American Christianity, especially the late 20th century variety of Evangelicalism has tended to emphasize the “born-again” moment.  In truth, this is an American phenomena, as the seeking for great “turning moments” in our lives is something that American crave, whether it is a religiously centered experience or just “the perfect moment” in life.  Americans are experience hounds, seeking to find in those single moments the answer to all the struggles that came before.  
As an Evangelical I can point in my own life to such a moment.  As someone still deeply rooted in my Catholic heritage I would refer to it as my adult faith experience, but whatever it is called, I know the point where I turned from the direction I had been going in my life and everything changed.

Or can I?  The fact is that even after that particular first moment of realization of my need for the ways of God and not for my own, I have had several equally important moments since.  Are these also “born-again” moments?  Or are they something different?  And now that that question has been asked, there is the realization that a deeper question underlies the whole focus on an event mentality.  Is conversion an event or a process?

The Context of Repentance
In the new Testament the word for “to repent” is (μετανοέω - metanoia).

After going through all of the New Testament uses of repent, I think my conclusion is a little surprising even to me.

Facts:  The word repent is used 27X in the NIV.  All of those 27 times occur either in the Gospels-Acts or in Revelation.  Paul, other than in his sermons recorded in Acts, never uses the term.  In the original Greek a variation of the word metanoia appears 34X, with one Pauline usage, in 2 Corinthians 12:21.
There is also one other word, translated repent once and elsewhere simply to “change ones mind” as in to be sorry for a decision.  That word is μεταμέλομαι.  It is used six times in five verses, three in Matthew, one in 2 Corinthians, and one in Hebrews.  The sense of this word does not carry the weight of metanoia.
First, let me state that I think the Mark 1:15 passage is incredibly important in understanding the Gospel notion of repent.  This passage has always caused me consternation, because how can the people repent if this is the first time they have heard the Gospel.  To say the least this seemed strange at best. 
By looking at the whole of the usage in the Gospels it becomes clear that Jesus uses the notion of metanoia in much the same way the Old Testament uses the Hebrew word שׁוּב (sub).  As you can see in the portion of the Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament found in Appendix 2 the idea is always returning to God’s covenant, to God’s way of being Israel.  It is a turning their back on doing things the ways of the other kingdoms in the Ancient Near East, and of their gods, and back to the way that God desires for His people.   

What I think the Old Testament and the Gospel usage of the word are getting at is the concept that Dallas Willard speaks about in his discussion of the Disciplines of Abstinence.  Our minds have become cluttered with the ideas, patterns, goals, and hopes of the world we see before, the world that clamors to have us believe it is the “real” world.  This is where the prophets and the Lord Jesus challenge us to stop and pay attention.

The Gospel is not simply the Gospel, but the Gospel of the Kingdom of God.  It is the good news that there is a real world, a realm and experience that is marked by the ways of God – justice, peace, mercy, love of enemy, righteousness, and holiness.  Jesus’ calling in Mark 1 and the calling of the Hebrew prophets to שׁוּב is a calling back to this reality, to see and live in the world as it really is, not as our senses and, maybe more importantly, as the voices of the world call us to see it.

So the call in Mark 1:15 is not a call to stop sinning (though certainly this would be part of the call) in the sense of stop stealing, cheating, etc., but a call to stop living in the hope of the options of the kingdoms of this world.  What kingdoms are those?  In the 1st century A.D. Palestine there were those who wanted the kingdom to come with the violent overthrow of the Romans.  They wanted to see Israel rebuilt upon the graves of dead Romans.  They wanted to see Israel return to the Davidic notion of military kingdom.  While that certainly was “a” model of the kingdom, it was not God’s.  Others wanted a kingdom that was simply a spiritual kingdom, the denial of self and the keeping of the law.  The presence of injustice and death did not disturb these people’s idea of the kingdom.  Still others saw their own models of the kingdom, all of which fall short of the Kingdom of God.  And against all of these Jesus in Mark 1:15 says “Repent!” – turn from the direction you are headed in, and turn back to the way that God will bring about God’s kingdom.  At least historically, to paraphrase the Evangelical New Testament scholar N.T. Wright, the primary “way of being Israel,” of seeking the kingdom that Jesus was speaking against was the way of the sword.
Old Testament Repentance

In this sense Jesus truly is an Old Testament prophet.  Throughout the Old Testament the prophets are busy calling Israel back from different ways of being God’s people.  Sometimes it was about the abuse of violence (as in Amos 2), but primarily is was the easy way out, the path of growing personal wealth at the price of a kingdom marked by love, justice, mercy, and the embrace of the stranger, alien, and widow.  In many ways they kept the law (especially the cultic celebrations), but time and time again Yahweh calls down judgment for the way that Israel has chosen to be the people of God – His chosen experience of His persona and His messengers to the world.  A few examples of this include Amos 5 (Go to Beth El and sin some more) and Micah 6:6-8 (Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? ﻿7﻿ Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of oil? Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? ).
The notion of idolatry was not always specifically marked by statues sitting in the houses of the people of Israel.  Often, it could be identified by the allowance of injustice, unrighteousness, abuse of the widow, etc.  The problem with much of this is that the people continue to say “Yahweh” with their mouths but in fact their lifestyle as a community, their way of being Israel, was shouting “Baal.”  It is into this world that the prophets come and call Israel and Judah again and again to שׁוּב.  
Repentance as Christians

So Jesus stands as the last prophet of Israel, calling them to be Israel God’s way, to participate with God’s bringing the Kingdom His way – through the Incarnation, Jesus of Nazareth and the cross.  
This notion of accepting the way God brings God’s kingdom, of seeing the world as it really is rather than as the world does, speaks to the challenge of the multiple kingdom hopes we live with.  In today’s environment we have the challenge to turn from the Kingdom of self, with our radically individualistic notions of the way things are.  I must turn from seeing myself at the center of the universe, as the true reality, and see God’s world and the lamb that was slain as the one ruling it.  Also, there is the kingdom of “the world,” with its emphasis on pleasure, immediacy, power, and wealth.  This is the kingdom in many ways of the “American Way.”  Then there is the kingdom of Satan (the overarching kingdom) that calls humanity into willful (rather than passive) disobedience against the laws of God – abortion, murder, etc.  Against all those other kingdoms stands the Kingdom of God, the true reality in the universe.

