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Introduction 

Metanoia. What does it mean? If you’ve read our flyer, you know it means “spiritual conversion, 

to change one’s mind, repent”.  Now, I suspect most of you have gone through a metanoia of sorts in 

your life or you probably wouldn’t be here. You’ve turned your life over to Jesus and his bride, the 

Church—maybe a little, maybe a lot—or, maybe not at all; what do I know? In any case, our conversion 

experience is ongoing. We’re never going to be able to get enough of Jesus; we’re never going to be able 

to open the doors of our hearts wide enough to let him come in and love us and influence us in all the 

ways he wants to. So, here we are. We also may be here to get some ideas, perhaps, on how to help our 

loved ones come to metanoia, to conversion. Perhaps you’re wondering if there are some key 

components to a conversion experience that we can identify so as to help someone along the same 

narrow path to Heaven. We’ll be talking about this too. 

My plan is for this to be more meditational and retreat-like than is to be a kind of informational 

lecture. I’ll give you three basic steps to conversion which we can discuss; please feel free to ask 

questions or comment as we go. After about 30-40 minutes of this, we’ll take a 10 minute break, and 

then we’ll come back for another session where I’ll lead you through a spiritual exercise on Heaven and 

Hell. This has been done for me and I’ve facilitated it a number of times, so I know it can be really 

impactful if you give it a chance.  

 First, let me set the stage. The Greek philosopher Plato (427-347 BC) gave us one of the most 

famous and insightful accounts of metanoia in the 7th Book of the Republic. It’s often called the “allegory 

of the cave.” Some of you may have read it. In the allegory, a number of men have been shackled within 

a cave their whole lives, facing a wall. They’re bound by limbs but also by their necks, so they can’t turn 

around. The only experience of reality beyond the cave is of the images which get cast on the wall in 

front of them by puppeteers from behind: shadows of humans and animals, and the like. But, Plato asks, 

what if one day one of them were to be set free from the shackles around his neck and limbs and ascend 

out of the cave and into the light? Ascend to the light—both important images of conversion. Certainly it 

would be hard to make the ascent at first. The man would experience pain at letting go of his former 

illusions and way of life, but then he would be blown away. What is this new reality? Is it really real? 

Wonder would be sparked. After taking some time to adjust, because it indeed takes time to adjust to 

turning one’s life around, wouldn’t he want to share this profound experience with his cave 

companions? He would descend back into the darkness and try to convince them of this new, wondrous 

experience beyond the shadows and illusions that they’ve experienced their whole lives long. They 

wouldn’t believe him though. They would laugh at him and scoff. Finally, they would kill him—yes, Plato, 

some 400 years before Christ, predicts they would murder such a messenger of truth. 



 This leaves us at a stand-still, once we’ve gone through a conversion experience. How do we 

convince others of the truth of Jesus and his Church? Or, how do we know if we ourselves have gone 

through such an experience? Have we turned to the light; are we seeing and living reality as it really is? 

Two-Fold Desire of the Heart 

 Perhaps the first thing we need to do is appeal to desire. There seems to be a two-fold desire on 

every human heart. The first fold of this desire is a kind of restlessness to come in contact with, in union 

with the object of desire, whatever it may be. We all experience this restlessness from time to time. It’s 

really at the core of our being. Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) captured it well by stating that “The 

mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called resignation is confirmed desperation.” This 

restlessness, this desperation, can really seem unquenchable in this world order—and it’s certainly 

something we can appeal to when encouraging someone’s conversion of heart. Why? Because, as St. 

Augustine said, “Our hearts are restless until they rest in thee.” Our hearts are restless until they rest in 

God. Why is this fundamental restlessness there? Because, we’re separated from God! We’re aliens in a 

foreign land. He gave us this desire so that we would seek Him out and come into union with Him, the 

source of all goodness and peace. 

It was bad enough in the Original Paradise, where Adam felt a lack among all the other creatures 

and so God gave him woman. Finally he has personal contact, spiritual contact! But even then, his 

fundamental yearning, his aching, is not entirely abated. It’s not enough. He’s not yet glorified. He’s not 

in perfect communion with God. But this gets far far worse when Adam sins. Now he’s separated from 

God entirely and his relationship with God needs to be restored.  

