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 T H O S E   W H O   H O P E   I N   T H E   L O R D   W I L L   R E N E W   T H E I R   S T R E N G T H   (ISAIAH 40:31).  
 

Despair Distinguishes Bin-Laden’s Dogma
by Dr. Robert B. Sheldon

 

As I was driving to my 20th

reunion barbecue, I told
my wife that we Wheaton
students had been brain-
washed to believe that we
were the cream of America’s
Christians, the brightest of
evangelicals, the chosen
people who would change the
world. And here we are, 20
years later. The world has
changed, yet we were not a
part of it. 9/11 came, we
watched the world change,
and we wept.

For you see, Islamic
extremists aren’t all that
different from me, an average
fundamentalist. They too have seen
blatant godlessness and sexual
decadence of “the Great Satan”
spreading irresistibly throughout the
world, and they have given their lives to
stop it. How does my youthful idealism
differ from theirs?

This summer my brother
recommended I read a book about
WWII entitled Flags of our Fathers. It
tells the story of the 5 marines who
raised the flag on Iwo Jima. One fact
burned in my mind. The Japanese knew
they were losing, and they were intent
on making it cost the US as much as
possible. So the Japanese burrowed into
the little volcanic island, digging

two miles of tunnels to connect their
many bunkers. They calibrated their
mortars for the elevation of each beach.
Their 20,000 highly trained soldiers 
were dedicated to fighting to the death.
They permitted 50,000 US Marines to fill
the beaches until men and equipment
were cheek-to-jowl, when they
unleashed their withering fire. The
inevitable victory took a month and cost
7,600 dead Marines, but it cost the
Japanese all 20,000. 

What! All that preparation, and
fighting from highly fortified positions,
and the Japanese lost three soldiers for
every one U.S. marine. In contrast, the
183 Texans who face Santa Ana’s 7000

strong army at the Alamo took
out 1500 Mexicans (one to
nine). They too were
committed to the death, but
they had less time for
preparation, less defensible
positions, and  fewer
armaments.

So why were the Japanese
so ineffective? Part of the
answer lies in the scene the
Marines found in bunker after
conquered bunker; piles of
dead Japanese who saved
their last grenade for
themselves, mass suicides,
everywhere, always.
Conversely, these boys who

fought in Iwo Jima wanted to go home.
They fought carefully, not berzerkingly.
They covered for their buddies. They
cared about their friends. They were
more effective than the Japanese who
fought for their emperor and a glorious
death. 

Both the Japanese and German war
machines were fueled by propaganda.
Both believed they were a super-race,
destined for victory. Both ridiculed the
weak-willed, soft-hearted Americans who
stood between them and world
dominion. Such motivation worked
marvelously as the Japanese rolled  
over Korea, Manchuria, Singapore and
Corregidor. Self-assurance works great
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when one is winning. Like the opium the
Taliban give their young recruits before a
battle, it makes one brave by concealing
all pain. But when one is losing and
about to be captured by the despised
scum-of-the-earth, then the sword of
self-assurance shows its other edge. It
becomes despair. 

The U.S. soldiers could lose at
Corregidor and win at Iwo Jima with
exactly the same motivation because
they did not believe that they had to win
to secure their salvation. Their goals
were not so lofty. Their hope which was
quite ordinary was not so easily
extinguished. They wanted to go home.
They wanted to see their girlfriends
again. They wanted to survive. They
desired peace, but they knew the path
led necessarily through this battle. 

The crucial contrast that determined
the outcome was hope versus despair. It
was hope that strengthened Jim 
Bowie’s leadership while he lay
incapacitated on a hospital bed in the
Alamo. It was hope that kept the 

Marines on the beaches of Iwo Jima.
Many writers have said this before. My
favorite, J. R. Tolkien in “The Lord of 
the Rings,” wrote during the darkest
hours of World War II of a final black
battle in which all hope appears lost,
until strangely the sun breaks through
and the riders of Rohan enter
unexpectedly. The hope that Tolkien
conveyed made me cry then as I cry
now. For hope is the sign and guarantee
of the Spirit. Hope is the precursor of
eventual victory, the harbinger of
salvation. 

Despair drove those maddened
extremists to fiery suicide. Hope inspired
Todd Beamer to recapture United flight
93. Despair leads Osama bin Laden to
declare jihad on America. Hope fills
C-17 transports with food for Afghan
women and children. Despair stirs up
rioting mobs in Pakistan. Hope brings
tears to the eyes of Americans as they
sing “God Bless America” over and over
and over again. Despair burns in bin
Laden’s eyes as he brings the world 

to the brink of chaos. Hope steels
Bush’s determination to preserve order.
Despair moves Muslims to exact the
death penalty upon apostates. Hope
helps Christians apply the Apostle Paul’s
teaching, “If the unbeliever leaves, let
him do so” (1 Cor. 7:15). 

Three great truths stand like mighty
angels bestride the earth, “faith, hope,
and charity.”  We know only too well the
paradoxical conflict between truth and
love. Self righteous condemnations and
senseless accommodations spring from
mosques and churches alike, but uniting
these besieged fortresses is that
forgotten virtue, hope. Hope is so
ephemeral as to be almost invisible. “For
why does one hope for what he sees”
(Romans 8:24)?

What makes Christianity superior to
Islam? Our hope lives in, by, with, and
through Jesus Christ. We do not hope,
like the Japanese or bin Laden, by
following our leader to a glorious death;
rather we hope by following our leader to
a victorious and also eternal life. 

Christian Aid Mission                      
Assists Strategic Indigenous Ministries              

It all began in 1945
when Torrey

Johnson invited
NCAA intercollegiate
boxing champion
Bob Finley to speak
at a rally of Youth for
Christ in Chicago
Stadium. Finley’s
testimony was fresh,
unique, and
powerful. Recordings were broadcast
coast to coast and invitations to speak
poured in.

In 1948 Finley found himself in
China. When the communists took over,
Finley moved on to Korea. When the
communists moved in there, Finley
toured through Japan, Hong Kong,
Taiwan, and the Philippines sharing at
crusades and among university
students. 

Finley observed in his travels how the
communists gained huge followings
through the simple and sacrificial living
of trained and dedicated national

leaders. He saw that the native Christian
leaders in these respective countries
were better equipped for gospel ministry
than the foreign missionaries. They
already knew the language and culture,
and they could not be expelled by a
communist takeover.

In 1953 Bob Finley started
International Students, Inc. to reach
foreign students studying in the United
States and Canada, and he started a
division within ISI to assist ministries in
poorer countries that would be started
and run by students returning to those
countries. 

This division of ISI became Christian
Aid Mission in 1972. Its staff scours the
globe to find and assist strategic
indigenous Christian ministries. Many of
these ministries are in places that are
inaccessible to American missionaries. 

Today Christian Aid assists over
30,000 field workers in over 400
ministries worldwide. At least 5000 more
workers and over 100 other agencies are
waiting for help.

Christian Aid Mission
P.O. Box 9037, Charlottesville, VA 22906

1-800-977-5650
<www.ChristianAid.org>