That is why Dallas Willard’s notion of the Disciplines of Abstinence is so essential in the spiritual formation process.  We can act just like the best of all Christians, but if our reality is marked by the patterns and, more subtlety, the hopes, of the kingdoms that live in opposition to Christ and His Way, then we have not been formed.  We must begin to see the world as it really is – or else we are nothing but kind and pious Pharisees.
That is not to say that the call to metanoia is not a call to leave a life of sin.  Clearly, to use Jesus own words from John 8, to “go and sin no more” is a strong aspect of the call to seek the Kingdom of God and leave behind the kingdoms of this world.  While I think we can leave behind our life of sin often in the power of human will (we all have met some wonderfully pious and righteous Buddhists, Muslims, Mormons and secularist), ultimately, when push comes to shove (when we are given the opportunity to enact God’s kingdom our way) we will act out of the world as we continue to see it, with disastrous results.
What Does This Mean Practically?

So the call to repentance is a call to turn from our current way of seeing and living in the world, and to begin to live, see, and understand the world as it really is.  How does that change anything that we do in ministry?
First, it confirms the idea that brokenness must often precede repentance.  It is very hard for people to see that their way of understanding and approaching the world is 180 degrees off.  They must experience the reality of this misunderstanding in a physical way – through failure, heartbreak, disappointment, and the other human experiences of brokenness.  Then and only then can most people admit (or at least begin to hope) that maybe the world is not as they have always though it was.

Second, it points to the reality that without of the Spiritual Disciplines, and their peeling away of the false understanding and filling with the true reality, that spiritual formation is almost impossible.  Again, it is not a matter of earning credit, becoming a super-Christian, or any other high and proud goal.  Spiritual Disciplines act to reorient us to the way the world really is.  Without that reorientation, the brokenness that led to conversion will simply keep reappearing.  Without the work of the Spiritual Disciplines the individual has no way of recognizing that there is a better and fuller reality out there.

Lastly, this understanding of repentance continues to move us away from sin management.  Many people I know continue to believe that sin is simply something that can be stopped by loving God.  That misses Jesus own point when he said in Luke 6:43: 
““No good tree bears bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit. ﻿44﻿ Each tree is recognized by its own fruit. People do not pick figs from thornbushes, or grapes from briers. ﻿45﻿ The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks. 

It is what is at the center (call it worldview, pattern of thinking or heart) of our understanding of reality that is the core issue.  Until the overflow of the heart is changed, all we are doing is changing behavior, which if you know anyone who has stopped smoking, is hard but not impossible with only human power.  

We are called to repent.  That calling certainly includes the many ideas we usually associate with repentance, but those are merely the fruits of that change.  Repentance is truly waking up and beginning to see the world for the first time as it really is (even if we still see only darkly).
So, Process or Event?
So, is repentance an event or process?  It will really depend on the individual and their stage in life, the degree of brokenness, and other factors that will determine this.  For some, most notably the terrific stories in the Gospels and the rest of Scripture, it will be an event. Here I think of Namaan, the woman at the well, the blind man in John 9, Paul and Augustine.  These stories help to form our focus on events.  Certainly for these people their present brokenness and their meeting the power of God creates a radical shift in the individual.  These events are demonstrate the incomparable power of God to draw people to himself. 

But, these are not the only examples, either from scripture or history.  For people like Barnabas and Luther, who were already steeped in a religious worldview, the move is more subtle.  There is no event, there is a process of slowly turning, like an ocean liner, towards the way of God.  While there is certainly a moment where the compass moves from northwest to true north, they are unaware of that moment, and don’t seek to try and identify the exact moment.  They simply are happy to be drawn closer and closer to the center of reality that is the Kingdom of God.  Another wonderful example is Ambrose of Milan, the Bishop who powerfully influence Augustine to become a Christian.  He had slowly been drawn to the Gospel and the Kingdom.  When the bishopric of Milan was vacant due to the death of the previous office holder, the people demanded that Ambrose be given the post – even though he was not yet baptized and still a catechumen (the process that inquirers went through before they were admitted into the church – a time a learning and practice to see if they really wanted to be Christians).  Ambrose’s ship of faith had been slowly turning towards Christ over the years, but clearly a turn took place because he became not only one of the great theologians of the Church, but also lived a devoted life for Christ – selling all of his possessions, tutoring Augustine, and even refused to give the Emperor Theodosius communion until he repented of his sin in the mass murdering of innocents at Thessalonica.  This was a brave act that could only have come from a man who had been drawn to the Kingdom of God, and in the end, Theodosius did repent, consent to church discipline and became a faithful follower of Christ, dieing in Ambrose’s arm in the year 395.  

So our concern should not be to find an event in one’s life that confirms an initial moment of metanoia. In fact, our lives will be filled with moments of metanoia, because time and time again we will reject the ways of God and his kingdom and pick-up our own kingdom.  What we should look for in people that we know and love is that they are being continually drawn to the center of reality – Christ and his kingdom.

This is especially true for “cradle Christians” and especially Catholics.  There are those raised in the church from the beginning of life. They have never known a reality other than that of the kingdom.  They may have been baptized at some point, but with many of them they cannot actually tell you of a point where they stopped believing something else and started believing in Christ and his ways alone. If they have been raised in an Evangelical Church they will point to a “born-again” moment, but only because that is something they have the language and the intense personal scrutiny for which to be aware.  For others, mainline Christians and Catholics, the language and that personal scrutiny are not part of their understanding.  For them, they often cannot point to an event, but as they become more and more aware of their own need for Christ, they simply draw nearer and nearer.  Thanks to their religious upbringing, they are already prepared for the slow turn, but without the awareness of the “need” for an event or the language to name it, they do not concern themselves with that particular moment of “claiming” a new identity.  For both mainliners and Catholics this turn usually happens in adulthood, as faith becomes more and more important and the resources for exploration more available.  With people in these situations we should simply encourage them to grow in their love for Christ, their reliance upon his sufficiency alone, and their embracing of the Kingdom of God as the center of reality.  When you come to think of it, this is what we should do with all people, including ourselves.

So the question of event vs. process is not even one which we should even concern ourselves.  This is the American culture, with its emphasis on “mountain top experience” driving our practice of the Christian faith.  Instead, we should day-by-day encourage people to metanoia and to embracing the love of Christ in all of their lives, and leave the pursuit of “events” to the world that seeks great experiences over deep and abiding living.

