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Pastor Andrew Brunson on his ordeal behind bars, his meeting with 
Trump, and his hopes for a turn away from Islam.
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President Trump made Turkey’s imprisonment of the American pastor 
Andrew Brunson a cause célèbre, but why was he arrested to begin with? 
According to a Turkish indictment, he supported terrorist groups and 
posed a threat to national security. Rumor had it Mr. Brunson—an 
Evangelical Presbyterian Church missionary—maintained nefarious ties to 
the Mormons, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, Kurdish separatists and the 
Islamic Gülen movement


Mr. Brunson, 51, has a simpler explanation. “The initial thing was to 
intimidate other missionaries and have them self-deport,” he tells me at his 
apartment. He imagines someone in Ankara thinking: “Let’s intimidate 
local pastors and believers. If we can do this to an American, we can do it 
to anybody.” Eventually Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan took 
control and the dispute escalated into a major international incident. Mr. 
Brunson was released Oct. 12, 2018. His book about the ordeal, “God’s 
Hostage,” comes out Oct. 15.


The South Carolina-born pastor was raised by missionary parents in 
Mexico. He taught Sunday school as a 12-year-old, but he wasn’t a 
committed Christian until the end of high school. “Let’s say I was smoking 
a joint or something, and you’d ask me, ‘What are you going to do when 
you are older?’ I’d say, ‘Well, if I survive this period of my life, I know I’m 
supposed to be a missionary,’ ” he recalls. “That was what I was called to 
do, even though I wasn’t walking in that direction.” He grew up, his faith 
deepened, and he met Norine, another missionary kid, at Wheaton 
College. The couple married soon after finishing school and by 1993 were 
on their way to Istanbul.


“We went to Turkey because it was the largest unevangelized country in 
the world,” Mr. Brunson says. “Everything in Turkey, as far as Christian 
mission is concerned, is small and fragile.” Mr. Brunson estimates 1 in 
16,000 Turks converts to Christianity. “There’s a world in need of 
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salvation,” he says, “and I know the way to salvation, so I must tell other 
people.”


The Brunsons settled in the Aegean city of Izmir in 2000. In 2010, after 17 
years in Turkey and short on funds, they started a church in the red-light 
district. The church grew, surrounded by transsexual prostitutes soliciting 
from nearby balconies. “We always treated them with dignity and respect, 
because they’re people God loves,” Mr. Brunson says. “They would look 
after the church, because they’re up all night.” They called the police when 
a gunman attacked Mr. Brunson in 2011.


Mr. Brunson stresses that their work was modest but energetic—from 
assisting Syrian refugees to helping start churches around Turkey. Ankara’s 
security services kept tabs on the couple, and working with Kurdish 
refugees drew more attention. The Brunsons were in the U.S. shortly after 
generals attempted a coup against Mr. Erdogan in July 2016, and they 
discussed whether to return. The Turkish leader was rounding up enemies, 
real and perceived—half a million of them detained since the coup, with 
some 30,000 still behind bars—but Mr. Brunson said it had nothing to do 
with them.


Local police detained the Brunsons on Oct. 7, 2016. Some have described 
their detention as a post-coup mix-up, but the couple now think 
authorities used the chaos as pretext to intimidate religious minorities. As 
the Brunsons’ profile grew, someone in Ankara saw an opportunity: 
Months earlier, the Obama administration had paid Tehran $400 million in 
cash as four American hostages were released from Iranian custody. Mr. 
Brunson says the Turks “gave different reasons to the U.S. government, to 
the State Department, to senators, for why they were holding us—like they 
were casting around for something.” Mrs. Brunson was freed after less 
than two weeks, but her husband was sent to a high-security prison. 
“Then it became, let’s hold him and see what we can get.”


Prison conditions were squalid, but the real torture was uncertainty. Mr. 
Brunson didn’t know if he’d be released the next day or held for the rest of 
his life. Overcome with stress and anxiety, he lost 50 pounds, cried 
frequently, and was medicated. He made friends but felt personal and 
cultural friction with the devout Muslims who made their shared cell “more 
intense than a mosque.”




“The crisis really came from feeling that I’d been abandoned by God,” he 
says. “I expected a supernatural sense of God’s presence, and when I 
didn’t get that, it really shocked me.” Still, Mr. Brunson could “experience 
some of what Jesus did, and to relate to him in a different way.”


But he feared losing his mind. “I’m trying to figure out what’s real and what 
isn’t. And then sometimes just the feeling in my mind, almost like I’ve 
crossed a barrier, and I’m sliding into a place that I know is insanity.” He 
considered suicide. “With this sense of being abandoned by God, and in 
this very tense environment, spiritual environment of Islam, am I going to 
be able to hold on?” Would he lose his faith? “Much better to kill myself 
now,” he reasoned. “If I’m sitting here for 10 or 15 years, I’d rather go to 
heaven. I don’t know how I’ll make it.”


This tension remained, but he began to improve with time. “I thought, wait. 
I need to fight for my faith, because if I lose this, I’ve lost everything in life. 
That was really a turning point.” Mr. Brunson focused “on enduring and 
being faithful to God.” He started regularly dancing—a discipline more 
than a joy. “I don’t want the story to be disillusionment with God and 
betrayal by God,” he says. It took time, but the experience gave “me a 
different sense of confidence with him, and it took me into a deeper 
intimacy.”


