

[image: Title against warm blue background, bisected by twisted crown of thorns]





Sohrab Ahmari


From Fire, by Water


My Journey to the Catholic Faith


[image: Hodder Faith logo]


www.hodderfaith.com




First published in the USA by Ignatius Press


First published in Great Britain by Hodder Faith in 2026


An imprint of John Murray Group




Copyright © Sohrab Ahmari 2026


The right of Sohrab Ahmari to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are taken from Revised Standard Version of the Bible, Second Catholic Edition (Ignatius Edition) Copyright © 2006 National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Library of Congress Control Number: 2018949823




ebook ISBN 9781529368635


Hardback ISBN 9781529368611


John Murray Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ




Hodder Faith


Hachette Book Group


123 South Broad Street


Ste 2750


Philadelphia, PA 19109, USA










www.hodderfaith.com


John Murray Press, part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company







To Father R.C.J., who made Christ visible.

And to my Maximilian. 









He brings down to Sheol and raises up.

— 1 Samuel 2:6







Contents

Foreword by Most Rev. Charles J. Chaput,  O.F.M. Cap., Archbishop Emeritus of Philadelphia

Preface

Preface to the First Edition

Chapter One: “You Brought the Imam with You”

Chapter Two: Sorrows and Afflictions

Chapter Three: Of God and Djinn

Chapter Four: Resident Alien

Chapter Five: The Road from Zarathustra

Chapter Six: Divine Condescension

Chapter Seven: Borderlands

Chapter Eight: Three Feasts

Chapter Nine: Et Incarnatus Est

Chapter Ten: The House on the Cape of Olives

Chapter Eleven: From Fire, by Water

Acknowledgments

Further Reading









Foreword

You hold in your hands the best personal memoir I have read in many years: honest, vividly written, and compelling. Sohrab Ahmari is emerging as one of the finest minds and writers of his generation, and the story of his conversion recounted here will stay with the reader for a very long time.

This, of course, is a big claim. It requires some explanation, because today “religion” can often resemble nostalgia or sentimentalism, and the last thing Christians need is another bath in either. Stories of personal conversion are commonplace in an American culture with a taste for self-­revelation, and too often the stories fail for one of two reasons: vanity lurking beneath an author’s false humility, and an unseemly appetite for melodrama. The truth is, we’re never as important as we think we are, and, in the end, we and our stories will be forgotten by everyone but God.

And yet, God made us social creatures for a reason. In needing each other, in depending on each other, we have a chance to learn how to love as God loves, and thereby to strengthen each other with reasons for hope. Thus we long for stories like Ahmari’s—­stories that ring unmistakably true and can pierce through the skepticism and disappointment that dominate our daily headlines.

One of the ironies of life is that, eventually, if we have been paying attention, we know and come to understand a great many things. This makes sense because we experience a great many things over the years and develop our skills accordingly. 


But the same experiences and skills that provide us with a little wisdom and mature judgment also tend to narrow our ability to recognize new possibilities and solutions. We can become quite good at naming an illness, and explaining its nature and cause, and knowing what doesn’t work, but we are not so good at imagining or bringing about a cure or a way forward. A talent at diagnosing the world still has value, because people need to wake up to the reality of a problem before they can begin to fix it. But the fixing often belongs to a different (and younger) set of eyes and skills. This is what makes authors like Sohrab Ahmari so important and also so exhilarating. They remind us that God is always young, and so are those who truly love him. 

He makes all things new.

We live at a moment when science and technology can make the claims of faith seem implausible—­not by attacking and disproving God but by rendering people indifferent to him, and making the vocabulary of faith incomprehensible. Yet people still suffer and die, all of us. So do the persons we care for, which means that all of us ask the question: Why? We long for an answer. We have a deep need for meaning. People also still love, which means that we have a need for intimacy, completion in the heart of another, and the fertility of new life. And people still have an instinct and a yearning for beauty, which means that beauty has the power to evade the blind machinery of logic and reach right into the human soul. 