Appendix 1

Verse List – Repent (from the NIV)

		Matthew 3:2

Where as Mark 1:15 comes from the mouth of the Lord Jesus, this call to repent comes from John the Baptist.  The idea, as I have said below in Mark 1:15 and in my write-up, is that the time has come to truly be Israel, no longer their way, no longer the ways of the world, but it is time to truly be the people of Yahweh. 


		Matthew 4:17

Now Jesus himself begins to use the same phrase.  The use of this phrase clearly shows Jesus prophetic role, in line with the Old Testament prophets.  See below in Mark 1:15.



	Matthew 11:20

An interesting passage.  The miracles, again in line with the Old Testament, are meant to be clarion calls to “Turn” back to Yahweh, and yet the didn’t. The Greek word that this verse has means Jesus began to reproach, or more strongly, to heap insults upon.  This verb is in the Present, strange for a narrative, which should have been in the Aorist (though there is such a thing as the Present narrative, Matthew does not use it).  Jesus performed the miracles, at least in Matthew’s theology, to bring about a turn in those cities.  They don’t, and Jesus reviles them for their choice.

Matthew 11:21

See below Luke 10:31

Matthew 12:41 

See below Luke 11:32

Matthew 21:32 (note metanoia but μεταμέλομαι)
Again, Jesus operating in the prophetic role.  He points out their own choice to ignore John.  This is somewhat reminiscent of John where Jesus says “if you do not believe me, believe the signs.” Here, they should have believed John, and then they would believe Jesus.  But they cannot even do that in this case.  But, and here we see a classic connection between brokenness and repentance, the sinners and prostitutes do.  Those who are most broken were able to “hear” and believe John, and they can believe in Jesus.  But those who did not believe they needed to hear John’s calling, they will not be broken enough to hear Jesus either.

It is interesting to note that the word here for repent is direct totally at the change in mind, not a change in directions.  This makes sense since it is a difference of opinion that is marking the Pharisees refusal to accept John.  They can not see him as the way God would speak.  They must, before metanoia can occur, change their mind.

Mark 1:15

This is the most important passage as I see it in the Gospels.  Mark’s being the earliest Gospel we know that the material held herein had the most profound influence in the early church.  From the earliest date the idea of Repenting for the Kingdom of God marked the Church.  It was their understanding that they were called to seek after not simply different rules for living, but a different reality, to live in light of the fact that God is truly the King of the World and that his character is what is real, good and true.

Mark 6:12

Mark in his typically brief style sums up the totality of the message shared by the twelve – that the people should repent.  This is tied very closely to Mark 1:15

Luke 10:13

This comes in the setting of the sending of the seventy-two, and speaks to whether or not the people will receive these messengers as disciples of the true God.  The warning is quite strong – if they had seen the evidence of God’s kingdom as you have, even Tyre and Sidon would have repented from their pride, their trust in themselves.

Luke 11:32

Simple notice of repentance, though the concept seems a little strange here at first.  After all, the Ninevites were not called to be part of God’s way of doing Israel.  Except of course, that they were.  God has been and is calling all nations to be part of his way of ruling the earth.  Nineveh responds to Jonah, and chooses to align themselves with the world according to Yahweh, and no longer according to their local gods. .  

Luke 13:3,5

This passage is a strange one, especially for its use of repentance.  The first item, the Galilean rebels who were slaughtered by Pilate, makes perfect sense.  Once again they were ones actively setting up the Kingdom of God in ways that were obviously counter to the way that God was going to bring about His kingdom.  But what of the second of these passages.  What are we to make of the reference to the falling of a tower of people?  I think, and here I am guessing with rest of the commentators, that the reference is to those who naturally assume that those who are “good” will experience the blessings of God.  That attitude, that God is somehow bound to operate in a particular manner, is again and understanding of God, a false way of seeing the world, that must be repented off.  It is time for these people to move from their simplistic understanding of the world and to the understanding of God’s mysterious providence.

Luke 15:7, 10

These two passages, part of the “Lost” section of Luke, point to the celebration in heaven of the act of repentance.  They don’t really show much about the content of metanoia, but they do affirm that repentance is what God is seeking.

Luke 16:30

This powerful little parable of the rich man and Lazarus clearly points to a way of living that is counter to the reality of God’s kingdom.  The rich man understands, now that it is too late, that his way of seeing the world, to build great wealth while having complete unconcern for the poor, is a worldview so counter to the true reality, that hell alone awaits those who see the world that way.  The man’s hope is that his brothers will find out that they too are following the false world to perdition.  What I find especially poignant is the response of Abraham – “They have Moses and the Prophets, let them listen to them.”  The pages of the Scriptures do not simply give out good advice (to use N.T. Wright’s idea) – they are good news, good news of the way the world really is and shall be visibly again after that great and horrible Day of the Lord.  

Luke 17:3,4

This passage, like the 2 Corinthians passage and the ones from Revelation 2 and 3, point more to the repentance of acts, repenting from one who believes.  Again, this flows against the greater testimony of the usage of metanoia, but I think it too points out, considering that it comes in the midst of the discussion of faith, that sinful acts flow from unbelieving (or at least unfaithful) hearts.  The challenge for the believer is to continue to believe what is true, even when surrounded by the world’s evidence to the contrary.  It is when we begin to follow what are senses tell us is real that we begin to act in sinful ways.

Acts 2:38

Another very important passage in our review.  The call to repent is associated here with the call to be baptized.  Why?  Baptizing was the idea for the pagans of entering into the Jewish faith.  Here, addressing a crowd full of pious Jews, Peter calls them to metanoia and then become faithful, true Jews – to be God’s way of doing Israel.  This is very close to what Jesus does in John 3:3 with Nicodemus, where he tells Nicodemus that he must be born again (a fairly common phrase in 1st Century Judaism when discussing the pagan who has decided to become a Jew – on the day he was ritually baptized he began his or her life for the first real day – so the call to Nicodemus and the call to crowd on Pentecost).  