As Mr. Brunson struggled, he was becoming famous. President Trump 
personally raised the case when Mr. Erdogan visited Washington in May 
2017. Mr. Brunson began to see himself on television in his cell. Turkish 
media stories calling him an intelligence agent or special-forces operator 
were outlandish, but he worried the Americans would doubt his innocence 
as the Turkish government helped propagate conspiracy theories.

Mr. Brunson’s “trial”—held over four days across several months—
provided no clarity. By his account, the judges showed little interest in 
facts and obvious disdain for the defendant. Witnesses ranged from 
convicts looking for a deal to disgruntled former church members. “I 
wasn’t furious, I was—” Mr. Brunson pauses. “You get used to it.” Anyway, 
the proceedings mattered less than the wrangling between Washington 
and Ankara.


The Trump administration brought new energy to his case, but whenever 
they reached a deal the Turkish government would make an outrageous 
demand at the last minute. This was a reasonable enough strategy given 



the Obama precedent, but Mr. Trump preferred no deal over a bad one. He 
grew impatient.


Mr. Erdogan is his country’s most significant leader since Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk (1881-1938), who founded modern Turkey in 1923 after the 
Ottoman Empire’s defeat in World War I. A nationalist, Atatürk transformed 
the Muslim-majority nation into an imperfect secular republic. Mr. Erdogan 
uses Atatürk’s image for political benefit, but he has abandoned his 
predecessor’s political project. Despite early reforms and talk of joining the 
European Union, his interest always has been in Islamism, not 
Westernization.


A rapidly expanding economy made Mr. Erdogan popular. Ankara 
borrowed heavily during an era of cheap credit, and the spending boom 
overshadowed structural weaknesses. The cash flow to finance much of 
the dollar debt came in domestic currency, and the lira fell nearly 30% 
against the dollar in 2018. This created a cycle of inflation and capital 
flight. Frustrated over the Brunson case, last year Mr. Trump took 
advantage of the underlying economic weakness and imposed sanctions 
on Turkey’s interior and justice ministers and doubled tariffs against 
Turkish steel and aluminum. Mr. Erdogan blamed the U.S. as his economy 
reeled.


Mr. Brunson thinks a secular narrative alone is insufficient to explain 
Ankara’s irrational behavior as the economic pain mounted. “I did feel this 
satanic whirlwind around me,” he says. “And I was very aware and 
conscious at a number of times of what we would call spiritual warfare, a 
high degree of spiritual impression from demonic forces.”


Eventually Mr. Erdogan’s resolve began to crack. In July 2018 Mr. Brunson 
learned from television that he’d be put on house arrest for “health 
reasons.” Soon he was back in his Izmir apartment, and President Trump 
was tweeting threats of more sanctions. In August the president called Mr. 
Brunson “a great patriot hostage,” a sign that the White House needed 
him to hang in there so they could get it done right.


Mr. Brunson writes that in his final court appearance, in October 2018, he 
gave up trying to defend himself. “I am an innocent man,” he replied when 
asked to present a defense. “I love Jesus. I love Turkey.” The court found 
him guilty of supporting terrorists but released him with time served.




The next day he was in the Oval Office. His time with Mr. Trump was a blur, 
though he remembers the president offering him Tic Tacs. “I had chewed 
them and I thought, ‘What am I doing?’ I need to save these.’ ” Later, the 
pastor offered to pray for the president, who joked: “Well, I need it 
probably more than anybody in this room.” Mr. Brunson knelt, placed his 
hand on Mr. Trump’s shoulder, and asked God to “give him supernatural 
wisdom.”


Opinion: Freed Pastor Andrew Brunson Prays for Trump in White 
House

Following his release from detention in Turkey in October 2018, Pastor 
Andrew Brunson and his family met President Trump at the Oval Office. 
After a prayer, Trump asked the pastor's wife, Norine, "Who did you vote 
for?”


The State Department had initially taken a low-key approach to Mr. 
Brunson’s case and some hesitated to consider it a religious-persecution 
issue. He is grateful to the U.S. government but says there’s a lesson here: 
“A response should be such that they would fear doing it.” He observes 
that Chinese nationals are seldom taken hostage, because Beijing 
retaliates strongly and swiftly. “They’ll start holding your people. They’ll 
start hitting you economically, canceling deals.”


Mr. Brunson still has nightmares about prison and bouts of depression. A 
psychiatrist examined him for symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder. 
“He said, ‘You have PTS but not the D’ ”—meaning that he’s able to lead a 
relatively normal life although he’s “dealing with some residual stuff.” The 
Brunsons still love Turkey, though Mr. Brunson speaks cautiously and 
impersonally about its government.


“I was portrayed as an enemy of Turkey, a traitor, someone who wants to 
divide the country, set up a Christian state,” he says. “It’s created an 
environment where Christians will be more despised, seen as threats by 
the population.” Mr. Brunson doesn’t know whether he can ever return, but 
he doesn’t think Christianity is finished in Turkey.


He says God spoke to him years ago. “He said, ‘Prepare for harvest,’ a 
spiritual harvest.” He believes his ordeal was part of God’s “plan to raise 
up millions of people around the world who would pray for me. And, by 



praying for me, actually he was using me as a magnet to draw prayer into 
Turkey.”


“The regime has brought Turkey into very difficult times,” Mr. Brunson 
says. “Doing it all in the name of Islam. All of this repression—Islam, Islam, 
Islam. And that’s creating the conditions for many people to turn away 
from Islam.”


What then? “Millions of Turks will become Christians.”

Mr. O’Neal is a London-based editorial page writer for the Journal.


