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Metanoia means a radical change of heart and mind, a reorientation of feeling, understanding 
and will. In Professor Iyer’s account,  gnosis, or spiritual knowing, involves their fusion and 
results in a changed state of being. The term can be translated as repentance when repentance 
carries this full meaning. Regret may begin the process, but the decisive question is whether 
recognition changes the causes one continues to set in motion. A new view of oneself must find 
expression in a new manner of living.

A common misunderstanding treats repentance as emotional payment: one feels bad, confesses, 
seeks relief and hopes the past will be cancelled. Theosophy places action within karma, the 
continuity of cause and consequence. Remorse cannot make an injury never have happened. It 
can,  however,  prompt  repair,  change  a  present  relationship  and  prevent  fresh  injury. 
Consequences are themselves encountered within a continuing field of action. Responsibility 
means responding to that field honestly, without demanding that sorrow purchase exemption 
from it.

This makes  metanoia serious. Repentance can alter present causes, prevent repetition, change 
motive and begin a new direction. The past is not magically erased, but the future need not be 
blindly repeated.

Professor Iyer’s teaching protects this distinction. Mere personal repentance is of no avail. True 
repentance must belong to the deepest nature and reveal the root cause of one’s betrayal of the  
divine within.  Metanoia is  not the personality saying,  “I  dislike the pain that followed my 
action.” It is the deeper self recognizing, “I have betrayed the divine centre of my own being,  
and I must restore right relation.”

This turns the whole question inward. The issue is not merely one act or one moral stain. It is  
the line of ideation that made the action possible. What did the mind identify with? What did  
desire justify? What did speech serve? What did the will obey? Metanoia seeks the cause beneath 
the act and the false sense of self beneath the pattern.

Professor Iyer says that spiritual conversion or resurrection requires ceasing to identify with the 
personal sheaths while assuming full responsibility for their scars. This is exact. We are not the 
scars, but we are responsible for them. We are not the lower vestures, but we must purify them. 
Metanoia is the courage to disidentify without evasion.
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The mind occupies a decisive place in this account. It can lend intelligence to desire and excuse, 
or it can examine these tendencies in the light of a wider spiritual purpose. Metanoia develops 
through that power of reorientation. Recognition may be sudden, while the work of making it  
reliable  takes  time.  The  higher  possibility  does  not  absolve  the  embodied  person  of 
responsibility; it supplies a standpoint from which a fixed and discouraging self-description can 
begin to change.

In “Shiva and Self-Regeneration,” Professor Iyer says that Shiva is accessible to every human 
being, including the most sinful and depraved, whenever there is a flash of true repentance. No 
human being is metaphysically sealed inside a past pattern. But the same teaching also says that 
each person is the only agent able to make a radical change in their own kingdom. The soul itself 
must turn.

Metanoia is not self-hatred. Self-hatred is still self-occupation. True metanoia is cleaner. It sees 
wrong clearly, but it refuses to enthrone the wrongdoer as the whole self. It says: this was done; 
this has consequences; this pattern must be understood; this line of action must change.

Such  turning  requires  moral  self-consciousness.  Professor  Iyer  teaches  that  self-respect  is 
possible only through moral self-consciousness, the basis of the fearlessness required to face 
alternatives. People often avoid repentance because they fear seeing what they have done. But 
seeing is the beginning of freedom. One cannot change an account one refuses to read.

Metanoia includes thought because the rehearsed explanation often sustains the outward habit. 
Someone may stop  speaking  harshly  while  continuing  to  justify  contempt  inwardly.  That 
unexamined contempt can return in a new form. Theosophy also understands thought as a force 
within a shared subtle field. At the level of ordinary observation, its effect upon tone, attention 
and conduct is already evident. Changing the recurring thought gives a correction roots that  
outward restraint alone may lack.

This gives metanoia its connection with Human Solidarity. A radical change in one person is not 
merely personal improvement. It purifies a small portion of the common field. When one refuses 
to repeat an old cruelty,  someone else is  spared. When one purifies speech, trust becomes 
possible.

Such change can be educated through deliberate practice. When resentment appears, the student 
can recall the other person’s humanity and seek a more truthful account of the situation. This is 
not an instruction to pretend that no harm occurred. It is a way to refuse the additional harm 
produced by habitual hatred. A more generous thought must be credible enough to guide 
conduct; otherwise it remains a comforting phrase that leaves the old pattern untouched.
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The  Diamond Sutra teaching gives the positive method: as one relies on the Higher Self  or 
Buddha-nature, new ideals and thought-forms drive out the old ones. Lower images cannot 
merely be rejected; they must be replaced by nobler images, sacred study, clean speech, service 
and a renewed sense of the possible human being.

Universal Brotherhood keeps metanoia from becoming private drama. One changes not merely 
to feel clean, but to become less harmful and more useful. One grows not for isolated salvation, 
but so that Manas may become transparent to Buddhi and more available to the common good.

