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“Amazing encouragement from the heart of the battle! Chris Plekenpol turns the challenges of war into doorways through which we can experience and know more of Christ in our daily lives. Though the book is designed as a devotional tool to be read day by day, I doubt you’re going to be able to put it down.”

LOUIE GIGLIO
PASSION CONFERENCES




“Beliefs and values are merely words until tested. Chris Plekenpol is a young man whose beliefs and values have been tested like few men I know. There is no theory here. Just the battle-tested insights of a soldier who has learned to trust his heavenly Father in the valley of the shadow of death. You are going to love this book.”

ANDY STANLEY
SENIOR PASTOR, NORTH POINT MINISTRIES




“Faith forged in the crucible of combat! Chris Plekenpol is a warrior, and he has compiled a great guide for victory in battles that we all face.”

OLIVER L. NORTH
HOST OF “WAR STORIES” ON FOX NEWS
AND AUTHOR OF THE ASSASSIN
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Prologue

Iraq. My “home” for the present. The place where I’m writing this book.

It’s February 2005. The Iraqi national elections have passed, and we are witnessing the dawning of democracy in a country that has, for the past fifty years, been caught in the quagmire of dictatorship. Freedom has been granted. But still we must battle pockets of resistance along Highway 10, the main route between Ramadi, Fallujah, and Baghdad.

I have trained hard to be where I am in my career. I graduated from the United States Military Academy at West Point. If only I had worked half as zealously on my relationship with God. While I was at West Point, I limited myself to what I call a “fan” relationship with God. I would go to the games on Sunday and talk about Him with the boys, but I didn’t really know Him. It wasn’t until December 5, 1999, that I gave myself wholly to Him at Southeast Christian Church in Louisville, Kentucky. Since that time, I have lived every day with unbridled passion for Christ.

After I left West Point, the Army put me through Ranger School, Airborne School, Air Assault School, Jumpmaster School, and Special Forces Assessment and Selection. I passed them all. It was not my intent to stay in the Army long enough to end up at war in Iraq, but that is what happened. Now I see that it has all been for God’s glory. Still is.

I love what I do. In his book Wild at Heart, John Eldredge describes the Warrior Poet. That’s how I see myself. We’ve been trained to think of the Christian man as a “nice guy,” tame, unwilling to rock the boat. But Exodus 15:3 says that “the Lord is a warrior.” When I read that, I get the sense that He’s not afraid to rock the boat at times, and He expects us to fight and rock right there beside Him.

A warrior seeks out the harder right over the easier wrong. He is not faint of heart. These codes were impressed upon me throughout training at West Point and Ranger School and, of course, by my mom. I was taught that honor is defined not by niceness, but by doing what is right. The Warrior Poet is characterized by all that it is untamed, strong, and fearless. He never compromises God’s righteousness, but he also embraces the softer side of love.

As a Warrior Poet, I command men ready for battle. I never used to think of myself as a Warrior Poet, but I always dreamed of becoming one. I entertained aspirations of living fearlessly in the face of death. But I was afraid. Afraid I could not do it.

I found out I can. I’m doing it now. It’s as if I were dropped into the ocean and given two options—sink or swim. Of course, my desire was to swim. But without my God watching over me, I’d be out of my depth, even with all of my training and conditioning. That’s why I cling to Him like a little girl to her father’s leg. It’s good that this task is an impossible one—one that involves pain and struggle. If I didn’t need God, I wouldn’t seek and find new strength of character in Him. I have learned this while walking the hard road that has led me here, to my sixth month in Iraq. As you read this, I may still be here fighting, or I may already have departed this earth to enjoy Glory forever. None of us knows what tomorrow may bring.

I am not so different from you. Before my deployment to Iraq, the Army was just a job. It was a place to go and work, and then I came home. I never thought of myself as a noble hero. But September 11, 2001, put everything into new perspective. For the first time, I felt that I was part of a Warrior Class. I left the 82nd Airborne Division and, after further captain-schooling and a year in Korea, found myself deployed as a company commander here in Iraq in the summer of 2004.

Before Iraq, I had never seen a real dead person. But within a month of my arrival, I was searching the highway for one of my soldiers. When I found him, I could not even recognize the playful, funny, crazy kid who had only hours before joked about being, in truth, a Delta Force Operative working undercover as a loader in my tank company. I have watched the enemy die and wondered in my heart if it was wrong to witness a man in the moment of his final heartbeat and be glad. I have picked up our own dead more times than I want to remember, questioning secretly why, when I said, “In the name of Jesus, get up and walk,” nothing happened.

I prayed desperately for a lieutenant who lay dying in the arms of one of my medics. He had decided to come out into sector because he didn’t feel involved. As he crossed over from earth to eternity, I had to tell his best friend, “Keep it together! You have men to lead! Wipe your eyes, and let’s go!” when the whole time I just wanted to sit down and cry.