The Church, as Ahmari discovers in these pages, is mother and teacher, nourisher and consoler, in all of these things, and all of these things prevent human affairs, no matter how confused, from becoming permanently inhuman. Saint Augustine, whose own conversion took place at an age and in a climate not so different from Ahmari’s, would remind us that history is the great destroyer of human illusions and vanities. But it is also the great wellspring of personal and ecclesial hope. While we mustn’t be captured by the world, we very much need to love all the great good in it, serving the people who inhabit it and inviting them to the knowledge and love of Jesus Christ. We should never underestimate the power of personal witness, because without a living example of love that people can see and follow, truth is mute and sterile.

What we do as individual believers thus resonates be-yond our own lives because our personal witness shapes others, and each of us as a child of God is meant to experience joy forever. Likewise what we do as communities of Christian friendship matters just as powerfully, because the Church, as a family of families, shapes cultures, creates the future, and sustains God’s presence in the world.

Léon Bloy, the great French Catholic convert, liked to say that, in the end, the only thing that matters is to be a saint. If we are willing to listen, the Church has many good reasons why people should believe in God, and in Jesus Christ, and in the beauty and urgency of her own mission. But she has only one irrefutable argument for the truth of what she teaches: the personal example of her saints. This is the vocation she intends for all of us.

I found myself highlighting passages in this book that I will return to many times in the months and years ahead, but among the best of them appears on the first page of the very first chapter:

My native land [Iran] smelled of dust mingled with stale rosewater. There was enjoyment in Iran and grandeur of a kind, to be sure. But when it wasn’t burning with ideological rage, it mainly offered mournful nostalgia. Those were its default modes, rage and nostalgia. I desired something more.


The lesson here is simple. We are each created for “something more”, and our hearts are restless until we find it. It is our great good fortune that Sohrab Ahmari did.

+Charles J. Chaput, O.F.M. Cap.

Archbishop Emeritus of Philadelphia










Preface

A memoir is a strange sort of book. It organizes, filters, shapes, and polishes the author’s past in the light of some insight or achievement. The conceit is that, by the last chapter, we close the book and leave the author in a stationary state holding the best version of his soul, like a prehistoric mosquito suspended in amber. But save for the late-life memoirist, that’s not how things work. People don’t stop thinking, changing, growing, and arguing with themselves and others.

So it is with From Fire, by Water, the memoir I wrote nearly a decade ago about my decision, at age thirty-one, to join the Catholic Church after some twenty years spent as an atheist. When it first appeared in the United States, a prominent Protestant scholar wondered in a review about what I might put into in a sequel a few years hence, how the passage of time might alter my views on the Roman Church, its internal dynamics and relations with the world.

I remember bristling at this. Nothing’s gonna change, you’ll see—I’m home at last.

In one sense, I was right: God, I thank you for keeping me a Catholic, to paraphrase a prayer of Agatha ­Christie’s Poirot. But in other ways, time has vindicated my reviewer. The events of a decade have altered how I view the relationship between Catholic doctrine and other bodies of thought; my account of Christian politics; and my stances in the intense disputes which roiled the Church during the Francis pontificate and which seem poised to continue under Leo XIV.

Many who loved From Fire may have been disappointed by the subsequent developments in my ­thinking, reflected in my later writings. Meanwhile, those who recoiled from the book’s uncompromising, fortress-­Catholicism-or-nothing approach may have been pleased by my departures. To my own mind, however, there is an inner integrity to these changes: the unfolding of an inner logic. 

Start with my treatment of my former intellectual lives—my thoughts and beliefs before accepting the Catholic faith. This aspect of the book has been a source of great annoyance to me ever since its publication. In it, I traced my intellectual awakening to a reading of Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, which then spurred me toward an existentialist-inflected Marxism before I took up the critical theories of the likes of Baudrillard and Foucault.

And all that before I’d turned twenty-one. To my least charitable critics, this was proof of my lack of stability. He changes his mind! Never mind that the only reason they knew about these phases was because I’d disclosed them to underscore the inadequacy of secular ideas to the deepest yearnings of the mind. Never mind, too, that rapidly cycling through intellectual phases in one’s late teens is a commonplace, almost banal part of the young intellectual’s journey. 