Metanoia challenges fatalism by restoring attention to the causes that can now be changed. Habit 
may be strong, and circumstances may limit available choices, yet even a modest correction can 
begin a different direction. Support from others may be part of that work. The dignity of self-
consciousness lies in the capacity to learn and respond, not in pretending that transformation is 
effortless or that every difficulty can be mastered alone.

Professor Iyer’s statement on gnosis gives the seal: true knowing involves the fusion of thought, 
will  and  feeling,  resulting  in  metanoia,  a  radically  altered  state  of  being.  The  mind  sees 
differently, the will chooses differently, and the heart feels differently. Knowledge becomes 
conduct; conduct becomes purification; purification becomes clearer knowledge.

Suppose  a  person realizes  that  a  careless  story has  damaged a  colleague’s  reputation.  An 
apology  offered  only  in  private  leaves  the  public  error  alive.  Metanoia asks  for  the  more 
demanding act: correct the story where it was repeated, acknowledge uncertainty that was 
concealed and accept that trust may take time to return. The next occasion for gossip then 
becomes the test of the changed intention. The turn is real to the extent that a different cause is  
introduced where the old one would have begun again.

Drawing a Larger Circle of  Conception includes the people affected by our conduct,  their 
freedom to respond and the future atmosphere created by present choices. It releases repentance 
from a private drama of feeling guilty and then feeling clean. One can make amends without 
controlling whether forgiveness follows. One can accept a consequence without turning it into 
a permanent identity. The governing image is a change of course: the distance already traveled 
remains part of the voyage, while each steady correction helps the vessel take a more responsible 
direction.

Metanoia is not a moment one claims. It is a turning one must keep true. Does speech become 
cleaner?  Does  motive  become  less  self-protective?  Does  one  accept  consequence  without 
bitterness? Does the old pattern lose nourishment? Does the Higher Self become more real?

To understand metanoia is to know that no one is saved by regret, and no one is imprisoned by 
the past when the deeper will awakens. Karma remains exact, but the soul can learn to cooperate 



METANOIA theosophytrust.org

4

with that exactness. The mirror may be smoky, but it can be polished. The line of action may 
have gone downward, but it can be turned. Metanoia is the solemn joy of beginning again from 
the higher centre.

Glossary

Buddha-nature — The spiritual possibility of awakening within beings; identified with the 
Higher Self in the quoted interpretation.

Buddhi — Spiritual intuition or wisdom; Buddhic means pertaining to this higher 
discernment.

Drawing a Larger Circle of Conception — Widening understanding to include more 
relationships, consequences and the needs of others.

Gnosis — Spiritual knowing or inward understanding, joined in Professor Iyer’s teaching to a 
transformation of thought, will and feeling.

Higher carelessness — In Professor Iyer’s explanation, calm reliance on law while doing one’s 
duty and examining motives; it does not mean neglect.

Higher Self — The universal spiritual ground of the human being, distinguished from the 
changing personal self.

Human Solidarity — The shared dignity and interdependence of human beings, expressed 
through responsibility for the welfare of others.

Ideation — The activity of thought or the expression of ideal patterns; Divine Ideation 
concerns cosmic intelligence in the cited teaching.

Karma — The continuity of action, cause and consequence; karmic law connects moral 
responsibility with the wider order of life.

Manas — Mind; the principle of self-conscious thought and moral choice. Manasic means 
pertaining to this principle.

Metanoia — A radical change of heart and mind; in Professor Iyer’s account, a reorientation of 
thought, feeling, will and being.

Metapsychology — In these essays, inquiry into consciousness through spiritual and 
metaphysical principles; also written meta-psychology.

Personal sheaths — The temporary bodily and psychological instruments of consciousness; 
the repentance passage calls for responsibility without identifying the Self with them.
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Personality — The temporary identity, habits and instruments associated with a particular life, 
distinguished from enduring spiritual individuality.

Planes — Levels or orders of consciousness and substance within the Theosophical account of 
manifestation.

Pristine — Original or primordial; also conveying purity in the quoted descriptions of 
spiritual principles.

Self-consciousness — The capacity to reflect upon one’s own experience, intention and action; 
the sources distinguish personal and more universal degrees.

Shiva — The divine principle of transformation and regeneration; Professor Iyer invokes it as 
the possibility of a truthful new beginning.

Tapas — The concentrated effort of contemplation, self-discipline, and purification.

Universal Brotherhood — The spiritual kinship of beings, expressed ethically through care 
extending beyond personal or sectarian boundaries.

Vesture — A sheath, vehicle or instrument through which consciousness is expressed.

Quotes for Meditation and Self Study

1. R.N. Iyer — “Theory, Practice and Darshanas”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. III, p. 247.

“Diverse schools of thought shared the conviction that true understanding must flow from the 
repeated application of received truths. Coming to know is a dynamic, dialectical process in 
which thought stimulates contemplation and regulates conduct, and in turn is refined by them. 
Although an individual who would be healthy and whole thinks, feels and acts, gnosis 
necessarily involves the fusion of thought, will and feeling, resulting in metanoia, a radically 
altered state of being.”

