick and severe.
“It’s the beginning of a constitutional coup d’etat,” said Sergei Mitrokhin of Russia’s pro-democracy Yabloko Party. “It’s a step toward dictatorship. . . . These measures don’t have anything to do with the fight against terrorism.”128
Viktor Pokhmelkin, another pro-democracy member of the State Duma (Russia’s lower house of parliament), called Putin’s plan evidence of the restoration of “imperial management” and warned, “Today a very serious mistake has been made. The mistake is a threat to the future of the Russian state.”129
Vladimir Tikhonov, the governor of Russia’s Ivanovo region, blasted Putin’s plan as “undemocratic and unconstitutional.”130
Former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev called the plan “a step back from democracy” and warned that “under the motto of war on terror” Putin was “sharply limiting democratic freedoms” and “citizens are [being] stripped of the opportunity to directly express their attitude toward the government.”131
Even former president Boris Yeltsin—the man who put Putin in office—cautioned, “We should not allow ourselves to step away from the letter or the spirit of a constitution that the country adopted in a national referendum. . . . The strangling of freedoms, the rollback of democratic rights—this can only mean that the terrorists won.”132
Not that such criticism had any effect. Putin’s plan was soon passed by the parliament, two-thirds of whose members were already controlled by the Kremlin.133
And Putin was only getting started.
In October the Washington Post reported that the ex-Soviet republic of Belarus had “held a referendum on making strongman Alexander Lukashenko, who already has agreed to reunite his country with Russia, the equivalent of president-for-life. An exit poll conducted by the Gallup Organization showed that the proposition failed. But when Belarusan authorities announced it had passed with 77 percent of the vote, Russia pronounced the vote free and fair.”134
Meanwhile, in the former Soviet republic of Ukraine, Putin aggressively backed Viktor Yanukovych, a close friend of the Kremlin, to be the country’s next president and prime minister against pro-democracy candidate Viktor Yushchenko. Putin repeatedly praised Yanukovych. He traveled to Ukraine twice to campaign for him. Russian state television gave Yanukovych glowing coverage, all of which could be seen by neighboring Ukrainians. Russia even “supplied half of the $600 million that Yanukovych is spending on his campaign—including a $200 million payment from the Kremlin-controlled energy giant Gazprom,” the Washington Post reported.
“In return,” the Post’s account continued, “Yanukovych promised Putin at their last meeting that he would end Ukraine’s policy of seeking membership in NATO, promote an open border and dual citizenship for Russians and Ukrainians, make Russian the country’s second official language, and subordinate Ukraine’s bid for membership in the World Trade Organization to the requirements of forming the ‘single economic space,’ the Putin initiative to create a new union with Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan.”135
By November the vastly underfunded Yushchenko—who was mysteriously poisoned during the campaign, terribly disfiguring his previously telegenic face—had fought Putin’s handpicked man to a draw. But Putin publicly opposed a runoff, summarily declared Yanukovych the winner, and demanded that the West not interfere. The gambit backfired—sparking what became known as the Orange Revolution as hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians took to the streets to demand a free and fair runoff. In the end, the election was settled fairly, with Yushchenko the eventual winner, but Putin’s plans to rebuild the Russian empire piece by piece had been exposed.136
By year’s end, the question of “Where is Russia going?” was becoming clearer—and more disturbing. On Friday, December 3, 2004, as I put the finishing touches on The Ezekiel Option, I posted the following item on my weblog:
In September I was in Russia for ten days doing research for my next novel. I met with a senior member of the State Duma (legislature), senior officials at the U.S. Embassy, leading Russian political analysts, and the New York Times’ Moscow bureau chief and an economic reporter for the Times.
To each one, I tossed out a possible scenario: a fascist, ultra-nationalist coup in Moscow leads to the assassination of the democratically elected leader of Russia and leaves a nuclear-armed dictator in power itching for a dangerous new confrontation with the West. One by one, each told me there was no need for a coup; the dictator is already in place. And so he is.
Over the past eighteen months or so, Vladimir Putin has steadily turned the clock back on Russian democracy, centralizing power back in the Kremlin and slowly morphing himself into an all-powerful Czar.
He has nationalized Russian television networks; thrown political opponents in prison on suspect charges; all but threatened to seize and nationalize one of Russia’s largest petroleum companies; announced Russia’s governors will no longer be popularly elected but rather appointed by the Kremlin; and steadfastly supported a presidential candidate in Ukraine even after international observers protested the candidate was trying to steal the election.
Meanwhile, Putin is selling nuclear power plants, fuel, and technology to Iran—the most dangerous state sponsor of terrorism on the planet—has announced a 40% increase in the Russian military budget, and just announced the development of a new class of Russian strategic nuclear missiles.
“We are not only conducting research and successful testing of the newest nuclear missile systems,” Putin told commanders at the Ministry of Defense, according to the New York Times (11/17/04). “I am certain that in the immediate years to come we will be armed with them. These are such developments and such systems that other nuclear states do not have and will not have in the immediate years to come.”
The Times added that the Russian military “is widely reported to have been trying to perfect land- and sea-based ballistic missiles with warheads that could elude a missile-defense system like the one being constructed by the Bush administration.”
Which brings us to today.
During a speech in India, Putin lashed out at Washington, accusing the Bush administration of seeking a “dictatorship of international affairs.
“Even if dictatorship is wrapped up in a beautiful package of pseudo-democratic phraseology, it will not be in a position to solve systemic problems,” Putin said in New Delhi.
Dictatorship?
To be sure, the situation in Russia isn’t nearly as bad today as it was during the Cold War. And Putin has done some things right; he has, for example, been supportive of U.S. efforts in the war on terror; has permitted U.S. and NATO planes to fly over Russian territory to support war efforts in Afghanistan; opposed but didn’t directly attempt to block the U.S.-led war against Iraq; and his 13% flat tax plan, among other pro-market economic reforms, has, in fact, helped the Russian economy grow significantly in recent years and attract U.S. and Western foreign investment and companies.
That said, however, the trend lines are disturbing. Russia is lurching back in the wrong direction. Putin is a dictator in the making.137
I was not alone in these assessments. A growing number of journalists, editorial boards, and Kremlin watchers both inside and outside Russia were connecting the same dots as I was. And they continue to do so, if the following headlines are any guide:
CZAR VLADIMIR
Boston Globe, September 15, 2004
IS RUSSIA GOING BACKWARD?
Commentary, October 2004
IS DEMOCRACY RUSSIA’S FUTURE? PUTIN AGAIN RAISES DOUBTS
USA Today, November 29, 2004
PUTIN SETS RUSSIA ON FASCIST PATH
Omaha Herald, December 16, 2004
RUSSIA’S DOWNHILL SLIDE TO DICTATORSHIP: PUTIN’S REGIME PARALLELS WEIMAR GERMANY
Los Angeles Times, January 9, 2005
THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK A CONFIDENT KREMLIN IS THROWING ITS WEIGHT AROUND.
Newsweek, January 30, 2006
RUSSIA’S PUTIN RECLAIMING DOMINANT ROLE IN FORMER SOVIET UNION
Associated Press, March 20, 2006
PUTIN IN HIS OWN WORDS
Vladimir Putin was trained by the KGB and at one time was Russia’s top spy, yet surprisingly he has not been secretive about his long-term objectives or his strategies for achieving them. To the contrary, he has been quite candid, for those who are watching closely and listening carefully.
In 1999, for example, Reuters ran the following headline: “Russian Premier Vows to Rebuild Military Might.” Putin, then prime minister under Yeltsin, had just delivered a speech declaring that “the government has undertaken to rebuild and strengthen the military might of the state to respond to the new geopolitical realities, both external and internal threats.” He focused special attention on “new threats [that] have emerged on our southern frontiers.” Putin also announced a 57 percent increase in military spending in the year 2000.138
No sooner had Yeltsin stepped down than Putin repeated the vow to rebuild his country’s badly withered military machine. “Our country Russia was a great, powerful, strong state,” he declared in January 2000, “and it is clear that this is not possible if we do not have strong armed forces, powerful armed forces.”139
Putin has kept his word. Consider 2004.
In January Putin ordered the largest maneuvers of Russian nuclear forces in two decades, scrambling strategic bombers, launching cruise missiles, test-firing ballistic missiles, and sending new spy satellites into orbit, in what analysts described as “an imitation of a nuclear attack on the United States.”140
In February Putin insisted that Russia “does not have and cannot have aggressive objectives of imperial ambitions.” Yet he ordered dramatic improvements in the Russian military to achieve a more “combat-capable army and navy,” causing one of China’s leading dailies to worry about “the resurrection of the Russian military.”141
In August Putin ordered a 40 percent increase in Russia’s defense budget, including new fighter aircraft, new rockets, and two new army divisions.142
In December, as the election crisis in Ukraine was still unfolding, Putin ordered the test launch of a Cold War–era Russian intercontinental ballistic missile known as the SS-18 Satan, the first time the Russians had fired such a missile since the Soviet Union collapsed.143
With the rebuilding of Russia’s conventional military and strategic nuclear-missile forces under way, Vladimir Putin then delivered a speech on April 25, 2005, that I believe ranks as the most dangerous presidential address of our times.
“First and foremost,” he declared, “it is worth acknowledging that the demise of the Soviet Union was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century. As for the Russian people, it became a genuine tragedy. Tens of millions of our fellow citizens and countrymen found themselves beyond the fringes of Russian territory.”
Putin went on to argue that since the threat to Russia from terrorism was “still very strong,” the Kremlin must be strong to eradicate such terror. “The moment we display weakness or spinelessness, our losses will be immeasurably greater.” Then he insisted that Russia should remain “connected” to “the former republics of the USSR.” He argued that Russia and her neighbors have “a single historical destiny” together and said he wants to “synchronize the pace and parameters of [the] reform processes” in Russia and those former Soviet republics.144
Consider for a moment what such a speech says about the lenses through which the leader of Russia views his country and the world. When Vladimir Putin looks out over the vast expanse of the twentieth century, he is not primarily concerned with the 20 million people who perished under Stalin’s reign of terror. Or the 6 million Jews who died in the Holocaust under Adolf Hitler. Or the 3 million who died in the killing fields of Cambodia under Pol Pot. Rather, he believes that the disintegration of the Evil Empire ranks as the “greatest political catastrophe of the century” and that its reintegration and synchronization is a matter of “historical destiny.”
Such fondness for an empire so murderous and cruel would be chilling if it were voiced by the leader of any country possessing 10,000 nuclear warheads. But it is particularly chilling coming from the leader of Russia, a country described in the Scriptures as having expansionist ambitions in the last days.
Yet this was not the first time Putin had discussed such views or ambitions on the record. In 2000 three Russian journalists—Nataliya Gevorkyan, Natalya Timakova, and Andrei Kolesnikov—published First Person, in my view the most important book ever written about Putin. It is important not because the journalists offered their own insights or analysis into Putin but because they let Putin speak for himself. They interviewed the Russian leader six separate times. Each interview lasted about four hours. The book is merely a transcript, and when it comes to understanding Putin’s ambitions and approach, it is a gold mine of intelligence.145
Putin has repeatedly promised that he will not attempt to extend his time in office when his second term ends in 2008, and every person I interviewed in Russia in 2004—including every political officer and diplomat I spoke with at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow—told me they believed he would leave peacefully when the time came. Should he really do so, Putin will pass on to his successor executive power unparalleled since pre-Gorbachev times and a dynamic that suggests a future of more, rather than less, centralization of power.
But how seriously should Putin’s many pledges be taken? On at least six separate occasions after becoming president, he vowed not to end direct elections of Russia’s regional governors and appoint them himself. Yet in 2004, when it suited his purposes, he did just that.146 Why should his promise to leave office in 2008 be any different?
Now in his fifties, Putin is still a young man, at the top of his game, with no professional experience of any kind other than being a KGB-trained suppressor of dissidents and a rising political leader.147 What if he wants to change the constitution to allow himself to stay? Belarus did it in 2004 (and President Alexander Lukashenko was “reelected” in 2006 with 83 percent of the vote).148 Other ex-Soviet republics have done it as well, including Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan.149
What if Putin is looking for a pretext to become a new Russian monarch? Would a terrible new series of terrorist attacks—perhaps similar to the Beslan school hostage crisis—be enough? What about an assassination attempt or attempts at a coup or new revolutions in the former Soviet republics? What about polls showing that in the absence of Putin, the leading two contenders for Russia’s presidency are ultranationalist Fascist Vladimir Zhirinovsky and Communist hard-liner Gennady Zyuganov?150
Might “the will of the Russian people” suffice? In 2004 only 27 percent of Russians supported a third Putin term. (Perhaps this is why every expert I spoke with dismissed the possibility.) By June 2006, however, the number had shot up to 59 percent.151
Then again, support for Stalin is growing too. Asked if they would vote for the Soviet dictator if he were alive and running for president, a remarkable one in four Russians now say they would. In large measure this is because some two-thirds of the Russian people feel there is less order in their country today than in the past. As such, they are looking for a strong hand to rule, and Putin is providing just that.152
THE BIG QUESTION
The more one learns about the Russian leader, the more one can understand why nearly everywhere I speak these days, people ask me, “Is Vladimir Putin Gog? Is he the Russian leader Ezekiel predicted would attack Israel?”
It is an interesting question, given recent trends. Putin is certainly perceived as a rising czar. He speaks fondly of Russia’s historic monarchy. He is centralizing political power and control to himself. He is rebuilding Russia’s military for offensive purposes. He speaks of the collapse of the Soviet Evil Empire as a catastrophe and talks of restoring the historical glory of Mother Russia. He is operating in a social and political climate that increasingly desires a leader along the lines of Joseph Stalin. What’s more, he is steadily building political, economic, and military ties with the very countries Ezekiel described in his vision of the future, as I will describe in detail in the next two chapters.
All that said, however, one can neither definitively conclude that Putin is the one of whom Ezekiel spoke nor conclusively rule him out. Not yet, at least. More needs to happen in Russia and the Middle East before we can know for sure, one way or the other. Putin may, after all, simply be setting the stage for someone else to rise.
CHAPTER EIGHT: FUTURE HEADLINE
KREMLIN JOINS “AXIS OF EVIL,” FORMS MILITARY ALLIANCE WITH IRAN
On May 4, 2006, Vice President Dick Cheney delivered a speech at a conference in Vilnius, Lithuania, that infuriated the Kremlin.
He warned that while America wants to see Russia truly emerge as a healthy and vibrant democracy and a trusted partner in the global economy, under Vladimir Putin’s leadership, the country was in the process of reversing the gains of the last decade.
“In many areas of civil society—from religion and the news media, to advocacy groups and political parties—the [Russian] government has unfairly and improperly restricted the rights of her people,” Cheney said. He also warned that “no legitimate interest is served when oil and gas become tools of intimidation or blackmail, either by supply manipulation or attempts to monopolize transportation. And no one can justify actions that undermine the territorial integrity of a neighbor, or interfere with democratic movements.”
Russia’s leaders have a choice to make, Cheney explained. They can choose the path of freedom and democracy or the path of tyranny and aggression. He noted that the future of peace and security in the twenty-first century will be profoundly affected by the decisions Moscow makes in the coming years, and he insisted that Western leaders are optimistic.
“None of us believes that Russia is fated to become an enemy,” he said.153
It was a thoughtful, well-reasoned, and much-needed speech, and I was glad the White House chose to send such a strong message to President Putin and his top advisors. But that last line troubled me, for when one looks at Russia through not only the political and economic lenses but also through the third lens of Scripture, one sees that Russia is, in fact, destined to become an enemy of the West, and particularly of Israel, in part because of its alliance with Iran.
Let me explain.
WHAT TO WATCH FOR
A careful study of Ezekiel 38 makes it clear that a Russian leader will one day mount an attack against Israel. What’s more, we learn that Russia’s czar will not attack Israel alone. Rather, he will build a military coalition—much as the United States did when it sought to bring down Saddam Hussein’s regime in 2003. Here Ezekiel provides us extraordinarily precise intelligence. Though he wrote more than 2,500 years ago, the Hebrew prophet was able to tell us what to watch for. In fact, he gave us a detailed list of countries that will join Russia’s anti-Israel coalition in the last days.
The first specific country he named as part of the Russian alliance was Persia (Ezekiel 38:5). Until March 21, 1935, Persia was the official name of the country we now call Iran. But never in the last 2,500 years have Russia and Iran had a military alliance. This caused many a skeptic to think, See, the Bible has no idea what it’s talking about. The Russians have always hated the Iranians. The Iranians have always hated the Russians. There’s no way they are ever going to form an alliance against Israel or anybody else. This just proves the Bible is full of errors.
Such a conclusion may have seemed reasonable to many until recently. The Russians, after all, briefly occupied portions of northern Iran several times: in the nineteenth century, in 1912, during World War I, and from 1941 to 1946. But Moscow has never had an alliance with Iran. To the contrary, repeated occupations by the Soviets drove Iran into a military alliance of sorts with the U.S. for several decades.
After the Red Army left Iran in 1946, Tehran established close relations with the United States as Mohammed Reza Shah Pahlavi (commonly known as “the Shah”) accepted large amounts of American military aid and arms to build a counterweight to Soviet ambitions to take over Iran’s oil fields and the rest of the Middle East.
In 1979, the U.S. lost Iran during the Islamic revolution as the Shah was overthrown and forced into exile and American embassy personnel were taken hostage for 444 days. But as serious a blow as this was to U.S. interests, the rise of the Ayatollah Khomeini hardly created the opening Moscow would have hoped for—or the one the Bible predicted. The fervently religious Khomeini had no intention of creating any semblance of an alliance with the atheists to the north. What’s more, after the Soviets invaded neighboring Afghanistan in December 1979, Khomeini feared the Kremlin was coming to take over Iran next.
It was Saddam Hussein, ironically, who forced Khomeini to begin forming ties to the Communists. By the late 1980s, Iran was suffering economically and militarily from year after year of a brutal and seemingly never-ending Iran-Iraq war (1980–1988). Tehran needed help from one of the superpowers, and they certainly were not going to turn to Washington. So Khomeini and the mullahs turned to Moscow instead, figuring that if Mikhail Gorbachev was pulling troops out of Afghanistan, he was not about to send them into Iran.
A MILITARY ALLIANCE EMERGING
Today, even the biggest skeptic of Ezekiel’s intelligence would have to admit that a military alliance between Russia and Iran is emerging for the first time in history.
Economic and political ties between Russia and Iran began to develop steadily in the 1990s. Military ties grew even more rapidly. Tehran was desperate to rebuild its forces after its long war with Iraq. Moscow was desperate for hard cash after the collapse of the Soviet Union and for a beachhead into the oil-rich Middle East.
It was a match made in hell.
The Clinton administration became concerned enough that in 1995 it pressured the Russians to sign an agreement whereby Moscow would stop selling arms to Iran and would promise to complete the delivery of all weapons systems previously sold to Tehran by the end of 1999. But the deal signed by Vice President Al Gore and Russian prime minister Viktor Chernomyrdin may go down as one of the least effective accords ever. Russian arms sales to Iran between 1992 and 2000 topped $4 billion.154
When Vladimir Putin took office as president, he quickly abandoned the 1995 agreement with the Americans. In December 2000, he sent Russian defense minister Igor Sergeyev to Iran to meet with Iranian defense minister Ali Shamkhani to begin discussing a dramatic new military relationship between the two countries. In March 2001, Putin welcomed Iranian president Mohammed Khatami to Moscow. Khatami was the first Iranian leader to visit the Russian capital in the twenty-seven years since the Shah’s visit.155 The visit made big headlines around the world and raised serious concerns in Washington and Jerusalem.
During his three-day visit, Khatami toured Russian nuclear facilities, missile factories, and Russia’s space command. Putin and Khatami and their advisors also accelerated negotiations for a ten-year, multibillion-dollar arms deal between their two countries, despite U.S. warnings to the Kremlin not to assist the radical Islamic regime.156
Over time, the nature of the relationship hammered out between the two countries has become even clearer, as evidenced by world media headlines:
RUSSIA PLANS 5 MORE NUCLEAR POWER PLANTS IN IRAN
Washington Post, July 27, 2002
NEW RAILWAY TO LINK RUSSIA AND IRAN VIA AZERBAIJAN
Agence France-Presse, May 22, 2004
RUSSIA FAVORS IRAN ROUTE FOR CRUDE EXPORTS
Tehran Times, June 14, 2004
PUTIN: IRAN DOESN’T PLAN TO BUILD ATOMIC ARMS
Aljazeera, February 18, 2005
PUTIN DEFENDS ARMS SALES TO SYRIA, IRAN
Associated Press, April 28, 2005
IRAN REGARDS RUSSIA AS POSSIBLE PARTNER TO BUILD 20 NUCLEAR POWER PLANTS
MosNews.com, September 7, 2005
KREMLIN READY TO DEFEND IRAN
MosNews.com, September 13, 2005
RUSSIA AGREES TO $1 BILLION ARMS DEAL WITH IRAN
Associated Press, December 2, 2005
IRAN’S NUCLEAR AMBITIONS
What makes all this so troubling, of course, is that the Kremlin is selling these conventional arms and providing such nuclear fuel, technology, and assistance to the most dangerous radical Islamic terrorist regime on the face of the planet, a country President Bush specifically cited as a member of the Axis of Evil.
Putin has tried repeatedly to assure world leaders that Iran does not intend to build nuclear weapons. After a February 2005 meeting in the Kremlin with Hassan Rowhani, Iran’s top nuclear negotiator, Putin insisted that “the latest steps on Iran’s behalf persuade us that Iran has no intention of building an atomic weapon. Consequently, we will continue to cooperate with Iran in all fields, including nuclear energy.”157 Two months later, during a news conference in Jerusalem on his historic trip to Israel—the first ever for a Russian leader—Putin explained that “we are working with Iran in order to develop the atom for peaceful ends and we are against any program seeking to endow Iran with an atomic weapon.”158
Yet the intentions of Iran to obtain nuclear weapons go back many years. During a January 1987 speech to Iran’s nuclear scientific community in Tehran, Iran’s then-president Ali Khamenei (who later became Iran’s Supreme Leader, the Ayatollah Khamenei, after the death of the Ayatollah Khomeini) made a direct link between Iran’s nuclear program and Iran’s national security and stressed the urgency of going nuclear as rapidly as possible.
“Regarding atomic energy, we need it now,” Khamenei said. “Our nation has always been threatened from outside. The least we can do to face this danger is let our enemies know that we can defend ourselves. Therefore, every step you take here is in defense of your country and your evolution. With this in mind, you should work hard and at great speed.”159
In an October 6, 1988, address to the Islamic Revolutionary Guards, Ali Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani made the country’s nuclear intentions even more clear. “We should fully equip ourselves both in the offensive and defensive use of chemical, bacteriological, and radiological weapons. From now on, you should make use of the opportunity and perform this task.”160 In 1989, Rafsanjani was elected president of Iran, where he served until 1997.
Lest there be any doubt, Rafsanjani was even more provocative in the wake of the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington. On December 14, 2001, the Iran Press Service ran a story entitled “Rafsanjani Says Muslims Should Use Nuclear Weapon against Israel.”161
According to the story, Rafsanjani asserted that a nuclear attack would “annihilate Israel,” while costing Iran “damages only.” He said, “If a day comes when the world of Islam is duly equipped with the arms Israel has in possession, the strategy of colonialism would face a stalemate because application of an atomic bomb would not leave anything in Israel but the same thing would just produce damages in the Muslim world.” The article pointed out that “not only [was] Mr. Hashemi-Rafsanjani’s speech the strongest against Israel, but also the first time that a prominent leader of the Islamic Republic openly suggest[ed] the use of a nuclear weapon against the Jewish State.”
To fulfill such a mission, Rafsanjani again ran for president in 2005. He was defeated by the even more hard-line and anti-Semitic Mahmoud Ahmadinejad—who vowed to accelerate Iran’s nuclear program—on the very day The Ezekiel Option was released.
The timing of Ahmadinejad’s victory and the book’s release was eerie enough, but eerier still were the similarities between the novel and what was happening in Iran in real life.
On page 333 of Option’s hardcover edition, my fictional Iranian leader calls for the annihilation of Israel, saying, “The world must understand—the Zionists must be humbled. Death to Israel. . . . This cancerous Jewish tumor is the most dangerous threat on the face of the earth. But the Night of the Jews is almost over. Allah, we beseech thee, annihilate them with your wrath.” On page 358, a fictional Islamic scholar who supports Iran in its battle against Israel warns that “Allah is not on the side of the Jews. He will not be mocked by claims that he is. The world will know who the One True God really is when Israel is wiped off the face of the map forever.”
In the fall of 2005, fiction once again became reality:
AHMADINEJAD: WIPE ISRAEL OFF MAP
Aljazeera.net, October 26, 2005
WIPE ISRAEL “OFF THE MAP” SAYS IRANIAN
New York Times, October 27, 2005
ISRAEL SHOULD BE WIPED OFF MAP, SAYS IRAN’S PRESIDENT
The (U.K.) Guardian, October 27, 2005
Ahmadinejad, speaking at the “World without Zionism” conference in Tehran, not only told his fellow Islamic radicals that “Israel must be wiped off the map” because Israel is trying “satanically and deceitfully to gain control” of all of Palestine. He also warned that “anybody who recognizes Israel will burn in the fire of the Islamic nation’s fury” and any Islamic leader “who recognizes the Zionist regime means he is acknowledging the surrender and defeat of the Islamic world.” And he threatened the United States as well. “Is it possible for us to witness a world without America and Zionism? . . . [Y]ou had best know that this slogan and this goal are attainable, and surely can be achieved.”162
The remarks triggered widespread international condemnation, but Ahmadinejad did not back off. On December 9, he gave a speech in Mecca to the Organization of the Islamic Conference in which he called Israel a “tumor,” questioned whether the Holocaust had ever really happened, and suggested that if Europeans were so concerned about the fate of the Jews, they should move Israel to Europe.163
“THE POINT OF NO RETURN”
Ahmadinejad’s incendiary rhetoric against Israel and the U.S. should not be mistaken for empty threats, any more than Saddam Hussein’s threats to invade Kuwait were empty in the years leading up to August 2, 1990. Rather, Ahmadinejad’s words suggest a countdown to a new and terrible war in the Middle East.
In late 2005, during a trip to Israel, I met with one of the top Iran experts in the Mossad, Israel’s primary foreign-intelligence agency (the Israeli version of the CIA). “Please listen to what this regime is telling us, and please believe them,” the agent, an operative who himself spent years undercover inside Iran, told me. “The regime in Iran first and foremost is against the U.S., not Israel. Israel is just a tool to get to the U.S. Israel is the Little Satan. You are the Great Satan.
“Remember,” the Mossad agent continued, “the Iranians invented the chess board. They are playing three or four moves ahead of us. . . . We should remember Hitler and other Fascist regimes throughout history. They always signaled their ultimate intentions ahead of time. . . . A top advisor to Mahmoud Ahmadinejad recently said, ‘A clash between Islam and the West is inevitable, and we must be prepared.’ We ignore such warning at our peril. We must be prepared, too.”164
The Iranian leadership has certainly been preparing for a clash between Islam and the West as they feverishly try to build, buy, or steal nuclear weapons, as well as the missiles to deliver such weapons to their intended targets. In July of 1998, the Commission to Assess the Ballistic Missile Threat to the United States—headed by Donald Rumsfeld—issued a sobering report in which its members (top U.S. military and intelligence officials) unanimously concluded that “the only issue as to whether or not Iran may soon have or already has a nuclear weapon is the amount of fissile material available to it. Because of significant gaps in our knowledge, the U.S. is unlikely to know whether Iran possesses nuclear weapons until after the fact.”165
The commission found that Iran—whose missiles can already reach Tel Aviv, Paris, and London—could build an intercontinental ballistic missile capable of hitting the U.S. “within five years of a decision to proceed,” though again the members stressed that officials in Washington might not know when such a decision was made. They pointed out that “a 10,000 km-range Iranian missile could hold the U.S. at risk in an arc extending northeast of a line from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to St. Paul, Minnesota.”
Even more disturbing, the commission warned that countries such as Iran were seeking ways to launch Scud missiles off the back of a tramp steamer or other commercial container ship, putting Iranian nuclear, chemical, biological, or simply conventional warheads within range of major American, European, or Israeli cities with effectively no warning whatsoever.
And that was in 1998. Today the threat to the American homeland from an Iranian ship-launched missile has increased dramatically. “Some 75 percent of the total U.S. population of 290 million people and 75 percent of its military bases are within 200 miles of the coast,” reported a United Press International story in 2005. “The number of potential launch platforms is immense, with 130,000 registered merchant ships in 195 countries. . . . Thousands of SCUDs and other inexpensive short-range ballistic missiles have been dispersed, sold worldwide with some in countries where terrorist groups operate openly. Iran test-launched a tactical ballistic missile from a ship last year and the threat has become much worse with the rapid proliferation of cruise missiles. China has already supplied many to Iran.”166
Since the publication of the Rumsfeld commission’s report, we have learned much more, including the fact that for nearly two decades, Iran had successfully hidden expensive and sophisticated nuclear research facilities from U.S., Israeli, and other Western intelligence agencies. Only when a group of Iranian dissidents known as the National Council of Resistance held a press conference on August 14, 2002, revealing the existence and location of such facilities did the world have any idea just how aggressively Tehran was pursuing nuclear weapons.
In their Natanz facility, it turns out, the Iranians were planning to enrich uranium to weapons-grade standards. In their Ara-k facility, the Iranians were planning to extract plutonium for military purposes.
“We knew back in 2000–2001 that Iran had secret nuclear sites, and we were actually trying to find out where they were,” said David Albright, a former nuclear inspector for the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). But when he finally found out, he admitted he was stunned by the magnitude of Iran’s efforts. “Within a few days [of finishing the Natanz and Ara-k facilities], they could make enough [nuclear fuel] for a bomb. Not just one bomb. The two massive underground facilities—each the size of a football field—are designed to hold 50,000 or more centrifuges. That could produce uranium for 25 to 50 nuclear bombs a year.”167
Kenneth Pollack, a high-ranking U.S. National Security Council official who was in charge of Iran and Persian Gulf affairs during the 1990s, admitted, “Despite the promises the Clinton administration had heard from Khatami’s informal interlocutors that the reformists [in the Iranian government] understood the United States’ concerns about Iran’s nuclear program and would work to accommodate us, Iran’s nuclear program had never slowed down. In fact, it had made tremendous progress.”168
During the writing of this book, I spoke to at least a half dozen senior Israeli military and intelligence officials who, on the condition of anonymity, told me that Iran either is at or is rapidly approaching what they call the “point of no return.” This is the point at which Iran will have all the technical know-how, trained scientists, bomb-making blueprints, enriched uranium, and other critical components to build a nuclear device.
Once the mullahs have all the chefs and ingredients they need to cook up their thermonuclear poison, these sources say that perfecting an actual bomb could happen very quickly. Some estimate Iran could have the “Islamic Bomb” called for by Rafsanjani as early as 2007. Others say sometime between 2008 and 2011 is more likely. But the truth is no one knows for sure, and that is what is so dangerous.
What we do know for sure is that Russia is helping speed the process, not slow it down. “I am sometimes asked if Iran wants to create such [nuclear] weapons or is thinking about the possibility, and I always reply that it does and is,” says Viktor Mikhailov, director of the Institute of Strategic Stability of Russia’s Ministry of Atomic Energy and widely considered one of the fathers of the Iranian nuclear industry. “It is impossible to retain national independence and sovereignty now without nuclear weapons. . . . I think that the nuclear sector of the Iranian economy is maintained at a very high research and technical level. . . . Iran will create—can create—its nuclear bomb in five to ten years. It will not be as sophisticated as the nuclear weapons of Russia or the U.S., but it will do. The Americans are afraid of this . . . because nuclear death can come not from the air but in many other ways. They fear a single nuclear explosion in their territory.”169
Over 1,000 Iranian nuclear scientists have been trained in Russia or by senior Russian scientists. Russia has vowed to finish building Iran’s first nuclear power plant in Bushehr (perhaps by 2007), despite intense international pressure to stop helping Iran go nuclear. Russia is also negotiating with Iran to build as many as twenty more nuclear power plants, despite the fact that Iran is sitting on an ocean of oil and natural gas and hardly suffering from a lack of energy supplies. Russian diplomats have repeatedly stalled efforts by the U.S. and the European Union (EU) to place sanctions on Iran for its illegal nuclear activities. And Vladimir Putin has put his personal stamp of approval on Russian nuclear assistance to Iran, despite Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s vow to annihilate the Jewish state.
The question is why.
WHAT RUSSIA WANTS
“Russia has two interests in Iran,” Dr. Dore Gold told me when I saw him in Tel Aviv in the fall of 2005. “First, they want to resurrect the supposed glory of the Soviet Union. And second, they want to make money.”
I first met Gold, the former Israeli ambassador to the United Nations, during the summer of 2000 when Ehud Barak was trying to give away the store to Yasser Arafat. Gold, one of the first Israeli diplomats to ever meet personally with Arafat, had taken me inside Arafat’s thinking and helped me understand who he was and what he wanted. He was enormously helpful to me as I was doing research for The Last Days, and I later helped him promote the release of his New York Times best seller Hatred’s Kingdom: How Saudi Arabia Supports the New Global Terrorism.
But Gold was not only an expert on Arafat and the Saudis. He had also been closely monitoring Russian activities and ambitions in the Middle East for years and served as a senior advisor to Israeli prime minister Sharon.
“The Russians want an empire, and to get one they need to establish ‘special relationships’ with Arab and Islamic regimes in the Middle East whom they can use as their agents of influence,” he told me one morning over coffee. “From 1948 to the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Soviets were the main backers of the Arab threat to Israel. But they were never able to secure Iran as an ally until now. . . . Iran is pivotal in Russian thinking. It is a major regional power in its own right, and it is a gateway into the rest of the Middle East.”
What’s more, he noted, Moscow figures that a strong relationship with Iran lessens the likelihood that the mullahs will aggressively support the rebels in Chechnya or any other effort to foment a coup in the Russian capital.170
Gold, an American who emigrated to Israel, went on to argue that while Russia’s economy is much stronger today than it was in the early 1990s, that is largely due to the oil-and-gas industry. The military-industrial complex, on the other hand—the engine that for years provided millions of jobs for Russian workers—has been dramatically downsized since the end of the Cold War. Thus, Russia needs to sell billions of dollars’ worth of arms to countries like Iran or their military production facilities will have to scale down even more or shut down entirely. Unemployment would surge, as would poverty, thus increasing the possibility of domestic instability of the kind the Kremlin fears most.171
Dr. Yuri Shtern shares a similar assessment as Dore Gold but adds some color commentary from a unique vantage point. Born in Moscow in 1949, Shtern graduated from Moscow University with a PhD in economics. He agitated—as Natan Sharansky did—for Soviet Jewish rights until he was finally allowed to emigrate to Israel in 1981. There he managed a Jewish settlement in Judea and worked for a time for the Federation of Israeli Chambers of Commerce, trying to drum up business between Israel and the former USSR after years of pushing for boycotts of Soviet products due to Soviet persecution of Jews. In 1996 he was elected to serve as a member of the Knesset (the Israeli parliament) and is now the number-two official in Yisrael Beitenu, one of Israel’s fastest-growing political parties.
Shtern and I first met in February 2004 at the National Prayer Breakfast in Washington, DC, where he was part of a seven-person Israeli delegation. We met again at the Dan Panorama Hotel in Tel Aviv the following year, and I asked him why the country of his birth was arming his worst enemies.
“Russia—after Israel—is the second strangest place in the world,” Shtern told me one night after dinner. “It has a history of Christianity and education but also a deep tradition of tyranny. The danger now is that Russia may lurch back to tyranny.”
Part of the reason is that “Russia is in great danger of Islamicization,” and “it’s unbelievable how many Russian officials are being bought by Islamists” from Iran, Saudi Arabia, and elsewhere in the Middle East. That, Shtern said, is a big reason why Russia is helping Iran go nuclear. Russian workers need the jobs. Russian companies need the cash. Russian politicians are getting paid off. And he warned that more trouble lies ahead. While the world’s attention has been focused on the troubles in Iraq for the last several years, Shtern insists that “the future of the world is being shaped by Russia.”172
A few months before these meetings with Gold and Shtern, I sat down with Natan Sharansky at the Madison Hotel in Washington, DC, to talk to him about Putin, Iran, and the growing nuclear threat. At the time, he was still a member of Prime Minister Sharon’s cabinet, serving as Israel’s minister for Jerusalem and Diaspora Affairs. I was writing a story for World magazine about President Bush’s summit with President Putin in the Slovak capital of Bratislava.
I started by asking him about the big picture. “A growing number of observers in the West are concerned that Vladimir Putin is becoming a new Russian dictator. They point to the Kremlin’s takeover of television stations, jailing of political opponents, and ending democratic elections for the governors of Russia’s provinces. As someone who grew up in Russia and spent nine years in a KGB Gulag as a dissident, what is your sense about the future of democracy in Russia?”173
“We hear two types of statements these days,” Sharansky told me. “The first is that Russia went back to the past because Russians like their old totalitarian regimes, and that is proof that Russians can’t be democrats or don’t want democracy. This is nonsense. The other sentiment is that the Russian government is engaged in some serious retreats from democracy and the world should be concerned. That is absolutely true. Look, for a thousand years Russia never was a democracy. But I believe the Russian people want freedom and democracy. There have been tremendous changes there in the past ten or fifteen years. Millions of people are not enslaved in Gulags. Millions are not working for the KGB. Millions do not live in fear that one mistaken word and they’ll be thrown in prison. This is real, historic progress. That said, there have been some serious retreats. But look, twelve years after the French revolution there was Napoleon. There are ups and downs in the development of democracy in any country. Now Putin is restricting many areas of Russian life. The free world should not be hesitant to raise these issues and encourage the Russian government to expand freedom, not restrict it.”
I asked him why he thought Russia was selling nuclear technology to Iran when Iran was widely recognized as a terrorist state and, in President Bush’s famous phrase, part of the Axis of Evil.
“Well, you know that I was involved for a long time in the negotiations to persuade the Russians to stop selling these technologies to Iran,” Sharansky explained, noting his meetings with Putin and “many other meetings with Russian leaders over the years” on this issue. “And it is important to point out that it wasn’t the Russian government that was directly selling the technologies. It was various Russian companies, and the Kremlin wasn’t fighting it enough. . . . Putin told me personally—and he happened to be absolutely right about this—that the day will come when it is clear that it is Western sales of technologies to Iran which will be just as critical to helping Iran develop weapons of mass destruction, maybe more so, not just Russian technologies. And sure enough, a year ago when the scope of Iranian activities were discovered, everyone could see that the technologies that flowed through Pakistan, England, and Holland have created a big danger that within one or two more years Iran will develop nuclear weapons.”
“Nevertheless, does your government believe this emerging Russian-Iranian alliance is a direct threat to Israel’s national security?” I asked.
“The free world is blind to taking effective measures to stopping this impending disaster,” he replied. “Now it must be clear that the free world cannot afford to permit the regime of the Ayatollahs to have nuclear weapons and the missiles to deliver them. The Iranians have made themselves perfectly clear. They intend to destroy Israel and the other ‘Satans’ in this world.”
“What should be done to stop Iran from acquiring the bomb?” I wondered.
“As I point out in my book [The Case for Democracy], Iran is a unique example of a country where in one generation a society of true believers in radical Islam has become a society of double-thinkers,” said Sharansky. “That is, in their hearts and minds they are disgusted with their government and disillusioned with radical Islam, even though with their lips they must avoid being critical because they fear government reprisals. There are many Iranians eager to change their government. With some encouragement from the free world I think we can help the people of Iran to bring democratic change. I was glad to see President Bush speak directly to the Iranian people in his State of the Union address. But it is not enough. The United States and Europe—the entire free world—must do much more to encourage the forces of freedom and reform within Iran, before it is too late.”
“What if it is already too late?” I asked. “Can you picture a scenario in which Israel is forced to take military action against Iran?”
“If it is too late and democratic change will not happen in Iran, and so much time was wasted, and the free world was too cautious to support the dissidents in Iran, then there is a very real danger that Iran will get nuclear weapons. And the free world will have no choice but to act. But I don’t want to discuss specific scenarios. Let us hope it does not go that far.”
Actually, it may have already gone that far.
WORST-CASE SCENARIOS
In February 2006, I asked Steve Forbes if he would arrange an interview for me with Caspar Weinberger, who served as U.S. defense secretary from 1981 to 1987 and was now publisher of Forbes and a foreign-affairs columnist for the world’s foremost business magazine. Steve graciously agreed and set up a time for me to call Weinberger at his home in Connecticut. It turned out to be just weeks before Weinberger passed away.
As one of the key architects of Ronald Reagan’s strategy to bring down the Evil Empire, a man who literally had his finger on the button during some of the tensest years of the American showdown with the Soviet military, few knew the Russians better than “Cap” Weinberger.174 Moreover, few had as much experience at the highest levels of the U.S. government going head-to-head against the mullahs in Iran. Weinberger, after all, had access to all U.S. intelligence about the ayatollah and the revolutionary regime in Tehran. He was there when the U.S. hostages were freed by Iran in 1981. He was there when the Reagan administration built ties to Iraq as a counterweight to Iranian aggression. He was even targeted by a grossly unfair prosecutor in the Iran-Contra arms-for-hostages affair that engulfed the second term of the Reagan administration, though he was later pardoned by President George H. W. Bush, who rightly called him a “true patriot” who gave “extraordinary service to our country.”
Weinberger, who was eighty-eight when he died, could not have been more generous with his time or more insightful with his answers. When we spoke, his memory was still sharp and his analysis still bore the distinct evidence of his decades of experience on the front lines. I asked him about a wide range of issues related to Russia and Iran, particularly if he thought Iran would go nuclear over the next few years. His answer floored me.
“I think they probably already have gone nuclear,” he told me. “I think they have probably equipped themselves to construct some types of nuclear weapons and . . . I think they could probably do quite a lot of damage right now.”175
That, Weinberger believed, was very likely why Ahmadinejad was being so provocative toward Israel—because he already possessed nuclear weapons and was preparing for a direct military confrontation.
It was a chilling theory. “If Iran has already gone nuclear,” I asked, “then why have the Russians been helping Iran build nuclear plants and providing nuclear training and technology to a country most of the world agrees is so dangerous?”
“The answer is your first clause—it’s the Russians,” Weinberger replied. “It’s the way they operate. . . . The Soviets [during the Cold War] were trying to increase their influence in the whole Mideast. They were using one of the traditional routes to the oil fields, coming through Afghanistan, and trying to seal not only their bases but their supply routes. We were taking actions and preparing ourselves to prevent that domination from succeeding. . . . [But] they have never accepted the idea that they were destined to be a second- or third-class power. They want to get their superpower status back, and that’s a lot of what Putin is doing now. . . . They [Putin and his advisors] have not really accepted the idea of democracy or a transparent form of government in which the people are able to run things. . . . They are not going to accept the fact that they were utterly and completely defeated.”
“That said, how dangerous is Vladimir Putin?” I asked.
“I think he has a suitable background for why people are worried,” Weinberger said. “He was a Soviet spy. His whole background and training was in the interest of the old Soviet policies, and I don’t think he’s changed very much. I don’t think you get far and advance as rapidly as he did unless you’re doing pretty well what you’re wanted to do [by the KGB leadership].”
Weinberger’s concerns didn’t stop with the current leader of Russia. He raised other worst-case scenarios, including someone more dangerous than Putin emerging in Moscow through election, assassination, or coup.176
In his 1996 book The Next War, Weinberger and coauthor Peter Schweizer envisioned a Russian ultranationalist seizing power in a coup in 2006 and then threatening the world with a nuclear war. I asked if he still thought this was a possibility.
“It is a possibility,” Weinberger told me, noting that while recent revolutions in ex-Soviet republics such as Ukraine, Georgia, and Kyrgyzstan have been pro-Western and pro-democracy in nature, they have only heightened fears among Russian nationalists and ultranationalists that Russia could be next if the Kremlin doesn’t crack down on dissent and rule with a heavy hand. “[Our scenario] was presented not just as a possibility but as a suitable scenario for war college and advanced strategic thinking and studying, and I think it’s still a possibility. I think you have in Russia an angry loser [and] I think it’s wrong and immature for anybody to believe that Russia has joined the Western camp. . . . We would be dangerously naive if we thought that winning the Cold War was all we had to do.”
WHAT AHMADINEJAD WANTS
The problem is that the Kremlin is playing with fire.
As I mentioned in the introduction, Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has told friends he believes the end of the world is only a few years away. He has also said that he believes the way to hasten the arrival of the Islamic messiah is to unleash an apocalyptic holy war against Christians and Jews. Thus, he has vowed to annihilate the U.S. and Israel and is feverishly preparing his military to accomplish just that.177
The best way to understand Ahmadinejad’s brand of Shiite eschatology (end-times theology) is to listen to Iranians describe it themselves.
Amir Taheri is a European-based columnist who used to serve as the executive editor of Kayhan, Iran’s largest daily newspaper. In an April 2006 essay entitled “The Frightening Truth of Why Iran Wants a Bomb,” Taheri wrote that just before announcing to the world that Iran had “gatecrashed ‘the nuclear club,’” President Ahmadinejad “disappeared for several hours” to have a secret meeting with the Islamic messiah, a figure known as the Twelfth Imam or Mahdi. Taheri wrote, “According to Shia lore, the Imam is a messianic figure who, although in hiding, remains the true Sovereign of the World.”
The article described Ahmadinejad’s claim to be one of a select group of men specifically chosen by the Twelfth Imam to be his representatives and helpers in the world prior to his return. Ahmadinejad “boasts that the Imam gave him the presidency for a single task: provoking a ‘clash of civilizations’ in which the Muslim world, led by Iran, takes on the ‘infidel’ West, led by the United States, and defeats it.”
The article continued:
From childhood, Shia boys are told to cultivate two qualities. The first is entezar, the capacity patiently to wait for the Imam to return. The second is taajil, the actions needed to hasten the return. For the Imam’s return will coincide with an apocalyptic battle between the forces of evil and righteousness, with evil ultimately routed.178
Hossein Bastani is an Iranian journalist living in exile. He has written numerous accounts of Shiite leaders in Iran claiming to have witnessed physical sightings of the Twelfth Imam and saying that he will reveal himself to the world soon. “But despite these sightings,” Bastani noted in one column, “it is the President [Ahmadinejad] himself who presents the strongest claims of being in touch with and thus supported by the twelfth Imam.” He added that in 2005, “at a meeting with the Foreign Ministers of Islamic countries and in response to a question that Iran displayed signs of a crisis, President Ahmadinejad said that these were the signs of the return of the twelfth Imam, who will definitely return in two years.”179
Ayatollah Ibrahim Amini is a professor at the Religious Learning Center in Qom, Iran, and one of his country’s most respected Shiite scholars. In his book Al-Imam al-Mahdi: The Just Leader of Humanity, Amini described the signs of the coming of the Mahdi in great detail. Chief among them: a massive earthquake and the launching of a global war to kill and/or subjugate Jews, Christians, and other “infidels.”
In one passage Amini quoted the prophet Mohammed (though not from the Koran), who is believed to have said, “Listen to the good news about the Mahdi! He will rise at the time when people will be faced with severe conflict and the earth will be hit by a violent quake. He will fill the earth with justice and equity as it is filled with injustice and tyranny. He will fill the hearts of his followers with devotion and will spread justice everywhere.”180
Other key passages:
When the world has become psychologically ready to accept the government of God and when general conditions have become favorable to the idea of the rulership of the truth, God will permit the Mahdi to launch his final revolution. . . . A few selected individuals . . . will be the first ones to respond to his call, and will be drawn to him like iron to a magnet in that first hour of his appearance. . . .
On seeing the fulfillment of many of the signs promised in the traditions, a large number of unbelievers will turn towards Islam. Those who persist in their disbelief and wickedness shall be killed by the soldiers of the Mahdi. The only victorious government in the entire world will be that of Islam and people will devotedly endeavor to protect it. Islam will be the religion of everyone, and will enter all the nations of the world. . . .
The Mahdi will offer the religion of Islam to the Jews and the Christians; if they accept it they will be spared, otherwise they will be killed. . . .
It seems unlikely that this catastrophe can be avoided. . . . Warfare and bloodshed [are] inevitable.181
The coming of the Twelfth Imam is never mentioned in the Koran. Rather it stems from supposed sayings of Mohammed and his followers soon after the Koran was complete. Thus, not all Muslims share the brand of theology I have just outlined, nor do all Shiites.182 But Ahmadinejad and his close aides and advisors leave no doubt that they are driven by the belief that the Islamic messiah will appear in the next two or three years and that by launching a war to annihilate Israel, in particular, they can hasten that day.