Acts 3:19

Tied very closely to Acts 2:38.  N.T. Wright talks about the fact that for Jews they did not believe that the exile had really ended yet.  They continued to languish waiting for the exile to end and God to “establish” Israel. There was a very deep sense that they were still sinning, that they were doing something wrong and that was why God had not yet ended their exile.  You can hear that idea strongly in this passage.  They must stop their sinning.  Again, as I detailed in my little write-up, this call certainly does mean to stop doing certain activities, but more importantly that that, it means to stop living based on the wrong kingdom, to accept their citizenship, as Jews, of living in the Kingdom of God.

Acts 8:22

Here I think you can say this is a general call to stop living the way Simon was living.  Turn from the way you are headed, because it is not only wrong but very wrong, and in your turn come 180 degrees back to the way of God.

Acts 17:30

Like Acts 8, a clear call to stop a certain activity.  The key is why.  There is a true God, and he is not of silver and gold but of Spirit whose image in contained in humanity.  To continue on in the pagan ways is to deny what is real and choose instead an option of the unreal, but the controllable. 

Acts 26:20

What I see as another key verse.  Paul states that they should prove their repentance by their deeds.  The proof of the repentance of Jews from their existing direction of life, from the Kingdom as they see it should be brought about is in the deeds.  It is surprising that for years I completely misread this, seeing it saying that they should repent from their deeds.  Again, once the people see the world as it is truly, then their deeds will (should) flow out of that new reality.  If you have not exchanged the truth for a lie then the deeds will in the long run not look any different.

2 Cor 12:21

The lone Pauline use of the word metanoia.  This passage is the one instance where repent is being used of the church.  Here Paul is focused on their activities that they have not turned from those activities that, while clearly acceptable as pagans, are an offense to righteousness.  The question that I have to ask is if Paul is changing the nature of the notion of metanoia, is he simply grabbed hold of the repentance word because Paul likes to shift words often in his letters, or if Paul is essentially saying that Corinthians have never really been converted the first time?  Based on the usage of this word elsewhere throughout the New Testament I would say that Paul is probably questioning whether or not they have really seen the light yet (still in the pre-Christian stage?).

Revelation 2:5, 16, 21,22;3:3, 19

Revelation is a hard book from which to develop theology.  In each of these passages metanoia is used of the churches, they are all called to metanoia and begin doing something else.  It may well be that, since Revelation is a book centered on those that are true vs. those that are false, that Jesus in these letters is saying that they have begun to allow the false world back into their minds, to have these senses corrupted.  It is time now to choose once and for all what is real and what is not, because they seals are about to be opened and destruction will reign down on all.  Of course, it could mean something coded, something obvious, who knows.  I do not mean to just throw out these passages and do nothing with them, but as I said, I am very hesitant to build theology off of apocalyptic literature.

Revelation 9:20

Still did not repent of the works of their hands.  The notion here as we have seen elsewhere is of the continuing upholding of their own kingdom, even now in the face of the judgment of the real on the false.

Revelation 9:21

It is interesting to see that idolatry is tackled in verse 20 first, and then actions.  It is again clear that the Bible focuses on the “worldview” as the driving force of actions, and it is that understanding of the world, of the self-identification with false kingdoms which is always primarily judged (not that the actions could not be judged, but it seems scripture has a priority on misunderstanding the world).

Revelation 16:9, 11

I would repeat here what I said above – the false beliefs regarding the world (failure to see that God alone is worthy of glory) are called to be repented off first, before any other action.  What people, even in the end facing the ultimate judgment, cannot do is let go of their notions of what is real and who is king.




Appendix 2 

From the Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament - שׁוּב (sub)

2340     שׁוּב (šûb) (re)turn. 

Derivatives 
2340a     שׁוּבָה (šûbâ) retirement, withdrawal (Isa 30:15).

2340b     שִׁיבָה (šı̂bâ) restoration (Ps 126:1).

2340c     שׁוֹבָב (šôbāb) backsliding.

2340d     שׁוֹבֵב (šôbēb) backsliding.

2340e     מְשׁוּבָה (mĕšûbâ) backsliding.

2340f     תְּשׁוּבָה (tĕšûbâ) answer.

We have cited simply the basic meaning of šûb but as we shall see the verb branches into not a few different nuances. It is the twelfth most frequently used verb in the ot, appearing just over 1050 times. With very few exceptions šûb is restricted to the Qal and Hiphil stems. It appears most often in Jeremiah (111 times) followed by Psalms (seventy-one times), Genesis (sixty-eight times), Ezekiel (sixty-two times), I Kings (sixty-two times), II Chronicles (sixtyone times), II Kings (fifty-five times), Isaiah (fifty-one times).

The Bible is rich in idioms describing man’s responsibility in the process of repentance. Such phrases would include the following: “incline your heart unto the Lord your God” (Josh 24:23): “circumcise yourselves to the Lord” (Jer 4:4); “wash your heart from wickedness” (Jer 4:14); “break up your fallow ground” (Hos 10:12) and so forth. All these expressions of man’s penitential activity, however, are subsumed and summarized by this one verb šûb. For better than any other verb it combines in itself the two requisites of repentance: to turn from evil and to turn to the good.

In the Qal stem it has been suggested that there are ten different meanings for šûb with subdivisions within each, plus a few uses difficult to pinpoint (Holladay, p. 59ff.). Of these two or three merit special observance. To begin with, the basic meaning of šûb “to (re)turn” implying physical motion or movement appears over 270 times. A few times God is the subject, “At the appointed time I will return to you (Sarah),” (Gen 18:14). Most often the subject is a person: “I (Abraham) and the lad (Isaac) will go yonder and worship, and return to you” (Gen 22:5). In the Hiphil there are eighty-seven occurrences of šûb in the sense of “bring back, carry back.”

Second, often (over 120 times) šûb acts as a sort of an auxiliary verb whose function is to repeat the action of the second verb: “and ‘again’ Isaac dug the wells (wayyāšōb yiṣḥāq wayyaḥpōr,” Gen 26:18).

The third important use of šûb in the Qal, and theologically the most crucial, is in passages dealing with the covenant community’s return to God (in the sense of repentance), or turning away from evil (in the sense of renouncing and disowning sin), or turning away from God (in the sense of becoming apostate). In such contexts šûb in the Qal is used 129 times. By contrast, in the Hiphil šûb is used only eleven times when discussing the divine-human relationship. “turn back (Qal imperative) and ‘let yourself be turned from your idols’ (Hiphil) from your idols” (Ezk 14:6).

