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Introduction

			A BROKEN COUNTRY, 
BUT A GREATER GOD

			What is happening to our country? It’s a question I find myself asking almost daily. Something has changed in the United States of America, and it transcends politics.

			God has been exiled.

			Hate proliferates.

			Society perverted.

			Truth rejected.

			American symbols desecrated.

			What has become of the country I love so dearly? This cultural shift is far more insidious than the election of any one president or the dominance of any one political party in Washington, DC. All of that is very important, no doubt, but I am speaking of a dangerous tectonic eruption in the American conscience that is upending us from the inside out, making our country virtually unrecognizable.

			At the center of this cultural shift is the eradication of God from American society. Look no further than famous atheist Richard Dawkins’s assessment: “It is fashionable to wax apocalyptic about the threat to humanity posed by the AIDS virus, ‘mad cow’ disease, and many others, but I think a case can be made that faith is one of the world’s great evils, comparable to the smallpox virus but harder to eradicate.”1

			We have seen this shocking, callous attitude manifested in everyday life, in our schools, and in our government. In Bremerton, Washington, a high school sought to stop a football coach from kneeling in silent prayer alone at the 50-yard line.2 In Nevada, during the COVID-19 outbreak, the directive was clear: open the casinos, close the churches.3 And in Kentucky, drive-through liquor stores were no problem at all. But drive-in church services? Well, that was criminal activity.4

			And yet faith was at the very center of America’s founding. Our Declaration of Independence was written “with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence….”5 At the first presidential inauguration, before swearing the oath, George Washington opened the Bible to Psalm 121:1: “I raise my eyes toward the hills. Whence shall my help come.”6 Subsequent presidents also swore the presidential oath of office with one hand on a Bible while reciting the words “so help me God.”7 During some of America’s most exigent moments from the Civil War and World War I to the Great Depression and World War II, presidents have appealed to God, the very being our country now seeks to ostracize.

			Meanwhile, there is a new quest to cancel the symbols that bind us together as Americans: our flag, our anthem, our Pledge of Allegiance, even our Founding Fathers. A New York Times editorial board member announced that she was “disturbed” to see the American flag.8 Singer Macy Gray called the flag “tattered, dated, divisive, and incorrect.”9 And an Olympic alternate said she dreamed of winning a medal so that she could stand on the podium and burn the American flag, not drape it over her shoulders in appreciation of our magnificent country. “My goal is to win the Olympics so I can burn a US flag on the podium,” the athlete said in no uncertain terms.10

			Far too many schools are pushing these radical ideas on our children. We are told that parents have no role in their children’s education, that elementary-aged school children can change their pronouns while their parents remain in the dark. Critical race theory and critical gender theory divide our children. Even preschoolers have racist tendencies, they say!11 All this as drag queen shows at American schools have become in vogue, with New York City schools spending more than $200,000 taxpayer dollars to bring these provocative performances to elementary, middle, and high schools.12

			The media, for its part, continues to stoke division with furious and fallacious headlines meant to divide us at a time when we already walk on eggshells around one another, concealing our political opinions in fear that we might be canceled. Social media, meanwhile, is a swirling cesspool, poisoning the minds of our children. Inciting competition among young girls in a quest for unattainable perfection, these platforms provoke body image issues, depression, and at times even self-harm. Drug dealers have seized on the newfound power of social media, preying on innocent teenagers, offering fentanyl-laced prescription drugs that prove deadly, and making overdose deaths the number one killer of young people ages eighteen to forty-five.13

			Senseless, shocking criminal activity has taken over American streets. A woman shoved into the subway tracks, falling to her death in Times Square.14 An innocent, little one-year-old boy shot and killed at a barbeque.15 A man sucker-punched out of nowhere and beaten into a coma.16 The stories of these victims are endless while the repercussions for the criminals are too often minimal.

			At its core, it seems some have totally lost sight of the value of human life. That became very clear when I woke up to this headline in June of 2022: “US abortions rise: 1 in 5 pregnancies terminated in 2020.”17 One in five! Overall, sixty-three million children have been lost to the scourge of abortion—sixty-three million little ones created by God, who we will never come to know in this life.18

			All of this as the world is spiraling out of control. In soul-crushing agony, America watched as Afghanistan fell to the Taliban, leaving countless Americans behind and thirteen fallen heroes in the wake. Russia invaded Ukraine, bringing us as close to World War III as we have ever been. North Korea is firing off missiles as China circles Taiwan, and Iran awaits another cushy nuclear deal.

			It is safe to say that America is not just enduring a storm but a raging hurricane. Society has rejected truth and common sense and opted instead for moral relativism.

			Up is down.

			Right is wrong.

			None of it makes sense.

			But as dim as the future may seem and as hopeless as it may feel, I am here to bring you a message of hope and optimism. While we are up against formidable foes and much adversity, our God is greater.

			In Afghanistan, even amid despair and human atrocity, the underground church is at work for Christ. We’ve seen just the same in Syria and Iran—oppressive countries, where the Christian community is nevertheless growing. Who would have thought that “Iran has the fastest growing church in the world” and “there’s a revival in northern Syria,” according to Joel Richardson of Global Catalytic Ministries?19

			Even though God has been removed from our schools, and churches were targeted for closure during COVID-19, the Supreme Court has delivered steady victories for men and women of faith. Furthermore, the Dobbs decision overturning Roe v. Wade proved to be the most consequential Supreme Court decision of my lifetime. In deciding to return power to the people, some jurisdictions in this country have now chosen to protect innocent life.

			Our God is bigger than the challenges we face, and make no mistake, He is at work!

			In the pages that follow, I will walk you through several global, political, and cultural challenges: the fall of Afghanistan, the war in Ukraine, education, life, liberty, and societal decay. Most of these chapters are accompanied by a subsequent one that highlights how God is moving even now. These are the stories and insights that you will never see on the news and are rarely discussed. It is my hope that these pages will give you encouragement at a time when it is in short supply.

			Among these chapters are two that stand out: “An All-Powerful God and a Suffering World” and “A Proven Savior.” These portions of the book raise some of the most challenging questions in life. How can a perfect, all-loving God tolerate a world full of evil, pain, and suffering? And how do we know that God is real? That Jesus Christ is Savior? In these chapters, I survey scholarly literature and biblical text in an effort to provide answers.

