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1. INTRODUCTION


In 1928 Walter Johannes Stein published his book the English title of which is The Ninth Century. It has the intriguing subtitle World History in the Light of the Holy Grail.1 Stein was a history and literature teacher at the first Waldorf School in Stuttgart, Germany. In his voluminous book he traces the historical background of the medieval Parsifal saga as related principally in the epic by Wolfram von Eschenbach. It leads him to surprising results to which, by the way, literary historians have so far hardly paid any attention.


A most important conclusion of this study, however, is that behind the legendary figures in the epic, real historical personages are hidden who were related to each other by blood. The era in which the ‘adventures’ took place was the ninth century. Unfortunately, a sequel to this book, which would have dealt with the tenth century and the founding of cities in Europe in relation to the figure of Lohengrin, Parsifal’s son, never went beyond some initial studies and one article.2


Walter Johannes Stein died in 1957. Nine years later his masterly book was reprinted with a biographical sketch written by Herbert Hahn and a brief but most interesting article by Johannes Tautz about the author and his work. In the Prologue to his biography of Stein published in 1989, without using the words reincarnation and karma, Tautz hints at the relationship between Walter Johannes Stein and the figure of the hermit Trevrezent, brother of the unhappy Grail King Amfortas. I will come back to this point later in this book.


World History in the Light of the Holy Grail is a title that raises questions. Is it possible to write world history in the light of a legendary symbol that suddenly pops up in the medieval literature of the Christian Occident, and the origin and significance of which is already interpreted in different ways by the first Grail poets? Did Stein choose this title because he was visualizing a contemplation of history that would encompass in a wide arc the old pre-Christian cultures, the Middle Ages, and modern times, with the Grail as its Leitmotiv? In that case, the concept of the Grail would have to have a much richer content and farther-reaching significance for him than is usually attributed to it. Indeed, this clearly shows in his book. And when we make ourselves familiar with the greater reach of this concept which, by the way, Stein owed to his teacher Rudolf Steiner, the title he chose becomes a challenge. It is a challenge particularly for the historian who attempts to show that history is more than what is brought to light by documents, and that this ‘more’ is to be found in spiritual motives, the only factors that can reveal meaningful connections between documented facts. These spiritual causes are accessible as ideas to human knowledge.


On the one hand, Walter Johannes Stein’s Grail book grew out of a practical situation, namely an important literary-historical course in the eleventh grade of the first Waldorf School for which, as he says in his book, he had to gather material. On the other hand, it came from an inner urge to immerse himself in this subject, an urge so strong that it bordered on a holy passion. It is indeed credible that there existed a deep personal destiny connection between Stein and the Grail theme.


Now, something remarkable occurred. Because of the personal destiny of Walter Johannes Stein the ‘Parsifal block’ became an essential part of the eleventh grade curriculum of all the Waldorf Schools that developed after the first one in Stuttgart. The first block of literary history that Stein gave in the first eleventh grade in 1923 became more or less a model for that block in all Waldorf High Schools in the whole world.3 Every student experiences something exceptionally important from this material. It is undoubtedly one of the central themes of Waldorf education. You could say that the Parsifal block in the eleventh grade is a test that shows whether a Waldorf School is a real Waldorf School.


Isn’t this a good example of how all historical events develop? History is no blind natural process, but neither is it a process caused by abstract ideas floating around in the air. Even if there were such things as ideas freely floating around, they would still have to be taken hold of by a human being; otherwise they remain ineffective. In most cases by far, streams in history arise because one human being has a spiritual impulse and, wrestling with it and suffering through it, makes it effective, with the result that it is then joined or taken over by others. We need only think of people like Martin Luther or, in more distant historical periods Alexander the Great and the patriarch Abraham.


Although since 1928 an impressive number of books have been published by Waldorf teachers, in my view The Ninth Century remains the quintessential book of the Waldorf School. The book is actually not at all easy to read, because of its huge chunks of study material, long quotations, contemplations that are not really worked through, and flashes of astonishing insight and genius. But whatever the shortcomings may be—and Stein himself was well aware of them—it breathes the living spirit of the Waldorf School, and by its content touches the essence of the historic stream which includes the entire work of Rudolf Steiner.


Because of this, someone who works in the Waldorf movement might well feel an obligation to continue Walter Johannes Stein’s work in some way. I don’t mean someone should try to write the sequel to his book but, for example, to take the challenge of its imposing title; to teach, and perhaps describe, world history ‘in the light of the Holy Grail’. In the Introduction to his book Stein writes:




All the important ideas which will be found in it emanate either directly from Dr. Steiner himself, or have been gained by further research based upon them, in harmony with his intentions. Not that the work has not been done independently. Experience has taught us that Dr. Steiner’s ideas have life in them, which has not yet been exhausted in all that he was able himself to bring to fruition. The world of his ideas will never be contained in any book, for it is inexhaustible. There can be no completed work, for his Thought is Life, striding onward from resurrection to resurrection—a Spirit Being, showering light. We can become independent and creative when with sacred ardor we grasp the unspoken and unprinted products of Rudolf Steiner’s spirit.





A courageous word that defies all criticism, in the first place from those who take exception to anything that deviates from the fable convenue, the conventional view of history, and further from those who view Rudolf Steiner’s books as dogmatic documents and cannot accept the idea that someone can build on them with his own independent thoughts. Also important as addressed to authors who, on the one hand, derive their important ideas from Rudolf Steiner but, on the other hand, do not acknowledge this because they are afraid not to be accepted as equals by the scientific community.


