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Three prominent lay Catholics talk about their conversions
http://www.ncregister.com/blog/jimgraves/3-prominent-lay-catholics-talk-about-their-conversion EXTRACT
Posted by Jim Graves, July 21, 2019

Sohrab Ahmari is a New York City journalist. He was born into a nominally Muslim home in Iran, and at age 13, immigrated with his mother to the United States. In 2016, he announced on social media that he was converting to Catholicism. He related the story of his conversion in his book From Fire, by Water.
Sohrab explained, “I was dismissive of all faiths, as I recount in my book. I start with the atheism I adopted at age 13, how I came to believe in God, and then a personal God, and then the God of the Bible. The hardest part was believing in a personal God. Once I believed this, my journey to Catholicism became much easier.”

People helpful to his conversion included Pope Benedict XVI. He said, “I read his book Jesus of Nazareth. I didn’t understand it all, but it did demonstrate that you can be intelligent and use reason and still accept the claims of faith and biblical religion. In Benedict’s telling, the story of Christ is really just one narrative spanning the Old and the New Testaments, with God drawing ever nearer to His creation.”

“He also makes a persuasive case that the witness of the four Evangelists is very credible, even though they didn’t use tape recorders or journalist’s notes.”
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Tim Stanley admires a story of atheism, theocracy, postmodernism... and grace
https://catholicherald.co.uk/magazine/a-unique-yet-universal-journey-into-the-church/
From Fire, by Water by Sohrab Ahmari Ignatius, 240pp, £18/$22
My first thought when reading Sohrab Ahmari’s From Fire by Water: My Journey to the Catholic Faith was, “Did he write his memoir too soon?” Sohrab only converted three years ago and he’s even younger than me (which, trust me, makes him very young), and some biographies do suffer from a lack of hindsight. Justin Bieber’s First Step 2 Forever: My Story was written when he was just 16, and it shows.

Sohrab, thankfully, is wise beyond his years and has led a life that is both exotic and surprisingly universal. He grew up in the Iran of the 1980s, a theocracy that tried to turn the clock back, an Islamic republic in which the heroes were suicide bombers and being caught with alcohol could get you lashed. And yet, when the police weren’t looking, Sohrab’s family debated, drank and even provided custom for a huge black market in pirate VHS tapes. Whenever you try to impose an idea on a populace, no matter how good, you generally turn them against it. If the regime should fall, jokes the author, it will leave behind the largest concentration of atheists on the face of the planet.

Rebellion and conscience are the universal themes of Sohrab’s book. The author was never really a Muslim in the way Westerners would define a believer – i.e. someone who actually believes – but in Iran you are Muslim because we say you are, and the only way out is apostasy.

The thing is, adolescents are nature’s apostates: they yearn for the different. At school, Sohrab had to recite the Koran but at home he rejected all faith (any faith), watched Transformers and dreamt of escaping to America. When his mother finally got them out on a green card, they wound up not in Hollywood or Manhattan but a trailer park in Utah – and the poor immigrant embraced Marxism. He kept that going until college in loopy Seattle (a city that would probably put Lenin off socialism), slipped into postmodernism, partied and finally – tired and emotional – rocked up in New York City. That was where he wandered into a Capuchin monastery. Encountering Mass, he burst into tears.

Cradle Catholics sometimes wonder why we converts do it – why join a faith that’s not your own? The answer is that Catholicism connects to life experience. It’s intellectually coherent, but it’s also emotionally nourishing and profoundly sensible: what a lot of us needed at the moment we joined was structure. Particularly we men. Men are prone to fits of energy and lethargy, and without some kind of rationalising force in our lives, it can all become channelled into the destruction of oneself or other people. You can find temporary redemption from our natural anarchy in a job, wife, kids or, I guess, Wicca if it floats your boat. But what your soul truly needs is cleansing, and nothing cleans whiter than the Catholic Church.

Nor is anything as patient. On two occasions Sohrab’s journey to the faith was encouraged by churches that happened to be open: that day in New York and, sometime later, after experimenting with Evangelicalism, at the Oratory in London. If you’re not a convert, you’ve no idea of how transformative this open-door policy can be, and the Church should make far greater effort to show its best face to the visiting stranger. Would Sohrab have felt the same degree of transfiguration if he’d encountered a children’s liturgy accompanied by the mouth organ?

I’ll ask him next time I see him. Sohrab and I are friends, and if I’m going to recommend a book I ought to be open about our connection – just as I shall be telling him in honest terms not to be so harsh on his younger self. Cannot sin lead us to grace? I’m not excusing or encouraging it, just observing that the growing self-awareness of a child that they are doing wrong is often what puts them on a better path.

Young Sohrab, an atheist in a Muslim country, experienced a very Christian kind of guilt and the reader can infer from his journey to the faith that what he was looking for was a means of doing something about it. Shia Islam provided a narrative of self-sacrifice: its great hero, Hussein, was a refugee and martyr. But the official religion of Iran’s dictatorship must have seemed morally compromised; certainly its hold is not as strong as the propaganda suggests.