Taking all stems into consideration, Holladay (p. 117) concludes that there are a total of 164 uses of šûb in a covenantal context. The majority of them, as one might expect, are to be found in the classicaUliterary prophets 113 times, with Jeremiah leading the way (forty-eight times). By way of contrast with Jeremiah, the covenantal usage of šûb is found only six times in the first thirty-nine chapters of Isaiah (maybe only five if we read 30:15 not, “in returning (to God) and rest shall you be saved,” but “in sitting still yāšab, i.e. abstention from foreign alliances, resting shall you be saved”). In the remaining twenty-seven chapters it is found only four times: 44:22; 55:7; 57:17; 59:20. Thus, we encounter the interesting phenomenon of two prophets back to back in the canon, the first virtually silent on the subject and the second quite vocal. Perhaps the paucity of references in Isaiah is the prophet’s way of saying the die has already been cast. Quite poignantly God says to Isaiah, “Make the heart of this people fat … lest they be converted (šûb) and healed.” A point of no return has been reached. God has foreseen the stubbornness of his people and has incorporated it into his plan. The prophet, therefore, is not to be frustrated (Mt 13:13ff.).

It should be noted that in a number of places šûb means “to return from exile.” In the Qal: naturally in Ezr and Neh (Ezr 2:1; Neh 7:6); also Isa 10:22; Jer 22:10; Zech 10:9, inter alia; in the Hiphil: I Kgs 8:34; Jer 12:15, inter alia. The association between the ideas of a return from exile and a return to the covenant should be obvious. A return from exile was reclamation as much as a return from any form of sin. That God should permit either return is corroborative of his covenantal faithfulness.

To be sure, there is no systematic spelling out of the doctrine of repentance in the ot. It is illustrated (Ps 51) more than anything else. Yet the fact that people are called “to turn” either “to” or “away from” implies that sin is not an ineradicable stain, but by turning, a God-given power, a sinner can redirect his destiny. There are two sides in understanding conversion, the free sovereign act of God’s mercy and man’s going beyond contrition and sorrow to a conscious decision of turning to God. The latter includes repudiation of all sin and affirmation of God’s total will for one’s life. 

שִׁיבָה (šı̂bâ). Restoration, returning. Used only in Ps 126:1, "When the Lord returns ‘the returning’ of Zion.

An older view is that šı̂bat of Ps 126:1 should be read šĕbı̂t (BDB p. 986) and the phrase should be translated “turned again the captivity” (so av). This has therefore been called a post-exilic Ps! Dahood (Psalms III, AB, p. 218) agrees with the view adopted here that šı̂bâ is in fact from šûb. He offers the translation “restore the fortunes of” citing the Sefire inscription in support. He treats the word šĕbût of vs. 4 also as from šûb, offering a similar translation. This view, now widely adopted, makes it unnecessary to see in this phrase a mark of exilic literature (see šābâ).

שׁוֹבָב (šôbāb). Backsliding, apostate. Appears three times, Jer 3:14, 22 and Isa 57:17, where KJV translates “frowardly,” and jb “like a thief.”

שׁוֹבֵב (šôbēb). Backsliding, Jer 31:22; 49:4 and a somewhat problematic usage in Mic 2:4 where the versions differ considerably from each other, and several emend (jb).

מְשׁוּבָה (mĕšûbâ). Backsliding, disloyalty, faithlessness. This noun appears twelve times, nine of which are in Jeremiah (3:6, 8, 11, etc.). Twice it appears in Hosea: 11:7 (where “backsliding” has become a way of life) and 14:4 [H 5] which indicates that Israel may still be cured from such a lamentable condition. Only in Prov 1:3’ is mĕšûbâ applied to an individual, “The ‘turning away/error’ of the simple shall slay them.”

תְּשׁוּבָה (tĕšûbâ). Answer, (re-)turn. Appears eight times, five times in reference to the spring as the “turn” of the year (II Sam 11:1; I Kgs 20:22, 26; I Chr 20:1; II Chr 36:10); once “return” to a place (I Sam 7:17), and twice in the sense of “answer, retort” (Job 21:34; 34:36).

Bibliography: Dahood, M., “Some Ambiguous Texts in Isaias,” CBQ 20:41-43. Gordis, R., “Some Hitherto Unrecognized Meanings of the Verb Shub,” JBL 52: 153-62. Holladay, W., The Root Subh in the Old Testament, Leiden: Brill, 1958. Levine, B., “Notes on a Hebrew Ostracon from Arad,” IEQ 19:49–51. Milgrom, J., “Did Isaiah Prophesy During the Reign of Uzziah?” VT 14:164–82, esp. pp. 169–72. TDNT, IV, pp. 984–99; VII, pp. 723–26. THAT, II, pp. 884–90. 
 

Appendix 3
What Conversion Is and Is Not – Christianity Today, February 2003

Hint: It’s not just about getting people ‘saved.’

By John G. Stackhouse, Jr.

As I began to pursue my doctoral degree at a doughty bastion of liberal Christianity, the University of Chicago Divinity School, I met Professor Fredrick Sack (not his real name, but the story that follows is true).  An expert in the history of Christian thought, he became a favorite of mine.  He also, however, became a considerable theological nuisance.

Though he was converted and raised in the evangelical tradition, by the time I met him, he had drifted theologically.  He had become an expert on the Father of liberal theology, F.D.E. Schliermacher, and I noticed a portrait of Schleiermacher on his office wall.  Professor Stack was delighted to talk about Schleiermacher, whom he invoked as on of his patron saints – inasmuch as Presbyterians have such benefactors, he allowed with a small smile.
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But what then was I to make of the por​trait that hung beside Schleiermacher's? For there in this den of liberalism was the unmistakable visage of John Calvin. Pro​fessor Sack was delighted to talk of Calvin, too, as another subject of his professional research and another patron saint. Indeed, he said, over much of his career he had labored to show the theological threads that connected Calvin and Schleiermacher.

So I began to probe a little further into Professor Sack's convictions. I brought up

WHAT CONVERSION IS AND IS NOT

of the Trinity was not a mystery to be believed but a contradiction to be dis​pensed with. Jesus the Redeemer is the mystical person (as in the classical sense of persona, I concluded, rather like an identi​ty God offers us) through whom we see and relate to God. Jesus is not the physi​cally resurrected Son of God now sitting in heaven in human form, as orthodoxy has affirmed.

