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TESTIMONY OF A FORMER MUSLIM – 28
The conversion and baptism of Magdi Allam
Prominent Muslim becomes Catholic on Easter
http://www.cnn.com/2008/WORLD/europe...im.convert.ap/
March 22, 2008 
VATICAN CITY (AP) - Italy's most prominent Muslim commentator converted to Roman Catholicism on Saturday during the Vatican's Easter vigil service presided over by the pope. An Egyptian-born, non-practicing Muslim, Magdi Allam has infuriated some fellow Muslims with his criticism of extremism and support for Israel.
The deputy editor of the Corriere della Sera newspaper, Allam often writes on Muslim and Arab affairs. 
He told the Il Giornale newspaper in a December interview that his criticism of Palestinian suicide bombings generated threats on his life in 2003, prompting the Italian government to provide him with a sizeable security detail.
Pope Benedict XVI baptized seven adults during the service. It marks the period between Good Friday, which commemorates Jesus' crucifixion, and Easter Sunday, which marks his resurrection.
The Vatican spokesman, the Rev. Federico Lombardi, said of Allam before the service that anyone who chooses to become a Catholic of his or her own free will has the right to receive the sacrament. Lombardi said the pope administers the sacrament "without making any 'difference of people,' that is, considering all equally important before the love of God and welcoming all in the community of the Church."
In the Il Giornale interview, Allam explained his complicated relationship with Islam and his affinity for Israel. "I was never practicing," he was quoted as saying. "I never prayed five times a day, facing Mecca. I never fasted during Ramadan." 
Yet he said he did make the pilgrimage to Mecca, as is required of all Muslims, with his deeply religious mother in 1991.
Married to a Catholic, with a young son and two adult children from his first marriage, Allam indicated in the interview that he would have no problem converting to Christianity.
He said he had even received Communion once -- when he was 13 or 14 -- "even though I knew it was an act of blasphemy, not having been baptized."
Allam also explained his decision to entitle a recent book "Viva Israel" or "Long Live Israel," saying he wrote it after he received death threats from Hamas.
"Having been condemned to death, I have reflected a long time on the value of life. And I discovered that behind the origin of the ideology of hatred, violence and death is the discrimination against Israel. Everyone has the right to exist except for the Jewish state and its inhabitants," he said. "Today, Israel is the paradigm of the right to life."
In 2006, Allam was a co-winner, with three other journalists, of the $1 million Dan David prize, named for the Israeli entrepreneur of the same name. Allam was cited for "his ceaseless work in fostering understanding and tolerance between cultures."
Benedict opened the lengthy nighttime service by blessing a white candle, which he then carried down the main aisle of the darkened St. Peter's Basilica. Slowly, the pews began to light up as his flame was shared with candles carried by the faithful, until the whole basilica twinkled and the main lights came on.
The baptism rite during the vigil service is part of the joyful renewal Christians associate with Easter.
There is no overarching Muslim law on conversion. But under a widespread interpretation of Islamic legal doctrine, converting from Islam is apostasy and punishable by death -- though killings are rare.
Egypt's highest Islamic cleric, the Grand Mufti Ali Gomaa, wrote last year against the killing of apostates, saying there is no worldly retribution for Muslims who abandon their religion and that punishment would come in the afterlife.
Reaction to Allam's conversion was largely muted from Italy's Muslim community.
The Union of Islamic Communities in Italy -- which Allam has frequently criticized as having links to Hamas -- said the baptism was a personal choice. "He is an adult, free to make his personal choice," the Apcom news agency quoted the group's spokesman, Issedin El Zir, as saying.
Osama bin Laden accused the pope in a new audio message posted Wednesday of playing a "large and lengthy role" in a "new Crusade" against Islam that included the publication of drawings of the Prophet Mohammed that many Muslims found insulting. Lombardi said Thursday that bin Laden's accusation was baseless. He said Benedict repeatedly criticized the Mohammed cartoons, first published in some European newspapers in 2006 and republished by Danish papers in February. 
Pope baptizes famous Muslim convert 
http://uk.reuters.com/article/topNews/idUKL2263612220080322 
By Philip Pullella, March 22, 2008  
VATICAN CITY (Reuters) - Pope Benedict led the world's Catholics into Easter on Saturday at a Vatican service where he baptized a Muslim-born convert who is one of Italy's most famous and controversial journalists.
The German-born pontiff, marking the third Easter season of his pontificate, began the service in the atrium of a darkened St Peter's Basilica where he carved the Greek letters Alpha and Omega on a large candle.
The basilica became a sea of flickering flames as thousands of faithful inside lit candles before the lights were turned on in a ritual symbolizing the darkness in the world after Christ's death and the light of the resurrection. Easter, the most import-ant day in the Church's liturgical calendar, commemorates Christ rising from the dead three days after he was crucified.
In his sermon, Benedict wove a connection between the resurrection of Christ and the sacrament of baptism, the initiation rite of Christianity.
"...from the abyss of death he was able to rise to life. Now he raises us from death to true life. This is exactly what happens in baptism," the pope said.
The pope traditionally baptizes newborns on January 1 and adult converts to Catholicism on Easter eve.
One of the seven adults he baptized on Saturday night was Magdi Allam, 55, an Egyptian-born journalist who, as deputy director of the leading newspaper Corriere della Sera, is one of Italy's best-known intellectuals.
Allam, a fierce critic of Islamic extremism and a strong supporter of Israel, is protected by a police escort because of threats he has received.
WELL-KEPT SECRET
His conversion to Christianity was a well-kept secret, disclosed by the Vatican in a statement less than an hour before the Easter eve service started.
"For the Catholic Church, each person who asks to receive baptism after a deep personal search, a fully free choice and adequate preparation, has a right to receive it," it said.
Allam defended the pope in 2006 when the pontiff made a speech in Regensburg, Germany, that many Muslims perceived as depicting Islam as a violent faith.
The Vatican statement announcing Allam was joining Catholicism said all newcomers were "equally important before God's love and welcome in the community of the Church".
Allam, who has been living in Italy for 35 years, has said he was never a very devout Muslim. Still, his conversion to Christianity came as a surprise.
"What amazes me is the high profile the Vatican has given this conversion," Yaha Sergio Yahe Pallavicini, vice-president of the Italian Islamic Religious Community, told Reuters.
The Easter eve service was the first of three at which the pope presides. On Sunday he will celebrate a mass and then deliver his twice-yearly "Urbi et Orbi" (to the city and the world) blessing and message.

Pope Baptizes Muslim Journalist at Easter Vigil - Convert says it was a Beautiful Day 
http://www.zenit.org/article-22145?l=english 

March 23, 2008 

By Jesús Colina VATICAN CITY (Zenit.org) - The day Magdi Allam became a Catholic was a beautiful one, according to the Muslim journalist who was baptized by Benedict XVI at Saturday's Easter Vigil Mass. Allam, who is originally from Egypt, was one of the seven people -- five women and two men -- the Pope baptized at St. Peter's Basilica.
The Holy Father also administered the sacraments of the Eucharist and confirmation to the seven catechumens from five countries: Italy, Cameroon, China, the United States and Peru.
Allam, deputy director of Corriere della Sera, one of Italy’s largest and oldest newspapers, has lived in Italy for almost 35 years.

Explaining what led the Pope to administer baptism to the journalist, Vatican spokesman Father Federico Lombardi said, "For the Catholic Church, every person who asks to receive baptism after a deep personal search, a completely free choice and adequate preparation, has the right to receive it."
"For his part," Father Lombardi added, "the Holy Father administers baptism during the course of the Easter liturgy to those catechumens who are presented to him, without making 'a distinction between persons', that is, considering all of them equally important before the love of God and welcome in the community of the Church."
In a letter to the director, which appeared in the Corriere della Sera, Allam, who chose Cristiano as his baptismal name, explained that the witness of Catholics, who "gradually became a point of reference in regard to the certainty of truth and the solidity of values," played an important role in his conversion.

Among these Catholics, he pointed to the president of Communion and Liberation, Father Julián Carrón; the major rector of the Salesians, Pascual Chávez Villanueva; Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Benedict XVI's secretary of state; and Bishop Rino Fisichella, rector of the Pontifical Lateran University, who "personally accompanied him in the journey of spiritual acceptance of the Christian faith."
He said the most decisive influence was that of Benedict XVI, "who I admired and, as a Muslim, defended for his mastery in setting down the indissoluble link between faith and reason as a basis for authentic religion and human civilization, and to whom I fully adhere as a Christian to inspire me with new light in the fulfillment of the mission God has reserved for me."
"For me it is the most beautiful day of my life," he added.

The Pope said in his homily, addressing himself to the catechumens: "We must be converted ever anew, turning with our whole life toward the Lord. And ever anew we must allow our hearts to be withdrawn from the force of gravity, which pulls them down, and inwardly we must raise them high: in truth and love."
The Pontiff explained that conversion is not a choice that is exhausted in one day, but a fundamental attitude that must find its fulfillment in daily life. Conversion, he emphasized, consists in "turning our soul to Jesus Christ and thus toward the living God, toward the light." It is the lifting up of the heart to God, "beyond all of the intertwining of our preoccupations, of our desires, our anxieties, our distractions." Converting, the Holy Father added, means "again and again we must turn ourselves away from mistaken directions." Benedict XVI concluded his meditation with this invocation: "Yes, Lord, make us become Easter persons, men and women of light, full of fire and your love."
Magdi Allam Recounts His Path to Conversion - Benedict XVI Baptized the Journalist at Easter Vigil
http://www.zenit.org/rssenglish-22151  
March 23, 2008 

VATICAN CITY (Zenit.org) - Here is a translation of Magdi Allam’s account of his conversion to Catholicism. The Muslim journalist was baptized by Benedict XVI at Saturday's Easter Vigil Mass in St. Peter's Basilica. 

An abbreviated form of this account appeared as a letter to Paolo Mieli, the director of the Italian newspaper Corriere della Sera. Allam is the paper’s deputy director. The Italian version of the complete text is available at magdiallam.it.
Dear Friends,

I am particularly happy to share with you my immense joy for this Easter of Resurrection that has brought me the gift of the Christian faith. I gladly propose the letter that I sent to the director of the Corriere della Sera, Paolo Mieli, in which I tell the story of the interior journey that brought me to the choice of conversion to Catholicism. This is the complete version of the letter, which was published by the Corriere della Sera only in part.
Dear Director,

That which I am about to relate to you concerns my choice of religious faith and personal life in which I do not wish to involve in any way the Corriere della Sera, which it has been an honor to be a part of as deputy director "ad personam" since 2003. I write you thus as protagonist of the event, as private citizen.

Yesterday evening I converted to the Christian Catholic religion, renouncing my previous Islamic faith. Thus, I finally saw the light, by divine grace -- the healthy fruit of a long, matured gestation, lived in suffering and joy, together with intimate reflection and conscious and manifest expression. I am especially grateful to his holiness Pope Benedict XVI, who imparted the sacraments of Christian initiation to me, baptism, confirmation and Eucharist, in the Basilica of St. Peter’s during the course of the solemn celebration of the Easter Vigil. And I took the simplest and most explicit Christian name: "Cristiano." Since yesterday evening therefore my name is Magdi Crisitano Allam.

For me it is the most beautiful day of [my] life. To acquire the gift of the Christian faith during the commemoration of Christ’s resurrection by the hand of the Holy Father is, for a believer, an incomparable and inestimable privilege. At almost 56 […], it is a historical, exceptional and unforgettable event, which marks a radical and definitive turn with respect to the past. The miracle of Christ’s resurrection reverberated through my soul, liberating it from the darkness in which the preaching of hatred and intolerance in the face of the "different," uncritically condemned as "enemy," were privileged over love and respect of "neighbor," who is always, an in every case, "person"; thus, as my mind was freed from the obscurantism of an ideology that legitimates lies and deception, violent death that leads to murder and suicide, the blind submission to tyranny, I was able to adhere to the authentic religion of truth, of life and of freedom.

On my first Easter as a Christian I not only discovered Jesus, I discovered for the first time the face of the true and only God, who is the God of faith and reason. My conversion to Catholicism is the touching down of a gradual and profound interior meditation from which I could not pull myself away, given that for five years I have been confined to a life under guard, with permanent surveillance at home and a police escort for my every movement, because of death threats and death sentences from Islamic extremists and terrorists, both those in and outside of Italy.

I had to ask myself about the attitude of those who publicly declared fatwas, Islamic juridical verdicts, against me -- I who was a Muslim -- as an "enemy of Islam," "hypocrite because he is a Coptic Christian who pretends to be a Muslim to do damage to Islam," "liar and vilifier of Islam," legitimating my death sentence in this way. I asked myself how it was possible that those who, like me, sincerely and boldly called for a "moderate Islam," assuming the responsibility of exposing themselves in the first person in denouncing Islamic extremism and terrorism, ended up being sentenced to death in the name of Islam on the basis of the Quran. I was forced to see that, beyond the contingency of the phenomenon of Islamic extremism and terrorism that has appeared on a global level, the root of evil is inherent in an Islam that is physiologically violent and historically conflictive.

At the same time providence brought me to meet practicing Catholics of good will who, in virtue of their witness and friendship, gradually became a point of reference in regard to the certainty of truth and the solidity of values. To begin with, among so many friends from Communion and Liberation, I will mention Father Juliàn Carròn; and then there were simple religious such as Father Gabriele Mangiarotti, Sister Maria Gloria Riva, Father Carlo Maurizi and Father Yohannis Lahzi Gaid; there was rediscovery of the Salesians thanks to Father Angelo Tengattini and Father Maurizio Verlezza, which culminated in a renewed friendship with major rector Father Pascual Chavez Villanueva; there was the embrace of top prelates of great humanity like Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Monsignor Luigi Negri, Giancarlo Vecerrica, Gino Romanazzi and, above all, Monsignor Rino Fisichella, who personally accompanied me in the journey of spiritual acceptance of the Christian faith.

But undoubtedly the most extraordinary and important encounter in my decision to convert was that with Pope Benedict XVI, whom I admired and defended as a Muslim for his mastery in setting down the indissoluble link between faith and reason as a basis for authentic religion and human civilization, and to whom I fully adhere as a Christian to inspire me with new light in the fulfillment of the mission God has reserved for me.

Mine was a journey that began when at four years old, my mother Safeya -- a believing and practicing Muslim -- in the first in the series of "fortuitous events" that would prove to be not at all the product of chance but rather an integral part of a divine destiny to which all of us have been assigned -- entrusted me to the loving care of Sister Lavinia of the Comboni Missionary Sisters, convinced of the goodness of the education that would be imparted by the Catholic and Italian religious, who had come to Cairo, the city of my birth, to witness to their Christian faith through a work aimed at the common good. I thus began an experience of life in boarding school, followed by the Salesians of the Institute of Don Bosco in junior high and high school, which transmitted to me not only the science of knowledge but above all the awareness of values.

