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Prologue: The Rooms

In Washington

Somewhere in Washington, a man prays before he speaks to the cameras. This is not unusual. American officials have been invoking God's blessing on their military operations for as long as there have been American officials and military operations, and the invocation has generally been understood by everyone involved as a form of ceremonial punctuation — the political equivalent of a ribbon cutting, theologically weightless, culturally necessary, quickly forgotten. What Pete Hegseth said on national television in the early weeks of the war against Iran was not that. It was not punctuation. It was the argument itself.

"The providence of our almighty God," he announced, "is there protecting those troops."

Pause on that sentence. Not to evaluate its theology, which is a separate and ultimately less interesting question. Pause on what it does — what it is designed, consciously or not, to accomplish in the architecture of public justification. A secretary of war who says this campaign serves the national interest has made a claim that can be interrogated. The intelligence can be challenged. The strategy can be debated. The casualties can be counted against the stated objectives. The whole apparatus of democratic accountability — hearings, investigations, elections, the long slow grind of institutional oversight — depends on the justification being the kind of claim that evidence can touch, that argument can contest, that time and consequence can either vindicate or refute.

Providence cannot be subpoenaed. Divine mandate doesn't submit to peer review. When the justification for state violence migrates into theology, accountability doesn't simply become difficult. It becomes, by the internal logic of the claim, a kind of impertinence — the demand of small minds for evidence that larger minds have already transcended. The conversation is over before it begins. God has spoken. What precisely do you wish to audit?

This is not a new observation. What is new — or rather, what is newly visible in the current moment with a clarity that earlier moments obscured — is the geometry of it. Because the same structure, the same move, the same migration of justification from the falsifiable to the unfalsifiable, is simultaneously active not in one state but in three. And they are not merely adjacent. They are locked together, each providing the others with exactly the provocation their theology requires, each escalation confirming the other's prophecy, the whole configuration rotating slowly toward consequences that none of the certainties involved has any theological incentive to prevent.

In Jersualem

In Jerusalem, the structure is older and more deeply embedded than anything Washington has managed. Israel's foundational claim to the land rests, in its religious formulation, on covenant — a promise recorded in scripture, understood by a significant and growing portion of Israeli political culture not as metaphor or historical myth but as an active, present, non-negotiable title deed. The settlement movement, which has driven the policy configurations that produced the current regional crisis, is explicitly theological in its self-understanding. This is not incidental to Israeli nationalism even in its ostensibly secular forms. The religious and the national are so thoroughly braided in Israeli political life, so mutually dependent in their historical development, that to separate them cleanly would require dismantling both.

The current Israeli government includes ministers for whom the expansion of Jewish sovereignty over the biblical land deemed "Holy" is not a policy preference among competing preferences but a messianic obligation — an unfolding of the divine plan in real time, measurable in territory, in military victories, in the slow and sometimes violent absorption of land that God promised and history interrupted. For the religious Zionist right, which has moved from the political margins to the governmental centre over the past two decades, every military operation is a sacred act. Every dunam reclaimed is a step in the redemption. The language of strategy and security is present, and sincerely meant, but it rests on a foundation that is theological rather than strategic — and when the two conflict, as they sometimes must, it's not always strategy that yields.

That's the identical epistemological structure. Divine mandate removing territorial and military action from the domain of falsifiable, accountable human decision-making. The texts are different. The prophets are different. The jurisprudential tradition accumulated across the centuries is entirely different. The architecture is the same.

But the connection between American Christian nationalism and Israeli religious Zionism is not simply structural resemblance observed from the outside. It's organisational, financial, and — this is the part that receives almost no serious attention — mutually instrumentalising in a way that should disturb both parties if either looked at it steadily. A substantial portion of the evangelical base that provides Hegseth's theological framework is Christian Zionist. Their eschatology — premillennial dispensationalism in its most widely held American form — requires a Jewish state in the promised land as a precondition for the second coming of Christ. The sequence this theology demands runs: Jewish sovereignty over the biblical land, escalating conflict in the Middle East, a final battle at Megiddo, the return of Christ, and then — this is the part the alliance prefers not to discuss in mixed company — the conversion or destruction of the Jewish people as the precondition for the millennial kingdom.