I’m saying that no matter what our relationship is with God, whether we’re in a state of mortal 

sin or the heights of sanctity, a desire will remain. In sin, we often can’t understand where this desire is 

coming from and how to fulfill it. So we turn to creatures, to things, and we grow attached, always 

hoping and thinking that if I just had a bit more of X, then I would be satisfied, then this desire in me 

would be abated. But in grace and holiness, you realize that the desire is fulfilled in God alone, in your 

personal relationship with Jesus. But even here the thirst in us is only quenched in extraordinary 

moments of consolation, when we’re taken up spiritually into another plane of life where God dwells. 

When a conversion experience occurs and we come into the warm light for the first time, it’s 

easy to think that all of our desires and needs have been satisfied. How could anyone want anything 

more? But those feelings, all those spiritual consolations—as you know—don’t last. If we just 

experienced ecstasy all of the time, we wouldn’t need supernatural faith or hope. We would already be 

there. But God needs to see if we love Him for who He really is. “Do you love me for me or for my 

spiritual candy?” he seems to say. We need to mature in the faith, so we need to go through dry 

periods, even up until the point of giving our life away in witness to the faith, as Jesus himself.  

This leads me to the second fold of this fundamental two-fold desire that God has placed on 

every human heart. It’s the desire for greatness, the desire to be heroic! We’re restless not only because 

we’re not fully in union with God, but also because we haven’t fully come to be like him. This is why we 

get inspired by the “Rocky” theme. We have this insatiable desire to overcome all obstacles, to win the 



fight or the race or play the best music piece ever, to climb the mountain, to have the ideal Catholic 

family, etc. etc. It’s a desire to go beyond ourselves, to leave behind all of our inhibitions, all of our 

attachments to little things, so that we can, in full earnestness, in great joy, obtain the pearl of great 

price. This desire for greatness, for heroism, is inborn. We can’t get rid of it. God put it in the human 

heart. Not only are we meant to be one with Jesus, we’re meant to act like him, to be set on an 

adventure of radical self-giving love that’s going to test us, that’s going to tire us in a good way—as Pope 

Francis would say—because at the end of it we can look back and be satisfied. Now we can be fulfilled, 

because we’ve run the course and fought the good fight.  

So if the first part of the two-fold desire in every human heart is to come in union with God, 

whether we know it or not, the second part of the desire is to take on the likeness of God, whether we 

know it or not. Sure, we can fool ourselves into thinking that our deepest desires can be satisfied in 

more earthly things, but if we’re honest with ourselves, we know the itch will scratch again. All the 

pleasures and joys of life, they are but foretastes of this deep, deep longing to be fulfilled. We desire to 

be taken up, assumed into a higher reality, to live on another plane of freedom and joy, like St. Francis, 

or even Pope Francis. This is really the first step of conversion then, knowing that our deepest desires 

can’t be satisfied by the world. This is why conversion often happens when someone hits rock bottom. 

They’re at a loss to find peace in earthly things. They need something or someone MORE. 

God Becomes Man to Fulfill Your Two-Fold Desire 

Thankfully God has found us a way out of the debacle. The eternal longing that God placed on 

our hearts to be with him and to be like him can only be fulfilled by God himself. God is this MORE. This 

is precisely why the Word became flesh—to fulfill the longings on our heart. God has come into this 

world in the person of Jesus; he’s come down to us, to fulfill our deepest desires. That’s the point! It’s a 

very strong point to consider for your personal conversion or for that of a loved one. All those deepest 

desires you have, those complaints unheard, those transitory joys that just don’t last long enough—they 

can be purified and fulfilled in Jesus. This is why he came among us! Of course Thomists (St. Thomas 

Aquinas, 1225-1274) will argue that God became flesh to redeem us from sin, and that’s very true. 