CHAPTER NINE: FUTURE HEADLINE
MOSCOW EXTENDS MILITARY ALLIANCE TO INCLUDE ARAB, ISLAMIC WORLD
In his classic treatise The Art of War, the ancient Chinese strategist Sun Tzu wrote, “What enables the wise sovereign and the good general to strike and conquer, and achieve things beyond the reach of ordinary men, is foreknowledge. [T]his foreknowledge cannot be elicited from spirits; it cannot be obtained inductively from experience, nor by any deductive calculation. Knowledge of the enemy’s dispositions can only be obtained from other men. Hence the use of spies.”183
It should not be surprising, then, that a man like Saddam Hussein was determined to know as much as he possibly could about the enemies arrayed against him in the days leading up to the commencement of Operation Iraqi Freedom on March 19, 2003. What may be surprising to some is the role that Vladimir Putin and Russian intelligence played in tipping off Saddam to the precise composition and location of American fighter aircraft, helicopters, naval ships, cruise missiles, tanks, armored vehicles, artillery, and even the location and number of special-forces units.
Top secret Iraqi documents captured by the U.S. military during the invasion of Baghdad and recently released to the public by the Pentagon reveal an intriguing look inside Saddam’s war room and the startling degree of cooperation between Putin and Hussein, despite Putin’s well-publicized friendship with President Bush and their supposed partnership in the War on Terror. One handwritten document is a memo written to Saddam and his top advisors, describing a meeting with Russia’s ambassador to Iraq about two weeks before the outbreak of hostilities.
Captured Iraqi Document CMPC-2003-001950
[Handwritten, undated, but written before March 5, 2003]184
To: Office of the President, Mr. Secretary
Re: Meeting with the Russian Ambassador
Our warmest greetings!
We would like to inform you that the Russian ambassador met this evening with [Iraqi officials] and he informed us of . . . the departure of Russian specialists working on projects belonging to our ministry without delay for the period March 5-8, with the last plane departing on March 9, as he conveyed. He explained that the request for the evacuation of Russian citizens came at the order of the Russian president. . . . During this meeting the ambassador presented the following information about the American military presence in the Gulf and the region as of March 2:
The ambassador indicated that what concerns us is the increase in the number of planes in Jordan. He explained that the number of these planes at Al-Salt Base is now as follows:
He also indicated that there are five A-10 tank killers at the King Faisal Base in Jordan. The ambassador also indicated that a number of individuals from the 82nd [Airborne] Division have begun arriving [in] Kuwait. This division was located in Afghanistan, and the number of individuals who have arrived is 750.
Captured Iraqi documents reveal that even after the war began, Russian intelligence continued to provide Saddam Hussein and his top advisors updated information on U.S. and coalition forces and plans, as well as the highly sensitive movements of the U.S. 4th Mechanized Infantry Division and elite Delta Force.185
Fortunately, Saddam was not able to use such intelligence to defeat the U.S. or coalition forces. What’s more, some of the Russian intelligence turned out to be flat-out wrong.
Still, such documents are valuable for several reasons. They give us a sense of the extent to which Moscow will go to support one of its client states in the Middle East, no matter how evil that client state’s regime is. They give us a sense of how determined the Kremlin is to be a player in the Middle East and to counter U.S. and Western involvement there. What’s more, they underscore the insight of Sun Tzu that foreknowledge of the enemy’s plans, allies, and dispositions is critical in all warfare, both ancient and modern.
EZEKIEL’S FOREKNOWLEDGE
This brings us back to Ezekiel and the foreknowledge he reveals.
While Iran is the first country identified as a future ally of Russia, there are others, and it is important that we identify them before we look to see if Russia is building military partnerships with such countries today.
In Ezekiel 38:2-6 we find such cryptic-sounding countries as Cush, Put, Gomer, and Beth-togarmah. Let’s decode these names one by one.
Cush
The first biblical mention of the people of Cush is in Genesis 10:6, which reads, “The sons of Ham were Cush and Mizraim and Put and Canaan” (NASB). Sons of Cush settled in Arabia, Mesopotamia, and Assyria (Genesis 10:6-11). But the Scriptures identify the Cushites themselves as geographically centered in Africa. Several major English translations of the Bible, for example, translate Cush as “Ethiopia.”186 The ancient historian Josephus also traced the Cushites (he called them Chusites) to the land of Ethiopia.187 But the land once known as ancient Ethiopia encompassed far more territory than does the country we know today by that name. It included the modern-day country of Sudan and possibly modern-day Eritrea as well.188
Put
Josephus wrote that “Phut . . . was the founder of Libya, and called the inhabitants Phutites.”189 But, again, ancient Libya actually encompassed more territory than does the country we know by that name today. Thus, it is reasonable to believe that Ezekiel’s Put also included the modern-day countries of Algeria and Tunisia, though it may not have extended as far as Morocco.190
Gomer
There is no clear historical consensus on the present-day location of Gomer “and all its troops” or “all its bands” or “all its hordes,” though the dominant theories are modern-day Turkey and/or modern-day Germany. We do know from Genesis 10 that Gomer—like Magog, Meshech, and Tubal—was a son of Japheth, which puts them all into one big, violent clan. From there it gets a bit murky.
Josephus, for example, wrote that “Gomer founded those whom the Greeks now call Galatians, but were then called Gomerites.”191 The Galatians of the New Testament lived in the region of Turkey to which the apostle Paul wrote the book of Galatians and from which the Ottoman Empire emerged to take over much of the Middle East.
The question is whether the Gomerites drifted from what we now call Turkey to other countries over the centuries. Voltaire wrote that “it is incontestable that the inhabitants of Gaul [France] and Spain are descended from Gomer.”192 Other sources say the Gomerites and their relatives migrated northward to Germany. Genesis 10:3 identifies one of Gomer’s relatives as Ashkenaz. Today, Israelis describe Jews from Germany, Austria, and Poland as “Ashkenazim.”
Dr. Arno Gaebelein argued in his 1918 book The Prophet Ezekiel that “valuable information is given in the Talmud; Gomer is there stated to be the Germani, the Germans. That the descendents of Gomer moved northward and established themselves in parts of Germany seems to be an established fact.” Bible scholars today seem to agree that Gomer probably refers either to Turkey or to Germany.193
Beth-togarmah
The word in Hebrew means “the House of Togarmah.” Josephus identified the people of Togarmah as “the Thrugrammeans, who, as the Greeks resolved, were named Phrygians.”194 Phrygia was a western kingdom in Asia Minor—what we now call modern-day Turkey—from around 1200 to 600 BC. The apostle Paul “traveled through the area of Phyrgia and Galatia” in Turkey on his second missionary journey, according to Acts 16:6. The Greek historian Herodotus wrote that the people of Armenia were originally from Phrygia before they crossed into the territory we now call Armenia—the area of the Caucusus, eastern Anatolia, and southern Russia—around 700 BC.195 Thus, Bible scholars generally believe that Beth-togarmah refers to the people of Turkey and Armenia and the Turkic-speaking peoples who spread out over time across central Asia, including those in modern-day countries of Georgia, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan.196
Other Allies
Beyond the countries mentioned specifically, Ezekiel indicates there will be other allies. In Ezekiel 38:2, for example, the prophet cites Magog, which as we discovered earlier is not limited to Russia alone but includes territories where the Scythians spread out over time, namely the former republics of the Soviet Union, particularly those in central Asia.
In Ezekiel 38:6, after explaining that Gomer and Beth-togarmah are part of the Russian-Iranian coalition, the prophet adds that “many others” will be part of the coalition as well. This could simply mean that many troops will amass for the War of Gog and Magog against Israel. It could mean that other specific countries besides the ones already mentioned will join in the attack against Israel. Or it could also mean that the armed forces of the nations that have been mentioned will be comprised of multiple ethnicities (which is currently the case with the former Soviet republics).
In Ezekiel 38:13, the prophet refers to “Sheba” and “Dedan” and the “merchants of Tarshish” with “all its villages” (NASB) or all its “young lions” (KJV). It is widely agreed among Bible scholars that Sheba and Dedan refer to the peoples of the Arabian peninsula, including modern-day Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and Oman, and the Gulf countries of Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates.197
Tarshish, meanwhile, was the region encompassing what we now call southern Spain, but the term was also used in ancient times to describe the westernmost part of human civilization. Thus, many Bible scholars believe “the merchants of Tarshish” and its “villages” and “young lions” refer to the market-based economies of western Europe and perhaps even the United States. Clearly, the U.S. and most European nations are not going to attack Israel, and in the passage they are not described as part of the Russian-Iranian coalition but as questioning the motives and objectives of that coalition. Whether the Arab countries of the Gulf will actively participate in the Russian-Iranian alliance or tacitly approve it or remain neutral with the Western powers is simply not clear from the passage.
Finally, Ezekiel 38:8 says this coalition will be gathered from many nations “to the mountains of Israel.” Ezekiel 39:2 also says the coalition will drive “toward the mountains of Israel.” Ezekiel 39:4 says these forces will “die on the mountains.” The mountains of Israel are mainly located on the country’s northern borders with modern-day Syria, Lebanon, and northern Jordan (notably the strategically important Golan Heights). Since the Russian-Iranian coalition is described by the prophet as coming primarily from the north, it is reasonable to conclude that Syria and Lebanon are participants in the coalition. Jordan may be as well, though this is not entirely clear.
The Coalition against Israel
In summary, Ezekiel describes a series of specific nations that will form a future anti-Israel coalition. Russia is described as the leader of this newly constituted Axis of Evil. Iran is mentioned first among equals. Nearly all of Russia’s and Iran’s allies described by Ezekiel are nations that today are either predominantly Islamic or have high percentages of Muslim citizens. It is not clear if all of the former Soviet republics will participate, but it is likely that a significant number of them will, particularly those in central Asia since they are covered by both the Magog and Beth-togarmah citations. Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states are mentioned in the prophecy but, again, it is not clear if they are participants or simply observers. Notably missing from the list are any direct references to Egypt or Iraq.
THE COALITION AGAINST ISRAEL
ANCIENT NATIONS | MODERN NATIONS |
---|---|
Magog, Rosh, Meshech, and Tubal | Russia and the former Soviet republics |
Persia | Iran |
Cush | Sudan, Ethiopia, and possibly Eritrea |
Put | Libya, Algeria, and Tunisia |
Gomer | Turkey and possibly Germany and Austria |
Beth-togarmah | Turkey, Armenia, and the Turkic-speaking peoples of Asia Minor and central Asia |
Countries with mountainous borders with Israel | Syria, Lebanon, and northern Jordan |
Many peoples with you | Possible additional Islamic allies |
[Sheba and Dedan] | [Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman, and the Gulf states] |
ECHOES OF MODERN ANTI-ISRAEL ALLIANCES
Now that we have examined the intelligence provided by Ezekiel, let us briefly consider recent Arab-Israeli wars as well as the current state of the Middle East conflict to get a better sense of how soon this prophecy could come to fulfillment.
“We Israelis have a history of facing overwhelming odds against us,” former Israeli UN ambassador Dore Gold once told me. Indeed they do. For example, on the very day Israel declared independence, May 14, 1948, forces from seven Arab armies—Egypt, Syria, Transjordan, Lebanon, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen—attacked the fledgling Jewish state from the north, south, and east.
The 1948 war thus offered echoes of the coming War of Gog and Magog. But it could not have been the war Ezekiel foretold. Neither Russia nor Iran participated in that war, nor did other coalition members specifically cited by Ezekiel. To the contrary, Moscow formally recognized the State of Israel in its earliest days. Also, Egypt and Iraq fought against Israel in 1948, while Ezekiel never said they would be involved.
The Six Days’ War of June 1967 provided another prototype of the War of Gog and Magog. Israel was again surrounded by hostile Arab and Islamic forces and once again won a tremendous victory, in this case winning back the biblical lands of Judea and Samaria (the West Bank), the ancient Philistine territory of the Gaza Strip, and the strategically critical “mountains of Israel” to the north (the Golan Heights). Israel also reunified the holy city of Jerusalem.
But the Six Days’ War could not have been the War of Gog and Magog, for while the Soviets that time provided arms, training, intelligence, and other support to their Arab clients, they did not directly participate in the war against Israel. Nor did Iran or other coalition members specifically mentioned by Ezekiel. Egypt and Iraq, meanwhile, took leading roles, contrary to the scenario laid out in the prophecy.
In many ways, the Yom Kippur War of October 1973 was even closer to Ezekiel’s prophecy, though it, too, bears crucial differences. Israel again found herself surrounded by an enemy coalition, led by Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq. Other nations played important roles as well. Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Libya, Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, Sudan, and Pakistan assisted with varying degrees of financial aid, ground forces, combat pilots, and military equipment. Even Cuba and Uganda sent forces to help defeat the Israelis. Israel won a surprising, against-the-odds victory. But again, while the Soviets were major sponsors of the anti-Israel coalition, they did not send forces. Nor did other Ezekiel-specific countries such as Iran and Turkey. Egypt and Iraq, however, again played key roles.
What is most significant about the Yom Kippur War vis-à-vis Ezekiel’s prophecy is that it set into motion a peace process that has neutralized Egypt as a direct combatant against Israel. Convinced that the Soviets were not a reliable ally and that Egypt could never win the Sinai Peninsula back through military means, Egyptian president Anwar Sadat finally decided to bring the conflict to an end through negotiations. He made a historic visit to Jerusalem, spoke directly to the Israeli people and before the Israeli parliament, and ultimately signed a peace treaty with Israel known as the Camp David Accords.
As I’ve pointed out, Egypt’s involvement in these previous conflicts is one of the main reasons none of them could have been the war predicted by Ezekiel. But the 1979 peace treaty between Egypt and Israel actually brings the War of Gog and Magog scenario an important step closer to being fulfilled.
However, no such peace process ensued with Syria, Israel’s prime enemy to the north. Thus, “the mountains of Israel” known as the Golan Heights remain hotly disputed land and will eventually become ground zero in the War of Gog and Magog.
PUTIN’S ISLAMIC INITIATIVE
Based on Ezekiel’s intelligence, we should expect Russian influence throughout the Islamic world to increase dramatically as the time of the War of Gog and Magog approaches. And that is precisely what is happening.
As Vladimir Putin got himself settled into office in 2000, rebuilding Russia’s tattered alliances in the Middle East became an increasingly top priority. In August of that year, Putin welcomed Yasser Arafat to Moscow, fresh from Arafat’s visit to Tehran. Arafat pointedly asked Putin to get Russia more actively and aggressively involved in the Middle East than either Gorbachev or Yeltsin had. Putin, noting that he had been following the regional peace talks “very closely,” agreed.198
By the spring of the following year, Putin had welcomed Iranian president Mohammed Khatami to Moscow—the first visit by an Iranian leader since the Islamic Revolution of 1979—to discuss increasing arms sales, nuclear cooperation, and other trade deals.199
And then, as if he were working his way down Ezekiel’s list, Putin expanded what I call his Islamic Initiative well beyond Iran.
In December 2001, the Russian leader welcomed Ethiopian prime minister Meles Zenawi to the Kremlin and signed the first major treaty between Moscow and Addis Ababa. Putin agreed to sell Ethiopia more Russian arms, including fighter jets and other combat aircraft as well as transport helicopters. Putin also agreed that year to write off $5 billion in debt that Ethiopia owed the Soviet Union in return for new trade deals and the opportunity for Russian petroleum companies to develop oil and gas fields in the African country.200
In September 2003, Putin welcomed Saudi Arabia’s crown prince Abdullah Ibn Abdul Aziz to Moscow. It was the first visit of such a high-ranking Saudi leader since 1932, and given that the Saudis had channeled billions of dollars to the mujahedin of Afghanistan to defeat the Soviets after their 1979 invasion—and that the U.S. still had military bases in the Saudi kingdom at the time—the meetings were historic. The two countries signed new trade deals and discussed regional security and future arms deals. “Russia occupies a special position in our interests and hearts as it was the first country to recognize the new Saudi state [in 1926],” the crown prince said.
Putin responded, “We view the Arab and Islamic world through the greater part of modern history in their being our closest partners and associates.”201
In October 2003, Putin traveled to Malaysia to address the Organization of the Islamic Conference and to call on the OIC to accept Russia as a member, given that about one in seven Russian citizens (about 20 million people) are Muslims. “For centuries, Russia as a Eurasian country has been intertwined with the Islamic world,” Putin told the gathering. “The last decade was a time of revival of the spiritual life of Russia’s Muslims.”
He noted that in 1991, Russia had only 870 mosques while today there are more than 7,000 and added that “Russia is also actively developing contacts with the majority of the states represented in this hall, essentially keeping up the long-standing, mutually beneficial traditions of cooperation and profound respect for each other.”
The move was widely praised throughout the Middle East. It did, in fact, open numerous doors for Putin to build new relationships and alliances, and Russia was accepted into the OIC with “observer status.”202
In October 2004, Putin accepted Iran’s invitation to visit Tehran, further signaling the seriousness of the emerging Russian-Iranian alliance. “We do not have a concrete date for a visit by the president to Iran, but there is a firm agreement with the Iranian side that this visit will take place in the foreseeable future,” Russian deputy foreign minister Alexander Alekseyev told reporters.203
In September 2004, while I was in Moscow, Putin was scheduled to visit Turkey but had to postpone the trip due to the terrorist attack on the elementary school in Beslan. When the trip eventually took place that December, it was understandably big news in both countries. Putin, after all, was the first Russian leader to ever visit modern Turkey, a longtime regional rival and still a member of the NATO alliance. In Ankara, Putin discussed ways to build economic and security ties and sell Turkey more Russian oil and gas. “Russia and Turkey are moving toward cooperation and the flourishing it will bring with it,” Putin said.204
In February 2005, Putin sent Russian troops to Sudan. The expressed purpose was to support “peacekeeping” efforts, but Russia had been arming the radical Islamic regime in Khartoum for years, as had the Iranians.205
In April 2005, Putin became the first Russian leader in more than forty years to visit Egypt. He not only met with President Hosni Mubarak but also visited the headquarters of the Arab League. There he held talks with Secretary-General Amr Musa and addressed the permanent representatives of Arab countries in what Aljazeera called “Russia’s wider bid to restore its Soviet-era influence in the Middle East.”206
On that same April 2005 trip, Putin became the first leader of Russia or the Soviet Union ever to visit Israel and the Palestinian Authority. He met in Jerusalem with Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and other top Israeli officials. In the West Bank town of Ramallah, Putin met with Mahmoud Abbas, president of the Palestinian Authority. He defended recent Russian missile sales to Syria and nuclear cooperation with Iran, laid a wreath at the grave of Yasser Arafat, and pledged to sell new arms to the Palestinians.207
In January 2006, Putin extended an invitation to the newly elected Hamas leadership to visit Moscow for high-level talks and again offered to sell the Palestinians new arms. What’s more, during a trip to Spain, Putin explained that he did not see Hamas as a terrorist organization and said he viewed the Hamas electoral victory as “a big setback, an important setback for American efforts in the Middle East, a very serious setback,” using the word setback three times and almost appearing to relish the development.208
It should be noted that Putin made these moves despite international efforts to isolate Hamas diplomatically and to cut off the group’s funding until it renounces violence and accepts Israel’s right to exist. Several days after Putin made the invitation, Hamas leader Khaled Mash’al delivered a sermon at a mosque in Damascus, directly threatening the national security of the United States, the European Union, and Israel. Yet Putin did not back off. Instead, the Kremlin welcomed Hamas leaders to Moscow several weeks later.209
On and on it goes. Every week, it seems, new headlines appear with fresh evidence of Putin’s Islamic Initiative, along with evidence that Iran is simultaneously building alliances with many of these same countries.
PARTNERS IN TRADE, TURKEY AND RUSSIA EYE CLOSER DEFENSE COOPERATION
Turkish Daily News, December 8, 2004
ETHIOPIA HAS SAVED UP MONEY FOR RUSSIAN ARMS
Kommersant, January 13, 2005
RUSSIA SAYS IT’S READY TO ARM SAUDI ARABIA
Moscow Times, February 10, 2005
RUSSIANS TO SELL MISSILES TO SYRIA
London Telegraph, February 17, 2005
LIBYA AND ALGERIA READY TO BUY RUSSIAN ARMS IF RUSSIA WRITES OFF DEBTS
MosNews.com, February 17, 2005
IRANIAN PRESIDENT CEMENTS SYRIAN ALLIANCE
Associated Press, January 19, 2006
IRAN, TURKEY INK SECURITY AGREEMENT
Islamic Republic News Agency (Iran), February 22, 2006
In March 2006, Putin became the first Russian leader since the collapse of the Soviet Union to visit Algeria. There he signed a $7.5 billion deal to sell arms to the North African nation, a deal that one Russian military analyst called “the biggest military contract signed by post-Soviet Russia.”210
Putin also addressed a conference in Moscow called “Strategic Outlook: Russia and the Islamic World,” where he urged “close cooperation” and said “pooling our efforts” with the Muslims of the Middle East would be a top Russian priority.211
WHAT IT MEANS
There is no question at this point that Putin has concluded it is in Russia’s vital interests to build a political, military, and economic alliance with the Arab and Islamic world, regardless of the risks such an alliance poses to Moscow’s relationship with Washington, London, or Brussels. The main question is how quickly such an alliance will turn against Israel.
Whether he realizes the prophetic implications of his actions or not, Putin has clearly embarked upon an aggressive and systematic effort to build new alliances with countries specifically cited in Ezekiel 38–39, as well as with those countries that could be involved in the War of Gog and Magog but are not clearly defined in the text. And the clock is ticking.
So watch closely, for such efforts will only intensify as the time of Ezekiel’s vision comes to fulfillment.
CHAPTER TEN: FUTURE HEADLINE
GLOBAL TENSIONS SOAR AS RUSSIA TARGETS ISRAEL
In the spring of 2006, I came across a headline on an Internet news site that read “Russia Would Never Harm Israel: Olmert.” Curious, I clicked onto the link and found a story from Agence France-Presse, which began, “Israeli leader Ehud Olmert said he had been assured by President Vladimir Putin that Russia would ‘never do anything to harm Israel’ despite his invitation to Hamas for talks in Moscow.212
“‘President Putin told me that he had previously given a commitment to Ariel Sharon that Russia would never do anything to harm the state of Israel and that that commitment applies to me as it did to Ariel Sharon,’” Olmert explained. The Israeli prime minister’s official Web site later noted that “Russian President Putin emphasized several times [in his call with Olmert] that Russia would not take any step directed against Israeli interests and would not harm Israel’s security.”213
If only we could take such assurances to the bank. Unfortunately, we cannot.
While it may be tempting to believe that the Russian Bear is dead and buried and poses no threat to Israel, the U.S., or anyone else, Ezekiel makes it clear that the Bear is only hibernating and will soon be back with a vengeance.
Ezekiel 38:8 says that in the latter years Russia “will come into the land that is restored from the sword, whose inhabitants have been gathered from many nations to the mountains of Israel” (NASB). Ezekiel 38:12 says Russia will target Israel, the epicenter, the people who live “at the center of the world” (NASB). Ezekiel 38:14 says Russia will target “My people Israel” (NASB). Ezekiel 38:18 says Russia “comes against the land of Israel” (NASB). Ezekiel 39:2 says Russia will come “against the mountains of Israel” (NASB). Ezekiel 38:10 makes crystal clear that the Russian dictator in charge of this operation will be executing “an evil plan” (NASB).
Despite such specificity, however, there will be those who misunderstand the nature and threat of this “evil plan” and thus will be at risk of being blindsided by it.
“THE FINAL THRUST SOUTH”
While Putin has not yet tipped his hand about any specific designs on Israel, there are men around Putin who have. One such leader is the current deputy speaker of the State Duma, one of the highest-ranking political leaders in the Russian government and a strategic ally of Putin.
Consider excerpts from a book written by this Russian leader in 1993, in which he details his plans for expanding the Russian empire to the south—toward and ultimately through Israel:
The author of this book, titled The Final Thrust South, is Vladimir Volfovich Zhirinovsky, the bombastic, often ridiculed, but influential ultranationalist founder of the woefully misnamed Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR). In 1994, when few intelligence analysts in Moscow or Washington took him seriously, Zhirinovsky triggered a political earthquake when his LDPR won a quarter of the seats in the Russian parliament, just a year after laying out this Fascist and imperialist vision of Russia’s future.
A 1994 Time magazine cover story titled “Rising Czar?” noted:
Zhirinovsky is no ordinary politician. [He] has slugged fellow lawmakers in the halls of parliament, hobnobbed with ex-Nazi storm troopers in Austria and posed, au naturel, for photographers while cavorting in a steam bath in Serbia. He has been kicked out of or denied access to nearly half a dozen European countries. He has threatened to restore Russia’s imperial borders, annex Alaska, invade Turkey, repartition Poland, give Germany “another Chernobyl,” turn Kazakhstan into a “scorched desert,” and employ large fans to blow radioactive waste across the Baltics. To Western eyes, the incendiary rhetoric and exuberant loutishness of this barnstorming Bonaparte have marked him as something of a buffoon. But to many Russians, Zhirinovsky offers a kind of touchstone for their deepest yearnings and frustrations.215
Indeed he does, and that is his danger. As Heritage Foundation Russia expert Ariel Cohen wrote in 1994, “It is tempting to dismiss Zhirinovsky’s outrageous book as political polemic. But a failed Austrian painter and former army corporal was similarly ignored when he published his own tract: Mein Kampf. The tendency to dismiss Zhirinovsky as a buffoon and to assume that his supporters did not know what they were voting for may be a naïve, even dangerous, response to his election and his position as de facto opposition leader gives him influence that cannot be ignored.”216
THE MAN BEHIND THE MAN
When I last visited Moscow, I sought a meeting with Zhirinovsky. In The Ezekiel Option, after all, I was writing about a Fascist, anti-Semitic ultranationalist who rises to power in Moscow, becomes a czar, and leads the Russian army south to the Mediterranean. Why not meet such a person in real life?
Zhirinovsky’s personal support among Russians had slipped since he had landed on the cover of Time. In the December 2003 elections, the LDPR received only 11.6 percent of the vote and 38 seats in the Duma. But he was still a player. Zhirinovsky and his colleagues represented the third-biggest political force in the country, behind Putin’s United Russia Party (222 seats) and the Communist Party (53 seats).217 What’s more, several Russia experts I trust suggested that the LDPR’s drop in the polls had nothing to do with Russians becoming less nationalist but with Putin becoming more so. Why vote for “Mad Vlad,” they argued, when Putin was the real deal—a tough-as-nails leader, a czar in the making, without any of Zhirinovsky’s rhetorical baggage? The more authoritarian Putin has become, they explained, the more votes he has siphoned off of the nationalist and ultranationalist parties into his own camp.
“Actually, the guy you want to see,” one of my Russian friends told me, “is not Zhirinovsky himself. I mean, he’s fun to talk to. You’d get some great quotes. But the guy you really want to talk to is the man behind the man, Zhirinovsky’s brain.”
“Who’s that?” I asked.
“Alexei Mitrofanov,” he said. “He’s the number two guy in the LDPR. For years he was the chairman of the Geopolitical Committee of the Duma, roughly the equivalent of the [U.S.] House Foreign Relations Committee. He’s Zhirinovsky’s chief strategist. But far more importantly, he’s a guy who is quietly, carefully helping shape Putin’s direction, and thus Russia’s.”
My father and I met Mitrofanov for coffee at the Hotel National, across the street from Red Square and the Kremlin, on Wednesday, September 1, 2004. We had never met a Fascist before, and certainly not one with real political power. We didn’t even know what Mitrofanov looked like and weren’t quite sure what to expect. But soon a large, plump man not much older than myself (he was born in 1962, I in 1967) arrived with several bodyguards who took up positions by the doors of the restaurant.
In manner, he was the complete opposite of Zhirinovsky—well educated, soft-spoken, almost shy—and was clearly intent on putting a “kinder, gentler” face on his boss’s vicious brand of politics. But it soon became readily apparent that this was indeed “Zhirinovksy’s brain.” They think exactly alike.
“We are pragmatic people,” Mitrofanov began, speaking of himself and his party. “But Russia is in danger of collapsing within ten years. . . . Gorbachev made foolish decisions. He lost the whole empire for nothing. But it just proves that if the leader will be weak, Russia will be ruined. . . . Russians want a strong dictator.”218
“What about Putin?” I asked. “Is he a czar?”
“Putin is a nationalist, a pragmatic nationalist,” Mitrofanov replied. “I had many private conversations with him before he became president and I know that he is close to our party in his heart. . . . But he is not a strong leader. He has too many limitations.”
Well, that was a twist, I thought, someone who thinks Putin isn’t czarlike enough. “What about your boss? Is he the next czar?”
“Zhirinovsky wants to be like Stalin,” he said, “like Lenin. He wants to have power and make Russia number one in the world again.”
“Does he have a chance at succeeding Putin?”
“I think yes,” Mitrofanov explained. “Not in the next elections, in 2008. But in 2012, I think Zhirinovsky will be the president of Russia. He will be sixty-six. He will have been in politics for twenty years. People will know his name, his brand, like Marlboro, like Coca-Cola. . . . Besides, Zhirinovsky will be very quiet [until then]. He is changing.”
“Changing how?” I asked.
“Changing his style and his ideas, gaining experience. . . . He is the man Russia needs.”
“What would he do as president, in foreign policy, for example?”
“He would build a coalition,” Mitrofanov replied without hesitation. “Russia must control four countries in order to have quiet borders—Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, and Pakistan.” Then, after a moment’s pause, he added, “And Turkey.”
“Why these?”
“Zhirinovsky wants to rebuild the Byzantine Empire,” he said matter-of-factly.
I just stared at him, trying to process what he was saying and why he was being so open about his party’s ambitions. The Byzantine Empire? I thought. That would include a lot more land than just those five countries. It would include Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt . . . and Israel.
“We need it,” Mitrofanov explained, “or we will have instability.”
“Doesn’t such a position run the risk of having the LDPR be accused of being anti-Semitic and anti-Israel?”
“Russia is very quiet towards the Jews today,” he said. “There’s no anti-Semitism here. Not like in Europe. . . . I know people in the Russian military—very nationalistic people—who have ideas that Jewish people have ruined Russia, and they have an idea to attack Israel. Colonel [Pavel] Chernov of the FSB, for example. He believes we should say to the Muslim world, ‘We have the power, the land, and the nuclear weapons. You have one billion people, living bombs. Let’s work together.’ He said Russia must be Muslim, not Orthodox Christian. . . . He wanted to push Jews out of all leadership positions in Russia.”
“What’s Chernov doing now?” I asked.
“He used to be in the LDPR,” Mitrofanov freely admitted. “He played an important part in the party for a while. He was number two, in fact, until Zhirinovsky fired him. He drank too much. Fired off a machine gun. But he had lots of supporters.”
I looked at my father, and he looked back at me. He didn’t say anything then; nor did I. But we were thinking the same thing. We were sitting with a man who believed that an ex-FSB officer’s offense was getting drunk and blowing off some steam, not his desire to form a nuclear alliance with Iran and the rest of the Muslim world to blow up Israel. And as evil as that was, this was no crank we’d met at the Moscow circus. Mitrofanov is a respected member of the Russian parliament. He was a senior advisor to the deputy speaker of that parliament. And he had no hesitation to tell two Americans that he and his party want Russia to build an empire and launch the “final thrust south.”
We thanked him for his time, paid our bill, and left as quickly as we could.
1982: THE THREAT FROM THE NORTH
Since the times of Czar Peter the Great, Russian leaders have had designs on central Asia and the Near East, and for nearly half of the twentieth century, Moscow armed Israel’s enemies and encouraged them to attack and destroy the Jewish state. But now a fuller and more disturbing picture is emerging. Previously classified White House, CIA, and State Department documents, as well as interviews with top U.S. and Israeli leaders and historians, reveal that Moscow has on more than one occasion planned direct Russian invasions of Israel.
In the summer of 1982, for example, then–Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin went public with a story that prior to that time had been known only to the upper echelons of Israeli and U.S. intelligence. The Israeli Defense Forces, he explained, had uncovered a secret but massive cache of Soviet weaponry in deep underground cellars and tunnels in Lebanon that had caught him and his top advisors completely off guard. The weapons appeared to have been pre-positioned by Moscow for the launching of a full-scale invasion of Israel and the oil-rich nations of the Middle East.
Begin said Israel had found “ten times more Russian weapons than were previously reported.” The haul, he told reporters, included 4,000 tons of ammunition, 144 armored vehicles and tanks, 12,500 pieces of small arms, 515 heavy weapons, 359 sophisticated communications devices, and 795 “optical instruments” (including night-vision goggles and field glasses). It was enough, Begin believed, to equip at least five Russian combat brigades and required, according to one report, “a fleet of 10-ton trucks, working day and night for six weeks, to haul them back to Israel.”219
“I can now tell you,” the Israeli prime minister continued, “that only yesterday . . . we found other arms depots containing fully ten times as many weapons as we had found before, enough to equip not five brigades, but five or six divisions. We shall need literally hundreds of trucks to evacuate these weapons from Lebanon, where we shall undoubtedly find more arms.”
Begin said that Israeli intelligence had badly underestimated the Russian threat from the north. Israel certainly knew the Soviets were arming Yasser Arafat and the Palestine Liberation Organization for their terrorist attacks against Israel. That was why Israel had invaded Lebanon in the first place. But Begin conceded that neither he nor his colleagues had any idea of the extent to which Moscow was preparing for a massive future ground assault against the Jewish state.
“Something happened which nobody knew,” Begin admitted. “In fact, the evidence at hand points to a conspiracy, that pre-positioning by the Soviet Union of such massive quantities of arms—and I mean modern, highly sophisticated weapons—could only be in preparation for some indeterminate future date to overrun Israel, then Jordan, and then Saudi Arabia and other Persian Gulf States. Otherwise, there is no explanation for the quantities of weapons we have found. The [Palestinians] couldn’t have used them, having neither the necessary manpower nor the skills.”
The Washington Post reported the story of the Soviet arms cache on July 7, 1982. But the implications of such an important discovery got lost amid a series of other earthshaking events in the Middle East. Just one month earlier, an Israeli air strike had destroyed the Osirak nuclear reactor and thus Iraq’s entire nuclear-weapons development program. And just two months after the discovery of the Soviet arms, members of the Maronite Phalange militia massacred hundreds of Palestinian men, women, and children in Lebanese refugee camps known as Sabra and Shatila.
The Osirak bombing and the Sabra and Shatila massacres, along with the international outcry over whether Israeli defense minister Ariel Sharon was responsible for letting the massacres happen, dominated worldwide headlines for months. Sharon eventually resigned his post as defense minister. Begin found himself and his entire government on defense in the global public-relations wars. And the Soviets’ plans and preparations for invading Israel and the rest of the Middle East were lost to a world that either never heard the story, did not remember, or did not care.
When I interviewed Caspar Weinberger, who was the U.S. defense secretary in 1982, he both remembered and confirmed Menachem Begin’s story for me. He also admitted that the discovery of the Soviet arms cache “was perhaps larger than most people [in Washington] would have expected.” Weinberger conceded that he and others in the Pentagon were surprised by the “size, scope, and speed”—and secrecy—of the Soviet pre-positioning in the Middle East, given how carefully the U.S. was watching the Soviet military.
But Weinberger said he was not surprised that the Soviets had been preparing for an invasion of Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the Persian Gulf region. To the contrary, these were precisely the concerns that were driving the Reagan administration’s anti-Soviet policy at the time.
“We [in the Reagan White House and the Pentagon] were all concerned about growing Soviet influence and growing Soviet attempts to increase their stature in the whole Mideast,” Weinberger told me. “And the fact that here was confirmation of this by this discovery of a very large stash of weapons was continually disturbing, but not surprising. . . . The fact that they [the Soviets] were building up their weapons and planning to use various Mideast spots as bases for military action was not a surprise—it was the size, scope, and speed with which it was being carried out that was further reason, we thought, why their motives had to be watched quite carefully.”220
I asked Weinberger specifically if he and President Reagan had shared Prime Minister Begin’s concerns that the Soviets might try to overrun Israel, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the other Persian Gulf states.
He confirmed that they had. “The Soviets were trying to increase their influence in the whole Mideast. They were [targeting] the oil fields. . . . We were taking actions and preparing ourselves to prevent that domination from succeeding.”
Did he believe the discovery of the Soviet arms justified the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and attempts to destroy the PLO? Weinberger said Israel’s move was at first “disturbing” because it was a “unilateral action” and threatened to upset the fragile balance of power in the Middle East, and this was “not good.”
That said, however, he suggested that on balance the Israelis were probably right to go in, especially given what they found and the Soviet invasion they may have stopped. It was a total surprise. It unleashed international condemnation of Israel, including pointed criticism from the Reagan administration itself. But the result was that Israel effectively staved off far more cataclysmic evils that were coming from the Russians.
Then Weinberger warned that the discovery of the secret Soviet arms cache was disturbing evidence “that military actions are being planned” or “made increasingly possible” in the Middle East that can elude the detection of even the world’s best intelligence services.
1973: THE BRINK OF NUCLEAR WAR
On October 6, 1973, combined Arab forces from Egypt, Syria, and numerous other Arab and Islamic countries attacked Israel on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the holiest day of the Jewish year.
Tensions had been building for months. Rumors of war were in the air. But both Israeli and U.S. intelligence officials and political leaders were caught almost completely off guard, not believing the war would really come. Israeli prime minister Golda Meir was so sure fighting would not break out that she had refused to order a preemptive strike or even to mobilize the Israeli reserves, not wanting to provoke hostilities if they could be avoided. That hesitation nearly led to the annihilation of the Jewish state.
Over the course of the first week of the war, the Arab coalition made stunning gains. In the north, 1,000 Syrian tanks and 600 pieces of Syrian artillery stormed up the Golan Heights and advanced toward the vulnerable Israeli farmlands of the Galilee region. To the south, some 400 Egyptian tanks crossed the Suez Canal, wiped out Israel’s forward defenses, and began working their way across the Sinai Desert. Meanwhile, Arab air forces shot down three dozen Israeli fighter planes in just the first few days.
It was clear to the general public at the time that the Soviet Union was providing the weaponry, ammunition, intelligence, and military training to help the Arab and Islamic coalition destroy Israel, a key ally of the United States. What was not known publicly was the extent to which the Soviets were orchestrating the war from behind the scenes and preparing to enter it directly.
By the second week of the war, the momentum had begun to shift. The Israelis had retaken the Golan Heights and were bombing Damascus. They had also retaken most of the Sinai Peninsula, crossed the Suez Canal, and had ground forces within a hundred kilometers of Cairo. By the third week, Moscow was under tremendous pressure from the entire Arab world not to let the Israelis humiliate Syrian president Hafez al-Assad or Egyptian president Anwar Sadat, so Moscow began to move. The Soviets began a massive airlift of arms and ammunition to their allies. The U.S., in turn, began a massive, round-the-clock airlift of arms and supplies to Israel.
On October 24 at around 10:00 p.m. eastern time, the Soviet ambassador to Washington, Anatoly Dobrynin, telephoned Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and dictated the text of a top secret message from Russian general secretary Leonid Brezhnev to President Richard Nixon. In the message, Brezhnev accused Israel of refusing to abide by a ceasefire called by the UN Security Council and then issued a chilling threat: “I will say it straight: that if you find it impossible to act jointly with us in this matter, we should be faced with the necessity urgently to consider the question of taking appropriate steps unilaterally. We cannot allow arbitrariness on the part of Israel.”221
It was cloaked in the language of diplomats, but there it was: if the Nixon administration did not stop the Israelis from advancing and agree to send a joint Soviet-American ground force to the region to act as peacekeepers, the Soviets would send ground forces in “unilaterally.”
Top U.S. officials in the White House and National Security Council were stunned as Brezhnev threatened to turn an already dangerous regional confrontation into an overt global showdown between East and West. What’s more, they knew they would have no choice but to match any move by the Soviets to escalate the situation. Washington had to defend Israel or send a devastating message to her allies that the U.S. could not be counted on in a direct showdown with Russia.
And then the Soviets began to escalate. At least seven Soviet combat-ready airborne divisions in East Germany and elsewhere in Eastern Europe were put on alert and mobilized for immediate departure for the Middle East. Soviet transport planes were positioned and prepped to insert these forces into the fight with Israel. Soviet warships moved into the Mediterranean.
The U.S., in turn, ordered its own military forces on alert. The Pentagon ordered U.S. nuclear forces to DEFCON 3, the highest state of peacetime readiness. The Joint Chiefs of Staff also ordered the 82nd Airborne Division to prepare to head to the Middle East. Additional U.S. naval forces—including another aircraft carrier—moved into the Mediterranean, all out of a real and rising concern that the Soviets were about to make an unprecedented military move against Israel.222
Kissinger drafted for President Nixon (who was deeply embroiled in the Watergate scandal at the time) a reply that was sent to General Secretary Brezhnev on October 25. In the letter Nixon bluntly said to the Soviet leader that the U.S. had “no information which would indicate that the ceasefire is now being violated on any significant scale.” He agreed to “take every effective step to guarantee the implementation of the ceasefire” and said the U.S. was working closely with Israel to bring about a peaceful resolution to the crisis.
But he also warned that “in these circumstances, we must view your suggestion of unilateral action as a matter of the gravest concern involving incalculable consequences. . . . [W]e could in no event accept unilateral [Soviet] action. This would be in violation of our understandings, of the agreed Principles we signed in Moscow in 1972, and of Article II of the Agreement on Prevention of Nuclear War. . . . Such action would produce incalculable consequences which would be in the interest of neither of our countries and which would end all we have striven so hard to achieve.”223
Nixon’s firm letter, combined with the heightened American military posture, soon made it clear to Moscow that any move they made against Israel would be met with the full force of the United States. Within days, the Soviets backed off. Tensions began to defuse, and a full cease-fire was eventually achieved. Not since the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 had the U.S. and Soviet Union come so close to the brink of nuclear war, and this time the motivating factor was a Russian leader’s threat to attack Israel directly.
Yet for all that, Kissinger would remark to his top aides that the Soviet military “did not maneuver as provocatively as they did in 1967.”224
1967: THE KREMLIN PREPARES FOR WAR
War clouds had been building for months. The Israelis found themselves increasingly surrounded by Soviet-backed forces of the Arab and Islamic world, all of whose leaders were vowing to “throw the Jews into the sea,” and the Israelis were considering striking first. The element of surprise might be their only hope of survival, they figured. But President Lyndon Johnson had warned Israeli prime minister Levi Eshkol in no uncertain terms that such a move would be a serious mistake.
As historian Michael B. Oren noted in his highly praised book Six Days of War: June 1967 and the Making of the Modern Middle East, Johnson sent a secret message to Eskhol, saying, “It is essential that Israel not take any preemptive military action and thereby make itself responsible for the initiation of hostilities. Preemptive action by Israel would make it impossible for the friends of Israel to stand at your side.” Oren noted that Johnson specifically “warned of the possibility of direct Soviet intervention.”225
Marshal Andrei Antonovich Grechko, the Soviet deputy defense minister, had told his Egyptian counterparts in Cairo that the Kremlin had dispatched “destroyers and submarines to the waters near Egypt, some armed with missiles and secret weapons” to help wipe out the Zionists.226 One of Israel’s top experts on Soviet foreign policy told Israeli Defense Forces intelligence that “the USSR would muster all its influence and power to maintain its Middle East position.” When asked if the Soviets would intervene directly, the expert replied, “Of course.”227 Soviet premier Aleksey Kosygin, meanwhile, sent a cable to Prime Minister Eshkol, warning, “If the Israeli Government insists on taking upon itself the responsibility for the outbreak of armed confrontation then it will pay the full price of such an action.”228
But at 8:44 a.m. on the morning of June 5, 1967, Eshkol sent an urgent message back to President Johnson informing him that it was too late. War had begun.
Explaining his rationale for the preemptive strike Israel had just launched, Eshkol wrote:
After weeks in which our peril has grown day by day, we are now engaged in repelling the aggression which [Egyptian president] Nasser has been building up against us. Israel’s existence and integrity have been endangered. The provocative [Arab] troop concentrations in Sinai, now amounting to five infantry and two armored divisions; the placing of more than 900 tanks against our southern frontier; . . . the illegal blockade of the Straits of Tiran; . . . the imminent introduction of MiG-21 aircraft under Iraqi command [into the theater]; Nasser’s announcement of “total war against Israel” and of his basic aim to annihilate Israel. . . . All of this amounts to an extraordinary catalogue of aggression, abhorred and condemned by world opinion and in your great country and amongst all peace-loving nations.229
Eshkol also noted that three Israeli towns had been bombed that morning by Arab forces, citing these as the last straws that led to war. He thanked Johnson for America’s support and expressed hope that “our small nation can count on the fealty and resolution of its greatest friend.” But he also had a request: that the U.S. “prevent the Soviet Union from exploiting and enlarging the conflict” at this, Israel’s greatest “hour of danger.”
“Eshkol knew and feared the Russians,” noted Michael Oren. “War with Syria [and Egypt] was risky enough; with the USSR, it would be suicidal.” But Eshkol calculated that without U.S. support, the Soviets would find themselves compelled to get involved directly. Moscow had “invested massively in the Middle East, about $2 billion in military aid alone—1,700 tanks, 2,400 artillery pieces, 500 jets, and 1,400 advisers—since 1956, some 43 percent of it to Egypt.”230
Sure enough, as the Israelis demolished the forces of the Arab coalition over the next three days and captured the Sinai, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and the Golan Heights, reunified the holy city of Jerusalem, and began an offensive against Damascus, Moscow saw itself staring into the face of a geopolitical disaster. Those were, after all, Soviet-trained soldiers being defeated. Those were Soviet-made arms being seized or destroyed. Those were billions of dollars in Soviet funding to their Arab client states being poured down the drain. And—it would later be learned by U.S. and Israeli intelligence—the Egyptian war plan itself (code-named Operation Conqueror) had actually been written in 1966 by the Soviets.231 As a result, the Soviets feared their prestige was quickly unraveling.
U.S. intelligence was already picking up signs of this fear in the Kremlin. In the “President’s Daily Brief” on June 9, for example, the CIA informed President Johnson that “the Soviets are finding it hard to conceal their shock over the rapid Egyptian military collapse. A Soviet official [identity still classified] could not understand ‘how our intelligence could have been so wrong.’ He asked despairingly, ‘How could we have gotten into such a mess?’”232
So the Kremlin decided to dramatically up the ante.
On June 10, at 8:48 a.m. Washington time, Soviet premier Aleksey Kosygin used the “hotline” to call President Johnson in the White House Situation Room. His message was as blunt as it was unnerving: “A very crucial moment has now arrived which forces us, if [Israeli] military actions are not stopped in the next few hours, to adopt an independent decision. We are ready to do this. However, these actions may bring us into a clash which will lead to a grave catastrophe. . . . We propose that you demand from Israel that it unconditionally cease military action. . . . We purpose to warn Israel that if this is not fulfilled, necessary actions will be taken, including military.”233
The Soviets quickly broke off diplomatic relations with Israel, and the Soviet-bloc governments of Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria soon followed.234
CIA Director Richard Helms would later recall that the conversations in the Situation Room for the next several hours were in “the lowest voices he had ever heard in a meeting of that kind” and that “the atmosphere was tense” as the president and his most senior military, diplomatic, and intelligence advisors contemplated the possibility of a direct Soviet strike at Israel.235
Johnson, a devoted friend of Israel and an ardent anti-Communist, was not prepared to kowtow to Moscow or let Israel be destroyed. He immediately ordered the U.S. 6th Fleet in the Mediterranean to turn around—it was then heading west toward the Strait of Gibraltar—and steam toward Israel as a show of solidarity and to warn the Soviets not to get directly involved.236
He did the right thing, for according to Isabella Ginor, a Russian-born correspondent for the BBC World Service and other international news services, “new evidence now reveals that the Soviets were indeed poised to attack Israel . . . and had been preparing for such a mission all along.”237
On June 10, 2000—the thirty-third anniversary of Kosygin’s ominous hotline threat to Johnson—Ginor published an article in The Guardian (London) entitled “How the Six Day War Almost Led to Armageddon: New Evidence of 1967 Soviet Plan to Invade Israel Shows How Close the World Came to Nuclear Conflict.” In December of that year, she published a longer and more detailed article in the Middle East Review of International Affairs entitled “The Russians Were Coming: The Soviet Military Threat in the 1967 Six-Day War.” In these and other articles, she quoted Soviet military officials who paint a fragmentary but still disturbing picture of the attack that was being prepared.