I finally put the question that for evan​gelical Christians, at least, is at the very

the history of Christian thought with great profit. But what of his soul? What of his destiny?

BEYOND INTRODUCTIONS

It was dealing with him and his apparently incoherent ideas (they were not, of course, incoherent to him!) that compelled me, more than anything else in my life, to reconsider the paradigm of conversion and mission I had inherited.

In that paradigm, everyone needed to

Should the Christian try to convert that Muslim to Christianity?

the classic conflict between Martin Luther and Desiderius Erasmus in the 16th centu​ry over the extent to which our salvation depends on God's free gift or on our response of faith and obedience. Luther, of course, despaired of human potential and placed salvation entirely in God's hands

Erasmus believed that authentic Chris​tianity consisted of following the moral example of Christ. So, I asked Professor Sack, whose emphasis was most correct?

To my surprise, Professor Sack imme​diately sided with Luther. It is only by God's grace that we are saved, he affirmed. We have nothing of our own to bring. We are saved only through God's work in the Redeemer.

I was nonplussed. But I persisted. Who, then, is this Redeemer? I meant" Jesus," and he meant" Jesus," but what did each of us mean by Jesus as Redeemer? If he was giving the good gospel answer regard​ing salvation, perhaps he was a Christian after all.

Jesus was one who was entirely trans​parent to God, was the reply. He is the one in whom we see God at work reconciling the world to himself. All of this, I thought, was close to the mark, but what about the Trinity? Was Jesus a great man who shows us God, or God showing himself as a man? Professor Sack, who had given such a heartwarming answer regarding Luther and God's grace, now replied that he agreed with Schleiermacher: The doctrine
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heart of the matter-as it is for missionary​ minded Roman Catholics, Orthodox, and other Protestants. Say that one met a pious Muslim from Arabia, I suggested. Should the Christian try to convert that Muslim to Christianity?

No, Professor Sack replied. He stood with the early 20th-century theologian Ernst Troeltsch on this one. Christianity is the authentic form of religion for us in our culture, but Islam is the authentic form of religion for them in theirs. Conversion would thus be unnecessary-indeed, inap​propriate.

Getting to know Professor Sack meant straining my neat theological categories past the breaking point. He seemed clearly (fatally?) liberal on many crucial questions. But he said so many of the right things as well about the gospel. And I thought liber​als were all pseudo-Christians who trusted in their own good works to earn God's favor. How could he offer answers on both sides of the great gulf fixed between authentic Christianity and liberalism?

And then the vocational question emerged. How should I treat Professor Sack? Yes, of course I should treat him pri​marily as my instructor. But he is also a fel​low human being who needs salvation, as we all do. Should I pray for him? Should I pray with him? Is he saved, or not, or what?

Professor Sack remained a conundrum to me right through my studies at Chicago. I have since read further work of his on

February 2003

have a conversion experience. That expe​rience must result in both orthodox con​viction and holiness of life. The Christian's task toward his neighbor began with ascer​taining whether the neighbor was a Chris​tian. If he was not, one tried to evangelize him and walk with him to the point of con​version. If he crossed over to authentic faith, or was already a Christian, then one's responsibility was to help him understand correct doctrine and live a correct life.

Clearly much depended on discerning the spiritual state of one's neighbor. In my case, I needed to figure out whether Pro​fessor Sack was truly a Christian. And I realized that his views were not lining up nicely on my grid. The readings, so to speak, were ambiguous.

So I propose instead a new way of look​ing at conversion that entails a new way of looking at the Christian mission to one's neighbor. In this new model-at least, new for me, although it in fact is deeply rooted in Christian history-apologetics can find a more appropriate place.

In the old model, apologetics could eas​ily become a form of intellectual brow​beating. It was warfare waged on behalf of the neighbor's soul by mowing down his resistance and presenting the gospel with irresistible argument in hopes that he would relent and believe. If he was already a Christian, however, then apologetics took an entirely different tack: It became simply a part of Christian education to
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confirm his faith and help him evangelize others.

So let us consider now what is, in fact, the goal of the Christian mission. And let us begin by distinguishing it from alternatives.

Our task is not to persuade someone of the superiority of the Christian religion per se. The central goal of Christian mis​sion lies well beyond getting someone to change one religion for another. (Several reasons could be adduced for this, but the most crucial and obvious is simply that no one will be saved merely by practicing a religion, even Christianity.)

Our missionary goal, furthermore, is not just to introduce someone to Christ. Real evangelism, so much evangelical teaching has asserted, lies in bringing peo​ple to the point of actual encounter with Jesus. Now, such introductions can well be made, of course, and it is a glorious privilege when God brings such an occa​sion to pass in one's life. But we must see that making such introductions is only part of the Christian mission.

Instead, our objective as those called to love God and our neighbors-to seek their best interests-is to offer whatever assis​tance we can to our neighbors toward

This organic metaphor points to the next consideration. Conversion, like the new life of a plant, can be seen in binary fashion, and in two senses.

First, the plant is either dead or alive. "You must be born again," Jesus pro​claimed (John 3:7). "Those whose names were not written in the Lamb's Book of Life" will go to hell, prophesied John (Rev. 20:15). Many Christians point to a particu​lar life-changing decision to follow Christ. But even if that decision marks the time of genuine regeneration, that's only the beginning of conversion.

The second sense of conversion is also organic, and now denotes the sense of becoming fully what one has begun to be. The seed matures into the ripe plant. The baby grows into the adult. Jesus calls upon his disciples to "be perfect, as your heav​enly Father is perfect," but he also promis​es that they will have the help of the Holy Spirit to grow into the fullness of fellow​ship with God and each other. The Apostle Paul encourages his Philippian flock that "he who began a good work in you will be faithful to complete it."

To be converted (metanoia), then, does not mean to immediately have a fully con​

their full maturity: toward full health in themselves and in their relationships, and especially toward God. In short, when it comes to our neighbors, our goal is to help our neighbors to be fully converted into all God wants them to be. "So then, whenev​er we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all" (Gal. 6:10).