Buy Sohrab’s superb book for its story of personal faith but also its revelations of life under a farcical theocracy. Such as the time Sohrab’s religious education teacher asked him to stay behind after Koran class to discuss a private matter, which must have put the fear of God into him. The subject? Could Sohrab get his teacher a bootleg copy of Titanic.

From Muslim to Catholic: Sohrab Ahmari’s journey to faith
https://www.lifesitenews.com/blogs/from-muslim-to-catholic-sohrab-ahmaris-journey-to-faith
Posted by Joseph Shaw, August 15, 2019

I have just finished reading Sohrab Ahmari’s From Fire by Water (Ignatius, 2019), an engaging, perceptive, and edifying account of his spiritual and intellectual journey from a not-very observant Islamic early childhood, to Catholicism, with a lot of secular modern allegiances in between.
Ahmari was born in Iran to a secularized, middle class, intellectual family. Having some access to American culture, especially films, Ahmari was thoroughly seduced by the American way of life before he had any personal contact with it. 
When he and his mother managed to emigrate to America when he was 13, the reality of a financially precarious life in rural Utah was a letdown. He was a precocious reader and in time discovered Nietzsche and the Existentialists, drifting into Trotskyite Communism and then Post Modernism as he passed through college. 

From the perspective of Iran, America represented freedom, prosperity, and entertainment, in contrast to Islamic religiosity and prohibitions, which were tempered only by corruption. When the American Dream failed to materialize in the way he had hoped and expected, Ahmari was attracted to ideologies that attempted to explain what was wrong with American society, and to subvert it.

The experience, after college, of teaching in deprived areas, however, confronted him with the complete failure of approaches to social problems proposed by the anti-traditional left. Nowhere is this clearer than in education, where Ahmari was deeply impressed by a Jewish colleague who refused to award high grades to undeserving pupils, instead putting in heroic hours to bring his charges up to scratch. The success, and indeed popularity with the pupils themselves, of this old-fashioned approach, of making big demands on the children but also of giving them the means to meet those demands, is not directly connected with a belief in God or any very specific set of conservative values, but it does assume that there is an objective truth, an objective value in seeking and embracing that truth, and an objective virtue of intellectual excellence. These are three massive bombs under the Existentialist and Post Modernist ideas that had won Ahmari good grades throughout his college studies, and led to him embracing conservatism.

He was still far from religious at this time, but he records a remarkable series of religious experiences between his college years and his eventual baptism. The first was his reading the Gospel of Matthew, on a whim, while at college. He had had very little real contact with Christian literature or thought, and the Gospel made a profound impression on him: it was something that, if he could not accept, he had at least to take seriously.

Later, while he was teaching, at a moment when he was feeling particularly at a loss, he wandered into a celebration of Mass. There was nothing (on his telling) about this particular Mass that was very special, but it was the occasion for him for a profound emotional and spiritual experience: in the turmoil of his recent experiences, and of his life as a whole, he felt an overwhelming sense of peace at the Consecration, which even brought him to tears.

This wasn’t enough to bring him into the Church. Years had to pass during which his emotions and imagination were ready for baptism, but his intellect was not. During this last phase, Ahmari worked in London as a journalist and became friendly with an Evangelical Anglican who encouraged him to attend services at London’s most famous Evangelical church, Holy Trinity Brompton, ‘HTB’.

Given his personal situation, this was never going to be a fruitful way forward. Ahmari was by now intrigued and consoled by classical Christian culture, which HTB was unable to offer him. What he needed was an intellectual conversion, which HTB was also unable to offer him. Instead, it offers an emotional “personal commitment” to God, pumped up on schmaltzy hymns and self-affirming preaching.

One Sunday, walking to HTB, he noticed a sign for Mass at the Brompton Oratory. This vast, Italianate Catholic church, is situated right next to HTB. Ahmari decided to give it a go, and was again overwhelmed by the liturgy: this being one of the “highest” Mass — with clouds of incense, Latin (Novus Ordo), and a world-class choir — that is available anywhere in the world. The next day he booked himself in for “instruction” to be baptized there. He was given exactly what he wanted and needed: a methodical and rigorous theological preparation, with a priest well known to me and no doubt many English Catholic readers, referred to as ‘Fr R.C.J.’.

Sohrab Ahmari is today rapidly gaining fame as a Catholic intellectual, with something of an outsider’s insight into the travails of the West, and a sharp pen. His account of his meandering intellectual and spiritual journey is a fascinating tour of many of the stopping places of intellectually-minded young men, which will help readers to understand what is attractive about them, as well as why they fail. His ultimate conversion is a testament to the mercy of God, and to the role of culture and the liturgy as means of His grace, even to those far from Him.
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