Part of this, I think, had to do with what I now consider the book’s greatest shortcoming: namely, the renunciatory mode I adopted in addressing my earlier opinions. Marxism, existentialism, psychoanalysis, post-structuralism. It  was all so terribly wrong—all a waste of time and a distraction from Christianity, the fullness of truth. Subsequent reflection cured me of this kind of over-zealous Augustinianism: yes, Christianity contains the fullness of truth, but precisely for that reason, Christians can and should be in dialogue with worldly traditions; approached soberly and confidently, their partial truths can help us discern the cruciform shape of the world and thus spur us to cling even more tightly to the Cross.

Take Marx. Since writing my conversion memoir, I’ve devoted a lot of time and energy to questions of political economy, as in my 2023 book, Tyranny, Inc., which documented the unjust coercion that suffuses supposedly “free” market systems: from low wages that make it impossible for working-class people to make ends meet without public welfare, to arbitration courts that deny them access to real justice, to Wall Street’s erosion of the real economy. 

This work has sent me back to the Marxist canon I devoured as a younger man. Marx, I’d now say, got a lot right, especially in observing how market systems are constitutively antagonistic. The Christian answer to that antagonism, of course, isn’t class struggle or the abolition of property. It’s closer to the social- and Christian-democratic models that flowered in the mid-century era, characterized by strong trade unions, heavy regulation of corporations, and a less lopsided distribution of the social income. 

Even so, Christians can encounter Marx as a great diagnostician of what’s wrong with the temporal sphere today. And that can be done even as we must reject the pinched materialism of Marxist cosmology, which ultimately undercuts Marx’s own moral claims (if there are no transcendent norms and no transcendent dignity in man, then why should capitalism’s outrages trouble us in the first place?). 


Something similar can be said about the insights of Freud, Foucault, Baudrillard, and the other thinkers too quickly and contemptuously renounced in From Fire. The better way, I’ve since concluded, is that of Aquinas. As the German Catholic thinker Josef Pieper noted, precisely because Aquinas was so confident in Christian orthodoxy, he could approach the philosophy of an Aristotle with neither the worshipful awe characteristic of some Latin Aristotelians nor the phobic hysteria of biblical fundamentalists. Instead, Aquinas demonstrated a calm willingness to “seek truth wherever it may be found,” as Saint John Paul II said of him in a 1988 encyclical.

Which brings me to the second major shift in my thinking since the book’s initial publication: namely, my sense of what an authentically Christian politics demands. When I was received into the Church, I was serving as a London-based editorial writer for The Wall Street Journal, a bastion of old-school conservatism, emphasizing free markets, low taxes, and deregulation in every direction—the neoliberal ideology of the post-Nixon Republican Party, in short.

It was easy to pretend that this worldview was perfectly in accord with my new faith, and this is reflected in the book’s general satisfaction with the neoliberal West in the early-to-mid-2010s. The neoliberal order had worked out well enough for me, catapulting me from a Utah trailer park to the commanding heights of opinion journalism. But it wasn’t working well for many others: the asset-poor and those without college degrees on both sides of the Atlantic.

Did the gospel demand collective action in the face of this misery? For a while, I answered No, smugly resting in the libertarian or neoliberal conviction that any mass misery is attributable to individual failures of virtue, rather than our social and economic arrangements. In my defense, well-funded pockets of elite intellectual Catholicism in the English-speaking world existed to relentlessly promote just this view. Let them eat virtue.

But a number of factors shook this complacency. One was the populist uprisings that convulsed the developed world beginning in 2015-16. More influential was my immersion in the Church’s teaching on civil society, drawn from Aristotle, according to which we live together to secure the common good of the whole, not to ­maximize individual autonomy. I soon emerged as a prominent voice in the so-called post-liberal tendency on the Anglo-American right.

