
Metanoia

On one occasion, after Moses had grown up, when he visited his kinsmen and witnessed their
forced labor, he saw an Egyptian striking a Hebrew, one of his own kinsmen.  Looking about and
seeing no one, he slew the Egyptian and hid him in the sand.  The next day he went out again
and now two Hebrew were fighting! So he asked the culprit, “Why are you striking your fellow
Hebrew?” But the culprit replied “Who has appointed you ruler and judge over us? Are you
thinking of killing me as you killed the Egyptian”? Then Moses became afraid and thought, “The
affair must certainly be known.” Pharaoh, too, heard of the affair and sought to put Moses to
death.  But Moses fled from him and stayed in the land of Midian.

Exodus 2:11-15

Up until his late twenties, Saint Ignatius of Loyola was a grave sinner.  He loved to gamble, fight
and seduce women.  Then, at a battle in Pamplona, Spain, his leg was shattered by a
cannonball and he found himself in convalescence at his family castle in Loyola.  There, in his
sickbed, he went through a radical conversion and dedicated his life to Christ.  So we think of
Ignatius’s “Cannonball moment” as his moment of conversion when he finally began his journey
toward sainthood.  Indeed, it was during his convalescence that Ignatius began to formulate his
ideas about discernment.

But to say that Ignatius was converted is not to say that he was spiritually mature.  Shortly after
his recovery he set out for the Holy Land.  He was filled with spiritual vainglory and planned to
convert all the Muslims in Israel.  Riding on the road to Israel on a little donkey, he encountered
his first Muslim.  This was his chance!  The two rode side-by-side for a while.  The conversation
was pleasant enough until the Moor shared with Ignatius that he did not believe in the
Immaculate Conception.  They happened to be coming to a fork in the road at that moment and,
seeing the fury in Ignatius’s eyes upon hearing this, he quickly told Ignatius goodbye and chose
the path leading away from Israel.

Filled with righteous indignation for the honor of Mary, Ignatius had in mind to chase after the
Moor and stab him to death.  In a Robert Frost sort of moment, he paused at the fork in the
road, not knowing whether to go left and hunt down the Moor or go right and continue towards
the Holy Land.  How did this soon-to-be Master of Discernment choose his path?  He simply
couldn’t decide, so he let the reigns go and allowed the donkey to decide.  Thank God for all of
us, the donkey wisely chose the path to Jerusalem.

This story points out that, post-conversion, we still have to go through a long period of
maturation.  We see this in Moses as well.  As a young man, Moses gets in a rage and kills an
Egyptian who was beating up a Hebrew.  Too bad he did not have a donkey to stop him.  He
had to escape the city and spent forty years in the desert before he led the Israelites for forty
years in the desert.  He spent those years growing and maturing at a family home of a nomad.
Only then was he ready to lead others.



Lent reminds us that our journey toward Christian maturation lasts a lifetime.  The word
“penance” is an English translation of the Greek New Testament word, Metanoia.   Metanoia
means going beyond (meta) the way you normally think (noia)—a transformation of the way you
understand things.  Unfortunately, in the Fourth Century, when the Greek New Testament was
first translated in Latin, it was mis-translated into “doing penance,” leaving us to believe that
penance involved some sort of act.  The Church hopes that every Lent you let your small acts of
penance be merely a symbolic gesture of your ongoing inner transformation as an ever more
mature Christian.

This Lent, what are you doing to push yourself towards greater Christian maturity?
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