It is thanks to members of Catholic religious orders that I acquired a profoundly and essentially an ethical conception of life, in which the person created in the image and likeness of God is called to undertake a mission that inserts itself in the framework of a universal and eternal design directed toward the interior resurrection of individuals on this earth and the whole of humanity on the day of judgment, which is founded on faith in God and the primacy of values, which is based on the sense of individual responsibility and on the sense of duty toward the collective. It is in virtue of a Christian education and of the sharing of the experience of life with Catholic religious that I cultivated a profound faith in the transcendent dimension and also sought the certainty of truth in absolute and universal values.

There was a time when my mother’s loving presence and religious zeal brought me closer to Islam, which I occasionally practiced at a cultural level and in which I believed at a spiritual level according to an interpretation that at the time -- it was the 1970s -- summarily corresponded to a faith respectful of persons and tolerant toward the neighbor, in a context -- that of the Nasser regime -- in which the secular principle of the separation of the religious sphere and the secular sphere prevailed. 

My father Muhammad was completely secular and agreed with the opinion of the majority of Egyptians who took the West as a model in regard to individual freedom, social customs and cultural and artistic fashions, even if the political totalitarianism of Nasser and the bellicose ideology of Pan-Arabism that aimed at the physical elimination of Israel unfortunately led to disaster for Egypt and opened the way to the resumption of Pan-Islamism, to the ascent of Islamic extremists to power and the explosion of globalized Islamic terrorism.

The long years at school allowed me to know Catholicism well and up close and the women and men who dedicated their life to serve God in the womb of the Church. Already then I read the Bible and the Gospels and I was especially fascinated by the human and divine figure of Jesus. I had a way to attend Holy Mass and it also happened, only once, that I went to the altar to receive communion. It was a gesture that evidently signaled my attraction to Christianity and my desire to feel a part of the Catholic religious community.

Then, on my arrival in Italy at the beginning of the 1970s between the rivers of student revolts and the difficulties of integration, I went through a period of atheism understood as a faith, which nevertheless was also founded on absolute and universal values. I was never indifferent to the presence of God even if only now I feel that the God of love, of faith and reason reconciles himself completely with the patrimony of values that are rooted in me.

Dear Director, you asked me whether I fear for my life, in the awareness that conversion to Christianity will certainly procure for me yet another, and much more grave, death sentence for apostasy. You are perfectly right. I know what I am headed for but I face my destiny with my head held high, standing upright and with the interior solidity of one who has the certainty of his faith. And I will be more so after the courageous and historical gesture of the Pope, who, as soon has he knew of my desire, immediately agreed to personally impart the Christian sacraments of initiation to me. His Holiness has sent an explicit and revolutionary message to a Church that until now has been too prudent in the conversion of Muslims, abstaining from proselytizing in majority Muslim countries and keeping quiet about the reality of converts in Christian countries. Out of fear. The fear of not being able to protect converts in the face of their being condemned to death for apostasy and fear of reprisals against Christians living in Islamic countries. Well, today Benedict XVI, with his witness, tells us that we must overcome fear and not be afraid to affirm the truth of Jesus even with Muslims.

For my part, I say that it is time to put an end to the abuse and the violence of Muslims who do not respect the freedom of religious choice. In Italy there are thousands of converts to Islam who live their new faith in peace. But there are also thousands of Muslim converts to Christianity who are forced to hide their faith out of fear of being assassinated by Islamic extremists who lurk among us. By one of those "fortuitous events" that evoke the discreet hand of the Lord, the first article that I wrote for the Corriere on September 3, 2003 was entitled "The new Catacombs of Islamic Converts." It was an investigation of recent Muslim converts to Christianity in Italy who decry their profound spiritual and human solitude in the face of absconding state institutions that do not protect them and the silence of the Church itself. Well, I hope that the Pope’s historical gesture and my testimony will lead to the conviction that the moment has come to leave the darkness of the catacombs and to publicly declare their desire to be fully themselves. If in Italy, in our home, the cradle of Catholicism, we are not prepared to guarantee complete religious freedom to everyone, how can we ever be credible when we denounce the violation of this freedom elsewhere in the world? I pray to God that on this special Easter he give the gift of the resurrection of the spirit to all the faithful in Christ who have until now been subjugated by fear. Happy Easter to everyone.

Dear friends, let us go forward on the way of truth, of life and of freedom with my best wishes for every success and good thing. Magdi Allam

High-profile Muslim baptized by Pope asks Muslim converts to "come out"

http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/highprofile_muslim_baptized_by_pope_asks_muslim_converts_to_come_out/
March 24, 2008

ROME (CNA) - A day after he was received into the Catholic Church by Pope Benedict XVI during the Easter vigil, Magdi Allam, a widely known Italian Muslim, wrote a letter to his own paper on Easter Sunday in which he issued a twofold call: first to he encouraged other Muslims who have converted to Catholicism to come out publicly and secondly he called on the Church to be "less prudent" about converting Muslims. 
The 55-year-old Egyptian-born convert is deputy editor of "Corriere della Sera," one of Italy’s leading newspapers, and often writes on Muslim and Arab affairs.
In 2006, when Pope Benedict made his Regensburg speech that many Muslims perceived as depicting Islam as a violent faith, Allam defended the Pontiff’s remarks.
He also infuriated some fellow Muslims with his criticism of extremism and support for Israel.
His criticism of Palestinian suicide bombings generated threats on his life in 2003, prompting the Italian government to provide him with a sizeable police protection force.
Allam said at that time that he had continually asked himself why someone who had struggled for what he called "moderate Islam" was then "condemned to death in the name of Islam and on the basis of a Koranic legitimization." 
Word of the conversion of a high profile Muslim was only made known on Saturday when the Vatican announced that one of the seven Catechumens to be received in to the Catholic Church by Pope Benedict at the Easter vigil was Muslim. 
Although Allam never prayed five times a day facing Mecca and never fasted during Ramadan, as is required of all Muslims, he did make the pilgrimage to Mecca with his deeply religious mother in 1991.
Reacting to his conversion, the Union of Islamic Communities in Italy – which Allam have accused as having links to Hamas- said "he is an adult, free to make his personal choice." 
But Yahya Pallavicini, an Italian Catholic who turned to Islam and is now vice president of the Islamic religious community in Italy, said he respected Allam's choice but said he was "perplexed" by the symbolic and high-profile way in which he chose to convert.
"If Allam truly was compelled by a strong spiritual inspiration, perhaps it would have been better to do it delicately, maybe with a priest from Viterbo where he lives," Pallavicini told ANSA news agency.
In his "letter to the editor" published on Sunday by Corriere de la Sera, Allam explains that it was a meeting with the Holy Father which allowed him "to see the light, by divine grace, as the healthy and ripe fruit of a long process." 
Allam also explains that his decision came "as a gradual and deep interior meditation that I could not avoid, considering that, for five years, I have been living a shielded life," in reference to the police protection. 
"Yesterday has been the most beautiful day of my life, when I chose the most simple and explicit name. Since yesterday, my name is Magdi Christian Allam," he wrote.
Explaining the stages of his conversion, Allam said that "at some point I had to take action" after discovering that "the roots of evil are intrinsic to Islam, that [it] is physiologically violent and historically conflictive."
The convert also gave thanks to "the embrace of high prelates of great humanity," mentioning Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone and "especially Bishop Rino Fisichella who has personally followed me on the spiritual road to accepting the faith." 
Bishop Fisichella is the Auxiliary Bishop of Rome and President of the Pontifical Lateran University.
But Allam says that the most decisive factor was his meeting with the Pope "whom I have admired and defended as a Muslim for his brilliance in presenting the indissoluble link between faith and reason as the foundation of true religion." 
He praised the Pontiff for agreeing "to personally give me the Sacraments," thus launching "an explicit and revolutionary message to a Church up to now too prudent regarding the conversion of Muslims."
Addressing Corriere’s editor in chief Paolo Mieli, Allam writes: "you have asked me if I fear for my life. You are right. I realize what I am going up against, but I will confront my fate with my head high, with my back straight and the interior strength of one who is certain about his faith."
According to Allam, in Italy "there are thousands of converts to Islam who peacefully live their faith. But there are also thousands of Muslim converts who are constrained to hide their new faith." 
In his open letter, he finally expresses his hope that these former Muslims "from the Pope’s historic gesture and my testimony may be convinced that the time has come to come out from the shadows of the catacombs."
Two profiles in courage
http://archive.catholic.com/newsletters/kke_080325.asp 

March 25, 2008 Karl Keating’s e-letter
Samuel Johnson remarked that "when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully." Let me put that in a contemporary context: When a man knows he is the object of a fatwa, he likely will make sure that he remains in the state of grace.
So my thinking went as I read about Magdi Allam, who was baptized by Pope Benedict XVI on the vigil of Easter. Allam is a deputy editor of Corriere della Sera (Evening Courier), Italy’s largest-circulation newspaper, which is based in Milan and takes a center-right political stance.

Allam, 55, was born in Egypt and writes on Islam and on Arab politics and culture. He has been a supporter of Israel, has condemned Muslim fanatics, and has defended the Pope’s Regensburg speech. 
After Allam criticized Palestinian suicide bombings in 2003, threats were made on his life, and the Italian government provided him with a police guard, which he still has. He will need it all the more now that he has renounced Islam and become a Catholic. 
Allam had been a nominal Muslim. He did not perform the customary five-times-a-day prayers facing Mecca, and he did not undertake the Ramadan fast. He did accompany his devout mother on a pilgrimage to Mecca in 1991. 
On Easter Sunday Corriere della Sera published Allam’s open letter to the editor. Addressed to Paolo Mieli, the letter is a moving proclamation of faith. Let me quote a few passages from it. The translation is my own.
Allam said, "Yesterday evening I converted to the Catholic Christian religion, renouncing my previous Islamic faith. I finally saw the light, through divine grace, the healthy and ripe fruit of a long gestation lived in suffering and in joy ... 
I am particularly grateful to His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI, who has imparted to me the sacraments of initiation--baptism, confirmation, and Eucharist--in the Basilica of St. Peter in the course of the solemn celebration of the Easter vigil." 
Then the new convert showed that he had no intention of playing down his adherence to his new faith. Referring to his baptismal name, he wrote: "I have assumed the most simple and explicit Christian name: 'Christian'. Since yesterday, therefore, my name is 'Magdi Christian Allam'."  
He continued this way: "For me [this is] the most beautiful day of my life. To acquire the gift of the Christian faith on the memorial of the Resurrection of Christ from the hand of the Holy Father is, for a believer, an incomparable privilege and an inestimable good…[This is the] authentic religion of Truth, of Life, and of Liberty. In my first Easter as a Christian I not only have discovered Jesus but have discovered for the first time the true and unique God, who is the God of Faith and Reason."
These lines are a strong challenge to Islam, which emphasizes the uniqueness of Allah -- so unique, so isolated, that in Islam the dogmas of the Trinity and the Incarnation can’t be entertained in any way. 
Allam is saying that the "true and unique God" is not to be found in Islam, which claims him but does not have him, and that the God of Islam is not really the God of faith and reason.
Later in his open letter Allam turned again explicitly to his newspaper’s editor and wrote, "Dear editor, you ask whether I fear for my life in the consciousness that my conversion to Christianity certainly will obtain for me a death sentence for apostasy. You are quite right." 
Allam said that he will "face my fate with head high, with back straight, and with interior sureness of one who has the certainty of his faith."
Then he said that "His Holiness has sent an explicit and revolutionary message to a Church that until now has been too prudent in the conversation with Muslims, refraining from evangelizing in countries with an Islamic majority and being quiet about the reality of conversions in Christian countries. Out of fear. Fear of not being able to protect converts from condemnation to death for apostasy [from Islam] and fear of reprisals against Christian residents of Islamic countries. 
Well then, today Benedict XVI, with his testimony, says we need to overcome the fear and not be timorous in the affirmation of the truth of Jesus even among the Muslims. ... In Italy there are thousands of converts to Islam who serenely live their new faith. But there also are thousands of Muslim converts to Christianity who are impelled to conceal their new faith out of fear of being assassinated by Islamic extremists who hide among us."
Allam concluded his open letter by saying that he hopes the "historic gesture of the Pope and my testimony will bring out the conviction that the moment has arrived to leave the shadows of the catacombs and to affirm publicly our will to be fully what we are. If we cannot have here in Italy, in the cradle of Catholicism, our home, a guarantee of full religious liberty, how will we ever be able to be credible when we denounce the violation of such liberty elsewhere in the world?"


NOT EVERYONE WAS PLEASED
As you might expect, not everyone has applauded Allam’s conversion. Yahya Pallavicini, the vice president of the Islamic Religious Community in Italy, said that "there is no need, to demonstrate love for Jesus, to renounce the faith of the Prophet Mohammed." 
Pallavicini said it was unfortunate that Allam was baptized in such a public manner; he thought it would have been better had it been done by "a priest in Viterbo," where Allam lives.
He went on to say that he did not understand how one could "renounce the tradition, the culture, and the truthfulness of the Islamic message," and he accused Allam of "apostasy." 
The irony is that Pallavicini himself is an apostate: He was brought up as a Catholic! 

THE OTHER COURAGEOUS MAN
I titled this E-Letter "Two Profiles in Courage" because not only has Allam done a courageous thing, putting himself even deeper into jeopardy, but so has the man who completed Allam’s reception into the Church: Pope Benedict XVI.
It would have been easy enough for the Pope to indicate that Allam should have been received into the Church by his parish priest--that, after all, is what is done almost universally. It could not have been an accident that Allam was one of only seven converts who were baptized in St. Peter’s by the Pope.
No, the Pope was sending a message, very much in line, I think, with what Allam wrote in his open letter. The message is that Muslims too ought to become Catholics and that Catholics ought to proclaim that truth, even at the risk of (or at the near certainty of) reprisals. 

Islam is further removed from Catholicism than is Judaism; Judaism is further removed than is Protestantism. We have little trouble inviting Protestants to complete their faith by becoming Catholics. We invite Jews to do the same (as emphasized by the Pope’s recent revision of the prayer, used at Good Friday in the Tridentine Mass, that calls for prayers that Jews may convert). 
The further away from Catholicism someone is, the more he needs it. It would be an act of uncharity to Muslims to leave them out of the picture. Allam thinks that Catholics have a duty to invite Muslims to become Catholics. Not only does the Pope think the same way, but he has put himself at risk in affirming this message. 
That’s why we say, with joy, "Habemus papam!" 

FOOTNOTE
Writing about the breaking story at GetReligion.org, contributor Mollie Ziegler sought to correct phrasing used by Reuter’s Philip Pullella in his report of Allam’s conversion. 
She said that his opening paragraph "makes a common error that might not seem important but is. While baptism confers membership into a specific church body, people aren’t baptized a Lutheran, Presbyterian, or Catholic. They baptized into the Christian faith. ... On the radio and television, however, I and a few readers kept hearing about this 'baptized a Catholic' terminology. It takes a few more words, but it’s important to be precise when dealing with sacraments."
I agree it’s important, so I hope Ziegler will not mind if I correct her. 
There is only one baptism, Scripture tells us. There also is only one Church established by Christ. That Church is the Catholic Church, which means that baptism is Catholic baptism, there being no other. 
When a person is baptized, he actually is baptized into the Church that Christ founded, which means he is baptized into the Catholic Church -- whether or not he understands that. 
Thus, an infant baptized at a Methodist church is a Catholic, until, at some later point, he comes to understand himself to be a Methodist or something else. 
An adult who is baptized at a Methodist church would cease to be a Catholic almost instantaneously, since he would understand himself to be, even during the ceremony, a Methodist.
However that may be, the fact is that baptism is a Catholic sacrament, as are all the other sacraments. Thus it is quite right for someone to say that Magdi Allam was baptized into the Catholic Church -- because that is precisely what happened.