Alongside its championing of the common good, post-liberalism rejects the separation of the realms characteristic of liberalism: the moral from the economic, the cultural from the social, and the spiritual or metaphysical from the political. Human beings don’t lose their moral status when they walk through the workplace doors or enter the marketplace; how we organize society and the economy contours our culture; and politics inevitably conditions people’s access to the highest good of human life.

On that last point, I was especially influenced by Jean Danielou. In a little book of the 1960s, Prayer as a Political Problem, the French Jesuit cardinal called for an interpenetration of the Church and civilization. He argued that, far from losing its essence, Christianity became “more fully itself” after the Constantinian conversion. As the official religion of the Roman Empire, Christianity was accessible to many more people than it had previously been, when only a narrow “spiritual elite” could bear the weight of persecution. 

Yes, Danielou scandalously granted, for many of these new converts, the faith was “hardly anything more than external routine.” Yet the sacraments worked efficaciously and objectively, all the same; divorce and child exposure were proscribed; and Christianity became a religion of the poor and the masses, as it was intended by its divine founder: “He has anointed me to preach good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18).

What the interpenetration of Church and civilization might look like in our time is an open question. It certainly can’t mean replicating Constantinian conditions or those that prevailed in medieval Christendom or in the age of Pope Pius IX. In my own thinking, political economy is at the heart of the problem. As I’ve argued elsewhere, the precariousness of Western life—job precarity, health precarity, retirement precarity—forms a garden of thorns that can suffocate faith. 

A mother who has to work two or three “gigified” jobs to make ends meet, with irregular hours and an unpredictable schedule, will have trouble giving her kids the attention they deserve, much less transmitting faith. In a decade spent in the conservative Christian sphere, I’ve found too many who decry various cultural pathologies—low rates of family formation, declining fertility, widespread alienation, empty pews, etc.—while studiously ignoring the political-economic foundations. A properly Catholic politics, however, must be about noticing—and then repairing—the material foundations.

Hence, finally, my impatience with parts of the online traditionalist or “trad” movement: a nascent phenomenon when I wrote the memoir, it has now become too toxic and troubling to ignore. As you will soon discover in these pages, it was a beautiful liturgy that finally impelled me to knock on a priest’s door and request to be instructed in the faith. Though I didn’t know the difference at the time, that liturgy was the New Mass of Vatican II, rendered in Latin with lots of “bells and smells.”

Yet much as I continued to be nourished by reverent liturgy, even occasionally attending the Old Mass, I wearied of the traditionalist movement’s constant griping about and attacks on Pope Francis, which have sadly now found a new target in Pope Leo XIV. The trad campaign is beset by a great paradox: it yearns for bright-line rules and an authoritative Church under Peter, yet is quick to reject the authority actually ordained above them. 

Then, too, if they would’ve just stopped to listen to Francis, they would have found a radical critic of capitalist modernity, who skewered Enlightenment reason and inveighed against the logics of “individualism” and “utilitarianism,” as I heard him do during his 2019 visit to Abu Dhabi—the first time a Roman pontiff stepped on the Arabian Peninsula. A few years later, at the height of the Covid pandemic, Francis addressed the following words to a hauntingly emptied-out St. Peter’s Square: “We were not shaken awake by wars or injustice across the world, nor did we listen to the cry of the poor or of our ailing planet. We carried on regardless, thinking we would stay healthy in a world that was sick.”

In the Church’s trad corners, by contrast, the critique of individualism too often stops short of the boardroom and the trading floor. They afflict abortion providers and gender radicals, and justly so, but not so the suited men who coolly offshore jobs, asset-strip firms, or deny workers a living wage. Francis not only saw more clearly the whole rotten structure, but called out these critics for their narrowness and, yes, rigidity. For my part, I look forward to learning from Leo XIV as he develops the social teaching for the age dealing with robotics, automation, and artificial intelligence.


In these and other reconsiderations, I see not rupture, but deepening. The truths I earnestly expressed in From Fire contained depths that I hadn’t begun to sound at the time I published it. See, here is water.