A PLANT'S LIFE

The New Testament speaks of conversion as metanoia: literally, a change of mind. But this is not merely to alter one's opinion on this or that matter. Metanoia is a redi​rection of one's fundamental outlook, ​what we might call one's mindset or men​tality. It means more than intellectual revolution, furthermore, as it entails change in one's affections and will, the very core of one's self.

become rather insistent on the point. In fact, you want very much to convert me to your opinion.

What is it, exactly, that you want when you want me to convert? First, you want me to recognize my error. I can't take any further steps until I have agreed that I am, in fact, heading north instead of south. But let's suppose I agree, and I say, "Yes, by golly, this sure looks a lot more like Pacific rain forest than California coastland!” and yetI don't care. "Hey, Washington is a beautiful place, too. Almost as nice as British Columbia!"

Surely true repentance is what you seek from me. Merely recognizing my mistake is not enough. I must regret that mistake. "I'm heading in the wrong direction, and I'm sorry." Then I must take further actiol'1. I must abandon the path I'm 01'1 (taku'1g the next exit ramp); turn the car around by crossing over to the other side 01'1 the over​pass; and get a new start (by gettil'1g on the entrance ramp in the opposite direction).

Suppose I do all this. Are you now satis​fied? Have I fully converted? No. Not until I drive us all the way to San Diego, which was the point of the exercise. It's good that I'm properly reoriented. In fact, that bina-​

even Christianity.

verted mind, but to begin with a fundamentally reoriented mind (so the first sense) that is then on its way to complete maturity in this new mindset (so the second Sel'1Se).

Suppose we intend to drive from San Francisco, in northern California, to San Diego, in the far south. I insist on driving, since I've actually visited California once or twice and I never, ever get lost. You gra​ciously concede the wheel, and off we go. The miles and hours go by. You begin to feel uneasy, however, when we pass what looks for all the world like a sign welcom​ing us to the state of Oregon. I insist that "Oregon" must be a region of California, and that Los Angeles surely must be com​ing up soon. As we drive througl'1 Portland, however, you are convinced I am heading in exactly the wrong direction. And as the Washington state line comes up, you
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ry move is indeed the essential move that has to be made if I'm first heading in the wrong direction. But turning around is 1'10t el'1ough. Getting to the goal is all or noth​ing; it is also a binary matter. I'm not there until I'm there. Many theologians thus speak of conversion in multiple stages: repentance (recognition and regret), regeneration (a new start), sanctification (getting closer and closer to the goal), and glorification (arriving at the final destina​tion). Full conversion is all of this.

DECISIONS, DECISIONS

Many evangelicals have emphasized that true conversion begins with a single, obvi​ous, tran'1sformative experien'1Ce. This fun​damental reorientation and renewal marks the true believer's transition from resis​tan'1Ce toward God (whether active or pas​
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sive) and spiritual death to faith in God and spiritual life. Thus many missionary ​minded Christians have sought to promote such experiences as authentic conver​sions. They therefore have marshaled apologetical arg11ments with one clear goal in view: to help bring someone to that cru​cial point of decision.

The paradigm case of such experiences in our day is, perhaps, conversion at a Billy Graham mission. Surely his rallies, and his own sermons, promote such single-point

WHAT CONVERSION IS AND IS NOT

it might also be the rekindling of an almost -exting11ished but genuine faith.

According to his several biographers and his own memoirs, Billy Graham has experienced what amount to at least three, and perhaps four, major spiritual turning points in his life. More than one of them can be called conversion experiences.

His classic conversion experience came as a teenager who went to a revival meet​ing in his Carolina town to raise a ruckus and walked the sawdust trail instead. As

when that line is crossed may not be evi​dent to anyone but God-including the converted person. Second, having once embarked on the path of discipleship, one must press on to the fully converted life, not daring to rest on one's status as "already saved" but rejoicing in that status as the grounds for cooperating with God so as to "become saved" in the sense of final maturation.

Conversion therefore involves the whole person as one transits from one sort

Except that they don't.

conversions. Except that they don't. And it turns out, upon closer inspection, that the Graham meetings and the teaching of Gra​ham himself point to a sig11ificantly differ​ent understanding of conversion and so-called conversion experiences.

For one thing, the Graham organization never reports "conversions." They report "decisions"-decisions to become a Christ​ian, yes, but also decisions to "rededicate" one's life to God, decisions to live a more pious and disciplined life, and so on. The Graham team never presumes to know just what has happened in a person's life when she testifies to this or that experi​ence. The team can, at least, report that people themselves reported decisions​ much as pollsters and sociologists can report what people say has happened to them, being careful not to equate that sim​ply with what in fact has happened to this or that person.

Graham himself preaches at such meet​ings that it doesn't matter whether one has been an active member of a church. Nor does it finally matter whether one has made a "decision" at a previous rally just like this one. What matters, Graham affirms, is whether one is right with God now, whether one is a disciple of Jesus Christ now. If not, Graham says, it is time to reorient one's life toward God. Is that reorientation a conversion experience? Graham, in fact, is careful not to say. It could be a death-to-life transition, yes. But
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subsequent weeks passed, however, the young Graham was frustrated in his attempt to live out his dramatically new faith: He had been a good lad before, so no one noticed the difference.

And he then went off to Bible school in Florida, where he felt confronted by God over the shallowness and worldliness of his ambitions. He responded with repen​tance and fresh resolve. But was this his authentic conversion, while the previous one had perhaps been simply a Southern evangelical rite of passage?

Graham reports two more dramatic decisions early in his career as a preacher, each of which opened him up to new vistas of discipleship and ministry. So what were they? Two Christians who have influenced Graham deeply have been his mother and his wife. Both women were raised Presby​terian, a tradition that emphasizes grow​ing up in God's covenant of grace, rather than seeking and expecting a radical con​version experience. Graham points to his mother and his wife as Christians whom he admires for the quality of their faith while allowing that neither of them testify to a particular conversion experience.

In his early bestseller, Peace with God, Graham shares the belief that sinners need to pass from death to life by the regenerat​ing power of the Holy Spirit. There is indeed this binary element to conversion. But we note two points from this book and Graham's subsequent teaching. First, just
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of existence, before knowing Christ, to walking consistently in the Spirit of Christ in every respect. Intellectually, one believes propositions one did not believe before. Morally, one has a different sense of what counts as good and evil, what one ought or ought not to do. Emotionally, one loves what one used to hate or ignore; one shuns former pleasures as toxic and wasteful. One cares about God, other people, the rest of the planet, and oneself in a way one didn't before. Aesthetically, one finds beauty where one once saw nothing worthwhile at all, or perhaps even some​thing repellent. Spiritually, one is sensitive and open to God, but also to the spiritual needs and gifts of other people. And one highly values the physical world, including one's body, as God's good creation.

