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A Wisdom Curriculum —Lesson Two 

KEYS 
to the Gospel Tradition 

METANOIA 

 

Yeshua 

came to Galilee 

proclaiming 

Good News 

from God. 

“The time is 

ripe,”  

he said,  

“God’s realm is 

already so close 

to you.  

Turn towards it. 

Trust this Good 

News.” 
 

St. Mark 1:14-15 

 

M any of us have been assaulted at one time or 
another by some thundering voice that cried, 

“Repent!” Perhaps it was at a church, or some religious 
gathering where the “Gospel” (called Good News) was 
being proclaimed. Truth be told, the word Gospel and the 
way it was spoken did not sound anything close to “good 
news.” In fact it may have seemed like very “bad news” 
that was thought to be good, or at least “good” for us.  
 
“Repentance” is the English word that is most often used to 
translate the ancient word metanoia. What is clear is that 
the English translation does not do justice to the original 
meaning in Greek.  
 
The standard way of translating metanoia suggests that what 
is required is that we stop misbehaving and shape up. The 
word has acquired moralistic overtones that obscure and 
confuse the original meaning. It misses the entire point of 
the biblical tradition and the teaching of Yeshua which has to 
do with an inner change and a radical reorientation of 
consciousness and being.  

OLD  WORD ,  NEW  MEANING  
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In the original, noia (from the word nous) refers to 
consciousness (or conscious awareness). The prefix 
meta suggests something that is greater than, 
reoriented or changed entirely. Originally, then, 
according to its roots, meta-noia meant a 
profound change of consciousness or 
awareness. We might also call it the 
illumination or transformation of the nous 
(or consciousness) at a very deep level of 
personal awareness.  
 
Behavioral changes certainly follow from such a 
change of awareness. If you become aware that you are 
an alcoholic and have reached bottom, you may change 

your behavior. If you are aware that something you say 
may be hurtful in a particular instance, you may not say 

it.  
Changes in behavior (even regret about past 

actions) follow from metanoia, but they are 
never the cause of metanoia itself. That is the 

source of confusion. If the reorientation of 
one’s awareness shifts from one 

dimension to another—from the horizontal to 
the vertical (see diagram), for example, then 
behavior is sure to be affected. True 
“repentance,” then, is an inner redirection of our 

awareness from one realm to another. That is true 
metanoia. 

OLD  WORD ,  NEW  MEANING  
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METANOIA  AND  THE  NEW  M ILLENIUM  

O n January 1, 2000 we entered the 21st century and 
began a new millennium. We are aware perhaps 

that these changes in dates, though arbitrary, signify real 
shifts, not simply in the calendar, but in the whole of 
human life on the planet. We are at a critical crossroads.  
 
Signs of shift and change are all around us. Everywhere 
there is the awareness that the next thousand years will in 
some sense “make or break” the human race (perhaps 
much sooner than that). We will either find a way to live 
on this planet without destroying it, ourselves, or 
civilization as we know it, or we will perish—taking the 
planet with us. These are not just idle threats. They have 
become serious issues in our day. Climate change, rapid 
social evolution, the rise in the use of non-renewable 
resources, economic chaos, technological development, 
and the pace of scientific discovery all seem to be 
increasing and intensifying. The result is that we have 
reached a crisis point in human history. We ignore these 
signs to our peril. 
 
In spiritual terms such a crisis point can be a place of 
metanoia— the tipping point or the place of turning. 
This ancient word stands for that critical moment when 
there is potential for immense change or immense 
destruction. It is a point around which everything swings 
in a whole new direction, or gets fundamentally 
reoriented.  
 
The term metanoia is central to Christianity and the 

teachings of Yeshua. It also lies at the heart of our 
understanding of Christian spirituality. A proper 
understanding of it may prove to be a key to our spiritual 
future. 
 
If we were to envision the “point of change” as a turn on 
a road in a whole new direction, we would be very close 
to the truth. Humanity has been moving along its chosen 
course path for a very long time. We have perhaps had 
the feeling that the road we are taking will just go on 
forever. But will it? There are warning signs everywhere 
that we must turn in a new direction, for there are serious 
dangers ahead. 
 
The question is, of course, will we? Can we? Or is there 
too much inertia already, and the forward momentum of 
civilization will not allow us to turn in time? Some think 
there is plenty of “time left.” Others think that it is 
already too late. We simply do not know. 
 
The purpose here is not to try to predict the future for 
humanity, but to examine the “point of change” from 
another perspective, from a personal point of view, on 
the inside. The future of the world may not hang on any 
outer changes we make, but on inner changes person-by-
person. 
 