Scotists (Blessed John Duns Scotus, 1265/6-1308) will argue that Jesus would have walked among us 

even if we hadn’t sinned, simply because he loves us. That could very well be true too. In both cases, 

Jesus came to us and is here now present in the Eucharist and in the Church through the power of his 

Spirit to fulfill our desires. He wants nothing but to fulfill the desires that his Father placed on your heart, 

because he knows what’s best for you! He knows the path, the only way, to fulfill this longing, this 

desperateness that we all feel at the core of our being. So we have a nearly unquenchable desire that 

only Christ can fulfill.  

Fulfillment occurs in an initial, sacramental way in Baptism, when we enter into the divine life 

and are given a personal mission. Here God comes to dwell in our hearts: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

We’re crucified to Christ in Baptism; we die to ourselves and are raised again filled with the Blessed 

Trinity. We’ve put off the old self and put on a new self, Christ Jesus. We’re filled with the Holy Spirit 

who can work great wonders in us. This means that metanoia, personal conversion, really begins in 

Baptism, whether we realize it or not (since most of us were infants during our Baptism). 



Of course, this isn’t going to be enough for us though. Even in Confirmation, where a 

strengthening and completion of baptismal grace occurs, the fulfillment that we seek in union with God 

and on mission like God may not be personally experienced as fulfilling, however truly fulfilling those 

sacraments really are. Despite the objective meaning of Baptism and Confirmation, if we haven’t made a 

personal decision to give our whole selves to Christ and sincerely desire his will in all that we endeavor 

to do, we haven’t reached the metanoia that we all yearn for. You see, Jesus is radically “for us.” He’s 

our personal savior and personal lover—the personal lover extraordinaire. So too we have to encounter 

him in a really personal way if we hope to have these desires fulfilled like they’re meant to be.  

 Take, for example, the parable of the rich young man who comes to Jesus seeking eternal life 

(Mt 19:16-22). When Jesus offers him “perfection” after it’s clear that the young man has met the basic 

requirements of the commandments, he goes away sad. He’s depressed. He could have been heroic; he 

could have realized his desires, but instead he’s too attached to things of this earth. This is a good lesson 

for us and our neighbors. If we don’t go for it in the spiritual life, if we don’t gravitate to our personal 

relationship with Jesus who spawns the personal mission to be like Him, then we walk away depressed. 

We come away unfulfilled and we end up trying to fill that hole in our hearts with some modicum of 

transitory delight. But it’s not lasting, so we find ourselves in quiet desperation, going in circles of 

appeasing our senses for a brief spell, and then having to do it over again. We fall into sin and, if we’re 

not careful, into addiction. It’s a trap, we’re not free anymore, and we certainly haven’t fulfilled that 

fundamental desire to give ourselves away in love, to be completely spent and satisfied, tired even, from 

loving so much. 

 As Fr. Hans Urs von Balthasar put it: “[T]he inherent form of the Gospel requires that man follow 

Jesus by staking everything, with ultimate decisiveness, on the one card and abandoning the rest of the 

card game: 'leaving everything' without looking back, without laying down as a precondition a 'synthesis' 

between Jesus and saying farewell to those in one's home, between Jesus and burying one's father, or 

between Jesus and anything else at all.  'To take one's cross upon oneself means the same absolute 

preference to the holy will of God to all one's own plans and preferences and affections: father, mother, 

child, field, etc.  The criterion, the 'canon', is that one does not make a synthesis” (“The Gospel as 

Norm,” 292). 

 So you see, the pleasures of this world are not meant be sought in themselves. It’s the highest of 

realities, our personal missions in Christ, which should be sought. Here the restlessness and agitation, 

the fluttering from one thing to another, is being cured; it’s being replaced by a hunger for one thing. 

The restlessness is replaced by a hunger for Jesus and his will for us in mission. This is how Christ fulfills 

the deepest longings of our hearts. 