Christian conversion amounts to a new outlook on everything; a new attitude toward and motivation in everything; and a new relationship toward everyone. Conver​sion doesn't mean an entirely new way of life, of course, as if non-Christians know nothing of truth, goodness, and beauty, and nothing of God. But the core of one's life is now oriented directly toward the worship and service of God in the person of Jesus Christ. Thus the Christian is, in that fundamental sense, a new person.

WHOSE PERSUASION?

When one considers how firmly we tend to hold onto our opinions about even triv​-
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ial matters; when one considers how diffi​cult it is for us to embrace significantly new ways of looking at things even when it is obviously to our advantage to do so; and then when one considers all of the aspects of Christian conversion beyond the "mere​ly" intellectual-conversion is a huge mat​ter indeed. It cannot be accomplished by our own powers of persuasion.

Among the most distinguished com​mentators on matters of the spirit was the 18th -century American pastor Jonathan Edwards. In Treatise on the Religious Affections, his classic discussion of spiritu​al well-being, he writes:

Great use may be made of external arguments; they are not to be neglect​ed, but highly prized and valued; for they may be greatly serviceable to awaken unbelievers, and bring them to serious consideration, and to con​firm the faith of true saints: yea they may be in some respects subservient to the begetting of a saving faith in men. [Yet] ...there is no spiritual conviction. ..but what arises from an apprehension of the spiritual beauty and glory of divine things. And such a

immersed in the book for the rest of the day and into the night. The next morning she announced, "This is the truth." She was baptized a Christian the following

New Year's Day. No biographer of Stein's has unearthed a single account that explains this event: no letter or remark to a friend, let alone a published memoir. Patri​cia Hampl simply writes: "What we know: she read Teresa of Avila-and recognized there 'the truth.' And so she followed it." What could produce such a change? Chris​tians would say it was obviously and only the Holy Spirit.

Therefore our human responsibility and opportunity is twofold. First, it is to bear witness, to demonstrate in our living and to articulate in our speaking the Good News of new life under God's reign. We are to show and tell what God has done, is doing, and will do in the world. And sec​ond, we are to offer all we can to help each other in moving toward the goal of full conversion, the goal of full maturity and everlasting shalom.

For this is what we owe each other according to the Great Commandment: "Love your neighbor as you love yourself."

to our particular ability to truly help.

We can conclude, then, with some ques​tions that Christians shouldn't ask, and a question we should always ask instead.

"Is he saved?" I don't know, and I can​not know until "the roll is called up yon​der." The actual condition of another's heart is mysterious, even to that individ​ual. So from the outside I certainly cannot presume to know, and therefore I do not need to try to know.

"What can I do to convert him?" Noth​ing. God's Spirit alone can truly convert. Again, God does not call us to do what we cannot do. So we need not, and must not, try to convert anyone-including through what we might suppose are impressive apologetics.

"Does he need to hear the gospel?" Of course he does. We all do, again and again, until we see Christ face to face. That's one of the reasons Christians take the Lord's Supper regularly: to hear the gospel once again. No one outgrows it.


The good question to ask instead is sim​

ply this:

"How shall I treat my neighbor?" And the answer is just as simple: with love. Until all of our neighbors are fully mature

direct apprehension is a gift mediated only by the Holy Spirit of God.

Jesus warned the sincere and faithful Nicodemus that his righteousness, even the righteousness of a Pharisee, was woefully inadequate. To Nicodemus's consternation, Jesus said, "You must be born again... by the Spirit" (John 3:3-5). The apostles fol​low their Master in this teaching: Conver​sion is a divine work only, effected by the Holy Spirit of God (1 Cor. 3:5-7).

One of the most famous conversions of the 20th century is also among the most mysterious. During the summer of1921, the 29-year-old brilliant Jewish philoso​pher Edith Stein was visiting colleagues. One morning she happened to pick up a copy of the autobiography of Saint Teresa of Avila and began to read. She stayed

even to that individual.

WRONG QUESTIONS

The Christian mission is basically simple, even radical. We are to do what good we can, and all the good we can. This concep​tion of mission thus avoids the unhappy dichotomy that has afflicted so many churches, especially in the 20th century: the choice between merely "getting them saved" (the stereotypical evangelical mis​sion) and merely "doing them good" (the stereotypical liberal mission).

Furthermore, we are to do what is our part, with faith in the Spirit of God and in the rest of God's church to do their parts. Thus we do not each have to try to accom​plish everything that is good to do in any situation. Rather, we each must serve this neighbor according to his particular need, according to the limits and opportunities of this particular occasion, and according
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in Christ, there is something left for seri​ous Christians to do, and when we have the opportunity to assist that neighbor somehow, then we should take it. I dare​say that will keep us all plenty busy until the Lord Jesus returns.

As for Professor Sack? Well, I think we did each other the good that we could do in that academic relationship. And since our paths have diverged widely over the years, I simply must entrust him to the ongoing care of Christ and his church -as I hope Professor Sack has done with me. 

​

John G. Stackhouse Jr. is Sangwoo Youtong Chee Professor of Theology and Culture at

Regent College in Vancouver, Canada Hum​ble Apologetics, from which this article is condensed, was published by Oxford Univer​sity Press in 2002.

CHRISTIAN ITY
TODAY

75

BDB Brown, Driver, Briggs, A Hebrew-English Lexicon of the Old Testament, 1905


AB Anchor Bible (cited by author and book)


KJV King James Version of the Bible


CBQ Catholic Biblical Quarterly


JBL Journal of the Society of Biblical Literature and Exegesis


VT Vetus Testamentum (Supplements, Supp VT)


THAT E. Jenni u. C. Westermann, Theologisches handbuch zum Alten Testament


�Harris, R. L., Harris, R. L., Archer, G. L., & Waltke, B. K. (1999, c1980). Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament (electronic ed.) (Page 909). Chicago: Moody Press.