Muslim journalist's conversion stuns Europe, Islamic world http://www.catholicculture.org/news/features/index.cfm?recnum=57413
March 25, 2008 
Rome, (CWNews.com) - The conversion of a prominent Egyptian-born journalist, who was baptized by Pope Benedict XVI at the Easter Vigil, has stirred strong reactions across the Islamic world. 
Magdi Allam, a deputy editor of the Italian daily Corriere della Sera, said that his reception into the Catholic Church marked "the most beautiful day of my life." But his embrace of the Catholic faith outraged many Muslim leaders. Islam teaches that apostasy is punishable by death. 
Allam had already been a target of Muslim anger because of his outspoken criticism of Islamic extremism. He lived in seclusion in Italy, accompanied by bodyguards during his public appearances, even before his conversion. 
"I know what I am facing," Allam said after his Easter baptism. Recognizing that he was taking personal risks, he said, that he did so "with the certainty of faith." He added that he drew strength and courage from the example set by Pope Benedict, who chose to baptize him personally despite the inevitable fallout. 
The Easter-vigil baptism, Allam said, sent an unmistakable message from Pope Benedict to the entire world, and especially "to a Church that has recently been overly careful about the question of converting Muslims." Christians, he said, should overcome their fear of reprisals and preach the Gospel boldly, even in Islamic countries, confidently leaving the results in God's hands. 
While militant Islamic leaders condemned Allam for forsaking the Muslim faith, other voices offered more measured criticism. Arif Ali Nayed, a member of the Muslim group sponsoring the "Common Word" initiative, said that the Vatican was exploiting the conversion as "a triumphalist tool for scoring points." He promised, however, that the Common Word group would persevere with plans for talks with the Vatican. 
Allam is the most prominent Muslim in Europe to embrace the faith in recent years. Ibrahim Rugova, the leader of Kosovo's independence movement, was the subject of reports that he had converted to the Catholic faith before his death. But Cardinal Angelo Scola of Venice, who held long private meetings with Rugova before the Kosovar leader's death in 2006, has never confirmed those reports. The conversion of Rugova, if it did indeed take place, could have had an enormous impact in Kosovo, a region of explosive religious tensions.

Muslim leaders rap publicity on Allam’s conversion
http://catholicism.org/muslim-leaders-rap-publicity-on-allams-conversion.html  

March 25, 2008 

Rome, (CWNews.com) - Some of the 138 Muslim intellectual leaders who signed an appeal for dialogue with the Catholic Church have now criticized the publicity that greeted the conversion of Magdi Allam, the Italian journalist who was baptized by Pope Benedict XVI at the Easter Vigil. 
Muslim leaders said that the highly public conversion was being viewed in some quarters as an open challenge to Islam rather than an individual's private religious choice. The spokesman for the Union of Islamic Communities in Italy, Imam Issedin Elzir of Florence, said that "the case garnered more attention than it merited, given that each day many convert to Islam and many to Christianity."
Allam & Allah – A war of ideas
http://www.nationalreview.com/articles/224028/allam-allah/interview
March 25, 2008

A National Review Online interview

At Easter Vigil Mass this weekend, Pope Benedict baptized Egyptian-born Italian journalist, Magdi Allam, now a former Muslim. The conversion was an attention-grabber for obvious reasons. National Review Online editor Kathryn Lopez took the news as an excuse for a quick check-in with George Weigel.[Biographer of the previous John Paul II, and author, most recently, of "Faith, Reason, and the War Against Jihadism: A Call to Action".]
KATHRYN JEAN LOPEZ: What’s the most important message about the war we’re in coming out of Magdi Allam’s conversion from Islam to Catholicism? 
GEORGE WEIGEL: The war against jihadism is, among many other things, a war in defense of religious freedom, the first of human rights. That war is, at bottom, a war of ideas — of different ideas about the human person and different ideas of human obligation. Magdi Allam has courageously defended the religious freedom of all while sharply criticizing those currents of thought in Islam which would deny the right of religious conversion to Muslims. Now he fights the war of ideas from a different foxhole, so to speak. 
LOPEZ: Who, among Muslims, should be held up as to encourage those who want to fight jihadism?
GEORGE WEIGEL: The kind of Muslims who will be our most effective allies in the war against jihadism are those Muslims who want to make an Islamic case for tolerance, civility, and pluralism. The temptation to think that the answer to the problem of jihadism is the conversion of 1.2 billion Muslims to Western liberal secularism ought to be stoutly resisted as the ivy-league fantasy it is. The question is whether, and how, Islam can effect what Christian theology would call a “development of doctrine” on issues like religious freedom and the separation of religious and political authority in a just state. A lot of 21st-century history is riding on the answer to that question. 
LOPEZ: Should we be worried about riots in the streets of Rome given his prominent baptism by the pope? 
GEORGE WEIGEL: During a recent work period in Rome I was regularly reminded that the normal patterns of Roman street life could well be classified as riotous, at least by other cultural standards. 
Seriously, though, I would hope that the Italian authorities would take firm steps to ensure that a man’s act of conscience in a religious matter, freely undertaken, should not become the occasion for civil disturbances. 
LOPEZ: Is Islam the enemy? Or just Osama bin Laden’s version of Islam? 
GEORGE WEIGEL: Bin Laden’s Islam is the enemy of those Muslims who do not share bin Laden’s conception of what Islam requires, as well as the enemy of the rest of us. 
LOPEZ: Has Pope Benedict been an important voice in this war? Is he being listened to? 
GEORGE WEIGEL: I think Benedict’s Regensburg lecture of September 2006 was the most important papal statement on a public question of global consequence since John Paul II’s 1995 U.N. address in defense of the universality of human rights. As I put it in my small book, Faith, Reason, and the War Against Jihadism, the Regensburg Lecture identified the linked problems at the center of a lot of turbulence in world politics today: the detachment of faith from reason (as in jihadism) and the loss of faith in reason (as in much of western Europe and too much of American high culture). The former leads to the notion that God can and does command the irrational, such as the killing of innocents; the latter leaves the West intellectually disarmed in the face of the jihadist challenge. At Regensburg, the pope also gave a pluralistic world a vocabulary with which to deal with these grave problems: the vocabulary of rationality and irrationality. Whether these issues are understand in the world’s chancelleries and foreign ministries in the terms in which the Holy Father understands them is another question altogether. 
LOPEZ: Is there a message about the war you expect he’ll be bringing with him to the U.S. next month?
GEORGE WEIGEL: I wouldn’t be surprised if the pope spoke at the U.N. about the natural moral law — the moral truths we can know by reason — as a kind of global "grammar" by which the world can rationally discuss the world’s future. And that has everything to do with the war against jihadism. 
LOPEZ: Do we deserve to win if we wind up electing Hillary Clinton or Barack Obama president?
GEORGE WEIGEL: Whether we deserve to win or not, we’re much less likely to win with a president who manifestly does not understand the nature of the enemy or the multifront struggle in which we are necessarily engaged. A return to the Nineties — to foreign-policy-as-therapy — is not going to see us, or the Magdi Allams of this world, through to a future safe for the exercise of religious freedom. 

Pope Converts Prominent Italian Muslim http://insidecatholic.com/Joomla/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=3151&Itemid=48
By Deal W. Hudson March 25, 2008

A few days ago, Osama bin Laden released a message threatening Benedict XVI for leading a "new Crusade" against Islam. Whether he meant to or not, the Holy Father issued a ringing answer to the architect of 9/11 by receiving into the Church Europe's most vocal Muslim critic of Islamic terrorism.

Magdi Allam, deputy director of Italy's largest newspaper, is a leading journalist and author of several studies of Islamic extremists, including Osama bin Laden: A Journey through Radical Islam (in Italian only).
He took the baptismal name of "Christian," which underscored his decision to leave the community of Islam.
That Benedict chose to receive Allam personally has angered some prominent Muslims. "What amazes me is the high profile the Vatican has given this conversion," Yaha Sergio Yahe Pallavicini, vice-president of the Italian Islamic Religious Community, told Reuters. "Why could he have not done this in his local parish?" 

Fox commentator Greg Burke, a veteran Vatican reporter, warned of "repercussions" because of the "in your face" nature of Allam's reception into the Church. The most obvious repercussions may be for Allam himself, who predicts he will receive his second "death sentence" for the "apostasy" of his conversion from Islam. The first death sentence he received came as a result of his public criticism of Islamic terrorism and his defense of Benedict's 2006 speech at Regensburg.

"I realize what I am going up against, but I will confront my fate with my head high, with my back straight, and the interior strength of one who is certain about his faith," said Allam.

The consternation of Muslim leaders like Pallavicini may throw a wrench into preparations for the upcoming meeting between the Holy Father and Islamic religious leaders. This meeting was scheduled for later this year after 138 prominent leaders signed a letter of protest to Benedict for his Regensburg speech, which raised the issue of Holy War and forced conversion in the history of Islam. Allam was critical of the letter to Benedict and refused to support it.

Allam, it seems, has not been a practicing Muslim for many years. "I was never practicing," he was quoted in an Italian newspaper. "I never prayed five times a day, facing Mecca. I never fasted during Ramadan."

Born to Muslim parents in Egypt, Allam was sent early to Catholic boarding school before moving to Italy and attending La Sapienza University, which was founded by Boniface VIII in 1303 but was secularized in 1870.

The mounting criticism of Allam from Muslims, along with the death threats, has led him to become a strong defender of Israel. Allam's Viva Israele (Long Live Israel) was published last year.

"Having been condemned to death, I have reflected a long time on the value of life. And I discovered that behind the origin of the ideology of hatred, violence, and death is the discrimination against Israel. Everyone has the right to exist except for the Jewish state and its inhabitants. . . . Today, Israel is the paradigm of the right to life."

The Vatican has sought to downplay Allam's conversion, saying, "For the Catholic Church, each person who asks to receive baptism after a deep personal search, a fully free choice, and adequate preparation, has a right to receive it."

Of course, the same 138 Muslims who signed the letter protesting the Regensburg speech will note how the Vatican statement contrasts perfectly with the themes of Holy War and forced conversions that created the controversy in the first place. In receiving Allam in St. Peter's, the Holy Father has taken a public stance with a man whose articles are deliberately provocative. Take, for example, his column discussing his decision to convert. He described his embrace of Christianity as being "liberated from the obscurantism of an ideology which legitimizes lies and dissimulation, violent death, which induces both murder and suicide, and blind submission to tyranny."

In contrast to Islam, Allam writes, "Christianity is the authentic religion of Truth, Life, and Liberty." He adds, "Beyond the phenomenon of extremists and Islamist terrorism at the global level, the root of evil is inherent in a physiologically violent and historically conflictual Islam."

Allam's conversion and his very public reception by Benedict XVI heighten the drama surrounding the pope's upcoming trip to the United States from April 15-20. Packed into that trip will be many opportunities for him to address, once again, the problem of Islamic extremism -- most notably, his visit to "ground zero" in lower Manhattan on the last day of his stay.

Some commentators are predicting that the media will take a pass on Benedict's first trip to the United States. It's impossible to predict what might bump the pope out of the news cycle, but there are multiple dramas surrounding his trip, and the Allam affair has just added another one.

One can imagine that the Holy Father was advised not to receive Allam personally after the threat from bin Laden. But this is the man who "called out" Islamic extremists at Regensburg and then, risking his own safety, traveled to Turkey a year later. I cannot imagine Benedict changing his plans on account of any threat -- least of all from the likes of Osama bin Laden.

Deal W. Hudson is the director of InsideCatholic.com and the author of Onward, Christian Soldiers: The Growing Political Power of Catholics and Evangelicals in the United States (Simon and Schuster, March 2008).
The Story of a Convert from Islam – Baptized by the Pope at St. Peter's

http://chiesa.espresso.repubblica.it/articolo/195566?eng=y 
March 28, 2008 
His name is Magdi Cristiano Allam. For five years he has lived under guard, threatened with death. But his baptism has raised harsh criticism, against him and against Benedict XVI. The complete text of the accusation written by Aref Ali Nayed, architect of the letter of the 138 by Sandro Magister 