			As you flip through the pages of this book, it may be tempting to focus on the many troubles our country faces. These are rocky, tumultuous, uncertain times indeed. As Christians, though, we have cause for hope, even amid despair. Why?

			Because, as Pastor Rick Warren aptly observed, our all-powerful “God has already written the end of the story.”20





AFGHANISTAN
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Chapter 1

			THE UNFATHOMABLE FALL

			It was a warm, sunny Friday in August as I hugged my daughter and rushed out the door, down the yellow, glossy steps and toward a large van waiting in my driveway. I grabbed the hefty black handle on the right side of the vehicle and pulled the door toward me with a firm jerk. Climbing up the steps, I rushed to the wooden chair and table, placed just in front of a television monitor displaying vibrant tones of yellow, red, and white. Today, this nondescript, rather ordinary-looking van would function as a television studio, permitting me to broadcast from my driveway in Florida and into millions of homes across the country. While my setup was certainly different from the flashy, blazing television sets of New York City, it would get the job done.

			Noon was approaching, and that meant we were moments away from broadcasting on Fox News’s Outnumbered and discussing an increasingly frightening situation halfway across the globe. Though the day in Florida was bright and glimmering with the sun’s rays piercing through the palm trees, a far different scene was transpiring just under eight thousand miles away in Kabul, Afghanistan.

			Back in April, President Biden had announced his plan for a complete withdrawal of the remaining 2,500 American troops from Afghanistan by September 11, the war’s 20th anniversary.21 “We will not conduct a hasty rush to the exit,” Biden promised. “We’ll do it responsibly, deliberately, and safely.”22

			On the contrary, by that Friday afternoon in August, the Taliban had overtaken the majority of Afghanistan with striking rapidity.23 American troops and countless citizens remained in harm’s way, and the US intelligence assessment suggested the fall of Afghanistan could occur within three months.24 The projection was an abrupt turnaround from what our commander in chief had assured the American public just over a month earlier. “[T]he likelihood there’s going to be the Taliban overrunning everything and owning the whole country is highly unlikely,” President Biden told the nation.25 But the prospects of the Afghan government retaining control of the country appeared far bleaker on the afternoon of Friday, August 13, 2021.

			Even so, I never imagined leaving my Outnumbered studio van on Friday and returning on Monday to find a newly declared state: the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan—a murderous and gruesome terrorist safe haven, Americans trapped within. After all, in June, Secretary of State Antony Blinken assured us that the fall of Afghanistan would not “be something that happens from a Friday to a Monday.”26 That, however, is exactly what transpired.

			By Sunday, Taliban fighters overtook the streets of Kabul. Afghan president Ashraf Ghani fled amid allegations that he escaped with more than $150 million in US dollars intended for the Afghan people.27 Shortly thereafter, the Taliban was “handed” the presidential palace. Armed Taliban militants were seen posing behind President Ghani’s wooden desk, clad in their weaponry. Ironically, one such Taliban militant claimed to have been previously detained in Guantanamo Bay, only to be released by President Obama in the infamous swap of five terrorist prisoners for Bowe Bergdahl, the American deserter.28

			As Afghanistan’s capital descended into anarchy, prisoners were released en masse from the Kabul jail, fleeing on foot.29 And less than a month later—on the twentieth anniversary of the September 11, 2001, attacks—the Taliban raised their black-and-white flag over Afghanistan, a country where 2,448 American soldiers lost their lives.30

			While the Taliban entered Kabul, a United States Chinook helicopter was photographed descending parallel to a cloud of billowing, black smoke and into the American embassy. The image immediately drew comparisons to the infamous image from the 1975 fall of Saigon, when the United States evacuated a CIA safe house in Saigon after exiting the Vietnam War.31 That image defined a controversial and tumultuous war in American history, depicting a helicopter perched on top of an evacuation point as throngs of Americans climbed stairs trying to flee.

			Now, America watched the chaotic final chapter of a war that had defined the twenty-first century of American history. In the case of Afghanistan, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley told the nation two months prior to Kabul’s fall, “You can’t predict the future. But, I don’t see Saigon 1975 in Afghanistan…. The Taliban just aren’t the North Vietnamese army. It’s not that kind of situation.”32 Even more brazenly, one month later, President Biden echoed the assessment in blunt terms: “There’s going to be no circumstance where you’re going to see people being lifted off the roof of a embassy of the United States from Afghanistan,” he said.33 And while the administration dismissed parallels to Saigon, noting that the Afghan evacuation was “very deliberate,” the comparison was unavoidable to a watching world.34

			The “highly unlikely” fall of Kabul—as predicted by the commander in chief—on the contrary, proved highly likely. Biden’s ill-fated prediction of an orderly withdrawal from Afghanistan turned out to be about as accurate as President Barack Obama calling ISIS the “jayvee team” just before the ruthless terrorist group declared a caliphate and took over vast swathes of Syria and Iraq.35

			Grievously wrong.

			Terribly naïve.

			Worse than any naïve predictions, though, were the actions of the Biden administration in the aftermath. As Afghanistan fell, our president was not in the White House Situation Room surrounded by military leaders; rather, our president was at the presidential retreat, Camp David, pictured alone at a table video conferencing government officials about the impending disaster in Afghanistan.36 The timeline of the president’s movements leading up to the fall of Afghanistan tells the story of a country rapidly on the brink of collapse and an administration that did not see it coming.
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			On Wednesday evening, August 11, 2021—days before Afghanistan’s Sunday collapse—President Biden met with his team about the gradually worsening conditions in Afghanistan. Based on interviews with thirty-three US officials and lawmakers, Politico recounted this meeting and several others leading up to Afghanistan’s collapse.37 Ahead of that Wednesday evening meeting, described by an official as a “serious moment,” Politico characterized the mood in the White House as “ebullient.” Earlier in the day, President Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris had celebrated “back-to-back legislative wins…pump[ing] their fists in triumph” in the president’s private dining room, but the mood was very different that Wednesday night, as the president requested that his top military brass draw up plans for sending American troops back into the increasingly threatened Afghanistan.38

			On Thursday, a “sobering” meeting took place at 7:30 a.m. in the Situation Room among top national security advisors, where it was determined that Kabul could fall in “weeks or days.” This was described by a US official as the “oh, shit” moment. The stunning news ultimately prompted President Biden to send three thousand troops to Afghanistan. And as these troops traveled back into the country they were supposed to depart, President Biden left for vacation in Delaware after spending only two days in Washington, DC—yes, vacation.39 “Biden was looking forward to his summer vacation,” Politico reported.40 Neither the shocking developments in Afghanistan nor the sending of more US troops prompted President Biden to change his vacation plans. Predictably, he took no questions on his way out the door.41 It was not until the fall of Afghanistan was imminent that President Biden relocated, not to the White House, but to Camp David—a strategic blunder no doubt.