In the following chapters I will, just as Stein did, make extensive use of material derived from Rudolf Steiner’s spiritual research. I do not use this material as proof for any headstrong views of my own, but as fruitful points of departure, ideas that throw light on historical relationships.


This book deals with two subjects that will be brought into a mutual relationship with each other: the Grail and the Order of the Templars. The first seems to belong entirely to the realm of poetic imagination; despite the extensive historical documentation, the second also shows legendary elements, something enigmatic that fascinates and at the same time disappoints every researcher because plausible explanations of the so-called mystery of the Templars are nowhere to be found in the immense literature on the subject.


I don’t pretend to come up with satisfying solutions to those riddles in this book, but I do think that, by putting the relationship between Grail and Templars in the foreground, I can bring a number of new points of view that throw light on facts that were hard to explain until now. On the one hand we shall see that the ‘poetic imagination’ of the Grail mystery has its origin in a concrete historical stream, albeit a hidden one; on the other hand, that the totally real history of the Knights Templar is in reality of an esoteric nature. The latter is presumed to be true by most researchers in this field, but there are many mutually contradictory views of the nature and origin of this esoteric element.


In addition, I will attempt to sketch the continuation or metamorphosis of the Grail- and Temple impulses in the further course of history to today and into the future. In this way, the content of this book is a direct continuation of my previous publication about Goethe and Europe; its subtitle is A Contemplation on the Current World Situation. Here also, but along completely different tracks than in the book about Goethe, I will try to approach the essence of our current world problems.


At first sight, it may seem as if the subject of the Grail and the Order of the Templars has no relationship to this. However, the view I will share here will clearly demonstrate the current relevance of this subject, as well as its relationship to Goethe and Europe. In the process a picture will grow of the specific function of Europe, which is to take a middle position between East and West and thus to connect these human polarities with each other. This beneficial, connecting task of the European middle, which is not yet there or is continually being thwarted, must first be taken up in human consciousness as an idea in the realm of thought.


The reader will notice that the chapters are composed in such a way that there are repetitions or overlaps here and there. Apart from the fact that in these repetitions the material always appears in a different context, because of which it gains in depth, the incredible compass and complexity of the subject make it necessary to introduce points of rest through repetition in order to facilitate the study of the work.




2. THE MYSTERIES


1. The Castle in Burgenland


A real work of art contains more truth than so-called reality. The Greek philosopher Aristotle said about drama that it shows more truth than a simple description of an historical event. For the latter only represents what happened to take place by chance in the course of time, whereas a work of art pictures the acts and statements of human beings such as they must be in accordance with inner necessity. With Aristotle’s statement in mind, which is indisputably correct, may the reader permit me to take at the beginning of my contemplations a few scenes from Rudolf Steiner’s second Mystery Drama The Soul’s Probation.4


Three principal characters in the drama have achieved the inner maturity that permits them to be able to look back on their previous life on earth. As Steiner indicates in his introductory words about ‘persons, figures and events’ of the play, the pictures of this retrospect back to the fourteenth century are intended as the results of imaginative—meaning spiritual—knowledge. They do not represent actual historical events, but form an idealized portrayal of them.


Although no allusion to the Order of the Templars is made in the play, it is perfectly clear that in the Order of knights it introduces we should recognize an idealized picture of the Templars, specifically at the time of their demise. It is also known that, when he was writing these scenes, Rudolf Steiner had a particular Templars’ castle in mind situated in Burgenland, the area where he had lived as a child.5


The retrospect to the fourteenth century, which a few persons in the drama experience inwardly, but is played on the stage as a series of dramatic scenes, takes place in the sixth, seventh, eighth and ninth scenes of The Soul’s Probation. When we read these scenes, we may note particulars of this Order of knights, some of which sound like well-known facts from the history of the Templars, whereas others are not based on any demonstrable historical report. We can dismiss the latter to the realm of fantasy of course or, in the sense of Aristotle, we can expect to find ‘more truth’ precisely in those places. What are these particulars?


From the context it is clear that the knights exercise an important social influence on their environment. In scene 6 peasants speak about the ‘lords of the castle’ who provide them with work and bread. There is also talk about a mine that is operated by the knights; the leader of these works is in the service of the knights.6 Their influence therefore reaches into economic life—a universally known historical fact.


Another thing that is mentioned, however, are the teachings spread by the knights, which generate strong opposition from the abbot of the neighbouring—clearly Dominican—monastery. From conversations the knights have with each other it is clear that their teachings are not about a Christendom rooted in the dogmas of the Church, but in revelations received by spiritually enlightened masters directly from the divine world. This can be called an esoteric Christianity, as distinct from the exoteric Christianity of Rome.


We are struck by two things. First, the spiritual impulse that is manifested here is completely future oriented—the knights know that their Order will be destroyed, that their Grand Master has already been put to death, and that it will be their personal destiny to perish while fighting for a good cause. They are resigned to this, albeit with difficulty for some. The second surprising element in the teachings of the knights is the manner in which they speak of the future, namely in the most concrete sense. The conviction of a personal return, in other words, reincarnation, is openly expressed:






	Grand Master:

	Our enemies are spying out the means


By which they can take hold of our possessions.


These we’ve surely not acquired for profit,


But as a means to gather round us people


Into whose souls we can implant


Seeds for the future.