Ginor noted that “in his recently published memoirs, Nikita S. Khruschev asserts that the USSR’s military command first encouraged high-ranking Egyptian and Syrian delegations, in a series of ‘hush-hush’ mutual visits, to go to war, then persuaded the Soviet political leadership to support these steps, in the full knowledge they were aimed at starting a war to destroy Israel.”238
Soviet acting defense minister Andrei A. Grechko and KGB Chairman Yuri V. Andropov, meanwhile, “were pressing for the immediate dispatch of Soviet forces to the Middle East.” Retired Soviet air force lieutenant Yuri V. Nastenko confirmed in 1998 that bomber and fighter jets, such as the MiG-21s that were under his command, were put on full operational alert on the evening of June 5, 1967, and that he was convinced this was in preparation for “real combat.”239
Yuri N. Khripunkov, a former Soviet naval officer who was serving on one of thirty Soviet warships that had been moved from the Black Sea southward to the Mediterranean in June 1967, told Ginor that he and his colleagues were preparing to unleash Soviet forces onto the Israeli mainland. His own platoon, he said, was “ordered to penetrate Haifa—Israel’s main commercial harbor and naval base.”240 Russian professor Alexsandr K. Kislov, who was stationed in the Middle East in 1967, told Ginor that the strike force the Soviets had prepared for insertion into Israel included “desant [landing] ships with well-prepared marines.”241
Some respected historians and diplomats have disputed the notion that the Soviets were planning to attack Israel in 1967.242 But while the evidence available from declassified documents and interviews with direct participants may not yet be conclusive, it is compelling. What’s more, Soviet premier Kosygin’s threat of direct military intervention into the 1967 war with Israel alone stands as chilling evidence of Moscow’s historic and recent animus toward the Jewish state—and as a warning of things to come.
CHAPTER ELEVEN: FUTURE HEADLINE
NEW WAR ERUPTS IN MIDDLE EAST AS EARTHQUAKES, PANDEMICS HIT EUROPE, AFRICA, ASIA
In a moment, we will walk through the intelligence Ezekiel provides us describing the magnitude of the coming War of Gog and Magog. We will also consider how such events will directly affect every person on the face of the earth. But first we must ask a more fundamental question: Why is the war coming at all?
The simplest answer can be found in Genesis 12:1-3, where God promises to bless Abraham and the Jewish people, build Israel into a great and influential nation, and defend them against their enemies. “I will bless those who bless you,” God says, “and the one who curses you I will curse” (NASB).
One cannot read the Hebrew Scriptures or the New Testament without realizing how much God loves the Jewish people and the nation of Israel and that he has a plan and purpose for them both. Yet throughout the ages, many world leaders have refused to humble themselves before the living God. They have also refused to view Israel through the third lens of Scripture. In turn, they have not only set their hearts against God, they have also set their hearts against his chosen people and the land he promised to them. As a direct result of this profoundly spiritual conflict, such leaders have chosen to curse the Jewish people. Some have even sought to enslave the children of Israel or to annihilate them altogether. It is a phenomenon that began with the pharaohs of Egypt, but clearly this pathology of evil has existed throughout history and continues right up to today.
Consider the case of Adolf Hitler.
The Nazi leader thought of himself as a secular messiah, “uninhibited by any religious sanctions whatever and with an unappeasable appetite for controlling mankind,” observed the renowned historian Paul Johnson. Hitler explicitly rejected the idea of God as an authority figure over himself. He rejected biblical principles and authority, and he bitterly opposed all who claimed to live their lives according to the Holy Scriptures.
“Hitler hated Christianity with a passion which rivaled [Vladimir] Lenin’s,” Johnson once wrote. “Shortly after assuming power in 1933, he told Hermann Rauschning that he intended ‘to stamp out Christianity root and branch. . . . One is either a Christian or a German—you cannot be both.’”243
This hatred of Christianity and the Bible upon which it is based led to an even more virulent hatred of the Jewish people who wrote the Bible and were the first true followers of God. Adolf Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf:
Wherever I went, I began to see Jews, and the more I saw, the more sharply they became distinguished in my eyes from the rest of humanity. . . . Later I often grew sick to the stomach from the smell of these [Jews]. . . . Was there any form of filth or profligacy, particularly in cultural life, without at least one Jew involved in it? If you cut even cautiously into such an abscess, you found, like a maggot in a rotting body, often dazzled by the sudden light—a [Jewish person]. . . . Gradually, I began to hate them. . . . For me this was the time of the greatest spiritual upheaval I have ever had to go through. I had ceased to be a weak-kneed cosmopolitan and become an anti-Semite.244
Driven by this hatred of God and his chosen people, Hitler went on to murder 6 million Jews in a campaign known as The Final Solution that was designed to wipe out all Jews. Such a campaign might very well have succeeded if the U.S. and allied forces had not been able to destroy Hitler’s regime.
Joseph Stalin, leader of the Soviet Union in the 1930s and 1940s, likewise hated all who looked to the Bible as a source of inspiration and authority, and he reserved particular cruelty for the Jewish people. He had a favorite saying by which he lived and by which multitudes of Jewish people died, notes Soviet expert Arnold Beichman: “Est chelovek, est problema, net cheloveka—net problemy.” It meant, “A person, a problem; no person—no problem.” As Beichman put it: “Millions of people in the Soviet Union became un-persons during [Stalin’s] quarter-century rule . . . and he had a particular hatred for Soviet Jews. Stalin’s own daughter, Svetlana, attested to that psychosis: ‘What was originally political hate gradually became a feeling of racial hatred against all Jews, without exception.’” During Stalin’s reign of terror, tens of millions of Russians died from purges, wars, and famines. Many of these were Jews, at least a million of whom were deported from Moscow in 1953 and sent to slave-labor camps in Siberia, never to be heard from again.245
Today the murderous anti-Semitic and anti-Christian spirit of Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin is being carried on by Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. As we have seen, he has called for the complete destruction of the Jewish state, echoing the words of the Ayatollah Khomeini: “Israel must be wiped off the map.”246 He is feverishly seeking nuclear weapons to accomplish the complete annihilation of Israel and the United States. He believes that the Islamic messiah’s return “will be preceded by cosmic chaos, war, bloodshed, and pestilence.” And he believes it is his job to bring about such apocalyptic events by launching a global jihad against Jews and Christians.247
Osama bin Laden also made it his mission in life to curse the Jews, destroy their state, and destroy anyone—first and foremost the United States—who seeks to bless Israel and stand by her during a time of jihad. “We are sure of Allah’s victory and our victory against the Americans and the Jews, as promised by the Prophet, peace be upon him,” bin Laden told a reporter in 1998. “Judgment Day shall not come until the Muslims fight the Jews, where the Jews will hide behind trees and stones, and the tree and stone will speak and say, ‘Muslim, behind me is a Jew. Come and kill him.’”248
A careful examination of Scripture reveals a number of different ways that God has dealt with tyrants who curse the Jewish people throughout history. But Ezekiel warns us that certain leaders of certain nations will face an unprecedented and cataclysmic judgment in the last days. That is what the War of Gog and Magog is all about, and it may be here sooner than most people think.
THE WAR AHEAD
Let us now turn our attention to understanding just what will transpire during this War of Gog and Magog and how the nations of the world will be affected by this unprecedented event.
In Ezekiel 38:9, we learn that Israel will face overwhelming odds. The Russian-Islamic alliance will come “like a storm,” and its troops will “be like a cloud covering the land” (NASB). The military forces commanded by the Russian dictator will come “out of the remote parts of the north” and appear as “a great assembly and a mighty army” (Ezekiel 38:15, NASB).
Nowhere in the text, however, does Ezekiel indicate that any nation will come to Israel’s side to defend her against such a massive onslaught. Ezekiel 38:13 suggests that an international discussion is under way over Russia’s motives and objectives. Perhaps this will occur in the UN General Assembly or in the Security Council itself. It will certainly happen on radio and television as the storm clouds build. But in the end, Israel will stand alone, on the brink of extinction, facing what many will openly predict at the time as another holocaust.
It will, therefore, be a lonely and frightful time for Israelis in particular and for the Jewish people around the world as their enemies advance ever closer to Israel’s borders, day by day, until she is completely surrounded, cut off, and alone. One can reasonably surmise from the context, from biblical history, and from recent history that Israel’s enemies will be taunting her, boasting of their strength, of her weakness, and of the imminent and glorious triumph of Islam.
One can also reasonably expect Israeli leaders to be making preparations for war and considering a preemptive strike. They will likely be considering what some have called the Samson Option, wherein Israel—convinced she is about to be destroyed—chooses to take all of her enemies with her to the grave.
The Samson Option is named for the ancient Hebrew judge who prayed in Judges 16:28-30, “Sovereign LORD, remember me again. O God, please strengthen me just one more time. . . . Let me die with the Philistines.” In Samson’s case, he pushed over the pillars holding up the roof of the temple that he and his captors were standing in, and the collapsing ceiling crushed them all. In modern Israel’s case, the plan would be to launch a massive, preemptive nuclear strike against Moscow, Tehran, Damascus, Tripoli, Khartoum, and other enemy cities, despite the fact that Russia—at the very least—would unleash her nuclear missiles as well, leaving no one standing on either side.
Regardless of first-strike plans being made by either side, the War of Gog and Magog will be unlike any other war in human history. The intelligence Ezekiel provides clearly indicates that God himself will go to war on behalf of Israel and against her enemies, with devastating results.
Ezekiel 38:18-20 indicates that “on that day, when Gog comes against the land of Israel,” the Lord God says, “My fury will mount up in My anger. In My zeal and in My blazing wrath, I declare that on that day there will surely be a great earthquake in the land of Israel. The fish of the sea, the birds of the heavens, the beasts of the field, all the creeping things that creep on the earth, and all the men who are on the face of the earth will shake at My presence” (NASB).
The earthquake will be epicentered in Israel, but its shock waves will be felt around the world. Clearly, Israel’s enemies will be directly and immediately affected by the quake, as “the mountains . . . will be thrown down, the steep pathways will collapse and every wall will fall to the ground” (Ezekiel 38:20, NASB). But does the text also mean that literally every person on the planet will physically shake as if he or she were standing at the epicenter? Or does it mean that the destruction will be so great throughout the Middle East that everyone on earth will be affected personally by fear, by higher gas and oil prices, or by other less physical but no less powerful forces? It is not quite clear, but one should be prepared for all of the above.
This massive earthquake, however, is only the beginning.
“I will call for a sword against him on all My mountains,” declares the Lord God in Ezekiel 38:21 (NASB). “Every man’s sword will be against his brother.” In other words, in the ensuing chaos, the enemy forces arrayed against Israel will begin fighting each other. The war will begin all right, but Russian and Muslim forces will be firing at one another, not at the Jews.
“With pestilence and with blood I will enter into judgment with him,” the Lord God continues in Ezekiel 38:22, referring to the Russian dictator known as Gog. “And I will rain on him and on his troops, and on the many peoples who are with him, a torrential rain, with hailstones, fire and brimstone” (NASB).
This will be the most terrifying sequence of events in human history to date. On the heels of a terrifying supernatural earthquake that will undoubtedly take many lives will come a cascading series of other disasters. Pandemic diseases will sweep through the troops of the Russian coalition as well as through “the many peoples” who support these troops in their war of annihilation against Israel. Additional judgments will be leveled against the attackers such as have rarely been seen since the cataclysmic showdown in Egypt between Moses and Pharaoh (Exodus 7–11).
Deadly and devastating hailstorms will hit these enemy forces and their supporters (reminiscent of Exodus 9). So, too, will apocalyptic firestorms that will at once call to mind both the terrible judgment of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19) and the most frightening of Hollywood’s long list of disaster films. But such events will be neither ancient history nor fiction. They will be all too immediate, real, and tragic.
Such firestorms will be geographically widespread and thus exceptionally deadly. In Ezekiel 39:6, the Lord says, “I will rain down fire on Magog and on all your allies who live safely on the coasts. Then they will know that I am the LORD.”
This suggests that targets throughout Russia and the former Soviet Union, as well as Russia’s allies, will be supernaturally struck on this day of judgment and partially or completely consumed. These could be limited to nuclear missile silos, military bases, radar installations, defense ministries, intelligence headquarters, and other government buildings of various kinds. But such targets could very well also include religious centers, such as mosques, madrassas, Islamic schools and universities, and other facilities that preach hatred against Jews and Christians and call for the destruction of Israel. Either way, we will have to expect extensive collateral damage, and many civilians will be at severe risk.
THE AFTERMATH
The devastation will be so immense that Ezekiel 39:12 tells us it will take seven full months for Israel to bury all the bodies of the enemies in her midst, to say nothing of the dead and wounded in the coalition countries. What’s more, the process would actually take much longer except that scores of bodies will be devoured by carnivorous birds and beasts that will be drawn to the battlefields like moths to a flame.
“Call all the birds and wild animals,” the Lord God tells his prophet in Ezekiel 39:17-19. “Say to them: Gather together for my great sacrificial feast. Come from far and near to the mountains of Israel, and there eat flesh and drink blood! Eat the flesh of mighty men and drink the blood of princes as though they were rams, lambs, goats, and bulls. . . . Gorge yourselves with flesh until you are glutted; drink blood until you are drunk. This is the sacrificial feast I have prepared for you.”
A more gruesome sight is hard to imagine, but again, this is not the stuff of fiction. Ezekiel is giving us an intelligence report of the future, a future that is steadily approaching.
Ezekiel 38:22 says that one of the weapons God will use against the enemies of Israel is disease. When I see reports about the threat posed by the avian flu, it is hard not to think about this passage and its implications. The H5N1 virus is sweeping through the bird populations of Russia, the Middle East, central Asia, and east Asia, and it has begun to penetrate Africa as well, forcing officials in these regions to slaughter more than 200 million birds in an attempt to head off a possible global pandemic. European nations are just beginning to find cases of infected birds. U.S. officials say they expect birds in North America to be hit with the deadly disease soon and are working feverishly to produce and stockpile vaccines for human consumption.
By early 2006, over 100 people had died from this strain of avian flu worldwide. But health experts warn that millions more could die if the flu successfully leaps from birds to humans, from humans to humans, and then accelerates into a pandemic.
One worst-case scenario from an Australia-based think tank projected 142 million deaths and global economic losses of $4.4 trillion. But researchers warned that even a “mild” pandemic could result in 1.4 million deaths and $330 billion in economic losses.249 The report also found that U.S. deaths alone could range from 20,000 in a “mild” scenario to more than 2 million in an “ultra” or severe scenario.250
We don’t yet know, of course, if there is a connection between the H5N1 virus and the approaching fulfillment of Ezekiel’s prophecy. There may be none. But when one watches how much fear the virus is striking in the hearts of government leaders and public health officials, one can begin to imagine how quickly and how terribly a modern pandemic could sweep across the world and take the lives of millions, just as Ezekiel has predicted will happen in the last days.
REASONS FOR HOPE
Ezekiel’s prophecy raises many troubling questions. Will all of Russia be supernaturally destroyed? Will all of Iran and Libya and Sudan and other Islamic countries in central Asia and elsewhere be destroyed? What about Germany and Austria? Will everyone in these countries be killed as well?
Without a doubt, the devastation described in the text will be beyond compare in human history. It is clear that God intends this War of Gog and Magog as a divine judgment of Israel’s mortal enemies. It is also clear from the text that the countries certain to be affected by this judgment include those that have in recent times warred against the very existence of God (Moscow-driven Communism and atheism) and those that have warred against the One True God, the God of the Bible, the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jesus (Mecca-driven Islam).
One may reasonably conclude, therefore, that the judgment will bring both political and spiritual systems to their stunning ends. The wrath of God will fall on the Kremlin and the Red Army. And the world will witness the end of radical Islam as we know it.
As discussed earlier, Germany and perhaps Austria may find themselves facing calamity too. We do not know for certain that this will be the case, but we can’t rule out the possibility either.
That said, however, there are also strong indications in the text that the devastation will not be complete and that God will show mercy.
In the Masoretic Text—the ancient Hebrew manuscript of the Old Testament upon which the King James Version of the Bible is based—we find an interesting passage in Ezekiel 39:2. The Lord says to Gog, “I will turn thee back, and leave but the sixth part of thee, and will cause thee to come up from the north parts, and will bring thee upon the mountains of Israel” (emphasis added). This suggests that five-sixths of Gog’s forces and his coalition’s forces will be destroyed but that one-sixth—about 17 percent—will remain behind and survive. We should hold out hope that many will be spared, but the truth is we simply do not know for sure.
Throughout history, God has acted in ways that humans don’t always understand but that bring to fruition some part of his perfect plan. I must say I don’t fully understand what is coming, and much of me wishes that God in his providence would find some other way to protect Israel and chasten the nations who oppose him. At the same time, I do see signs of hope that will come out of the disastrous judgment described in Ezekiel.
Several verses in the biblical text indicate that a great, global spiritual awakening will result from this unprecedented day of judgment. In Ezekiel 38:23, for example, the Lord God says, “I will magnify Myself, sanctify Myself, and make Myself known in the sight of many nations; and they will know that I am the LORD” (NASB). In Ezekiel 39:21-22, the Lord God provides more detail: “I will set My glory among the nations; and all the nations will see My judgment which I have executed and My hand which I have laid on them. And the house of Israel will know that I am the LORD their God from that day onward” (NASB, emphasis added).
Dr. Charles Ryrie, editor of the Ryrie Study Bible, once noted, “The twofold purpose of this judgment is that the nations might acknowledge God’s glory and that Israel might know God’s grace.”251
I agree. It is entirely consistent with God’s character and his plan and purpose throughout history for him to use times of judgment against some to shake up—and wake up—others to their need for a personal relationship with him. In John 3:16, we read: “God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only Son [Jesus Christ], so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.” 1 Timothy 2:3-4 tells us that “God our Savior . . . desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (NASB). 2 Peter 3:3-9 tells us that “in the last days mockers will come” to cynically dismiss the words of the prophets since their forecasts have not yet come true. But “the Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance” (NASB).
It’s important to note that just because the leaders of Russia, Iran, Germany, and the other coalition countries have set themselves in opposition to God does not mean God does not love them and the people under their rule. To the contrary, Christ died to save his enemies. The apostle Paul—himself once a chief enemy of Jesus Christ—wrote in Romans 5:8-9 that “God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” and that “we shall be saved from the wrath of God” and be saved from condemnation if we turn to Christ and ask Him to be our Savior (NASB). Jesus said in Matthew 5:44, “I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (NASB). The apostle Peter said in Acts 2:21 that “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” There is, therefore, hope for all, including those in nations aligned with Gog. But Russians, Iranians, Germans, and others cannot choose to follow Christ if they have all perished. Thus, the God of Israel has given the world a warning about the coming judgment before it occurs to give individuals in these target countries time to repent of their personal and national sins and to receive Jesus Christ by faith as their personal Savior and Lord. What’s more, I believe that he will also allow many people in these countries to survive these judgments so they have a second chance to understand and accept his love and grace.
A GLOBAL STORY
When my father and I were in Moscow in 2005, we met with the senior pastor of one of the largest evangelical churches in Russia. Through an interpreter, we talked for more than an hour about the spiritual and political climate in Russia and the former Soviet Union and about the biblical prophecies of the last days. He told me he firmly believes that Ezekiel 38–39 refer directly to Russia’s future and that the War of Gog and Magog is rapidly approaching. He said he had just preached a sermon on the topic a few months before my visit and was trying to prepare the believers of Russia for the dark days ahead for their country.
This is not an easy task, he said. The younger pastors of the country—many of whom came to faith in Christ only after the collapse of the Soviet empire and have little or no formal Bible college or seminary training—do not know much about such prophecies. But he insisted that it is an important task and one to which he is deeply committed. “We need to wake up the church before it happens so Christians can turn Russians’ hearts back to God. And we need to be ready for after it happens since so many Russians will be in such great need.”252
The War of Gog and Magog will not be the most important day in history. That was the resurrection from the dead of the crucified Jesus of Nazareth. But Ezekiel’s war will certainly be the most tragically dramatic moment in modern history, and it will be witnessed by billions. Some five hundred people personally witnessed the resurrected Jesus in the forty days after his resurrection. But Ezekiel 39:21 tells us that “all the nations will see” God’s judgment (NASB). With the proliferation of televisions and satellite dishes around the globe, we are now living in the first age in history when this prophecy could truly be fulfilled.
This really struck home with me when my father and I were in Moscow and the school in Beslan was seized by radical Islamic terrorists. Few had ever even heard of this obscure town in southern Russia, much less seen pictures of its people and its streets. We certainly hadn’t. But no sooner had the crisis erupted than live images were being beamed from Beslan to televisions all over the world. This will be the case when God’s judgment falls. It will be the most televised, most reported story ever, giving every nation on earth the opportunity to see the God of Israel display his glory.
What will happen when the smoke clears from the War of Gog and Magog? This is the subject of our final chapters.
CHAPTER TWELVE: FUTURE HEADLINE
IRAQ EMERGES FROM CHAOS AS REGION’S WEALTHIEST COUNTRY
When it comes to the future of Iraq, there is no shortage of naysayers.
Senator Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts, a Democrat, says America may have won the war in Iraq but warns “we may lose the peace.”253
Senator Robert Byrd, the Democrat from West Virginia, says “the cost of the war has spiraled,” yet “the situation in Iraq has gone from bad to worse” and “the level of violence only keeps growing, week after week, month after month.”254
Democratic senator John Kerry of Massachusetts says that “invading Iraq has created a crisis of historic proportions, and, if we do not change course, there is the prospect of a war with no end in sight.” He adds that President Bush “misled, miscalculated, and mismanaged every aspect of this undertaking and he has made the achievement of our objective—a stable Iraq, secure within its borders, with a representative government—harder to achieve.”255
Democrats are not alone in their lack of hope for Iraq.
Senator Chuck Hagel, the Nebraska Republican, says, “Things aren’t getting better; they’re getting worse” and warns point blank: “The reality is, we’re losing in Iraq.”256 He adds, “I think our involvement there has destabilized the Middle East. And the longer we stay there, I think . . . further destabilization will occur.”257
Tucker Carlson, formerly one of CNN’s Republican commentators, was once a big supporter of “regime change” and getting rid of Saddam Hussein and his thugs. Now he says, “I am embarrassed that I supported the war in Iraq.”258
The list of such doubting Thomases in Washington and in the media goes on and on, as do the list of books preemptively declaring defeat. Among them:
LOSING IRAQ: INSIDE THE POSTWAR RECONSTRUCTION FIASCO
by David L. Phillips
SQUANDERED VICTORY: THE AMERICAN OCCUPATION AND THE BUNGLED EFFORT TO BRING DEMOCRACY TO IRAQ
by Larry Diamond
HOW AMERICA LOST IRAQ
by Aaron Glantz
IMPERIAL HUBRIS: WHY THE WEST IS LOSING THE WAR ON TERROR
by Michael Scheuer
Such pessimism is shortsighted in my view, but to be fair, it is understandable. The third anniversary of the liberation of Baghdad in April 2006 was, after all, marked not by a full withdrawal of U.S. forces but by a ferocious insurgency launching wave upon wave of suicide bombings. Vehicles were being blown up regularly by roadside bombs. American casualties were rising. Iraqi civilian casualties were rising. Iraq seemed to be teetering on the edge of civil war, and calls by American politicians and editorial boards to withdraw our forces and let the Iraqis take care of the mess themselves were increasing.
But those who argue that Iraq’s liberation will not succeed in bringing about a season of stability and prosperity are making the mistake of viewing current events through only political and economic lenses. As such, they are unable to see the big picture. For when one views Iraq’s future through the third lens of Scripture, a much different picture emerges.
IRAQ THROUGH THE THIRD LENS
The truth is that Iraq will form a strong, stable, and decisive central government. Iraq’s military and internal security forces will be well trained, well equipped, and increasingly effective. The insurgency will be crushed, support for it will evaporate, and foreign terrorists will stop flowing into the country.
As the situation stabilizes, Iraqi roads and airports will become safe, and people will finally be able to move freely about the country. Tourists will pour in to visit the country’s many ancient archeological sites and national treasures. Business leaders will also pour into the country, as will foreign investment, particularly to get Iraq’s oil fields, refineries, and shipping facilities up to twenty-first-century standards.
In short order, Iraq will emerge as an oil superpower, rivaling Saudi Arabia. Trillions of petrodollars will flood into the country, and as this happens, Iraq will become a magnet for banks and multinational corporations that will set up their regional and international headquarters in the country.
High-rise office buildings, luxury apartments, and single-family homes will be constructed. Theaters, concert halls, parks, and malls will be built. The ancient city of Babylon will emerge virtually overnight like a phoenix rising from the ashes to become one of the modern wonders of the world.
As I described in The Last Days, The Ezekiel Option, and most recently The Copper Scroll, Iraq is about to see a political and economic renaissance unparalleled in the history of the world. The people of Iraq are about to experience a level of personal and national wealth and power they have never dreamed possible. The pundits who have written the country off to failure and chaos will be absolutely stunned by such a dramatic turn of events, much as those who said the Berlin wall would never come down and the Soviet empire would never collapse found themselves scratching their heads in disbelief just a few years later.
How can I be so sure? By looking at Iraq through the third lens and analyzing the advance intelligence the Bible provides.
Iraq is described by the Hebrew prophets Ezekiel, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Daniel, as well as by the apostle John in the book of Revelation, as a center of unprecedented wealth and power in the last days before the return of Christ. The city of Babylon not only literally comes back from the dead in the last days, but the writers of Scripture portray her as Iraq’s future capital. In Revelation 18, Babylon is described as a “great city” and a center of “extravagant luxury.”
Iraq is described as one of the world’s great commercial hubs, where “the merchants of the world” come to trade “great quantities of gold, silver, jewels, and pearls,” along with all kinds of other “expensive” goods and services that entice “the kings of the world” and draw ships from everywhere on the planet (Revelation 18:9-12). When the people of the world think about the great wealth of Iraq’s future capital, they will ask themselves and each other, “Where is there another city as great as this?” (Revelation 18:18).
To be sure, we also learn from the book of Revelation that Iraq will eventually become a center of great evil as well and will one day face a judgment similar to the War of Gog and Magog. But the Scriptures are clear: before that, Iraq will be rich and powerful.
What’s more, the judgment of Russia, Iran, and other Middle Eastern countries will work to Iraq’s advantage. Oil and gas exports from those countries will be slowed or halted altogether because of the terrible destruction described by Ezekiel. Iraq, meanwhile, as one of the few Middle Eastern countries not having participated in the attack on Israel, will be one of the few oil powers (besides Israel) left intact when the smoke clears. As oil and gas prices skyrocket due to severe shortages, the world will become increasingly dependent upon Iraq for energy, and money will pour into the country’s coffers like never before.
But first, Iraq must become stable, peaceful, and free. Only then can the physical and financial infrastructure for such explosive growth be set into place. Only then will international oil companies invest heavily in refurbishing Iraq’s drilling, refining, and export equipment and facilities. Only then will the merchants of the world begin establishing headquarters in Iraq and dramatically increasing the level of trade done in and through Iraq. What’s remarkable is that those who are watching carefully can see the early stages of such developments happening right now.
A MODERN-DAY DANIEL
Few people are more qualified to talk about the future of his country than Iraqi general Georges Sada, for he knows firsthand how far his people have come already.
Now in his sixties, Sada has served as the chief spokesman for the Iraqi prime minister and as a senior advisor to the Iraqi president, and he was one of the chief architects of the new Iraqi military. But he was once Iraq’s top fighter pilot, his country’s air vice-marshal, and a top military advisor to Saddam Hussein—a role he did not seek and one that almost cost him his life.
In November 1990—only two months before U.S. and coalition forces liberated Kuwait—Saddam ordered Sada and his colleagues to plan a massive attack against Israel using every plane in the Iraqi air force. If the U.S. dared to attack Iraq, Saddam vowed, then he would order a retaliatory strike against Israel that would involve dropping chemical weapons on Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, Haifa, and other Israeli population centers, killing hundreds of thousands if not millions of Israelis.
Sada was horrified. As a devout evangelical Christian working for a ferociously anti-Christian regime, he had refused to join the Baath Party and was deeply pained to see what Saddam was doing to his beloved country. Yet, remarkably, he had been promoted through the ranks anyway, partly because of his flying ability and leadership skills, partly because of his reputation for telling his superiors the truth no matter what the consequences, and partly because Saddam did not see him as a direct and personal threat to him and his regime.
Now Sada faced the most difficult moment of his life. If he expressed even doubt—much less opposition—to the plan, he could be signing his own death warrant. But how could he keep silent? He abhorred the thought of annihilating Jews. In his eyes, the Jews were God’s chosen people and the authors of the Scriptures he had loved since growing up in the ancient Assyrian city of Nineveh (modern-day Mosul). What’s more, he knew that since most of Iraq’s bombers and fighter jets would no doubt be shot down before entering Israeli airspace, most of Iraq’s chemical-weapon-laden bombs would likely land on Jordan and Syria, killing thousands if not millions of Iraq’s neighbors.
So when Saddam asked for his counsel, Sada said a silent prayer asking God for mercy, braced himself for the worst, and refused to support the plan. In fact, in front of at least ninety other senior military officers, he actually sought to dissuade Saddam from attacking Israel by launching into a highly technical description of Israel’s air-defense systems and the enormous challenges Iraqi pilots would have going up against superior technology and training. His presentation lasted an hour and forty-one minutes, and when it was over, the room was dead silent.
Not many men disagreed with Saddam and lived to tell about it. Several of Sada’s colleagues told him later that they had been certain he was going to be executed on the spot. But by God’s grace, he survived. So, of course, did Israel.
On December 17, 1990, Saddam did, in fact, sign the order for the massive chemical-weapons attack against the Jewish state if the U.S. attacked Iraq first. But when the Gulf War began on the night of January 16, 1991, American and coalition forces destroyed Iraq’s air force so quickly that Saddam never had the chance to implement his order.
I first heard about Sada while living in Cairo, working on this book. Sada’s memoir, Saddam’s Secrets: How an Iraqi General Defied and Survived Saddam Hussein, had just been released in the U.S., and a friend had e-mailed me to suggest that I read it as soon as possible.
When I got back to the States, I read Sada’s book in a single day and tracked him down for an interview. What I found was a man who understands both his country’s past and its future far better than any American journalist or politician, because he has been at the center of events there for decades and has viewed them all through the third lens of Scripture. In my view, Sada is a modern-day Daniel, a man of faith and prayer whom God used to speak truth to a modern-day Nebuchadnezzar.
IRAQ’S NEW RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
In his book Sada describes working with Iraq’s new civilian leadership in Baghdad to help plan their nation’s recovery from the Saddam era. He also describes his meetings in Washington with various high-ranking White House, State Department, and Pentagon officials. It is all interesting and important material, but when I interviewed Sada, one of the first things I wanted to know was what it was like to stand before Saddam Hussein and actually hear him say, “Georges, I’ve decided that the air force will attack Israel and wipe her out with chemical weapons.”
“I was thinking of it in two ways,” he told me. “One, as a Christian, as a believer. Second, as a national officer that belonged to the Iraqi forces. . . . As a Christian, I could not accept [this order] to send two waves of fighters to attack Israel, one wave through Jordan and one through Syria. I knew the capabilities of the Israeli air force and their air defenses and their plans to destroy all aircraft coming from the east before entering the Israeli borders. So this means the bombs were [mostly] going to drop on Jordan and Syria. . . . But with ninety-eight aircraft, some of them would still penetrate to Israel. Just imagine as a Christian [the deaths that would result] as all three countries were going to be hit by chemicals.”259
Sada could not bear the thought of having to stand before Jesus Christ on the Day of Judgment with such a sin on his conscience. Nor could he bear to see the destruction that would be unleashed upon his own people if Saddam’s plan was successful.
What’s more, “as a tactical general and a strategist, I also knew the Israelis would have the right to retaliate with nuclear weapons and they would destroy our big cities like Baghdad, Mosul, Basra, and the others. So what was the benefit of doing this?”
“What gave you the courage to try to dissuade Saddam?” I asked.
“Believe me, only Jesus. Only. I know how brave I am. I am not a coward. But to be that brave—to put your life in front of Saddam—he could shoot you at any second—there were some people who said, ‘Georges is finished. Today his head is gone’ . . . but you see, it was Jesus who gave me the courage.”
Twelve years later, it was Saddam Hussein, not Sada, who was finished.
American and coalition forces liberated Baghdad on April 9, 2003. Iraqis cheered in the streets in those heady first days. They sang and danced and wept as they tore down the forty-foot statue of Saddam in Fardus Square.
Sada described for me the scene as he returned to Baghdad on May 8, 2003, and entered Saddam’s main palace a few days later. The multimillion-dollar gold-and-marble compound no longer had any doors or windows. Everything was covered in dust. These hallways had been ground zero of the republic of fear only weeks before. But now here he was, a free man, walking around in a free country.
Slowly, cautiously, Sada entered Saddam’s throne room. It took a few moments to grasp the enormity of what he was seeing, or rather not seeing. Saddam was not there. Saddam’s sons were not there. Saddam’s henchmen were not there. They ruled no longer. They could issue their evil, murderous decrees no longer. Iraq was free. Yes, troubles and trials lay ahead. Yes, life would be very hard for some time to come. But the Butcher of Baghdad was gone. And Sada told me that when that truth sunk in, he began to weep.
Before long, at Sada’s urging, Saddam’s throne room was being used for evangelical church services. In the very room where just a few months earlier Saddam had ordered Iraqis to their deaths, Christians were now gathering to worship the name of Jesus. What could be more fitting, Sada thought, than to turn Saddam’s house of evil into a house of God?
“Did you ever imagine when you were in a meeting with Saddam Hussein that one day you would actually be worshipping Jesus in that very room?” I asked him.
“No, no,” he said, laughing like a man from whom a great burden has been lifted. “I would never have dreamt that.”
And yet it happened.
Religious freedom has come to Iraq for the first time in centuries. New churches are opening. Bibles are being printed. Muslims are converting to Christianity in record numbers. And nominal Christians are experiencing a spiritual revival, becoming excited about their faith in a way that Sada and other evangelical leaders I have spoken with have never seen before.
I will describe this in more detail in chapter 14 and put it in the context of the evangelical revolution that is sweeping through the post-9/11 Middle East. But for now it is important to note that this newfound religious freedom is a significant part of why Sada and many of his colleagues are hopeful about their country’s prospects. They have come so far so fast from the dark days of Saddam that, unlike the naysayers in the West, they have no doubt even more dramatic and positive changes are coming.
A NATIONAL CONVERSATION
“I am a man who is very, very optimistic about the future of Iraq,” Sada says with a sense of passion that is at once believable and contagious.
Newfound religious freedom is part of the answer. So, too, is the new political freedom Iraqis are experiencing for the first time in their lives. Despite the violence of the insurgency, each new round of elections has drawn more Iraqis to the polls than the one before. In January 2005, 8.5 million citizens voted—58 percent of all those eligible to do so. By October of that year, turnout had climbed to 9.8 million Iraqis—63 percent of all eligible voters. And by December, more than 12 million Iraqis came out to the polls, a stunning 77 percent of all those eligible.260
What’s more, turnout has increased dramatically even in provinces racked by violence and those where large numbers of Sunni Muslims live, many of whom have been either wary of participating in the political process or outright hostile to doing so.
Does this mean that voters in these provinces are satisfied with the results of the elections? Not necessarily. But it does mean that they are beginning to see the electoral process as a way to achieve their personal and political objectives, and this is a very hopeful sign.
The fact is, a national conversation is under way inside the country. Iraqis now have the freedom to think, to speak their minds, and to discuss and debate ideas unlike ever before. And despite the severe violence in the streets of some provinces, the conversation has not stopped. It has only intensified.
“There is a great, dramatic change if we compare it with the Saddam Hussein regime,” Sada told me. “Whatever happens now, it will still be much, much better than that. Because now if you have fifty people killed, you have tremendous reaction of newspapers, TV channels. Everybody will speak [about their deaths]. But in the time of Saddam, if he will kill 5,000 people, nobody will know. They will be killed and they will be taken to a mass grave. This will not happen in Iraq anymore. . . . We have many newspapers, many radios, many TVs, everybody has got a [satellite] dish, everybody is watching everything, and this was impossible at the time of Saddam.”
THE NEW IRAQI ECONOMY
Yet another reason for optimism is the fact that Iraq’s new economy has nearly doubled since liberation and is already beginning to attract some of the largest companies in the world that increasingly believe the country has a very prosperous future.
In April of 2006 I had the privilege of having lunch with Ali Abdul Ameer Allawi, Iraq’s finance minister, and Dr. Sinan Al-Shabibi, the governor of Iraq’s Central Bank. They had come to Washington to explain to journalists and policy makers the impressive untold story of Iraq’s rapidly expanding economy.
“We are talking about the restructuring of an entire country,” Minister Allawi told me. “We’re doing it in an atmosphere of violence. . . . But Iraq is moving. It’s growing. And once the security situation settles down, it is poised to have enormous economic growth. There are a lot of pent-up energies ready to be released.”261
Dr. Al-Shabibi heartily agreed. “We are making a transition from a war economy to a peace economy. We’re making a transition from a dictatorship to a democracy, and from a centrally planned economy to a market economy. It will take time. But we are already making real progress.”262
Sure enough, after declining by two-thirds after the invasion of Kuwait, the country’s economy surged from $18.9 billion in 2002 to $33.1 billion in 2005. In 2006, growth has been expected to hit 10.4 percent. It has been projected to surge by 15.5 percent in 2007. The new Iraqi dinar is stable, and annual inflation has dropped from 32 percent to around 10 percent today.263
Such a trajectory is catching the eye of corporate executives around the globe. Visa proved it really is “everywhere you want to be” when it opened for business in Iraq in June 2003. The credit-card company was the first to process payments in Iraq since economic sanctions were imposed.264
FedEx began door-to-door pickup and delivery in Baghdad, Basra, and Mosul in August of 2003. A press release noted that “the company’s role as one of the world’s leading drivers of international trade and growth will be a significant asset to Iraq and its business community as the country works towards rebuilding its infrastructure and economy. Access to the FedEx Express international network also helps facilitate the transportation of humanitarian aid into the country, including working with Water Missions International and International Aid.”265
Hamdi Osman, FedEx’s regional vice president, said, “Iraq has the potential to be one of the fastest growing economies. There is no question that the country faces a tough business climate, but nothing that can’t be overcome.”
Coca-Cola began joint venture talks with several Iraqi bottling companies in November 2003, eventually striking a deal and launching a new front in the cola wars against Pepsi, their biggest rival. Coke had been exiled from Iraq for thirty-seven years for choosing to do business in Israel and thus facing Saddam’s anti-Zionist wrath.266
In December 2003, Iraq’s previous finance minister, Kamel al-Gailani, wrote an essay for the Wall Street Journal entitled “Iraq: Open for Business!” He noted that foreign companies operating in Iraq are now finally permitted to have “direct ownership, joint ventures, or branches as they see fit. We will guarantee equality of legal standing for all foreign firms as well as full and immediate remittance of profits, dividends, interest, and royalties. The investment process will be quick and clear with no bureaucratic hurdles to get in the way.”267
Since then, hundreds of foreign companies, including General Electric, General Motors, Nokia, Lucent Technologies, Motorola, and Canon, have entered Iraq.
What’s more, some 33,000 new Iraqi businesses have been registered, and about 1.5 million Iraqis have been employed to build or rebuild schools, health clinics, police stations, roads, bridges, and numerous other infrastructure projects.268 A U.S. government report to Congress in the spring of 2006 noted that “over 20,000 microfinance loans with a value of $44 million have been disbursed to small entrepreneurs creating an estimated 30,000 jobs” and “over 2,400 businessmen and women have taken advantage of training programs for small and medium sized enterprises.”269 The report also noted that “countries other than the U.S. have pledged some $13.5 billion worth of support to Iraq.”
Iraq’s oil industry, meanwhile, is slowly coming back on line and holds tremendous promise for the country’s future. Iraq is currently producing about 2.1 million barrels a day and is exporting an average of 1.5 million barrels a day, says Finance Minister Allawi.270 More than 350 pipelines have been repaired since the end of major combat operations, and U.S. officials report that Iraqi oil revenues have climbed from $5.1 billion in 2003 to an impressive $24.5 billion in 2005.271
But, again, this is only the beginning. Minister Allawi notes that while Iraq currently has the second-largest reserves of oil in the region, behind the Saudis, the country still has not discovered all of its reserves and desperately needs new oil rigs and production facilities to maximize production. “Our technology is not much better than Soviet era,” Allawi told me. “We can do much better.”
Allawi conservatively estimates that Iraq will be exporting 3 million barrels of oil a day within the next few years. But he and Central Bank governor Al-Shabibi also told me that a new internal Iraqi study found that by 2010, Iraq could be exporting 6 million barrels a day.
Western oil executives and energy experts I consulted for this book concurred with this assessment. A Congressional Research Service study found that “only 17 of 80 [Iraqi] oil fields have been developed” and that “Iraq could potentially produce far more oil than has been realized in its history. Given a stable security situation, very large amounts of capital investment, and the involvement of one or more large oil companies, it would be realistic to suggest potential output ramping up to 5 or 6 million barrels per day over the period of several years.”272
After a speech I delivered at an executive conference in 2005, the vice president of a large North American oil company told me that he had just finished reading The Last Days and wanted to tell me I was significantly understating the oil wealth that Iraq would soon find. While Iraq was currently believed to possess about 115 billion barrels of oil reserves, he said, Saddam’s reign of terror and more than a decade of UN economic sanctions meant that it had been years since anyone had done a serious survey of the country’s oil wealth using the latest geological mapping techniques and technology. Once the violence settles down and companies like his can safely rebuild Iraq’s wells and do more exploration, he and his colleagues are sure Iraq’s proven reserves will be found to be much higher.
“We’re already sending in survey teams,” he told me. “We’re building alliances in the government and with local leaders. We’re ready to move in and make a major investment in Iraq, as soon as the violence settles down. And we’re not alone.”273
INSIDE THE NEW IRAQI MILITARY
The question is, how soon will things settle down in Iraq?
General Sada hesitates to make a hard-and-fast prediction. He concedes that at times his country seems “close to civil war,” and he does not rule out the possibility of such a war erupting. But he is convinced that in ten years or less, Iraq will be quiet, stable, and immensely prosperous, and he personally believes it will be much sooner than that.
The key, he says, is getting the new Iraqi military recruited, trained, equipped, and combat ready. It’s a project he has been working on from the moment he returned to his newly liberated country. “In May 2003, I told [American general] Garner, ‘Let us Iraqis start taking [charge of] the internal security. Because you have done a great job in battle. You have removed the regime of Saddam. Now let us take the responsibility of the security.”
The U.S. originally envisioned only three Iraqi army divisions—one in the north, one in the center, and one in the south. Sada did not think this was nearly enough to crush the insurgency or to keep Iraq safe from Iran or other potentially hostile neighbors. He recommended nine divisions, with reserves of about 150,000 men. As the violence of the insurgency intensified, Sada increased his original recommendation to eleven divisions, and U.S. officials eventually realized that he and his Iraqi military colleagues were right. Later, it was decided to create a new counterterrorism division as well, bringing the total number to twelve Iraqi divisions. Each is now comprised of about 12,000 men, for a total of about 160,000 men in the Iraqi armed forces, separate from police and internal security forces.
“Twelve divisions are already functioning,” Sada says. “Half of them are well-trained by the Americans. The Americans are doing a great job training the others, and I am sure that soon all the Iraqi army will be well-trained.”
As this increasingly battle-hardened force matures, Sada says Iraqis will be able to take charge of their own security and allow American and coalition forces to go home. He also says the new Iraqi military is being trained solely for defense purposes and will have no territorial or ideological designs on neighboring countries as in the past, even vis-à-vis Israel.
“From the early beginning when I was forming the forces,” Sada insists, “the principle was to build these forces on the basis of freedom and democracy, and [that] these forces should be not trained in a way to do violence in the region and for the world. . . . The nature of the forces will be defensive, not offensive.”
As much as I respect General Sada, I have to disagree with him on those last comments. I have no doubt he and others are training Iraq’s new military for defense-only operations. But the Scriptures are clear that Iraq will one day be the headquarters for the Antichrist, a dictator who will wield unprecedented global authority and will set up his power base in the city of Babylon. We know, therefore, that while Iraqi forces today are being trained by U.S. and NATO commanders—the best in the world—and outfitted with the latest state-of-the-art military gear, someday such forces will be drafted into a final showdown with Israel at Armageddon and ultimately with God himself.
Some Christians I know have asked if the effort to liberate and rebuild Iraq is worth it, knowing the evil that lies ahead. In other words, are all our blood, toil, tears, and sweat making Iraq safe for democracy or safe for the Antichrist?
The answer, honestly, is both. But yes, I believe it’s worth it. After all, the Iraqi people desperately need a time of religious, political, and economic freedom, even if it is only for a season. They deserve the opportunity to think and read and debate and travel. They should also have the opportunity to hear the good news of God’s love for them and the way of salvation offered to them through Jesus Christ. Followers of Christ outside of Iraq need the opportunity to get the gospel inside and to strengthen the faith of our brothers and sisters there—especially if a greater evil is rising.
Think of it this way: Ronald Reagan believed that after the collapse of the Evil Empire, another evil dictator—Gog—would one day arise. But that did not stop Reagan from pursuing the collapse of the Soviet Union and the tearing down of the Berlin wall. Why? Because he saw the future of that part of the world through the third lens of Scripture. He knew what was coming, but he didn’t know when. So he wanted the Russian people to taste freedom, if only for a time. He wanted them to have an opportunity to hear the gospel and respond before prophetic events overwhelmed them.
In Russia’s case, it has been a decade and a half since the demise of the USSR. We don’t know when the window of freedom in Russia will fully close, but it is certainly closing now. Likewise, we don’t know how long a window we will have in the new Iraq, but we should make the most of every opportunity while we can.
BABYLON RISING
Those who do not view world events through the third lens of Scripture will, understandably, have a difficult time imagining a season of peace and prosperity emerging in Iraq. They will also have a difficult time imagining the rebuilding of the ancient Iraqi city of Babylon, at least on the scale described in the Left Behind series or my novels.
Former Republican strategist turned best-selling author Kevin Phillips is one such skeptic among many. “Evil Babylon, the antithesis of Jerusalem, the good city, prompted its own literature in the 1990s, and [Tim] LaHaye’s tens of millions of readers praised his series as making the Bible and its supposed predictions ‘come alive,’” sniped Phillips, citing like-minded authors mocking “prophecy believers” who accept the biblical view that Babylon will one day actually be rebuilt “on its ancient ruins.”274
Historically, such cynicism has been understandable. For nearly two thousand years, the city of Babylon, located about sixty kilometers south of Baghdad, has been all but extinct. This has led to speculation that the Babylon described in the book of Revelation actually refers to New York or Washington or Rome or Moscow. How could it refer to an Iraqi city that doesn’t exist?
Except that now it does.
“More than 2,500 years ago, a fabulous city rose here on a bend in the Euphrates River,” wrote New York Times correspondent John Burns in the fall of 1990. “Under King Nebuchadnezzar, Babylon and its hanging gardens became as fabled, and as much a seat of imperial power, as Rome became later. Under President Saddam Hussein, one of the ancient world’s most legendary cities has begun to rise again.”275
Burns explained that Saddam had invested millions of dollars to build replicas of Nebuchadnezzar’s buildings—including palaces and throne rooms—“on the original sites.” He described Saddam’s efforts to rebuild the city’s roads, lakes, canals, and bridges, and even to build new museums, souvenir shops, and fast-food restaurants. And he reported that Saddam had offered “a $1.5 million reward to anybody who can produce a satisfactory plan for rebuilding the Hanging Gardens.”
The article didn’t even make the paper’s front page. It was buried on page 13 of the A section. But to me, as well as to millions of evangelical Christians who believe in Bible prophecy, it was hugely significant.
The following year Charles Dyer, senior VP at Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, published The Rise of Babylon: Sign of the End Times. In it he described his experience attending an international festival held in Babylon in 1987 and provided even more firsthand details of the efforts of the Iraqi government to make the ancient city a symbol of the country’s future.276
Both Burns and Dyer noted that construction in Babylon had stalled after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait because Saddam ran out of cash. But what was so significant about these and similar reports over the next few years was that they provided fresh evidence that a Bible prophecy so difficult for so many to believe for so long—a prophecy concerning the resurrection of an entire ancient city to modern power and prosperity—was actually beginning to come to pass. They also strongly suggested that when Iraq is flush with new petrodollars, Babylon will rise even more rapidly.
That day may be sooner than most people think.