We imagine time to be a horizontal line moving from the 
past into the present and from there into the future. We 
think, therefore, that any change of direction has to be 
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When we come out of the dreaming world into 
wakefulness, we return to a higher, more inclusive state. 
When we awaken, the dream world drops away. We 
stand up, we move about, our purposes change. In his 
teaching, Yeshua used the story of the Prodigal Son to 
express the moment of awakening from spiritual sleep. 
The young man in the story was living life normally in 
time. At the moment of metanoia, however, he was in 
deep pain and crisis. A strong case could be made that it 
is often pain which precipitates this moment of change. 
But at that moment, for him the text says, “he came to 
himself.” He realized who he truly was (the son of a 
particular father) and at the very instant of realization he 
began to make the journey of return to his home. The 
moment of awakening took place in the very world he 
had been experiencing, but the moment he woke up he 
changed course and started the path of return to his 
homeland. 

 
We are placed in time in order to do the 
same: to wake up and return consciously to 
our Source. At the moment we begin to 
become aware of who we truly are, we start 
the journey of return. The young man in the 
story was “the son of his father” before he 
ever started the return home. Theoretically he 
knew all that, but not until the moment of 
turning, when he began to act upon it, did it 
start to be a true reality for him. As soon as 
his inner orientation and awareness changed, 

his being began to follow. He was in a new world. He 
awakened to another possibility. The reintegration of his 
life had begun.  
 
Authentic spirituality is about the reintegration. Human 
beings who are awake and aware of their Source, their 
divine origins, and are returning home, are engaged in 
the process of reintegrating the human and the divine. 
They experience metanoia, everything starts to change, 
and yet at the moment of change (and as the journey of 
return begins), perhaps nothing is better.  
 
In this world it is easy to live cut off from our homeland 
or sacred center. As a society we are largely unaware of 
the transcendent and the sacred. As a result we are 
crippled, and the world we have created all around us 
shows it. What is required to move forward is an 
awakening to the true Center of life person by person 
until there is a critical mass and, perhaps, we may reach a 
positive tipping point.  

horizontal. Suppose, however, that the kind of metanoia 
Yeshua envisioned  was nothing less than 
transformational, and that the “turning point” was not 
horizontal at all, but toward the vertical. Fundamentally, 
then, metanoia would not be about making behavioral 
changes, but first and foremost about the full 
reorientation of our inner world. Inner change, however, 
would not come about through external religion, moral 
codes, social modifications, or historical alterations. 
These would perhaps come later, as a result of a deep 
inner turning. They would be in response to something 
far more significant.   
 
Yeshua saw that we have come into the horizontal realm 
of space and time, not simply to live along its axis, but to 
make a crucial turn of heart toward the vertical axis and 
eternity. What a shift to the vertical axis means is very 
difficult to put into words. It is easy to slip back into our 
ordinary modes of thinking and to imagine 
it as a kind of attitude readjustment, or a 
change in our code of behavior instead of 
a transformation of consciousness and 
being. Such a turn is far more than a 
simple change of behavior. It involves a 
radical transformation of consciousness 
(in our awareness) and being (the way we 
actually exist in the world). 
 
One way to see it more clearly, perhaps, is 
to understand it as similar to the 
difference between dreaming-sleep and waking 
awareness. These are two states of human awareness and 
the way we are in each state is also very different. The 
same is true for metanoia.  
 
When we dream we see landscapes and people. We eat, 
we converse, and have interactions with the folk around 
us. We swim, we fly, we travel and move through the 
landscapes of our dreams. While dreaming we take 
everything that is happening to be real. It is only when 
we awaken that we realize none of that actually exists in 
the waking world. Suppose this is also the case for what 
we call the “real world.” It is only a kind of “waking 
dream” and in some fundamental way also like a 
sleeping dream. It is illusory, or not really real in the way 
we imagine it. Spiritually, then, we are in the world to 
wake up and to live in a spiritually awakened state. That 
is metanoia, and to experience awakening is like coming 
out of the darkness into light (or enlightenment).  
 

METANOIA  AND  THE  NEW  M ILLENIUM  
C ONT INUE D  F ROM  PAGE  7  
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L IVING  IN  T IME  

I f the interior state of metanoia is an inward turning 
that expresses our deepest spiritual longing to go 

back to God, then why do live in time? If to turn 
inwardly towards home begins a journey taking us in a 
direction away from this world (toward the discovery 
of our ultimate being in God), then why are we in time 
at all? Why not simply escape time altogether, and 
return at once to our Source?   
 