These seeds will ripen in their souls


When out of spirit realms they find their way


Into a later life on earth.






	And a little later:

	






	

	What we have planted in their souls


Indeed may for the present die.


But those who breathed our spirit light


Will come again, and then bestow


Upon the world what we intended in our work.







In the trial to which the Templars were subjected by the King of France the knights were accused of heresy. Why is there never any mention in the trial reports of any teaching of reincarnation, which certainly was considered a serious heresy by the Church of Rome? Is it because the Templars did not have ideas of reincarnation? If we would come to this conclusion, we would overlook the nature of the machinations of the French king. Even if the king had heard about such teachings, other things were much more important to him which could produce ‘confessions’ gained under the most hellish torture, confessions that would not be easy to recant—as the course of the trial indeed demonstrated. I will come back to this in Chapter 5. The fact that the teaching of reincarnation does not figure in the trial documents is most certainly no proof that it was not widespread among the Templars, at any rate among the initiated knights.


Another aspect of the teachings that were spread from the castle in The Soul’s Probation might surprise us even more. In scene 9 the daughter of the mine supervisor asks her mother to tell her one of the fairytales:




Which our dear father brings us from the knights.


Indeed, there’s surely no one


Who does not love to hear them.





This also seems rather strange and may hardly sound credible to many people. And yet, it is not so incredible if we consider that initiated Cathars also told fairytales to the faithful. All true folk- and fairytales were originally given to the people by initiates; the same is true for the myths and sagas of all peoples. But which fairytale does the mother tell her daughter? The history of good and evil.






	      Dame Kean:

	Once upon a time there lived a man


Who pondered much about the world.


His brain was tortured most of all


By his desire to know the origin of evil;


But he could give himself on this no answer.


‘The whole world comes from God,’ so argued he,


‘And God can only have the good within Himself.


Then how do evil men come from the good?’


Time and again he pondered, all in vain.


The answer could not be discovered.


One day it came to pass, this gloomy thinker


Upon his way beheld a tree,


Which was in conversation with an axe.


And mark! The axe was saying to the tree:


‘What is impossible for you to do, that I can do.


I can fell you; but not you me.’


The tree then gave this answer to the haughty axe:


‘A year ago a man cut out the wood


From which he made your handle


Out of my body, with another axe.’


And when the man had heard this speech


A thought arose within his soul


He could not clearly put in words.


It gave, however, answer to his question


How evil can derive from good.








It is obvious that Steiner did not just by chance put this fairytale about the origin of evil in the mouth of a woman who had received it as teaching from the castle of the knights. In a poetic form, he gives a clear answer to a question that has occupied many authors about the Templars, namely whether the ‘hidden’ aspects of the Order were related to Manichaeism.7


The fairytale contains in the form of a simple picture the fundamental idea of Manichaeism, which differs from the way it is usually represented. Mani’s teaching is often described as an absolute dualism. Good and evil are principles that are in all eternity present in the world as irreconcilable opposites; evil has no beginning and no end. This view, however, was brought into the world by the opponents of Manichaeism and in no way reflects the original teaching of Mani. The creation myth of Manichaeism contains the following (very briefly rendered):




The spirits of darkness wanted to take the light realm by storm. They came to the border of the divine realm and wanted to conquer it. However, they were unable to do this. The gods of the light realm now wanted to punish the demons of the darkness, but they found in their realm only the good, the beneficial. They then took a part of the light realm and mingled it into the material realm of the darkness. This brought the latter into a crisis, a kind of fermentation process, a chaotically whirling movement from which something new arose, namely self-destruction and death.


In a process of gigantic conflict and creation the human race then came into being. The primeval human being was sent out of the light realm into the darkness, in order that by vanquishing death in the realm of the darkness evil may be overcome.





The core of this myth is most characteristic. The realm of the darkness is not punished; it is not overpowered by force, but by mildness, by love. Because the light realm offers its most noble being, which mingles with the darkness, evil can be redeemed in the future.


What is the fundamental idea underlying this view of evil? None other than what was said in the fairytale. Good and evil are originally indistinguishable; the wood of the axe was, at first, part of the body of the tree. In this sense, good and evil are both present in all eternity! But when out of original good something separates itself, or is deliberately taken out, initially perhaps to fulfil a good purpose, at that point evil can also come into existence, when the good function is applied to a bad purpose. If the extremely useful instrument of the axe were out of vanity to assume an activity of its own that goes against the appropriate order of things, this same excellent instrument would then become malignant.


Manichaeism, which had spread far into East Asia, and also into the regions where Christianity was spreading, was fought tooth and nail by the Roman Catholic Church, notably by Church Father Augustine who, before he converted to Christianity, was a follower of Mani for nine years. Just like so many opponents, both past and present, they fight against views they themselves, out of a lack of understanding, put into the statements they dispute, although these views are often the exact opposite of what was meant by those statements.


The same happened here. The fiercely denounced dualism of Mani’s teaching is in reality something entirely different. When we study the Manichaean texts we find nowhere that the realm of darkness is considered equal to the divine light realm. It is a realm of counter-images, in which the principle of resistance is working. By viewing the element of evil as a principle of resistance it is possible to recognize good and evil as belonging together in the plan of creation. In this sense, Goethe’s Faust is permeated by the Manichaean principle.