			As White House press secretary, I had been in both the Situation Room and Camp David. The Situation Room—a five-thousand-square-foot secure area in the West Wing—served as the location for the Trump-era daily coronavirus task force meetings. I distinctly remember my first time entering the “Sit Room” as we called it. Leaving my phone at the entry point of the complex, I walked into the main conference room. With a large mahogany table in the center and wood paneling outlining the room, the center point of the Sit Room was the large monitor equipped with secure conferencing capabilities and couched by neon red and green clocks with times from across the globe.

			During the first coronavirus task force meeting I attended, I took my seat along the wall of the room, reflecting on all of the major, consequential operations that had been monitored from this very location—the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Tet Offensive in Vietnam, the death of Osama bin Laden, and so much more.42 Now, though, as Afghanistan fell after a two-decade-long war, where was President Biden?

			Approximately seventy miles away, President Biden sat—almost as a spectator—at “the president’s country residence” tucked away in Catoctin Mountain Park. Offering “an opportunity for solitude and tranquility”—as described by the official White House website—Camp David was truly a getaway.43 I would know. I visited the woody retreat the weekend after my first press briefing.

			Huddled around a fire with my husband in early May of 2020, an intimate group of guests and I enjoyed cocktails, reflecting on my very first briefing before retiring to the dining room for dinner situated just off the quaint and rather cozy living room where several presidents celebrated Christmas with their families. The quiet maze of intimate cabins—also known as Shangri-La—indeed offered an escape. Though many presidents hosted foreign leaders at the venue, providing a chance for a more personal interaction, Camp David hardly seemed like the ideal place for observing the fall of a country—a country Americans had fought to liberate from the Taliban for twenty years.

			As Afghanistan fell during that weekend in August of 2021, I hustled through John F. Kennedy International Airport in New York with my mother, intent on making it to a potential Fox News appearance to react to the jarring images crossing our television screens. The world watched and Americans took a collective breath in utter disbelief while our president appeared woefully aloof. On that Sunday, the Taliban overwhelmed the streets of Afghanistan’s capital, but there was no presidential address to the nation. No questions were taken. Americans were left in the dark.

			In fact, we had not heard from our so-called “commander in chief” in six days—yes, six days!44 Not only that, an attempt to contact the White House press secretary was met with an automated reply that she would be out of the office until the 22nd of August—nearly a week from the day Kabul fell.45 When the White House press secretary finally turned off the auto-reply (earlier than denoted in her auto-response) and held a briefing, we learned from National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan that forty-eight hours after the fall of Afghanistan, the president still had not even picked up the phone to call a single world leader.

			“He has not yet spoken to any other world leaders,” Sullivan admitted. “Myself, Secretary Blinken, several other senior members of the team have been engaged on a regular basis with foreign counterparts, and we intend to do so in the coming days.”46

			Wow.

			After not speaking to a single world leader or the American public for nearly a week, President Biden announced on Monday, “I will be addressing the nation on Afghanistan at 3:45 PM ET today.”47

			Too little too late.

			Afghanistan had fallen, and an undetermined number of US citizens were stranded behind enemy lines. Meanwhile, our nation watched a hurried evacuation effort and the horrific images of Afghans falling from a US aircraft.48 Desperate Afghans rushed onto a US C-17 aircraft intended for US embassy personnel; in one case, 640 people crowded into a jet meant to carry 150.49

			Video images showed hundreds of Afghan men and women chasing an aircraft during takeoff, trying to escape the Taliban hellhole behind them. The Associated Press describes the moment this way: “As the C-17 transporter gains altitude, shaky mobile phone video captures two tiny dots dropping from the plane…. The dots, it turns out, were desperate Afghans hidden in the wheel well. As the wheels folded into the body of the plane, the stowaways faced the choice of being crushed to death or letting go and plunging to the ground.”50 Gruesomely, human remains were later discovered in the wheel well of that C-17 military plane.51 All of this, as we waited to hear from our president.

			When President Biden finally addressed the nation from the East Room of the White House, he used the moment to place blame for the fall of Afghanistan at the foot of his predecessor. “When I came into office, I inherited a deal that President Trump negotiated with the Taliban,” Biden complained. “Under his agreement, U.S. forces would be out of Afghanistan by May 1, 2021—just a little over three months after I took office. U.S. forces had already drawn down during the Trump administration from roughly 15,500 American forces to 2,500 troops in country….”52

			The remark echoed President Biden’s previous attempt to blame President Trump. “When I came to office, I inherited a deal cut by my predecessor,” Biden said in a Saturday night statement, one of the only presidential communications during his six-day period of silence. Now, he was using his first public, on-camera remarks to do just the same. Biden quickly moved from blaming Trump to blaming the Afghans, noting that “[w]e gave them every tool they could need. We paid their salaries, provided for the maintenance of their air force…. We gave them every chance to determine their own future. What we could not provide them was the will to fight for that future.”53

			After using much of his speech to point fingers, President Biden then had the audacity to declare, “I am President of the United States of America, and the buck stops with me.”54

			And all of those whom he chose to blame, of course.

			The “buck stops with me” empty promise—contradicted by his effort to place blame—reflected a similar vow that then-candidate Joe Biden had made on the campaign trail. “It’s hard to believe this has to be said, but unlike this president, I’ll do my job and take responsibility. I won’t blame others. And I’ll never forget that the job isn’t about me—it’s about you.”55

			Right.

			Predictably, some in the media—like MSNBC’s Nicolle Wallace and Brian Williams—chose to cover for the president following his disaster of a speech. Wallace praised Biden as being “unapologetic” and “confident” with “resolve”—only to be outdone by Williams.56 “I’m curious to hear your reaction [to]…this consequential speech by the American president,” Williams said on his show to US Army veteran Matt Zeller. “Didn’t run from it. He owned it. He owned his decision. He owned the fact that—as he put it—the buck stops with him.”

