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

And to my Maximilian. 









He brings down to Sheol and raises up.

— 1 Samuel 2:6
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Foreword

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

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

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

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


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

He makes all things new.

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

Archbishop Emeritus of Philadelphia










Preface

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

New York

19 December 2025

Feasts of Pope Saint Anastasius I and Blessed Urban V
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