Out of this insight, human beings, in lieu of wanting to escape from evil, may want to undergo evil as a test of their capacity to resist. When we then succeed in not losing the inner power of light—which in reality is Christ—and when we practise purity and mildness as we undergo evil, we help make it possible that some time in the future the realm of counter-images may return to the light realm. In other words, we contribute to the redemption of evil.


It is this Manichaean disposition that strikes us and deeply moves us in many of the historical descriptions of the downfall of the Templars. This disposition enabled these men, who had fought the Muslims like lions to defend the Holy Land, to completely subject themselves to the power of evil that had turned against their own lives. Nowhere do we find a curse or a counter-accusation of their persecutors.


Rudolf Steiner’s ‘Templar scenes’ show us an ideal picture of this. The words of the Grand Master at the beginning of scene 7 emanate this superhuman mildness and resignation, which are not based on weakness but on strength. The fact that the knights themselves continually have to wrestle inwardly to understand this and act accordingly is demonstrated in the dialogue between the first and second masters of ceremony (scene 8).


There are two additional particulars I want to mention, which agree more with known historical facts than the ones discussed above. With some emphasis the tolerance of the knights is sketched regarding the Jew Simon, who practises his exceptional medical knowledge in the area around the castle but, because of that, also has the reputation with some peasants of being an evil wizard.


The ‘idealized picture’ of such life circumstances points in this case to the well-known fact that even though the Templars were the most fervent defenders of Christendom, yet they were tolerant of faithful Muslims and Jews. From their own esoteric knowledge they knew that the Semitic peoples of the Near East—and the Jews living in the Diaspora may be included in this—often possessed profound spiritual wisdom and practical knowledge of nature, which was still completely lacking in the peoples of Europe at the time.


The second point also indicates known facts. In several places in the extensive literature about the Order it is reported that the Templars did not hesitate to accept someone into their midst who, by the standards of the world, bore some serious guilt. In the Order here described this is also the case. It comes up in scene 7 when the first master of ceremonies asks:






	            Master of Ceremonies.:

	Then does our Order tolerate within itself


Men also, lacking purity of soul,


Who consecrate themselves to its high goals?






	Grand Master:               

	The one who works devotedly for lofty aims,


He weighs the good alone in souls of men And he allows the bad to find atonement Within the course of cosmic justice.







Here again we have a statement of the Grand Master of a notably future character.


In the Middle Ages, people’s sense of justice was still completely based on the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. In our time this has still not changed all that much. The Christian sense of justice of the future lies in the Bible passage of the adulterous woman. Christ does not deny Moses’ law of old that condemned the woman to be stoned, but he first draws the accusers’ attention to their own sinfulness. When these withdraw in shame, he writes in the sand, which means that the injustice committed by the woman needs to be compensated by the justice of the world. In other words, the earth preserves the guilt of the woman until she can set it right in a subsequent life by her karma, her destiny. But Jesus makes an appeal to her free I-being; He says: ‘I do not condemn you either. Go, and from now on do not sin anymore.’ (John.8:11)


This is also the basis of the words of the Grand Master; they are only understandable in the light of reincarnation and karma. These two concepts will in the future be viewed as central concepts of Christianity, even if many people today have doubts about it and disagree with it.


When we now review the thoughts I have expressed on the scenes from The Soul’s Probation, we come to the following provisional conclusion. Let us assume that Rudolf Steiner’s picture of the Order of Knights from the beginning of the fourteenth century represents an idealized picture of the Order of the Templars, and that, true enough, in this representation no historical situation is expressed, but rather something that is spiritually true. On that basis we would have to recognize as a most characteristic feature of the Templars an initiation impulse that points to a future Christian culture. This impulse encompasses unmistakable Manichaean elements of our relationship to evil.


In Chapter 5 we will try to present many facts so that this conclusion will be fully supported. But first we have to go more deeply into subjects that were here only mentioned in passing. We have to gain an impression of what is to be understood by the term initiation impulse.


2. The Pre-Christian Mysteries


An unprejudiced contemplation of the great cultures of the pre-Christian past may suggest the idea to us that there have been essential streams in humanity that converged upon the central event when the Turning Point in Time becomes visible in the Mystery of Golgotha. From there, clearly visible as well as hidden streams of development move on toward the future.


Doesn’t it look as if Christianity came to renew all the old? Doesn’t it work in the evolution of the earth and humanity like the all-renewing, alchemical process that St. John called the Apocalypse, the Revelation— the revelation of the Christ Being Himself? Christianity is not so much a teaching or a religion; it is the living reality of an all-encompassing, all-permeating Being.


In His physical appearance Jesus Christ worked on earth during the Greco-Roman cultural epoch.8 The cultures that are to be considered as the most important ones in the preparation for Christ’s appearance developed in India, Iran, Egypt and Mesopotamia. Anthroposophy speaks in this connection of the first three post-Atlantean cultures. This means a prehistoric primeval culture in India from which the later Hindu culture arose, a very old Iranian (Persian) culture which, just like the Indian, did not leave any records until much later, and finally the known old cultures of the Nile and Mesopotamia.


Each of these cultures embraces periods of growth, flourishing, and decline totalling somewhat over 2000 years. They succeed each other, beginning with ancient India, after the enormous changes in the surface of the earth known to geology as floods, ice ages, land sinking in the sea, and other such catastrophes. What existed previous to this time has the name of Atlantis in occult science.