I have spoken at two memorials and shed tears at ten others. I have prayed with my men, wept with my men, bled with my men. In all this, my goal and my heart’s cry has been to see God glorified somehow in this surreal world that reminds me of hell more than it does the birthplace of civilization.

I have lived through firefights, bullets flying at me, my bullets flying back. I have kicked in doors, like they do in the movies, the jamb splintering and the door falling at my feet. I have arrested more men than I can remember. I have cuffed them and blindfolded them and taken them away. I have watched women beat themselves in confusion, trying to fathom the reality that I’m taking away their only source of income. I have felt the steel grip of an old woman trying to make me understand why I should not take her son. I have removed my sunglasses for her, so she could see I have a heart, that I am not some sort of soulless, faceless robot.

I have hugged kids and given them soccer balls and Beanie Babies. It made their entire year. I have taken away their fathers. It was their worst nightmare. Many times I have wanted to emotionally detach myself from these people. But that would be a kind of death. I choose to live.

I have written this book so that you might step into my world for a moment and see this life through my eyes. I constantly struggle to “work out my salvation with fear and trembling.” I know I’m heaven-bound, but I also realize that I have a lot to “work out” in order to know God better and to plumb the depths of His heart.

I love God with everything that I am. And, being human, I fall short daily in my efforts to live out my thanks to Jesus Christ. See? I told you that you and I are a lot alike. I’m here, not because I’m braver or bolder, but simply because God chose to put me here, and not somewhere else. At heart, each of us is that Warrior Poet that God is calling to step up, to claim our rightful place as heirs to His throne. We are the children of God! And each day of my life is a new lesson about what that means.

What you are about to read is a compilation of e-mails I wrote from Iraq to those who were concerned, to those who were praying, to those who were learning what it was to follow after God. In my writings, I’ve described events I have experienced and witnessed in Iraq. And I have told it the way it happened, sometimes on the very day it happened. I believe God had a purpose in shaping into a book my firsthand account of war and my relationship with Him, and I’m excited to learn how He will use it. I pray that as you read this, you will be challenged to relentlessly pursue His purpose for you. That you will live out loud for the cause of Christ.
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The Calm Before the Storm

CAMP CASEY, KOREA, JUNE 2004


The tempest seen off to the west,

This day shall bring my greatest test.

With knuckles white I gasp for breath,

Sweat trickles down. I think of death.

Heightened fear begins to form.

It is the calm before the storm.




All alone I pace about

Trying to control my doubt.

“Will I be okay? Will I know what to do?”

These thoughts I need the answer to.

I glance to heaven, but feel far away,

Can’t think of the right words to say.

Inside I grieve, my heart has torn.

Agony, this calm before the storm.




If only I’d walked and never stumbled.

If only my heart was truly humbled.

Had I not succumbed to the lust of the flesh,

I might have comfort on this eve of death.

Of all the times to feel far away,

Of all the times, unable to pray.

I want to break through in some fashion or form.

I hate the calm before the storm.




Where do you turn when there’s no place to go?

Where to turn for rest for the soul?

In quiet desperation, I grasp toward Him,

Asking for peace beyond this sin.

Begging His presence once again.

Asking for hope when all is forlorn.

Hoping He’ll fill

My calm before the storm.




I watch clouds pass, the moon shines bright.

All in me wants to run from this fight.

Silence surrounds me. My heart is alone.

Then these words I hear from a Voice that I know:

“Why do you fret and why do you fear?

Why do I find your sweat and tears here?

Have I not told you in times before,

You are my son whom I cannot ignore.

I have known you since before you were born.

I’m with you now,

In the calm before the storm.”




He continues, His voice is silent and clear.

The power of His presence so oppressively near.

“As your Father, I have a secret I want you to know.

Take this with you wherever you go.

Whenever you’re faithless, I am faithful,

Even when sin has taken its toll.

For I AM the calm before the storm.

I AM here at the center of this storm.”




What a moment before was painful angst,

What before made me lose my heart and my strength,

Is now the source of what draws me close,

Makes clear Whom and what I value most.

Because this storm, as well, shall pass.

And He’s the peace that’s going to last.

His gifts of joy and pain reveal

A need in me I can’t conceal:

I need a Savior, I need a Lord

Who is

The Calm Before the Storm.




Get That Hairdryer Out of My Face!

AUGUST 1, 2004

It’s 8 p.m. local time. We’ve just arrived in Kuwait, and the friendly airport people are driving over to us the stairs-on-wheels that help us troopers disembark from the aircraft. My nerves are on edge just a little bit. There is a kind of excitement and fear in my gut that is making me slightly unsettled. However, I know this is the beginning of a great adventure. I look out the west window of the plane and see the moon—huge and seemingly low to the ground. I stare, temporarily forgetting where I am. I’m startled back into the present by a slap of hot air against my face as I step off the plane. I assume at first that it’s the jet wash of the Boeing 747 World Airline Aircraft. Then I realize that the engines have been stopped for some time now. The nonstop furnace blowing in my face is the desert wind.