On April 18, 2006, the New York Times reported in a front-page story that “Babylon, the mud-brick city with the million-dollar name, has paid the price of war. It has been ransacked, looted, torn up, paved over, neglected and roughly occupied. . . . But Iraqi leaders and United Nations officials are not giving up on it. They are working assiduously to restore Babylon, home to one of the Seven Wonders of the World, and turn it into a cultural center and possibly even an Iraqi theme park.” The mayor of the area says that, “God willing,” they will even build a Holiday Inn.277
“The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization is pumping millions of dollars into protecting and restoring Babylon and a handful of other ancient ruins in Iraq,” noted correspondent Jeffrey Gettleman. “UNESCO has even printed up a snazzy brochure, with Babylon listed as the premier destination, to hand out to wealthy donors.”
“Cultural tourism could become Iraq’s second biggest industry, after oil,” said Philippe Delanghe, a United Nations official helping with the project.
Gettleman noted, “What makes the project even conceivable is that the area around Babylon is one of the safest in Iraq, a beacon of civilization, once again, in a land of chaos.”
“One day millions of people will visit Babylon,” said Donny George, head of Iraq’s board of antiquities. “I’m just not sure anybody knows when.”
I asked Iraqi finance minister Allawi about this project when I met with him in Washington a few days after the article was published. He loved the idea of rebuilding Babylon—anything to attract investors and their capital and get the Iraqi economy growing again.
“Cultural, religious, archeological, and biblical tourism is a big opportunity for Iraq,” he told me. “I think rebuilding Babylon is a wonderful idea, as long as it is not done at the expense of the antiquities themselves.” Then he added, “I don’t know about a theme park, though—maybe, as long as it’s done outside of Babylon, away from the archeological sites.”278
It all sounded so natural, but what Minister Allawi was telling me was really quite historic. The highest levels of the new Iraqi government want to rebuild the ancient city of Babylon and make it a great center of commerce. The Hebrew prophets and the book of Revelation told us it was going to happen. Now it really is.
That said, people like General Sada and his fellow Christians in Iraq have little time to think about the prophetic implications of their work at the moment. They are solely focused on making Iraq secure, creating jobs and economic opportunities, and getting the gospel of Jesus Christ to every Iraqi who is willing to listen.
“What’s going to happen in the future?” Sada asks. “I am a man who believes in God’s promises 100 percent. I believe what’s in the Bible. Those [prophecies] will happen whether somebody will like it or not like it. . . . We believers see what is happening [in Iraq today], and the first thing that comes to our heads is that we are living in the last days. But how God thinks—his ways and his methods and his thoughts—are not like our own. It is very difficult for a human being to know and understand the thoughts and the ways of God. The most important thing is to believe in the [prophecies] that are going to happen.”
CHAPTER THIRTEEN: FUTURE HEADLINE
JEWS BUILD THIRD TEMPLE IN JERUSALEM
Jewish reaction to the War of Gog and Magog will take several forms.
First and foremost, widespread atheism and secularism will collapse essentially overnight within the Jewish world in light of the supernatural protection of Israel. In turn, the world will see an unprecedented resurgence of religious expression among Israelis and among Jews worldwide. The question will no longer be “Is there a God in Israel?” The question will become “How can I know the God of Israel?”
Some will join the Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox communities in their newly urgent quest. Others may turn to more mystical forms of Judaism such as the Chabad-Lubavitch movement and the practice of Kabbalah, made famous by a number of Hollywood stars, including Madonna, in recent years. Still others will turn to faith in Jesus as Messiah and join the rapidly growing movement of messianic Jews in Israel and around the world. But nearly all Jews will become united around one central mission: rebuilding the Holy Temple in Jerusalem.
It is difficult for most people in the early years of the twenty-first century to envision either the First Temple built by King Solomon or the Second Temple begun in the time of Nehemiah and Ezra after the Jews began to return from captivity in Babylon in 538 BC and later expanded by King Herod into the Temple of Jesus’ day. And it is nearly impossible for most people to imagine a Third Temple soon standing where the Dome of the Rock and the Al-Aksa Mosque stand today. But when one looks at current and future events through the third lens of Scripture, the image of the coming Temple is clear.
Ezekiel spends two chapters describing the War of Gog and Magog, but the next nine chapters describe the future “house of the Lord.” And Ezekiel was by no means alone. The Hebrew prophet Isaiah tells us, “In the last days, the mountain of the LORD’s house will be the highest of all—the most important place on earth” (Isaiah 2:2). The prophet Micah echoes this statement. Daniel speaks of an end-times Temple that will be desecrated by a future enemy of God (known by Christians as the “Antichrist”), and this view was verified in the New Testament by the apostles Paul and John and by Jesus Christ himself.279
The question Jews and Christians have been asking themselves since the Second Temple was destroyed by the Romans in AD 70 is, how in the world will the Temple be rebuilt?
In recent years, prominent Palestinian leaders—including Yasser Arafat—have fiercely denied that a Jewish Temple ever even existed in Jerusalem and have explained in no uncertain terms that they bitterly oppose the building of a future Temple. Among the recent statements made by Palestinian leaders:
Jewish leaders counter that Israel, Jerusalem, and the Temple Mount were given to them by God and that God’s plans cannot be thwarted by the Palestinian Authority or radical Islamic terror masters in Iran, Saudi Arabia, or anywhere else. The Temple Mount has, therefore, become a flash point in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the site of numerous violent clashes since the Israelis took control of the Mount during the Six Days’ War of 1967.
Security experts now believe that the Temple Mount is the most dangerous square mile on the planet. Israeli police and intelligence forces maintain tight security around the site to prevent Jewish or other extremists from trying to blow up the Dome of the Rock and the Al-Aksa Mosque. After all, not only would such an attack be morally wrong, it would be incredibly dangerous. For if the dome and the mosque were somehow destroyed by a terrorist attack, this could unleash a war of horrific proportions as the wrath of a billion Muslims turned against Israel.281
The vast majority of Christians and Jews oppose such violence. I do too. We are convinced that the Temple will be built because the Bible says it will. We simply are not sure how it will happen. But the “War of Gog and Magog” may provide the answer.
One possibility is that the God of Israel will use the supernatural judgment involving a massive earthquake, hailstorms, and firestorms from heaven to destroy the Dome of the Rock and the Al-Aksa Mosque, clearing the Temple Mount for the building of a Holy Temple to worship him. This is the scenario I put forth in The Ezekiel Option and The Copper Scroll.
Another possibility is that while the supernatural events do not destroy these Islamic sites directly, the destruction of Israel’s most dangerous enemies could make it possible for the government of Israel to dismantle the dome and the mosque when the smoke of the war clears and to then rebuild the Temple.
Still another possibility is that the postwar environment will create a situation of such religious tolerance that the Jewish Temple, the dome, and the mosque will all be able to somehow coexist side by side.
Do we know for certain how it will happen? No, we don’t. But we do know for certain that something will happen to make construction of the Third Temple possible—maybe within our lifetime. And we know that there is a growing movement of Israeli Jews urgently preparing for that day.
A MOVEMENT TO REBUILD
Gershon Salomon is a descendant of ten generations of Jerusalemites and an Israeli military officer who became convinced in the 1960s that the Messiah was coming soon and that God had chosen him to help prepare the way. So in 1967, after Israel reunified Jerusalem, Salomon formed an organization known as the Temple Mount Faithful with seven provocative objectives.
Among them: “liberating the Temple Mount from Arab (Islamic) occupation . . . consecrating the Temple Mount to the Name of G-d282 so that it can become the moral and spiritual center of Israel, of the Jewish people and of the entire world according to the words of all the Hebrew prophets . . . [and] rebuilding the Third Temple” for the “coming of the King of Israel, Messiah Ben David.”283
Salomon believes that Israel is the epicenter of the world, Jerusalem is the epicenter of Israel, and the Temple is the epicenter of Jerusalem, and it is there in the Holy of Holies that the Messiah will reign. So for the past forty years, he has been writing and speaking all over Israel and around the world, trying to teach people about the centrality of the Temple in Jewish life and the importance of establishing the Third Temple before the coming of the Messiah. And more than ever, Salomon is convinced that day is increasingly close at hand.
In 1998, for example, Salomon told his followers that as Israel’s fiftieth anniversary approached “we see how events are steadily moving toward the fulfillment of G-d’s end-time promises to the people of Israel.” He specifically noted that “the prophet Ezekiel prophesied that in the end-times of the redemption of the people of Israel, a terrible war will break out in the land when Gog and Magog with many other nations come to the land of Israel and try to destroy the people and State of Israel” and that “G-d said that He would bring this enemy from the far north against the mountains of Israel.”
Salomon went on to explain that “the coming war will be the final war undertaken against Israel by her enemies,” for “in it G-d will terribly defeat them.” After this war, he concluded, “the new era will start” and “the Third Temple will be the House of G-d, the only building on the Temple Mount. . . . Mashiach Ben David [the Messiah, Son of David] will be the King of Israel and all mankind.”284
In July of 2001, on the Jewish holiday that marks the destruction of the first two Temples (Tisha B’Av), Salomon and his supporters tried to enter the Temple Mount to lay a four-and-a-half-ton cornerstone they had carved out of limestone to serve as the beginning of the Third Temple. The Israeli authorities denied them access, but Salomon, convinced that he was on the winning side of history and that victory was near, was undeterred. So every year since, he and his group have repeated their efforts, only to be stopped by the local police as well as Israel’s Supreme Court, none of whom want an Islamic revolt on their hands.285
“G-d expects Israel to rebuild the Temple now and then He will send Mashiach Ben David,” wrote Salomon. “Our activities and struggle brought this idea very close to fulfillment, and we know that time is short and that it will soon come to pass.”286
Rabbi Yisrael Ariel is another Israeli building a movement dedicated to rebuilding the Temple. As one of the first Israeli paratroopers to reach the Temple Mount during the Six Days’ War, Ariel became gripped with the notion that he was part of prophecy coming to pass. He went on to immerse himself in the study of Scripture and became one of Israel’s leading rabbis.
“It is so very difficult to describe the feeling that filled us during that extraordinary time in the life of the nation,” Ariel once wrote, so expectant was he that the Messiah’s appearance was imminent and so disappointed over the next few years when nothing happened. He would later explain that “in the passing of time as I pursued my studies, I discovered that our expectations were simply misplaced. . . . The more I studied the more I began to understand that we had only ourselves and our own inaction to hold accountable: G-d does not intend for us to wait for a day of miracles. We are expected to act. We must accomplish that with which we have been charged—to do all in our power to prepare for the rebuilding of the Holy Temple.”287
So Ariel founded the Temple Institute in 1987 “to rekindle the flame of the Holy Temple in the hearts of mankind through education” and “to do all in our limited power to bring about the building of the Holy Temple in our time.” The institute, whose headquarters I have visited in the Jewish Quarter of the Old City (not far from the Western Wall), thus serves an educational function similar to the Temple Mount Faithful. But it also goes an important step further.
Ariel and his team are conducting meticulous historical research to understand the look and size and function of the sacred vessels and implements the Scriptures say were once used in the Temple. What’s more, with the understanding that these same sacred utensils will one day be used in the Third Temple, Ariel’s team is rebuilding them using the same materials of gold, silver, copper, and wood, and they are doing so with the finest craftsmanship. Though many of the items can be seen on display at his headquarters, Ariel insists that these are not showpieces. He and his team expect them to be used . . . and soon.
“These are authentic, accurate vessels, not merely replicas or models,” his Web site explains. “All of these items are fit and ready for use in the service of the Holy Temple. Among the many items featured in the exhibition are musical instruments played by the Levitical choir, the golden crown of the High Priest, and gold and silver vessels used in the incense and sacrificial services. After many years of effort and toil, the Institute has completed the three most important and central vessels of the Divine service: the seven-branched candelabra, or Menorah, made of pure gold, the golden Incense Altar, and the golden Table of the Showbread.” Ariel and his team are also “currently creating the sacred uniform of the Cohein Gadol, the High Priest. This project, the culmination of years of study and research, has been underway for several years. To date, the High Priest’s Choshen (Breastplate) and Ephod [the High Priest’s garment] have already been completed.”288
Meanwhile, a dramatic new effort has been launched in Israel to rebuild the Temple—the re-creation of the Sanhedrin.
“A unique ceremony—probably only the second of its kind in the past 1,600 years—is taking place in Tiberias today: the launching of a Sanhedrin, the highest Jewish-legal tribunal in the Land of Israel,” read a story in the Israeli press in January 2005. The Sanhedrin was “a religious assembly that convened in one of the Holy Temple chambers in Jerusalem” and was made up of “71 sages” in ancient times.289 Organizers of the new Sanhedrin also announced their intention to convene seventy-one rabbis, meet regularly, solicit architectural plans to build the Temple, and examine ways to restart animal sacrifices, something not done in Israel since the first century.
“It is appropriate that the Sanhedrin convened to discuss this lofty matter [of the Temple’s location] this week,” Sanhedrin spokesman Rabbi Chaim Richman told Arutz-7, an Israeli news service, “as the Torah portion is Terumah—the portion of the Bible which begins to deal with the preparations for the Tabernacle. Though seemingly esoteric, the preparations for building a Tabernacle and the Temple are at the center of who we are as a people.”290
A RED HEIFER
One specific headline to be watching for amid such preparations will center on the birth of a red heifer, one that according to Jewish law must be sacrificed prior to the purification and consecration of the Temple and those entering it.
In Numbers 19 we learn that the Israelites were required to bring “a red heifer, a perfect animal that has no defects and has never been yoke to a plow” and give it to the high priest, whereupon it would be slaughtered and burned. “Then someone who is ceremonially clean will gather up the ashes of the heifer and deposit them in a purified place outside the camp. They will be kept there for the community of Israel to use in the water for the purification ceremony. This ceremony is performed for the removal of sin” (Numbers 19:2, 9).
“For the lack of a red heifer’s ashes, there is simply . . . no way for Jews to purify themselves to enter the sacred square, no way for Judaism to reclaim the Mount, no way to rebuild the Temple,” wrote one Israeli journalist on the intensifying interest in Israel in finding such a red cow.291
When a red cow named Melody was born in August 1996 and briefly believed to be “the one,” a veritable media avalanche ensued. TV crews from ABC, CBS, CNN, and others from Japan, Holland, and France covered the event, as did print journalists from around the world. Most of the media found Israeli interest in the cow and the rebuilding of the Temple quaint or bemusing. But Haaretz columnist David Landau “argued that the security services should see the red heifer as a ‘four-legged bomb’ potentially more dangerous than any terrorist: ‘It’s equal, in its ability to set the entire region on fire, to the power of non-conventional weapons in the hands of Iranian ayatollahs.’”292
Ultimately, Melody was pronounced “unclean” by Israeli rabbis. She grew several white hairs at the tip of her red tail and thus proved that she was not the one. Now efforts are being made by some to genetically engineer a perfect red heifer.
OTHER FUTURE HEADLINES?
All this constitutes further evidence that the building of the Third Temple is increasingly close at hand and that the events of Ezekiel 38–39 are as well. They are like strobe lights along an airport runway at night, guiding a pilot in for a landing. When we see such lights, we are not yet at our final destination, but we know we are closer than ever. On this final approach, therefore, we would be well advised to keep our eyes peeled for other events that, while not explicitly promised in Scripture, would certainly be consistent with the rebuilding of the Temple.
In my fourth novel, The Copper Scroll, I write about the possible discovery of the Second Temple treasures. I cannot point to biblical prophecies that assure us with any finality that such treasures will be found. But there are a number of intriguing Scriptures that seem to hint that such discoveries could happen in the last days.
In Jeremiah 27:21-22 we read that during the Jewish exile in Babylon, the Lord planned to safeguard the First Temple treasures and would restore them to the children of Israel when it was time to build the Second Temple. “Yes, this is what the LORD of Heaven’s Armies, the God of Israel, says about the precious things still in the Temple and in the palace of Judah’s king: ‘They will all be carried away to Babylon and will stay there until I send for them,’ says the LORD. ‘Then I will bring them back to Jerusalem again.’”
Likewise, the prophet Isaiah promised the children of Israel that the First Temple treasures would be restored to them when it was time to build the Second Temple. In Isaiah 52:11, instructing the Israelites to return from their captivity in Babylon, the prophet wrote, “Purify yourselves, you who carry home the sacred objects of the LORD.”
Do such verses, as well as others found in the books of Nehemiah and Ezra, provide a precedent that God is safeguarding the Second Temple’s treasures for the children of Israel and will reveal them when it is time to build the Third Temple? Some Jewish and Christian scholars think so. We simply do not know for sure. But the notion is tantalizing.
I, for one, would not be surprised at all if it happened. The discovery of these priceless treasures—each more than two thousand years old—would make huge headlines around the world. Would they not also cause many to have to reconsider their skeptical and/or negative views about God and the Bible?
Imagine the international uproar that would be caused by the sudden rediscovery of the Ark of the Covenant—so long as it was not locked away in some U.S. government storage facility, the way it is at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark. We have no definitive prophecies that say the Ark will be found in the last days. But again, a number of Jewish and Christian scholars believe the Temple treasures and the Ark will be rediscovered when it is time for the Third Temple to be built.
As with the other Temple treasures, there is biblical precedent for the Ark of the Covenant being hidden from those who would destroy or desecrate the Temple, only to be restored to the Temple when the time was right and the coast was clear. In 2 Chronicles 35:3, for example, we read that “[King Josiah] issued this order to the Levites, who were to teach all Israel and who had been set apart to serve the LORD: ‘Put the holy Ark in the Temple that was built by Solomon son of David, the king of Israel. You no longer need to carry it back and forth on your shoulders. Now spend your time serving the LORD your God and his people Israel.’”293
Some are convinced they already know where the Ark is but cannot yet reach it. “Tradition records that even as King Solomon built the First Temple, he already knew, through Divine inspiration, that eventually it would be destroyed,” notes Rabbi Ariel on his Temple Institute Web site. “Thus Solomon, the wisest of all men, oversaw the construction of a vast system of labyrinths, mazes, chambers, and corridors underneath the Temple Mount complex. He commanded that a special place be built in the bowels of the earth, where the sacred vessels of the Temple could be hidden in case of approaching danger. Midrashic [Jewish commentaries] tradition teaches that King Josiah of Israel, who lived about forty years before the destruction of the First Temple, commanded the Levites to hide the Ark, together with the original menorah and several other items, in this secret hiding place which Solomon had prepared.”294
Rabbi Ariel goes on to claim that “this location is recorded in our sources, and today, there are those who know exactly where this chamber is. And we know that the Ark is still there, undisturbed, and waiting for the day when it will be revealed. An attempt was made some few years ago to excavate towards the direction of this chamber. This resulted in widespread Moslem unrest and rioting. They stand a great deal to lose if the Ark is revealed—for it will prove to the whole world that there really was a Holy Temple, and thus, that the Jews really do have a claim to the Temple Mount.”
Imagine, then, what might be found after the War of Gog and Magog.
EZEKIEL AND THE MESSIAH
One of the things that has struck me while writing my novels is the growing number of Jews, regardless of their specific religious traditions, who see the landing lights as well, who are convinced that the Messiah is coming soon.
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, belief that Chabad-Lubavitch rabbi Menachem Schneerson (known as “the Rebbe”) was the Messiah reached a fever pitch among hundreds of thousands of Jews around the world. “Schneerson purportedly has healed the sick, restored fertility to barren women and averted family tragedies,” said a 1988 Washington Post profile. “He has never claimed publicly to be the messiah, but critics say he has been slow to deny the claim when made by his followers. They contend that this is why Schneerson has never set foot in Israel; under Jewish tradition, the messiah will arrive only when the era of redemption begins.”295
Even when Schneerson suffered a massive stroke in 1992, there were still those who refused to give up their beliefs. “The Rebbe will surprise all,” one follower told U.S. News & World Report, claiming that the Messiah would announce himself after doctors gave up. “The Rebbe will lead all of us to Jerusalem,” he said, “and you and I may find ourselves standing shoulder to shoulder.”296
After Schneerson’s death in 1994 at the age of ninety-two, his supporters praised him for at least having prepared the way for someone else. “In virtually every talk the Rebbe gave, every letter he wrote and every action he initiated, the theme, the sign-off and the objective was: the coming of Moshiach [the Messiah], the attainment of the Redemption,” notes the Chabad.org Web site, adding that “perhaps no leader in history emphasized the urgency and immediacy of Moshiach as did the Rebbe.”297
Today Rabbi Ariel and his colleagues at the Temple Institute are not only convinced that the Messiah is coming soon; they are convinced the Third Temple is coming sooner. In one article posted on his Web site, Ariel wrote, “Which comes first, the Messiah or the Temple? There seems to be ample indication that the building of the Holy Temple will precede the Messiah’s arrival. Various biblical verses and statements made by the great sages prove this. This is actually the opinion of Maimonides, a Jewish rabbi and philosopher, who quotes an astounding verse from the prophecy of Malachi (3:1) in his classic Letter to Yemen: ‘For suddenly the master whom you are seeking will come to the sanctuary.’ It appears that this prophecy, referring to the arrival of the Messiah, specifies that he will indeed arrive at the already built Temple.”298
While I was writing this book, I came across this headline from the Times of London: “Old Shack Will Give Madonna Front-Row Seat for Arrival of her Messiah.” According to the article, the pop singer was “trying to buy a house overlooking the Sea of Galilee at the place where followers of her Kabbalist faith expect the Messiah to reappear to herald world peace. . . . The star—who was raised an Italian Catholic but adopted the Hebrew name Esther several years ago—wants the house to turn it into a Kabbalah study centre where followers can pore over the mystical texts. Kabbalists believe that the Messiah will appear at Safed and walk to Tiberias on the shores of the Sea of Galilee.”299
There is also a growing sense among the Jewish community worldwide that the cataclysmic events of recent decades are signs of the last days and the Messiah’s nearing appearance as well. The famed twentieth-century Jewish writer Martin Buber, for example, wrote an entire novel called Gog and Magog (it was much different from my novels). In it, he spoke of the “three hours of speechless terror after the tumult of the wars of Gog and Magog and before the coming of the Messiah,” which will be “more difficult to endure than all the tumult and thunder” that had gone before, and “only he who endures them will see the Messiah.”300
Elie Wiesel, the widely beloved Jewish Nobel laureate, also wove Ezekiel’s prophecies into his work and has long believed their fulfillment will signal the Messiah’s arrival. In his moving 1972 novel Souls on Fire, he wrote of Jewish communities watching unfolding world events in great fear. “Frontiers, thrones, loyalties, and systems change overnight. The earth trembles. Nations discover new passions, liberating but deadly. History moves and bursts into flame. And the blood flows. . . . In the rabbinical courts, these events are endowed with a messianic dimension. One speaks of Gog and Magog, of their gigantic, apocalyptic war. . . . The Jews needed the Messiah, perhaps more than ever.”301 Years later, Wiesel told an interviewer that “Messianism is the gift of the Jew to the world, but in our tradition we believe that before redemption there will be a huge catastrophe. We call it the war of ‘Gog and Magog.’”302
I agree. The war of which Ezekiel wrote will precede the appearing of the Messiah on earth. But it will be his second appearing, not his first, and his name will be Yeshua HaMoshiach, Jesus the Messiah.
Few people have any idea just how many Jewish people have come to faith in Jesus in recent years, but the numbers are dramatic. Indeed, more Jews are coming to faith in Jesus today than at any time since the first century.
In 1967, when I was born, there were only five or six native Israeli believers in Jesus and fewer than 250 Jewish believers in Jesus in all of the Holy Land. Today there are more than 1,000 “sabra” believers—native-born Israeli Christians—and some 10,000 messianic Jews total in Israel.303
Worldwide in 1967, there were fewer than 2,000 Jewish followers of Jesus. Today conservative estimates say there are at least 100,000 Jewish believers, while some put the number at over 300,000.304 One respected international Christian research agency says there are 132,000 Jewish believers connected to messianic congregations and 200,000 Jewish believers in Jesus attending Gentile churches worldwide.305
For a follower of Jesus from an Orthodox Jewish heritage like myself, not only is this exciting, it is also startling evidence of an ancient prophecy coming to pass before our eyes. Jesus once spoke to the Jews of Israel, saying, “For I say to you, from now on you will not see Me until you say, ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the LORD’” (Matthew 23:39, NASB). In other words, until Jewish people turn to him in dramatic numbers—and get excited about his Second Coming—Jesus said he would delay his return.
How many are enough to trigger the Second Coming? I have no idea. But the trend lines are exciting, and I believe many, many more Jews will turn to Jesus in the time leading up to the War of Gog and Magog and in its immediate aftermath.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: FUTURE HEADLINE
MUSLIMS TURN TO CHRIST IN RECORD NUMBERS
Charles Sennott was the Middle East bureau chief for the Boston Globe from 1997 to 2001. As he left that role to cover events in Europe, he published a book that became a best seller in the Boston area entitled The Body and the Blood: The Middle East’s Vanishing Christians and the Possibility for Peace.
The book purported to document “the dramatically diminishing Christian presence” in the Middle East, a veritable “Christian exodus” that has left the Christian community there “withering” and “imperiled” in the face of war, persecution, and radical Islam. “What will happen if those [Christian] ideas and those institutions are abandoned, if they become barren, empty, echoing halls of the past?” Sennott asked. “Is Christianity truly going to die out in the land where it began?”306
The Christian Science Monitor called the book “a powerful and moving narrative. . . . Valuable and timely, it illuminates the human struggles while providing the in-depth historical context essential to understanding today’s conflicts.” Foreign Affairs called the book a “touching account of a venerable community whose numbers are sharply declining.” The Hartford Courant called it “profound and moving . . . a major achievement of insight, understanding, and interpretation.”307
Sennott’s book on the potentially imminent death of Christianity echoes a prevailing media worldview. “Christians Leaving Middle East,” declared a CNN headline.308 “Christians Quit Christ’s Birthplace,” proclaimed the BBC.309 A National Public Radio story talked of “the dwindling number of Christians in the Middle East.”310 A Denver Post article claimed that “once significant Christian communities” in the Middle East “have shrunk to a miniscule portion of their former robust selves” and “in 50 years they may well be extinct.”311 An article in the Guardian newspaper in London suggested the Christians of the Middle East have become “an endangered species.”312 A story in the Toronto Sun suggested that “a time might come, unless the political situation dramatically improves, when Christian communities of the Middle East no longer exist.”313
This Christianity-is-dying theme is complemented by the Islam-is-taking-over-the-world theme, so fashionable in academic and media circles over the past decade. In his 1996 book The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, for example, Samuel P. Huntington argued that the percentage of Christians in the world will fall sharply in the twenty-first century and will be overtaken by the explosive growth of Muslims. “In the long run,” wrote Huntington, “Mohammed wins out.”314 CNN, meanwhile, called Islam the world’s “fastest-growing religion.”315 PBS called Islam “the world’s fastest growing faith.”316 If you do a Google search of Islam and fastest-growing religion, you will find dozens of Muslim Web sites that abound with similar quotes from sources ranging from ABC News to Mike Wallace of 60 Minutes to USA Today.317
There is just one problem with such stories. They are not quite accurate. Not anymore, at least.
THE BIG (UNTOLD) STORY IN THE MIDDLE EAST
The War of Gog and Magog, as we have seen, will bring about a shattering of radical Islam that will trigger a spiritual crisis for Muslims all around the world as they see, to their shock, the hand of the God of Israel defending—not demolishing—the Jewish people. The soul-searching that results will be intense. As they monitor saturation coverage on radio, television, and the Internet, Muslims will hear followers of Christ explaining what will happen and why, and they will see the prophecies of the Bible—not the Koran—coming true before their own eyes. What’s more, they will see the power of the God of the Bible displayed before the eyes of the world.
In the process, many will realize for the first time that Jesus Christ did, in fact, die on the cross for them. He also rose again for them—to give them assurance of salvation, a place in heaven for eternity, and an abundant, joyful life here on earth, if they will only receive his free gift of salvation. When that happens, Muslims will turn to Jesus Christ en masse.
But even today, an exciting and dramatic spiritual revolution that is being completely missed by the mainstream media is under way throughout the Islamic world. The big (untold) story in the Middle East is that more Muslims are turning to Christ today than at any other time in human history, and much of it has happened since 9/11.
Over the past several years, I have had the privilege of interviewing more than three dozen Arab and Iranian pastors and Christian leaders throughout North Africa, the Middle East, and central Asia. In sharp contrast to the picture the media is painting, the picture they present is one of Christianity being dramatically resurrected in the lands where the Bible was written.
While I was writing this book, for instance, my wife and kids and I lived for two months in Egypt, where scores of Arabs are coming to Christ in the most amazing ways. During our time there we visited the largest church of born-again believers in the Middle East, which meets in a cave on the outskirts of Cairo beside what is known as the “garbage village.” Some 10,000 new and growing believers worship there every weekend. In May of 2005, more than 20,000 Arab believers gathered for a day of prayer for their unsaved Muslim friends to become followers of Christ. The event was broadcast throughout the Middle East on a Christian satellite-television network, allowing millions more to see God powerfully at work.
This extraordinary church ministry began in 1972 when a young Egyptian businessman named Farahat lost an $11,000 watch and was stunned when a garbageman found it and gave it back to him.
“Why didn’t you take the watch for yourself?” Farahat asked.
“My Christ told me to be honest until death,” replied the man, dressed in filthy rags.
“You are a Christian?” Farahat asked.
The garbageman said he was.
“I didn’t know Christ at the time,” Farahat would later tell a reporter, “but I told him that I saw Christ in him. I told the garbage collector, ‘Because of what you have done and your great example, I will worship the Christ you are worshiping.’”318
Over the next few years, Farahat began to study the Bible and grow in his faith, but when the garbageman asked Farahat to help him reach his fellow garbage collectors for Christ, Farahat always said he was too busy. For the next two years, in fact, the man begged him to come and start a church among his friends, but Farahat resisted.
Finally, in 1974, Farahat visited the garbage village outside of Cairo and couldn’t believe what he found. He had never seen (or smelled) anything like it before—a series of rickety concrete tenement buildings built over massive dumps where men, women, and even the smallest children sift through thousands of tons of trash, sorting bottles, cans, glassware, and other goods for recycling and looking for items of even miniscule value to be sold for cash or bartered for food or clothing. There was no running water, no electricity, and no hope. Many turned to alcohol, drugs, gambling, and prostitution to find some meager escape from the deeply depressing environment. But even more appalling to Farahat were the numbers. Somewhere between 15,000 and 30,000 people were living amid the most gut-wrenching squalor he could possibly imagine.
The more Farahat and his wife, Su’aad, saw, the more they found themselves gripped by the words of Jesus in Matthew 5:3: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (NASB), and the words of the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 4:13, “We have become as the scum of the world, the dregs of all things” (NASB). Soon a small ministry was born. Farahat and his wife began preaching the gospel in the garbage village and caring for people’s spiritual and material needs, and people started turning to Christ in droves.
In 1978, Farahat was officially ordained by the Coptic (Orthodox) Church, and he became known as Father Sama’an. The congregation met in a cave in the Muqattam Mountains beside the garbage village. By 1993, they had to expand the cave to fit all the new believers and seekers who wanted to attend. What they have now is an amazing testimony to God’s grace in a region where many believe Christianity is dying.
My wife and kids and I visited the garbage village. We also toured the cave that houses the church facilities with a man who told us how he had been an alcoholic and hashish user until he heard Father Sama’an preach. He gave his life to Christ in 1992. You should have heard the passion in his voice and seen the gleam in his eyes. He had been at the bottom of the barrel, and now he was on top of the world. And he was the first to tell us: only the love and power of Jesus Christ had made the difference.
Such stories of lives transformed are spreading throughout Egypt and North Africa. Despite government restrictions and Muslim attacks against churches and believers, Christianity there is growing like wildfire. “I’ve never seen such hunger for God’s Word and the message of Jesus as I do today,” one North African Arab Christian leader told me.
In 1996 the Egyptian Bible Society sold just 3,000 video copies of the JESUS film, based on the Gospel of Luke and produced in the late 1970s by Warner Brothers and Campus Crusade for Christ. In 1997 the Bible Society decided to sell the videos at the famed Cairo International Book Fair. Sales surged to 35,000 in just a few weeks. In 2000 the group sold 600,000 copies of the JESUS film and a children’s version of the video. Today annual sales top 750,000 copies of the Bible on audiocassette, 200,000 to 300,000 full Bibles, and between 300,000 and 500,000 New Testaments.319
“We don’t give these away,” one Bible Society leader told me. “We don’t charge a lot, but we charge something, and many, many people are buying them. Think about what that means. . . . Egyptians certainly don’t have the money or the interest to buy a Bible or a JESUS film or any other piece of Christian literature unless they are really serious about finding God. I believe these sales are leading indicators of growing spiritual interest throughout this country, and particularly among Coptic Christians, of which there are some ten million. . . . There is a revival going on among Orthodox Christians.”
CHRISTIANITY SURGING ACROSS NORTH AFRICA
Egypt is not alone.
When I was in Casablanca and Rabat in 2005, I found the Moroccan media up in arms about the “phenomenon of Moroccans converting to Christianity.” Newspaper and magazine articles estimated that 25,000 to 40,000 Muslims have become followers of Jesus Christ in recent years. These numbers are overstated, church leaders in the country tell me, but the fact that they are being published and widely discussed says a lot about the dynamic that is at work and how rapidly the church is growing there.320
The government of Morocco—which has long worked to prevent missionaries and Bibles, JESUS films, and other Christian materials from entering the country—has begun taking a series of small but important steps to reach out to evangelicals and to project an image of religious openness. In 2004, for example, top officials began an ongoing dialogue with Richard Cizik of the National Association of Evangelicals and Rob Schenck of the National Clergy Council, among others. In 2005, King Mohammed VI invited American evangelist Josh McDowell and other Christian leaders and musicians for a series of high-level talks, public-speaking events, and even a Christian concert in Marrakech. The concert alone attracted more than 80,000 Moroccan young people, and a similar event was held in May of 2006.
When I visited with Ahmed Kostas, an aide to the king, in his office at the Ministry of Islamic Affairs in Rabat, he insisted that the kingdom was opening up and becoming more friendly to Christians. “You can buy The Passion of the Christ in shops all over Morocco. Moroccans can watch Christian television on their satellite dishes. We don’t care what people watch. They can see whatever they want. They can choose whatever they want. . . . [In the past] the West has tried to force Christianity on us—it’s the feeling of force that is the real tension.”321
“What about efforts by Arab and Western Christians to get more Bibles and Christian literature into Morocco?” I asked.
“Officially, it’s not a concern,” he said. “But the way it is done is. . . . The big concern is any activities that cause unrest.”
“You’re worried that public, visible efforts to promote Christianity in Morocco will infuriate radical fundamentalists, who could cause trouble for the regime?” I pressed.
“We don’t want anything that causes unrest.”
A few months later I met with Mr. Kostas’s boss, Dr. Ahmed Abaddi, who was appointed by the king to serve as Morocco’s director of Islamic affairs, responsible for overseeing the country’s 33,000 mosques. Abaddi, a soft-spoken, gentle-mannered former professor of comparative religion, told me that the king wants to build bridges of friendship with evangelical Christians in the United States because he knows the “real” America is not Hollywood and the pornography industry but people of faith. “Historically, it has been the Christians who have held America together,” Abaddi said. “Anyone who traces the history of America knows that evangelicals are behind it.”322
The king also wants all Moroccans—and particularly his country’s Islamic leaders—to develop more friendly relations with Christians, Abaddi explained. “We need our people to know the real West, to understand that the West ain’t no angel, but it ain’t no demon either.”
Why would Morocco reach out to evangelicals, though, when one of the central goals of such Christians is to evangelize, a practice frowned upon in his country? Abaddi said evangelicals are “gentlemen” whom you can trust. “We are trying to reach out to the real America. . . . Evangelicals are serious people, helpful people.”
Abaddi acknowledged that the idea of Muslims converting to Christianity is a very sensitive subject in his country. But he also told me that he had recently published a book in Lebanon about the importance of encouraging religious freedom within Islam and even suggested that “Muslims have the right to change their religion,” if they so desire.
Unfortunately, not all leaders in the region are as open as Dr. Abaddi and his colleagues. The church is growing as never before all across North Africa, and most Muslim leaders are up in arms.
In neighboring Algeria—the birthplace of St. Augustine but for many centuries almost devoid of a Christian presence—more than 80,000 Muslims have become followers of Christ in recent years.323 The situation has become so alarming to Islamic clerics that in March of 2006, Algerian officials passed a law banning Muslims from becoming Christians or even learning about Christianity. Christians trying to share their faith with Muslims face two to five years in jail and fines of 5,000 to 10,000 euros for “trying to call on a Muslim to embrace another religion.” In a move to stamp out the rapidly growing house-church movement, the law also forbids Christians from meeting together in any building without a license from the government.324
In Sudan, meanwhile, one of the biggest stories in modern Christendom is unfolding—a spiritual awakening of almost unimaginable proportions amid civil war, radical Islam, rampant persecution, and outright genocide. More than one million Sudanese have turned to Christ just since the year 2000—and not in spite of persecution, war, and genocide but because of them. “People see what radical Islam is like,” one Sudanese Christian leader told me, “and they want Jesus instead.”325
When Sudan received independence in 1956, there were only five or six born-again Anglican priests in the entire country. Today there are some 3,500, caring for more than 5 million followers of Christ affiliated with the Anglican Church alone. Other denominations are also growing rapidly. “The growth of the church is really tremendous,” says Daniel Bul, bishop of the Episcopal Church of Sudan. “We hope . . . in the southern Sudan . . . everybody is going to be a Christian.”326
Muslim clerics throughout the region have been watching this dramatic movement toward Christianity for some time and have been horrified. Now the trend is rapidly accelerating.
In 1993, a Saudi sheikh by the name of Salman Al-Odeh delivered a sermon entitled “Christian Missionaries Sweeping the Islamic World.” He argued that “in Spain [Christians] have the biggest center of missionaries to Africa. They are trained really well and their efforts lead many Moroccans to convert.” He then cited the World Christian Encyclopedia—which he described as a “dangerous survey”—and warned his fellow Muslims that “the number of Christians in Africa was 9 million only in 1900 A.D., or 9 percent of the whole population. In the year 1980 they became 200 million! They jumped from 9 to 200 million in 80 years [and the survey’s authors] expected them to reach 390 million in the year 2000, or 48 percent of the whole population of Africa.”327
Eight years later, in December 2001, Sheikh Ahmad Al Qataani, another leading Saudi cleric, appeared on a live interview on Aljazeera satellite television to confirm that, sure enough, Muslims were turning to Jesus in alarming numbers. “In every hour, 667 Muslims convert to Christianity,” Al Qataani warned. “Every day, 16,000 Muslims convert to Christianity. Every year, 6 million Muslims convert to Christianity.”
Stunned, the interviewer interrupted the cleric. “Hold on! Let me clarify. Do we have 6 million converting from Islam to Christianity or converting from Islam and other religions?”
Al Qataani repeated his assertion.
“So 6 million Muslims a year convert?” said the interviewer.
“Every year,” the cleric confirmed, adding, “a tragedy has happened.”328
GOD AT WORK IN CENTRAL ASIA
God is also on the move in central Asia, and Muslims there are turning to Christ in record numbers.
Before September 11, 2001, there were only seventeen known followers of Christ in all of Afghanistan. Today Afghan Christian leaders tell me there are more than 10,000 believers in the country, and Afghan Muslims are open to hearing the gospel message like never before. Dozens of baptisms occur every week. People are snatching up Bibles and other Christian books as fast as they can be printed or brought into the country. The JESUS film was even shown on television in one city before police shut down the entire TV station.
The enormous controversy over the case of Abdul Rahman, a Muslim convert to Christianity facing execution for apostasy by a court in Kabul, became the talk of the nation in the spring of 2006, with saturation coverage by Afghani TV, radio, and newspapers. The event shined a huge spotlight on the fact that Afghans are turning to Christ in such numbers that Islamic leaders are furious. It also showed the fledgling Afghan church that fellow believers around the world are praying for them and eager to see them grow and flourish.
By God’s grace, and with pressure from American, Canadian, British, Italian, and other leaders, the case against Rahman was dropped. He was set free and left the country.
But persecution of believers in Afghanistan has hardly diminished. Just days after Rahman’s release, two more Afghani believers were arrested, and according to the Compass Direct News service and Open Doors International, a Christian ministry to the “closed” countries of the Middle East, “One young Afghan convert to Christianity was beaten severely outside his home by a group of six men, who finally knocked him unconscious with a hard blow to his temple. He woke up in the hospital two hours later but was discharged before morning.” Compass and Open Doors also reported that “several other Afghan Christians have been subjected to police raids on their homes and places of work in the past month, as well as to telephone threats.”329
Yet none of this has stopped the Afghan church from growing. “God is moving so fast in Afghanistan, we’re just trying to keep up,” one Afghani believer told me. “The greatest need now is leadership development. We need to train pastors to care for all these new believers.”330
Afghanistan is not alone.
As I mentioned earlier in this book, I went to Alma-Ata (now Almaty), a city in southern Kazakhstan, near the Chinese border, on a missions trip in 1986. At the time there were no known Kazakh believers in Christ in a country of some 15 million people. By 1990, there were only three known believers. But today evangelical leaders in the country report that there are more than 15,000 Kazakh Christians and more than 100,000 Christians of all ethnicities.
On that same trip, I went to Tashkent, the capital of Uzbekistan. At the time, there were only a handful of Uzbek believers in a country of 27 million people. Today there are some 30,000 Uzbek followers of Christ, and hunger for the gospel is at an all-time high.
While these may seem like small numbers in comparison to the overall populations of these Muslim countries, the immensity of their importance cannot be overstated. These are historic developments, unprecedented in the fourteen hundred years since the Islamic religion was founded, especially when one considers the tremendous social, religious, legal, and economic persecution faced by Muslim converts from Islam. In many of these countries, a new believer in Christ risks being ostracized from his or her family, fired from a job, attacked verbally and physically by Islamic fundamentalists, imprisoned by authorities, and even executed.
INSIDE THE FIRES OF IRAQ
In Iraq, the hunger for Christ is also at an all-time high, say Iraqi pastors and other Arab Christian leaders who have been inside the country.
More than one million Arabic New Testaments and Christian books have been shipped into Iraq since the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime. More are being printed inside the country, and pastors say they cannot keep up with the demand. What’s more, Iraqis today are turning to Christ in numbers unimaginable at any point during Saddam Hussein’s reign of terror.
Iraqi general Georges Sada, who in addition to serving as a senior advisor to Iraq’s president has served as president of the National Presbyterian Church in Baghdad and chairman of the Assembly of Iraqi Evangelical Presbyterian Churches, says that at least 5,000 Iraqis have publicly identified themselves as new followers of Christ just since the fall of Saddam Hussein. The number of secret believers may be much higher, he told me, since conditions are not yet safe enough in the country for all believers to gather together for worship and prayer.
The Kurds in the north of Iraq are especially receptive to the gospel message and are converting to Christianity “by the hundreds,” Sada reports. One evangelical church recently started in Kurdistan now has more than 800 people worshipping there every week, most of whom are new converts from Islam. What’s more, Nechirvan Barzani, the prime minister of the Kurdistan Regional Government in Irbil, has vowed to protect the ancient Assyrian Christian community there as well as new followers of Christ from persecution and violence. Sada and Dr. Terry Law, president of World Compassion, a Christian relief organization based in Oklahoma, met with Barzani in May of 2006. “I would rather see a Muslim become a Christian than a radical Muslim,” Barzani told them, an absolutely remarkable statement by a Muslim leader in a land racked by sectarian violence.331
Despite the fact that numerous Iraqi churches have been firebombed and converts from Islam have been attacked and killed, at least fourteen new evangelical churches have opened in Baghdad alone since the war. Other evangelical congregations are forming all around the country, some with as many as 500 to 600 people attending every Sunday. In 2004–2005, more than 160 Iraqi believers began training to become new pastors and lay leaders. Iraqis are also flooding back into the ancient Christian churches.
“Catholic and Orthodox Christian priests are seeing their faith in Christ revitalized,” one Iraqi pastor, who asked not to be named, told me. “They want to see their churches restored to the first-century kind of activity—evangelism, discipleship, and miracles.”332
Why such spiritual hunger? Every Iraqi Christian I have interviewed has given me the same two answers: war and persecution.
“The security in Iraq is deteriorating,” explained one of the leaders of the Iraqi evangelical movement over breakfast, “but the ministry is increasing compared to any time in church history. It’s not that complicated really, Joel. When human beings are under threat, they look for a strong power to help them—a refuge. Iraqis look around and when they see believers in Jesus enjoying internal peace during a time of such violence and fear, they want Jesus too.”333
But, I asked, how can you share your faith and lead people to Christ with all the suicide bombings, car bombings, snipers, and other troubles?
“We’re doing what we can, and especially getting Bibles into the hands of people who want them,” he explained. “And people can now watch Christian preaching and teaching on satellite television and get our Bible studies and other materials off of the Internet. But the truth is, God is doing something else that is amazing.
“People are being healed. Many of them. We don’t have much experience with that but we’re seeing it happen anyway. . . . And that’s not all. Muslims are seeing visions of Jesus Christ. He is coming to them and speaking to them, and they are repenting and giving their lives to him. Shiites! I’m talking about Shiite Muslims seeing visions of Jesus and becoming his followers. In fact, I actually haven’t personally met any Shiites who have come to Christ who were converted because someone shared the gospel with them. They have all come to faith through dreams and visions. They are coming to us already persuaded. Our job, then, is to help them study the Bible, meet other believers, and grow in their faith.”
This pastor was not alone in telling me about the enormous number of Muslims who are coming to Christ through dreams and visions. It is a message I heard from nearly every Middle East Christian leader that I interviewed. What’s more, they believe all this is a fulfillment of God’s message through the Hebrew prophet Joel and the apostle Peter. In Acts 2:17-20 Peter, quoting Joel 2:28-31, says, “‘In the last days,’ God says, ‘I will pour out my Spirit upon all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy. Your young men will see visions, and your old men will dream dreams . . . before that great and glorious day of the LORD arrives.’”
One night in a Middle Eastern country I cannot name, I had dinner with an Iraqi pastor from Baghdad. I asked him to paint me a picture of what he was seeing God do in his country. He graciously agreed.
“You know, Joel, the best way to think about Iraq right now is to think of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego,” he said, referring to the famous story found in Daniel 3. “Remember, they were captives in Babylon, and they refused to bow down and worship the idol that King Nebuchadnezzar had built. So the king ordered that the fiery furnace be heated seven times hotter than usual, and then he threw the men in there. But when the king looked into the furnace, he was stunned. He asked his officials, ‘Didn’t I throw three men in there?’ And they said, ‘Certainly, O king.’ And then he said, ‘But look! I see four men walking around in there, without chains on their hands, and without being harmed—and the fourth is like a son of the gods!’
“This is what we are facing today. When you look at the news, you see Iraq on fire—seven times hotter than before—and that’s true. Things are very difficult. There is much violence and bloodshed. But that is only part of the story. That was the view from the outside. On the inside, it looked much different for Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. Yes, they were inside the flames. But they were also free, and they were walking with Jesus. That’s our situation today. For the first time in our lives, we are free, and Jesus is walking with us, guiding us, helping us be a blessing to our fellow Iraqis who need his love and his salvation so desperately. We couldn’t be more excited about the miracles God is doing here. We just ask the church outside to keep praying that we are brave enough and worthy enough to bear the name of Jesus.”334
THE PASSION IN PERSIA
Perhaps the most dramatic story unfolding in the Middle East is the explosion of Christianity inside Iran, arguably the most fiercely Islamic and diabolically anti-Christian country on the face of the planet, certainly on par with Saudi Arabia.
“In the last 20 years, more Iranians have come to Christ [than in] the last 14 centuries,” said Lazarus Yeghnazar, an Iranian-born evangelist now based in Great Britain. “We’ve never seen such phenomenal thirst. . . . I believe this phenomenon [will] snowball into a major avalanche. This is still a rain. This is not the avalanche coming . . . but it will be happening very, very soon.”335
At the time of the Islamic Revolution in 1979, there were only about 500 known Muslim converts to Jesus inside the country. By 2000, a survey of Christian demographic trends reported that there were 220,000 Christians inside Iran, of which between 4,000 and 20,000 were Muslim converts.336 But according to Iranian Christian leaders I interviewed for this book, the number of Christ followers inside their country has shot dramatically higher since 2000.