At the time of Atlantis the earth, which then looked very different from today, was also inhabited. Then too there were human cultures, and these were guided from initiation centres, mystery places or oracles. In these mystery places it was possible for individuals, who by their birth and disposition were found suited to it, to receive what is called an initiation. This meant not only that wisdom from time immemorial was entrusted to them, but also that they learned to behold spiritual worlds directly that for other people of those ancient times were accessible only to a minor extent. Later these worlds became completely closed to ordinary observation. These individuals learned to communicate with higher beings, gods.


Such initiations demanded much from the ones who underwent them, in the form of great physical deprivation and the most intense trials of the soul. No one was permitted to cross the boundaries of spirit land without purification or if afflicted with selfishness. And they were required to preserve total secrecy regarding the mysteries so that the enormous power that the mysteries conveyed to a person would not come into the hands of unpurified, therefore unworthy people.


The initiates were the kings and priests of their peoples. They were the ones who issued directives in all areas of social life according to which people had to live and work. This was the case not only in religion, art, medicine and law, but they similarly regulated agriculture and cattle breeding, yes, originally even human procreation was regulated by initiated leaders.


Such leaders were viewed and revered as gods or demigods by the people, and in the far distant past it indeed happened that higher beings incorporated themselves into such initiates. Indian tradition speaks in this regard of an avatar, which is something different from an incarnated being. In an incarnation a spiritual being descends all the way down into the material substance of a human body; in the case of an avatar there is a partial penetration. For example, divine Krishna was an avatar of Vishnu, not an incarnation.


The mysteries continued to exist in post-Atlantean cultures, and in a number of initiation centres the candidates learned the secret that the highest Creator Being, the Sun Spirit or Logos, the World Word, would one day descend to the earth and become flesh in a human figure.


There were great differences, as well as unmistakable similarities, among the various pre-Christian mysteries. This diversity is connected with the differences among peoples and cultures, and therefore with the special task each people had to fulfil in the whole of human development.


However, if one studies similar characteristics in the various mystery forms and contents, one will find two clearly different types, each of which is connected with a particular group of people who left Atlantis, which was situated between the present continents of Africa, Europe and America, when it went under, and moved eastward. One group moved along a northern path, the other along a southern path.9 For both groups the point of departure was current Ireland, the most eastern part of the old Atlantean continent, the part that did not sink into the ocean.


The Old Testament reflects this, but does not speak of two streams; rather it shows three streams represented by the sons of Noah: Shem, Ham and Japheth. The Japhetic or Indo-European race went the northern way across Scandinavia and northern Russia into the heart of Asia. Later this movement reversed itself and in successive migrations the Indo-European tribes travelled back to Europe, where some tribes had already remained behind on their way East. The Hamites went the southern way through southern France, Spain, North Africa, Egypt and Arabia. The Semites took a middle way that in a certain sense may be included in the southern way. Both streams met in India where the first of the post-Atlantean cultures arose.


It is self-evident that such movements of peoples across the surface of the earth were led by initiates. The biblical names from Seth to Noah indicate the great initiates of the Atlantean era; the sons of Noah are the leaders or patriarchs of post-Atlantean cultures. In the figure of Noah worked the great initiate of the central mysteries of Atlantis, the sun mysteries. In India he was called Manu. He prepared the post-Atlantean era. All pre-Christian cultures that converged on the Mystery of Golgotha were, in a certain sense, inspired by Manu. We can find extensive descriptions of this in Steiner’s work.10


It can be clearly observed from the religions of the above-mentioned peoples what the different characteristics of their mysteries were, for the religions of the people were no other than popularized mystery content. In the initiates this lived as knowledge gained from actual beholding, while in the people it lived as a religious sense.


The northern mysteries brought the initiation candidate to the divine in nature, in stars and planets—it was the macrocosmic path. The southern mysteries led the candidate into the divine realm along the inward path—the microcosmic or mystical path. This latter path is often depicted as a descent into the underworld; we see such pictures in fairytales. The idea here is a mystical sinking down into one’s own being in order to penetrate to the divine creative powers ‘behind one’s own soul’. By contrast, the macrocosmic way aimed to lead the candidate through the veil of the sensory world.


The inward path is most clearly demonstrated by the Egyptian mysteries; through the Isis initiation one reached Osiris inwardly as the Sun at midnight. The great initiate of the northern stream, Zarathustra, pointed his disciples to the Sun Spirit outside in the cosmos.


Given that both streams came from the same place, and met again in the distant eastern land of India, one might expect that at the beginning there was a certain unity and at the point of meeting again a confluence of the two paths of initiation. That was indeed the case. Yoga, the mystery path of the ancient Arian Indians, recognizes the outer-inner of the divine world as a unity.


In the West the unity is more difficult to find, because the mysteries remained more deeply hidden there than in the Asian world. Rudolf Steiner’s spiritual research, however, gives us penetrating descriptions of the very secret Hibernian (Irish) mysteries that went back to Atlantean times and were still working in the world into the first centuries after Christ.11 Although we find here the duality of a masculine Sun principle and a feminine Moon principle in the form of two mysterious statues in the hidden temple, in the experiences of the candidate for initiation this duality grew into a higher unity. In addition, the coming Christ was pointed out who bears the higher unity of the divine spirit being in Himself.


The duality of the northern and southern mystery paths is very clearly present in the Greeks. The two paths are represented there by Apollo and Dionysus, respectively. Apollo, the bright sun god of the super-earthly spheres was viewed as the god of the North. According to tradition, in winter time he dwelt with his beloved northern people, the Hyperboreans, who are sometimes identified with the Celts. Dionysus, the god whose true being one had to seek among the frightful chthonic gods of the underworld, was at the same time the hero who lived on earth in a far distant past and made a journey South to India, accompanied by his throng of bacchants, satyrs.