Meditation thought: Let what you understand become something you practise, so that thought, 
feeling and will begin to change together.

2. R.N. Iyer — “Karma and Repentance”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. II, p. 233.

“It is a mistake to isolate sinful acts or acts of repentance if we wish to grasp the working of the 
Law of Karma on the invisible as well as the objective planes of being.”

Meditation thought: Consider an action within its continuing consequences, and ask what wiser 
cause can now be introduced.
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3. R.N. Iyer — “Resonance and Vibration”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. I, p. 216.

“In becoming concerned with one's motives and moral life, one should not just become more 
preoccupied with oneself. Meta-psychologically, holding oneself up as a victim of the world is 
little different from holding oneself up as entirely responsible for the whole world. If one 
forgets that other people are moral agents, and sees them only as puppets upon the stage of 
one's moral life, one becomes outwardly permissive, yet inwardly self-righteous.”

Meditation thought: Remember that others are moral agents with their own lives; repentance 
should enlarge concern rather than absorb it.

4. R.N. Iyer — “Shiva and Self-Regeneration”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. II, p. 112.

“Shiva is also accessible to each and every human being, not only the highest and the holiest, 
but also the most sinful and depraved whenever they have a flash of true repentance.”

Meditation thought: Allow the possibility of renewal to remain open, even when an old pattern 
has seemed deeply established.

5. R.N. Iyer — “Shiva and Self-Regeneration”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. II, p. 112.

“Human beings must resolve to stand on their own. They need to wake up to the fact that each 
is alone in this world, that in the end each is the custodian of his or her own hopes and 
promises, and that each is the only agent able to make a radical change in his or her own 
kingdom.”

Meditation thought: Welcome help while accepting the choice that no one else can make for you.

6. R.N. Iyer — “Karma and Repentance”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. II, p. 233.

“Mere personal repentance is of no avail and cannot expiate our sins or free us from the effects 
of our actions. True repentance must belong to our deepest natures, must clearly reveal the 
root cause of our betrayal of the divine within us, the crucifixion of the God within.”

Meditation thought: Look beneath regret for the mistaken identification that allowed the 
harmful action to seem justified.

7. R.N. Iyer — “Karma and Repentance”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. II, p. 233.

“Spiritual conversion or resurrection is only possible if we cease to identify ourselves with our 
personal sheaths while assuming full responsibility for their scars, and if we wholeheartedly 
activate our vesture of immortality by sacrificial tapas and regenerative meditation.”

Meditation thought: Acknowledge the effects of past conduct without making them the whole 
definition of who you can become.
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8. J.H. Conelly, quoted by H.P. Blavatsky — The Key to Theosophy, p. 121.

“Repentance, if sincere, will deter a man from repeating errors; it cannot save him or others 
from the effects of those already produced, which will most unerringly overtake him either in 
this life or in the next re-birth.”

Meditation thought: Let sincere regret prevent repetition and prompt repair, without 
demanding that the past become something it was not.

9. R.N. Iyer — “Resonance and Vibration”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. I, p. 216.

“The only effective contribution individuals can make to the future is through bringing ethical 
awareness to the centre of one’s consciousness, making it the basis of every act and every 
attitude.”

Meditation thought: Give ethical awareness a place at the beginning of an action, before habit 
has chosen its direction.

10. R.N. Iyer — “Resonance and Vibration”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. I, p. 216.

“Self-respect is only possible through the acquisition of moral self-consciousness, for that is the 
only basis of the fearlessness required to face alternatives. Only when this is possible can one 
look at one’s accounts and have the courage to change the line of action and thus to rectify 
them.”

Meditation thought: Review one unresolved matter honestly, then make the correction that your 
present understanding permits.

11. R.N. Iyer — “The Diamond Sutra”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. II, p. 130.

“The higher carelessness that we are asked to cultivate is in reality a calm reliance on the law, 
and a doing of our own duty, checking ourselves by a periodic examination and purification of 
our motives. As we begin to rely on the Higher Self — the Buddha-nature — new ideals and 
thought-forms will drive out the old ones, as this is the eternal process.”

Meditation thought: Practise a calm reliance on law through duty and self-examination, rather 
than through anxious attention to personal results.

12. R.N. Iyer — “Shiva and Self-Regeneration”, The Gupta Vidya, Vol. II, p. 112.

“Within all the traumas and tragedies of human beings there lies latent the seed of self-
awareness which enables an individual — whether in a future life, or at the moment of death, 
or many years later in this life — to cut through the froth. Shiva represents the pristine seed of 
a new beginning rooted in the Truth that makes one fearless.”

Meditation thought: Nurture the seed of a new beginning with one steady change that can be 
sustained beyond the present mood.
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