In fact, the head of one leading Iranian ministry, who agreed to speak on the condition of anonymity, told me, “Based on all the things we are seeing inside Iran today, I personally believe that if every Iranian who secretly believes in Jesus could come forward right now and declare his or her faith publicly, the number would top a million.”337
Such numbers are impossible to verify given the current political conditions, but the trend lines are clear, and the increasingly panicked reaction of Iranian authorities in recent years does point to unprecedented growth of the Iranian church.
In April 2004, Iranian Shiite cleric Hasan Mohammadi delivered a stunning speech at a high school in Tehran. He urged the students to “safeguard your beloved Shiite faith” against the influence of the evangelicals and other so-called apostate religions, and warned, “Unfortunately, on average every day, fifty Iranian girls and boys convert secretly to Christian denominations in our country.”338
Mohammadi had been hired by the Ministry of Education to teach fundamental Shiite Islam to the country’s youth, who are increasingly dissatisfied with the Islamic Revolution and are looking elsewhere for fulfillment. But as one father whose son was in the audience told a reporter, Mohammadi “unknowingly admitted the defeat of the Islamic Republic of Iran as a theocratic regime in promoting its Islam.”
By September of that year, the Iranian regime had arrested eighty-six evangelical pastors and subjected them to extended interrogations and even torture.
In October 2004, Compass Direct reported that “a top [Iranian] official within the Ministry of Security Intelligence spoke on state television’s Channel 1, warning the populace against the many ‘foreign religions’ active in the country and pledging to protect the nation’s ‘beloved Shiite Islam’ from all outside forces.” The news service went on to report that this security official had helped interrogate ten of the arrested evangelical pastors, had complained that Christian activities in Iran had gone “out of control,” and was “insisting that their church do something to stop the flood of Christian literature, television, and radio programs targeting Iran.”339
The rise of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad led to a dramatic acceleration of government-directed persecution of Iranian Christians—particularly pastors, many of whom have been arrested, interrogated, beaten, and even worse.
Compass Direct reported in November 2005:
An Iranian convert to Christianity was kidnapped last week from his home in northeastern Iran and stabbed to death, his bleeding body thrown in front of his home a few hours later. Ghorban Tori, 50, was pastoring an independent house church of covert Christians in Gonbad-e-Kavus, a town just east of the Caspian Sea along the Turkmenistan border. Within hours of the November 22 murder, local secret police arrived at the martyred pastor’s home, searching for Bibles and other banned Christian books in the Farsi language. By the end of the following day, the secret police had also raided the houses of all other known Christian believers in the city. According to one informed Iranian source, during the past eight days representatives of the Ministry of Intelligence and Security (MOIS) have arrested and severely tortured ten other Christians in several cities, including Tehran.340
Only a few days before the pastor’s murder, Ahmadinejad met with thirty provincial governors and vowed to shut down the country’s growing house-church movement, reportedly saying, “I will stop Christianity in this country.”341
Nevertheless, evangelical leaders inside Iran say they are seeing Jesus’ words in Matthew 16:18 come true before their very eyes: “I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (KJV).
“Before the [Islamic] Revolution, there was a very small response to the gospel,” one Iranian pastor told me. “In the summer of 1975, our ministry shared Christ with nearly 5,000 people. Only two people showed any interest. But [in 2005], 98 out of every 100 people we shared with showed interest, and we saw many decisions for Christ.”342
He added that a Farsi-language broadcasting ministry he works with received 50,000 calls in 2005 from Iranians wanting to receive Christ despite the fact that they had to make long-distance calls at their own expense, knowing the lines could be tapped and facing the threat of persecution, jail, and torture.
Radio and satellite-television evangelism ministries are big factors in getting the gospel to millions of Iranians who would otherwise have no access to the truth. And God is using other creative methods to reach Iranians as well. Back in 2003, for example, when Iranians heard that Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ was anti-Semitic, they couldn’t wait to see it. Neither, apparently, could the mullahs and the government authorities, thinking that anything negative about the Jews had to be good for Muslims. So despite the fact that Islam forbids the visual depiction of Jesus—and teaches that Judas was crucified in Jesus’ place, and thus was never resurrected—The Passion actually played in Persia. True, only one theater ran it. But there was a ten-day waiting list for tickets. What’s more, tens of thousands of bootlegged copies of The Passion are now circulating throughout Iran, and the official version is actually available in Iranian stores, as it is in most Muslim countries throughout the region.343
Ultimately, though, I’m told that many Iranians are not coming to Christ primarily through The Passion or the Jesus film or radio and satellite-TV ministries or even the work of the mushrooming house-church movement. These resources are vitally important. They are giving many unbelievers initial exposure to the gospel, and they are certainly strengthening the faith of new believers and those who have been following Christ for some time. But they are not enough to bring some Iranians to a point of decision. What is bringing these Iranians to Christ is dreams and visions of Jesus, just as in Iraq, though in much larger numbers.
As one Iranian pastor explained, “A factory manager recently showed up at a church. We didn’t need to share the gospel with him. We didn’t need to persuade him of anything, which was good, in a way, because many in our congregation are terrified to share their faith. But this man already believed because Jesus had spoken to him in a dream. In fact, he said that Jesus had been personally teaching him the way to follow him for two hours a day for an entire year. Now he finally had the courage to identify himself with other believers, and he wanted to worship Christ with us. It was amazing. But things like this are happening all the time in Iran.”344
In my third novel, The Ezekiel Option, I tell the story of two Christians driving through the mountains of Iran with a carful of Bibles. Suddenly their steering wheel jams and they have to slam on the brakes to keep from driving off the side of the road. When they look up, they see an old man knocking on their window asking if they have the books. “What books?” they ask. “The books Jesus sent me down here to get,” the old man replies.
He goes on to explain that Jesus recently came to him in a dream and told him to follow. When he awoke, he found out that everyone in his mountain village had had the same dream. They were all brand-new followers of Jesus, but they did not know what to do next. Then the old man had another dream in which Jesus told him to go down the mountain and wait by the road for someone to bring books that would explain how to be a Christian. He obeyed, and suddenly two men with a carful of Bibles have come to a stop right in front of him.
This was one of my favorite passages in The Ezekiel Option, but it’s not fiction. I didn’t make it up. It’s true. I got it directly from a dear friend of mine who is the head of a ministry in the Middle East. He personally knows the men involved. I simply asked if I could change their names for use in the novel, and my friend agreed.
Yet for all the good news that is happening in Iran today, it is just the beginning. The avalanche of God’s grace is coming, and it may be coming very soon. A few years ago, while I was writing The Ezekiel Option, my wife and I invited some friends to dinner, a dear couple; the wife is Iranian and a passionate Muslim convert to Christ. She had actually never heard of the War of Gog and Magog or the prophecies of Ezekiel 38–39. However, as she listened to me explain them, she said they struck her as very similar to a prophecy all the Iranian believers on the Internet were talking about from Jeremiah 49:34-39.
In “the last days,” Jeremiah says, God will scatter the people of Elam—ancient Iran—to “the four winds” and “there will be no nation to which the outcasts of Elam will not go” (NASB). Our friend explained that this is exactly what happened after the Islamic Revolution in 1979: Iranians found themselves scattered all over the world, unable to return home, and today the Persian diaspora tops 5 million. Next, the prophecy says God will bring his “fierce anger” against Elam “and destroy out of it king and princes” (Jeremiah 49:37, 38, NASB). But then, declares the Lord, “it will come about in the last days that I will restore the fortunes of Elam” (Jeremiah 49:39, NASB).
The buzz among Iranian Christians today is that this prophecy is about to be fulfilled, that the leaders and deputies of Iran will be destroyed by the God of the Bible, who will then pour out his Holy Spirit and bring the people of Persia into the Kingdom of Jesus Christ in a manner that will stun the world. What’s more, many believe this prophecy may be directly connected to the events of Ezekiel 38–39.
REACHING HAMAS FOR JESUS
There are many, many more wonderful stories of what Jesus is doing in the Middle East that I wish I could share with you, but space does not permit. As the apostle John once wrote, “Jesus also did many other things. If they were all written down, I suppose the whole world could not contain the books that would be written” (John 21:25). Still, I would be remiss if I did not end this chapter with the amazing story of how one man set out to reach the leadership of Hamas for Jesus.
In October of 2004, my wife and I had the privilege of having lunch in Southern California with a man named Brother Andrew, one of the most remarkable missionaries of this century and the last.345 He is the founder of Open Doors International and the author of the mega–best seller God’s Smuggler, describing his efforts to penetrate the Evil Empire with the gospel. Brother Andrew is now the author (with Al Janssen) of a powerful and unforgettable book called Light Force: A Stirring Account of the Church Caught in the Middle East Crossfire, which describes his efforts to penetrate the Muslim world with the gospel.
What struck us first about meeting him in person—aside from what a kind and gentle and grandfatherly figure he has become—is the man’s boldness and incurable confidence. He doesn’t just say he believes in a God who can “open doors” to the most closed countries and the most closed hearts on earth. He really means it.
Over salads and iced tea, Andrew humbly told us how he personally shared the gospel with Yasser Arafat, with Islamic ayatollahs, and with Palestinian terrorists exiled to Lebanon. But the story that affected me most was about his unforgettable experience of preaching the gospel to four hundred Hamas leaders in Gaza City. I did not take notes at that lunch, so let me just quote here from Brother Andrew’s book.
“I can’t change the situation you face here in Gaza,” Brother Andrew told the Hamas leaders. “I can’t solve the problems you have with your enemies. But I can offer you the One who is called the Prince of Peace. You cannot have real peace without Jesus. And you cannot experience Him without forgiveness. He offers to forgive us of all our sins. But we cannot receive that forgiveness if we don’t ask for it. The Bible calls this repentance and confession of sin. If you want it, then Jesus forgives. He forgave me and made me a new person. Now I’m not afraid to die because my sins are forgiven and I have everlasting life.”346
Hearing the story, I felt both amazed at this man’s faith and ashamed at my own lack of faith. I had to confess to Brother Andrew that it had never dawned on me to pray for—much less preach the gospel to—Hamas leaders. But isn’t that what Jesus tells his followers to do—to love our enemies and bless those who persecute us? What made the story all the more remarkable was that rather than lynching Andrew for trying to convert them to Christ, the Hamas leaders actually invited him to speak to other Muslims.
“Andrew, I believe you know that I teach at the Islamic University,” said one. “To my knowledge, we have never had any lectures about Christianity. While you were talking, I was thinking that it would be helpful for our students to know about real Christianity. Would you consider coming to the university and giving a lecture about the differences between Christianity and Islam?”
Even the Palestinian Christian leaders who accompanied Brother Andrew to the event were taken aback.
“I think my God is too small,” said the head of the Palestinian Bible Society. “I never thought that a Christian could speak to radical, fanatical fundamentalists. But even if someone did have a chance, it never occurred to me that they would actually want to sit and listen to the gospel. Today God showed me how big He is.”
Such are not the stories being told by the mainstream media today, and they are only the beginning of what God will do in fulfillment of Ezekiel 38–39. But they raise an important question with which I would like to close this chapter.
How big is your God?
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
TRACKING THE TREMORS
Hurricane Katrina struck Louisiana and the U.S. Gulf Coast in late August 2005. At the time, I was in the middle of a seventeen-city book tour for The Ezekiel Option across the U.S. and Canada, but like everyone else in North America, I was horrified as I watched television coverage of the disaster and the enormous human toll it left in its wake.
Like the Asian tsunami in December 2004, Katrina was a sudden and sobering reminder of the enormous devastation that can be unleashed by an “act of God.” But this time it was not in some faraway place. An American city had been virtually wiped out overnight. Americans of all ages, races, and income levels saw their homes and businesses and memories swept away forever. Local, state, and federal officials from both political parties found themselves overwhelmed by the magnitude of the destruction and seemed all but paralyzed to respond quickly or effectively enough to meet the growing needs of the residents of New Orleans and other Gulf Coast communities.
And then the questions began: Why did so many people ignore the storm warnings? Why didn’t the mayor and the governor do more to explain to people just how powerful this storm was going to be? Why weren’t more people evacuated? Why were whole fleets of school buses not used for such an evacuation? And so forth.
A few days after the hurricane hit, I was preparing to give a speech in Winnipeg, Canada, to 250 business leaders about The Ezekiel Option and the coming War of Gog and Magog. Right before the speech began, I felt my BlackBerry buzz, alerting me to a new e-mail. I don’t know what compelled me to read it just then. I was about to step onto the stage. But something caught my eye.
The automated e-mail alert from NBC News was written by Brian Williams, describing an eerie experience he’d had on the day before Katrina reached land. “I was on the phone with my wife while at the checkout area [of a local Wal-Mart] when a weather bulletin arrived on my Blackberry, along with a strong caveat from our New York producers,” Williams explained. “The wording and contents were so incendiary that our folks were concerned that it wasn’t real . . . either a bogus dispatch or a rogue piece of text. I filed a live report by phone for Nightly News (after an exchange with New York about the contents of the bulletin) and very cautiously couched the information. Later, we learned it was real, every word of it. Below are actual excerpts, in the urgent, all-capital-letters style of the medium. Note the time on the message . . . but more importantly . . . note the content.”347
URGENT — WEATHER MESSAGE
NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE NEW ORLEANS LA
1011 AM CDT SUN AUG 28 2005
. . . DEVASTATING DAMAGE EXPECTED . . .
HURRICANE KATRINA . . . A MOST POWERFUL HURRICANE WITH UNPRECEDENTED STRENGTH . . . RIVALING THE INTENSITY OF HURRICANE CAMILLE OF 1969.
MOST OF THE AREA WILL BE UNINHABITABLE FOR WEEKS . . . PERHAPS LONGER.
AT LEAST HALF OF WELL CONSTRUCTED HOMES WILL HAVE ROOF AND WALL FAILURE. ALL GABLED ROOFS WILL FAIL . . . ALL WOOD FRAMED LOW RISING APARTMENT BUILDINGS WILL BE DESTROYED . . . ALL WINDOWS WILL BE BLOWN OUT.
THE VAST MAJORITY . . . OF TREES WILL BE SNAPPED OR UPROOTED. ONLY THE HEARTIEST WILL REMAIN STANDING . . . BUT BE TOTALLY DEFOLIATED.
POWER OUTAGES WILL LAST FOR WEEKS . . . AS MOST POWER POLES WILL BE DOWN AND TRANSFORMERS DESTROYED. WATER SHORTAGES WILL MAKE HUMAN SUFFERING INCREDIBLE BY MODERN STANDARDS.348
“The last sentence in that statement is as concise a summation of conditions in New Orleans as is possible,” Williams wrote. “It turned out to be an advance copy of the script for this storm, predicting in unbelievable detail the level of destruction that was by now less than 24 hours away. To me it conjured up the image of a lone forecaster, known but to his or her co-workers, struggling to merge decades-old boilerplate Weather Service wording with the most vivid language possible in a final attempt to warn an entire region” (emphasis added).
AN ADVANCE SCRIPT FOR THIS STORM
As I headed to the podium, I kept chewing over those last few sentences, and I found myself reminded that Ezekiel 38:9 says that the War of Gog and Magog will “come like a storm” upon Israel and the world (NASB). And it struck me at that moment that God himself was giving us an advance script for this terrible and powerful global storm.
So as I began speaking, I walked the audience through the prophecies of Ezekiel 38–39, and then I read them Williams’s e-mail and the National Weather Service bulletin. I explained that when Ezekiel’s “storm” hits, it will make the devastation caused by the Asian tsunami and Hurricane Katrina pale by comparison, and then I tried as best I could to help the audience understand how their lives would be changed forever.
In the run-up to the war, for example, a wave of fear will sweep across the world as a nuclear cataclysm draws near. We will see our leaders feverishly trying to negotiate a peaceful solution that will never come. We may very well see the American military mobilized as a defensive posture against Russian, Iranian, and other Islamic forces streaming toward Israel.
At the same time we will likely experience unprecedented price shocks at the pumps as oil and gas prices reach new record heights. At the very least, the markets will be traumatized by the prospect of World War III in the oil-rich region. But there may also be a cutoff of the very oil supplies upon which we so depend. We will see American citizens and business leaders fleeing the Middle East, eager for a safe haven. We may see terrorist attacks increase abroad and even here at home.
When the war itself begins, the world will experience the great earthquake of which Ezekiel wrote, “and all the men who are on the face of the earth will shake” at God’s presence (Ezekiel 38:20, NASB). If this does, in fact, mean that all people around the globe will experience a physical shaking as opposed to an emotional and spiritual shaking, we could well see catastrophic casualties and property damage here in North America. The “big one” Californians and particularly San Franciscans have feared for so long could be triggered, bringing unspeakable devastation, though it would by no means be isolated to the American West Coast.
Simultaneously, we should expect to see pandemic diseases sweep through Russia, the Middle East, central Asia, North Africa, and southern Europe, putting the entire world at risk of such pestilence and plagues. Is this a massive outbreak of the avian flu? Or is it something else, like Ebola or some other pandemic? We do not know for certain, but we can conclude that casualties will be high. What’s more, we will see massive hailstorms and torrential rains and a firestorm unlike anything the world has ever experienced, and again, casualties and property damage and psychological trauma will overwhelm all the emergency systems our nation and our fellow nations have ever put into place.
Air and shipping traffic will be disrupted indefinitely. Depending on the magnitude of the earthquake, roads and railways may be impacted across the U.S. and Canada. But even if not, global commerce will be severely affected, and though Americans and others will no doubt be exceedingly generous with their financial contributions to the Red Cross, Salvation Army, and other emergency-relief agencies, none of it will be enough. Not in the near term, anyway.
The safest place in the world to be, ironically, will be Israel, though it, too, will be impacted by the effect of the “Day of Devastation” on its neighbors and the rest of the world. If the oil industry in Israel is fully up and running by that point, the energy resources and services of the Jewish state will be a desperately needed blessing for the rest of the world. If not, God may use the aftermath of the war to bring those oil resources on line at last. Either way, we know Israel will be the center of global attention and a blessing to the world at that difficult hour.
Soon afterward, churches will be overflowing around the world as masses turn to Jesus Christ and his followers for wisdom and comfort amid such cataclysmic events. Synagogues will also be overflowing as many Jews turn not to Jesus (though many will) but back to their roots in the Hebrew Scriptures. Mosques, on the other hand, will be increasingly deserted—if they survive this day of judgment at all—as Muslims begin an intense period of soul-searching in the shadow of the sudden global demonstration of the power of the God of Israel. New Age and other forms of spirituality will also surge in popularity as many seek explanations for events from sources other than the Bible. And the Internet will become a primary source in the global search for news, analysis, and answers.
Unfortunately, Ezekiel’s war is not the end of such global trauma. The Bible states that it is only the beginning. It will be followed eventually by an event known as the Rapture, in which followers of Jesus Christ suddenly disappear and meet Christ in the sky. This will lead to the rise of the Antichrist and a seven-year period described in the book of Revelation as “the great tribulation” (Revelation 7:14), the worst seven years in the history of mankind.
I realize there are many skeptics reading this book, people who are certain all this is a fairy tale, not something to be taken seriously. As I stated in the introduction, I am not trying to persuade you that these events are going to happen. I am simply trying to explain what the Bible says will happen, why it matters, and how it will change your world.
And what if it is true? What if God has given us in the Scriptures a sneak preview of the terrible things to come? None of us want these things to happen. I certainly don’t. But for those of us who believe the Bible is the actual Word of God and therefore have no doubt that these events are actually going to happen—perhaps in our lifetime—should we be silent? Should we keep such information to ourselves?
I don’t see how. I would rather be criticized or even ridiculed than be asked after the fact how I could have known such traumas were coming and given people no warning. So I asked the audience in Winnipeg that night—and many audiences since—these questions: Are you going to heed the Bible’s warnings of this coming storm and take the necessary precautionary steps to protect yourself and your loved ones and neighbors? Or are you going to try to ride out the storm and suffer its unspeakable consequences?
“WE DIDN’T THINK IT WOULD COME THIS SOON”
It is easy to ignore such warnings or to think that we have more time. But history suggests this is a mistake. This point was really driven home to me on the September 15, 2005, broadcast of the NBC Nightly News, when Brian Williams followed up his story by doing an on- camera interview with Robert Ricks of the National Weather Service, the “lone forecaster” who had written that prescient warning tragically disregarded by so many.
WILLIAMS: Did a part of you want to be wrong?
RICKS: I would much rather have been wrong in this one. I would much rather be talking to you and taking the heat and crying wolf. But our local expertise said otherwise. You know, “Hey, let’s gear up for the Big One, this is going to be the Big One.”
WILLIAMS: How much of you is in that statement? What of you is in that wording?
RICKS: I also had to validate each one of those statements and . . . in my mind, I was saying, “I’m not going to take this out, it sounds valid. I’m not going to take this part out, it sounds valid.”
WILLIAMS: So you went through point by point?
RICKS: Yeah, I read each one. I was trying to find things to actually take out. And I said, “I cannot find it in myself to take these out, because they seem very valid for the situation.” And I came from the experience of going through [hurricanes] Betsy and Camille myself in the Lower Ninth Ward [of New Orleans].
WILLIAMS: If you knew the damage was going to be like this, you did everything in your power to tell people a monster was coming, did the response break your heart?
RICKS: Yes, it did. Because we always prepare for the Big One; we just didn’t think it was going to come this soon.349
As I watched that interview, I felt great sadness for the people who had chosen not to take the warnings seriously and had paid the ultimate price for their disbelief or inaction. At the same time, I thought about how many more would have suffered and died if Ricks had known such a terrible storm was coming and said nothing or chosen to temper his sense of urgency for fear of sounding like an alarmist. In such a scenario, Ricks would not have been responsible for Katrina itself. But he certainly would have been guilty of knowing the truth—however terrible—and doing little or nothing to alert those who would be most impacted by it. Thank God he did what he could.
The more I thought about it, the more it struck me that Ezekiel wrote chapters 38 and 39 for the same reason Robert Ricks wrote his weather bulletin—not because he wanted to, but because he had to. Both men saw terrible events coming. Both men felt morally and ethically compelled to tell people what they knew. And both men were willing to risk their public reputations in order to give people time to get to safety.
I wrote Epicenter and the Last Jihad series for the same reason. Some may ignore them. Others may be offended or even angered by their content. But with more than one million copies now in print in multiple languages, I am struck by how many people around the world are eager to view world events through the third lens of Scripture and to make sure they are spiritually safe before the storms Ezekiel described arrive with full force.
REAL-TIME INTEL
A book, however, can only lay out the basic elements of the story. It cannot keep pace with rapidly moving events. To track the tremors in real time, therefore, I have created a weblog at www.joelrosenberg.com, where I write about the latest political, economic, military, and spiritual developments in Washington, DC, Moscow, and the Middle East.
The site allows me to link to breaking news—like when Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad announced, “Like it or not, the Zionist regime is heading toward annihilation. . . . The Zionist regime is a rotten, dried tree that will be eliminated by one storm,” echoing the very language of Ezekiel 38:9.350 It also allows me to link to stories a casual observer might have missed, often from foreign media and intelligence sources, and to analyses by a wide range of Jewish, Muslim, and evangelical Christian writers with their own unique insights and perspectives.
The latest technology also makes it possible for me to post from almost anywhere in the world in real time, and I have done so from Jerusalem, the Golan Heights, Moscow, Istanbul, Amman, Cairo, and other Middle Eastern locations.
What’s more, readers of the site can post their own comments and give me and others a heads-up on intriguing stories they have found. They can also e-mail me with intelligence they have gleaned from their own experiences. This can prove exceptionally useful. One reader, for example, was an F-16 weapons-systems officer flying combat missions over Iraq during the war. He didn’t provide any classified information, of course, but he did give my readers and me intriguing insights into the war effort that we weren’t getting anywhere else. A former CIA undercover officer operating in central Asia occasionally e-mails me details on the growing turmoil in that region. A Palestinian pastor e-mailed me from inside Gaza when Hamas won the elections there. A Wall Street investment banker (a real-life Jon Bennett) sends me the latest inside news from Russia and the Middle East. When I can, I post these or weave the pertinent information into the articles I write.
One of my favorite examples comes from a radio producer in California who became intrigued with The Ezekiel Option, began reading my weblog, and started studying the Scriptures more closely for himself. At one point, he came across Ezekiel 38:4-8, where God says to the dictator of Russia, “I will turn you around and put hooks in your jaws to lead you out . . . to the mountains of Israel.” The passage suddenly reminded him of an article he had read in U.S. News & World Report. He contacted me and asked me if I’d read “Moscow’s Mad Gamble,” a column by Mort Zuckerman. I had not. “You should,” he said. “It’s pretty spooky in light of your books.”
He was right. Zuckerman wrote that when it came to Iran’s nuclear ambitions, “Russia has become part of the problem, not the solution.” Why? Because Moscow is selling nuclear power plants and nuclear technology to Iran and has thus become inextricably linked to Iran’s fate. As one American diplomat told Zuckerman, this Russian-Iranian nuclear business is a “giant hook in Russia’s jaw” that will lead to serious dangers for both countries.351 The story had been written three months earlier, in January of 2006, but I would have missed it if not for an alert reader now tracking events through the third lens of Scripture.
>>FLASH TRAFFIC<<
Another way I try to help people track the tremors is through the e-mail alerts I send out from Washington called >>FLASH TRAFFIC<<, to which people can subscribe for free at joelrosenberg.com.
These are typically brief interviews with key players in Washington and the Middle East, my own analysis of breaking news, or advance notice of important upcoming events, films, or media appearances. Sometimes they are geopolitical in nature; sometimes they are more spiritual. But whereas I update the weblog every day or two (and sometimes several times a day), FLASH TRAFFIC e-mails only go out about once every week or two. They are designed for people who may not have the time to check the weblog every day but want to have the most important stories delivered directly to their desktops, Palm Pilots, or BlackBerrys without having to be reminded.
One dispatch dated March 30, 2006, described my experience at a dinner put on by the Radio and Television Correspondents Association, where conversation at my table centered on the three I’s—Iran, Iraq, and Israel.
I quoted Frank Gaffney, who served as assistant secretary of defense in the Reagan administration and is now head of the Center for Security Policy. Frank told me that Iran worried him for several reasons, and not just because of its nuclear program. “First: Iran now has the capability of firing a Scud missile off the back of a commercial container ship, making it possible to deliver a nuclear warhead into the U.S. without having an ICBM. Second: Iran is working on building an electromagnetic-pulse bomb, which could detonate over an American, European, or Israeli city, fry all electronics and communications, and render a country virtually defenseless.”
I also quoted Lt. General Thomas McInerney—former assistant vice chief of staff of the U.S. Air Force and author of Endgame: The Blueprint for Victory in the War on Terror—who told me that the Iranians were near or past the point of no return in developing a nuclear bomb and that Bush had a narrow window of time to shut down the mullahs’ military capability and decapitate the regime.
McInerney’s insights turned out to be quite prescient, as my readers would soon find out. Eleven days after I sent out that FLASH TRAFFIC, Iran announced that it had successfully enriched uranium and had joined the nuclear club. The following day a high-ranking State Department official warned that once Iran could perfect the use of 50,000 centrifuges, it could produce a nuclear bomb in sixteen days.
A year earlier, my wife and I had the wonderful privilege of attending the National Prayer Breakfast in Washington, DC, for the first time. It was a remarkable event, with 4,000 guests from all over the U.S. and around the world, and we were moved by what we saw and heard. When I got home that afternoon, I wrote a FLASH TRAFFIC to describe the importance various leaders were placing on the power of prayer during a time of war and terrorism. In the dispatch, I quoted from leaders of both political parties, including President Bush and Senator Dianne Feinstein, the California Democrat, who read from the writings of the Hebrew prophet Micah.
But the most interesting talk of the morning was given by Tony Hall, the former Democratic congressman from Dayton, Ohio, who had been appointed by the president to serve as the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations food and agriculture agencies, based in Rome. In his gentle, understated way, Hall urged religious men and women of both parties not to be shy about bringing their faith to the office and letting it be part of who they are in public. In fact, he described a trip he took to an Islamic country where he was greeted by the U.S. ambassador at the airport.
“Congressman Hall,” said the unnamed ambassador, “I just want to remind you that you’re in a Muslim country. Please don’t talk about religion, or it could really set back what we’re trying to accomplish here.”
Hall said he just nodded politely, but when they arrived at the office of the king, he was asked by the king why he had come to the country.
“I would like to be your friend,” Hall replied. “I would like our countries to be friends. And I would like to invite you to the National Prayer Breakfast, in the name of Jesus.”
The U.S. ambassador went pale. But the king got very excited. He slapped his knee and said, “That is remarkable. You have come all this way to be my friend and to talk to me about Jesus. That is wonderful. My mother used to talk to me a lot about Jesus when I was a child. We should talk about Jesus more often.” And then the king turned to the ambassador and said, “Why don’t you talk about Jesus?”
The audience howled, as did my wife and I, and though his remarks were not reported in the major news media, I thought Hall’s point was one worth passing on to my readers: those who say they are followers of Jesus Christ should never be ashamed of speaking his name. Nor should they be hesitant to bless people in his name or invite them to church or to a prayer breakfast or to read and study the Scriptures together. After all, they may be surprised just how interested even presidents, prime ministers, and kings—not to mention their own friends and neighbors—are to hear Christ’s message of hope and love, especially during times of great turmoil and unrest.
GETTING READY
In his book Saddam’s Secrets, Iraqi general Georges Sada cites an Arab proverb that says, quite bluntly, “Don’t be a mute Satan.” As Sada explains, “It means, if you have important information that may help someone in a difficult situation, say something. Don’t be a devil and keep silent when you can say something to help.”352
I would feel remiss, therefore, to walk you through these ten headlines and explain how such events will change our lives forever without providing some practical suggestions of ways that you and your family can act on such intelligence and be ready when these dramatic events occur. Allow me, then, to conclude with three simple points.
First, have an exit strategy.
Regardless of precisely when the fulfillment of Ezekiel 38–39 occurs, none of us have any guarantee that we will wake up tomorrow morning or even make it through this day. You may feel healthy and vibrant at any given moment, but the truth is you don’t know how much time you have left in this life, and neither do I. Anything can happen. It is, therefore, vitally important that we have an exit strategy, that we know with absolute certainty where we are going to go when we die.
The good news is that the Bible says we can know for certain that we are going to heaven if we put our faith in Jesus Christ. One of the clearest explanations of this good news or gospel message that I have ever read—and one that had a great impact on my parents and me—was written by Dr. Bill Bright, one of the twentieth century’s most prominent evangelical Christian leaders. In The Four Spiritual Laws, Bright explained that “just as there are physical laws that govern the physical universe, so there are spiritual laws which govern our relationship with God.”353
Bright explained that “receiving Christ involves turning to God from self (repentance) and trusting Christ to come into our lives to forgive our sins and to make us what He wants us to be. Just to agree intellectually that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and that He died on the cross for our sins is not enough. Nor is it enough to have an emotional experience. We receive Jesus Christ by faith, as an act of the will.”
What was particularly helpful about The Four Spiritual Laws for me and my family was that it concluded with a very simple and clear explanation that you can receive Jesus Christ right now through prayer. “God knows your heart and is not so concerned with your words as He is with the attitude of your heart,” Dr. Bright noted. And then he offered a suggested prayer:
Lord Jesus, I need You. Thank You for dying on the cross for my sins. I open the door of my life and receive You as my Savior and Lord. Thank You for forgiving my sins and giving me eternal life. Take control of the throne of my life. Make me the kind of person You want me to be.
My father, Leonard Rosenberg—an Orthodox Jew— prayed that exact prayer in 1973 and thus accepted Jesus as his Messiah. My mother, Mary, did too. I prayed a similar prayer a few years later. It transformed our lives. We didn’t become perfect. Nor did our personal troubles and trials disappear. To the contrary, in many ways they have increased, as they will continue to do as we rapidly approach the end of days and the War of Gog and Magog. But now we have God’s love and forgiveness to protect us. Now we know God’s purpose for creating us and the plan he has for us to honor him in these last days. And now we have this prayer-hearing and prayer-answering God in our hearts and at our sides as we head into mankind’s darkest days.
Does this prayer express the desire of your heart? If so, I encourage you to pray it right now. If you do, Jesus Christ will come into your heart, forgive your sins, and give you eternal life, just as he promised. Then you can know for certain—beyond any shadow of a doubt—that you are going to heaven when you die. In fact, the apostle John explained that the New Testament was written for this very reason. “I have written this to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may know you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13).
When we receive Christ as our Savior, we receive absolute assurance that we will spend eternity with God. That assurance gives us the hope and the courage to endure sorrow, disappointment, and dangerous, difficult times. The Bible puts it this way: “This hope is a strong and trustworthy anchor for our souls” (Hebrews 6:19). It assures us, “Whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, so that through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope (Romans 15:4, NASB). And it gives us the comforting promise that God really does have a wonderful plan for our lives, no matter what lies ahead: “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ says the LORD. ‘They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope’” (Jeremiah 29:11).
As soon as you receive Christ as your personal Savior, start reading the Bible and talking to God in prayer every day. I recommend beginning with the Gospel of John and then reading Matthew, Mark, and Luke to really get to know the life and person of Jesus Christ. Also, begin attending a good church that preaches the salvation message of the Cross, teaches the Bible, and can help you learn how to become a fully devoted follower of Christ.
Second, have a neighborhood strategy.
As important as it is to know what storms are coming and make sure we and our own families are spiritually prepared, this is only the beginning. Compassion must also compel us to share what we know with those around us so they can become informed and prepared. Both Moses (Leviticus 19:18) and Jesus (Matthew 22:39) said, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Such an instruction certainly applies to the times in which we live. Here are a few suggestions:
Third, have a global strategy.
While it is vitally important to act locally, compassion must also compel us to act globally. After all, the events described in this book are going to affect those in other regions even more than those of us in North America, and we would be truly remiss if we did not find a way to help others understand what is coming and know God’s love and plan for the people who live in the epicenter.
One of the ways my wife and I are trying to do this is by founding the Joshua Fund, a nonprofit educational and charitable organization designed “to bless Israel and her neighbors in the name of Jesus, according to Genesis 12:1-3.”
Many wonderful and effective organizations with a similar passion are already working in Israel and throughout the Middle East. Over the years and through the writing of this book, we have gotten to know many of the leaders of such groups who are doing great work. Our goal is not to reinvent the wheel or duplicate their efforts but rather to draw attention and direct resources to such work. As such, one of the objectives of the Joshua Fund will be to identify worthy projects run by credible, Christ-centered organizations and then raise funds that will be invested into accomplishing those projects.
The Lord had said to Abram . . . “I will make you into a great nation. I will bless you and make you famous, and you will be a blessing to others. I will bless those who bless you and curse those who treat you with contempt. All the families on earth will be blessed through you.” (Genesis 12:1-3)
According to the Scriptures, blessing Israel means
The driving force of the Joshua Fund, therefore, is to help evangelical Christians
If blessing the nations of the epicenter in the name of Jesus is an effort you and/or your family, church, or company are interested in helping with and investing in, please visit www.joshuafund.net for more information. You can also send a check payable to The Joshua Fund to
The Joshua Fund
P.O. Box 3468
McLean, Virginia 22103-3468
May God richly bless you for doing so.
CONCLUSION
The history of mankind began in the Middle East, and it will end there too.
The Garden of Eden was located in the land we now know as Iraq. The last two cities mentioned in the Bible before the second coming of Christ are Jerusalem and Babylon. And the prophets tell us that before Christ returns the earth will suffer through the War of Gog and Magog.
Though these events and prophecies were written thousands of years ago, they are as real and as relevant today as this morning’s headlines. Pick up any newspaper and you will find the countries of the Middle East shaking our world and shaping our future. You will find Russia and Iran forming a military alliance. You will find Babylon rising out of the deserts of Iraq. What’s more, you will find Israel at the epicenter of the world, Jerusalem at the epicenter of Israel, and the Temple Mount at the epicenter of Jerusalem.
This intense focus on the Middle East generally and on the State of Israel specifically will only accelerate in the days and months ahead. Those who view the world through the third lens of Scripture know it. The people living in the Middle East sense it too, though they may not always know why.
If you ever visit Saddam Hussein’s main palace in Baghdad, be sure to visit Saddam’s throne room and look up, for there you will see a large dome. Painted on this dome are images of the Dome of the Rock on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. Beside these are paintings of horses attacking Jerusalem. Painted on the walls are Scud missiles pointed at Jerusalem. And at the center of it all is an image of Saddam himself, riding a white horse into the Holy City.
One day not long from now, someone actually will come from the clouds, riding on a white horse, leading his armies into battle in Israel. But his name will not be Saddam Hussein or Mahmoud Ahmadinejad or that of any other Middle Eastern dictator or warrior. Rather, Revelation 19 tells us that his name will be Jesus—Messiah and Savior of Jews and Gentiles, the Prince of Peace, the Risen One who loved us and gave his life for us, that we might live a full and abundant life, both now and forever. May you experience his amazing love and forgiveness before that day, for that is his greatest wish, and mine.
AFTERWORD
Much has happened in Russia, Israel, and the Islamic world since I completed the original Epicenter manuscript in June 2006 that may, in fact, have prophetic significance. What follows is a summary and analysis of the most dramatic developments.
THE SECOND LEBANON WAR
The thirty-four-day war between Israel and Hezbollah was not in and of itself a prophetic event. That is, there are no passages of Scripture in either the Old or New Testament that forewarned this specific conflict was coming. That said, the Second Lebanon War was hugely significant for several reasons.
First, the war was consistent with the Bible prophecies suggesting a series of traumatizing wars in the Middle East that will serve as the “birth pangs” before the return of Jesus Christ. In Daniel 9:26, the Hebrew prophet tells us that “even to the end [of history] there will be war” and that “desolations are determined” (NASB). In Matthew 24:6-7, Jesus tells us that in the last days before his return, “you will be hearing of wars and rumors of wars” and that “nation will rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom” (NASB). In Matthew 24:8, Jesus specifically indicates that such wars will be the “birth pangs” of even greater traumas to come. In many ways it was startling, therefore, to hear U.S. Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice state on July 29, 2006—right in the middle of the Second Lebanon War—that such events were the “birth pangs of a new Middle East.”354 Though Secretary Rice has in the past described herself as a Bible-believing Christian, it is not clear whether she specifically meant to reference this Bible prophecy or whether she simply used a phrase that seemed to accurately capture the moment. Either way, I believe she was right.
Second, the war was consistent with the overall arc of Bible prophecy, which says that Israel will increasingly be the focal point of world attention in the last days. As I have sought to explain throughout this book, the Bible teaches us that in the end times the eyes of the world will once again be riveted upon Israel and the fate of the Jewish people and Jerusalem. That seemed virtually impossible for most of the past two thousand years. After all, Israel was not even a nation and only a handful of Jews lived in the Holy Land. Yet today, Israel dominates headlines around the globe. Thousands of international journalists are stationed in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. Satellite television beams images from Israeli wars into living rooms on every continent. The Second Lebanon War was fresh evidence of just how thoroughly the resurrected State of Israel captivates the attention of people from every nation and language on the face of the earth.
Third, the war suddenly thrust Rome—of all cities in the world—into the center of the Mideast peace process, capturing the attention of Bible students and prophecy scholars around the world. For ages, Christians have believed, based on their reading of Bible prophecy, that Israel will be reborn in the “last days,” and so will the Roman Empire. What’s more, many evangelical Christians have believed that a political leader from Rome will one day emerge to finalize a comprehensive peace treaty between Israel and her neighbors. While not all Christians have believed this in the past, nor do all Christians believe this today, those who do point to Daniel 9:26-27 and a fascinatingly detailed and specific trajectory of future events.
In the judgment of millions of Bible-believing Christians around the world, six of these eight prophetic events and trends have already been fulfilled.
Now millions of Christians around the world are watching for Rome to emerge as the focal point of Mideast peacekeeping efforts. Why? Because Daniel 9:26 indicates that the leader or “prince” who will eventually finalize the comprehensive peace treaty between Israel and her neighbors will emerge from the people who destroy Jerusalem, we can deduce that the future leader Daniel describes will be of Roman origin. It is, therefore, reasonable to expect that even before this leader’s identity is known, Rome will become a key player in the Middle East peace process.355
In that context, one can understand why the following headlines during the Second Lebanon War captured the attention of so many Christians, myself included:
RICE TO VISIT ISRAEL, ROME FOR TALKS ON MIDEAST CRISIS:
Secretary of State Calls for Plan to Ensure Stable, Enduring Peace in Region
U.S. State Department, America.gov, July 23, 2006
FOREIGN MINISTERS GATHER IN ROME FOR CONFERENCE ON LEBANON
Voice of America News, July 25, 2006
SECRETARY-GENERAL IN ROME CALLS FOR POLITICAL FRAMEWORK, ECONOMIC AID TO ADDRESS “HORRENDOUS AND DANGEROUS” SITUATION IN LEBANON
United Nations Department of Public Information, UN.org, July 26, 2006
CNN reported on June 26 that “leaders and representatives of countries around the world are meeting in Rome to discuss how to bring an end to the conflict in Lebanon and ease the humanitarian crisis. Pressure is on to achieve a swift cease-fire, but disagreements are expected as the U.S. pushes for a longer term solution to conflict in the Middle East.”356
Italian foreign minister Massimo D’Alema then stated during a press conference in Rome that “an international force in Lebanon should urgently be authorized under a U.N. mandate to support the Lebanese armed forces in providing a secure environment. The Rome conference pledged its support for Lebanon’s revival and reconstruction.” What’s more, D’Alema noted that the world leaders who had gathered in Rome had pledged “their full commitment to the people of Lebanon, Israel and throughout” to bring about “a comprehensive and sustainable peace.”357
Rome, however, was not satisfied to simply host a Middle East peace conference. That was only the beginning. Italian prime minister Romano Prodi then publicly offered to lead a UN peacekeeping force of some 15,000 soldiers in southern Lebanon and quickly persuaded the Italian parliament to send up to 3,000 troops, the largest contingent of forces sent by any country.
The move was a dramatic and unexpected one. Not since the fall of the Roman Empire had Rome stationed military forces in or near the Holy Land. Now Rome was suddenly playing a central role in the Arab-Israeli peace process, consistent with Bible prophecy, and heads were turning.
A further note about the Middle East peace process: Is it possible that we will see dramatic breakthroughs for peace before the final, comprehensive treaty that Daniel 9 describes? Or, put another way, might we see more peace treaties and truces in the epicenter—as well as an even more impressive surge in Israeli prosperity—in the months or years before the War of Gog and Magog? Yes, I think that is possible, and desirable. Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers,” and he was right, of course. Well-crafted treaties with the Syrians, the Lebanese, and the Palestinians—treaties that truly respect both Arab and Israeli rights and protect the honor and national security of both sides—should be signed, sealed, and delivered, if at all possible. But we should be on guard against offers of false peace, deals that vastly overpromise and tragically underdeliver. We should also be aware that more violent convulsions could consume the region before good deals are signed. Let me simply caution readers to be prepared for any number of twists and turns on the road from here to the fulfillment of the prophecies described in this book.
Fourth, Russian president Vladimir Putin stunned the world by sending military forces and equipment to Lebanon in the fall of 2006, putting hundreds of Russian troops close to the border of Israel for the first time in two hundred years. True to form, however, Putin insisted that this was a unilateral action by Moscow and that Russian forces would not be under the command of the Italian general running the UN peacekeeping operation. What’s more, the Kremlin stated that Russia’s role in Lebanon could grow over time.
Agence France-Presse (AFP), noting the historic nature of Putin’s move, reported that this was “Russia’s first military intervention in Lebanon since the early 1770s, when Russia, under Empress Catherine the Great, defeated Ottoman forces and a naval detachment landed in Beirut.” Russian military spokesman Vladimir Cherepanov told AFP that this was “the first time that Russia, or the former Soviet Union, publicly puts boots on the ground in the Middle East, apart from military advisors who have for decades served and trained customers of Moscow’s weaponry.”358
To be sure, the Russian contingent sent to Lebanon in 2006 was small—about four hundred specialists and engineers, some of whom were helping rebuild bridges that would enable humanitarian relief supplies and UN forces to move southward toward the Israeli border. To some, therefore, Russia’s actions were perfectly consistent with assisting the international community in bringing peace to this troubled region.
To others, Putin’s move was a classic case of the camel’s nose getting under the tent. A modern diplomatic and military precedent had suddenly been set for Russian forces to be stationed in Lebanon. But Moscow was not then—nor had it ever been—a neutral player in the region. Dating back to Czar Peter the Great and as recently as 1982, Russia has sought to dominate or fully control the Middle East, as I have described earlier in this book. Russia has historically and consistently armed Israel’s most dangerous enemies, even to this very day. That is why for decades it has been bedrock U.S. and Israeli foreign policy to keep Russian forces out of the region. Why then did the Israeli government agree to the presence of Russian forces so close to the Jewish state? Why did the U.S. government agree? Wasn’t this move paving the way for more Russian forces to be pre-positioned in Lebanon in the future? Wasn’t it possible that these Russian forces could eventually be used to execute the War of Gog and Magog?
Fifth, Turkey raised eyebrows by contributing military forces to the peacekeeping mission in Lebanon—the first time Turkish troops have been stationed on the borders of the Holy Land since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1922. On the face of it, Turkey’s move appeared consistent with the UN’s declared mission to create and maintain peace and stability in the epicenter. Turkey is, of course, a member of NATO, a close American ally, and a predominately Muslim nation that has actually maintained peaceful ties with Israel in the six decades of the Jewish state’s modern existence. The Israeli government, therefore, did not seem bothered in the slightest. The Associated Press reported that “Israeli Foreign Ministry spokesman Mark Regev said Israel was especially interested in having Turkey in the force because it is a largely Muslim country and a regional power.”359
But the notion of Turkish military forces suddenly moving to the northern border of Israel stirred serious concerns among those tracking Ezekiel’s prophecies. Why? For precisely the same reason the sudden presence of Russian military forces along Israel’s northern border raised concerns. It established a contemporary and internationally sanctioned precedent for positioning even more forces from Magog and Gomer to Israel’s north, and it did so at a time when so many other events consistent with Ezekiel 38–39 were occurring throughout the epicenter.
Sixth, Germany also shocked many—especially within Israel—by sending military forces to join the UN peacekeeping mission in southern Lebanon. When 2006 began, the notion of German military forces anywhere close to the borders of the Jewish state seemed absolutely inconceivable. At the time, one German lawmaker who had opposed the mission put it this way: “After the killing of millions of Jews there could be no way German soldiers should participate in such a mission.”360 A German TV correspondent noted that “only a few years ago the attitude in both Germany and in Israel would have been more or less the same: After the Holocaust, German soldiers anywhere near Israel—never!”361
Yet by the end of 2006, some 1,000 German naval and police forces were involved in the peacekeeping efforts, including patrolling the coast of Lebanon right up to Israeli sovereign waters, with the full approval of the Israeli government. In August 2007, the German government agreed to extend its maritime mission at least until September 2008. Israeli critics and some Jewish groups in Germany warned from the beginning that the UN was creating a scenario in which German forces could end up firing upon Jews. But the thinking in Prime Minister Olmert’s government went, Why wouldn’t we want to encourage Germany to do whatever they can to help defend the Jewish people?362
The prophetic significance of Germany’s involvement in Lebanon remains to be seen. As noted earlier in this book, some Bible scholars believe German military forces will join the War of Gog and Magog against Israel one day. Others are not so convinced. But one thing is certain: such historic and unexpected developments bear watching closely.
Seventh, with the help of Iran, Syria, and possibly Russia, Hezbollah is rapidly arming itself for a new, apocalyptic war with Israel. On September 2, 2004, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 1559. The vote was passed 9-0 with six abstentions, including Russia. It called for free and fair elections in Lebanon and for the withdrawal of all foreign forces in Lebanon (referring namely to Syria, given that all Israeli forces had been withdrawn in 2000). What’s more, it called for the “disbanding and disarmament of all Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias.”363
Not that it did any good.
Neither the UN, the Lebanese, the Syrians, nor anyone else in the international community paid much attention. Hezbollah continued importing weapons, building up its arsenal, training its forces, and preparing for the war it launched against Israel in July 2006 in which it fired more than 4,000 rockets and missiles at the Jewish state.