			“Did I watch a different speech?” I wondered. It appears that I was not the only one with that thought.

			Zeller, the veteran, replied, “I hope he gets to own their deaths too. I feel like I watched a different speech than the rest of you guys. I was appalled. There was such a profound bold-faced lie in that speech. The idea that we planned for every contingency. I have been personally trying to tell this administration since it took office…that this was coming. We sent them plan after plan about how to evacuate these people. Nobody listened to us.”57

			Despite the delusional defenses of some in the media, by Tuesday, the list of critics of Biden’s Afghanistan policy was long and bipartisan.

			“The debacle in Afghanistan is the worst kind: Avoidable,” read the Washington Post Editorial Board headline.58

			“Biden’s Betrayal of Afghans Will Live in Infamy,” noted the typically liberal Atlantic.59

			And the New York Times’s David Sanger wrote, “Biden will go down in history, fairly or unfairly, as the president who presided over a long-brewing, humiliating final act in the American experiment in Afghanistan.”60

			Obama officials far and wide from former secretary of homeland security Jeh Johnson and ambassador to Afghanistan Ryan Crocker to former senior advisor to the president David Axelrod and CIA directors Leon Panetta, David Petraeus, and John Brennan all criticized the Biden administration to varying degrees.61

			“I’m left with some grave questions in my mind about his ability to lead our nation as commander in chief…to have read this so wrong—or, even worse, to have understood what was likely to happen and not care,” remarked Crocker.62

			“They clearly were caught off guard by the events of the last seventy-two hours,” Brennan said.63

			“In many ways, I think of John Kennedy and the Bay of Pigs,” Panetta offered, analogizing the fall of Afghanistan to the failed Bay of Pigs invasion.64

			Nevertheless, the predictable cheerleaders still did their cheerleading.

			“The President is to be commended for his strong leadership and exceptional focus,” House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said in a statement.65

			But the bad just kept getting worse for the Biden administration. As the week progressed, the administration suffered from catastrophic communications failures—first from the White House spokespeople and next from the president himself. For example, one of the pointed questions from the press was just how many American citizens remained stranded in Afghanistan.

			On Tuesday morning, Department of Defense press secretary John Kirby told us approximately five thousand to ten thousand Americans were in Afghanistan.66 By the afternoon, White House press secretary Jen Psaki had the number at eleven thousand before the State Department and Pentagon officials estimated that the number was actually somewhere between ten thousand and fifteen thousand Americans.67 No one seemed to have an accurate count.

			Then came President Biden’s disastrous interview with George Stephanopoulos. “[W]e’ve all seen the pictures. We’ve seen those hundreds of people packed into a C-17. We’ve seen Afghans falling,” Stephanopoulos said, leading Biden to quickly and callously quip, “That was four days ago, five days ago.”68

			Four or five days ago? As if the loss of human life had an expiration date.

			Then, Stephanopoulos remarked, “Still a lot of pandemonium at the airport.” Biden replied with foreboding words as he knocked on the wooden table beside him, “But no one’s being killed right now. God forgive me if I’m wrong about that, but no one’s being killed right now.”69

			It was an ill-fated prediction that would unfortunately prove untrue in time.

			President Biden’s sit-down interview with Stephanopoulos came as chaos and mayhem began to unfold at the Kabul airport. American citizens attempted to make their way to evacuation flights only to encounter tens of thousands of local Afghans blocking the gates.70 Stun grenades flashed in an effort to disperse the crowd as Taliban militants shot into the air.71

			Taliban beat and whipped innocent Afghans, some of whom were pictured holding their babies over the gates trying to offer their own flesh and blood to an American soldier in hopes that their little ones would escape life under the Taliban. A British officer told The Independent, “The mothers were desperate, they were getting beaten by the Taliban. They shouted, ‘Save my baby’ and threw the babies at us, some of the babies fell on the barbed wire. It was awful what happened. By the end of the night there wasn’t one man among us who was not crying.”72

			But, to President Biden, the Taliban was being cooperative—to some degree. “I think they’re going through sort of an existential crisis about do they want to be recognized by the international community as being a legitimate government,” Biden told Stephanopoulos.73

			Really? As they took young women into forced marriages and beat innocent civilians, they were calculating the odds of their acceptance into the international community? Hardly.

			Biden went on to say, “I’m not sure I would’ve predicted, George, nor would you or anyone else, that when we decided to leave, that they’d provide safe passage for Americans to get out.”74

			The havoc and turmoil at the gates of the Kabul airport surely were not the picture of “safe passage,” but here was our president telling the American people otherwise.

			The day following President Biden’s indefensible interview, the White House press shop—in a rare move—did not schedule the daily briefing that they vowed to have each weekday. Indeed, during Press Secretary Jen Psaki’s very first White House briefing, she assured the press that she would usher in a “return [to] these daily briefings, Monday through Friday….”75 But apparently not on Thursday, August 19, 2021, when the going got tough.76

			The Department of Defense and the State Department, however, did hold a briefing. When John Kirby was asked the million-dollar question about how many American citizens were in Afghanistan, he replied, “I don’t know,” and then referred the reporter to the State Department.77

			Later, a reporter asked State Department spokesperson Ned Price, “How many more Americans [are] left in Afghanistan? This was raised in Pentagon, and they referred them to the State [Department]—.”78

			Price, like Kirby, had no answer.79

			 The days that followed provided little clarity on this point as troops at Kabul airport rushed to evacuate Americans from Afghanistan ahead of the August 31 deadline to withdraw American forces—a date that the Taliban called a “red line.”80 The images at Kabul airport grew more dire despite Biden assuring us that there was “no circumstance” where Americans could not get to the airport.81

			Jen Psaki, for her part, said, “I think it’s irresponsible to say Americans are stranded. They are not.”82 Never mind the reports that the “ISIS terror threat forces US military to establish alternate routes to Kabul airport” and “U.S. Embassy tells Americans to stay away from airport.”83

			“The scenes are apocalyptic,” PBS NewsHour correspondent Jane Ferguson reported. “People are fainting and dying. Children are going missing.”84

			And then there was the warning from President Biden: “I want to say again just how difficult this mission is, and the dangers it poses to our troops on the ground. The security environment is changing rapidly. There are civilians crowded at the airport…. We know that terrorists may seek to exploit the situation and target innocent Afghans or American troops.”85

			It was an admonition from the president of the United States that would come to tragic fruition.
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			While the Biden administration failed to foresee “a Friday to a Monday” fall of Afghanistan, the Trump administration saw just such a scenario. The American public would learn this in the days following Thursday, August 26, 2021—a date so many Americans, including myself, will never forget.