Jesus and the Church are One 

But here’s the hinge of the argument. Christ has espoused himself to the Catholic Church he 

founded. He’s given himself over completely to his Bride. In the Prologue of the Gospel of John we read 

that the fullness of grace and truth has come to dwell among us (Jn 1:17). Well, now the fullness of 

grace and truth has been wedded to his Bride, the Church. His bride has become his body, his very own 



flesh. The “I believe” that we give to Jesus quickly becomes a “We believe” in baptism where we 

become members of the Church, Christ’s mystical body and bride. It’s meant to be this way. Faith isn’t 

closed in on itself. It’s meant to be shared. As St. John XXIII famously said, “We’re saved in bunches.” 

Perhaps everyone in this room is on board with this step of the conversion process. “Of course,” 

we say, “turning our lives over to Christ in conversion entails turning our lives over to the Church.” But 

we know many do not believe this. Aside from St. Paul’s consistent depiction of the Church as Christ’s 

“body” (1 Cor 12:12-30, et al.) and “bride” (Eph 5:23-32), and how the Church is “the pillar and the 

bulwark of the truth” (1 Tim 3:15), perhaps the best way to communicate the reality of Christ’s unity 

with the Church is to appeal to St. Paul’s own conversion experience, which he recounts on five separate 

occasions in Scripture (Acts 9:1-9; 22:6-21; 26:12-18; 1 Cor 15:3-8; Gal 1:11-16). Do you remember this? 

Jesus asks Saul on the road to Damascus, “Why are you persecuting me” (Acts 9:4; 22:7; 26:14)? “But 

Saul was not persecuting Jesus,” you say, “just his followers, just his Church.” Jesus identifies himself 

with his Church! If you persecute my body and bride, you persecute me. We are one! In and through 

Christ himself, in his Spirit who is the soul of the Church, the Church gives us all the means we need for 

union with God and our mission for heroism. She’s the storehouse of truth and grace, passed on from 

Christ, for our fulfillment. 

To summarize, because we can only reach the definitive and ultimate fulfillment of our desires 

in Heaven, we need a mediator between God and man, between Heaven and Earth—this is Jesus. But 

since Jesus can’t be separated from his bride with whom he has become one flesh, we can’t be saved 

outside of the Church. 

But of course this also means that not everyone is saved. Dare I say we’ve lost sight of this 

reality in modern times. While it’s true there remains the possibility that people can be saved outside of 

the visible confines of the Catholic Church, and even outside of the Church considered also in her 

ecclesial communities of Protestants (for those of goodwill who are invincibly ignorant of the saving 

truth of the Gospel), by no means are we in a position to presume anyone is saved, particularly non-

Christians or those in defiance of the Church’s infallible teaching. 

Heaven and Hell 

Jesus speaks of Hell in more than 40 verses of Scripture, considerably more than Heaven. “Enter 

through the narrow gate;” Jesus says, “for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, 

and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there 

are few who find it” (Mt 7:13-14). I have 102 quotes here from Scripture and the saints on Hell (see 

http://saintsquotes.net/Selection%20-%20Hell.html). Many take the position that few are saved. I don’t 

mention this for the pleasure of shocking or impressing you, but because there is really a dramatic need 

for conversion to Jesus and his Church. We don’t have the luxury of presuming that our family members 

and friends will be saved, let alone us. “[W]ork out your own salvation with fear and trembling” (Phil 

2:12), St. Paul says. 

 

http://saintsquotes.net/Selection%20-%20Hell.html


Conclusion 

 Let me now recap these steps for conversion in simplified form. You have a two-fold desire on 

your heart—to be one with God and to be heroic like God. Only by being united to Jesus can this desire 

be fulfilled in both respects. Jesus and his bride, the Church, are one. This path leads to Heaven. All 

other paths lead to eternal perdition. 

 Again, you have a two-fold desire, this desire can only be fulfilled by turning to Jesus with your 

whole heart; Jesus is found in the Church—this leads to Heaven. To not tread this narrow path leads to 

eternal damnation—Hell. Conversion, indeed ongoing conversion, isn’t so much the path for good 

people who want to be especially spiritual or religious, then. Metanoia is necessary for fulfillment in this 

world and the next. Without it, we risk everything. 

-30- 