On August 11, 2006, the UN Security Council unanimously passed Resolution 1701. The resolution called for an immediate cease-fire and authorized the dramatic expansion of a UN peacekeeping force to 15,000 soldiers. Perhaps more importantly, at least to Israel, the resolution ordered this expanded peacekeeping force to prevent the rearming of all Lebanese militias and to disarm all such militias.364
Israeli prime minister Olmert’s government readily accepted the resolution, believing that the arms embargo and disarmament provisions of Resolutions 1559 and 1701 would truly be enforced. In the end, however, it was all just so much talk. Not only did the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL)—which has been claiming to keep the peace in that beautiful but war-torn country since 1978—not disarm Hezbollah, it actually allowed Hezbollah to import advanced new missiles and other weapons systems from Iran and Syria, in direct violation of its mandate. Consider this headline:
UN REPORT: ISRAEL SAYS HEZBOLLAH’S ARSENAL INCLUDES 30,000 ROCKETS
Associated Press, March 4, 2008
“Israel says Hezbollah is rearming and has an arsenal including 10,000 long-range rockets and 20,000 short-range rockets in southern Lebanon, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon told the Security Council in a report,” noted the AP. “While Ban’s report did not confirm Israel’s claim, the U.N. chief reiterated his concern about Hezbollah’s public statements and persistent reports pointing to breaches of a U.N. arms embargo, which bans weapons transfers to the militant Shiite Islamic militia. Ban also expressed concern at ‘the threats of open war against Israel’ by Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah.”
But that was not all. In his previous report to the Security Council, “Ban alleged that Hezbollah had rearmed with new long-range rockets capable of hitting Tel Aviv and tripled its arsenal of C-802 land-to-sea missiles since the 2006 war. He also drew attention to alleged breaches of the arms embargo and the transfer of sophisticated weapons from Iran and Syria—both strong backers of Hezbollah—across the Lebanon-Syria border. Syria disputed the claim and countered that the allegations of weapons smuggling are motivated by political rather than security considerations, Ban said, but Hezbollah’s leaders have admitted on several occasions that their military capacity had been replenished after the war with Israel.”365
Also deeply disturbing was both the presence and the use of Russian arms on the Lebanon battlefield in 2006, arms that apparently had been sold originally to Iran and Syria but were later either sold or given to Hezbollah. No sooner did Israeli ground forces enter the theater than they found themselves facing Russian antitank missiles that were being used against them to deadly effect. “The anti-tank missiles proved to be one of Hezbollah’s most effective weapons in combat in south Lebanon, killing many of the 118 Israeli soldiers who died in the clashes,” reported the Associated Press.366
In mid-August 2006, a senior Israeli delegation was sent to Moscow by Prime Minister Olmert to give the Kremlin evidence that Russian arms were being used to kill Jews. Publicly, the Russian government initially denied this was even possible. But Shimon Peres, then Israel’s vice premier, stated flatly, “We saw these weapons, they had certain markings.”367
Have the Russians since convinced Israel they are complying with UN Security Council Resolutions 1559 and 1701 not to rearm militias in Lebanon? Hardly. On March 21, 2008, as I was finishing this update for Epicenter, a new headline popped up in Haaretz, one of Israel’s leading daily newspapers: “[Israeli] PM Says Worried Russian Arms Will Reach Hezbollah.”
A CZAR IS BORN
The most significant development that has occurred since the completion of the first edition of Epicenter is the fact that Vladimir Putin has chosen to stay in office and further centralize all power and wealth unto himself and is, in fact, fashioning himself as a twenty-first-century czar, an absolute dictator who can barely be criticized much less stopped.
Am I saying that Putin is Gog, the Russian dictator described by the Hebrew prophet Ezekiel who will form an alliance with Iran and other Middle Eastern countries and attack Israel in “the last days”? I am not. As of this edition of Epicenter, it remains too early to draw such a firm conclusion. But I maintain that such a possibility cannot be ruled out. For though it is not yet clear that Putin is Gog, he most certainly is Gog-esque.
Though his formal title has changed from president to prime minister, there is no doubt that Putin has more power than ever before. It is Putin who runs the Kremlin. It is Putin who runs the Russian military. He runs the Russian economy, Russia’s domestic policy, Russia’s foreign policy, and he appears willing to run down anyone who stands in his way, be they an opposition political leader or a critical journalist. More than two hundred journalists have been killed since the fall of Communism in 1991. Yet, while Russian police reportedly solve 80 percent of all murders, the number drops to only 6 percent when the victim is a journalist.368
Among the highest-profile unsolved cases in Moscow is the murder of Anna Politkovskaya, Russia’s most famous investigative reporter. In December 2005, Politkovskaya published a book entitled Putin’s Russia: Life in a Failing Democracy, a scathing and highly detailed attack on Putin’s antidemocratic, dictatorial behavior both as head of the Russian intelligence services and as president of the Russian Federation that made headlines around the world. In the book she pulled no punches about her deep disdain for Putin. “I dislike him for . . . his cynicism, for his racism, for his lies . . . for the massacre of the innocents which went on throughout his first term as president.”369 Less than a year later, on October 7, 2006, she was found shot to death in the elevator shaft of her Moscow apartment. Former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev denounced the crime as “a blow to the entire democratic, independent press. . . . It is a grave crime against the country, against all of us.”370
One month later, the assassination in London of Alexander Litvinenko—an ex–KGB operative turned critic of Putin and a man who was investigating the murder of Anna Politkovskaya—stunned the West and raised chilling new questions about who Putin is, what he wants, and how far he is willing to go to get it.
“The story would be fit for a spy novel if it weren’t so implausible,” reported Bob Simon in a 60 Minutes story. “A Russian ex-KGB agent turns against the Kremlin and flees Moscow. He continues his attacks from exile in London, until he is poisoned with a rare radioactive isotope and dies a slow painful death.”371
British authorities concluded Litvinenko was killed by swallowing polonium-210, an almost impossible to obtain radioactive substance that was traced back to Russian nuclear facilities. It was as if a small nuclear bomb had been detonated in a man publicly accusing Putin of becoming an all-powerful dictator. “Litvinenko was fired in 1998 from the FSB security police, post-Soviet successor to the KGB, which Putin ran before becoming president,” reported the Daily Mail, a London newspaper. “He spent the next eight years trying to publicise his belief that Putin was presiding over a return to a KGB-style state.”372
But why would Litvinenko’s enemies—or enemy—choose to launch a highly targeted nuclear attack? Why would they choose a weapon of micro destruction? Some believe, as do I, that someone was trying to send a message, not just to Litvinenko but to anyone and everyone choosing to criticize the Kremlin and the man at its helm: there is nowhere we cannot find you and kill you.
Was Putin actually and ultimately responsible for Litvinenko’s death? Litvinenko certainly believed so. The Associated Press reported that “in a dramatic statement written before he died, Litvinenko . . . blamed [Putin] personally for the poisoning. The 43-year-old Litvinenko, who fiercely criticized Putin’s government from his refuge in London since 2000, told police he believed he was poisoned November 1 while investigating the October slaying of Russian journalist Anna Politkovskaya.” Litvinenko’s last words accused Putin of having “no respect for life, liberty or any civilized value,” and he added, “You may succeed in silencing me but that silence comes at a price. You have shown yourself to be as barbaric and ruthless as your most hostile critics have claimed. . . . You may succeed in silencing one man but the howl of protest from around the world will reverberate, Mr. Putin, in your ears for the rest of your life.”373
British investigators announced in 2007 that they believed they had solved the case and requested that Russia extradite a former FSB official to stand trial for Litvinenko’s murder. The Putin government denied the extradition request.374
Given the moves made by Putin, his advisors, and his government in recent years—as well as those actions Putin’s team is suspected though not proven of—there is a steadily growing consensus among international journalists and analysts that a new czar is, in fact, emerging in Moscow, the first since the reign of Nicholas II ended disastrously in the October Revolution of 1917. Consider these headlines:
CZAR VLADIMIR
CBS News.com, October 3, 2007
CZAR VLADIMIR
New York Post, October 7, 2007
CZAR PUTIN
CNN Special Report, November 20, 2007
PUTIN, THE CZAR
Pravda (Moscow), November 26, 2007
PUTIN FOR CZAR?
Khaleej Times (Dubai), December 2, 2007
A CZAR IN THE MAKING:
The Cold War Is Dead, but Vladimir Putin Is Very Much With Us
Air Force Magazine, December 2007
On December 4, 2007, Time magazine named Putin its “Person of the Year.” The title of the cover story that followed? “A Tsar Is Born.”
In the story, Time reported:
To achieve stability, Putin and his administration have dramatically curtailed freedoms. . . . Yet this grand bargain—of freedom for security—appeals to his Russian subjects, who had grown cynical over earlier regimes’ promises of the magical fruits of Western-style democracy. Putin’s popularity ratings are routinely around 70%. “He is emerging as an elected emperor, whom many people compare to Peter the Great,” says Dimitri Simes, president of the Nixon Center and a well-connected expert on contemporary Russia. . . .
How do Russians see Putin? For generations they have defined their leaders through political jokes. It’s partly a coping mechanism, partly a glimpse into the Russian soul. In the oft told anecdotes, Leonid Brezhnev was always the dolt, Gorbachev the bumbling reformer, Yeltsin the drunk. Putin, in current punch lines, is the despot. Here’s an example: Stalin’s ghost appears to Putin in a dream, and Putin asks for his help running the country. Stalin says, “Round up and shoot all the democrats, and then paint the inside of the Kremlin blue.” “Why blue?” Putin asks. “Ha!” says Stalin. “I knew you wouldn’t ask me about the first part.”375
Despite his cruel and heavy-handed tactics, by the beginning of 2008, Putin’s approval rating was a stunning 81 percent. It was not, therefore, difficult in the slightest for Putin to effectively install a puppet president and promote himself to the unequalled Ruler of Russia, regardless of specific rank or title.376
Mikhail Kasyanov, who once served as prime minister under Putin, was fired in 2004, and is now a fierce Putin opponent, warned: “The person who sits in the Kremlin is a czar. . . . De facto Putin is going to keep all the presidential powers. This will prolong the current political crisis which will lead the country along the path to destruction.”377
Could Dmitry Medvedev, the baby-faced former law professor whom Putin handpicked and personally anointed to take his place as president, eventually find a way to ice his benefactor out of the way and seize full control of Russia himself? It is conceivable, perhaps, but as of this writing seems unlikely.
For starters, Medvedev is in every way Putin’s junior. He is twelve years younger than Putin, just forty-two at the time of his “landslide” victory in a rigged election in March 2008. Medvedev is three inches shorter than his mentor, clocking in at five foot four as compared to Putin’s already diminutive five foot seven. What’s more, while Medvedev has spent the last several years running Gazprom for Putin—the behemoth state-run gas monopoly that supplies 30 percent of Europe’s gas and has a market capitalization of $345 billion—he has precious little experience in the cutthroat, winner-take-all worlds of FSB intelligence or Kremlin palace politics.
No sooner did Putin select Medvedev for the job of president than his puppet blurted out that Putin would and should run the country anyway. “In order to stay on this path [of foreign and economic policy strength], it is not enough to elect a new president who shares this ideology,” Medvedev told reporters. “It is not less important to maintain the efficiency of the team formed by the incumbent president. That is why I find it extremely important for our country to keep Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin at the most important position in the executive power, at the post of the chairman of the government.”378
Putin, for his part, has made no bones about how long he plans to stay in power or whether he will be subservient to Medvedev. “I formulated the objectives for the development of Russia from 2010 to 2020,” he has told reporters, and “if I see that I can realize these goals in this position [of prime minister], then I will work as long as this is possible.” Will he hang President Medvedev’s portrait in his office? “I do not have to bow to [Medvedev’s] portraits,” Putin stated without apparent humor.379
RUSSIAN LEADERS FUEL FEARS OF A NEW COLD WAR
It is not simply the fact that Vladimir Putin is systematically centralizing all power in Russia to himself that worries Western leaders and geopolitical analysts. It is the fact that Putin seems intent on projecting power in all kinds of new and destabilizing ways. Both by his words and his actions, Putin is fueling fears of a new Cold War in Europe, in the Middle East, and around the globe.
Consider, for example, these headlines, published since the original edition of Epicenter was completed:
PUTIN’S SPEECH: BACK TO COLD WAR?
BBC, February 10, 2007
PUTIN THREAT RAISES COLD WAR SPECTRE
Times of India, April 27, 2007
RUSSIA’S COLD WAR HANGOVER
Time magazine, April 27, 2007
PUTIN INVOKES THE LANGUAGE OF THE COLD WAR
London Telegraph, April 28, 2007
RUSSIA-BRITISH TIES HIT POST COLD WAR LOW
Gulf Times, May 1, 2007
RICE, PUTIN TRADE COLD WAR WORDS
Washington Post, June 1, 2007
PUTIN RAISES SPECTRE OF NUCLEAR WAR IN EUROPE
London Times, June 4, 2007
GATES TO PUTIN: “ONE COLD WAR IS ENOUGH”
China Daily, December 2, 2007
What is driving such headlines?
The list of provocative statements and actions by Putin and his Kremlin team grows longer by the month. Consider a sampling:
PUTIN VISITS TEHRAN AS AHMADINEJAD DISCUSSES THE END OF THE WORLD
On October 16, 2007, Vladimir Putin made history by becoming the first Russian leader to visit Iran for the purposes of forging an alliance with the Islamic republic and her neighbors, an alliance emerging for the first time in the 2,500 years since Ezekiel wrote down the prophecy given to him by God.
Why did Putin do it? And why at this particular moment in history?
The last leader from the Kremlin to visit Iran at all was Joseph Stalin in 1943. But he went to hold meetings with U.S. president Franklin Delano Roosevelt and British prime minister Winston Churchill in a neighboring country the Soviet Union partially occupied at the time. Stalin did not go to meet specifically with the leaders of Iran. He certainly did not go to forge an alliance.
Putin’s trip was by no means conclusive proof of Gog getting his alliances ready to attack Israel one day. But it was another example of a move made by Putin that turned heads and raised eyebrows because it was so provocative against Israel and Western powers and so consistent with biblical prophecy. What did Putin do the moment he arrived in Tehran, for example? He began threatening Israel, the U.S., and every other country even remotely considering taking military action to stop Iran’s alleged program to develop nuclear weapons.
“Vladimir Putin issued a veiled warning Tuesday against any attack on Iran as he began the first visit by a Kremlin leader to Tehran in six decades—a mission reflecting Russian-Iranian efforts to curb U.S. influence,” reported the Associated Press. “He also suggested Moscow and Tehran should have a veto on Western plans for new pipelines to carry oil and natural gas from the Caspian Sea, using routes that would bypass Russian soil and break the Kremlin’s monopoly on energy deliveries from the region. Putin came to Tehran for a summit of the five nations bordering the Caspian, but his visit was aimed more at strengthening efforts to blunt U.S. economic and military ties in the area.”400
If the historic and dramatic Putin trip to Iran was not evocative enough of a biblical end times scenario, the next day President Bush delivered his own apocalyptic remarks back in Washington. During a press briefing at the White House, the president was asked about Putin’s visit with Ahmadinejad and the threat posed by this emerging Russian-Iranian nuclear alliance.
The president could have ducked the question or answered in vague generalities. Instead, he told reporters, “I believe that if Iran had a nuclear weapon, it would be a dangerous threat to world peace. We’ve got a leader in Iran who has announced that he wants to destroy Israel. So I’ve told people that if you’re interested in avoiding World War III, it seems like you ought to be interested in preventing them from [having] the knowledge necessary to make a nuclear weapon.”401
Plenty of skeptics disagree, to be sure. But President Bush made it crystal clear that day just how high he believed the stakes are, and I for one agreed with him.
As the president was speaking to reporters at the White House the morning of October 17, I actually had the privilege of speaking to a group of more than one hundred military leaders at the Pentagon at an event that had been on the schedule for several months, long before Putin’s travel plans to Iran were known. The event was off the record, and thus I am not at liberty to share who was in the meeting or to quote any of the participants in the room. I can say that the title of the talk was “How Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s Eschatology Is Driving Iranian Foreign Policy: An Evangelical Christian Perspective.” The next day, I delivered the same talk to an off-the-record meeting of members of Congress on Capitol Hill. In both meetings, I shared an executive summary of the material in this book, discussed the potential significance of the prophecies found in Ezekiel 38–39 in light of unprecedented trend lines vis-à-vis Russia and Iran, and answered the many questions that such a discussion necessarily provokes.
I urged those military and political leaders I spoke with to consider that Mr. Putin may not simply be rattling a saber in hopes of gaining political advantage with the U.S. or our European allies. He might, in fact, be preparing Russia for a major military move in the Middle East sometime in the not-too-distant future. At the same time, I urged these leaders to examine more closely the dangerous religious beliefs of Ahmadinejad and his allies and to track very carefully Ahmadinejad’s actions as well as his speeches in the weeks and months ahead.
In the summer of 2005, for example, the newly elected Ahmadinejad told followers the end of the world was just two or three years away and that the way to hasten the coming of the Islamic messiah known as the Mahdi or the Twelfth Imam was to annihilate Israel and the United States.402 By the summer of 2007, two years into his cryptic but apocalyptic countdown, Ahmadinejad was telling the Muslim world that the return of the Mahdi was “imminent.”
In an address to the “International Seminar on the Doctrine of Mahdism” in Tehran in August of that year, Ahmadinejad warned that the West’s day was almost finished and that the preparations for the Twelfth Imam “will soon be complete.” Consider these excepts from Ahmadinejad’s speech, translated from Farsi by the Middle East Media Research Institute:
The current situation in the world has led the nations to reject in disgust the rule of the oppressors. Now is the time to invite people to accept the rule of the righteous, and [especially that] of the most righteous of [rulers]—the Hidden Imam. . . . The oppressors and tyrants are responsible for all the difficulties and problems currently faced by the nations, and the only way to establish justice is through popular uprising and determined resistance in the face of these oppressors. . . . [The day] of these aggressors . . . who are oppressing and controlling the nations, is now coming to an end. . . . The time of the righteous rulers will come, and the most righteous of rulers [the Hidden Imam] will form a government and thereby instate the monotheism of Abraham [throughout the world]. That day is not far away. . . . Our enemies naturally feel threatened by the call to [believe in] the Mahdi, for they do not want people to think about justice. But our reply to them is that the era of the aggressive [powers] has come to an end. We believe that it is time for the righteous to rule.403 (emphasis added)
A few days later, during a speech he delivered on August 28, Ahmadinejad went a step further.
The current problems faced by the world result from [the rule] of unworthy rulers. The ultimate solution is to replace these unworthy regimes and rulers, and to establish the rule of the Hidden Imam. . . . Those who are not versed in [the doctrine of Mahdism] believe that the return [of the Hidden Imam] will occur only in a very long time, but, according to the divine promise, [his return] is imminent.404 (emphasis added)
Then came his curious addresses in September 2007 to the United Nations General Assembly and to students and faculty at Columbia University. Rather than end his remarks with a prayer that Allah would hasten the coming of the Islamic messiah as he did in his 2005 and 2006 speeches to the UN, Ahmadinejad actually began both speeches with these words: “Oh, God, hasten the arrival of Imam al-Mahdi and grant him good health and victory and make us his followers and those to attest to his rightfulness.”405
Why had the Iranian leader moved the prayer from the end of his remarks to the front? Was it because the month earlier he had been telling conferences in Iran that the arrival of the Mahdi was imminent?
At the time, I told the Pentagon leaders and members of Congress it was not clear to me. As of this writing, it remains unclear. Maybe a false prophet known as the Mahdi will appear in Mecca and Medina and try to perform the duties that Shia scholars say would befit the Twelfth Imam. Maybe not. The point is not whether such things are true but that Ahmadinejad and his allies in Iran—and millions more like them throughout the Islamic world—believe they are true. These beliefs are driving Ahmadinejad to seek the arms and alliances he thinks he needs to bring more chaos and carnage to the world and to create what are in his mind the ideal conditions for the Islamic messiah to arrive.406
Why would a leader like Vladimir Putin do business with such a man rather than seek to isolate him, as the U.S. and our closest allies are doing? Why would Putin sell arms to a radical leader of a historically radicalized country? Why would Putin take time out of his schedule to travel away from Russia to visit such a man? Why would he build regional military, political, and economic alliances around such a man? Are these prophetic events, or are there simpler reasons?
Putin—along with a wide variety of political leaders in the U.S., Europe, the Middle East, and Asia who believe we should negotiate with or even do business with Ahmadinejad and his regime—is missing the big picture. Ahmadinejad is not operating by the norms of conventional, civilized behavior. He is actively trying to bring about the end of the world. He believes it is his mission, his divine calling. We should not expect any amount of diplomatic logic to dissuade or distract him.
The sobering conclusion we must draw is that more war is coming to the Middle East. Even setting aside a prophetic war for the moment, either the West will launch an attack to stop Iran from becoming a nuclear-armed nightmare or some combination of Iran, Syria, Hezbollah, Hamas, and Al-Qaeda will launch a cataclysmic war against the Jewish state, and possibly against U.S. targets and/or interests. When would such a war or series of attacks occur? No one knows for sure, but millions of innocent civilians are likely to be caught in the cross fire when it happens.
HOW SOON WILL IRAN HAVE THE BOMB?
In December 2007, a ferocious international debate erupted over just how soon Iran could go nuclear against Israel or any other country.
The debate was triggered by the release of an American document known as the “National Intelligence Estimate,” or NIE. Written in cooperation with sixteen U.S. spy agencies, the NIE suggested that the U.S. had hard evidence that Iran halted its program to develop nuclear weapons back in 2003.
“Tehran is most likely keeping its options open with respect to building a weapon,” but intelligence agencies “do not know whether it currently intends to develop nuclear weapons,” reported the International Herald Tribune, drawing upon the unclassified version.407 The article continued:
Iran is continuing to produce enriched uranium, the report says, a program that the Tehran government has said is designed for civilian purposes. The new estimate says that the enrichment program could still provide Iran with enough raw material to produce a nuclear weapon sometime by the middle of next decade, a timetable essentially unchanged from previous estimates. But the new estimate declares with “high confidence” that a military-run Iranian program intended to transform that raw material into a nuclear weapon has been shut down since 2003, and also says with high confidence that the halt “was directed primarily in response to increasing international scrutiny and pressure.”408
The big question: was this U.S. intelligence assessment correct that Iran has given up trying to build nuclear weapons?
“Maybe,” I told audiences at the time, “and let’s hope so.” It would, after all, be wonderful to know that Iran is not the steadily, increasingly worrisome nuclear threat that U.S. and other intelligence agencies had been saying it was right up to the release of the NIE. But there is, of course, always the possibility that the U.S. assessment is wrong.
The accuracy of some of our intelligence reports in the Middle East has certainly been called into question in recent years, and rightly so. What’s more, we must always remember May 1998, when India and Pakistan conducted multiple nuclear weapons tests, stunning U.S. and Western intelligence agencies that had absolutely no idea either country was so close to getting the bomb. At the time, Senator Richard Shelby, then the chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, called this a “colossal failure” of the U.S. intelligence community, and he was right.409
God forbid we should have a similar failure with regards to Iran. A new intelligence failure concerning the current apocalyptic regime in Tehran could be cataclysmic, not merely “colossal.” After all, even if Iran did briefly halt development of nuclear weapons in 2003, much has happened since then that could have changed the calculus in Tehran.
For one thing, the United States and our allies liberated Iraq from the thuggish regime of Saddam Hussein, who was later caught, tried, convicted, and hanged. Is it possible Iran restarted its nuclear weapons program for defensive reasons after 2003, trying to prevent Iran from ever being “liberated” by the U.S. or any other country or coalition?
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad came to power in June 2005, convinced it was his God-given mission to hasten the coming of the Mahdi and breathing genocidal threats against Israel and the United States as a result. Is it also possible, then, that Iran restarted its nuclear weapons program for offensive reasons after 2003, seeking to eventually annihilate Jewish and Christian infidels in hopes of setting the stage for the Islamic messiah to appear and restore order on the earth?
NIE skeptics abounded then and still do now. Numerous former U.S. diplomats, intelligence analysts, and military experts at home and abroad doubted whether the assessment of Iran’s intentions and capabilities was accurate.410 But in a rare convergence of agreement, so did the editorial pages of the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the Washington Post.
The Times warned that the NIE “is not an argument for anyone to let down their guard when it comes to Iran’s nuclear ambitions.”411
The Journal pointed out that “as recently as 2005, the consensus estimate of our spooks was that ‘Iran currently is determined to develop nuclear weapons’ and do so ‘despite its international obligations and international pressure.’ This was a ‘high confidence’ judgment. The new NIE says Iran abandoned its nuclear program in 2003 ‘in response to increasing international scrutiny.’ This too is a ‘high confidence’ conclusion. One of the two conclusions is wrong, and casts considerable doubt on the entire process by which these ‘estimates’—the consensus of 16 intelligence bureaucracies—are conducted and accorded gospel status.”412
The Post, curiously as skeptical as the others, highlighted the fact that “while U.S. intelligence agencies have ‘high confidence’ that covert work on a bomb was suspended ‘for at least several years’ after 2003, there is only ‘moderate confidence’ that Tehran has not restarted the military program.” Furthermore, the Post noted—somewhat ominously, I might add—that “Iran’s massive overt investment in uranium enrichment meanwhile proceeds in defiance of binding U.N. resolutions, even though Tehran has no legitimate use for enriched uranium” and “the U.S. estimate of when Iran might produce enough enriched uranium for a bomb—sometime between late 2009 and the middle of the next decade—hasn’t changed.”413
So where does this leave us? Is the Iranian threat growing, or has it stalled? Should we feel safer, or just confused? Senior Israeli leaders are convinced Iran could have enough highly enriched uranium to create a nuclear bomb by 2010.414 Senior White House officials are convinced that if Iran gets the bomb, we could see a “nuclear holocaust.”415 The 2008 Republican nominee for the presidency warns that if Iran gets the bomb, “we could have Armageddon.”416
Only time will tell, but clearly the clock is ticking.
WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?
I have said it before, but I will say it again: it remains too early to draw definitive conclusions about whether we will witness the fulfillment of Ezekiel 38–39 in our lifetime, much less in the next few years. But one thing is clear: awareness of—and curiosity about—these biblical prophecies has grown considerably and will continue to do so as long as world events consistent with these coming events continue to occur.
Epicenter—in English and in Spanish—was reviewed in or profiled by dozens of publications and Web sites around the world and featured on several hundred radio and TV shows, including CNN, FOX, and MSNBC, and an Epicenter documentary film released on DVD for the fortieth anniversary of the Six Days’ War has been shown in hundreds of churches and conferences in the U.S. and abroad.
In November 2006, Rush Limbaugh devoted an issue of his newsletter, The Limbaugh Letter (for which I used to write), to considering the themes and claims of the book. In December 2006, a leading Israeli news service ran a story with this headline:
MODERN DAY GOG AND MAGOG: SIMILARITIES BETWEEN EZEKIEL’S PROPHECIES, TODAY’S MIDEAST REALITY UNCANNY
Ynet News, December 10, 2006.
The article noted that “current world events are beginning to increasingly resemble the 2,500 year old Bible prophecy made by Ezekiel in chapters 38-39” and that “in Joel C. Rosenberg’s book . . . the author points to Ezekiel’s prophecies in chapters 36-37, which have largely come true. Rosenberg then asks the obvious question: If prophecies such as ‘the rebirth of the State of Israel, the return of the Jews to the Holy Land after centuries in exile, the re-blossoming of desolate desert land to produce abundant food, fruit and foliage, and the creation of an exceedingly great army’ materialized in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, then why shouldn’t the next prophecies come true in our lifetime?”417
On March 30, 2007, Glenn Beck of CNN Headline News devoted an entire one-hour prime-time special to addressing current events in the Middle East in light of Bible prophecy, using Epicenter as one of his featured books. “We are having a conversation for a full hour tonight about the end of days,” Glenn told his audience as the special began. “It might sound nuts, but I encourage you to listen and, at the end of the hour, judge for yourself. Is this nuts, or is it possible that this is happening?” During that show, which also included Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins as guests, Glenn asked me to decode Ezekiel 38 and 39 for his viewers and to talk about how allusions to Bible prophecy are even popping up in the language of major world leaders. That special, which his producers later told me they had implored Glenn not to tape (because they were unable to imagine who would watch it), drew such high ratings it aired a total of three times in 2007.418
In October 2007, when Putin visited Iran and President Bush warned a nuclear Iran could trigger World War III, a leading Israeli news site ran the following headline:
ISRAEL WARNS WORLD WAR III MAY BE BIBLICAL WAR OF GOG AND MAGOG
Arutz Sheva, October 18, 2007
What’s more, “Israeli newscasts featured Gog and Magog maps of the likely alignment of nations in that potential conflict,” the article noted. “Channel 2 and Channel 10 TV showed the world map, sketching the basic alignment of the two opposing axes in a coming world war, in a manner evoking associations of the Gog and Magog prophecy for many viewers. The prophecy of Gog and Magog refers to a great world war centered on the Holy Land and Jerusalem and first appears in the book of Yechezkel (Ezekiel).”419
On April 10, 2008, some 2,000 pastors and evangelical Christians from around the world met for the first-ever Epicenter Conference. Held at the International Convention Center in Jerusalem, the event was sponsored by the Joshua Fund—the relief organization I described in the “Tracking the Tremors” chapter—and webcast around the globe. Together, we:
Along the way, I have had the privilege of meeting with and discussing the book with hundreds of Jewish leaders, Islamic clerics, Arab and Iranian pastors, foreign ambassadors, Russian pastors and foreign policy experts, White House staffers, administration officials, generals and other military officials at the Pentagon and around the world, and high-level officials in a variety of U.S. and foreign intelligence agencies. Two members of Congress sent a letter to their colleagues urging them to read Epicenter over the August recess in 2007. In February 2008, I even had the extraordinary opportunity to give a signed copy of Epicenter to Iraqi president Jalal Talabani through his spokesman, during a research trip a colleague and I made to the Republic of Iraq.
Not all who have read this book, watched the film, or heard me discuss the subject have agreed with my conclusions. To be sure, some strongly disagreed. But I am deeply grateful for the fact that, all told, in the first two years since Epicenter was published, millions of Americans, Canadians, Israelis, Russians, Iranians, Arabs, and others have begun to be introduced to a series of once-obscure and little-discussed prophecies tucked away at the end of the book of Ezekiel.
The reason for this explosion of interest in Bible prophecy has nothing to do with me or the quality (or lack thereof) of the book you hold in your hands. The reason has everything to do with the growing fear people around the world have regarding the future of the Middle East, the growing fascination people have with what the Bible says about the future of their lives and their world, and the growing curiosity people have over whether there is really a correlation between the two. Based on what I see happening in the world, and in the hearts of men and women around the globe, I suspect that interest will continue to grow, and for good reason.
APPENDIX 1: FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
Q: Do the prophecies in Ezekiel 38–39 mean that the U.S. should simply accept the inevitable and give up its attempts to stop Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons?
A: The answer to this question is no. Even though the Bible makes it clear that Iran will join forces with Russia and attack Israel, that doesn’t mean the U.S. should sit idly by and wait for it to happen. Stopping Tehran from building or acquiring nuclear weapons is essential for the stability and security of the Middle East and the entire world.
Keep in mind that the Bible doesn’t specifically say that Iran must acquire nuclear weapons for Ezekiel’s prophecy to be fulfilled. And Iran could do a horrendous amount of damage and snuff out a horrific number of lives with a nuclear bomb before the War of Gog and Magog takes place. That’s why I believe Iran’s nuclear ambitions must be stopped. And the longer we wait, the greater the danger we face.
So what is to be done? Can the U.S. rely on sanctions and other diplomatic strategies to force Iran to desist in its efforts to become a nuclear power? Can we rely on our intelligence agencies to tell us when we’re approaching the point of no return?
Unfortunately not.
There is no question that Iran—particularly under Mahmoud Ahmadinejad—is a dangerous regime. As we have seen, Iran is currently enriching uranium. When they successfully build 50,000 centrifuges they will be able to build a nuclear bomb in sixteen days. Will we know when that day is? Or will the smoking gun be a mushroom cloud in Washington, New York, Chicago, or Los Angeles? Remember that back in 1998 India tested a nuclear weapon and in so doing completely stunned the CIA and most of the world’s intelligence agencies, who had no idea that India was so close to getting the bomb. And India is a friend. I personally have little confidence that our intelligence agencies will be able to be more precise with the Iranian nuclear program, especially with the Russians helping Tehran.
Combine that with the fact that Ahmadinejad has vowed to wipe Israel off the face of the map and has asked Muslims to envision a world without the United States. He believes that Israel is the Little Satan and the U.S. is the Great Satan. He believes the end of the world is just a few years away and that it is his mission to bring it about. Deterrence, therefore, will not work. Negotiations are not working. And the time to foment a popular uprising to overthrow Ahmadinejad and the mullahs before they go nuclear is rapidly running out.
President Bush has done an excellent job defending the U.S., and I have strongly supported the U.S. war effort in Afghanistan and Iraq in light of the 9/11 attacks. But let’s be clear: if Iran goes nuclear on President Bush’s watch, all the gains that have been made thus far in the War on Terror will be wiped out virtually overnight.
We absolutely cannot let Iran go nuclear. To do so would put Americans and all freedom-loving people in existential danger. It is time to prepare for war. It is not my best-case scenario, but prudence demands we move before it’s too late.
Q: Doesn’t Ezekiel’s scenario rule out any attack on Iran by the U.S. or a Western-led coalition?
A: Not necessarily. Ezekiel rules out the possibility that any country—including the United States—will come to Israel’s defense once Russia and Iran and their allies have surrounded Israel. Only God will come to Israel’s defense in the final throes of this prophecy. But a number of scenarios could unfold between now and then:
U.S. foreign policy cannot be expected to be based on biblical prophecy. It should, however, be based on U.S. national interests. Stopping Iran from going nuclear is in our supreme national interest. Protecting the oil fields of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq, and the United Arab Emirates—on which we depend—from Iranian domination is in our supreme national interest. Safeguarding against an Iranian takeover of Turkey, Jordan, and Iraq is also in our supreme national interest, as is protecting Israel, our most faithful and effective ally in the region and the first and strongest democracy in the Middle East. We should, therefore, act accordingly.
That said, there is very little political support in the United States for another war in the Middle East. Most Americans want to pull out of Iraq, not invade Iran. And members of Congress and the intelligence services note very real and serious risks of launching any sort of military strike against the mullahs. We could get all of their nuclear sites but one, and the retaliation could be devastating. Iran could also—as Ahmadinejad has vowed to do in the event of an attack against Iran—launch thousands upon thousands of new terrorist insurgents into Iraq, worsening the violence there. They might also send suicide bombers into the U.S., possibly through the all-too-porous U.S. borders with Mexico and Canada (scenarios I wrote about in The Last Days). Or they could unleash their missiles on the oil fields of Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf states, destroying pumping, refining, and shipping facilities and driving the price of oil—already at record highs—through the roof.
I can, therefore, envision a scenario in which the current president or the next takes no military action against Iran or plans to do so but waits too long, even as Russia develops a full-blown military alliance with Iran. We could then see Ezekiel’s prophecy play out in the not-too-distant future.
I can also envision a scenario in which, under great international pressure, Iran announces that it will dismantle its nuclear weapons program if Israel agrees to give up its nuclear weapons as well. Diplomatic pressure would then begin to grow for the adoption of a “Middle East nuclear-free zone” resolution at the United Nations.
Israel would surely resist such a diplomatic ploy, insisting (rightfully, in my view) upon the need to retain its arsenal as a matter of self-defense. In such a scenario, Russia might then begin building a coalition to force Israel to comply with the UN demands, much like the U.S. built a coalition to force Iraq to comply with UN demands. This was the scenario I used in The Ezekiel Option. The Egyptians in particular have been pushing a nuclear-free-zone option in the Middle East. As the crisis with Iran intensifies, their proposal may pick up widespread support.
The thing to remember is that there are many roads that could ultimately lead us to the events described in Ezekiel 38–39. As individual believers (as opposed to national policy makers), we should keep our eyes on the big picture—praying for peace and working to communicate the good news of Christ’s redeeming love to the nations of the epicenter as this terrible drama unfolds.
Q: Are you really certain that the West, particularly the U.S., will not come to Israel’s defense during the War of Gog and Magog? Given the historically strong and strategic relationship between our two countries, that just doesn’t seem possible.
A: Unfortunately, Ezekiel’s account is clear—no one comes to Israel’s defense. By definition, that includes the United States. I agree that is difficult to imagine, especially when one considers how consistent American public opinion has been in favor of the Jewish state over the past four decades. During the Six Days’ War in June 1967, for example, 56 percent of Americans told the Gallup poll that their sympathies lay with Israel, while only 3 percent sided with the Arab states. In February 2006, 59 percent of Americans told Gallup they sided with Israel, compared with 15 percent who said they sympathized more with Palestinian Arabs.420
What’s more, the number of Americans who view Israel as a reliable ally has climbed from only 33 percent in 1982 (when Israel bombed Iraq’s nuclear reactor and invaded Lebanon to stop terrorism and a massive buildup of Soviet armaments) to 41 percent in 2005, though it has fluctuated along the way.421
American support for Israel stands in marked contrast to Europe, however, where anti-Semitism and anti-Israel sentiments are rising rapidly. Synagogues and Jewish schools and cemeteries throughout Europe are being burned, vandalized, or otherwise desecrated in ever-increasing numbers. Jews are being verbally and physically assaulted throughout Europe. Rockwell Schnabel, the U.S. ambassador to the European Union, said at a dinner of the American Jewish Committee in Brussels in 2004 that anti-Semitism in Europe “is as bad as it was in the 1930s.”422 European polls increasingly show antagonism toward Israel and Israeli policies. In November 2003, a majority of Europeans actually named Israel as the greatest threat to world peace, ahead of Iran and North Korea.423
It seems like a safe bet, therefore, that Europe would not raise a hand to help protect Israel against attack. But would the U.S.? Even given historical trends and current indications of American support for Israel, we should expect that the closer we get to the War of Gog and Magog, the fewer Americans we will see strongly supporting the Jewish state. I’m already beginning to pick this up anecdotally on radio interviews in which a surprising number of callers say things like, “Why should we spend a dime to save Israel?” and “Let the Jews fight their own battles” and “The only reason we as Americans are getting attacked by Muslims is because we support Israel—the sooner we stop, the sooner there will be peace.”
The real test, of course, will come when Russia and Iran and their allies begin to move forces toward Israel. How many Americans would be willing to risk nuclear war with Russia and Iran to protect even a loyal ally like Israel—especially if Moscow and Tehran argue that they have no desire for a confrontation with the U.S. if we will just stay out of the way? Sadly, I suspect the number today is much lower than most supporters of Israel are willing to admit.
Those who already want American forces out of Iraq and Afghanistan are not likely to support a new war. Nor will undecided voters or those who believe we should finish the job in Iraq but then be done with the Middle East. Under such circumstances, it will be extremely difficult for any American president to commit forces to defend Israel.
Q: What should be the attitude of Christians toward Israel in the days leading up to the showdown with Russia and Iran?
A: I believe the vast majority of evangelical Christians will maintain support of Israel to the bitter end. Many Catholics and Christians from other denominations who are also passionate about their love for Jesus and their understanding of God’s plan and purpose for the Jewish people will also stand with Israel. Indeed, true followers of Jesus Christ may be the only friends Israel and the Jewish people have left as this terrible war approaches.
It is vitally important, therefore, that Christians become faithful in praying for the peace of Jerusalem every day, visit and tour Israel while they still can, and find new and creative ways to show Israel and the Jewish people how much the church loves and cares for them. If at all possible, it would be my hope to take my family to Israel and live there in the run-up to the war as a show of solidarity.
At the same time, it is vitally important to remember that God loves the Muslim people of the Middle East as well as the Russians and others living in the former Soviet Union. Jesus made it clear that he died in order to give eternal life to everyone who believes in him (John 3:16), regardless of nationality or heritage. Thus, followers of Christ must show love and compassion to all the people of the region, both now and as the war approaches. That does not mean excusing the actions of certain hostile or anti-Christian governments or troops. But Christ died on the cross to save sinners from every country, even countries he has, in his sovereignty, chosen to judge. Our job is to find a way to demonstrate and communicate Christ’s love during mankind’s darkest hours. This is the reason my wife and I formed the Joshua Fund (see chapter 15).
Q: Will the War of Gog and Magog happen before or after the Rapture?424
A: The truth is we simply do not know the answer for certain, because Ezekiel does not say. Many of the theologians I have cited in this book believe the war will occur after the Rapture. In the novel Left Behind, Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins describe the War of Gog and Magog as having already happened before the Rapture takes place. In The Ezekiel Option, I also chose to portray the war occurring before the Rapture.
In Matthew 24:14, Jesus says, “This gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all the nations, and then the end will come” (NASB). We also know from Ezekiel that God will use the War of Gog and Magog to display his glory to all nations and to pour out his Holy Spirit, particularly on the nation of Israel. As a result of the entire world seeing God defend Israel from the onslaught of the Russian-Iranian coalition, a dramatic spiritual awakening will occur around the globe. It would certainly be consistent with God’s heart for humanity that he would cause this cataclysmic moment to occur before the Rapture in order to shake people out of their spiritual apathy and/or rebellion and give them at least one more chance to receive Christ as their Savior before the terrible events of the Tribulation occur.
But let me be clear: I believe that the Rapture could occur at any moment, and I would certainly not be surprised in any way if it occurred before the events of Ezekiel 38 and 39 come to pass.
Christian theologians speak of the “doctrine of imminence.” This means that according to the Bible there is no prophetic event that has to happen before Jesus snatches his church from the earth. That is, the Bible teaches us that we should be ready for Jesus to come for us at any moment. I fully believe that. But it should be noted with regard to this doctrine that while no major prophetic event has to happen before the Rapture, that doesn’t mean no such event will happen first. Perhaps the clearest evidence of this truth is the rebirth of Israel. This major prophetic event was foretold in Ezekiel 36–37, yet its fulfillment happened before the Rapture. Thus, it is certainly possible that other events—such as the events of Ezekiel 38–39—could happen before the Rapture as well.
Q: Ezekiel says the War of Gog and Magog will happen in the last days. Doesn’t that by definition mean it will happen during the seven years of the Tribulation?
A: Ezekiel 38:16 does say these events will happen in the “last days” (NASB), but this term is not necessarily limited to the period of the Tribulation. The apostle Peter, for example, used the term in Acts 2 to refer to the period he was living in, and that was nearly two thousand years ago. Likewise, consider the words of another apostle in 1 John 2:18: “Dear children, the last hour is here. You have heard that the Antichrist is coming, and already many such antichrists have appeared. From this we know that the last hour has come.” Again, John was writing nearly two thousand years ago. It’s important to note that the Hebrew term translated as “the last days” can also be translated as “in the distant future” (NLT) or “in days to come” (NIV). Thus, it is reasonable to conclude that the term the last days refers to an indeterminate period of time leading up to the second coming of Jesus Christ. This period includes—but is not limited to—the seven years of the Tribulation.
Q: Isn’t it possible that events look like they are leading up to the War of Gog and Magog but that the war won’t actually happen for hundreds or thousands of years?
A: God could certainly forestall the fulfillment of this prophecy for some time until he, in his sovereignty, is ready to move. But he will not postpone it for hundreds or thousands of years. We know this because of what Jesus said in Matthew 24:32-34: “Now learn a lesson from the fig tree. When its branches bud and its leaves begin to sprout, you know that summer is near. In the same way, when you see all these things, you can know his return is very near, right at the door. I tell you the truth, this generation will not pass from the scene until all these things take place.” In other words, when we see certain events happening, we can know that the Rapture and the Second Coming are imminent.
So what are “all these things” that we should be watching for?
Jesus described the signs in detail in Matthew 24 and Luke 21: the rise of false prophets and false messiahs, wars and rumors of wars, revolutions, famines, earthquakes, persecution of believers, the spread of the gospel, and the rebirth of the State of Israel (described as a “fig tree” in the Jewish Scriptures425).
Today, for the first time in two thousand years, we are seeing all of these signs come true, and the rebirth of Israel is the most dramatic sign of them all. We can, therefore, have confidence that Jesus’ return is closer than ever. What’s more, we can be confident that our generation will not pass away before we see this remarkable event occur. No other generation in history has been able to say that, but we now can. It is true that Jesus cautions us not to speculate on the exact day and hour of his return. But we are encouraged to watch current events closely and know when the clock is running out.
In this regard, I often think of the words of Gandalf from the last film of the Lord of the Rings trilogy, The Return of the King. As events unfold and the clouds of war are brewing, Gandalf says, “The board is set. The pieces are moving.” As I write this, I would say the board is almost set, and God is putting the pieces in place for the final drama to begin.
Q: Doesn’t the Bible tell us that the War of Gog and Magog will happen at the very end of time—after the Rapture, after the Tribulation, after the Battle of Armageddon, and after the thousand-year reign of Christ on earth—not before all these things as you have described?
A: Revelation 20:7-10 does speak of another War of Gog and Magog that occurs at the end of time, after all these other events. But this is a second war, not the war referred to by Ezekiel 38–39. We know this for several reasons.
First, Ezekiel’s war is described as occurring relatively soon after the rebirth of the State of Israel and the ingathering of the Jewish people from around the world (Ezekiel 36–37). The war in Revelation, by contrast, occurs after Jesus has reigned on earth for a thousand years.
Second, Ezekiel’s war involves a fearsome but limited coalition of countries that surround Israel, as we learned in earlier chapters. The war in Revelation involves all the nations from “every corner of the earth” coming to attack Israel (Revelation 20:8).
Third, after Ezekiel’s war, life continues. Bodies are gathered and buried for seven months, weaponry is gathered and burned for seven years, and Ezekiel 40–48 describes the Temple that will be built. By contrast, the war in Revelation is followed immediately and literally by the end of the world. Satan and his followers are judged and thrown into the “lake of fire” (Revelation 20:10). The heavens and earth are destroyed. A completely new heaven and a new earth are created, and followers of Christ will live on this new earth for the rest of eternity.
Q: You wrote in The Ezekiel Option that Ronald Reagan was fascinated with the coming War of Gog and Magog. Is that really true?
A: It is. In 1971, Reagan—then governor of California—attended a banquet to honor State Senator James Mills. After the main course, he asked Mills if he was familiar with “the fierce Old Testament prophet Ezekiel.” He went on to explain that Russia was the Magog described in Ezekiel’s prophecy and was thus doomed to destruction.
“In the thirty-eighth chapter of Ezekiel it says God will take the children of Israel from among the heathen [where] they’d been scattered and will gather them again in the promised land,” Reagan told Mills. “Ezekiel says that . . . the nation that will lead all the other powers into darkness against Israel will come out of the north. What other powerful nation is to the north of Israel [besides Russia]? None. But it didn’t seem to make sense before the Russian revolution, when Russia was a Christian country. Now it does, now that Russia has become communistic and atheistic, now that Russia has set itself against God. Now it fits the description perfectly.” Reagan conceded that “everything hasn’t fallen into place yet,” but he strongly believed the end of the Soviet empire and the second coming of Christ were increasingly close at hand.426
In his 1997 book Dutch: A Memoir of Ronald Reagan, Edmund Morris—the president’s official biographer—revealed that Ezekiel was actually Reagan’s “favorite book of prophecy.”427 Morris also recounted an intriguing scene he personally witnessed in the Oval Office in which Reagan discussed the Ezekiel option with White House Chief of Staff Howard Baker and National Security Advisor Colin Powell.428
“We talk mainly about religion,” read the notes of Morris’s meeting with Reagan on February 9, 1988. “I have been reading a book about his Armageddon complex, and, when I mention the subject, am rewarded by an animated speech, full of jovial doom, that lasts the rest of the half hour. . . . [White House chief of Staff] Howard Baker and [National Security Advisor] Colin Powell arrive, impatient for their own thirty minutes. ‘We’re having a cozy chat about Armageddon,’ I say. They stand grinning nervously as he continues.”
“When it comes [Ezekiel 38–39],” Reagan explained to his senior staff, “the man who comes from the wrong side, into the war, is the man, according to the prophecies, named Gog, from Meshech, which is the ancient name of Moscow—”
“I tell you, Mr. President,” Baker replied. “I wish you’d quit talking about that. You upset me!”
But Reagan continued to talk about such things, as he had for many years.
I once asked Michael Reagan, the president’s son, if such accounts rang true. He confirmed that they did, noting that his father firmly believed he was living in history’s last days and thought that he might even see the return of Christ in his lifetime.429
Ronald Reagan was a devout Christian. He was a student of the Bible. He was fascinated with end-times prophecies. He believed they were true. He talked about them with friends and colleagues. They helped shape his view that the Soviet Union, and the system of evil it advanced and perpetuated, was not long for this world. For a movie actor turned president like Ronald Reagan, the Bible was indeed the greatest story ever told. He had read the last chapter, and thus he knew for certain that a day of reckoning—a day of justice—was coming.
Q: I understand you and your family lived in Egypt while you were researching and writing this book. But if Egypt will not play a role in the War of Gog and Magog, why did you choose to live there?