New York

19 December 2025

Feasts of Pope Saint Anastasius I and Blessed Urban V









Preface to the first edition

It was a classic Onion headline: “Reason Man Turning to Religion Later in Life Must Be Horrifying”. 

The satirical news item concerned Paul D’Amato, a small-­town Pennsylvania man who had suddenly taken up a life of Christian piety in late middle age. Formerly nonreligious, he now attended multiple services weekly, wore a cross, and regularly brought up Christ’s redeeming light in everyday conversation. The accompanying stock photograph showed a man in a plaid shirt kneeling in the pews of an empty church, his eyes shut, hands clasped in prayer.

“Boy, you’ve got to think it was something pretty terrible that made him religious at this point,” coworker Jessica Redmond told the Onion’s “reporter”. She went on: “The guy’s nearly 50, and now he finds God right out of the blue? I bet it’s something with drugs. Or maybe he killed someone in a car accident. Either way, something super messed up happened to him.” Only something “really, really bad” could have brought about a conversion like this.

Like all good satire, the Onion article reflected the spirit of the age in exaggerated form. In our age, a conversion like D’Amato’s appears, by turns, alarming and ridiculous. Cosmologists today can pinpoint the age of the universe down to the smallest unit of time, neurologists trace every desire to the firing of synapses in the brain, cars drive themselves, and the Internet offers total, instantaneous knowledge about nearly everything. Perhaps there is a Great Mathematician out there, our contemporaries allow, and perhaps this deity looks upon the cosmos with a generally benign countenance. But a personal God, who takes an interest in the destiny of Paul D’Amato of Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania—­you can’t be serious.

If you are serious about your conversion, then it must be owing to some trauma: drug addiction, guilt over a past misdeed, anxiety associated with rapid globalization. Or maybe you are lonely. Maybe you are desperate for attention. 

When that Onion article appeared, on December 2, 2016, I was thirty-­one years old and less than three weeks away from being received into the Roman Catholic Church. The joke cut close to the bone. I knew what it was like to submit the contents of one’s inner life for external inspection as a convert. My mostly secular friends were more generous than D’Amato’s, though in social gatherings there were the knowing smiles, the condescending glances, and, very rarely, the expressions of outright hostility to Catholicism.

Only in my case the worldly stakes were somewhat higher. I was working at the time in London as a column-ist and editorial writer for the Wall Street Journal. More important, I had been born and raised in the Islamic Republic of Iran. My spiritual life was therefore laden with political and even geopolitical weight that our fictional friend didn’t have to carry. It didn’t help that I had already announced my decision to convert on the Internet. 

When I began my course of instruction six months earlier with a priest in London, I resolved not to “come out” as Catholic until after I was baptized. In July 2016, however, something ghastly happened across the English Channel. A pair of jihadists inspired by the Islamic State assailed a church in Normandy, France, and murdered a priest, Father Jacques Hamel, while he was celebrating Mass. They forced Father Hamel to his knees and cut his throat, but not before the old priest managed to shout: “Get away, Satan!”

The news accounts and online images of the frail and gentle Father Hamel gripped me. As a Catholic-­to-­be, I had to react to this atrocity. But how? I blurted out a message of solidarity on Twitter. “#IAmJacquesHamel,” I wrote, in the style of the #JeSuisCharlie Twitter hashtag that became popular in the aftermath of the January 2015 Islamist massacre at the offices of the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo. 

Then the big news: “In fact, this is the right moment to announce I’m converting to Roman Catholicism.” 

The tweet went viral. Thousands of social media users worldwide “retweeted” and “liked” the announcement or otherwise contacted me directly on Twitter and Facebook. Save for the odd fundamentalist Protestant warning me to beware the “whore of Babylon”—­that is, the Catholic Church—­the responses were positive. Even so, I had to delete the tweet later the same day. I was unprepared for the brouhaha it set off.