ROMA, March 28, 2008 – Three days earlier, in an audio message released over the internet, Osama bin Laden had accused "the pope of the Vatican" of having "a significant role" in fighting a "new crusade" against Islam. 
But nothing intimidates Benedict XVI. At the Easter vigil, on Saturday, March 22, the pope baptized at the basilica of Saint Peter, together with six other men and women from four continents, a convert from Islam, Magdi Allam, 56, an Egyptian by birth, a famous writer and journalist and the vice director of the leading Italian daily, "Corriere della Sera," and the author of important books, the latest one entitled "Viva Israele (Long Live Israel)." 
With his baptism – and with confirmation and communion immediately afterward – Allam took "Cristiano" as his second name. And in a letter published in his newspaper on Easter Sunday, he recounted and explained his conversion. 
The news traveled immediately around the world. Comments in the Muslim media were for the most part polemical, against Allam and against Benedict XVI. Even in the ecclesiastical camp, there emerged some criticisms of the publicity given to the conversion, which in reality had remained secret up until the end. 
A comment on the part of the Vatican appeared in "L'Osservatore Romano," in a note by director Giovanni Maria Vian: 
"The gesture by Benedict XVI affirms religious freedom in a humble and clear way. This is also the freedom to change religion, as in 1948 was emphasized by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (even if after this, unfortunately, the declaration was scaled back precisely in this regard). So anyone who without coercion asks for baptism has the right to receive it. And just as this event has not been unduly emphasized, so also there is no hostile intention toward a great religion like Islam." 
By coincidence, in the same issue of the pope's newspaper, there was a long article dedicated to the Easter liturgy and to the very ancient tradition of celebrating the sacraments of Christian initiation within it, entitled "The intimate bond between baptism and martyrdom." 
This is a bond that Benedict XVI emphasized on Easter Monday, when – at the midday "Regina Coeli" – he invited the faithful to pray for the bishops, priests, religious, and laity killed in 2007 while carrying out their service in missionary countries: 
"In the light of the risen Christ, the annual day of prayer for missionary martyrs, which is commemorated today, takes on a particular value." 
As a Muslim, because of his vigorous criticism of "an Islam that is physiologically violent and historically conflictual," Allam has been the object of death threats in the past. For five years, he has lived under the protection of an armed guard, and lives in a secret location in the north of Rome, with his wife Valentina and their little son Davide. 
As a journalist, he made a great impact with two of his articles published in 2003. In the first, Allam reproduced the sermon delivered on Friday, June 6 of that year, in the Grand Mosque of Rome by Egyptian imam Abdel-Samie Mahmoud Ibrahim Moussa. In the second, he translated from the Arabic the sermons of imams from six other Italian mosques. Almost all glorified suicide terrorism and incited hatred toward the West and toward Israel. 
Following the first article, the Egyptian government summoned the imam who had delivered the sermon back to his country. 
Allam also distinguished himself by his commentaries on Benedict XVI's lecture in Regensburg, which were entirely in agreement with the theses of the pope. 
His criticisms are not aimed solely against Islamism. On various occasions, he has denounced "the moral surrender, the intellectual obfuscation, the ideological and practical collaboration with Islamic extremism on the part of the West." 
On account of these positions, Allam has borne strong hostility not only on the part of Muslims, but also of intellectuals from Italy and Europe. In the summer of 2007, about 200 professors of various universities, including the Catholic University of Milan, signed a letter against him, accusing him of intolerance. 
In the ecclesiastical camp, too, many are distrustful toward him. After his article denouncing the sermon of the imam of Rome, the president of the pontifical council for interreligious dialogue at the time, archbishop Michael L. Fitzgerald, complained that "this kind of activity runs the risk of compromising dialogue." 
But Allam has repeatedly denounced another widespread fear in the Church: the one according to which in Muslim countries – where apostasy is sometimes punished with death – baptism ceases to be practiced, and in Christian countries converts from Islam are kept hidden. 
With the baptism administered publicly to him by the pope at the Easter vigil, Allam hopes that these "catacombs" can be left behind. 
But it will not be easy. Two striking critical reactions to his baptism from the Muslim side have come from important signatories of the letter of the 138, the letter emblematic of the dialogue between the Church of Rome and Islam: the Italian imam Yahya Pallavicini and the Libyan theologian Aref Ali Nayed, director of the Royal Islamic Strategic Studies Center in Amman, Jordan. 
The two were part of the delegation of five Muslim representatives that on March 4 and 5 reached an agreement with Vatican authorities on the next steps in this dialogue, which will include an audience with Benedict XVI. 
But in criticizing the baptism of Allam, both sidestep the fundamental question of freedom of religion, which has even been placed at the center of the agenda for dialogue between the Church of Rome and the signatories of the letter of the 138. 
Yayha Pallavicini has said that he is "embarrassed by the lack of sensitivity" demonstrated by those who wanted to have Allam baptized at St. Peter's, "an action carried out on the day following the anniversary of the birth of the Prophet, the Muslim Christmas, which risks generating negative messages and indicates the Vatican's political intention to assert the supremacy of the Catholic Church over all other religions." 
But even harsher was the commentary of Nayed, who is the true mastermind of the letter of the 138, and its effective author. 
He is critical toward Allam, but even more toward Benedict XVI, against whom he launches the accusation of wanting to reassert, through the act of baptism, the "infamous" lecture in Regensburg. 
Nayed comes to the point of condemning as "totalitarian" and "quasi-Manichean" the symbolism of darkness and light developed by the pope in the homily for the Easter vigil. 
Unless the Vatican distances itself from it, Nayed further states, the baptism administered by Benedict XVI will irrevocably mean that the pope subscribes to and supports Allam's "hateful discourse" against Islam. 

Nayed's commentary is presented in its entirety further below. It is followed by a reply made on Vatican Radio, on March 27, by the director of the Holy See press office, Fr. Federico Lombardi. 
But first, here is the complete version of the letter to the director of "Corriere della Sera" in which Allam recounts his conversion, a letter that the newspaper published only in partial form: 
"Benedict XVI tells us that we must conquer fear" by Magdi Cristiano Allam 
Dear director, what I am about to tell you concerns a decision I have made regarding my religious faith and personal life that is not intended in any way to involve "Corriere della Sera," which I have been honored to be part of since 2003 with the title of vice director "ad personam." I therefore write to you as the author of an action as a private citizen. 
Yesterday evening, at the Easter vigil, I converted to the Catholic Christian faith, renouncing my previous Islamic faith. 
Thus, by divine grace, there finally came to light the sound and mature fruit of a long period of gestation lived in suffering and in joy, between deep and intimate reflection and deliberate outward expression. 
I am particularly grateful to His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI, who imparted to me the sacraments of Christian initiation – Baptism, Confirmation, and the Eucharist – in the basilica of Saint Peter, during the solemn celebration of the Easter vigil. And I took the simplest and clearest Christian name: "Cristiano." So, as of yesterday evening, my name is Magdi Cristiano Allam. 
For me, it was the most beautiful day of my life. To receive the gift of the Christian faith during the commemoration of the Resurrection of Christ, at the hand of the Holy Father, is for a believer an unmatchable privilege and an inestimable good. 
At almost 56 years of age, in my own small way this is an historic event, exceptional and unforgettable, marking a radical and definitive break with the past. The miracle of the Resurrection of Christ has resounded through my soul, freeing it from the darkness of the preaching in which hatred and intolerance toward those who are "different," uncritically condemned as the "enemy," prevail over love and respect for one's "neighbor," who is always and in any case a "person"; just as my mind has been liberated from the obscurantism of an ideology that legitimizes deception and dissimulation, the violent death that induces murder and suicide, blind submission and tyranny, permitting me to adhere to the authentic religion of Truth, Life, and Freedom. In my first Easter as a Christian, I discovered not only Jesus, but I discovered for the first time the one true God, who is the God of Faith and Reason. 
My conversion to Catholicism is the arrival point of a gradual and profound interior meditation which I would not have been able to avoid, since for five years I have been trapped in an entrenched and guarded lifestyle, with fixed surveillance at home and a police escort wherever I go, because of the death threats made against me by Islamic extremists and terrorists, both those living in Italy and those active abroad. 
I have had to wonder to myself about the attitude of those who have publicly issued fatwas, Islamic juridical declarations denouncing me, who was a Muslim, as an "enemy of Islam," a "hypocrite, because he is a Coptic Christian who pretends to be a Muslim in order to harm Islam," a "liar and defamer of Islam," legitimizing in this way my condemnation to death. 
I have asked myself how it could be possible that someone who, like me, has fought with conviction and determination for a "moderate Islam," taking on the responsibility of exposing himself personally to the denunciation of Islamic extremism and terrorism, should then end up being condemned to death in the name of Islam and with the justification of the Qur'an. 
I therefore had to take note of the fact that, beyond the contingency of the flourishing of Islamic extremists and terrorism on a worldwide level, the root of the evil is situated in an Islam that is physiologically violent and historically conflictual. 
Parallel to this, Providence introduced me to practicing Catholics of good will who, by virtue of their witness and their friendship, gradually became a point of reference on the level of their certainty of the truth and solidity of values. First there are my many friends of Communion and Liberation, chief among them Fr. Juliàn Carròn; ordinary religious like Fr. Gabriele Mangiarotti, Sister Maria Gloria Riva, Fr. Carlo Maurizi, and Fr. Yohannis Lahzi Gaid; the rediscovery of the Salesians thanks to Fr. Angelo Tengattini and Fr. Maurizio Verlezza, culminating in a renewed friendship with rector major Fr. Pascual Chavez Villanueva; to the embrace of other prelates of great humanity like cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, the bishops Luigi Negri, Giancarlo Vecerrica, Gino Romanazzi, and, above all, Rino Fisichella, who personally accompanied me in my spiritual journey of accepting the Christian faith. 
But undoubtedly the most extraordinary and meaningful encounter in my decision to convert was with pope Benedict XVI, whom I admired and defended as a Muslim for his mastery in presenting the indissoluble bond between faith and reason as the foundation of authentic religion and of humane civilization, and to whom I adhere completely as a Christian in order to be inspired with new light in the fulfillment of the mission that God has reserved for me. 
Mine is a journey that began when I was four, and my mother Safeya, a believing and practicing Muslim – in the first of a series of "coincidences" that would reveal themselves as something entirely other than fortuitous, but rather an integral part of a divine destiny to which we are all called – entrusted me to the loving care of Sister Lavinia, of the Comboni order, convinced of the quality of the education that would be given to me by the Italian Catholic sisters transplanted to Cairo, my birthplace, to bear witness to their Christian faith through activities meant to foster the common good. 
I thus began the experience of life in the boarding school, which continued with the Salesians of the Don Bosco Institute at middle school and high school, who integrally transmitted not only intellectual knowledge, but above all the understanding of values. It is thanks to Catholic religious that I acquired a deeply and essentially ethical conception of life, in which the person created in the image and likeness of God is called to carry out a mission that is situated within the context of a universal and eternal plan, aimed at the interior resurrection of individuals on this earth, and of all humanity on the Day of Judgment, which is founded upon faith in God and in the primacy of values, and based upon the meaning of individual responsibility and the meaning of duties toward society. It is by virtue of a Christian education and a shared experience of life together with Catholic religious that I have always cultivated a profound faith in the transcendent dimension, just as I have always sought for the certainty of the truth in absolute and universal values. 

There was a period in which the loving presence and religious zeal of my mother brought me closer to Islam, which I periodically practiced on a cultural level, and in which I believed on the spiritual level according to an interpretation that at that time, the 1970's, corresponded overall to a faith respectful of the person and tolerant toward one's neighbor, in a context – that of the Nasser regime – in which the secular principle of the separation of the sacred and profane spheres predominated. 
My father, Mahmoud, was completely secularist, like the majority of Egyptians who took the West as their model on the level of individual freedom, social custom, and cultural and artistic fashion, even if unfortunately Nasser's political totalitarianism and warmongering ideology of pan-Arabism, which aimed for the physical elimination of Israel, led to catastrophe for Egypt and cleared the way for the resurgence of pan-Islamism, the rise to power of Islamic extremists, and the explosion of globalized Islamic terrorism. 
My long years at boarding school also permitted me to understand thoroughly and from up close the reality of Catholicism and of the women and men who have dedicated their lives to serving God in the bosom of the Church. Already at that time, I was reading the Bible and the Gospels, and I was particularly fascinated by the human and divine figure of Jesus. I was able to attend Holy Mass, and it also happened, although only once, that I approached the altar and received communion. It was an action that clearly signaled my attraction to Christianity and my desire to feel myself a part of the Catholic religious community. 
Following this, upon my arrival in Italy at the beginning of the 1970's, amid the student uprisings and the difficulties with integration, I lived through the period of atheism paraded as faith, which was nevertheless also founded upon the primacy of absolute and universal values. I have never been indifferent to the presence of God, even if it is only now that I feel that the God of Love, of Faith and of Reason, has fully reconciled me with the heritage of values that is rooted within me. 
Dear director, you asked me whether I am not afraid for my life, in the awareness that my conversion to Christianity will certainly obtain for me yet another condemnation to death for apostasy, and a much more serious one. 
You are perfectly right. I know what I am going up against, but I will face my fate with my head held high, with my back straight and with the interior firmness of those who have the certainty of their faith. And I will be all the more so after the historic and courageous gesture of the pope who – from the very first moment when he found out about my wish – immediately agreed to personally impart to me the sacraments of Christian initiation. 
His Holiness has launched a clear and revolutionary message to a Church that until now has been excessively prudent in the conversion of Muslims, abstaining from proselytizing in Muslim majority countries, and remaining silent about the reality of converts in Christian countries. Out of fear. The fear of being unable to protect converts in the face of their condemnation to death for apostasy, and the fear of retaliation against Christians living in Muslim countries. 
And so, now Benedict XVI, with his testimony, is telling us that we must overcome fear and have no qualms in affirming the truth of Jesus with Muslims as well. 
For my part, I say that it is time to put an end to the presumption and violence of Muslims who do not respect the freedom of religious choice. 
In Italy, there are thousands of converts to Islam who live peacefully in their new faith. But there are also thousands of Muslim converts to Christianity who are forced to hide their new faith out of fear of being assassinated by Islamic extremists lurking among us. For one of these "cases" that evoke the discreet hand of the Lord, my first article written for "Corriere della Sera" on September 3, 2003, was entitled: "The new catacombs of the Islamic converts." It was an investigation of some of the new Christians in Italy who denounce their profound spiritual and human isolation, in the face of neglect from the institutions of the state that do not ensure their security, and of the silence of the Church itself. 
And so, I hope that from the historic gesture of the pope and from my witness they may derive the conviction that the time has come to emerge from the darkness of the catacombs, and to confirm publicly their will to be fully themselves. 
If we are not capable in Italy, the cradle of Catholicism, of guaranteeing complete religious freedom for all, then how will we ever be credible when we denounce the violations of this freedom in other countries of the world? I pray to God that this special Easter may bring the resurrection of the spirit to all of the faithful in Christ who still live under the yoke of fear. Happy Easter to all. March 23, 2008 
"An unfortunate episode to reassert the infamous Regensburg lecture" by Aref Ali Nayed 
Islam as a faith is a divine gift. As gift it is gracefully granted by God. How a person responds to that gift is a deeply intimate matter that is between that person and God. 
Magdi Allam’s soul is best known to, and judged by, His Maker. It is God who will judge Him on how he responded to the gift of faith. He is responsible before His Maker to the extent of his freedom and capacity. The fact that Allam was given Catholic communion at a very young age under the influence of his early Catholic teachers seems to indicate that he was Christianized in childhood. As a result of his early Catholic schooling, he is reported to have never upheld or practiced the tenets of Islam. 
The case of Allam reminds us, yet again, of the legitimate concerns of many Muslim scholars regarding the abuse of the trust that sometimes happens when Muslim parents, because of economic or other factors, send their children to Catholic schools. What happens to children, including Muslim ones, in Catholic schools is a matter that must be discussed as part of addressing 'Human Dignity' in upcoming discussions. The use of schools for proselytizing is one of the important issues to be discussed. 
As for the Vatican’s deliberate and provocative act of baptizing Allam on such a special occasion and in such a spectacular way, it is sufficient to say the following. 