			On that harrowing Thursday morning, I began my daily routine, which could be quite chaotic! Rushing to get ready for Outnumbered and studying the variety of topics in my inbox amid shouts and contagious giggles from my almost two-year-old daughter was the norm on weekdays.

			It seemed like just another workday on that Thursday until a tweet from Politico reporter Daniel Lippman hit my inbox at 9:42 a.m.: “JUST IN: Sources tell @laraseligman, @alexbward and me that there has been a large explosion at Abbey Gate at the Kabul airport.” My heart sunk. For weeks, ever since the fall of Kabul, America worried for our Afghan allies, for Americans trying to escape, and especially for our US servicemen and women. I hoped and prayed that no innocents were among the fallen.

			America’s fears were substantiated when Fox News reported just after 10:00 a.m. that American troops were injured in the suicide bombing.86 Tragically, more casualties were expected.

			Like a vicious spiral, the news broke rapidly that fateful Thursday as I prepared for the fast-approaching noon hour when I would broadcast Outnumbered from the studio van waiting in my driveway. Endeavoring to keep up with every new bit of reporting, I collected as much information as I could on this fast-moving story. Sitting on the edge of my bathtub, I quickly typed each new detail into my notes. At this point, we knew that there were two explosions, both outside of the Kabul airport with the total number of casualties still unknown.

			 Unfortunately, that news would become tragically worse. Just six minutes before the end of our program, the Wall Street Journal reported the heartbreaking news: “The U.S. ambassador in Kabul has told staff there that four U.S. Marines were killed in an explosion at the city’s airport and three wounded, a U.S. official with knowledge of the briefing said.”87 With a shattered heart, I walked back into my home just after 1:00 p.m., reflecting on the loss of four of America’s best. Sadly, that number continued to grow as the day progressed—from ten to twelve and then finally thirteen.

			Thirteen fallen American heroes, thirteen American families about to experience unspeakable pain.

			America collectively mourned on Thursday, August 26, 2021, hour by hour learning of more and more fatalities. It was the deadliest twenty-four hours for our servicemen and women since 2011, and on that somber day in August, we waited to hear from our commander in chief.88 Learning of the explosion in the 9:00 a.m. hour, it seemed like an eternity before President Biden addressed the nation just after 5:00 p.m.

			“Where is our president?” I wondered as the hours ticked by.

			“We will hunt you down and make you pay!” President Biden said in his first remarks to the nation.89 A fine message delivered far too late. These tough words should have been the White House message to the Taliban days ago.

			Instead, America was treated to a litany of denials about the failures in Afghanistan. Now, in the wake of an attack leaving Americans dead, the message from the White House was finally shifting, though still accompanied by President Biden’s trademark statement of blaming his predecessor. “I bear responsibility for all that’s happened,” President Biden said, moments before blaming Trump for all that had transpired—of course. “But here’s the deal…. You know as well as I do that the former president made a deal with the Taliban that he would get all American forces out of Afghanistan by May 1.”90

			President Biden’s version of events left out some key points. While no one wanted to get out of Afghanistan more than President Trump—of course, he ran on the issue and desperately wanted to bring our American troops home—President Trump would never have pulled out without a firm peace accord and a strong, solid government in place. Moreover, the condition-based withdrawal that President Trump had negotiated included a number of conditions that must be met ahead of a withdrawal, including a small, stay-behind special-operations force that would remain in Afghanistan among other necessary benchmarks.91 These facts were all rather inconvenient for President Biden’s “blame Trump” narrative.

			Another condition was the strongly worded warning from President Trump that no Americans would be harmed in Afghanistan. In March of 2020, President Trump spoke with the head of the Taliban, Abdul Ghani Baradar. During the call, President Trump secured a promise from Baradar that there would be “no violence.”92 He also issued a warning, according to former director of national intelligence John Ratcliffe: “[I]f a single American is harmed at the hands of the Taliban, I will take you out the way I took out Qasem Soleimani and the way I took out [Abu Bakr] Al-Baghdadi.”93 As a former colleague pointed out to me, President Trump’s first call with Baradar occurred one month after the United States killed Qasem Soleimani, a top Iranian general considered “the second-most-powerful leader in Iran,” who was responsible for the deaths of an estimated six hundred US servicemembers in Iraq.94 The Taliban got the message.

			Following President Trump’s signing of a conditions-based withdrawal and his unequivocally firm phone call, not a single American was killed in Afghanistan during the remainder of Trump’s presidency.95 But the status quo changed when President Biden set a symbolic date for withdrawing from Afghanistan: September 11, 2021, the twentieth anniversary of 9/11—regardless of whether any conditions had actually been met.

			There was perhaps no greater example of the failure to plan than the way in which President Biden departed Bagram Airfield, America’s largest airfield in Afghanistan.96 Rather than having a methodical departure from Bagram, the Biden administration shut off the lights in July without giving the Afghan military advance notice. Overnight, looters took over the US airbase, plundering buildings and “loading anything that was not nailed down into trucks,” according to the Associated Press.97

			“The sudden darkness was like a signal to looters,” an Afghan soldier noted.98 “Why was Bagram closed? And the Secretary of State Antony Blinken and the Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman, why were they not screaming to say you cannot close Bagram and remove U.S. troops when we have an embassy in harm’s way in a warzone?” former director of national intelligence Richard Grenell asked.99

			Why would you shut down America’s largest airfield, leaving the Kabul airport as the only escape route for thousands of stranded Americans? Moreover, why would you evacuate the military before the civilians? It all defied common sense.

			The familiar quote from former secretary of defense Bob Gates comes to mind: Biden has “been wrong on nearly every major foreign policy and national security issue over the past four decades.”100 This one included!

			To make matters worse, President Biden had ample warning about the dangers of a quick, messy Afghanistan withdrawal. Ratcliffe said it best: “Let me be clear, it was not an intelligence failure. It was a failure to listen to intelligence…When I was the DNI (Director of National Intelligence), we correctly assessed that this is precisely what would happen if we didn’t have a conditioned-based withdrawal, which is exactly the way this plan was put together.”101

			Echoing Ratcliffe, Grenell noted, “This was not an intelligence failure. This was a failure of politicians in Washington D.C.… [The] intelligence community, State Department officials, a whole bunch of people started briefing in May, telling them [the Biden administration] that the Taliban was on the march.”102

			“Wow,” I thought to myself. “Then why didn’t Biden listen to the intelligence?”

