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February 26, 2012

What is metanoia?

What’s the difference between metanoia and plain old
repentance?
Ralph

Dear Ralph,

Generally, when we repent, we stop doing something
we believe to be wrong. The Greek word metanoia takes it
a step further. Jesus begins his public ministry preaching
repentance; he ends it instructing his disciples to go forth
proclaiming repentance (see Mark 1:15, Luke 24:47). His
message to “repent, and believe in the gospel” tells us to
turn away from one thing and embrace something greater.

The word metanoia appears in the New Testament twenty-
two times. While the Old Testament word for conversion,
shuv, indicates a physical change of direction, metanoia
suggests a change of mind so jarring that it completely
changes our life. The conversion of Saint Paul from Church
persecutor to Church apostle typifies this kind of complete
turnaround, and images of him falling to the ground and
seeing the light attest to its significance (see Acts of the
Apostles 9).

Like Saint Paul, some people can turn away from addic-
tive or sinful behaviors abruptly; for others, the process
requires a more gradual transformation. At the beginning
of Lent, the signing of ashes accompanies those first words
of Jesus’ public preaching to “repent, and be faithful to the
gospel.”

Whether metanoia is abrupt or gradual, the end result is
the same: a spiritual rebirth, being “born again” (John 3).
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