1. It is sad that the intimate and personal act of a religious conversion is made into a triumphalist tool for scoring points. Such instrumentalization of a person and his conversion is contrary to the basic tenets of upholding Human Dignity. It also comes at a most unfortunate time when sincere Muslims and Catholics are working very hard to mend ruptures between the two communities. 
2. It is sad that the particular person chosen for such a highly public gesture has a history of generating, and continues to generate, hateful discourse. The basic message of Allam’s most recent article is the very message of the Byzantine Emperor quoted by the Pope in his infamous Regensburg Lecture. It is not far fetched to see this as another way of reasserting the message of Regensburg (which the Vatican keeps insisting was not intended). It is now important for the Vatican to distance itself from Allam’s discourse. Should Muslims take the high-profile Papal baptism as a Papal endorsement of Allam’s discourses regarding the nature of Islam (which happen to coincide with the message of Regensburg)? 
3. It is sad that Benedict XVI chose to make the basic message of his religious discourse during the special occasion of Easter into a quasi-Manichean one with motifs of 'darkness' and 'light', 'darkness' being assigned to the 'other' and 'light' to the 'self'. It is also sad that the idea of 'peace' expressed in that discourse reduces to the bringing of the 'other' into the fold through baptism. Such Roman totalitarian discourse is most unhelpful. 
The whole spectacle with its choreography, persona, and messages provokes genuine questions about the motives, intentions, and plans of some of the Pope’s advisors on Islam. Nevertheless, we will not let this unfortunate episode distract us from our work on pursuing "A Common Word" for the sake of humanity and world-peace. Our basis for dialogue is not a tit-for-tat logic of 'reciprocity', it is rather a compassionate theology of 'mending the in-between' for the sake of Love God and Love of neighbor. March 24, 2008 
"May we be permitted to express in turn our own displeasure..." by Federico Lombardi S.J. 
First of all, the most important statement is undoubtedly the confirmation of professor Aref Ali Nayed's desire to continue the dialogue of deeper reciprocal understanding between Muslims and Christians, and absolutely not to bring into question the journey begun with the [written] correspondence and the contacts established in the last year and a half between the Muslim scholars who signed the well-known letter and the Vatican, in particular the pontifical council for interreligious dialogue. This journey must continue, it is of extreme importance, it must not be broken off, and it takes priority in comparison with episodes that can be the subject of misunderstandings. 
Secondly, administering baptism to a person implies recognizing that he has welcomed the Christian faith freely and sincerely, in its fundamental articles expressed in the "profession of faith." This is publicly proclaimed at baptism. Naturally, every believer is free to retain his own ideas on a very wide spectrum of questions and problems in which there is legitimate pluralism among Christians. Welcoming a new believer into the Church clearly does not mean espousing all of his ideas and positions, in particular on political or social topics. 
The baptism of Magdi Cristiano Allam is a good opportunity to reiterate this fundamental principle explicitly. He has the right to express his own ideas, which remain personal ideas, clearly without becoming in any way the official expression of the positions of the pope or of the Holy See. 
As for the debate over the pope's lecture in Regensburg, the explanations of its correct interpretation according to the intentions of the pope were given at the time, and there is no reason to bring them into question again. At the same time, some of the topics addressed at the time, such as the relationship between faith and reason, between religion and violence, naturally remain the object of reflection and debate, and of varying positions, since they refer to problems that cannot be resolved once and for all. 
In the third place, the liturgy of the Easter vigil was celebrated as it is every year, and the symbolism of light and darkness is always part of it. It is certainly a solemn liturgy, and its celebration by the pope in St. Peter's is a very special occasion. But to accuse as "Manichean" the explanation of the liturgical symbols on the part of the pope – which he provides each time, and in which he is a master – perhaps manifests a lack of understanding of the Catholic liturgy rather than a criticism pertinent to the discourse of Benedict XVI. 
Finally, may we be permitted to express in turn our own displeasure over what professor Nayed says about education in Christian schools in Muslim majority countries, objecting to the risk of proselytism. It seems to us that the extraordinarily great tradition of educational efforts on the part of the Catholic Church, including in countries with non-Christian majorities (not only in Egypt, but also in India, Japan, etc.), where for a very long time the great majority of the students in the Catholic schools and universities have not been Christian and have peacefully remained so, although with true esteem for the education they have received there, deserves a rather different appraisal. We do not think that the Church today deserves the accusation of lacking respect for the dignity and freedom of the human person. The violations of this calling for urgent attention are quite different. And it was perhaps for this reason as well that the pope took the risk of this baptism: to affirm the freedom of religious choice stemming from the dignity of the human person. 
In any case, professor Aref Ali Nayed is a counterpart for whom we maintain the highest esteem, and with whom transparent communication is always worthwhile. This allows us to trust in the continuation of dialogue. 
Vatican Radio, March 27, 2008 
NOTICE TO READERS – In its next article, www.chiesa will publish another reply, from professor Pietro De Marco, to the criticisms of Allam's baptism by the pope from Aref Ali Nayed and some Catholic intellectuals. 
On Magdi Cristiano Allam, in the archive of www.chiesa: 
> In Rome's Main Mosque, One Imam Is Calling for Jihad (11.6.2003) 
> Imams at War: Models of Preaching Found in Six Italian Mosques (4.12.2003) 
On the difficult condition of converts from Islam to Christianity, with an analysis of the debate within the Muslim world by Fr. Samir Khalil Samir: 
> Death or Freedom for the Apostates? The Counter-Fatwa of the Liberal Muslims (30.11.2005) 
On the current state of the dialogue between the Catholic Church and Islam, with links to all of the articles from www.chiesa on the topic: 
> The Via Crucis of the Archbishop of Mosul of the Chaldeans (19.3.2008) 
> Five Muslims at the Vatican, to Prepare the Audience with the Pope (6.2.2008) 
Benedict XVI's lecture in Regensburg on September 12, 2006, again contested in recent days: 
> Faith, Reason and the University: Memories and Reflections 
And the blistering criticism of this discourse from the pope, written at the time by Aref Ali Nayed: 
> Two Muslim Scholars Comment on the Papal Lecture in Regensburg (4.10.2006) 
Benedict XVI's homily at the Easter vigil on March 22, 2008, a homily condemned as "totalitarian" and "quasi-Manichean" by Aref Ali Nayed: > "Dear brothers and sisters,..." 

Cautious Vatican response to Muslim critics on conversion

http://www.catholicculture.org/news/features/index.cfm?recnum=57504 
March 28, 2008 

Vatican, (CWNews.com) - Responding to concerns raised by a prominent Muslim scholar, the Vatican has distanced itself from the criticism of Islam expressed by Magdi Allam -- the reporter who was baptized by Pope Benedict XVI at the Easter vigil. 
Father Federico Lombardi, the director of the Vatican press office, released a statement in reply to comments by Arif Ali Nayed, the director of the Islamic Studies Center in Jordan and a participant in the "Common Word" initiative, who had complained that publicity surrounding the conversion of Allam was "a triumphalist tool for scoring points." 
The Vatican spokesman said that Allam's harsh criticisms of militant Islam "remain his personal opinions without in any way becoming the official expression of the positions of the Pope or of the Holy See." While Allam is entitled to his own opinions, he noted, the Church can welcome a new member without "wedding all that person's ideas and opinions, especially on political and social matters." 
The secretary-general of the Islamic Cultural Center in Rome, Abdellah Redouane, welcomed Father Lombardi's statement. Saying that Allam's public statements "denigrate Islam," the Muslim leader said that by issuing the clarification, the Vatican had "confirmed its choice of the path of dialogue with Islam." 
Magdi Allam has frequently denounced Muslim extremism, and in public statements after his baptism he said that he does not believe that Islam is a religion of peace. Reacting to those comments, Lombardi told Vatican Radio: "He has the right to express his own ideas. They remain his personal opinions without in any way becoming the official expression of the positions of the Pope or the Holy See." 
Father Lombardi emphasized that although some Islamic leaders had criticized the conversion of the Egyptian-born journalist, there was never a suggestion that the "Common Word" initiative should be postponed. He noted that even while he lodged his objections to the baptism, Nayed had indicated "his will to continue the dialogue" with the Catholic Church. 
Nayed is one of the 138 Islamic leaders who issued a public statement calling for new dialogue between Christians and Muslims. Representatives of that group, organized as the Common Word initiative, will meet with Vatican officials for an in-depth discussion in November 2008. 
Underlining the value that the Vatican places on those inter-religious talks, Father Lombardi said: "This process must continue, it is extremely important, it must not be interrupted, and has priority over episodes that may be the subject of misunderstandings." 
Father Lombardi took exception to one point that Nayed had made, arguing that it is misguided to charge (as Nayed had) that Christian schools seek to produce converts in Muslim countries. The Vatican spokesman pointed out that in many countries, Catholic schools serve student populations in which the majority "are non-Christian and have happily remained so." "We do not think the Church today merits the accusation of lack of respect for the dignity and freedom of the human person," the Vatican spokesman said; "these suffer entirely different violations to which priority attention must be given."

Magdi Christian Allam, a contested conversion
http://www.asianews.it/index.php?l=en&art=11865  
March 27, 2008 By Samir Khalil Samir, sj For AsiaNews
The Catholic baptism of the well known journalist, Magdi Allam, Egyptian and non practising Muslim, has been criticised and despised by the Islamic world. Added to this, is the embarrassment in Christian quarters, of those fearful of seeing a new crusade being launched by Benedict XVI and the Church. Instead, just as with the Regensburg address, this baptism is a message in defence of religious freedom, of evangelisation and of co-existence between religions.
Beirut (AsiaNews) – Every year, during the Easter Vigil in St Peter’s basilica, the pope baptises a group of adults drawn from the various continents. On the feast of the baptism of Jesus, meanwhile, the pope traditionally baptises small children.
This year’s vigil saw 7 people baptised. One of them was a Muslim, well known in Italy and abroad: Magdi Allam, deputy editor ad personam of the leading Italian daily newspaper Corriere della Sera.
A. THE BAPTISED MAGDI
1. MAGDI ALLAM AND THE EVOLUTION OF EGYPTIAN SOCIETY.

Magdi Allam, born in Cairo (Egypt) in 1952, comes from a Muslim family. His mother was a devout women, his father more secularised. He was educated by Italian Salesians, who run Cairo’s most famous technical school.
Arriving in Italy in ’72, he continued his studies at Rome’s La Sapienza University. Following his degree, he embarked on his career in journalism, working first for La Republica, then for Corriere della Sera.
Increasingly Magdi Allam specialised in the phenomenon of radical Islam, above all in the aftermath of September 11th 2001. His staunch opposition to this form of Islam which portrays itself as violent, radical, intolerant and invasive grew . As the violence of this Islam became blinder and more widespread, to touch the entire Islamic world, Arab and non Arab alike, his opposition intensified.
It must be remembered that this form of radical Islam was born in the early ‘70’s in Egypt; in the undercurrents of the Muslim Brotherhood – founded in Cairo in ’28 – and that it strengthened itself thanks to the ideological and financial aid of Saudi Arabia and the Wahhabita School. Egypt has radically changed in these past 30 years. And Magdi has taken note of this: all of the radio and television programmes have been islamified; Egyptian cinema, the most famous throughout the Arab world, has become puritanical and Islamic; not even the merest of negative allusions to Islam is accepted; films can no longer be made about the prophets from the Old Testament; religious television now concerns itself with all areas of life; mosques are multiplying at an amazing rate; the veil has now become all but compulsory; the niqab – which corresponds to the Afghan burka, covering the woman’s entire body except for her eyes – is increasingly becoming the norm.
In 2006 the Egyptian Minister for Culture Faruk Hosni afforded himself the luxury of alluding to the widespread use of the veil, saying that "I no longer recognise my country, it has become so similar to Saudi Arabia": in parliament deputies linked to the Muslim Brotherhood demand his resignation based on the constitution (inspired by Islamic sharia law). Crumbling to pressure, his ruling party invited him to resign. Faruk was saved at the last moment by the First Lady, Sawsan Mubarak.
All of this contributed to consolidating Magdi Allam’s opposition to this radical form of Islam. It is rooted in the Koran and in the attitude of the prophet Muhammad, but it does not correspond to the vision of the greater Muslim majority. These, however, are used to bending to the orders emitted by the imam, and accept this situation lying face down.
2. FROM ISLAMIST VIOLENCE TO THE NON VIOLENCE OF THE GOSPEL
This perhaps reinforced Magdi Allam’s distancing himself from his experiences of Islam, while leading him to the conclusion that the seeds of this violence are present in the Koran and in the tradition of Mohammad’s sayings.
Some suspect that his choice was motivated by political ends, but I prefer to follow the principle set out by Saint Ignatius Loyola in his Spiritual Exercises, where he says that one must always attribute best intentions, the so called "presupponendum", to the other person, even one’s enemy.
In his Easter Homily, the pope as the foremost representative of the Catholic Church, underlined that every person who has undertaken a spiritual journey and has been helped by a Christian community to verify his own reasons for his choice, must be welcomed into the Church.
The day after his baptism, Magdi Allam wrote a letter to his paper explaining the reasons for his choice, why he was baptised by the pope, etc... Some people’s reaction was to declare that baptism is a personal choice and as such should not be exposed in public. In his position, I perhaps would not have chosen to do so, but it is not incorrect to have done as he did. What is for me somewhat disjoined is that he chose the moment of his baptism to continue his analysis of Islamic fundamentalism. That was the precise moment in which Magdi could have communicated how Christianity is the fulfilling of Islam’s religious leanings. This too would have been of worth: contemporary Islam is heading full speed towards an intransigent integralism of vast proportions; contemporary Christianity on the other hand, is moving towards increased openness. Thus his choice would gain increased understanding.
Moreover, conversion is not simply a break with the past (in this case with Islam). It is also a projection towards the new and the future. This other more intimate dimension, the discovery of Christianity and of a strengthening bond to Christ, Allam does not speak of. If he did, perhaps he would risk becoming the target of criticism from those who maintain that conversion is a private and personal matter. But it would be truly wonderful to discover his personal reasons for this choice.
The way in which he wrote his letter, leaves open space to an interpretation that sees conflict between Christianity and Islam, given its political, ideological and cultural form. But this is only one point in time. Christianity is the fulfilment of all that is spiritual and good in this world. I have had diverse occasions to follow young Egyptian, Lebanese and Iranian Muslims who wanted to convert to Christianity. In many cases, the journey begins with their desire to contrast the violence of modern day Islam; then they discover that Christianity means peace and love. What strikes most about the figure of Christ is the element of love, the gifting of himself even in the passion and on the cross, which supersedes the Koran’s vision, in which Jesus escapes martyrdom. 
Certainly Magdi Allam was not a practising Muslim; as such his journey lent more towards the political and cultural. However to say that it is not authentic is a step too far… which nothing can justify!
B. THE ABSOLUTE VALUE OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
1. THE FREEDOM TO ABANDON ISLAM AND CONVERT
His baptism however affirms the legitimacy of conversion. I believe this is why he wished to draw greater attention to his conversion: to affirm what is denied by the Muslim world.
Allam has written extensively regarding the case of the Afghan convert Abdul Rahman, taking staunch positions and affirming the right to convert. Magdi wants to lend his support to a civilisation of human rights, represented first and foremost by Christian civilisation.
In Rome I know a few Muslim converts, who however, hide their conversion, without ever denying it. Magdi, being a public figure, felt the need to proclaim that he was Muslim and now he has become Christian. Tarek Ramadan even arrived at accusing him of being a Copt who passed himself off as Muslim.