These are important questions, and are rightly asked by 
any serious seeker who desires to experience the 
transcendent and immanent possibility of the vertical 
axis in his or her own life. The answers have something 
to do with the meaning of life itself.  
 
The journey of return through our inmost center—the 
heart—back to the Source is central to the purpose of 
life. We are here in time because this very experience 
will help to recreate and prepare us for 
what lies ahead. In other words, God uses 
time to help create creatures ready for 
eternity. 
 
It might be possible to think of 
temporal experience as moving 
through a realm which has the 
potentiality of creating a new kind of 
human being. Time is a container which 
can bring together and integrate the human 
and the divine so that they become one. 
Yeshua demonstrated that possibility in his own 
being. The two elements were brought together, as 
the ancient teaching says, without confusion and 
without separation.  
 
Throughout his life he manifested both the fullness of 
that integration and the work that is involved in making 
it happen. Everything that he taught—his actions 
throughout his life (which became parables of the 
work), and the final events of his life focus our 
attention on the practical methodology such turning and 
transformation required. God is interested in the (re)-
creation of a new kind of human, and it takes temporal 
experience to make that happen. But only a certain kind 
of temporal experience will do, one that is “awake” 
rather than asleep.  
 
The poem by the famed poet Jalaluddin Rumi (found 
on the next page) identifies those elements that change 
us. Interestingly they are the very things we tend to shy 

away from—pain, the feeling of exile, the taste of dust, 
the longing, and silence. Pain, the feeling of exile, and 
the dryness of our experience, all appear to increase our 
longing and the condition for awakening. Together these 
elements, which drive us to our Source, are 
transformative. They are an inevitable and inescapable 
aspect of life, but not worthless or wasted.  
 
Times of helplessness, constriction, despair, and panic 
are not simply things that must be endured—they are 
part of the very process of spiritual transformation itself. 
Only when we begin to bear with this process will the 
work complete itself. Our attitude about this inner 
experience (and inner attention toward it—our inner 
orientation to the Center) make all the difference.  
 
Out of these experiences grows a deep inner realization 

based on life itself, not on intellectual assent or 
religious beliefs. This is that genuine 
spiritual education which transforms the 
person’s inmost core by turning him or her 

toward the Center—to the actual core of 
being as it is known in God. It is only 

out of that reorientation that real 
action and actual work for the 

cosmos can be done. This is the fruit 
of the work of metanoia.  

 
As we pass through life we can be 
awakened, and through the awakening 

things can begin to change. The ultimate result is 
that not only for ourselves, but for the whole human 

race, the universe, and the entire cosmos with its many 
levels of being. They too begin to be affected.  
 
The fundamental transformation of the world will never 
be achieved by mere changes to the social order, but 
only by individuals who are willing to begin their 
journey of return while the living on earth. This path is, 
of course, long and difficult—and inevitably it also 
includes death, as it did for the Master of Life, Yeshua 
the Anointed One. But even that death leads to a new 
form of life. The fullness of creation (the pleroma as it 
was called) lies before us. Humanity as a whole has to 
turn and take this same path into adulthood. In the end, 
no soul can be left behind. Those who awaken now are 
asked to become pioneers of the process for others. So 
as we make this “turn,” this metanoia (as Rumi says), 
let’s begin our journey home “with love and compassion 
for guides, and grace protecting.” 
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THE  TWO  GARDENS  

This world of two gardens, and both so beautiful. 
This world…a street where a funeral is passing. 
Let us rise together and leave “this world,”  
      as water goes bowing down itself to the ocean,  
      from gardens to the gardener, 
      from grieving to the wedding feast. 
 
 
 
 
There’s no avoiding pain,  
      or feeling of exile,  
      or the taste of dust. 
But also we have this green-winged longing  
      for the sweetness of the Friend. 
These forms are evidence of what cannot be shown. 
Here’s how it is to go into that world: 
 
 
 
 
Rain that’s been leaking into the house  
      suddenly decides to use the downspout. 
The bent bowstring straining at our throats  
      releases and becomes the arrow. 
Mice quivering in fear of the housecat  
      change into half-grown lion cubs, afraid of nothing. 
 
 
 
 
So let’s begin the journey home,  
      with love and compassion for guides,  
      and grace protecting. 
Let your soul turn into an empty mirror  
      that passionately wants to reflect Joseph. 
Hand him your present moment.  
Now let silence speak,  
      and as that gift begins, we’ll start out. 
 