Catholicism was the destination I reached after a long, circuitous spiritual path. That path cut across my Muslim background and Iranian heritage, to be sure, and these in turn shaped its course. But it wasn’t as if I had been praying to Allah one day and the next day accepted Christ as my savior. My Internet cheer squad craved precisely this simplistic narrative, which Twitter, with its tendency to flatten human experience into readily digestible memes, supplied.

As the hours went by, Christian outlets published stories about my conversion in half a dozen languages, though most didn’t bother to contact me first. “Moslem Writer Moved by Priest’s Martyrdom to Convert to Catholicism” was a typical headline. Still more social-­media users shared these articles on their timelines, usually along with Tertullian’s saying that the “blood of martyrs is the seed of the church.” The narrative took on a life of its own. At first, I tried to contact the editors to request correction or clarification. I wasn’t “Moslem”, dammit! My conversion process had begun long before Father Hamel’s killing. Eventually I grew exhausted and gave up; the online frenzy died down.

I hadn’t taken stock of the public, political facets of faith. Whether I liked it or not, many people were bound to view my conversion as a decisive step from the House of Islam into Christendom. These terms sound grating to contemporary liberal ears. Liberalism honors religious faith as one of the pillars of civil society, at best, but it goes no further: The content of religion and the individual conscience are supposed to be beyond the reach of the liberal state (whether actually existing liberal governments fulfill this promise is a different story).

The trouble is that Islam makes no such distinctions between the subjective and objective sides of faith. And Catholicism—­Rome—­is linked with community, nationhood, and civilizational boundaries in a way that is simply not the case with the various Protestant strands of Christianity. Add the martyrdom of a French priest at the hands of radical Islamists, and you can see how I was in over my head.

* * * * *

The tweet had been a mistake. Conversion is foremost a matter of the individual conscience, and the Catholic Church’s cosmic mission is the salvation of souls; everything else flows from that. In my case, however, the political currents generated by the announcement risked overtaking this more crucial interior dimension. Only a fool or an opportunist would make a public conversion like mine as a statement about Islam and Christendom. I don’t believe I was either. 

I became Catholic after concluding that Catholicism is true. My accidental circumstances—­Muslim born, Iranian American—­were secondary. How could I permit my conversion to be reduced to politics and identity, when in fact it had been sparked by the opposite idea: that there is such a thing as truth, truth that is eternal and universal and isn’t circumscribed by politics, history, genetics, language, geography, or identity? 

Then there was the vulgar triumphalism in some of the initial coverage. I didn’t convert publicly to score a point for Team Jesus against Team Muhammad, but that was how some were interpreting my decision. If I was reacting against anything, it was against the materialism and relativism that had taken root in the West beginning in the nineteenth century. I had turned my back against Marx, Nietzsche, and Foucault, not the prophet Muhammad, whose religion had left only faint imprints on my soul by the time I entered adulthood. This was lost on many of those who applauded as I crossed the Tiber.

The hardest question raised and left unanswered by my tweet and subsequent efforts to explain myself was: Why Catholicism? The ranks of Iranian Christians have been swelling lately. Despite intense repression meted out by the ruling mullahs, there are up to a million converts in Iran, though more conservative estimates put the figure between three hundred thousand and five hundred thousand. Most of these new Christians are evangelicals. There are Catholics in the Islamic Republic, but they belong to Iran’s historic Christian minorities, mainly Armenians and Assyrians. Catholicism is thus an ethnic phenome-non and relatively inaccessible for most Shiite Iranians. It is the evangelicals who, at great personal risk, distribute the Gospels in Persian and promise an immediate, personal relationship with masih, the Messiah.

So, again, why Catholicism? The suddenness of my turn to the Roman Church puzzled and, in some cases, disappointed evangelical friends. Was it the intellectual’s snobbery that had drawn me to Catholicism? Had I fallen for “bells-­and-­smells” liturgy? Had I given “reformed” Christianity a fair shake before ruling it out in favor of Rome? 