A: You’re right; we did live in Egypt for several months while I was working on this book, and it was a wonderful experience for my wife and kids, as well as for me. Egypt, with a population of 70 million, is the largest Arab country. It is also the intellectual and cultural center of the Arab world, and by extension of the Islamic world. It is strategically located close to several Ezekiel 38 coalition countries (Sudan, Ethiopia, Libya, Algeria, and Tunisia) and it is, of course, a direct neighbor of Israel.
While Egypt has historically been a great enemy of Israel and the Jewish people, it does currently have a peace treaty in place, which is no small thing. In fact, I took my boys to the gravesite of the slain Egyptian president Anwar Sadat to pay tribute to the courage he displayed in visiting Israel, speaking to the Knesset, cutting a deal for peace, and telling his people that no good could be achieved for the Arab people through war.
Egypt was an excellent place, therefore, to immerse myself in Islamic culture, to meet players in this unfolding drama, and to conduct interviews that have strongly affected this book, though nearly all of them were off the record or on “deep background.”
One of the things that struck me most about living there was how many Bible characters crisscrossed through Egypt during their lives. Abraham and Sarah did, as did their sons, and later Joseph, who rose to become the country’s first and only Jewish prime minister. But many others were there as well, including Mary, Joseph, and Jesus. The more I studied the Scriptures while I was there, the more I realized that God has a special place in his heart for the Egyptian people. Indeed, the prophet Isaiah says that one day God will shower his grace upon the Egyptians and the Assyrians (including the people of Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and northern Iraq) and draw them to himself and to peace with Israel in a way few can currently imagine.
In that day there will be an altar to the LORD in the heart of Egypt, and there will be a monument to the LORD at its border. It will be a sign and a witness that the LORD of Heaven’s Armies is worshiped in the land of Egypt. When the people cry to the LORD for help against those who oppress them, he will send them a savior who will rescue them. The LORD will make himself known to the Egyptians. Yes, they will know the LORD and will give their sacrifices and offerings to him. They will make a vow to the LORD and will keep it. The LORD will strike Egypt, and then he will bring healing. For the Egyptians will turn to the LORD, and he will listen to their pleas and heal them.
In that day Egypt and Assyria will be connected by a highway. The Egyptians and Assyrians will move freely between their lands, and they will both worship God. And Israel will be their ally. The three will be together, and Israel will be a blessing to them. For the LORD of Heaven’s Armies will say, “Blessed be Egypt, my people. Blessed be Assyria, the land I have made. Blessed be Israel, my special possession!” (Isaiah 19:19-25)
Q: Jordan currently has a peace treaty with Israel. Why, then, do you believe Jordan will participate in the War of Gog and Magog?
A: To be clear, I am not certain that Jordan will participate. I sincerely hope not. I had the privilege of visiting that beautiful, historic country in 2005 and have many friends among the Jordanian people. The late King Hussein was a man of character and courage who deserves great respect for signing a peace treaty with Israel in 1994. His son, King Abdullah II, has impressively carried on in his father’s tradition. He sided with the West against Al-Qaeda and Saddam Hussein after the 9/11 attacks. He is working hard to fight radical Islamic insurgents inside his country. He is also building bridges of friendship with evangelical Christians and Jews, even speaking at the National Prayer Breakfast in February 2006—the first Muslim king ever to do so.
That said, however, I fear Jordan may tragically wind up being part of the Russian-Iranian coalition. Not only did the Hashemite kingdom of Jordan participate in numerous wars against Israel prior to the treaty that currently exists, its present leadership is increasingly at risk of a coup or revolution. Terrorist forces from Iran, Al-Qaeda and Hamas, and others are trying to gain a foothold in Jordan. They would like nothing more than to assassinate or overthrow the current king and create a new radical Islamic regime there that could help them in their battle to annihilate Israel.
In April 2004, Jordanian authorities narrowly stopped a terrorist attack in the capital city of Amman meant to decapitate the Jordanian government as well as destroy the U.S. Embassy. An astounding 20 tons of explosives and chemical weapons were discovered. Authorities said that if the poison gas attack had been successful, more than 80,000 people could have been killed and over 160,000 wounded. The Jordanian-born Abu Musab al-Zarqawi (who until his death in June 2006 was Al-Qaeda’s top man in Iraq) was believed to have been behind the attack.430
Iraqi general Georges Sada told me the only place Al-Qaeda could have gotten 20 tons of chemical weapons for that attack was from Syria, which he says now possesses Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction. Sada explains that Saddam Hussein moved all of his WMD to Syria in the summer of 2002—several months before U.S. and coalition forces invaded—a charge now being followed up by U.S. and British intelligence.431
On November 9, 2005, Al-Qaeda struck in Jordan again, launching three attacks on hotels in Amman—including one where a wedding party was taking place—killing 57 people and wounding more than 150 others. Zarqawi further vowed to behead King Abdullah II.
“These people are insane,” the king responded, vowing to hunt down and destroy radical Islamic forces trying to use his kingdom as a base camp. Jordanian authorities said they had thwarted fifteen separate terrorist plots since April 2004 but noted that the hotel bombings were further evidence of just how determined the jihadists were to destabilize the kingdom.432
Al-Qaeda isn’t the only threat, of course. At a luncheon I attended in Washington as I was finishing this book, I asked Bernard Lewis—the renowned Middle East scholar and author of numerous important books about the region including The Crisis of Islam—to assess the potential impact of Hamas coming to power in the post-Arafat environment. “The Hamas-Palestinian government may pose more of a danger to Jordan than to Israel,” he said.433
Lewis is right. Some 70 percent of Jordanian citizens are Palestinians, and Hamas would love to radicalize them and use them to help overthrow the king and unify Jordan, the West Bank, and Gaza into one jihadist state poised at Israel’s throat.
The good news is that King Hussein was one of the longest-serving monarchs in modern Middle Eastern history, and we can and should hope and pray that King Abdullah II is likewise able to maintain stability, defeating the radicals while continuing to give the Jordanian people more freedom and building bridges to Christians and Jews.
But we must acknowledge this is by no means certain. Should Jordan fall into the hands of the jihadists, Israel will be in grave danger, as will the newly democratic government in Iraq, and the nominally pro-Western government of Egypt.
Q: Why do you believe Morocco plays no role in the War of Gog and Magog?
A: Okay, this isn’t a frequently asked question, but it is a question important to me and one that can shed some light on this whole issue of God blessing those who bless Israel.
The truth is I don’t know for certain whether Morocco will join the Russian-Iranian coalition against Israel or not. In The Ezekiel Option, Morocco does not participate in the war, and I think that is a reasonable conclusion. That’s certainly my hope.
I have had the privilege of visiting Morocco a number of times over the years, and I have really fallen in love with the country. I have always been treated with great warmth and kindness as an American and as a Jewish person, as well as a follower of Christ. Indeed, the kingdom has a long and impressive history of protecting the Jewish people and of trying to broker a series of peace deals between Israel and the Arab world.
When I visited Casablanca and Rabat in the fall of 2005, I had the privilege of meeting with a man named Serge Berdugo, a Jew who has served as one of the top advisors to a number of recent Moroccan kings. He gave me some fascinating insights.
He noted, for example, that the first thing King Mohammed V did when he returned from exile in 1956 and led his country to independence was to declare that the “Jews are equal citizens.” From 1956 to 1961, the king made a point to install at least one or two Jewish leaders into senior-level positions in each cabinet ministry. He also allowed Jews to freely emigrate when they wanted, and there are now some 600,000 Moroccan Jews living in Israel.
Berdugo told me that Morocco’s relationship with Israel began in the late 1960s with top secret meetings with Yitzhak Rabin and Moshe Dayan, who at that time were two of Israel’s leading defense officials.
In 1984 the king invited fifty Jewish and Israeli leaders to Rabat, Morocco’s capital, for an interfaith conference—and then decided that the entire senior leadership of the Moroccan government, including the crown prince, should attend the conference’s gala dinner.
In 1986, the king invited Israeli prime minister Shimon Peres to Morocco for a highly publicized visit, a move that stunned most of the rest of the Muslim world.
When a series of bombings ripped through synagogues and Jewish clubs in Morocco in 2003, the new king—Mohammed VI—blessed a series of candlelight vigils and later a rally in which one million Moroccans, including more than a thousand Jews, marched in unison to denounce the radical jihadists and called for peace. “We were applauded as Jews,” Berdugo told me. “We were kissed. People came up to us and said, ‘You are our brothers.’ It was extraordinary.”
All of this suggests two things: First, secret talks between Israel and her Arab neighbors have been going on for years, and there may be other countries willing to make peace with Israel before or immediately after the War of Gog and Magog. And second, Morocco’s relationship with Israel and the Jewish people could prove to be a model for other Arab and Islamic countries to follow, particularly if the fulfillment of Ezekiel 38–39 is still some years away. After all, my sources inside the Moroccan government say the king is seeking to play a “bridge builder” role between the Israelis and Palestinians and can do so with considerable authority since Morocco has proven that Jews and Muslims can live and work together in peace and harmony.
Q: Joel, would you tell me more about your spiritual journey?
A: This is by far my most frequently asked question. I appreciate it every time, for it goes to the core of the things that matter most in life. In 2005 I posted on my Web site a response to the many e-mails I receive every week on this topic. Here is an excerpt from that response:
First some background: My grandparents and great-grandparents were Orthodox Jews who fled from the pogroms of czarist Russia. As they hid in a hay wagon that was crossing a border into an Eastern European country, czarist soldiers drew their swords and plunged them into the hay, in case any Jews were trying to escape. By God’s grace, none of the children coughed or sneezed or said, “Are we there yet?” By God’s grace, no one was injured. And by God’s grace, my family didn’t succeed in escaping the vicious anti-Semitism of Russia only to say, “Phew, let’s settle in Poland. Or Germany. Or Austria.” They made their way across Europe, got on a ship to the New World, landed at Ellis Island, and like any good Jewish family, set up shop in Brooklyn.
That’s where my father was raised, in the Bedford-Stuyvesant section, in a devoutly religious home—religious, but sadly, almost devoid of love. Every meal was kosher but served without the kind of warm and engaging family conversations children should grow up enjoying. Every day my father attended Hebrew school, and every Sabbath he and his family went to synagogue, but he was never taught what the words he recited each week meant or why they mattered. His family celebrated every Jewish holiday, from Passover to Hanukkah, but such times were often spent with arguing relatives, and the holiday meaning was lost.
My father’s father was angry and abusive. His mother was distant toward him. The public schools my father attended were scarred by violence, gangs, and drugs. His was certainly nothing like the healthy, inviting Orthodox families I have come to know here in the United States and in Israel. In fact, for years my father refused to talk much about the days of his youth because there was so much pain and alienation wrapped up in those memories.
My father left home when he was eighteen. He moved as far away as he could, studying architecture in California under John Lloyd Wright (son of famed architect Frank Lloyd Wright). He eventually found a job in Syracuse, New York, where he met and fell in love with my non-Jewish mother, further deepening the ever-growing rift with his parents.
How could he even consider marrying a Gentile? It was unthinkable to his parents. But my father had already left behind the religious trappings of his childhood, which held nothing for him but bad memories. He did not feel compelled to marry someone of a faith he did not share.
To make matters worse for my grandparents, my mother wasn’t just a Gentile. She was of English descent—a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant. A Methodist, of all things!
My Jewish grandmother couldn’t bear the thought. She actually offered to buy back the engagement ring my father had given to my mother—at a profit to him—if my father would call the wedding off. He refused, and they were married in August of 1965.
Two years later, in April of 1967, I was born. Though agnostic, my parents were both intrigued with the idea of finding God. They would take long walks through the streets of suburban Syracuse and later a little town called Fairport, New York, just outside of Rochester, where they moved in 1969. As they walked they would talk about whether there really was a God and, if there was, how one could know him.
They read the Koran and the Bhagavad Gita and the Bible. They talked to neighbors and friends about their spiritual journeys. One Sunday they happened to visit a church where a group of visiting laypeople explained how they had found a personal relationship with God through Jesus Christ and how becoming followers of Jesus had transformed their lives.
For the first time, someone simply and clearly explained that God loved my parents. They heard the New Testament verse John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son [Jesus Christ], that whoever believes in Him shall not perish [be eternally separated from God] but have eternal life” (NASB). They heard that a person must make a conscious, willful choice to receive Jesus as Savior and Lord in order to experience God’s love and plan for his or her life.
It was all new to my parents, but it resonated instantly with my mother. Suddenly she knew that a personal relationship with God through Jesus—not through some sort of devotion to a religious code—was exactly what she had been looking for. When one of the speakers invited people who wanted to ask Jesus to become their Savior to come to the front of the church and be led through a short prayer, my mother went forward immediately, just assuming my father was right behind her. But he wasn’t.
This was too big a leap, even for an admittedly lapsed Orthodox Jew from Brooklyn. My father wasn’t sure how one got to God, but he couldn’t believe that the path led through Jesus. That was one thing that had been drilled into his head as a kid, and it had stuck.
He agreed, however, to begin attending a Bible study with my mother because he was curious and wanted to support her. The weekly study took a small group of young married couples like themselves through the Gospel of Luke, the third book of the New Testament, and there, week after week, my father began to read and increasingly understand the life and work and person of Jesus of Nazareth.
He began to learn that according to the Hebrew prophet Micah, the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem. He learned that the Hebrew prophet Isaiah said the Messiah would be born of a virgin, and live and minister in the region of the Sea of Galilee, and that he would suffer and die to pay the penalty for our sins. “We considered him [the Messiah] stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted,” wrote Isaiah in chapter 53, verses 4 and 5. “But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed” (NIV). And over time, my father saw that each of these messianic prophecies was fulfilled in the person of Jesus.
Jesus, who was Jewish.
Jesus, who was born in Bethlehem and preached in Galilee and lived in Israel.
Jesus, whose disciples were all Jewish.
One day while riding home from work on a bus, my father read two little booklets published by an organization known as Campus Crusade for Christ. One was called The Four Spiritual Laws. It explained God’s plan of salvation simply and clearly. The second was a little blue pamphlet that explained that when a person chooses to turn away from his own way of living and prays to receive Jesus Christ as his personal Savior and Lord, he or she can experience a new life through the transformational power of God’s Holy Spirit.
Suddenly, it all seemed to make sense. It all rang true.
My father walked into our house, into our kitchen, and announced to my mother that he believed Jesus was in fact the Messiah and that he had prayed to become a follower of this Son of the living God.
I was six years old and didn’t think much of it at first. Then Mom and Dad started dragging my sister and me off to church every Sunday morning. They made us go to Sunday school. Worse, they sent us to something called Vacation Bible School. Ugh. I can’t sing. I hate crafts. And that’s all you do in VBS. That and listen to stories about Jesus. It was horrible. Pretty much. Except those stories . . .
I listened to those stories. I was curious about Jesus. He seemed so loving, so kind, and he could do the coolest miracles. It began to sink in that he was more than a man; he was and is the Messiah. I came to know this not just because of what I heard in VBS, but over the years as I saw the lives of my parents changing before my eyes. My mother was no longer racked with anxiety and fear or stricken with constant migraine headaches. She had a peace that I couldn’t explain. My father was no longer the bitter man with a quick temper that I had long feared. He was becoming gentle and kind, a man who loved to study the Bible—and to teach it, especially to kids.
Who were these people? They were followers of Jesus. That was the only explanation I could come up with. God was real to them. They knew him, and he was changing their lives.
As a teenager I began to hope that he could change my life too. Perhaps Jesus could give me the purpose and direction I so desperately wanted and needed.
In January of 1984, the winter of my junior year of high school, I became a deeply convinced and devoted follower of Jesus. And yes, my life began to change in ways I never dreamed possible, and I began to see my place in God’s plan and purpose for his chosen people.
One of the most welcome but least expected changes God made in me was a sudden and growing interest in all things Jewish. With a name as distinct as Joel Rosenberg everybody I knew in my little town knew that I was Jewish. But I’d had little idea what that really meant. I hadn’t been raised going to Hebrew school or synagogue or celebrating the Jewish holidays. I never had a bar mitzvah. But the more I read the Bible, the more intrigued I became by the fact that Jesus and his disciples were Jewish. I began asking my father a thousand questions, and to my surprise, he began answering them. We began celebrating Passover as a family. We began studying the Jewish Scriptures together, especially the Hebrew prophets, with whom I became intrigued.
In 1987, I had the opportunity to study for six months in Israel at Tel Aviv University, and I jumped at the chance to see the Holy Land for myself. It is hard to describe the deep sense of connection I felt when I arrived in the land of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jesus. It was as if I had come home—studying Hebrew (six hours a day!), eating falafel, and visiting the ancient sites where the Bible was written and passed down through the ages.
I had a powerful sense that Israel was the epicenter of human history—a land chosen by God for the most important event of human history (the death and resurrection of the Messiah); a land reborn in modern times, as foretold by the prophets; and the stage upon which the cataclysmic final events of history would be acted out. I knew then and there that I wanted to write. And not just about Israel, but about her enemies, about the forces of freedom and tyranny in the Middle East. And I wanted to write about the clues the prophets told us to watch for so that we would know beyond the shadow of a doubt when the final chapter of history was about to be unveiled.
It was exciting, but a little lonely. To my knowledge, I was the only Jewish believer in Jesus on the Tel Aviv campus. My American roommates insisted I was no longer Jewish because I had “converted” to Christianity.
“Nonsense,” I said. “I didn’t convert to anything. Jesus is the Jewish Messiah. I’ve simply believed in the Anointed One God sent to us.”
When they still insisted I wasn’t Jewish, I’d shoot back, “What are you talking about? You guys barely believe God exists, much less follow the Jewish Scriptures.” It was true. They were good guys, but they didn’t read the Bible and weren’t interested in living lives of faith.
It has been almost twenty years since my first visit to Israel, and I still remember that semester so vividly. When I go back these days, I am amazed that people are still asking me the same question that dogged my roommates: “How can you be Jewish and believe in Jesus?” Some ask because it’s a theme woven through my novels. They also ask, I think, because they sense I am willing to answer. And I am. It’s an important question, and one that deserves a thoughtful, honest reply.
When my father became a follower of Jesus in 1973, he thought he was the only Jewish person on the planet since the apostle Paul to believe Jesus is the Messiah. Besides my father, I certainly don’t remember knowing any Jewish believers in Jesus in my childhood. But in the past few decades, the number of Jewish believers has spiked dramatically—as Jesus said it would.
Just before his crucifixion, Jesus told his Jewish followers, “For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord’” (Matthew 23:39, NIV). In other words, Jesus is coming back—at a time when lots of Jewish people will not only believe in him, but will be ready and waiting with excitement.
Not long ago I was in Israel doing research for my fourth novel, The Copper Scroll. I was having coffee at the King David Hotel with the head of a messianic Jewish congregation. As we looked out over the Old City and the Mount of Olives, I asked him, “In 1967, when I was born, how many Israeli Jews believed in Jesus?”
“Maybe a handful,” he said.
“How many Jews worldwide in 1967 believed Jesus was the Messiah?” I asked.
“Based on my research, less than 2,000,” he said.
How much has changed since then. Today there are some 10,000 Israeli Jewish believers in Jesus. Worldwide, conservative estimates put the number around 100,000. Some believe the number is closer to 300,000. What a startling increase—and my father and I and my sons are part of those numbers, part of that dramatic trend. Jews are turning to Jesus in record numbers, and they are getting excited about his Second Coming.
So I write my books and I answer the question of how a Jew can believe in Jesus. And no, I’m not a psychic and I don’t have access to secret government information. But I do have access to the Jewish prophets—and so do you. God has told us what the future holds for Israel, for the world, and for you as biblical events continue to unfold. It’s all in the book . . . not mine, but his.
He is coming back soon. Maybe sooner than you think.
APPENDIX 2: AMERICAN ATTITUDES TOWARD BIBLE PROPHECY
Exclusive National Survey for Joel C. Rosenberg
Conducted by McLaughlin & Associates
1,000 randomly selected adults
February 13, 2006
In February of 2006, I commissioned a national survey to get a sense of how Americans feel about the question of whether we are living in the last days. The survey was conducted by a nationally respected polling organization. I found the results intriguing. I include them here for your interest as well.
ISRAEL: A PROPHECY COME TRUE?
The polling firm asked people whether they agreed or disagreed with the following statement: The rebirth of the State of Israel in 1948 and the return of millions of Jews to the Holy Land after centuries in exile represent the fulfillment of biblical prophecies.
52% of all Americans agree
Only 22% disagree
26% say they don’t know
Israel Prophecy—Gender
Israel Prophecy—Religion
Israel Prophecy—Ideology/Party Affiliation
Israel Prophecy—Party Affiliation
Israel Prophecy—Race
Israel Prophecy—Income
Israel Prophecy—Region
Israel Prophecy—Age
ARE WE LIVING IN THE LAST DAYS?
The polling firm asked people whether they agreed or disagreed with the following statement: Events such as the rebirth of the State of Israel, wars and instability in the Middle East, recent earthquakes, and the tsunami in Asia are evidence that we are living in what the Bible calls the last days.
42% of all Americans agree
44% disagree
14% say they don’t know
Last Days—Gender
Last Days—Religion
Last Days—Ideology/Party Affiliation
Last Days—Party Affiliation
Last Days—Race
Last Days—Income
Last Days—Region
Last Days—Age
APPENDIX 3: AMERICAN CHRISTIAN ATTITUDES TOWARD ISRAEL AND EPICENTER ISSUES
Exclusive National Survey for Joel C. Rosenberg
Conducted by McLaughlin & Associates
1,000 randomly selected American Christians
March 16-18, 2008
On May 14, 2008, Jews and Christians the world over celebrated the sixtieth anniversary of the dramatic and prophetic rebirth of the State of Israel.
In light of this historic anniversary, I commissioned a second national survey to examine more closely the attitudes of American Christians toward Israel, the future of Jerusalem, the Iranian nuclear threat, and other Middle East issues. Whereas the first survey looked at the views of Americans as a whole, this survey focused exclusively on Americans who identified themselves as Protestants or Catholics and was conducted by the same nationally respected firm that did the first poll.434
On April 10, 2008, I had the honor of releasing these results to 2,000 Christian and Jewish leaders from all over the world at the inaugural Epicenter Convention. They found the results intriguing. I think you will too.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Among the major findings of this survey:
CHRISTIAN LOVE FOR ISRAEL
The polling firm asked people whether they agreed or disagreed with the following statement: Christians have a moral and biblical obligation to show love and support for the people of Israel and pray for peace in Jerusalem.
82% of American Christians agree
Only 10% disagree
8% say they don’t know
Historically, American Protestants and Catholics have been divided on a host of social and political issues. But standing in solidarity with Israel turns out to be one of the great unifiers among Christians, the poll found.
Evangelical Christians—defined as those who describe themselves as “born again”—are the biggest supporters of Israel (89% said they agree). But strong pro-Israel convictions were by no means limited to evangelicals. They actually cut across all key demographics. Regardless of age, gender, race, political ideology, political party, region of the country, and denomination (Protestant or Catholic), the vast majority of Christians in the U.S. believe at a core level that the Bible teaches them to love Israel and pray for peace in Jerusalem.
CHRISTIAN COMPASSION FOR ISRAEL AND HER NEIGHBORS
The polling firm asked whether people agreed or disagreed with the following statement: In addition to caring for the poor and needy in our own country, Christians have a moral and biblical obligation to provide humanitarian relief to the poor and needy and to victims of war and terrorism in Israel and the Middle East.
75% of American Christians agree
16% disagree
9% say they don’t know
Based on the answers to the previous poll question, it should not be surprising that Christians want to demonstrate their love in real and practical ways to victims of war and terrorism in Israel. But significantly, they also want to demonstrate biblical love and compassion to Israel’s neighbors, such as the Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza and the people of Lebanon, Iraq, Sudan, and the rest of the Middle East.
The issue of providing humanitarian aid—food, clothing, medical supplies, and the like—to those in real and serious need is a unifying issue among Christians. Evangelicals feel strongest about the importance of doing relief work (89% said it is a biblical mandate), but they are not alone. A full 76% of Christians who say they are not “born again” also say they want to care for the poor, and this conviction turned out to be widely held among all Christians.
For example:
CHRISTIAN DESIRE TO VISIT THE HOLY LAND
The polling firm asked, Do you have an interest in someday taking a tour of Israel, walking where Jesus walked, and visiting the Christian and Jewish holy sites?
49% of all American Christians said yes
58% of Evangelical Christians said yes
52% of Catholics said yes
We probed deeper to determine how many had a “strong interest” in touring Israel and how many simply had “some interest.” The numbers were still strikingly high. Nearly one-fourth of all American Christians (24%) have a “strong interest.” Among Catholics, the number jumps to 28% with “strong interest.” And among evangelicals, the number jumps to nearly one in three (32%) with “strong interest.”
In the end, however, what was particularly striking about these results was not so much the percentage of Christians who said they would like to visit Israel but how that percentage translates into sheer numbers of potential tourists to the Jewish state. There are an estimated 100 million evangelical Christians in the U.S., according to the Institute for the Study of American Evangelicals at Wheaton College.435 That translates into some 32 million American evangelicals who have a “strong interest” in visiting Nazareth, Bethlehem, the Sea of Galilee, the Mount of Beatitudes, and the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.
At the same time, there are an estimated 64 million Catholics in the U.S., according to the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops.436 That translates into nearly 18 million Catholics who have a “strong interest” in walking the Via Dolorosa and visiting the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, the Garden of Gethsemane, and other sites where Jesus and his disciples walked and ministered.
All told, there are about 91 million American Christians who want to visit Israel, and at least 50 million who strongly desire to walk where Jesus walked.
CHRISTIAN CONCERN OVER THE “IRANIAN BOMB”
The polling firm asked, If Iran develops nuclear weapons, do you believe the leaders of Iran will eventually try to use those nuclear weapons to attack Israel?
65% of American Christians said yes
13% said no
23% said they don’t know
While strong majorities fear Iranian use of nuclear weapons—and those majorities cut across all demographics—there are notable differences:
It should be noted that nearly a quarter of American Christians (23%) told the polling firm they were not yet sure how to evaluate the Iranian threat to Israel, suggesting they are perhaps watching events in the Middle East to see if Iranian leaders are prepared to make good on their threats or whether the U.S., Israel, or other Western allies will take decisive diplomatic, economic, or military action to neutralize the threat.
CHRISTIAN CONCERNS ABOUT A PALESTINIAN STATE
The polling firm asked, If a Palestinian state were established in the West Bank and Gaza, do you believe it would more likely be a peaceful, moderate democracy or a terrorist state?
32% of American Christians said “a terrorist state”
24% said a “peaceful democracy”
44% said they don’t know
American Christians who believe in the words spoken by Jesus—”Blessed are the peacemakers”—certainly hope that the Middle East peace process will produce a just and fair solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict. But they are deeply conflicted about what would be “just and fair” and about the potential unintended consequences of a comprehensive treaty.
By an eight-point margin (32% to 24%) American Christians fear that if a Palestinian state was established, it would more likely be a terrorist state than a peaceful, moderate democracy. However, a striking 44% doesn’t know.
There are some clear demographic distinctions. For example, Protestants lean toward saying a Palestinian state would be a terrorist state, but Catholics are virtually split. Evangelical Protestants say a Palestinian state would be a terrorist state by a twenty-point margin but non-evangelical Protestants lean toward saying it would be a peaceful, moderate democracy. The opinion that a Palestinian state would be a terrorist state is strongest among Republican and conservative evangelical Protestants.
CHRISTIAN VIEWS ON DIVIDING JERUSALEM
The polling firm asked the following question: Throughout history Jerusalem has never been the capital of any state except the Jewish State of Israel. Now, the international community is pressuring Israel to divide Jerusalem. Do you believe that Jerusalem should remain the united capital of Israel, or be divided and become the capital of a Palestinian Muslim state as well?
50% say Jerusalem should remain the united capital of Israel
Only 17% think Jerusalem should be divided
33% say they don’t know
While by a 3 to 1 ratio (50% to 17%) American Christians believe that Jerusalem should remain the united capital of Israel, curiously, Protestants and Catholics are somewhat divided. A majority of Protestants (53%) support a united Jerusalem, but only 44% of Catholics do. The biggest split, however, comes between evangelical and non-evangelical Christians.
That said, fully one in three American Christians say they don’t know enough to take a position one way or the other, suggesting that there is still quite a bit of education to be done by those who advocate keeping Jerusalem the united capital of the Jewish state. After all, among those who feel they have the knowledge to have a firm opinion, 75% of American Christians support a united Jerusalem, while 25% think it should be divided. Among evangelical Protestants, a stunning 85% say Jerusalem should stay united under Jewish control, while only 15% say it should be divided with Muslims.
HOW EPICENTER ISSUES MAY AFFECT CHRISTIAN VOTERS
The polling firm also asked, Would you be more likely or less likely to vote for a candidate for president of the United States if you knew that candidate would strongly advocate policies to protect America from radical Islamic terrorism; protect Israel from a nuclear attack by Iran; protect the capital of Israel, Jerusalem, from being divided with Palestinian Muslims; and refuse to pressure Israel to make diplomatic concessions that could endanger Israel’s national security? If it would make no difference, just say so.
45% of American Christians said they would be more likely to vote for a U.S. presidential candidate who advocated such positions on Middle East issues
Only 9% said they would be less likely
29% said such positions would make no difference in their voting behavior
The survey results suggest that American Christians are looking carefully for a presidential candidate who understands the magnitude of the threat posed to the U.S. and its allies by radical Islamic extremists and who strongly advocates policy positions to defend U.S. national security as well defend strategic allies such as Israel in the winner-take-all battle with radical Islam.
Americans Christians can be expected to watch epicenter-related issues closely, and the survey results suggest a presidential candidate’s position on these issues will strongly affect Christians’ behavior at the ballot box.
APPENDIX 4: EZEKIEL 38–39 (NASB)
CHAPTER 38
And the word of the LORD came to me saying, 2“Son of man, set your face toward Gog of the land of Magog, the prince of Rosh, Meshech and Tubal, and prophesy against him 3and say, ‘Thus says the Lord GOD, “Behold, I am against you, O Gog, prince of Rosh, Meshech and Tubal. 4I will turn you about and put hooks into your jaws, and I will bring you out, and all your army, horses and horsemen, all of them splendidly attired, a great company with buckler and shield, all of them wielding swords; 5Persia, Ethiopia and Put with them, all of them with shield and helmet; 6Gomer with all its troops; Beth-togarmah from the remote parts of the north with all its troops—many peoples with you.
7“Be prepared, and prepare yourself, you and all your companies that are assembled about you, and be a guard for them. 8After many days you will be summoned; in the latter years you will come into the land that is restored from the sword, whose inhabitants have been gathered from many nations to the mountains of Israel which had been a continual waste; but its people were brought out from the nations, and they are living securely, all of them. 9You will go up, you will come like a storm; you will be like a cloud covering the land, you and all your troops, and many peoples with you.”
10‘Thus says the Lord GOD, “It will come about on that day, that thoughts will come into your mind and you will devise an evil plan, 11and you will say, ‘I will go up against the land of unwalled villages. I will go against those who are at rest, that live securely, all of them living without walls and having no bars or gates, 12to capture spoil and to seize plunder, to turn your hand against the waste places which are now inhabited, and against the people who are gathered from the nations, who have acquired cattle and goods, who live at the center of the world.’ 13Sheba and Dedan and the merchants of Tarshish with all its villages will say to you, ‘Have you come to capture spoil? Have you assembled your company to seize plunder, to carry away silver and gold, to take away cattle and goods, to capture great spoil?’”’
14“Therefore prophesy, son of man, and say to Gog, ‘Thus says the Lord GOD, “On that day when My people Israel are living securely, will you not know it? 15You will come from your place out of the remote parts of the north, you and many peoples with you, all of them riding on horses, a great assembly and a mighty army; 16and you will come up against My people Israel like a cloud to cover the land. It shall come about in the last days that I will bring you against My land, so that the nations may know Me when I am sanctified through you before their eyes, O Gog.”
17‘Thus says the Lord GOD, “Are you the one of whom I spoke in former days through My servants the prophets of Israel, who prophesied in those days for many years that I would bring you against them? 18It will come about on that day, when Gog comes against the land of Israel,” declares the Lord GOD, “that My fury will mount up in My anger. 19In My zeal and in My blazing wrath I declare that on that day there will surely be a great earthquake in the land of Israel. 20The fish of the sea, the birds of the heavens, the beasts of the field, all the creeping things that creep on the earth, and all the men who are on the face of the earth will shake at My presence; the mountains also will be thrown down, the steep pathways will collapse and every wall will fall to the ground. 21I will call for a sword against him on all My mountains,” declares the Lord GOD. “Every man’s sword will be against his brother. 22With pestilence and with blood I will enter into judgment with him; and I will rain on him and on his troops, and on the many peoples who are with him, a torrential rain, with hailstones, fire and brimstone. 23I will magnify Myself, sanctify Myself, and make Myself known in the sight of many nations; and they will know that I am the LORD.”’”
CHAPTER 39
“And you, son of man, prophesy against Gog and say, ‘Thus says the Lord GOD, “Behold, I am against you, O Gog, prince of Rosh, Meshech and Tubal; 2and I will turn you around, drive you on, take you up from the remotest parts of the north and bring you against the mountains of Israel. 3I will strike your bow from your left hand and dash down your arrows from your right hand. 4You will fall on the mountains of Israel, you and all your troops and the peoples who are with you; I will give you as food to every kind of predatory bird and beast of the field. 5You will fall on the open field; for it is I who have spoken,” declares the Lord GOD. 6“And I will send fire upon Magog and those who inhabit the coastlands in safety; and they will know that I am the LORD.
7“My holy name I will make known in the midst of My people Israel; and I will not let My holy name be profaned anymore. And the nations will know that I am the LORD, the Holy One in Israel. 8Behold, it is coming and it shall be done,” declares the Lord GOD. “That is the day of which I have spoken.
9“Then those who inhabit the cities of Israel will go out and make fires with the weapons and burn them, both shields and bucklers, bows and arrows, war clubs and spears, and for seven years they will make fires of them. 10They will not take wood from the field or gather firewood from the forests, for they will make fires with the weapons; and they will take the spoil of those who despoiled them and seize the plunder of those who plundered them,” declares the Lord GOD.
11“On that day I will give Gog a burial ground there in Israel, the valley of those who pass by east of the sea, and it will block off those who would pass by. So they will bury Gog there with all his horde, and they will call it the valley of Hamon-gog. 12For seven months the house of Israel will be burying them in order to cleanse the land. 13Even all the people of the land will bury them; and it will be to their renown on the day that I glorify Myself,” declares the Lord GOD. 14“They will set apart men who will constantly pass through the land, burying those who were passing through, even those left on the surface of the ground, in order to cleanse it. At the end of seven months they will make a search. 15As those who pass through the land pass through and anyone sees a man’s bone, then he will set up a marker by it until the buriers have buried it in the valley of Hamon-gog. 16And even the name of the city will be Hamonah. So they will cleanse the land.”’
17“As for you, son of man, thus says the Lord GOD, ‘Speak to every kind of bird and to every beast of the field, “Assemble and come, gather from every side to My sacrifice which I am going to sacrifice for you, as a great sacrifice on the mountains of Israel, that you may eat flesh and drink blood. 18You will eat the flesh of mighty men and drink the blood of the princes of the earth, as though they were rams, lambs, goats and bulls, all of them fatlings of Bashan. 19So you will eat fat until you are glutted, and drink blood until you are drunk, from My sacrifice which I have sacrificed for you. 20You will be glutted at My table with horses and charioteers, with mighty men and all the men of war,” declares the Lord GOD.
21“And I will set My glory among the nations; and all the nations will see My judgment which I have executed and My hand which I have laid on them. 22And the house of Israel will know that I am the LORD their God from that day onward. 23The nations will know that the house of Israel went into exile for their iniquity because they acted treacherously against Me, and I hid My face from them; so I gave them into the hand of their adversaries, and all of them fell by the sword. 24According to their uncleanness and according to their transgressions I dealt with them, and I hid My face from them.”’”
25Therefore thus says the Lord GOD, “Now I will restore the fortunes of Jacob and have mercy on the whole house of Israel; and I will be jealous for My holy name. 26They will forget their disgrace and all their treachery which they perpetrated against Me, when they live securely on their own land with no one to make them afraid. 27When I bring them back from the peoples and gather them from the lands of their enemies, then I shall be sanctified through them in the sight of the many nations. 28Then they will know that I am the LORD their God because I made them go into exile among the nations, and then gathered them again to their own land; and I will leave none of them there any longer. 29I will not hide My face from them any longer, for I will have poured out My Spirit on the house of Israel,” declares the Lord GOD.
APPENDIX 5: INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS
The following interviews were conducted in 2007 for the Epicenter documentary film released for the fortieth anniversary of the Six Days’ War.
BENJAMIN NETANYAHU
Former Prime Minister of Israel
JOEL ROSENBERG: Mr. Prime Minister, thank you for spending time with us. First question I want to ask you: In your 1995 book, Fighting Terrorism, you said, “It’s only a matter of time before the U.S. gets hit by radical Islam.” You had talked about the World Trade Center and kamikazes. What is it you were able to see in the mid-1990s that so many analysts, like the leaders in the West, couldn’t see?
BENJAMIN NETANYAHU: I think the West misunderstood, and still misunderstands, the threat of radical Islam. It is a fanatic messianic ideology that seeks to have an apocalyptic battle for world supremacy with the West. It seeks to correct what it sees—its disciples see—as an accident of history, where the West has risen and Islam has declined. The correction is supposed to be done by the reselection of an Islamic empire and the acquisition of nuclear weapons and the use of nuclear weapons, if necessary, to obliterate Islam’s enemies, and to subjugate the rest.
This is a pathological ideology, much like Nazism was. And it poses a threat, in my judgment, in many ways bigger than Nazism because Hitler embarked on a world conflict and then sought to achieve nuclear weapons, whereas the leading radical Islamic regime, Iran, is seeking to first acquire nuclear weapons and then embark on a world conflict. And that is what is not yet understood in the West, and certainly, if it’s understood, it’s not acted upon.
ROSENBERG: [Iranian president Mahmoud] Ahmadinejad has an apocalyptic theory. . . . In your view, how is that driving Iranian foreign policy? Because that’s not something that Western analysts are talking much about. They’re starting to, but this seems to be animating where they’re headed and their timetable.
NETANYAHU: I think the world changes once Iran acquires nuclear weapons. With this fanatic regime, it’s almost akin to the Branch Davidians under David Koresh acquiring nuclear weapons. You know, it’s one thing if you have a crazy sect stuck up in some commune in Oregon or in a ranch in Waco, Texas. But when the wacko from Waco gets nuclear weapons and he wants to obliterate the United States and its allies, then you start worrying. And that’s what is happening in Iran.
You think that these people are normal; you think that Iran would conform to the conceptions of deterrents and careful calculation of cost and benefit. But in fact, it is part of that stream of radical Islam, in this case [the] Shiite stream, but you’ve already seen what the Sunni stream does, which is to smash into buildings in Manhattan with collective suicide, to smash into the Pentagon with collective suicide. And there’s no reason to believe that the militant Shiites, once they have atomic weapons, will not be suicidal. They say openly that they intend to remove Israel, the first position of the West, really “little Satan,” but remember that their goal is to get the United States, the “big Satan.” We’re just a station, one station, on the way to world conquest. And to have such a regime that believes in apocalyptic Armageddon with the West—in which millions will die on both sides, but the Muslim millions go to a Muslim heaven with all the trappings—to have that crazy ideology in charge of a country that is developing atomic weapons is unbelievably dangerous, and it should stop. Everything else is secondary to this.
I find it hard saying this, because I said in the early nineties that the radical Muslims would bring down the World Trade Center and the response was no response at all. And I am saying here, now, in the beginning of the first decade of the twenty-first century, that the world faces an enormous danger, should Ahmadinejad’s Iran acquire atomic weapons. It is not merely a danger to my own country—and for the reasons of full disclosure I tell you, yes, it is a danger to my own country—but it’s a danger to my own country the way Hitler was a danger to the Jews. Yes, of course, he went after the Jews, but then he went after everyone else. And that’s exactly what you have with Iran. It has to be stopped. Now.
ROSENBERG: Can you negotiate with, or even successfully deter, someone who believes that it is his God-given mission to eliminate millions of people?
NETANYAHU: No, it’s very hard to rely on deterrents. It is not the same as Soviet Russia. It is not the same as China, or India, or any one of the nuclear powers today, that you’re fairly comfortable understanding what they think in terms of cost and benefit. In the case of an extreme religious cult, that has no such calculations. You could, in fact, face a suicidal regime. Therefore you can’t rely on deterrents; you should work on prevention, that is, preventing them from acquiring the weapons and mass death.
ROSENBERG: How much time does the West have to make a decision to act decisively to stop Iran?
NETANYAHU: Not much. We are running out of time. I can’t tell you if it’s a period of months or a few years. It’s certainly no more than a few years.
ROSENBERG: When you were prime minister, both India and Pakistan tested nuclear weapons. As I understand from my research, Western intelligence agencies—I don’t know about the Mossad—were startled that they were ready at that moment. What was your assessment at the time?
NETANYAHU: Well, the first thing I did, or among the first things I did, after I was elected prime minister, was, I think some three weeks later, to speak before a joint session of the U.S. Congress. And I said at the time that the greatest danger that the world faces is the arming of Iran with nuclear weapons. What was true ten years ago is doubly true today—not doubly, triply. I couldn’t get the leading powers of the world, including the U.S. administration at the time, to focus on this danger and to stop the shipment of nuclear and ballistic technology to Iran from many countries, including Russia. I could not get the U.S. to focus on this. I think today people understand the danger. It’s much more advanced. It has moved forward.
Could we be surprised tomorrow? Well, we were surprised by the extent of Libya’s advancement in its nuclear program, and happily it was dismantled, probably as a result of the deterrent effect of [Mu’ammar] Al-Qadhafi’s seeing Saddam [Hussein] at the end of a hole—realizing that he too could hang by the end of a rope. But no such deterrent necessarily works on the true believers in Tehran. And therefore, our focus should not be on deterrents, which may not work, but on prevention, which can obviate the need for deterrents.
ROSENBERG: Natan Sharansky was telling me a story a couple of years ago when I was working with him, about how you sent him back to Moscow, to meet with then KGB chief Vladimir Putin to talk about this specific threat. And he repeated it, of course, for the cameras, a couple days ago. Why? Why did you send him? What message were you trying to send Putin and the leaders of Russia? Because this relationship—Russia and Iran—takes this thing to a new level.
NETANYAHU: I think there is a fundamental contradiction in Russia’s policy. On the one hand, it gives free rein, or almost free rein, to Iran; giving it political support, giving it antiaircraft weapons, and so on, vetoing stiff measures in the Security Council. But on the other hand, it’s building, inadvertently, a powder keg that could explode the soft underbelly of Russia, its own Muslim populations, and the Muslim republics, former Soviet republics, that gird Russia’s southern belly. So I think this is a big mistake. I think that nuclear weapons in the hands of an Iranian, fervently Islamic regime is a danger to Russia. But Russia is perhaps acting on short-term gains at the cost of long term-interest, and this is something that I wanted to bring to their attention when I asked Sharansky to go there. And something that I sought to deal with by getting the U.S. administration at the time to apply sanctions on Russian companies, and the Russian government itself, for selling ballistic and nuclear technology to Iran.
We were unsuccessful then because the U.S. did not focus on this. And the question is, what will the U.S. do today? It has probably in Washington today, I think, a clear understanding of the dangers. But . . . there are really [three] steps here: One is understanding . . . the danger. Two is preparing a response to it. And third is acting. And of all the things that are difficult for statesmen and political leaders, preemption is the hardest because you can never prove what would happen if you don’t preempt. So had the West preempted against Germany in the 1930s, there would have been a lot of controversy and a lot of argument against excessive violence. But of course, millions, tens of millions of people, let alone the six million Jews, would have been saved. And it’s the same thing today; to take strong action against Iran, first in the form of sanctions, and second, if those don’t work, using other means, is something that would be criticized, perhaps severely criticized, by some of the rest of the Arab or Muslim world. They just want it to happen; they are begging it to happen. . . . In the West you’d be criticized, but you’d be saving the world, and probably saving millions and millions of lives.
ROSENBERG: So what’s Putin’s objective, in your assessment of him, personally, of where he’s taking Russia, in submarines, missiles, nuclear technology—
NETANYAHU: I think it’s very clear that there is a monetary gain [for Russia] in the contract with Iran. [But] I think it’s folly to take a perspective of short-term financial gain at the expense of your vital strategic interest, like the survival of your cities. That is not a good trade-off. And I think that it would be prudent for Russia to take a second look.
It may not, so the U.S. action—U.S.-led action—should take into account the fact that the U.S. will not have Russian support, will not have Chinese support. And then there are things that could be done to put pressure on the Ahmadinejad regime today that [don’t] require anything [from] governments. [Things like] pension funds [withdrawing] their funds from companies that invest in this genocide regime of Iran, just the way they stopped investing in the apartheid regime of South Africa. That would create a snowball effect that would seriously pressure the regime. So these things, non-governmental, and governmental sanctions, and governmental action, whether you have a common front with Russia and China, or without them. That is what leadership is about today; you have to act in time, before the radical Muslims arm themselves with atomic bombs.
ROSENBERG: One more question on radical Islam and then just a couple on relationships between evangelicals and Israel. But on this, to finish up on the radical Islam side, Hezbollah, Hamas, Syria, and their relationship to Iran—are you looking at a war here, ’07, ’08? I mean, this is looking like what happened [in 2006], maybe just the prelude. Whether it’s the apocalyptic version that Iran is preparing for, or something intermediate?
NETANYAHU: No, I don’t think [so]. I think a repeat of the Second Lebanon War would only happen if it’s in Iran’s interest. That is, I think their interest right now is just to proceed to complete their nuclear program, and they don’t want anything to interfere with it. So I’m not sure that they would use their proxies—Hezbollah in Lebanon or Hamas in Gaza—to activate another war. That may not be in their interest if they think that such a war could escalate to an armed activity against Iran. So I don’t necessarily think that they will pull this lever. On the other hand, they might want to, if pressures accumulate on the Iranian nuclear program [and] they want to deflect pressure.
But on balance, my guess is they’ll be very careful right now. They want to concentrate on completing their nuclear program, because once they have that, then they could threaten the West in ways that are unimaginable today. They could take over the Persian Gulf on all its sides and take control of the oil reserves of the world, most of them. They could topple Saudi Arabia and Jordan in short order. And of course, Iraq. All your internal debates in America on Iraq would be irrelevant because [a] nuclear-armed Iran would subordinate Iraq in two seconds. And of course, they threaten to create a second Holocaust in Israel and proceed on their idea of a global empire, producing 25 atomic bombs a year, 250 bombs in a decade, with missiles that they are already working on and they want to develop to reach the eastern seaboard of the United Sates. This is something that just—Everything else pales in comparison to this development. This has to be stopped. For the sake of the world, not only for the sake of Israel.
ROSENBERG: So is it your assessment that it’s very possible that the next war, if it’s not launched by the West to stop Iran, will be Iran trying to eradicate Israel?
NETANYAHU: I don’t think necessarily that Iran will go through another exercise with Hezbollah or Hamas. It may ignite itself, but I don’t think they’ll necessarily ignite it unless they think it helps deflect attention [from] their nuclear program. If, in fact, it draws attention to their nuclear program, that’s the last thing they have in mind. In other words, what will happen—because Hezbollah is a wholly owned subsidiary of Iran, and [Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan] Nasrallah doesn’t decide on anything, it’s decided in Tehran—whether or not they’ll enflame the area is really dependant on Iran’s goals. Right now its goal is to turn Lebanon into a second Iran. That’s what they’re concentrating on. I’m not sure they’d want another exchange with Israel necessarily. They will if they think it helps the Iranian nuclear program. They won’t if they don’t think that.
ROSENBERG: We took a survey; we used [McLaughlin & Associates] as our pollster [to survey] American attitudes toward Israel, toward Bible prophecy, [and] 52% of American [Christians] say that they believe the rebirth of Israel in the modern era is a result of Bible prophecy. . . . [In] your own assessment—I mean you, the prime minister of Israel—is Israel simply a political re-creation of Political Zionism [or] do you see it also in biblical or prophetic—
NETANYAHU: Well, I’m not an Orthodox Jew—although I have respect for our traditions. But those traditions have had a tremendous thrust in our history. Because you have to ask yourself, “How is it that the Jews are able to, really, to resist the iron laws of history?” You know, you had a lot of people who were exiled. In fact most peoples of the world were either exiled or conquered. All the ancient nations, most of them, something happened to them that they were dispersed, or they were conquered, or they were decimated. So the Jews were not any different in that sense.