It is not difficult to recognize a correspondence with the Manu-Noah stream, the more so as it is said of both Dionysus and Noah that they planted the vine. And yet, we should be very careful with such similarities. Similar does not at all mean identical. The migration of the southern Manu stream took place thousands of years before Dionysus’ journey which, according to the researchers who are willing to accept that this myth has a historical core, should be dated around 1400 BC. Another thousand years later Alexander the Great undertook the same expedition to the East, inspired by the divine hero from mythical history.


In the middle between Ireland in the West and India in the East, in ancient Greece, the northern and southern streams also connected with each other. Orpheus, son of Apollo, renewed the Dionysian mysteries of Eleusis, thus forging a unity out of duality. For the highest initiates of Greece the god of light Apollo and the mystical god Dionysus were two aspects of the same divine spirit. They knew that the macrocosmic and microcosmic paths came together in a higher degree of initiation.


We need not be surprised by the fact that in early Christian times the Christ was still viewed in direct relationship with Apollo-Orpheus as well as with Dionysus. Pictures in the catacombs show Christ as Orpheus or as the Good Shepherd with the lamb, just as Apollo was pictured with the bull calf on his shoulders. It is known that the Dionysian mystery cult formed the basis for the Christian ritual.12 For the Greek initiate who, not coincidentally, had the name Dionysius, St. Paul’s speech on the Areopagus in Athens (Acts 17) opened the door to the Christ mystery, because the ‘Dionysian’ character of the ‘Unknown God’ was recognizable for a person like him.


Many more pages could be written about characteristics of the pre-Christian mysteries, but to avoid making the picture too confusing, we have to limit ourselves. However, the following is of great importance. The crucial aspect of every form of initiation was the fact that the one who underwent it, had to go through experiences during life already, that corresponded with dying and dwelling in the world of the dead. Both of the paths that led a person above the normal sphere of consciousness had something sinister. Torments like intense fear, agony of soul had to be lived through. When ancient tales tell of superhuman courage of heroes it always indicates strength born from initiation.
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Dionysus, head on coin (drachma) c. 520 BC.


In the end, the candidate for initiation could acquire his ‘divinity’ only outside his body which, through the observations of his senses, also bestowed on him his earthly I-awareness. However, this earthly aspect had to be completely sacrificed so as to be able to become part of the realm of the gods. For this reason, in many places the initiation was sealed by a procedure that put the candidate into a condition that corresponded with having died. But death did not fully occur.


The leading priest or hierophant artificially brought the candidate into a kind of death-like condition in which he remained for three and a half days, enclosed in a kind of sarcophagus or chamber that was used for such initiations in temples. During this time, not only was the spiritual-psychic being of the candidate outside his body, also the life- or etheric body, the body that contains the life forces, was partly loosened from the material physical body. In this condition the person, who had been trained for this during the period of preparation, retained full consciousness, which means that he did not forget the experiences he went through outside his body.


The supersensible organs through which the spiritual realm could be perceived were ‘imprinted’ onto the etheric body, and the result was a permanent clairvoyance that enabled the initiate to obtain experiences on a higher level of consciousness also after his return to the physical body. His ‘raising from death’ was at the same time the birth of his higher being. Henceforth he went through life as one reborn, and usually also received a new name.


The advent of Christ on earth radically changed all this. The Gospels leave no doubt in this regard. The Kingdom of Heaven comes to humanity; the connection with the divine realm need no longer take place outside the body with total sacrifice of the earthly I-consciousness, but can henceforth be realized within the normal earthly situation. For this reason the Christ Being fulfils the initiation first of all on Himself, in Jesus of Nazareth, before the physical eyes of human beings.


What used to take place in symbolic-cultic form in the secrecy of temples and oracles, and was shown to the people in ritual acts on specific occasions—such as the death and resurrection symbolism of the Adonis festivals—this now occurred not symbolically but in actual fact: the preparation, death, burial, and resurrection. Deeds of the highest spiritual significance, therefore, were enacted in the open.
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Apollo, head on coin (four drachmas) c. 415 BC.


When it is said in the Gospels: ‘And see, the curtain in the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom’ (Mt.27:51; Mk.15:38; Lk.23:45), this is at the same time a real fact and a spiritual-symbolic event. When the curtain is torn, the Holy of Holies becomes visible to everyone. Christ comes to fulfil and complete the holy mysteries. Through Him they become public. Ever since His coming human beings can gain access to the divine realm through Him, without the old initiation procedure. Because of His sacrifice, anyone who believes in Him has part in the divine realm.


The fact that believing, faith, in the Pauline-Christian sense, is not an essential opposite of knowing, cannot be discussed here. But a question does arise in this connection that needs to have our attention in the next section.


3. The Christian Mysteries


If the mysteries were fulfilled by Christianity, why did secret paths of initiation continue to exist after Golgotha? Why did a hidden, esoteric form of Christianity arise side by side with the Christianity of the Church?


The deed of Christ brought about a new world evolution for all of humanity, irrespective of the fact that this deed could not right away be taken in by the consciousness of humanity as a whole. Also in Palestine, even among those who believed in Him as the Messiah, there were big differences in degrees of spiritual maturity. Among the twelve disciples there were advanced and less advanced individuals, if I may use this trivial expression. Understandably, the various degrees of spiritual development expressed themselves also in degrees of comprehension.