Meanwhile, a few of my more secular friends wondered out loud if I wouldn’t have been better off with one of the mainline Protestant denominations. How could I reconcile my self-­proclaimed classical liberalism with Rome’s hard teachings on divorce, homosexuality, the ordination of women, and the like? The question lurking behind these questions, I suspect, was this: Had I found in the Catholic faith a way to express the reactionary longings of my Persian soul, albeit in a Latin key? 

The memoir you are holding attempts to answer these questions and to correct the record—­to demonstrate that my conversion was sincere, well considered, and in line with the dictates of my conscience; that my becoming Catholic had something to do with being Iranian-­ and Muslim-­born but that it was ultimately a response to the universal call of grace. It retraces the steps that took me from the strident atheism and materialism of my Iranian and American youth to the small chapel in central London, where I was received into the Catholic Church on December 19, 2016. 

Most of the book recounts how I came to assent to a personal God from a position of unbelief. That was the barrier I rammed against, over the course of many years, before it gave way. From there to “mere Christianity”—­
C. S. Lewis’ term for the basic beliefs shared among the major denominations—­was relatively easy going. The final leg, to Rome, was easier still. The book reflects this three-­stage dynamic.

This isn’t a general autobiography. The book deals with the pieces of my intellectual and spiritual life that had a bearing on my decision. It singles out a number of awakenings, if you will, a few of them concrete events, most having to do with the life of the mind. This has resulted in some elisions. There are episodes in my life that perhaps deserve to be recounted in print but that don’t belong in a spiritual memoir.

The various stages of one’s spiritual life don’t come neatly, one after another. Nor is there some hidden device in the soul that sounds an alarm at pivotal moments, as if to proclaim: You are learning something profound here—­etch this one in your mind for future reference. Spiritual growth proceeds in fits and starts, the various stages overlap, and there is much regression and backtracking. The pivotal moments seem that way only in retrospect, often after the passage of time has eroded their luster. Yet the constant temptation in a memoir like mine is to lend interior developments greater cohesion and clarity than they first possessed. I haven’t always resisted this temptation, but I have tried to capture some of the turbulence, haphazardness, and essential mystery of the process.

The book, finally, touches on the lives of others—­my wife, parents, grandparents, teachers, colleagues, friends, and ex-­friends, who didn’t necessarily ask to play charac-ters in my memoir, and some of whom are no longer alive. I ask these others for forgiveness, and in some cases, I have changed names to protect their privacy. Paul D’Amato, I think, would understand how awkward all this can be. This is how the Onion concluded its fake-­news report about his conversion: “At press time, speculation about D’Amato’s circumstances had grown more rampant after sources confirmed he had volunteered to read a passage from Ephesians about forgiveness and redemption during last week’s services.” 

I feel you, Paul D’Amato.
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Chapter One

“You Brought the Imam with You”

I thought I was an American before I ever set foot in the United States. When I first arrived in my adopted homeland, just before I turned fourteen, I spoke English fluently, with an American accent I had picked up from the movies. If I suffered the exile’s sense of loss, I don’t remember it. For while still living in the ayatollahs’ Iran, I had given myself over to the American Idea. The journey across the Atlantic ratified what I had already concluded in my heart.

First, I concluded that what was Western was prefer-able to the non-­Western. As a child, I could observe this basic civilizational fact in the packaging of any Toblerone bar, with its clean lines and rational dimensions, the outer layer of sturdy paper and the inner one of foil that crackled and gently ripped when the chocolate pyramids were broken apart. I could smell Western superiority in the synthetic aromas that clung to relatives who had traveled abroad and to their belongings. How I loved that sweet department-­store scent of my grandparents’ suitcase when they returned from one of their yearly trips to “the other side”, to the West!

My native land smelled of dust mingled with stale rosewater. There was enjoyment in Iran and grandeur of a kind, to be sure. But when it wasn’t burning with ideological rage, it mainly offered mournful nostalgia. Those were its default modes, rage and nostalgia. I desired some-thing more. 

Early on I intuited the philosophy of Jim Dixon, the professor protagonist of Kingsley Amis’ novel Lucky Jim—­namely, that “nice things are nicer than nasty ones.” The West was most definitely nice, judging by its artifacts. The adults in my life generally agreed, and although these were lean years, I never lacked for Western-­made toys and treats. But no one I knew ever pushed this love to its logical terminus, as I did.