			But the dangers of a quick pullout seemed to have been lost upon President Biden. In the ABC interview, Stephanopoulos said to Biden, “[Y]our top military advisors warned against withdrawing on this timeline. They wanted you to keep about 2,500 troops.”

			President Biden protested, “No, they didn’t. It was split. That wasn’t true. That wasn’t true.”

			“They didn’t tell you that they wanted troops to stay?” Stephanopoulos countered.

			“No. Not at a—not in terms of whether we were going to get out in a timeframe all troops. They didn’t argue against that,” Biden assured him.103

			On the contrary, though, the New York Times reported that “classified assessments by American spy agencies over the summer painted an increasingly grim picture of the prospect of a Taliban takeover of Afghanistan and warned of the rapid collapse of the Afghan military, even as President Biden and his advisers said publicly that was unlikely to happen as quickly, according to current and former American government officials.”104

			Meanwhile, the Wall Street Journal reported that “[a]n internal State Department memo…warned top agency officials of the potential collapse of Kabul soon after the U.S.’s Aug. 31 troop withdrawal deadline in Afghanistan…represent[ing] the clearest evidence yet that the administration had been warned by its own officials on the ground that the Taliban’s advance was imminent and Afghanistan’s military may be unable to stop it.”105

			Indeed, just over a month later, General Frank McKenzie, the head of Central Command, directly contradicted Biden’s assertion to Stephanopoulos during a Senate hearing. “I recommended that we maintain 2,500 troops in Afghanistan, and I also recommended early in the fall of 2020 that we maintain 4,500 at that time, those were my personal views. I also had a view that the withdrawal of those forces would lead inevitably to the collapse of the Afghan military forces and eventually the Afghan government,” McKenzie said.106

			A former colleague of mine in the Trump administration summed up the collapse of Afghanistan well: “When we walked out of the White House on January 20, 2021, ISIS was obliterated. Baghdadi was gone. There were less than two hundred al-Qaeda. Our focus shifted away from terrorism and to China-related matters. How—in eight months—do you go from no American deaths, no problem with ISIS anywhere in the world, al-Qaeda decimated, to now this?”

			The day after the attack at Kabul airport, I boarded a flight to Houston, Texas, where I was set to speak to an audience of nearly two thousand people at the Texas Youth Summit. Upon landing in Houston, I traveled to Mims Baptist Church in Conroe, Texas, where I talked with a small group of community leaders before taking photos with a few hundred attendees.

			Between the photo line and my speech, I had about an hour to sit in a room off to the side of the main worship facility and reflect on my remarks. Perusing the news, I came across an article with the names and personal details of several of the thirteen fallen servicemen and women in Afghanistan. “These are the US service members killed in the Kabul airport attack,” the New York Post headline read.107 It occurred to me in that moment that I needed to end my speech in a very specific way: honoring our fallen heroes.

			I opened my white three-ring binder and quickly pulled my prepared remarks out of the plastic slipcover, scribbling down the names and personal details I could find about the American troops who had lost their lives just one day prior. As I read about these young patriots, it was crushing to learn that most of these heroes were in their young twenties, the full breadth of their life on earth cut so short. At the end of my speech, I told the crowd that we must remember these names—heroes of our military who made the ultimate sacrifice:

			“Maxton Soviak, twenty-two

			Kareem Nikoui, twenty

			David Lee Espinoza, twenty

			Rylee McCollum, twenty

			Jared Schmitz, twenty

			Hunter Lopez, twenty-two

			Daegan Page, twenty-three

			Ryan Knauss, twenty-three

			Darin Taylor Hoover Jr., thirty-one

			And four others whose names we’ll learn.”

			As I read the names of the fallen on that Friday evening before a crowd, packed into green church pews going up into the rafters, the audience stood up instinctually to applaud passionately for each and every young hero. When I read the name of Rylee McCollum, a twenty-year-old marine, I shared that he was expecting a beautiful baby in three weeks.

			I could barely get the words out as I thought about my own daughter, Blake, and how excruciatingly painful it must be for a young mother to become a young widow just weeks before the birth of her first child. Overcome with emotion, I began to tear up on stage before taking a deep breath and completing the reading of names. The hurt I felt was the pain being felt by an entire nation.

			In the days that followed, we learned the identities of the four servicemen and women whose names we did not know on that Friday night:

			Johanny Rosario Pichardo, twenty-five

			Nicole Gee, twenty-three

			Humberto Sanchez, twenty-two

			Dylan Merola, twenty

			May we always remember their names!

			On Monday, September 13, 2021, Levi “Rylee” Rose was born. Swaddled in a white blanket with blue and pink stripes, Marine Lance Cpl. Rylee McCollum’s little girl laid beneath a sign that read, “Naval Hospital Camp Pendleton welcomes baby girl Levi Rylee Rose 8lb 10oz.”108 Beside her sat a picture of her brave, heroic father, whom Levi will not meet in this life.

			At just twenty years old, Rylee McCollum intrepidly did what scripture describes as the greatest example of love. John 15:13 says, “Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”109 This verse exactly describes the actions of Rylee McCollum and twelve other patriots on that fateful day at the Kabul airport.

			When duty called, the thirteen rose to the occasion, entering a war-torn country and caring for the vulnerable along the way. The world saw this depicted vividly when twenty-three-year-old marine Nicole Gee posted an image, depicting her gallantry and compassion just days before she was killed. With her weapon by her side and dressed in military camouflage, Nicole held a baby in her arms as she gently gazed down at the Afghan child. Beneath the picture, Nicole wrote a simple caption: “I love my job.”

			The lives of Rylee and Nicole are the embodiment of love and sacrifice. Their stories are the stories of the best among us: our American servicemen and women. Each time darkness attempts to rear its ugly head in our world, our servicemembers bring light, and their stories never cease to amaze.

			In February, I traveled to Hernando, Mississippi, to give a talk to the County Seat Club, an organization that hosts various business and political leaders from around the country. On that rather chilly Saturday night, I made my way into a 1930s cottonseed warehouse-turned-event venue called 1 Memphis Street. I began taking pictures with the attendees before a very special guest was escorted toward me.