American Christian nationalists support Israel, in other words, not because they wish Jewish people well in any straightforward sense, and not because they have calculated Israeli security as a American strategic interest, but because Israel is a necessary prop in a story whose ending requires the elimination of Judaism as a living tradition. Israeli religious nationalists accept this support — the money, the political cover, the congressional votes — because it serves the immediate project of land and sovereignty, while presumably trusting that the eschatological endgame can be managed when it arrives. Each is using the other. Each is providing the other with theological validation and practical resources for a narrative in which the other has no dignified or surviving place. It's an alliance consecrated by shared certainty about how history ends, built on a foundation that neither party has examined carefully enough to describe honestly in public.

In Tehran

In Tehran — or in whatever command structure has reconstituted itself from the ruins of the Iranian leadership killed in the opening strikes of this war — the structure is not just present but constitutionally foundational. The Islamic Republic was not a state that subsequently acquired religious justification for its actions. It was a state founded explicitly on the doctrine of velayat-e faqih — the guardianship of the Islamic jurist — in which political and military authority derives directly from God through the supreme leader. This is not rhetorical flourish or cultural decoration. It's the explicit, codified, jurisprudentially elaborated architecture of the Islamic state, worked out in meticulous detail by Khomeini across decades of exile and scholarship before the revolution gave him the opportunity to instantiate it.

Under velayat-e faqih, the supreme leader's authority is not legitimate because the people consent to it. It is legitimate because God wills it, and the jurist's qualification to exercise it derives from his mastery of Islamic law and his embodiment of its requirements. Democratic elements do exist within the system — elections, a parliament, a president — but they operate within a framework whose ultimate authority is explicitly theological and explicitly unfalsifiable. The supreme leader doesn't govern because the people say so. He governs because God, through the chain of jurisprudential authority, says so. That claim is not subject to electoral recall. It's not subject to constitutional challenge. It's not subject to the kind of accountability that requires its premises to be defended before a sceptical audience.

Ali Khamenei, before he was killed in the opening strikes of this war, held his title precisely because he was understood — within this framework, by those who operate within it — to be God's representative on earth. His successors, currently his son but whoever emerges from the theological and political wreckage to claim the mantle, inherit the same structure of continuity. The person changes. The unfalsifiability is institutional.

And Iranian revolutionary theology carries its own eschatological dimension, its own end-times architecture that mirrors, in its structure if not its content, the American premillennial framework and the Israeli messianic one. Shia Islam has long understood history as moving toward the return of the Mahdi — the twelfth imam, in occultation since 874 CE, whose return will inaugurate an era of justice and mark the culmination of human history. Various strands of Iranian revolutionary thought have interpreted the Islamic Republic itself, and its conflicts with the West, as part of the conditions that precede or precipitate that return. Conflict with the "Great Satan" is not just geopolitical. It is eschatologically significant. Resistance is not only strategic. It is participation in the divine unfolding.

The Tripartite Structure

Three frameworks, then. Not two. Each internally coherent. Each the product of centuries of serious theological and jurisprudential development by some of the most sophisticated minds their respective traditions have produced. Each, from inside, not purely reasonable but obligatory — the only responsible response to what God, or history, or the divine promise, or the jurisprudential tradition clearly requires.

And each providing the others with exactly the evidence their eschatology needs. American strikes on Iran confirm, for Iranian hardliners and their constituencies across the Muslim world, the apocalyptic narrative of Western aggression against Islam — the Great Satan doing what the Great Satan has always done, and what the tradition said it would do. Iranian resistance confirms, for American Christian nationalists, the narrative of darkness thrashing against the light — the enemies of God's plan revealing themselves through their refusal to yield. Israeli expansion confirms both, while drawing sustenance from one alliance and existential threat from the other, navigating a position of extraordinary complexity with the confidence of a state that believes its survival is written into the structure of reality by divine decree.