According to Muslims, if you are born Muslim you remain Muslim, even if you distance yourself from the practise of the faith. This is why it is impossible to convert to another religion. Having reached perfection with the practise of Islam, the fullness of divine revelation given by God to the heart of Adam, but developed and culminating in the Koran, you cannot turn back. In the Koran, even Adam is Muslim.
This is how I understand the reaction of a person dear to me and published in the newspaper Repubblica March 23: "there was no need to reject the love and faith for the prophet Mohammad in order to demonstrate love for Jesus. Within their doctrine, Muslims recognise the figure of Christ and the Virgin Mary". "This is why I fail to understand the choice to reject the tradition of the Islamic message: any form of apostasy is seriously perplexing".
Instead I say: you cannot be Christian and Muslim at the same time, because there are irreconcilable points which divide them, at a level of dogma (be that Christ is the last revelation of God, or that Muhammad is the "Seal of the Prophets" who brought the last message to humanity); at an ethical level (be that the duty to forgive and love your enemy: or the non duty to do so etc.); at a historic level (be that Christ died on the cross; or that he did not die and is still alive). Muslims may have the "highest regard for Christ and the Virgin Mary" but the Christ of the Koran (however wonderful he may be) is not the Christ of the Gospel.
In the same way Abu Muhammad, commenting on Magdi’s baptism, writes from Gaza: "Islam is a great tent which gathers beneath it all religions and Celestial Books. We believe in all of God’s messengers and in all Books. We have a wide vision and an open spirit. Even the apostate must be criticised so he may recognise true from false and discover that which he chooses to ignore". The same rebuke was voiced by the UCOII: "There is no Jesus-Mohammad contrast". Yet the contrast in reality exists! Everyone is free to prefer one or the other. But the facts cannot be ignored.
Instead along comes Magdi, to affirm through his conversion, that his preference is Christianity.
These are some of the polite responses from Muslims. But if one visits a Muslim website in Arabic, such as "islamonline", there are many insults. Badr refers to him as a "dog"; Metwalli says: "from communism to the crusades to the fires of gehenna"; Chérif calls him "vile" and scornfully congratulates him on becoming a Catholic; another writes "if God so desires he will die a non believer (kâfir) and so he will go to hell!"; "you have loved those who killed the prophets and the polytheists, so go to them!". Ahmad writes: "Go to hell!" and Umm Ahmad writes from France: "Lets do our research: surely he is an Zionist Jew, or at most without origins!" Abu Muhammad form Gaza invokes God to send him "painful torture". The litany is unending.
2. FREEDOM TO CONVERT EVEN IN A SECULARISED WORLD
Conversion and religion are also treated with distrust by the western secularized world. It is enough to consider the scandal which erupted in the wake of French President Nicolas Sarkozy’s recent comments on Europe’s Christian roots and the need to rely on religions in order to regain lost secular values. Secularists claim that it was secular enlightenment which brought values to the world and not religion.
Benedict XVI’s Regensburg address aimed to complete the conquests of the enlightenment by opening up its reasoning to the religious dimension. However he also added: this does not mean returning to the situation preceding the enlightenment; his proposal is not a return to the past but a step forward [1]. 
Those non believers, who do not allow society to believe anymore, are against human rights. Therefore, while there is a totalitarianism of Islamic stamp present in today’s world, there is also a totalitarianism of an atheist secular nature too.
If the religious dimension is not respected than there is the risk of leaning towards a political or ideological interpretation of religion. Magdi Allam has often been criticised by western secular intellectuals as someone who aims to provoke a clash of civilisations, either in favour of an Italian political party, or in favour of a foreign one. Personally, even if I do not share all his opinions, such as for example his reading of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, I do not believe that he is seeking a clash of civilisations. He is fighting against violence when it hides behind religion, such as violence in the name of Islam, but in this case those who fight in the name of Judaism or the Gospel should also be added.
C. BENEDICT XVI: THE DUTY TO EVANGELISE WITH RESPECT, RECIPROCITY IN MISSION
1. BENEDICT XVI: CHRISTIANITY IS FOR EVERYONE
The fact that Benedict XVI accepted to personally celebrate the baptism of Magdi Allam is surprising. It must also be said that he did so without ostentation, giving the same importance to all 7 baptised, and not giving precedence to the Muslim convert. This emphasis on the Islamic convert is the work of the press, overly used to attributing political meanings.
But Benedict XVI wanted to underline that everyone, Muslim, Atheist, Christians who have abandoned the faith, are all called to the faith. He wanted to affirm the universality of the Christian calling, not because we Christians are the largest group, but to underline that every human being is called by Jesus. Everyone has the right to know Christ. No-one is excluded.
Of course, the presence of a Muslim among the catechumens is a sign for the Islamic world. It is the most recalcitrant group to recognise this step. The pope, without violence or acridity seems to be saying: You too are called to discover Christ and to enter into the Church, if you so desire.
2. PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
For my part, I have experienced tragedy. Years ago I was in Morocco. A 35 year old Moroccan teacher of Arab tongue came to visit me, to speak with me about the Gospel and Christ. No more than half an hour had passed when I told him of my stupor before his knowledge of Christian themes. He replied that he had been seeking baptism for over 14 years. Initially I thought that he had mistaken expression. Hours later I met with the bishop and a small community of priests and I told them of my encounter and I told them that this Muslim had been asking to be baptised for over 14 years and that the priests had refused him. One of the priests stood up and reprimanded me: "It is right to refuse him baptism. We don’t want to make any martyrs" [2]. 
After having revealed his reasons for caution, the priest berated me on how I had not understood the Second Vatican council according to which everyone can be saved, even within their own religion etc…
I replied that the priest had no right to refuse baptism. If the Muslim seeks baptism, he can be warned of the risks he is running, he can be put on his guard, but he cannot be refused because he has been called by the Holy Spirit and he is free, the choice is his. On leaving, the bishop thanked me for having clarified the matter.
The very next day I travelled to Marrakesh and meeting with the small community of friars and nuns who live there, I described the episode to them and my conclusions, those being that you cannot refuse a person baptism, even if he is Muslim. All of them greeted my words with applause, cries of joy and shouts! And they revealed that for years they had been forbidden to draw close to Muslims and that the priests have continued to refuse baptism to those who desire it. Their "prudence" is explained in their fear that out of revenge the Muslims have Christian schools closed down, thus throwing the organisation of mission into crises.
On another occasion, after having concluded Holy Friday ceremonies, I was about to close the Church door, when three young Muslims between 20-25 years of age asked me if they could enter to visit the church. Their curiosity urged them on to ask me many questions regarding the building, the covered cross and Christianity. At a certain point the parish priest arrived and immediately chased the young men away, saying: “We have no right to speak to them of the Christian faith”. All of this points to a very grave fact, because beyond highlighting the censorship in Muslim countries of the Christian mission, it also shows how Christians censor themselves, which is what Magdi Allam spoke about in his letter. I therefore think that the pope’s gesture means this: the Churches mission is universal, even towards Muslims and it must be explicit.
On other occasions the Christian mission is halted in its tracks by "opportunists". For example, non Christians are advised not to seek baptism in order to act as a bridge between cultures. Even Cardinal Newman, when he was Anglican, thought so. But the point is that once the person in question feels duty bound to take the step towards complete and explicit belonging to the Church, he must take the step that his inner self suggests.
3. BENEDICT XVI: RECIPROCITY AND MISSION
The final aspect is that of reciprocity in the duty to evangelise. The pope and many Vatican documents underline that we Christians have the duty to announce the Gospel to everyone, and that everyone is free to accept it or refuse it.
How can we maintain the personal obligation to announce the Gospel while respecting the freedom of the other? The Church resolves this apparent contradiction by clearly stating that no one can be forced to convert. As early as the 8th century Arab Christian intellectuals wrote treatise underlining that not only is violence forbidden in calling someone to the faith, but that moral and spiritual pressure is also forbidden. And they were only too familiar with the financial, moral and physical pressures that they were subjected too in order to keep their faith!
Freedom to evangelise (tabshîr), and freedom to islamify (da’wa) must be guaranteed. Christianity, for me, is the most beautiful and perfect religion, and Islam, despite its many beautiful traits, is not the fulfilment of the divine project for man, it is not the appeal to humanism. At the same time I admit that the Muslim is convinced of the contrary and it is his right, rather his duty to be so! This is true reciprocal respect: each person follows his conscience and increasingly tries to enlighten the other.
The pope does not hide his certainty that Muslims still need one more step to reach the perfection of truth. But despite this he neither attacks nor slanders Muslims. And when a Muslim says to me "it is a shame you are not Muslim!" I understand that he holds me in deep respect. And my feelings towards him are the same.
This reciprocal respect is fundamental in order to build a peaceful coexistence between religions, but also with the atheist and secularist: a society in which each person is convinced of the truth of his position, but in which he is also convinced of the others right to live this certainty and live it with me.
CONCLUSION: THE MINIMUM COMMON DENOMINATOR REMAINS HUMAN RIGHTS
In order for this to happen then a minimum common denominator is required: human rights. To give up on human rights is an error. This is why the Vatican continues, relentlessly, to seek reciprocity of worship. Just as Muslims enjoy full religious freedom in European societies, Christians wish to be able to express their faith in freedom in Islamic nations.
And just as Muslims can call Christians to become Muslim in the West (and they do) Christians must be free to call Muslims to become Christians in Islamic nations. Instead, many Muslim countries have reinforced their punishment of those who announce the Gospel; news from Algeria reminds us of this on a daily basis.
The pope’s baptism of Magdi Allam is not an act of aggression, but an exigency of reciprocity. It is a calm provocation that serves to make us sit up and think. Each one of us must live as a missionary, attempting to offer to the other the best of what one has encountered and understood.
When I discover a good "product" it gives me joy to pass on the information to my friends. It is not an act of commercial propaganda, but of esteem and affection. Thus, the Muslim invites me with great simplicity to become Muslim and I invite him with simplicity to become Christian.
Two years ago two Iranian students who studied Arabic in Beirut came to ask me to explain Christianity to them; in turn I asked them about Islam. Then, at a certain point the told me : "Professor, we have very little time before we have to return to Iran, please let us content ourselves to speak only of Christianity".
Benedict XVI’s gesture is a great leap for coexistence between peoples. Above and beyond this complete identity witnessed in freedom, there is only the disdain of those who think differently to me or the relativism of those who are without certainties – and which is often expressed in great intolerance.
[1] Islam too is in need of a movement of enlightenment, which existed in the IX-X century, only to be submerged under a current of religious traditionalism.
[2] The reference here is to the risk of being killed for "apostasy to Islam", as happens in many Muslim nations.
See also by Fr Samir Khalil Samir SJ:
Islam and Christianity: encounter/confrontation, but also conversion September 16, 2005
http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Islam-and-Christianity:-encounter/confrontation,-but-also-conversion-4129.html 

Synod: Christians and Islam demand religious freedom, to fight extremism October 19, 2010
http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Synod:-Christians-and-Islam-demand-religious-freedom,-to-fight-extremism-19758.html 

The Pope in Lebanon for the mission of Christians and the Arab Spring April 16, 2012
http://www.asianews.it/news-en/The-Pope-in-Lebanon-for-the-mission-of-Christians-and-the-Arab-Spring-24507.html 

Human rights, the real fulcrum of the new Catholic-Muslim Forum March 7, 2008
http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Human-rights,-the-real-fulcrum-of-the-new-Catholic-Muslim-Forum-11705.html 

Benedict XVI and Islam April 26, 2006
http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Benedict-XVI-and-Islam-5998.html 

The Pope's speech: lending Islam a helping hand to avoid a downward spiral September 15, 2006 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/The-Pope%27s-speech:-lending-Islam-a-helping-hand-to-avoid-a-downward-spiral-7224.html 

Hegazi case: Islam’s obsession with conversions August 29, 2007
http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Hegazi-case:-Islam%E2%80%99s-obsession-with-conversions-10161.html 

Vatican Aide Clarifies Baptism of Former Muslim-Says Church's new member does not represent Holy See
http://www.zenit.org/article-22158?l=english 

March 30, 2008 VATICAN CITY, (Zenit.org) - A Vatican spokesman is suggesting that Benedict XVI's willingness to baptize a high-profile convert from Islam may have aimed to affirm the freedom of religious choice, deriving from the dignity of the person. Jesuit Father Federico Lombardi, director of the Vatican press office, released a message Thursday in response to a statement from Professor Aref Ali Nayed, a spokesman for the 138 Muslim scholars who last fall wrote the Pope and other Christian leaders, to seek further dialogue between Christians and Muslims.

Nayed's statement noted his objections to the baptism of a deputy editor of Italy's daily Corriere della Sera, Magdi Allam, which the Pontiff performed at the Holy Saturday Mass.

Continuing dialogue Father Lombardi began by acknowledging Nayed's affirmation of his "will to continue the dialogue toward a more profound mutual knowledge between Muslims and Christians."

"He in no way questions the journey that began with the correspondence and the contacts established over the last year and a half, between the Muslim signatories of the well-known letters and the Vatican, in particular through the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue," the Jesuit continued. "This process must continue, it is extremely important, it must not be interrupted, and has priority over episodes that may be the subject of misunderstandings."

Nevertheless, Father Lombardi put Allam's baptism at the Easter Vigil in context.

He said that "administering baptism to someone implies a recognition that that person has freely and sincerely accepted the Christian faith in its fundamental articles, as expressed in the 'profession of faith,' which is publicly proclaimed during the ceremony of baptism. Of course, believers are free to maintain their own ideas on a vast range of questions and problems, on which legitimate pluralism exists among Christians. Welcoming a new believer into the Church clearly does not mean wedding all that person's ideas and opinions, especially on political and social matters." Father Lombardi clearly affirmed that Allam "has the right to express his own ideas." And further, he said that these ideas "remain his personal opinions without in any way becoming the official expression of the positions of the Pope or of the Holy See."

Regensburg again Responding to Nayed's reference to Benedict XVI's 2006 lecture in Germany, which brought wide attention after the Pope's quotes were taken out of context and falsely attributed, the Vatican aide affirmed that "explanations for interpreting [that address] correctly in accordance with the Pope's intentions were given some time ago and there is no reason to question them once more."

"At the same time," Father Lombardi added, "some of the themes touched upon then, such as the relationship between faith and reason, between religion and violence, are naturally still the subject of reflection and debate, and of differing points of view, because they concern problems that cannot be resolved once and for all."

Father Lombardi also addressed Nayed's references to the Holy Father's words during the Holy Saturday liturgy.

The Vatican aide affirmed that "the liturgy of the Easter vigil was celebrated as it is every year, and the symbolism of light and darkness has always been a part of it. It is a solemn liturgy and its celebration by the Pope in St. Peter's Square is a very special occasion. But to accuse the Pope's explanation of the liturgical symbols -- something he always does and in which he is a master -- of 'Manichaeism' reveals perhaps a misunderstanding of Catholic liturgy rather than a pertinent criticism of Benedict XVI's words."

Deserving different Father Lombardi further considered Nayed's statements on Catholic education.

"Finally, let us in turn express our own displeasure at what Professor Nayed says concerning education in Christian schools in Muslim-majority countries, where he objects to the risk of proselytism," the priest said. "We feel that the Catholic Church's great educational efforts, also in countries with a non-Christian majority [...] where for a very long time the majority of students in Catholic schools and universities are non-Christian and have happily remained so -- while showing great appreciation for the education they have received -- deserves a quite different evaluation. 

"We do not think the Church today merits the accusation of lack of respect for the dignity and freedom of the human person; these suffer entirely different violations to which priority attention must be given. Perhaps the Pope accepted the risk of this baptism also for this reason: to affirm the freedom of religious choice which derives from the dignity of the human person."

Vatican Aide Responds to Muslim Professor - "We Do Not Think the Church Merits the Accusation of Lack of Respect" http://www.zenit.org/rssenglish-22157 

March 30, 2008
VATICAN CITY, (Zenit.org) - Here is a Vatican Radio translation of a May 27 response from Jesuit Father Federico Lombardi, director of the Vatican press office, to a note from Professor Aref Ali Nayed. 

The professor, a representative of the 138 Muslim scholars who wrote the Pope and other Christian leaders regarding Muslim-Christian dialogue, expressed concerns about the Pope baptizing former Muslim Magdi Allam at the Easter vigil, and raised other issues as well. Allam, a deputy editor of Italy's daily Corriere della Sera, published the testimony of his conversion, parts of which can be read at ZENIT's Web page.