It’s hard to imagine anywhere being 102 degrees at night, but I definitely feel like I’ve just stepped into a little kid’s Easy Bake Oven. Ironically, 102 is the low for the day, and, as I will find out in the following days, it’s pretty mild. Temperatures in the desert can peak at 150. It’s like someone sticking a hair dryer in your face, and you can’t find the off-switch.

What can I expect in this big desert? In Korea I was surrounded by lush, green mountains. Now I’m scanning what looks like an endless beach. A beach that goes all the way to the ocean two hundred miles away. Everywhere I look … nothing. The term godforsaken comes to mind.

What do the locals think of their harsh environment? I don’t think they’re exactly thrilled that they live in a desert, but after centuries they have become accustomed to it. Most of them have seen nothing else. They’re surrounded by desert in every direction!

Now, I can understand living in a desert if you have no choice. But one thing I’ve always wondered about: What was the point of Jesus voluntarily going into the desert to be tempted? And what was Paul’s pre-ministry desert sojourn all about? Moses spent forty years in the desert before leading Israel out of Egypt. Then he took them back into the desert for another forty years, before Joshua led them into the Promised Land. What is the big deal about hanging out in the desert? Nothing but scorpions, dead camels, and furnace heat. I don’t get it.

Then a realization hits me. I pace about, letting the sand slide beneath my boots, and it becomes quite apparent that there are no distractions here. Existence is reduced to the basics. Sure, absorbing the sun’s heat in quantities that would power about a million solar-powered calculators for a billion years takes some getting used to. But after you are done whining, and if you happen to be at all inclined toward the spiritual, you have all the time in the world to gain the proper perspective on God. What is the proper perspective? It’s this: He is everything and I am nothing. The desert sucks all pride out of you. It shows you your own need. It deepens your character, broadens your awareness, so that you begin to see the needs of others.

This is what Peter was saying when he wrote 1 Peter 4:1–3 to encourage Christians: “Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because he who has suffered in his body is done with sin. As a result, he does not live the rest of his earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God. For you have spent enough time in the past doing what pagans choose to do—living in debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies, carousing and detestable idolatry.” The desert exercised a powerful influence in the lives of our spiritual forefathers Paul and Moses. It burned away who they had been and reshaped and solidified them into who God wanted them to be.

The desert functions the same way in our lives.

I don’t know where you are. Maybe in a desert, feeling as though someone is blasting you in the face with a hairdryer. Maybe you have trouble understanding why you are here or how you are to cope. But God lives in the desert with you. Maybe He’s using this situation to suck the pride out of you. It could be His time to show you that you are nothing apart from Him. The danger, of course, is that you might forget the refreshing love and forgiveness of God. The Kuwaitis here have no idea what a cool spring breeze coming up from a lush valley feels like. You may have forgotten what it was to live for the will of God. Maybe you’ve quit trying. You may only remember your sinfulness.

Or maybe you’re living the wonderful Christian life and you’re totally comfortable with it. You’ve never struggled through any real trials, and you’re quick to judge others who are struggling. Since you have not experienced need, you have not experienced depth. If that’s you, I challenge you to put yourself in a position where God becomes an obvious necessity. Step out of the kiddie-pool and go dive into the deep end of the grownup pool.
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Are you in the desert? Is your heart wandering around in the furnace, searching for an oasis? For rest? Do you have pride that needs to be purified out? Have you been operating on Christian Cruise Control with no real challenges in your life? Has the ease of your existence left you a spiritually shallow person? What needs to change?

Remember: “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6; see also 1 Peter 5:5 and Proverbs 3:34).
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Get Your Van Out of the Sand!

AUGUST 8, 2004

I saw my first camels today. We were getting in some tank target practice. On the way back from holding a reconnaissance of the marksmanship ranges that I would conduct with my men, I saw one of the most interesting spectacles I have ever witnessed. You look around at a vast wasteland of sand, and there in the middle of it are these huge beasts hanging out, eating scrub brush. They come in many different colors; I saw black, brown, and white. Who would have thought? A white camel. I felt as if I had been transplanted back into biblical times. That is, until a pickup truck drove onto the scene and started herding them.

I was in a minivan, in a small convoy of minivans with the other senior-ranking officers of the battalion and we were driving through the desert. Now, when I say “through the desert,” I really mean through the desert. You don’t find many paved roads out here. Or, for that matter, much of anything that resembles what we consider to be civilization.

Driving through the desert in a two-wheel-drive, twelve-passenger van, one might assume that we would get stuck in the sand. That assumption would be correct. Camels do well on sand; they’re made for the desert. Minivans aren’t and don’t.

When we got stuck, I instantly pictured my driver and myself crawling across the dunes, panting for water. However, the convoy of vehicles with which I was traveling stopped and
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