			“Meet Olin Pickens,” a man said. “He’s a one-hundred-year-old World War II veteran and two-time POW.”

			“Two-time POW!?” I replied in bewilderment. “Thank you for your service, sir.”

			Mr. Pickens, smiling from ear to ear, shook my hand and began to tell me about his service in World War II. Captured the first time in North Africa, he eventually escaped, only to be recaptured in Czechoslovakia.110 Olin Pickens spent twenty-six months in the hands of the enemy. He lost one-third of his body weight during his time in prison, part of which he spent in a dark hole in solitary confinement. Reflecting on his time in solitary confinement, Mr. Pickens’s eyes filled up with tears as he spoke to me; however, they were not tears of sadness but of joy.

			“I saw Jesus there,” Mr. Pickens said to me. “He was there with me.”

			I felt moisture fill my eyes as Mr. Pickens recounted to me that he only made it through imprisonment because of his savior. “I lost my freedom, my dignity, and my pride, right there, but I didn’t lose my faith,” Mr. Pickens told his local news station. “As bad as it was, we would do it again for freedom.”111

			A hero. That is what Mr. Olin Pickens is—in every sense of the word.

			In Genesis, we learn the story of Joseph, the son of Jacob. Joseph’s eleven brothers, consumed with jealousy, threw Joseph in a deep pit before selling him into slavery. For more than a decade, Joseph spent his life in servitude in Egypt, including some time in prison. Like Olin Pickens sitting in that German prison, the future seemed dim for Joseph in an Egyptian prison. But, similar to Mr. Pickens, God had other plans for Joseph. Scripture reassures us more than once that, despite Joseph’s hardship, “the Lord was with him.”112

			After a thirteen-year journey, Joseph was freed from prison, and—in a remarkable turn of events—went from prisoner to the close confidant of Pharaoh. As fate would have it, Joseph’s brothers, failing to recognize him, came to him amid a famine seeking food. Later, upon the death of their father and after learning of Joseph’s identity, the brothers asked, “‘What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?’”113 They even “threw themselves down before him” and proclaimed, “‘We are your slaves….’”114 But Joseph replied with infinite wisdom: “‘Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.’”115 Indeed, it was through Joseph’s suffering that he was identified by Pharaoh and ultimately placed in a role where Joseph would help to prepare Egypt for many years of famine. God used evil to bring about good—something we are seeing now in Afghanistan. While the loss of the thirteen is indeed the last dreadful chapter in our Afghanistan nightmare, it is not where the story of Afghanistan ends.





Chapter 2

			THE UNDERGROUND CHURCH

			As the Taliban took over Afghanistan, seeking to restore their murderous reign of terror, hundreds of thousands of Afghans left the country, leaving behind their homes in hopes of a better life. Asmaan—as I will call her for the purposes of anonymity—did not. “I was extremely scared, for sure,” Asmaan told me during our hour-and-a-half-long conversation, recounting her decision to stay in Afghanistan and live under Taliban rule. “Fear was not controlling my heart; the Holy Spirit was controlling my heart.”

			Asmaan shared one encounter she had with an older lady who was leaving the country after experiencing the Taliban’s treacherous rule the first time prior to the United States toppling the evil regime after the September 11, 2001 attacks. “Why, my daughter? Why are you staying here?” the woman asked Asmaan. “This country is not good anymore.”

			“Because of that encounter, it became stronger in my heart that I did the right thing staying in Afghanistan,” Asmaan reflected before passionately telling me about her love for her fellow Afghans and her desire to share Jesus with them. As Asmaan and I talked via video, I watched a woman who radiated with joy. She smiled as she spoke, exuding a very evident internal peace and happiness. From halfway across the world in Afghanistan, I could see the love of Jesus Christ pouring out of Asmaan.

			“To be a Christian in Afghanistan, now is a good time,” she said. “It is hard. There are many times that I want to give up, but at the same time, I see how thirsty people are here. It is an excellent time to be a Christian here.”

			“Good” and “excellent” are hardly two words you would think to use in characterizing what it is like to be a believer in one of the most hostile countries to Christianity in the entire world, but here was Asmaan saying just that. She explained to me that the church is growing in Afghanistan despite the Taliban’s persecution of Christian men and women.

			When I asked her if the Afghan people have shown an openness toward Christ after the fall of Afghanistan, Asmaan replied, “Now, much more than before…. They see the darkness and the light. For twenty years, during the war in Afghanistan, Afghans were able to go to universities, to have hope, and then, suddenly, all of that was gone. It’s gone because the Taliban came.”

			Afghans contrast the brutal reign of the Taliban with the acts of generosity from Christians. “They see the Christians helping most. They have love and respect,” Asmaan said. “Many American soldiers died in the explosion at Kabul airport. Why did they die? Because they were trying to help people get out of the country. They didn’t have to be here. Afghans see these people as Christian, so when we go to their houses and tell them about Jesus, they are very open. They just want to find that peace and hope.”

			But finding peace and hope in Christ comes at great personal cost for believers in Afghanistan. Asmaan described this cost: “People just disappear. No one hears about them. The Taliban is trying to get credibility from other countries, so they persecute quietly.”

			“Do you know anyone who has disappeared?” I asked Asmaan.

			In this moment, Asmaan’s demeanor changed. She took on a more somber tone, slightly looking down as she replied, “Yes, I have friends who have disappeared. They have been imprisoned. That is what I mean when I say that I have joy every day, but there is such pain when we lose someone.”

			When the Taliban took over Afghanistan in the mid-1990s, “Taliban Supreme Leader Mullah Omar ordered his men to raze churches to the ground, to lynch Afghan Christians and to kill or drive out foreigners who followed Jesus Christ,” according to Der Spiegel.116 Hashim Kabar, a Christian in Afghanistan, interviewed with the publication and described exactly how Taliban rule worked: “They tortured prisoners until they got them to tell them the names of other Christians. Then the Taliban would kill them and go in search of new victims.”117

			During the twenty-year period when the Taliban no longer ruled Afghanistan, there was indeed Christian persecution, yet “[w]ith church numbers growing, in 2019 some church leaders agreed to change their religious affiliation on national identity cards all Afghans are required to carry. The reason: They wanted their children and future generations to be able to publicly own a Christian identity,” according to World.118 Even so, Open Doors, which ranks countries for Christian persecution, reported that “Afghanistan had been No. 2 on the Open Doors World Watch List for several years” during this time period.