The note by Professor Aref Ali Nayed concerning the baptism administered by the Pope to Magdi Allam on the Easter vigil merits close consideration. Let us, then, make a few observations.

Firstly, the most significant statement is without doubt the author's affirmation of his will to continue the dialogue toward a more profound mutual knowledge between Muslims and Christians. He in no way questions the journey that began with the correspondence and the contacts established over the last year and a half, between the Muslim signatories of the well-known letters and the Vatican, in particular through the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue. This process must continue, it is extremely important, it must not be interrupted, and has priority over episodes that may be the subject of misunderstandings.

Secondly, administering baptism to someone implies a recognition that that person has freely and sincerely accepted the Christian faith in its fundamental articles, as expressed in the "profession of faith" which is publicly proclaimed during the ceremony of baptism. Of course, believers are free to maintain their own ideas on a vast range of questions and problems, on which legitimate pluralism exists among Christians. Welcoming a new believer into the Church clearly does not mean wedding all that person's ideas and opinions, especially on political and social matters.

The baptism of Magdi Cristiano Allam provides a good opportunity specifically to underline this fundamental principle. He has the right to express his own ideas. They remain his personal opinions without in any way becoming the official expression of the positions of the Pope or of the Holy See.

As for the debate concerning the Pope's lecture at Regensburg, explanations for interpreting it correctly in accordance with the Pope's intentions were given some time ago and there is no reason to question them once more. At the same time, some of the themes touched upon then, such as the relationship between faith and reason, between religion and violence, are naturally still the subject of reflection and debate, and of differing points of view, because they concern problems that cannot be resolved once and for all.

Thirdly, the liturgy of the Easter vigil was celebrated as it is every year, and the symbolism of light and darkness has always been a part of it. It is a solemn liturgy and its celebration by the Pope in St. Peter's Square is a very special occasion. But to accuse the Pope's explanation of the liturgical symbols -- something he always does and in which he is a master -- of "Manichaeism" reveals perhaps a misunderstanding of Catholic liturgy rather than a pertinent criticism of Benedict XVI's words.

Finally, let us in turn express our own displeasure at what Professor Nayed says concerning education in Christian schools in Muslim-majority countries, where he objects to the risk of proselytism. We feel that the Catholic Church's great educational efforts, also in countries with a non-Christian majority (not just Egypt but also India, Japan, etc.) where for a very long time the majority of students in Catholic schools and universities are non-Christian and have happily remained so (while showing great appreciation for the education they have received), deserves a quite different evaluation. We do not think the Church today merits the accusation of lack of respect for the dignity and freedom of the human person; these suffer entirely different violations to which priority attention must be given. Perhaps the Pope accepted the risk of this baptism also for this reason: to affirm the freedom of religious choice which derives from the dignity of the human person.

In any case, Professor Aref Ali Nayed is an interlocutor for whom we maintain the highest respect and with whom a faithful exchange of views is always worthwhile. This allows us to trust in the continuation of dialogue. [Translation by Vatican Radio]

For the Vatican, King Abdullah Matters More than 138 Muslim Scholars

http://chiesa.espresso.repubblica.it/articolo/195781?eng=y
This is made clear by "L'Osservatore Romano," which is dialoguing with the Saudi sovereign while criticism rages against the pope for baptizing a famous convert from Islam. Pietro De Marco's reply to Aref Ali Nayed by Sandro Magister
ROMA, March 31, 2008 – The accusations directed against Benedict XVI for baptizing a convert from Islam, Magdi Cristiano Allam, at the Easter vigil – as reported in an article from www.chiesa three days ago – has elicited two responses, direct and indirect, from the Holy See. The Holy See expressed its point of view in a direct way in "L'Osservatore Romano" for March 25-26, with a note by the newspaper's director, Giovanni Maria Vian. And again with a statement on Vatican Radio, March 27, by its director, Fr Federico Lombardi. 
But even more interesting are the indirect ways in which the Holy See rebutted the criticisms, during those same days. 
The arena for these indirect responses was, once again, "L'Osservatore Romano." 
On Thursday, March 27, the pope's newspaper dedicated an extensive article to the figure of Ramón Lull, a Franciscan who lived between the 13th and 14th centuries, a great expert on Arabic language and literature and an ardent promoter of a missionary preaching aimed at converting and baptizing Muslim populations in the Mediterranean countries dominated by Islam. The title of the article – signed by a specialist on the topic, Sara Muzzi – was eloquent in its own right: "Raimondo Lullo e il dialogo tra le religioni. Se ti mostro la verità finirai con l'abbracciarla [Raymon Lull and dialogue among religions. If I show you the truth, you will end up embracing it]." 

In effect, as shown also by his books, Lull struggled to promote a peaceful form of missionary preaching, entirely founded on understanding between the two faiths, on the power of conviction and on the rational argumentation of truth. 
Two days later, on Saturday, March 29, "L'Osservatore Romano" dedicated two articles to two instances of dialogue between the Catholic Church and Islam, demonstrating how this dialogue is showing promising developments precisely during the days of the controversy over the baptism of Allam, administered by the pope. 
The first promising sign concerns Indonesia, the most populous Muslim country in the world. On March 8 and 9, a meeting was held in Yogyakarta between Christian and Muslim representatives, with the presence of Buddhists and Hindus, on how the religions can work together in responding to the challenges posed by globalization. Moreover, during the period of Easter, in the capital of Jakarta 35 authoritative ulemas from as many Islamic schools launched an appeal that the instruction given to Muslim young men be carried out in a correct and respectful form, free from any justification of violence. The title of the article: "In Indonesia, efforts at dialogue between Christians and Muslims." 
But "L'Osservatore Romano" gave greater emphasis, on the same page, to some of the recent events in Saudi Arabia, under the title: "The Saudi king for an encounter 'with our brothers in faith'. Abdullah, in the face of the crisis of ethical values, opens up to dialogue with Christians and Jews." 
At the beginning of the article, the Vatican newspaper quoted Abdullah: 
"I have had an idea that has obsessed me for two years. The world is suffering, and this crisis has caused an imbalance in religion, in ethics, and in all of humanity. [...] We have lost faith in religion and respect for humanity. The disintegration of the family and the widespread atheism in the world are frightening phenomena that all of the religions must take into account and overcome. [...] For this reason, I have thought of inviting religious authorities to express their views of what is happening in the world, and, God willing, we will begin to organize meetings to with our brothers who belong to the monotheistic religions, among representatives of believers in the Qur'an, the Gospel, and the Bible." 
The Vatican newspaper added that the proposal of King Abdullah has met with the agreement of the leading Muslim scholars of the kingdom. 
But the most interesting highlights added by "L'Osservatore Romano" are two others. 
The first concerns the date of the statement made by Abdallah: March 24, which for Christians was Easter Monday. 
This is to say: precisely while the accusations were erupting against Benedict XVI over Allam's baptism, the Saudi king not only ignored the accusations, but he expressed himself in diametrically opposite tones. 
The second highlight presented by the pope's newspaper is the following passage: 
"Intercultural and interreligious dialogue; collaboration among Christians, Muslims and Jews for the promotion of peace. These are the topics that, on November 6, 2007, were at the center of the meeting in the Vatican between Benedict XVI and Abdullah, who was received in audience with his entourage. During the historic meeting – it was the first visit of a Saudi sovereign to the pope – mention was also made of the positive presence of the Christian community in the country (representing about 3 percent of an almost entirely Muslim population). Several days ago, the government of Riyadh decided to begin refresher courses for forty thousand imams, in the attempt to foster a more moderate interpretation of Islam and to discourage the extremists." 
He who has ears to hear, let him hear. In the judgment of the Church of Rome, the dialogue with Islam is not limited to the follow-up to the letter of the 138 – one of whose leading exponents, Aref Ali Nayed, has directed extremely harsh criticism against the pope for having baptized Allam – but is developed in multiple areas, some of which it believes are more promising than others. 
As for Benedict XVI, it is increasingly evident that both his lecture in Regensburg and his decision to baptize a convert from Islam at the Easter vigil in St. Peter's are not gestures of rupture, but, on the contrary, are precisely that which makes intelligible and unequivocal – for Muslims just as for Christians – his desire for dialogue, expressed for example in his silent prayer at the Blue Mosque in Istanbul, and in his warm encounter with the king of Saudi Arabia. 
Returning to the criticisms of the pope over the baptism of Allam – both on the part of Catholics, and on the part of Muslim scholar Aref Ali Nayed – here follows a methodical reply to both, written for www.chiesa by Pietro De Marco, a professor of the sociology of religion at the University of Florence and at the Theological Faculty of Central Italy: 
Twofold response: to the Catholics, and to Aref Ali Nayed by Pietro De Marco 
I. – To read some of the reactions to the baptism of Magdi Cristiano Allam, administered by the pope during the Easter vigil in the basilica of St. Peter's – for example, when it is maintained that "baptism should be a private act" – one gets the impression that it is no longer understood what conversion and baptism are. Nor, to tell the truth, is this taught to us by the ritually superficial baptisms, almost ashamed of themselves, celebrated in our parishes. 
Even the writer Claudio Magris, a Catholic, expressed his displeasure in "Corriere della Sera," of which Allam is vice director "ad personam." Magris writes that "baptism is an act of the interior life," and that, eventually, its "political dimension comes later, as the fruit of conversion and not at the moment in which the water of life is received." 
Now, baptism is certainly not a private act, nor one "of the interior life." Magris himself recognizes that it is "a radical transformation of existence." A rite is an action and sign "for many," an ordered manifestation of symbols, and especially that of light in baptism: "lumina neophitorum splendida." It is like an icon of the mystery of Salvation. In sacramental actions, the Church transcends the Sacred Scripture, actualizing its very origin, the Incarnation. 
Although the personal decision is interior, baptism turns this decision into an event in which entire communities participate. This is the way it has been for centuries. The baptismal event no longer belongs to an individual person, as if he could hide this within himself. Paul describes his baptism in these words: "I live, no longer I, but Christ lives in me" (Gal. 2:20). In the journey marked by conversion, the I becomes no-longer-I. 

Other Catholic commentators fell even more than Magris into knee-jerk reactions of immediate censure of Magdi Allam's media "exhibitionism" no less than that of the pontiff. This seems to be the residue of the unhappy decades that have sought to destroy and extinguish our joy over a conversion to the Catholic Church, and even the greater joy of the newly baptized. These two things, in fact, do not necessarily go together. For the baptized person of another Christian faith, or for a return to the faith by an unbelieving baptized person, the decisive factor remains the "unum baptismum" already received, the indelible sign whose unicity we proclaim in the Credo. 
I cannot forget the instinctive reaction of a friend together with whom, a number of years ago, I planned a series of studies on religion in Florence during the twentieth century. To my proposal to include the conversion of Giovanni Papini and others, he replied: "Why, does this seem like a good thing to you?". He didn't see it that way, and it had nothing to do with a dislike for Papini; the scandal was conversion. Many have maintained, since the 1970's, that the Christian community has no reason to want to be a specific institution, with its own identity. Under pressure from secularization, the new apologetics of the faith in history was founded upon the premise that wherever the faith sets down roots, there fundamental human values are at work. And therefore the Church, by marking out boundaries and wanting to become an institution, is believed to destroy the terrain upon which Christianity can exist and renew itself, or the unity of the human race sealed by a moral conscience, realized in the revolutions of the poor and religiously revealed, to the person, only by the universality of the mystical way, which obliterates all individuality. 
Thus the process of the overturning of the relationship between Revelation and humanity that has marked recent modernity was manifested even in the Catholic Church. Only the human, according to this logic, is universally constituted; while all Revelation can be nothing other than individually given or founded. From this it emerges that the passage, or the return, to a religion can be seen as an undesirable, incomprehensible act, and all the more so when the elites of this religion are trying to emancipate themselves from this individuality. 
Fortunately, the current terms of Catholic reflection are no longer the ones just described, but trans-religious spirituality and vague philosophical religions still tempt it. And conversion is still not admired, even today. Magdi Cristiano Allam will have the chance to see this for himself: among the intricacies of the splendor of the City of God, he will experience the bitter side of the Catholic "complexio oppositorum." 
In effect, conversion is always the crossing of a threshold. It marks this threshold, it shows it where it had not appeared before, making it visible to those who out of habit or through cloudiness of vision no longer recognized it, or to those who, although knowing it, deny it out of ideology, nihilistically. Against theologies, literatures, and "arcana" that by Salvation mean an immobile self-contemplation and a supreme indifference, while religious conversion declares difference as decisive. The threshold denies the indifferent nature of the points along the journey, as if all were of equal value. 
The threshold implies the human-divine in the search for transcendence. The Augustinian expression "return within yourself" is itself par excellence a journey and a passage to the Other, because the soul is open, theocentric. Difference attributes the only possible meaning to Hope. 
The convert Paul Claudel used to say that the threshold revealed by conversion is crossed through slow, small successes. It is an often painful journey through unknown lands, following the splendor of a call, following the appearance of a "certainty of a pure Presence" (Louis Massignon) that judges and burns the heart. It is the exit from a spiritual Egypt, by a voyage whose arrival point transcends the search, and reveals a land that is not that of the departure. 
The fact that the arrival point is not guaranteed, that it must always be desired as if it were not possessed, as a gift that remains under the sovereignty of the Giver, all of this does not negate, but rather confirms the reality of the threshold. The precariousness of the gift, in fact, is such only for man. But with the crossing of the threshold, we know that He, the divine Lover (as the true mystics know him, beyond his ineffability) "takes us as it were by the hand, and introduces us to lasting life, to the true and correct life." And therefore: "Let us hold on tightly to his hand!" These are the tender, perfect words dedicated to baptism by Benedict XVI at the homily for the Easter vigil, at which Allam was baptized. 
The topic of conversion to the Catholic Church prompted me to reopen a brief book, "The Mystery of the Church" by Fr. Humbert Clérissac, the keystone of the spiritual geography of the "great friendships" of Raïssa and Jacques Maritain, who were also converts. "Outside of the Church," Clérissac wrote, in this work issued posthumously by Jacques in 1918, "the individualist error also leads to a kind of moral fatalism. One does not to believe in the passage from evil to goodness, in the transformation of sin into sanctity: a transformation that is worked only through the solitude that is peculiar to the Church. Only the Church knows how to connect the path through the desert and the needs of the person." 
It is in the "maternity and sovereignty" of the Church that is found the "perfect peace and tranquility" that John Henry Newman attested to after his conversion to Roman Catholicism, a tranquility that is unbearable for those who are always restless. "I was not conscious to myself, on my conversion, of any change, intellectual or moral, wrought in my mind. I was not conscious of firmer faith in the fundamental truths of Revelation, or of more self-command; I had not more fervour; but it was like coming into port after a rough sea; and my happiness on that score remains to this day without interruption." And this in spite of the fact that his penetrating intelligence grasped the infinite difficulties of "every article of the Christian Creed." There appears in this evocation of the joy of arrival the famous formula of the "Apologia": "Ten thousand difficulties do not make one doubt, as I understand the subject." 
If this is the profile – drawn from just a very few of the countless testimonies – of the spiritual arrival in the harbor, at the maternity of the Catholic Church, it is possible to understand the revelatory passion with which the convert communicates to others his own exit from aimless uncertainty, from the incompleteness of a roofless building, from the prodding of the insignificance of himself and of the world. 