The fact that Jesus Christ appeared as a brother of humanity, as a friend of sinners and tax collectors, as a teacher of the people to whom he proclaimed the coming of the Kingdom of God in parables, does not obviate the fact that he also came as the highest divine-human hierophant of a renewed mystery. It is also evident that he let those who were ripe for it be the first to undergo a Christian initiation. But he did this by following the form of the previous initiations. In this sense Rudolf Steiner describes the raising of Lazarus as an old initiation procedure which, however, was performed before the uninitiated eyes of the bystanders.13 Jesus expressed with this that the old temple secret had to come into the open.


Lazarus was the ‘disciple whom Jesus loved’, and who after his initiation received the name John. The indication ‘whom He (Jesus) loved’ means in connection with the mysteries: the one who is most mature, the one who may receive the deepest secrets. It is therefore understandable that in Christian times the figure of John with his Gospel and Revelation became the origin of an esoteric stream. Those who in the Middle Ages sought the true, inner Christianity called themselves Johannine Christians.


In lectures Rudolf Steiner gave in Paris in 1906, he mentioned brotherhoods that considered themselves as Johannine Christians, specifically the Brothers of St. John, the Albigenses, the Cathars, Templars and Rosicrucians. He said of these groups:




All engaged in practical esotericism and looked to this Gospel as to their Bible. It may be said in a sense that the legend of the Grail, Parsifal, and Lohengrin emanated from these brotherhoods, and that it was the popular expression of the secret doctrines.14





The seven steps on the way of the Johannine-Christian path of initiation were no other than the seven stages described in the Gospel of St. John: the washing of the feet, the scourging, the crowning with thorns, the carrying of the cross, the mystical death, the laying in the grave, and the resurrection.15 The candidate for the Johannine initiation had to withdraw entirely from social life. For long periods of time he had to completely dedicate himself to meditation on the images evoked by the seven steps. On this path, which was based on the feeling life, the Christian initiates were able to achieve union with the being of Christ, with the result that they also received revelations of the deepest secrets of the human being, the earth and the cosmos.


In pre-Christian initiations, the candidate had to completely surrender himself to the leader of the mystery temple. The Johannine candidate, however, found his initiator in Christ Himself. The Christian initiation did take place ‘far from the world’, but was no longer bound to a specific temple or oracle, just as the Christ being is not bound to any particular place. As preparation for the actual stages of initiation the candidate immersed himself meditatively in the Gospel of St. John. Its beginning verses (1-14) were of special importance; they emanated, and continue to emanate, the greatest spiritual power.


With these beginning verses St. John placed his initiation book in the tradition of the Logos mysteries (mysteries of the Word) that had their principal centre in the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus, and which led in a more worldly sense in the philosophy of Heraclitus, the Stoa and other, both Jewish and Christian schools of thought to the so-called Logos doctrine. The Egyptian mysteries of Osiris and Isis were also Word mysteries in which the initiate penetrated to the source of creation of the world. With the crucial phrase: ‘And the Word became flesh…,’ John said nothing less than that the Creator Being Himself, the highest being to which initiation could lead, indeed incarnated in Jesus of Nazareth. In the first fourteen verses of his Gospel, therefore, he not only points to the primeval wisdom of Asia, Egypt, and Greece, but he states its fulfilment: God has truly become a human being.


In connection with our subject we want to bring forward two additional elements from the Gospel of St. John that belong to the essence of the Christian initiation. Both are connected with well-known, but often insufficiently understood moments in the passion scenes of Golgotha. Jesus spoke from the cross to His mother and to ‘the disciple whom he loved’: ‘Woman, see that is your son’ and to the disciple: ‘See, that is your mother.’ And the Gospel says then: ‘And from that hour the disciple took her to himself.’ (John.19:27)16


John took the mother of Jesus into his own being. What does this mean, and why does he not (and never) use the name Mary? By using the description ‘mother of Jesus’ he veils the secret that was still known in Christian Gnosis and, more generally, in the first beginnings of Christianity, that the mater dolorosa who stood under the cross of Golgotha bore in her being the maidenly, cosmic soul force that was called Sophia, wisdom. Mary is her exoteric, Sophia her esoteric name. John has to take this Sophia being, the purified astral body, to himself. It means that Christ gave him the task to show people the way to the purified, undefiled soul forces. What in the pre-Christian mysteries was called catharsis, purification, is for a Christian the path to the Virgin Sophia. A person who strove to strip his lower soul parts of earthly contamination, who transformed his soul into a pure Virgin, could receive the spirit principle that was called the Holy Spirit into himself, which could fructify him and awaken him to eternal life.


The worship of Mary, which played such an important role in the Middle Ages, originates in the Christian initiation and still had this esoteric significance for the knights of the Order of the Templars.


John was the only disciple from the intimate circle of twelve around Jesus who witnessed the crucifixion. He is also the only evangelist who reports that a Roman soldier drove his lance into the right side of Jesus, which caused blood and water to flow out of the body. Everything that in later Grail legends relates to the mystery of the blood and the lance has been derived from this place in the Gospel of St. John. This shows us that the esotericism of the Grail is part of the essence of Johannine Christianity. Although legends that arose later made a connection between the Grail tradition and Joseph of Arimathea and not with John, which might create the impression of two separate esoteric streams in Christianity, it is in my view more correct to put the emphasis more on unity than on diversity. The same is true for those aspects of Christian esotericism that are related to the apostle Paul, the Gnostics, and Mani.