			When the Taliban regained control of the country in August of 2021, prospects for Christians became just as dire as they had been prior to the United States toppling the Taliban. Open Doors notes, “This is the first time Afghanistan has been No. 1 on the World Watch List.”119 Asmaan says that, while the persecution is quieter this time, it is worse now than before.

			As I was covering the fall of Afghanistan, I came across Global Catalytic Ministries (GCM), a ministry in touch with various members of the underground church in Afghanistan. In a “first-hand ground report” from Kabul, Afghanistan, GCM reported that “[t]he Taliban has a hit list of known Christians they are targeting to pursue and kill.”120 Saad, a secret Christian in Afghanistan, told Open Doors, “The list has been circulated with our names on it. Some [of us] have been killed. Some have been kidnapped, some have disappeared. It feels like the morning after a massive cataclysmic explosion.”121

			Dr. Rex Rogers, North American president of SAT-7, a Christian television network that broadcasts across the Middle East, reported that “the Taliban demand people’s phones, and if they find a downloaded Bible on your device, they will kill you immediately…. It’s incredibly dangerous right now for Afghans to have anything Christian on their phones. The Taliban have spies and informants everywhere.”122

			Will Stark, South Asia regional manager for International Christian Concern, told the Washington Times, “I’ve heard reports from people I know on the ground, that they’re receiving phone calls from unknown [telephone] numbers in which they’re being told, ‘We know who you are, and we are going to come for you.’ And that’s a direct threat and likely coming from Taliban fighters or maybe the Taliban itself, that they will be targeted, because of their faith identity.”123

			And yet, amazingly, defying every natural inclination of self-preservation, some Christians like Asmaan chose to stay in the country to share the good news of Jesus. But they must do so with caution. “In the past, we could worship in groups, but, now, we must worship low, not loud. Sometimes this means listening from a computer in silence together. If you are stopped in the streets, you cannot have the Bible on your phone,” Asmaan described.

			“Do you see God at work?” I asked.

			“I see that all the time,” Asmaan quickly replied. “I see it every day in the simple things, and it is so sweet—to meet a fellow believer in the street. ‘I’m so glad to see you. You are my sister,’ I will say.” Asmaan proceeded to make a very important, salient point. In countries like America, where we do not experience persecution like in Afghanistan, we tend to say hello and goodbye to fellow Christians and think little of it. “It’s too normal,” Asmaan said. “We lose the value of this interaction. Here, it is precious—the joy of knowing we are the same, we are of the same blood. We see the joy of the kingdom of God in the simple things. When I meet a new believer and we have the opportunity to pray together for ten minutes, it is so precious because I can’t always have that. Everything has become so precious. The Bible is a treasure. Or when I take communion, it is not something so simple as, ‘Oh yes, I had communion today.’ For us, it is precious.”

			Baptism, in particular, takes on a whole new level of importance. Asmaan explained: “I love baptism. It is the best. In Afghanistan, though, baptism means that you are accepting to be killed, to suffer for Jesus. When you get baptized, it’s not just committing to church, it is saying, ‘Yes, I accept to die, to suffer, to be tortured because I follow Jesus.’”

			How incredible is that statement? Here, in America when we commit to follow Jesus, we do so in a free society, where we can go to church every Sunday, pray with our friends and family in peace, and openly speak about our faith—things we all too regularly take for granted. For the American believer, the extent of persecution is being ostracized from a group or perhaps being fired from your job, a situation that happened recently but was rectified at the Supreme Court.124 For the Afghan believer, the consequences of faith can be torture and death.

			Despite this terrifying reality, the church is growing in Afghanistan. Anywhere between one thousand to twelve thousand Christians lived in Afghanistan prior to the United States’ withdrawal and the Taliban’s takeover.125 Given that the church operates almost entirely underground, finding an exact number is difficult.126 While many Christians left the country, some—like Asmaan—chose to stay, and because of their sacrifice, Asmaan told me that the church is indeed growing. Asmaan said, “When I bring food to people, they start to cry. ‘How can it be that you are here?’ they say. They see believers who chose to stay here.”

			GCM shared with me the thoughts of a leader of the underground church who did not flee Afghanistan but instead chose to stay at great personal risk. Here is what they said about the fall of Afghanistan: “Everyone is in despair; doesn’t matter Muslims…Pashto, Christian; all are very afraid…. The despair is very visible, but at the same time, today I went out to walk around and sing songs and visit my friends…. When the people saw me they were so happy to see me. ‘So glad you are here and didn’t leave,’ they said. It gives them hope…. God will do great things through the believers that stayed.”

			Singing through despair as the murderous Taliban regime took hold? Staying despite every human instinct telling you to flee? It is an almost incomprehensible decision, and yet selfless Christians set on spreading the Gospel message did just that.

			One Christian told GCM, “There is no need to fear what the Taliban is doing, yes bad things may happen to us, but God will do something and glorify His name. If something bad happens to me, I will remember God and how he works miracles…. I trust God….”127

			One Christian mentioned Psalm 2 as a source of inspiration. The Psalm reads, in part, “Why do the nations conspire and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth rise up and the rulers band together against the Lord and against his anointed, saying, ‘Let us break their chains and throw off their shackles.’ The One enthroned in heaven laughs….”128 The Christian in Afghanistan marveled at God laughing at the enemy, who seeks to harm. “God is still in control,” he or she wrote. “Yes, things are hard and we have been afraid but to see the hands of God and to meet the believers…I feel lucky. This has been the hardest time of my life but also the best. It is a privilege to see that nothing can stop the word of God in Afghanistan, not the Taliban, not anything.”129

			“I feel lucky.” Can you imagine writing those words as a hostile invader has taken over your country, threatened your life, and even killed your fellow believers?

			And yet another testimony provided to GCM recounts an interaction a Christian had with an Afghan driver. “I’ve never seen anyone like you,” the driver said. Reflecting on the comment, the Christian wrote, “I find it funny. Being a Christian matters and impacts the life of people no matter where you are. I have the privilege to be in Afghanistan. I definitely think that is a privilege. Just being a Christian should impact the lives around us…. Despite me feeling like I’m inside of a fire, I am at peace in my spirit.”130
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