Much more so if the crossing of the spiritual Red Sea is marked by and actualized in its preeminent Christian figure, baptism. This is an event of the entire City of God, the public par excellence, extended by the individual community to the heavenly City, from those present to the entire communion of the saints. A passage from Origen is often cited: "When the sacrament of the faith was given to you, the celestial powers, the ministers of the angels, the Church of the firstborn were present." There is joy among the angels . . . This is what was seen in Saint Peter's on Easter night. 
In such an order of beauty, the intensity of the interpretation that Magdi Cristiano then gave to his own baptism is not out of place. Allam crossed a true threshold, from one framework of meaning to another, from one membership to another. The House at which he arrived, the embrace of the Father than he has permitted to envelop him, mark him and confirm him in the novelty, neither utopian nor evolutionary, but the ancient novelty of the "Church of the firstborn" in the risen Christ. And it is not easy to recognize and accept at the end of the journey of freedom a Father, a sovereign love. The decisive act of welcoming the faith was, for Louis Massignon, his succeeding in kneeling before his spiritual director, and through him, before God. When Allam sees this House, the universal destination for man, as a place of freedom and truth with respect to his own past, he is operating at the level of the essential meaning of his baptism. 
The Catholic writer Vittorio Messori also, in an article in "Corriere della Sera" parallel to the one by Magris, expressed reservations over the harshness of some of Allam's statements about Islam. I observe that today in Magdi Cristiano, the experience of crossing the threshold, of leaving behind a "slavery to sin" (not only individual and interior, and much less metaphorical) is too strong for him not to speak by way of opposition. His former Muslim identity is still too capable of striking against his life itself not to take on for him the names and forms of radicalism, fanaticism, terrorism. Perhaps the happiness of his being Christian today, the very maternity of the Church that was already attracting him during his childhood, will permit him in time to think of the ocean he has crossed not only in terms (extremely real, but not exclusive) of danger and abyss. 

II. – I now turn to the semi-official comments – dated March 24, Amman – from professor Aref Ali Nayed, which have the paradoxical characteristic of using, in a Muslim context, "Western" and "secular" tones and arguments, together with a threatening reference to the "proselytism" of the Catholic schools, which, unfortunately, seems tailor-made to confirm Allam's positions. I address myself to his text and to him, as a religious man. 
After recalling a foundation of Islam that in truth unites us, Christians and Muslims – meaning faith as a gift from God – Nayed decides to interpret Magdi Allam's account of his religious upbringing, including occasional attendance at Mass and, once, the reception of communion, as the effect of deliberate Christianizing pressure on the part of his teachers. 
Now, those who know something about religious behaviors know that the attraction of Eucharistic communion is very strong, even among believers outside of the practice of Catholicism, and is facilitated by the fact that anyone can attend the rite. But professor Nayed instead takes those memories of adolescence as a launching point for an unpleasant reference to what he alleges to take place in the Catholic schools in contrast with "human dignity," including among the questions to be discussed with the Church of Rome the practice designated with the derogatory term of "proselytism," a clearly illegitimate and actionable practice. 
Because, moreover, he is imagined to have been the victim of a Christianizing education, Magdi Allam cannot say that he was formed by Islam. By this professor Nayed means, at the same time, to devalue his conversion from Islam (in that he was a Christian) and to attribute the main responsibility for his conversion and baptism to the Church of Rome and to the pontiff. Because for Nayed, Allam's moral freedom doesn't count, there was nothing but the political initiative of Rome, which he thinks has these characteristics: 
1. Rome has exploited a person to "score points" against Islam, and this is "against human dignity" (a remarkable argument, which sounds like a convoluted redirection of the accusation of attacking human rights that the West brings against Islam fundamentalism). 
2. Allam was chosen for this public act because he foments hatred (but professor Nayed does not see fit to refer to the death threats that Allam has received). In particular, Nayed argues, in his article-confession in "Corriere della Sera" Allam seems to confirm the "infamous" lecture in Regensburg on the violent nature of Islam. To avoid this deduction, the Holy See must distance itself from the newly baptized. 
3. Benedict XVI gave a "quasi-Manichean" character to his Easter message, introducing the categories of light and darkness and attributing the light to himself, and the darkness to others. The peace offered by Rome therefore consists in submitting the other to it, through baptism. 
Nayed then asks who among the pope's advisers on Islamic questions is responsible for the Easter "spectacle." And he ends by affirming, in any case, the search for a shared world of peace, through "a compassionate theology of ‘mending the in-between’ for the sake of Love God and Love of neighbor." 
In my view, professor Nayed, as men of dialogue from the different traditions often do, shows himself little aware of theological and historical-religious reality. How is it possible, beginning with point 3, to evoke Manichaeism in connection with the pope's splendid remarks on light in the baptismal liturgy? Pope Benedict XVI speaks to us of "powers" (which in the language of the New Testament include both men and angels) that want to thrust us into darkness concerning God and ourselves, or into the substantial denial of God and the distortion of human nature. It is hard to see how this warning, posed so profoundly (with the light-darkness symbolism that Islamic tradition also recognizes and uses) should not be shared by every religious man of every tradition. 
And Benedict continues: "This light is also fire [present in the Easter liturgy since ancient times], a powerful force coming from God, a force that does not destroy, but seeks to transform our hearts." The pope had just spoken in this context of baptism as a mystery, or as the revelation and efficacious sign of God's drawing us to Himself (blessed be His name). 
Also immersed in this mystery of the love of God are those who were baptized on Easter night. Is it really so difficult for a Muslim, a religious man of the biblical tradition, to understand that in situating Allam's baptism in its theological context, the pope removes it from any narrow political perspective? 
On point 2, I repeat what I have already written in regard to Regensburg. Benedict XVI appreciates dialogue among religions without pretending to ignore the weight of historical-political reality. This is a matter of a dialectic that grasps what leads to fraternity among believers in God, but also seeks to confront critically that which, in its outward manifestation, opposes this fraternity. 
This is Christian theological-political realism, against the moralism of those who do nothing but speak emotionally about peace, and underestimate the power of the facts. Just as the emperor Manuel extended his peaceful doctrinal dialogue while the Ottoman army was besieging Constantinople, and could not ignore it, so also Pope Benedict speaks with his mind and heart to Islam, being unable to ignore that it has, in some of its forces and representatives, an aggressive face. That there are those who work against the very life of Magdi Allam, which has been in danger for years. 
A religious man should grasp the fact that Magdi Allam, while denouncing that which threatens him on the part of Islamic extremism and calling the Muslim world to co-responsibility (does professor Nayed have, perhaps, a single word that would do justice to Magdi Cristiano?), nevertheless makes a religious choice with his baptism. 
Unlike others who, like Salman Rushdie, opt to condemn all faiths, Allam chooses faith in God, in the God of Jesus. From Catholicism, which he now contrasts with the tradition of his upbringing, it will be possible for him to testify to contemporary man as a man of faith. Within the profundity of the dialogue promoted by Rome, by taking the conversion of Magdi Cristiano under his own direct protection Benedict XVI is not issuing a challenge to Islam, but the offer of a challenging reminder. 
The Muslim intellectuals, the Islamic men of faith who have agreed to conduct dialogue with Rome can, but only if they want to, interpret the lofty paternal protection offered by Benedict XVI to the Egyptian writer (who considers the pope his teacher), as the sign of a possible offering to the contemporary Muslim. In its encounter with Christianity – above all, with the great Catholic Church – Islam can seize the opportunity to exit critically from itself, to open itself to the dimension of the universal and to come back to itself as a reflectively renewed Islam (I do not say either modern or liberal, because these are not the categories that are truly relevant for a religious tradition). 
At this point, it is not helpful to discuss Nayed's point 1, which is solely polemical. Magdi Allam's openness to the Catholic faith was a free act that sprang from the spiritual richness of a Muslim man. No one could force him. Just as no one can transform into a pure partisan instrument the potential richness of such an encounter. 
We would like professor Nayed to reflect upon the evidence that his criticisms risk resembling, in their extremism, those of a secularized and anticlerical Westerner, according to whom the behaviors of a religious institution are always cynically geared toward its power over consciences. 
This hostile – and losing – incomprehension cannot be adopted by an Islamic intellectual and religious man. By denying the veracity of the Catholic Church, he also denies himself. And, in effect, under the attack of anticlerical, even antireligious denial, Roman Catholicism and Islam often find themselves in the same position. 
For the background to these events and for the complete text of the charges made by Aref Ali Nayed, see the previous article from www.chiesa: > The Story of a Convert from Islam – Baptized by the Pope at St. Peter's (28.3.2008) 
On the current state of the dialogue between the Catholic Church and Islam, with links to all of the articles from www.chiesa on the topic: > The Via Crucis of the Archbishop of Mosul of the Chaldeans (19.3.2008) 
> Five Muslims at the Vatican, to Prepare the Audience with the Pope (6.2.2008)

"Thank you Jesus. My Conversion from Islam to Christianity"
CONVERT BAPTISED BY POPE WRITES BOOK 
By C M Paul May 9, 2008
ROME (SAR NEWS) -- Magdi Christiano Allam, who famously converted from Islam to Catholicism during the baptismal ceremony led by Pope Benedict XVI at the Vatican, March 22, has penned a book, 'Grazie Gesù. La mia conversione dall'islam al cattolicesimo' (Thank you Jesus. My Conversion from Islam to Christianity).
Here's a peek into excerpts from the book published in the leading Italian daily 'Corriere della Sera'. The book will hit the stands May 9 and have its first presentation at the Turin Book Fair May 11.
EXCERPTS:
"It was the best day of my life. Receiving the gift of the Christian faith on the day of Christ's Resurrection from the hands of the Holy Father is a matchless privilege and inestimable blessing. For me, at the age of almost 56, it was a unique, unforgettable historic event that signalled a radical, definitive change with respect to the past. During the night of 22 March 2008, on the occasion of the Easter Vigil, at the solemn liturgy celebrated in the magnificence of the Basilica of St. Peter's, the cradle of Catholicism, I was reborn in Christ. At the end of a long, protracted struggle, lived out as a Muslim by reason of the legacy inherited from my parents and with a personal history of lacerating doubts and torments, there ignited within me, by divine will and responsible choice, the light of the true Christian faith. My spiritual metamorphosis unfolded from nine o'clock over three hours that seemed as if they would never end. I passed those hours in uncontrollable excitement, outwardly betrayed by my tingling nerves, over the radical nature of the life experience that was taking place inside me and, I admit, in part because of the cold that gripped me and stayed with me from the beginning of the imposing ceremony in the atrium of the Basilica, accompanied by rain and icy temperatures.
Inside the Basilica, the lights had been extinguished. I was outside with six other adult catachumens waiting to receive the sacraments of Christian initiation, seated on the part of the parvis most exposed to the wind. It was in that damp cold, which usually makes me a little agitated and means I have to concentrate more to listen, reflect, assess and elaborate concepts, that I began to relive the film of my inner life. Half a century was reviewed frame by frame and sliced up with the now uncompromising, now compassionate scalpel of religion, calm enough for one last unconscious confirmation of a decision already taken consciously yet at the same time with sufficient urgency to recompose the overall framework of my existence into a harmonious whole, joyfully to register the image of the long-awaited, soon to be accomplished, Event, as I reinterpreted my past while redefining and revolutionising my future. (...) From the atrium, Benedict XVI led the procession towards the altar after the deacon, chanting the Lumen Christi for the third time, had brought the splendour of light back to the Basilica.
Then began the crucial stage of my conversion to Christianity, to which evidently I was called by the grace of God that had accompanied me from my youngest days, bringing into my path a series of "coincidences" that were anything but fortuitous, concealing as they did the will of the Lord that discreetly comes to meet us without making its presence palpable. As I slowly walked down the nave at the rear of the procession, my mind at once went back to the key event that started me on the route of interior spirituality at the age of four, and would more than half a century later culminate in my conversion to Christ. It was September 1956. I still have clear in my mind the day on which my long travails began. I had burst into tears as my mother Safeya, aided and persuaded by the Caccias, the family of wealthy Italian textile magnates resident for generations in my native Cairo, handed me over to Sister Lavinia. She hid me under her habit so I would not see my mother entrusting me to the education and affection of the Combonian sisters and their devotion to St. Joseph. Later on, from the last year of primary school to the last year of my scientific secondary school, I studied at the Salesian Don Bosco Institute.
For fourteen years, I lived in boarding schools run by Catholic religious orders (...) I was able to gain first-hand experience of the lives of women and men who had chosen to devote their lives to God in the Church by serving their neighbours, regardless of religion or nationality, and who bore witness to their Christian faith in works for the common good and the interest of the community. There I began to read the Bible and the Gospels with interest and involvement, particularly enthralled by the human and divine figure of Jesus. I was able to attend the church of St. Joseph opposite the Combonian sisters' school and the church of Don Bosco at the Salesian Institute. Every so often, I went to holy Mass and once I actually approached the altar and received communion. From the religious point of view, it was an act without significance since I hadn't been christened but it clearly signalled my attraction for Christianity and my desire to feel myself part of the Catholic community. (...) My conversion did not come about in a flash after some traumatic, joyful or sad event, nor was it merely a rational adherence prompted by reading sacred texts, or a purely intellectual confrontation with supporters or opponents of the Catholic faith.
Instead conversion was the ripe fruit of a long journey through a life of study and direct familiarity with the sources of wisdom but above all, with experiences of otherness that involved me entirely, slowly laying down in my soul and mind ever thicker layers of spiritual and rational adherence to the love and faith of Jesus. (...) Finally came the crucial moment of Baptism. I was being reborn in Christ and was about to take my first steps as an authentic Christian. I stood up and walked to the baptismal font, accompanied by my godfather. For the first time, I stood before Benedict XVI. I knew that at that precise moment, the destiny assigned to me by divine grace fifty-six years earlier, from my birth, was being fulfilled. I bowed with the respect and humility of a believer in the religious primacy of the Pope as Christ's vicar on earth. I approached the font, stooped and Benedict XVI poured the blessed water over my head. "I baptise you in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost". (...)
The moments immediately preceding my baptism and the baptism itself I experienced as an authentic liberation. For fifty-six years, I perceived myself as a Muslim and others around me identified me as a Muslim. At the age of fifty-six, I was born again as a Christian, cancelling out the Islamic identity that I have consciously and deliberately rejected. Inside me and outside, everything will change. Nothing will remain as it was before. For those who, like me, consider religious faith and the sphere of absolute, universal, transcendent values to be the foundation of life, thought and action, adherence to Christianity takes the form of a radical change in the whole of personality and existence. Naturally, it will take some time for this adherence to faith in Jesus to grow increasingly full and heartfelt. I feel like a child taking his first hesitant steps in his new Christian life. But I have a great desire to walk and run as a Christian! Thank you, Jesus."