But what is different about the Jews is that they refuse to conform to the patterns of destruction and disappearance that afflicted other nations that were overtaken. And in our dispersal we said year after year, “Next year in Jerusalem.” We wanted to come back to this land you see around you. And it’s defying of these laws of history with the faith and purpose that we had that enabled us to get back here. So obviously you can’t just discount it and say, “Well, it’s just a blanket political process.” It has enormous reservoirs of faith and hope [without which the rebirth of Israel] would not have [been] possible.
The rebirth of Israel is deeply embedded in our traditions. It’s said that the Jewish people, the Jewish exiles, will come back and rebuild their land, their ancestral homeland, here in Israel and create an independent life. And that weaves together both religious and secular traditions in ways that probably are not found anywhere else in the world or in any other people.
That’s why it’s such a powerful story; it’s like a parable. You know, this is why the establishment of America was premised on the story of the people of Israel. This is why the view of the United States, this new America, was called the City on the Hill. Well, the [original] City on the Hill is—If you look outside the window, you’ll see those hills. That city is Jerusalem. And this is the fundamental belief, that they can create a new life, really, for an old people in the “old new land,” as [Austrian writer Theodor] Herzl called it. This is a very powerful theme that obviously resonated from the Jewish people to many, many others. There is hope; there is redemption for mankind. And if the Jews can make it, then anybody else can.
ROSENBERG: So along those lines then—this is the last two questions—Shiites have this end times theology; it’s radical. Obviously evangelicals have an end times theology, but Jews as well, from the prophet Ezekiel. Right after he says Israel will be reborn in the future, he also talks about Russia and Iran forming an alliance. That probably can’t—those type of prophecies probably don’t guide Israeli foreign policy but—
NETANYAHU: Well, there’s a huge difference, and I would be careful to make the analogy between the Judeo-Christian traditions and prophecies and the radical Islamic traditions, for two reasons. One, the radical Islamists have a very violent tradition. In other words, it’s not something that will happen, but it will happen by destruction that we effect. We effect. That is, we—the radical Muslims—should unsheathe our swords and embark on a great jihad of fire and blood, first against nonbelieving Arabs and then against the Muslims, and then against everyone else. That is not present in the evolution of Judeo-Christian theological thinking. Secondly, it’s the immediacy of the idea of, you know, of an “End of Days,” so to speak. At least in the Jewish tradition, this is something that you strive for; it may not necessarily happen in our time, but it is a day in which people will do—what? What will they do? They won’t take their swords and cut off other people’s heads. In fact, they’ll take their swords and turn them into plows. So it’s the exact opposite. It’s [not] immediate; it is something to strive [for], and it’s a vision of peace, not a vision of apocalyptic war.
These are two traditions which are very different, and I would be very, very, careful in equating the two because they’re not the same. In any case, the impact of the Jewish messianic thinking was benign. That is, it was merely an idea that the dispersed Jews would come back and purchase empty lots in a wasteland that was here—what you see around you is basically sand, and bog, and desert. There’s nothing. And we basically built it up and never sought to make war with anyone. Including the many Arabs that [came] into this country as a result of the Jewish rebirth. We accepted them too. It’s they who didn’t accept us. Having immigrated, many of them, into this country as a result of the Jewish restoration. So, it’s basically a benign conception of rebirth and redemption, as opposed to a very warlike cult of blood that seeks to destroy. It’s construction versus destruction. It’s peace versus war. It’s beating your swords into plowshares as opposed to beating your plowshares into swords. And it’s a very, very different conception.
ROSENBERG: You are sitting under a picture of Menachem Begin, [who] probably took the lead in building alliances and friendships with evangelicals, but you have really continued that legacy—
NETANYAHU: Yeah, I did.
ROSENBERG: Why, and where do we go from here? Where would you like us to go from here?
NETANYAHU: It’s important to understand that the partnership between Jewish Zionists and Christian Zionists is actually over a century and a half old. I don’t think it’s possible to understand the rebirth and growth of Jewish Zionism without [recognizing] the tremendous backing we had in the Christian world, in Britain and the United States in the nineteenth century. Societies were established to help the Jews come back here. [The writer] Mark Twain visited the Holy Land and wrote rather realistically of the forlorn state of the country, saying that it’ll only come back to life when the Jews come back here. Queen Victoria, in England, set up the Palestine Exploration Fund, which was intended to do scientific archeological expeditions to find out the locations of the biblical cities and towns, which, by the way, they did. And they too came to the conclusion that the country will only come back to life when the Jews come back here in great numbers.
And so this was the background of Christian Zionism that presaged Jewish political Zionism by a full half century. And so this is a very deep partnership which I understand, I respect. And today, I see it not merely as a partnership for Israel, that’s very clear, but as a partnership for the defense of our common values against those who would obliterate our lives. Initially, the danger came from Soviet totalitarianism. But increasingly, especially after the demise of Communism as a creed, the danger is from militant Islam that seeks to obliterate those values that our traditions hold dear: individual freedom, democratic life, the respect for an individual. These things are anathema to the militant Muslims. It’s not so much that they hate the West because of Israel; it’s that they hate Israel because of the West. Because we represent to them this hated culture and civilization that they want to annihilate. And of course they hated the West for centuries before the State of Israel was reborn. So I think there is a natural partnership out there with the citizens of all the democracies. Many of them, especially in Europe, they don’t get it. Some of them do, especially in Eastern Europe, increasingly they get it. In Western Europe, increasingly they get it. But in the United States, they get it. The secular and religious citizens of America, they pretty much get it, and they get it right.
ROSENBERG: So one follow-up, and I have to ask you. There were tensions for a long time between the followers of Jesus and Jews, though in many ways that’s evaporating. But how can we continue to help in the last days? Are there specific ways you’d love to see evangelicals do more?
NETANYAHU: The transformation that has taken place in the evangelical community is quite impressive. The first transformation is that it doesn’t seek to proselytize among the Jews; it seeks to support the state of the Jews. And that is a growing tendency which I think has made a big difference. And secondly, political leaders like myself have said that the greatest partners, the greatest supporters we have are those who view Israel as an asset in itself, who have a deep attachment to it. And unquestionably those include first and foremost the evangelical community which is in the United States, and Northern Europe, and Scandinavia, and probably in seventeen, eighteen countries and growing. And I think that setting aside the theological hairsplitting about what’ll happen in the end of days, and focusing on what we have to do in these present days, has been the source of great support.
And I think that this should radiate beyond the evangelical community to [the] non-evangelical community. Because, you know, it’s the same thing, when these terrorist bombs of militant Islam hit Israel, they don’t distinguish between religious and secular, between left and right. To them, we’re all marked for death. And the same thing is true in America. When they slammed into the World Trade Center, they didn’t really care who was there. For them, we are all marked for death. So for me, it would be important that this basic partnership today that you see between the evangelical community in the United States and Israel would turn into a broad partnership, which I think it is turning into. Between Americans, period, and Israel because we’re in the same boat; we have the same goals and the same values and we’re threatened by the same enemies.
NATAN SHARANSKY
Former Deputy Prime Minister of Israel
JOEL ROSENBERG: How serious is the Iranian nuclear threat, in your assessment?
NATAN SHARANSKY: I think what makes it so serious is it’s nonconventional weapons in the hands of nonconventional government. [Iran’s] leaders [view] life in this world only as the introduction to the next world. And their success in the next world depends on how many unfaithful people they will kill in this world and how successful they will be with Small Satan and Big Satan. This is very dangerous. We have to understand that nuclear weapons in the hands of this regime changes not only the chances of Israel for survival, it changes the chances of the Free World. Free World will never be free again. It will never be led by the spiritual freedom of the United States of America or other free nations. It is all about appeasement and how to save your life [by] sacrificing your freedom. That’s in fact the challenges of nuclear weapons in the hands of this regime in Iran. And that’s why it is the highest moral obligation—moral interest and practical interest of the Free World—to mobilize for two aims: to prevent this regime from having nuclear weapons and to encourage the democratic opposition to replace this regime.
ROSENBERG: How much time do we have?
SHARANSKY: I believe that 2007 is the last year to do something.
ROSENBERG: And if 2008 begins and we haven’t done anything?
SHARANSKY: Then our situation and our opportunities to deal with the problem will be much more limited. You have to understand, I don’t want to say that in 2007 Iran can try to use nuclear weapons against Israel, America, or whatever. But I am saying that if this problem will not be solved in 2007, the chances for success later will be far less, and the scope or efforts which have to be undertaken will be simply incomparable.
ROSENBERG: Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is denying the Holocaust, yet he seems to be preparing for another one. Do you see a scenario in which Iran could get to the point where they’re capable of doing in six minutes what it took Hitler six years to do—to kill six million Jews?
SHARANSKY: I think that for leaders of Iran, there is no problem to launch a new holocaust as long as the holocaust is connected with the right idea. Maybe where they can have disagreement with the Nazi regime [is] that [the Nazis] don’t show that it was done for the right idea, to [gain entrance] in the right way to paradise. . . . Another problem [is that a] holocaust can happen only when there are enough people who are ready to think about it, who are not afraid of it, and for whom it is legitimate to kill the others [whom they consider] less than human beings. And it took quite an effort for [the] Nazi regime to create [a] nation where so many people believed that Jews [were] less than human beings; [that it was] okay to view them in [a] different way. In fact there was a whole history of [a] double standard [regarding] Jews which helped. For these leaders of Iran, you don’t need [to make] any [such] efforts, [a holocaust is] already justified. For them there is no doubt they have the right and that they are obliged to do it, to do everything in their power to finish with the Satans of this world and to pave the way for the new world of faithful people. In fact, their children study in their schools that all the unfaithful will turn to be Muslims or will disappear from this world.
ROSENBERG: Why is Russia selling weapons, selling nuclear technology, and building nuclear facilities inside Iran?
SHARANSKY: All the history of leakage of Russian technologies toward Iran is a very sad story showing how short-range interests can prevail over the strategic thinking; showing how dangerous it is when the regimes are not building the real cooperation built on mutual desire to live in freedom and democracy.
I was sent by Israel in the name of Netanyahu to warn [the] Russians about the dangers of leakage of that technology in January ’97. In fact, I was the first minister to start this, and then I happened to be the first former prisoner of conscience in the Soviet Union ever who came back to visit his own prison and then to meet the head of new KGB, [Vladimir] Putin.
For Russia in the beginning, it was all about the markets. They felt that America and the West [were] trying to put them out of the markets, and here where [Russia] can have [an] important market, we have not room to give up. For them it was also belief—once Putin told me, “You’ll see even if you don’t trust us that we are doing our best to prevent this leakage of technologies. You will see one day that the best technology [is] coming from Europe.” And unfortunately to great extent, they happened to be right, that it’s not only Russian technologies but very sophisticated German, French, English, Dutch technologies which came through Pakistan to Iran.
But also for Russia today, when they believe that America is not willing to become a very strategic partner, what is important for them today is whether America is really serious about fighting Iran. I remember in the past, when [it] became clear that America [was] striking Iraq, [the Russians] were very critical about this. When they understood that it [was] inevitable, they started seriously discussing with America, thinking, what will be their role? What will be their possible cooperation the day after? But they are thinking that America is not suitable, it’s too big. Then all their interest is how to prevent [America’s] role in this: how to make clear to Arabs, and to Iran, and to the others, that if America is not strong enough against them it’s only because of Russia. So Russia has here economical interests which are shortsighted; they are not taking into account [the] strategic danger of Muslim fundamentalists for Russia itself, but they also—they attempt to play their usual game, how to make best of their relations with America and with Arab countries at the same time. So I think it is very important for America to have clear, big stick and big carrot at the same time. And unfortunately, very often, America doesn’t have either of these.
ROSENBERG: Talk to me a little bit more about your meeting with Putin. . . . When you met with him [in 1997], what was it that you were trying to convey on behalf of the president?
SHARANSKY: Look, my main message to all the leaders [in] Russia was yes, we want world cooperation . . . and yes, we are interested in all forms of cooperation. But all this will mean nothing if, really, Russia will help Iran to have nuclear weapons and missiles. We were saying . . . that if these policies will continue, the way it goes now, with all the leakage of Russian technologies, with the assistance of the others, in ten years Iran will have missile and bomb. [For us, this is a] question of death and life. That’s why all our talks, expressions of friendship and so on, mean nothing. We will fight against this, we will fight against Iran, we will fight against your interest if you will be helping Iran to [acquire nuclear capability]. So the private conversations were respectful but very tough. . . . [They assured me] there [would] be no more leakages. Unforunately, [that] didn’t happen. Probably they took care of some of the most obvious leakage of technologies, but in general, cooperation in this field continued, and they [maintain] that the leakage from the West continues [as well].
Putin again and again was saying that he understands—that was my second message—that he understands that [in] the long run, Iranian power in [the] Muslim world can be very dangerous for Russia. . . . On theoretical level, from time to time, it would seem that we are on the same wavelength. [But on a practical level, according to] our intelligence, Russia continued the same policy.
I think Putin never felt confidence that he can build real partnership with the West and with America, which will be protecting his long-range interests. And also he was never sure that America will have enough chutzpah, if you want, enough strength, really, to fight with Iran if it would be needed. And of course Russia is not going to fight Iran. So I personally believe that the more forceful, the more determined is America, the more there is a chance to get cooperation of Russia in this issue.
ROSENBERG: However, is it possible that we have passed some point of no return with the Russian and Iranian cooperation? I mean, one could make a case that Russia is building a military alliance with Iran.
SHARANSKY: Look, I personally believe it’s all dysfunctional. Russian leaders are different from Iranian leaders because they are not thinking about the next world. I don’t think they believe in the next world. Definitely for them, the real value is this world. . . . They will have different set of policies. Definitely there are forces in each [country] to restrict democracy, and we should not be happy with this. But [the Russian] forces, these people, are much more realistic, much less fanatical, much less fundamental—not fundamentalists like in Iran—and that’s why we can play in this difference of interest. . . .
But if we want to [achieve] cooperation on this issue, [Russia] should have no doubts that America is absolutely determined to solve the problem of Iran. [Either] with Russia or without Russia. And the [stronger] the message, the more there is a chance that Russia will be at least passively cooperative with America on this issue.
ROSENBERG: How determined do you think the United States is to stop Iran at all costs?
SHARANSKY: I personally think that the president of the United States of America is very determined. But once I told him, during our first meeting, that Mr. President, you are really a dissident [more than a politician] because politicians are [given to posturing]. They are saying and doing many things which are popular. This isn’t loyal to the ideas in which they believe. You believe in the ideas of the power of freedom to overcome tyranny and terror. You believe the evilness of the Iranian threat, and you are fighting it. But I want to warn you that dissidents have to be ready to be lonely, and only [in the long term is] history on the side of dissidents.
So my concern is the president is determined but he is very lonely in his determination. And no doubt developments in Iraq didn’t make him stronger in implementation of this. I believe this is a threat for all the Free World, not for one or another candidate, not for one or another country, but for all the Free World to remain free. And that’s why there is no reason why [the] president should be alone in this. There is no reason why this cause [should] not be [a bi-]partisan cause of Republicans and Democrats. After all, the Soviet Union was defeated in [the] Cold War only when . . . Democrats like Senator [Henry] Jackson or even Edward Kennedy on one hand and Republicans like President Reagan could work together and fight together. So that is [the] type of unity which is needed today.
ROSENBERG: Let me ask you about—I’m gonna wrap up soon—Christians and Jews—Evangelical Christians, Jews, Israelis—how important are these two communities to work together against Radical Islam?
SHARANSKY: I think they are natural allies. I tell you, in Soviet prison, I was an activist of two worlds at the same time; I was Zionist, Jewish nationalist, and human rights activist. And some people saw that as contradiction. I was filled with contradiction. In fact, in prison, there were different dissidents of different types: Catholics from Lithuania, and Pentecostals from Siberia, and Russian monarchists, Ukrainian nationalists, Jewish Zionists. Very quickly we [came] to the understanding that we—with all our differences, with all passions, with all our political disagreements, we are all fighting the same struggle, the same war. Our mutual enemy is KGB, and we all want to live in the society where people are not punished for their views. And the secret of your inner power to resist KGB was this feeling or fear of God. Understanding that we are created in the image of God and to remain free people, we have to fight KGB together.
In fact, some of the most moving moments of my imprisonment experience [were those] which I spent with my Christian friend. He was fighting that his Bible would be returned to him; I was fighting to have my Torah to be returned. . . . After many days of hunger strikes, they returned to us our books and we were together once—we started reading. We called it Reagan’s ecumenical readings. Why? Because it was just published that Reagan declared that year [1983] the year of [the] Bible. . . . And we decided that it’s because of pressure of Americans that suddenly they are giving us these books. And he start reading key chapter from New Testament, and I from Psalms, we were reading together, and it was very powerful feeling that with all the differences, we are praying to the same God. We are praying to the God in whose image we are created, as free people. And that’s what was giving us lot of power.
And I think for people who are so strongly connected today that—and they are connected not with [the] idea that all the other identities have to be erased, that those who don’t agree with you aren’t faithful and you are paving your way to paradise by killing them, but to the contrary, you believe that you are not doing to others what you don’t want to do to yourself. This is the power of people who are believing in freedom. That’s why I think it’s [a] very natural alliance. I think we have mutual interest and today, the biggest challenge of course is to fight this evil which threatens all of us, people who want to live in freedom.
GENERAL MOSHE YA’ALON
Former Israeli Defense Forces Chief of Staff
JOEL ROSENBERG: Your assessment that we are in World War III right now—talk to us about that.
MOSHE YA’ALON: Yes, we are engaged now in World War III, in which radical Islamists—I call them jihadists—[intend] to wipe Israel off the map on their way to defeat the West. They [want] to impose Islam all over the world, either by convincing people or by sword. This is the case with the Iranian ideology, Al-Qaeda ideology, as well as Muslim Brotherhood ideology. And the challenge is for the rest of the world, not just for the State of Israel.
ROSENBERG: Describe the apocalyptic thinking that’s driving Iranian foreign policy.
YA’ALON: The turning point in history, when it comes to this wave of radical Islam or jihadist ideologies, is 1979—the success of the Iranian Revolution. The Iranian Revolution success inspired and empowered other radical Islamists like Al-Qaeda, Sunni-Wahabi, these Muslims, and Muslim Brotherhood, Sunni Muslims. And Hamas is part of it. They believe they’re winning. They believe that they are able to impose Islam all over the world and they feel like they are winning, first of all because of lack of determination on behalf of the West. They feel like they are winning because they believe they defeated the Soviet Union and they are responsible for the Soviet Union collapse as a result of the war in Afghanistan. They feel like they are winning because they feel like they defeated us in Lebanon because of our withdrawal in 2000. They feel like they are winning because we [withdrew] unilaterally from Gaza and they believe that Hamas defeated us. And they feel like they are winning because Iran is the driving force behind this wave [and] the Iranian regime hasn’t paid any price for . . . deploying proxies all over the world against Israel [and] against the United States. . . . Going back to the devastating attacks in Beirut, 1983, in which 241 [U.S.] Marines were killed [and] 69 French servicemen were killed—Iran didn’t pay any price for it. The Iranian regime didn’t pay any price for the two attacks in Argentina against the Israeli Embassy and the Jewish Center in Argentina. The Iranian regime didn’t pay any price for . . . killing U.S. servicemen in [the Khobar Towers bombing in] Saudi Arabia in 1996. They didn’t pay any price for it.
And they feel like they are winning because [of] the lack of determination regarding the international community, regarding the International Institute [for Strategic Studies], when it comes to their determination to acquire military nuclear capabilities. Violating all understanding and agreements in order to win this kind of capability without paying any price.
And they feel like they are winning because they are behind the scenes. Succeed in destabilizing Iraq, supporting both Sunnis and Shiites to kill each other, to generate the sectarian violence, not to allow stability in Iraq. To allow democratization in Iraq. So they gain confidence because of this lack of determination on behalf of the West.
ROSENBERG: What is Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s endgame, in your view?
YA’ALON: It’s very clear. Ahmadinejad says what he means and means what he says. He believes in the messianic apocalyptic worldview, in which the Hidden Imam, which is his Islamic messiah, in the end should appear. In the end of the days, when he appears, all the world, all people all over the world, will become Muslims. There is no room for infidels. Neither Jews, nor Christians, Buddhists, whatever. All the world will become Muslim.
But according to his belief . . . he is a messenger of this idea. He should be proactive. . . . And he believes that in two years’ time, he might reach it by wiping Israel off the map and defeating the West. And actually, according to his talks, talking about his eighteen-page letter to President Bush, actually recommending him to be converted to Islam, otherwise he may be full of remorse. This is an Islamic expression. According to the jihadist principle, you should offer your enemies—the infidels, non-Muslims—the option to be converted to Islam. When they refuse, then you are allowed to use the sword. And that is his terminology when he speaks [to] Europeans as well [as to] the Jews, Israel. . . . Israel should be wiped off the map on the way to defeat the West. This is not just Israel, it is Europe, it is the United States; the Western culture should be defeated. All the world should become Muslim.
ROSENBERG: You’re a military general; you were the head of the Israeli Defense Forces. What’s your military assessment of how much time the West has to make a decision about how to stop Iran?
YA’ALON: When it comes to the Iranian Military Nuclear Project, it is in terms of a couple of years, might be a couple of months, to reach capabilities. . . . Having said that, even without the bomb, we see [that the] Iranian regime is operating today [by] proxies. In the war in Lebanon, actually Hezbollah was a proxy. Iran was the mastermind. In the military campaign in the Gaza Strip, June 2006, Hamas was a proxy; Iran was the mastermind. When it comes to Iraq, Iran is the mastermind behind the Shia violence as well as part of the Sunni violence today. Iraq equips them with IEDs, improvized explosive devices; terror know-how; weapons; money; to kill each other to avoid stability in Iraq, which is the Western interest. And this is the case when it comes to moderate regimes in our region: Jordan, Egypt, the Russian Gulf States.
The Iranian interest is to gain hegemony and the idea of having military nuclear capabilities. First of all, they use it as an umbrella to blackmail and to undermine those orderly regimes in the region which are linked to the West and act, to their mind, according to Western interest. This is the role of this Iranian regime.
In military terms, they are not so strong. To compare with the Western strengths when it comes to the United States, NATO . . . they are not so strong. But the West [lacks] determination and this is the big one. . . . There are few leaders today who really understand that we are engaged in World War III and try to deploy this kind [of] strategy. President Bush is one of them.
ROSENBERG: Talk about your experience [with Russia].
YA’ALON: Russian leadership is playing a very negative role when it comes to Iran. Not just Iran, actually. I know, I was head of intelligence here in Israel. And Russian engineers, Russian experts, were involved in the Iranian Missiles Project, the Shahab Project. Talking about the nuclear reactor in Bushehr, it’s very clear, it’s Russian assistance. And in the last summer, we faced, in the military campaign in Lebanon, antitank guided weapons provided by Russia to Syria. But the end user was Hezbollah, [the] Iranian arm. Russian interest, to my mind, is first of all to become a player [again] in the superpower games; to become superpower. And as long as they don’t have positive assets to play with, they use negative assets to challenge the United States and Israel as well. This is one reason, or one explanation for the Russian support to the Iranian regime.
Another explanation is the kind of understanding between Russia and Iran. We support you when it comes to the military nuclear project and the missiles project. Don’t deal with us in our court when it comes to the Islamic former Soviet Union states—Chechnya, Uzbekistan, Kurdistan, and so forth. . . . The Russian government is blackmailed by the Iranian regime. The Iranian regime has proven its capability to support radical Islamic elements, in Chechnya, in Iraq today, in Lebanon, in the Palestinian arena, so they might do it against Russian interest in former Soviet Union Islamic states. It’s a kind of modus operandi. Don’t deal with us in our court; we will support you when it comes to your interest, in this case the nuclear capability.
ROSENBERG: In your view, has Russia therefore joined the axis of evil?
YA’ALON: It’s playing with the axis of evil, yes. Supporting Syria, Iran, is all [leading] to actually challenging the international world order. Denying accountability and operating proxies against Western states— Israel, the United States.
ROSENBERG: So what has Russia been selling, in terms of military hardware, to Iran?
YA’ALON: Russian experts actually were involved in the Iranian Shahab, the missile port. And I had the opportunity, as head of intelligence, to meet at that time [with] Russian Foreign Affairs Minister [Yevgeny] Primakov. Fighting proves that Russian engineers and Russian institutes were involved in the Iranian missile port. Actually he denied it. He was interested in my sources, as a former KGB agent. But Russia didn’t do anything, and you know the Israeli government asked the Russian government to stop it. And that was the reason that I met Minister Primakov. They didn’t hide it; they denied it. But they went on supporting and assisting the Iranian missile port. And this is the case when it comes to the nuclear mission as well. And when it comes to selling arms and anti-guided weapons that we faced in Hezbollah in the last military campaign. And a defense system to Iran, the most sophisticated of defense systems to Iran in the current situation. Yes, this is a Russian interest today.
ROSENBERG: If Iran gets nuclear weapons and is able to fit their missiles with them, how much time would Israel have from a launch before an impact here?
YA’ALON: The time is a couple of minutes. The time between launching a missile from Iran to the target Israel, a couple of minutes. It’s enough time to deal with it when it comes to our active defensive measure. But it is not the key point. The key point is to prevent Iran, this nonconventional regime, from having a nonconventional plan. This is a nonconventional regime, this messianic, apocalyptic worldview. And it would be a nightmare, not just for us [but] for moderate [states] in the Persian Gulf, Jordan, Egypt. So this is the key point. It’s not a military question whether we are able to intercept the missile or not, it’s to prevent this kind of capability from this nonconventional regime.
ROSENBERG: How much time does the West have to make a decision to stop Iran?
YA’ALON: The decision has to be made as soon as possible. Actually without defeating Iran, there is no way to stabilize Iraq. There is no way to stabilize Lebanon. There is no way to stabilize [the] situation around Israel, in the Palestinian society or anywhere. So it should have been done as soon as possible. The problem is lack of clarity in the West. Actually, Western people are sleeping. People in the West do not feel like they are engaged in World War III. But they are now, attacked. They are under a jihadist defense. Only [a] few leaders understand it. And we need to wake up. We need awakening. Otherwise it will be too late. And because of this lack of clarity, which is lack of clear understanding of situation, lack of moral clarity and lack of clear strategy, [Iran] will go on with a way to challenge us. And we are stronger, when it comes to military might, when it comes to economy. But, yes, they are determined so far, they are determined more than Western like-minded people today.
ROSENBERG: Last question. Do you see any way to stop Iran from going nuclear?
YA’ALON: I thought in the past that political isolation and economic sanctions to be imposed on this regime in Iran might be helpful to trigger or to generate the inevitable internal change in Iran. I believe that in the end, we will face internal change in Iran. Today, those who actually avoid political isolation or economic sanction promote the military ops. The confrontation with this regime is inevitable, and it is going to be a military one, rather than political one, because of the lack of determination when it comes to [the] international community to deal with it by political or economic means. And we can’t avoid it. Unless we are going to give up our way of life, our values, our culture. And I don’t believe that the West is going to give up.
DORE GOLD
Former Israeli Ambassador to the United Nations
JOEL ROSENBERG: Describe the threat that [Mahmoud] Ahmadinejad poses to Israel, the United States, and the West. I’m talking about the apocalyptic thinking that’s driving Iranian foreign policy.
DORE GOLD: In 1979, it was Ayatollah Khomeini who launched at the time an Islamic revolution in Iran that basically chased out the old shah of Iran and set up an Islamic government. There was tremendous momentum at the time, in the late seventies and early eighties, for this Islamic revolution. It was exported into Bahrain, into Kuwait, into the Shiite areas of Saudi Arabia. But then it lost steam. It continued to support terrorism quietly, but it put up in the front people like [Akbar Hashemi] Rafsanjani and [Mohammad] Khatami, who were the presidents of Iran. With the election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad at the end of 2005, the old Islamic revolution gained new steam. But in fact, it became much worse. Ahmadinejad comes out of a cult in the Shiite Islamic world, which was actually illegal in Khomeini’s time. And this cult believes in the impending return of the Twelfth or Hidden Imam, a kind of messianic savior for the Shiites, who is supposed to come to power in the aftermath of tremendous wars, an Armageddon-type scenario. The danger of Ahmadinejad is that he believes that this apocalyptic scenario can be accelerated by men. And he believes that the destruction of Israel is part of the key first steps to realizing this apocalyptic scenario that will lead to Islamic rule over the whole world.
ROSENBERG: Ahmadinejad, in your view, is inciting genocide. Talk to me about the case for that.
GOLD: Well, back in 1948, the international community was concerned with creating new international laws that would prevent another replay of the Holocaust that had just occurred. And it adopted the [Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide]. In the convention, there was an article, known as Article 3, which specifically states that incitement to genocide is a crime under international law. Now this convention has been adopted by most of the countries of the world, including Iran and Israel and, of course, the United States. What Ahmadinejad has been doing, he has been calling to erase Israel off the map of the earth. You cannot erase a country off a map without erasing its people. A number of years ago, right after the genocide in Rwanda, it was discovered that there was a Hutu radio station which was broadcasting genocidal messages to the Hutu population of Rwanda, to kill off the Tutsi population. Once the United Nations set up an international tribunal for trying of various Hutu leaders of Rwanda for war crimes, they also tried individuals for inciting genocide under the genocide convention, so that this convention has been actually used in legal cases against those inciting genocide. The group that I put together here at the Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs firmly believes that Ahmadinejad is violating this article of the genocide convention and ought to be tried by the United Nations or any of its organs as a result.
ROSENBERG: Talk then about Ahmadinejad denying the Holocaust yet calling for another, essentially.
GOLD: Well, one of the ironies of the rhetoric of Ahmadinejad is [that] on the one hand, he denies the Holocaust, and yet he seems to be calling for yet another holocaust in order to trigger the return of the lost Imam. It’s as though he thinks that if he can get away with Holocaust denial, which is such a patently false assertion, he believes that he can also get away with another holocaust. And so the two seem to be linked.
There’s a third aspect, of course, to the whole thing: Ahmadinejad understands that Shiites only make up 15 percent of the Islamic world and he has to reach over the heads of Arab governments to the Arab street. And so he’s hoping to use these messages of destroying Israel, of Holocaust denial, to arouse the support of Shiite Iran among the Sunni Arab masses. And therefore, he’s engaging in a very dangerous game.
ROSENBERG: Can’t we just say, Ahmadinejad has got hot rhetoric but who really cares; he can’t possibly accomplish these objectives of wiping Israel out? Actually, let me back up and ask you, does Ahmadinejad represent a threat only to Israel?
GOLD: Well, first of all, the best way to look at whether Ahmadinejad is only a threat to Israel is to look at both his intentions and his capabilities. He speaks about a war of Iran against the world of arrogance. Now Persian experts understand that the “world of arrogance” is the West. So his declared intentions seem to be directed at a much larger target than just Israel. But second of all, you have to look at his capabilities. If Ahmadinejad just wanted to wipe out Israel, he would develop a Shahab-3 missile, which they now have operational, that has a 1,300-kilometer range, and he would stop there. Why waste defense budget resources on longer-range missiles? But alas, we see that Ahmadinejad and the Iranian establishment is developing extended-range Shahab-3 missiles that have [a] 2,000-kilometer range, well beyond Israel. They have bought a missile called the BM-25 from North Korea, which comes in two varieties: a 2,700-kilometer missile and a 3,700-kilometer-range missile. It’s also known that Iran is determined to achieve space-lift capability—putting a Sputnik in orbit. Now once you have a multistage missile that can put a payload into orbit from some Iranian testing ground, you have the capability of reaching intercontinental-range targets.
Back in 1998, the U.S. Congress, both the Democrats and the Republicans, put together a commission analyzing the vulnerability of the United States to ballistic missile attack from third world countries. This commission, which received material from American intelligence sources and which had bipartisan backing—it was called the Rumsfeld Commission, he headed it at the time—concluded that the Iranians could build an intercontinental-range missile that could strike the eastern seaboard of the United States within five years of making the decision of doing so. And it wouldn’t be clear to American intelligence and military leaders that, in fact, the Iranians had [made] that decision. So when you look at the whole development of the Iranian missile program, their procurement of cruise missiles from the Ukraine, their development of multistage missiles down the road, it is clear that Iran is looking far beyond Israel and far beyond Tel Aviv. Their aim is the West as a whole.
ROSENBERG: What’s the furthest city, let’s say, in Europe right now, that can be hit by an Iranian missile?
GOLD: Well, if we are looking at the 2,700-kilometer-range missile or 3,700-kilometer-range missile, I would assert that they could probably strike in the very near future Central Europe, certainly Germany, Italy, Austria.
ROSENBERG: Talk to me just for a moment, in terms also of capability, about Iran testing, firing SCUD missiles, or missiles off the back of commercial container ships, and the threat that could pose.
GOLD: There are thousands of container ships moving around the world today as part of international trade. And certainly one of the scenarios that defense officials in the West have considered is the placement of shorter-range missiles, which the Iranians already have, on a container ship near the coastline of the United States or of another Western country, which it might seek to threaten. Just imagine the announcement that there is a container ship afloat, somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean, containing either weapons of mass destruction or containing even short-range missiles. It would certainly set off a panic among many people. And if the United States was considering military action against [Iran at] some point in the future, and the Iranians could boast that they had container ships with missiles, this might forestall action by the U.S. or any of its allies.
ROSENBERG: Or you could have a first strike.
GOLD: Certainly a first strike is a physical possibility. The question is how that would fit into the Iranian strategy at that particular period.
ROSENBERG: Let’s go back to Ahmadinejad’s Shiite Islamic eschatology. Is that his alone? How widespread is this view that the end of the world is near and that the way to hasten the coming of the Islamic messiah is to launch this annihilating war against Israel?
GOLD: There is, in fact, a well-developed eschatological literature that exists not only on the Shiite side of Islam but [also] on the Sunni side of Islam. And one can affect the other. One of the noticeable developments over the last ten years has been the proliferation of sort of cheap books that do not have any accreditation or support from Islamic religious authorities that call for action against the antichrist, in Arabic known as the dajal. And we’re seeing the proliferation of these books in Jordan, in Egypt, in the Palestinian Authority. They envision sometimes the end of the world, they envision the end of Israel. And what’s troubling is that many of these apocalyptic books are runaway best sellers in many Arab countries. And therefore, those who speak about end of times scenarios in Islamic terms have a certain popularity today.
One of the most important individuals in spreading radical Islamic thinking is Yusuf al-Qaradawi, who might be described as the spiritual head of the Muslim Brotherhood. He’s Egyptian in origin but now he lives in Qatar. And he has a regular television program on Aljazeera. And there he speaks about everything from U.S. forces in Iraq to how women should be treated in Islam. In my book The Fight for Jerusalem, I disclose a talk that al-Qaradawi gave on Aljazeera in which he spoke about a group called, in Arabic, al-Ta’ifa al-Mansura, and this group is a kind of Mahdist group that is supposed to be in Jerusalem for the fight between the Sunni Islamic Mahdi and the antichrist, known as the dajal. The problem for me, and I convey it in my analysis, is that al-Qaradawi believes that this worldwide group, al-Ta’ifa al-Mansura, is already in Jerusalem today. And therefore, they are not seeing these scenarios of the end of days as something that’ll occur in one thousand years, but as something that might occur tomorrow, and is something that could be triggered tomorrow.
A second theme that I raise in The Fight for Jerusalem is that in Islamic apocalyptic thought, Jerusalem has a special role as triggering global jihad. Back in the times of Saladin, when the crusaders were in control of Jerusalem, there was an Islamic thinker in Damascus who put forward the thesis that if Saladin will retake Jerusalem, Constantinople—now today called Istanbul—the capital of Eastern Christendom, will fall into the hands of Islam. So there is a kind of causality created in Islamic thought between the fall of Jerusalem, the retaking of Jerusalem, and the fall of other centers of Christendom around the West. In fact, much of the apocalyptic thought of al-Qaradawi includes somehow recovering Istanbul yet again, but specifically, the fall of Rome. And, you know, how this exactly physically works, I don’t know. But it’s certainly expressing itself in the apocalyptic literature, that, again I repeat, is extremely popular today in much of the Islamic world.
ROSENBERG: And your case is that this is surging—this interest in apocalyptic thinking—in the Islamic world?
GOLD: If you speak to many Arab intellectuals and you mention these things about apocalyptic thought, they may not know what you’re talking about. But if you check book sales in bookstores, or in various countries—in Egypt, in Jordan, in the Palestinian Authority—you’ll find much of this literature to be very popular. Again, even though it does not have the backing of Islamic religious authorities.
ROSENBERG: Talk to me about why Russia, under Vladimir Putin, is selling nuclear technology to Iran. Walk me through the series of actions that Russia is taking to strengthen Iran.
GOLD: When I served under Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, we were aware at the time that Iran was receiving missile technology from the Russians. We thought this was insane policy. And in fact, many in the Israeli government and in the Clinton administration warned the Russians that this activity was going on. Today you also have the issue of nuclear technology. There’s the Bushehr reactor along the Persian Gulf, where the Russians have been very active in selling technology. Now one thesis, of course, put forward to understand the Russian policy, is that the Russians need money and nuclear reactors are one of the best export items in their sort of arsenal of exports.
I have my own personal feeling, or personal view, that I can’t prove, but it’s one of those intuitions. The Russians understand that they are increasingly at war with radical Sunni Islam. And it is perhaps their hope that they can divide the Islamic world between the Shiites and the Sunnis; they can help a Shiite radical government, and somehow that will serve their interests, while they fight in Chechnya against Sunni radicals that are funded by wealthy businessmen in Saudi Arabia and in the Gulf. But I think it’s a mistake in policy, because frequently, when you start feeding one part of radical Islam, the other part gets fed as well.
ROSENBERG: List for me some of the types of weapon systems that Russia has been selling. It’s my understanding we’re talking about anti-missile systems, submarines, obviously nuclear technology.
GOLD: One of the surprising Russian sales to Iran back in the 1990s were Kilo class submarines, which the Iranian navy has now deployed. It’s clear that the Iranians have generally invested in two areas of their military capability. Number one, their naval forces. And number two, their missile and potential nuclear forces. If you look at the Iranian air force, the Iranian ground forces, they’ve actually suffered a number of setbacks and are not as equipped as they were in the past. Now the Iranian interest at this point is to make sure that the Persian Gulf becomes a Persian lake—one where they will have naval dominance. And even though the U.S. Navy puts carriers and battleship groups into the Gulf, the Iranians have experience using small speed boats with revolutionary guards, who are willing to shoot anti-ship missiles, either bought from China or from other sources, against the U.S. Navy. That’s one scenario.
The second scenario has to do with the Russian contribution to the Iranian missile program. The Iranian missile program certainly has been built around North Korean technology, but there is a kind of movement with missile technology that begins in Russia, reaches North Korea, and comes back to Iran. And that is the sort of loop that we are suffering from today. If the Russians would cut back their assistance to the missile programs of Iran and to the nuclear program of Iran, I think the world would be in much better shape.
ROSENBERG: One of the cases that I make in Epicenter is that Russia, by selling arms and nuclear technology to Iran, has joined the axis of evil. Is it a fair assessment to make at this point, that Russia—under Putin—has joined the axis of evil?
GOLD: Well, what has happened is that Russian policy may have gone further than the Russians intended or were prepared to go. For example, when Russian antitank missiles . . . were sold to Syria or sold to Iran and ended up in the hands of Hezbollah, we saw advanced weapons now in the hands of an international terrorist organization. And what is likely is that if Russia continues its policy, it will in effect be supplying organizations which are viewed as terrorist organizations by most of the international community. That would be a sad development for Russia; it would make it very difficult to develop an international standard for fighting terrorist organizations, which ultimately hurt Russia itself.
ROSENBERG: Is it your assessment that Putin is building a military alliance with Iran?
GOLD: I think Russian policy is torn today. On the one hand, the Russians are concerned with the rise of radical Islam, which is spreading beyond Chechnya and Pakistan to much of the upper Volga regions of Russia. And the threat is a real threat to the future existence of the Russian Federation. That should put Putin alongside of President George W. Bush as an ally on the war on terrorism. But on the other hand, there is an old establishment in Russian military circles and in Russian intelligence circles that would like to see Russia assume the great power status of the Soviet Union. The Russians no longer have a strong position in Eastern Europe. Eastern European countries are now joining the EU or joining NATO, and therefore the only area for Russian expansion to recover its great power status is Iran and the Middle East. But if Russia attempts to recover the great power status of the Soviet Union by means of expansion into the central Middle East and towards Iran, it will ultimately be hurting itself as well as linking up with the axis of evil.
ROSENBERG: Last question for you. Given the threat of radical Islamic eschatology, Ahmadinejad—take just the last few moments here to talk about how evangelicals and Israel can and should be working together—if your view is that they should be. . . . It seems like we have a common enemy, so how do we deal with it by uniting?
GOLD: You know back in the second century, the Jewish people were facing a terrible threat from the Roman Empire. And in fact at the time, according to Dio Cassius, the Roman historian, the Jews and early Christians may have worked together to defeat the oppression of imperial Rome, which was threatening both Christianity—early Christianity—and threatening the future of Judaism. What’s necessary in international relations is a capacity to draw [a] distinction between good and evil, between those who support security and peace and those who wish to undermine it. And what Jewish values and Christian values provide is an ability to make that distinction. And therefore, the alliance that we once had back in the second century is an alliance which should be restored again today. . . .
There is a terribly mistaken belief that is widespread in many intellectual circles in the United States and especially in Europe that somehow, if Israel will undertake further withdrawals in the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, that this will lower the flames of radical Islam. My analysis in The Fight for Jerusalem is that rather than lower the flames of radical Islam, further withdrawals would actually elevate those flames. And Israel has real experience; we withdrew from Lebanon in the year 2000 and [we] got the [al-Aqsa] Intifada, Arafat’s attacks against Israel, in return. Israel withdrew from the Gaza Strip in 2005, and we got a Hamas election victory in 2006 and the entry of Al-Qaeda into the Gaza Strip in return. The assertion I put forward in The Fight for Jerusalem is that—given the widespread nature of Islamic apocalyptic thought, which pins on Jerusalem a crucial role in the launching of a new global jihad—if Israel would withdraw from parts of the Old City of Jerusalem, we would set off a terrorist tsunami that would spread well beyond the Middle East to the heart of Western Europe and even to the United States. And therefore Jerusalem has to be treated very specially. Only a free and independent Israel can protect Jerusalem as a city that will be open to all faiths. That should be the policy, in my judgment, of every country in the Western alliance, and it certainly should be the policy of the State of Israel.
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SUBJECT: Launching “Operation Epicenter”
The prospects of a devastating new military confrontation in the Middle East are real and growing. How will we as evangelical Christians respond? Will we help those in harm’s way? Will we do what we can to care for the real and practical needs of millions of innocent people caught in the cross fire? What’s more, will we do so with unconditional love and unwavering support, the kind of generous, gracious love Jesus modeled for us in the Scriptures? Or will we turn a blind eye and a deaf ear?
Israeli political, military, and intelligence leaders tell me they believe Iran, Syria, Hezbollah, and Hamas are preparing for all-out war against the Jewish state. U.S. intelligence officials tell me they fear a catastrophic new conflict in the epicenter may not be far off. No one can be certain when hostilities will begin. But the warning signs are everywhere.
And let’s be clear: the stakes could not be higher.
Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has, of course, vowed to “wipe Israel off the map” and says Israel’s destruction will happen “soon.” If Iranian leaders are able to acquire nuclear warheads, and are able to match those warheads with the high-speed ballistic missiles they already have, they could do in about six minutes what it took Adolf Hitler six years to do—kill six million Jews.
Meanwhile, Israeli intelligence estimates that Iran and Syria have completely rearmed Hezbollah with more than 30,000 rockets and missiles, all aimed at the Jewish state. What’s more, Moscow is selling billions of dollars worth of missiles, fighter jets, and other high-tech armaments to Iran and Syria. North Korea is also working closely with Iran on its long-range ballistic missile program.
Then, of course, there is Iraq. Some important progress has been made in that vital epicenter country. But should the American government precipitously withdraw U.S. military forces from Iraq before Iraqi security forces are fully prepared to make and keep order, many experts fear Sunni and Shiite radicals inside Iraq could be emboldened, leading to a full-blown civil war.
At the same time, death and destruction continue to plague the people of Sudan, who have been suffering genocide in recent years. We also must keep our eye on Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt, where radical Islamic jihadists are trying to destabilize those governments. The possibility of coups or civil war is particularly acute in Lebanon and Jordan.
THE BIBLICAL COMMAND TO BE READY
The Scriptures command followers of Jesus Christ to love their neighbors and their enemies, bless the poor and needy, and care for victims of war and terrorism, and to do so with unconditional love—that is, with no strings attached. (See Deuteronomy 15:7-11, Leviticus 19:18, Proverbs 25:21-22, Isaiah 58:6-12, Matthew 5:42-44, Matthew 14:16-21, Matthew 15:32-39, Matthew 25:31-46, Luke 4:18-19, Romans 15:25-27, Galatians 2:7-10.)
Severe poverty is rampant in the Arab world. But even in Israel, nearly a quarter of the Israeli population—more than 1.5 million people—lives on less than $800 a month for a family of four. One in five Israelis live on less than $500 a month. When the next war hits, the needs will even be greater.
It is critically important that we be prepared to care for all the people of the region, regardless of race, religion, color, or creed. The Bible says God loves the whole world and cares for all who suffer, Jews and Gentiles alike (John 3:16). The ministry of Jesus was certainly to the children of Israel. But in Matthew 15:21, where was Jesus? He was in southern Lebanon, in the “district of Tyre and Sidon.” Matthew 4:24-25 says the news about Jesus “spread throughout all Syria” and “large crowds followed Him from Galilee and the Decapolis and Jerusalem and Judea and from beyond the Jordan” (NASB). In Acts chapter 2, the followers of Jesus sought to bless everyone they could find. The text says that they reached out to “Medes and Elamites” (Kurds and Iranians), “residents of Mesopotamia” (Iraqis), “Egypt and the districts of Libya,” and “both Jews . . . and Arabs.” This is our mandate too.
The Joshua Fund, therefore, is committed to building a global alliance of evangelical Christians ready, willing, and able to bless Israel and her neighbors in the name of Jesus, according to Genesis 12:1-3. We also believe we must move quickly, because war is coming, and the clock is ticking.
THE OPERATION EPICENTER APPROACH
Operation Epicenter is a Joshua Fund initiative to provide at least $120 million worth of humanitarian relief supplies to the epicenter over the next few years to care for those in need today, as well as to pre-position supplies ahead of future wars.
Here is a quick overview of our goals and objectives:
Operation Epicenter Strategies
The Joshua Fund seeks to build a global alliance of evangelical Christians that will:
Operation Epicenter Projects
Over the next few years, the Joshua Fund and our allies seek to:
The Joshua Fund’s Accomplishments to Date:
Over the past few years, the Joshua Fund and our allies have—by God’s grace—been able to:
This is just a snapshot of what we are doing, but I hope it gives you a sense of where our hearts are and how we are investing the resources you and others are investing in us. There is much more to be done, of course. The good news is that we have been deeply encouraged by the number of Israeli and Arab leaders who have sought the help of the Joshua Fund and by the enthusiastic and generous response of evangelical Christian pastors, businessmen and women, and lay leaders around the world.
One example: When we completed our first project in Kiryat Shmona—in close cooperation with our Jewish and Christian allies in Israel—we had the privilege of meeting with the mayor, a former Israeli defense minister, and other local and national officials to better understand the situation Israelis face in the north. That night, I was asked to address an audience of some 350 Israelis to explain why evangelical Christians want to bless Israel. After a few minutes of speaking by translation, I concluded by saying, “You will soon forget who I am, what organization I represent, and what I’ve said here tonight. That’s fine. But if you happen to remember one thing, I hope it is this: The followers of Sheikh Nasrallah and Hezbollah hate you and want to destroy you. But the followers of Jesus love you and will stand with you.” The audience erupted with applause. Many Israelis came up to us afterward to thank us for caring for them in their time of need.
This is the Operation Epicenter approach—by building strategic alliances between evangelical Christians, Jewish leaders, Arab leaders, local pastors, and local officials in every country in which we work, we believe that together we can leverage limited amounts of financial resources in order to bless the maximum amount of people.
HOW YOU CAN HELP
Interested in joining the Operation Epicenter movement? There are lots of ways to help. Consider this list of 60 ways to bless Israel and her neighbors in the name of Jesus.
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