 

—Jalaluddin Rumi 
from Say I Am You 
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Metanoia 
The Reorientation of Consciousness and Being 

The Grid of Space-Time and Human History 

The Horizontal Axis 

The nexus of 
intersection is place 
of awakening, 
turning,  and 
reorientation 
(metanoia)—the 
place of awakening to 
the possibility and 
influence of other 
orders of Reality. A 
realized human being 
is one who knows and 
integrates both axes 
at the level of the 
heart and thereby 
becomes a fully 
functioning being 
using body soul and 
spirit.  

The horizontal axis corresponds 
to our personal trajectory and 
history through space-time and 
human history.  It characterizes 
our agenda and drive, our 
desires and our story. Through 
this axis flows all the biological 
life forms and intelligence (bios). 
The horizontal axis is determined 
by chronological time (chronos).   

The vertical axis points toward 
both Transcendence and 
Immanence. It runs as the axis 
mundi through all things and all 
orders of reality to the Infinite 
and Eternal Ground of Ultimate 
Reality. Through this axis flows 
the divine life– forms and 
consciousness (zoē). The vertical 
axis is characterized by the 
moment of readiness in the 
Eternal Now (kairos).  

The grid of space-time and 
human history includes 
everything that we see in the 
material universe as well as the 
social and historical continuum  
of human affairs. It is only one of 
the many levels in the multiple 
orders or dimensions of being. 
The social and cultural fabric on 
the grid is what the early 
tradition called the kosmos. 
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Diagram 1 
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A Study Guide  — Lesson Two 

KEYS 
to the Gospel Tradition 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Study the Diagram. What does it teach you that 

perhaps you did not know already? How does it 
clarify this lesson for you?  

2. Imagine that, potentially at least, you are aligned 
along two different axes—horizontal and vertical, but 
typically you only know one of them, the horizontal. 
To awaken to the other axis is life-changing. To live 
along it is transformative. How can you come to 
know this other reality? How can you integrate both 
realities in your life? 

3. If you understood repentance not as remorse for 
moral culpability, but as an inner reorientation of 
one’s being to another, higher reality along an 
entirely different axis, how would that change your 
understanding of the Christian message? 

4. Have you ever reached such a “tipping point” in your 
own experience? What happened to the way you saw 
or experienced the world after it? 

5. In your experience what has “consciousness” to do 
with this kind of reorientation? What is your 
experience of it?  

6. What is your experience of living in time? What have 
you learned from temporal experience so far? 

 
READINGS FOR INSIGHT 

 

      The organic tempo that belongs to us, which 
balances us within the world, has been altered from the 
rhythm of the heartbeat to the mechanical pace of the 
machine and the fitful rhythm of the electronic world. 
With the ubiquity of computers, faxes, Internet, cellular 
phones, e-mail, and global communications, the tempo of 
modern life has been accelerated beyond recognition. 
What have such changes done to the soul? The soul 
requires duration of time — rich, thick, deep, velvety 
time — and it thrives on rhythm.  
      Soul cannot be hurried or harried. It has to take in 
events slowly, ruminating over them, turning them into its 

own experiences. When the soul is instead bombarded 
with a rapid sequence of events that have little depth, 
another kind of fear enters soul life. We experience this 
fear as “time running out.” ...We come to live on the 
surface of time, and things lose their depth.  

—Robert Sardello 
Freeing the Soul from Fear 

 

PRAXIS AND MEDITATION 
 

1.   The ancient mothers and fathers of the Christian faith 
taught that to go into silence (hesychia) and to remain 
there was a way to open ourselves to the center at the 
core of our being, and to the vertical axis to which our 
center is aligned. In the busy world of time-space, we 
tend to lose touch with our center. Centering in silence, 
then, helps us to find it again. To enter the silence and 
remain there in a state of quiet awareness allows that new 
inner reality to form. This means that we must take time 
with silence, allowing the work of the Spirit in the silence 
to form and recreate us. 
      The rational mind, of course, wants to be entertained. 
It wants to know, “what’s happening now?” We must 
resist these tendencies and remain in the quietness long 
enough for metanoia to proceed a certain distance in 
these “dark places of wisdom.” Your practice is to go 
there, into that deep place over and over again, and 
acquaint yourself not only with that interior space, but 
with the Presence who dwells within it.  
 
2.   Rumi explores the “two gardens”—the two axes and 
the experience we have of each. Reflect on what he says 
about each. Make a list of these experiences in your 
journal. He describes our turn toward the vertical axis as 
a “journey home,” which, when we begin it, gives us an 
entirely new perspective. He describes that change using 
three interesting metaphors. Which metaphor appeals to 
you most? What do you learn from it? What is the “green 
winged longing?”  

3.   From the material in this lesson write your own 
prayer to express where you are, what you are 
experiencing right now in your journey, and what your 
heart ultimately yearns for.  