They are not merely fighting each other. At some level beneath strategy and politics and stated war aims — beneath the press conferences and the UN resolutions and the back-channel negotiations — they are co-authoring a story. And the story, in all three versions, ends the same way. Not with negotiated settlement. Not with the patient construction of a regional security architecture. Not with the kind of ambiguous, messy, ultimately unsatisfying outcome that actual diplomacy tends to produce. It ends with God's plan fulfilled, with history's arc completed, with the vindication of the faithful and the defeat of the darkness.

De-escalation, from inside any of these frameworks, is not merely strategically difficult. It is theologically costly. It requires the participants to act in ways that their deepest convictions tell them are not merely wrong but disloyal or heretical. Peace, in this configuration, is not the goal. Its the obstacle.

Other Voices

Within each tradition, there are other voices. There have always been other voices — theologians and jurists and ordinary believers who read the same texts and arrive at entirely different conclusions about violence, coexistence, and the nature of God's will. Iranian reformists who interpreted velayat-e faqih as a transitional doctrine rather than a permanent construction. Israeli rabbinical authorities who read the messianic tradition as a call to ethical transformation rather than territorial expansion. American Christians who find in their scripture not a mandate for crusade but an obligation to peacemaking that overrides every political convenience. These voices are real and sincere. The traditions that produced the certainty systems also produced, from the same sources, the dissent against them. They are not the ones with their hands on the weapons.

That asymmetry — between the interpreters of a tradition who arrive at humility and those who arrive at certainty, and the reliable tendency of power to select for the latter — is not incidental to the argument this book will make. It is in fact central to it. The topic in focus is not whether religious traditions contain the resources for peace. They do, abundantly. The question is why, when those traditions achieve state power, it is so consistently the certitude rather than the humility that governs. Why the reformist is marginalised, the peacemaker sidelined, the voice that says God requires restraint consistently outcompeted by the voice that says God requires victory. The answer to that question is not theological. It is cognitive, institutional, evolutionary. And it's the question this book will pursue.

In Rome

Into this geometry walks a pope. The first American pope in history, born in Chicago, formed by the particular rhythms of a country now at war. Pope Leo XIV's response to the providential framework was precise, measured, and — on its own philosophical terms — entirely correct: "Some claim to involve the name of God in these deadly decisions, but God cannot be enlisted by darkness. It is peace that those who invoke him must seek."

Pay attention to what he did not do or say. He didn't offer a competing theology. He didn't argue that God favours a different combatant. He made a claim about rationality, accountability, and the limits of violence — a claim that stands independently of whether God exists at all, that can be evaluated on purely secular philosophical grounds, that's open to evidence and argument and the slow accumulation of consequence. He called it "the absurd claim of resolving problems and differences with war." That is not scripture. That's an argument. The Pope, in this moment, was doing the work of reason while the Secretary of War was doing the work of revelation. They had exchanged positions so completely that the institutional labels had become almost meaningless.

But Leo's argument, however philosophically sound, does not arrive in the world as a free-floating rational proposition. It arrives wrapped in an institution whose own relationship with divine mandate for violence is, to put it with maximum restraint, extensive. Crusades. Inquisitions. The theological anti-Judaism that provided the deep cultural soil in which the Holocaust became possible, and the silence of Pius XII while it happened. Colonial conquest blessed by papal decree, administered by men who understood themselves as doing God's work in territories whose existing inhabitants had not been consulted about the arrangement. The Church of Rome spent centuries as the pre-eminent proof of concept for God being enlisted in darkness, refined the technology to a degree unmatched by any subsequent practitioner, and is still, in the communities that received its missionaries alongside their colonisers, associated with a history that has not been fully reckoned with.

Leo is not speaking from innocence. He is speaking from institutional memory of what it costs — a different and harder-won authority than the breezy providential confidence of someone encountering the temptation for the first time. But his audience in Tehran does not receive his words as a neutral rational intervention from above the conflict. Nor does his audience in Jerusalem, still carrying the particular weight of what his institution either did or permitted across two millennia of theological anti-Judaism. They receive him as a voice from a tradition that has its own long account to settle with each of theirs. The argument is sound. The arguer is implicated. Indeed, there's no one available who is not.