The advent of Christ on earth brings a new initiation stream, originating from Him and flowing into Him. He is the summation and the goal of all spiritual striving. This is why, in its essence, esoteric Christianity can only be one and undivided. But when Christ is the fulfilment of the old initiations, these have to be taken up and made part of the new stream. The pre-Christian mystery cultures disappear, but their essence has to be rejuvenated and resurrected, in a certain sense, in the light of the new Mystery.


For this reason, there is also diversity in Christian esotericism. There are different persons, mighty individualities—one may call them teachers of humanity—who have the task to lead the old over to the new. We can see how the apostles, or persons who were directly connected with their circle, went to the places where the old mysteries had flourished; John went to Ephesus, Paul and Dionysius the Areopagite together founded an esoteric school in Athens close to the old mystery centre of Eleusis; Joseph of Arimathea went West and brought esoteric Christianity to the Celtic mystery culture.


Even the fact that Peter went to Rome is related to a mystery. For many centuries the Palladium, a small statue of Pallas Athena, which at one time had been the spiritual centre of Troy, had lain buried under the Vesta Temple in the heart of the city of Rome. This statue was connected with the mystery of the sun. The Christian initiates knew that Rome was a central place of the hidden sun symbol.17 Constantine the Great also knew about the spiritual power of the Palladium, for when he moved the capital of the Roman Empire to Byzantium, he secretly took the Palladium with him from Rome and had it buried again in Byzantium, which he renamed Constantinopolis.


Until the fourth century Christianity was still able to find connections with the old mysteries. We have mentioned already that the Mass was a metamorphosis of an old, pre-Christian mystery ritual.


In Alexandria (Egypt) and Antioch (Syria), centres of Hellenistic culture, lived the great teachers of earliest Christianity: Origen, Clement, Lucian, and Arius, who connected their teachings, directly or indirectly via the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle, with the old mysteries. All of Christian Gnosis, with its sometimes dubious but always grandiose conceptions about the human being and the cosmos, was really nothing other than dying mystery knowledge that needed to be renewed and rejuvenated. There was therefore great diversity, but these thinkers were looking for the reality of Christ, the unity in this diversity.


We see how the following happens. The old mysteries die off; after the fourth century they have definitively disappeared. The once flourishing sanctuaries of Eleusis, Ephesus and Samothrace lapse into oblivion. Concurrently, out of the Christian Church in Rome comes a distinct tendency to destroy all mystery tradition and all connection with ancient wisdom.18 Enmity reigns against all esotericism, and it has persisted down to our time, not only in the Church, but especially in science and public opinion.


St. Augustine, the greatest Church Father of the West, stands in the foreground as the declared enemy of Manichaeism, the most important esoteric stream in Gnosticism. Origen and Clement of Alexandria are declared heretics by Roman Christianity, and so is Arius. The East-Roman Emperor Justinian does build a church dedicated to Holy Sophia, but closes the academies in his realm where the old wisdom was taught.19


Also western and central Europe where Irish Christianity, which was still deeply connected with the old Celtic and Germanic mysteries, continued to have much influence until the sixth and seventh centuries, were gradually Romanized. The old mystery element was destroyed or was assimilated, which entailed externalization and thereby a weakening, and eventual replacement by dogmas. The last little remnant of spiritual wisdom became, to put it abstractly, mandatory faith.


From the fourth century on, souls seeking spiritual depth no longer found fulfilment in Roman Christianity with its legal and power orientation. The so-called apostate Emperor Julian was deeply disappointed when his Christian priests could not give him answers to his questions about the sun secret of Christ. Esotericism had to be practised more and more in secret. Thus it became a virtually unknown chapter in the history of Europe—unknown and hidden, but of the greatest importance for the development of European culture.


A characteristic of this esoteric Christianity is certainly that it appears at certain times and disappears again, then emerges in a new form in order seemingly to perish again.


4. Spiritual Guidance


It is not really possible to approach the enigmas of Temple and Grail without considering the hidden aspects of human development. In spiritual science as developed in the beginning of the twentieth century under the name Anthroposophy by Rudolf Steiner, we find a treasure of material about the spiritual guidance of humanity, which in earlier times was known only in esoteric brotherhoods. Rudolf Steiner brought part of this ‘secret science’ into the open on his own responsibility. He did this out of his insight that it is necessary at the present time; he could and was permitted to do this because he had not learned the ‘secret knowing’ from others, but had penetrated it on his own. The fact that this opening of occult knowledge to public access often evokes misunderstanding and even malicious attacks is evident.


Rudolf Steiner entrusted the most esoteric contents to the limited circle of the members of the Anthroposophical Society. The lecture cycles for the members, however, did also end up in the hands of opponents who, partly out of a lack of understanding, partly out of maliciousness, mocked them or fiercely contested this esotericism. To face this, complete openness was called for. Therefore, since the refounding of the Anthroposophical Society in 1923 all the printed lectures, also those which had been restricted to members, have been available to anyone. In my opinion, this is desirable despite continued misunderstandings and enmity, because there is today a superabundance of dubious occultism on the market, which causes serious confusion and distortions of the truth. It is therefore more than ever necessary to make the results of exact clairvoyance, as brought by Rudolf Steiner, better known.
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