When I got a little older my taste in things Western expanded to culture. I was an only child, and a lonely one, so I spent a lot of time locked up in my room with movies, music, and books, especially the illustrated kind. There were the boy reporter Tintin and his dog Snowy, who careered around the world solving mysteries; Asterix, Obelix, and their tiny Gallic village that resisted Caesar’s yoke with the help of a magic potion that lent them superhuman strength; the Little Prince of Antoine de Saint-­Exupéry; and many others of the kind. 

The most enchanting stuff came from America. The atmosphere in Iran was stultifying. Islamic conformity was enforced on pain of death. Desperate for an escape, Iranians of my parents’ milieu—­middle class, educated, urbane—­sought escape in the things that the mullahs reviled the most: American movies and U.S. “cultural arrogance”. 

My family was typical in this regard, but again I took things further than others did. In the dream worlds of Stan Lee, Walt Disney, George Lucas, Steven Spielberg, and the like, I glimpsed a vision of human possibility. A problem presented itself to the Hollywood (or comic book) hero, who then, through ingenuity, pluck, or sheer physical might, overcame it. What a contrast this narrative structure presented to the fatalism that imbued Iranian mythology, in which misfortune was written into the hero’s blood and no one ever overcame the Workings of Destiny!

In the Western imagination, moreover, the individual mattered as an individual. Again, by contrast, the emblem of the Iranian sensibility was the young boy who, during the war with Iraq, had strapped himself with grenades and dashed under an incoming enemy tank. To earn his spot on giant murals around Tehran and have his story recounted on state television, the model boy had consummated his devotion to nation and regime in this one irrevocable act of self-­negation. 

Can you blame me for preferring Luke Skywalker and Indiana Jones?

The Iranian way was irrational. It wasn’t modern. “Rational” and “modern” were my watchwords from a very young age. I had fuzzy notions of what these terms meant, but this merely magnified my enthusiasm for them. If the Western way was better than the non-­Western, then America was best of all. America was the vanguard of Western-­ness. The fact that our leaders constantly denounced the evils of “Vaa-­shang-­ton” was sure proof of this. America stood at the forefront of the modern and the rational, and that was where I belonged. 

If you had told me, before I set out, that decades later I would find the heart of the West somewhere entirely different—­in events that took place on a dusty, bloodstained hilltop on the outskirts of ancient Jerusalem—­I would have cackled in disbelief. 

* * * * *

My family was essentially unhappy, but my childhood was a happy one, even magical, notwithstanding the bombings and revolutionary terror that convulsed the world beyond our doorstep—­and the discord and turmoil inside.


I grew up in my maternal grandfather’s house. Baba Nasser, as he was called, was a natural tinkerer. He would make gardening hats out of cardboard packaging, writing desks out of random two-­by-­fours, clocks out of papier-­mâché—­all sorts of household objects that other people purchased ready-­made, my grandfather built with his hands. He was also an incorrigible hoarder. If he happened upon a rusty nail on a sidewalk, he would pick it up gently, as if he were rescuing a wounded sparrow, wrap it in a napkin, and slip it into a side pocket. Once home, he would deposit the nail into the drawer he maintained as a sort of Home for Lost Nails. There were similar homes for broken staplers, misshapen paper clips, and sundry nuts and bolts.

The two-­story he built, in an old neighborhood in central Tehran, was his ultimate tinkering project. It was a large estate, with a flat roof and concrete walls. He planted flowers in the low, narrow troughs of soil that lined the exterior, to enliven the off-­white facade. There were roses and lavenders, jasmines and sunflowers. A walled garden and garage divided the house and the neighboring three-­story that abutted it on one side; on the other sides the house stood free. Ivies covered the garden and climbed the neighbor’s wall. A persimmon tree rose above the ivies, absorbing the sun’s rays and refracting streaks of red and orange when it bore fruit.
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