There is no view from nowhere. The position that appears to transcend the conflict is itself embedded in all of its histories. The very concept of a universal rational arbiter — a voice that rises above particular traditions to speak in the name of shared human reason — is a product of a specific civilisational inheritance, broadly European, broadly Enlightenment-shaped, and that inheritance is not a neutral party to this war. It is one of the ancestors of all three combatants, the civilisational matrix within which their respective certainty systems developed, clashed, and were forced to define themselves against each other. To invoke it as if it floated free of that history is not exactly dishonest. It's incomplete in a way that the people on the receiving end of that history notice immediately, even when those doing the invoking do not.

The Question of Absolute Certainty

The question this configuration raises is not one that political commentary has yet found a language for. It's not a question about policy, or strategy, or the particular failures of this administration or that government. It's a question about a recurring pattern in human affairs that predates every current institution designed to manage it, that's survived every attempt to educate or legislate or negotiate it away, and that appears — this is the hypothesis this book will examine with as much rigour as the evidence allows — to be rooted not in ignorance or malice or the corruption of particular traditions, but in something closer to the bone than any of those.

The disposition toward absolute certainty about ultimate things appears to be a feature of human cognitive architecture rather than a bug per se. It emerges universally across cultures. It develops in children without instruction. It provided genuine adaptive advantages across the long Pleistocene prehistory of the species, when shared unfalsifiable belief about invisible forces promoted the cohesion and cooperation that kept small groups alive in conditions of chronic scarcity and threat. Without it, the large-scale cooperation that built civilisation would probably have been impossible. The great religions, the great ideological movements, the great nationalist projects — all of them drew on this capacity, refined it, institutionalised it, and directed it toward the construction of something larger than any individual could build alone.

The same capacity, operating at civilisational scale, with the weapons and the reach that civilisation has produced, is a different proposition. A cognitive tool shaped for the Pleistocene is now running three nuclear-adjacent states simultaneously, each locked in a story about how history ends, each with access to weapons whose destructive capacity was not part of the evolutionary environment in which the tool was developed. The mismatch between the scale of the certainty and the scale of the consequences available to it has never, in the history of our species, been wider than it is now.

We have built institutions to manage the competition between interests. We have built some, imperfectly and at great cost, to manage the competition between ideologies. We have built almost nothing capable of remaining accountable when power has decided it answers only to God — or to History, or to Race, or to any of the other names that absolute certainty has worn across the centuries. That gap — between the destructive capacity we have developed and the institutional wisdom we have accumulated to govern it — is the subject of this book.

It's not a comfortable subject. It doesn't resolve into a set of recommendations, a policy agenda, or a programme for reform, though all of those things are necessary and none of them will be sufficient. It resolves, if that is the right word, into a question that the species has not yet found the political imagination to ask clearly, let alone begin to answer.

What would it actually take to build institutions robust enough to hold power accountable when power has decided it answers only to God?

The truthful answer is that we don't know. We have never built them. And the prayers are still falling — from Washington, from Jerusalem, from Tehran and wherever the Iranian succession is being contested in the rubble of a state whose supreme leader died believing he was God's representative on earth — each prayer certain of its address, each one landing in the same silence.

Whether that silence is the silence of an absent God or simply the silence of a universe indifferent to our certainties is, in one sense, the oldest question the species has posed. In another sense, for the first time in our history, it is also an urgent practical one.

We don't have the luxury of leaving it to theology.
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Chapter One: The Adaptive Virtue

You have felt it. Everyone has. It arrives without announcement — not as a conclusion laboriously reached after the careful weighing of evidence, but as something closer to a clearing. A moment when what had been uncertain, contested, held at arm's length by the normal friction of doubt, suddenly reorganises itself into something that feels less like a belief and more like a perception. Less like deciding and more like seeing. The philosopher William James, writing at the turn of the last century, described it as noetic — a quality of knowledge, of illumination, of having been shown something rather than having reasoned one's way to it. You don't argue yourself into certainty. It just arrives. And when it does, the previous state of uncertainty doesn't feel like a more cautious or more rational position that you have now revised. It feels, from inside the new certainty, like a kind of blindness that has been cured.
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