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Introduction: The Quest for the Renewal of the Mysteries in Christianity


by Andrew J. Welburn


When we first meet with references to a holy ‘Grail’, beginning in the late twelfth century, it is in the popular chivalric romances about King Arthur’s knights. As they gallop about the country in search of ‘adventures’, it happens that these knights inspire the young boy Perceval to leave his mother and ride off in the hope of achieving knighthood. And it is of him that the first Grail-romancers such as Chrétien de Troyes relate a visit to a mysterious Castle, where he sees a procession of strange and solemn significance, in which among other things passes a maiden who carried a platter or ‘grail’. But the young hero fails to ask what it all means. Next morning he wakes to find the whole place deserted, and people in the surrounding forest whom he asks about it say that no such Castle exists. It is all very mysterious. Later literature tells of a ‘quest’, a heroic undertaking to rediscover the Grail and find out its meaning, involving other famous knights such as Gawain and Bors and finally the whole Arthurian court, and it tells us of the extraordinary history and destiny of this Grail or cup of the Last Supper of Christ—though it is by no means clear that the later story was that known to the original writers.1 In Germany the great poet Wolfram von Eschenbach took up the material in his Parzival, but Wolfram has mystified most readers further. Indeed he claims to know so many more things about the Grail that no other writer mentions, which his master Kyot (= Guillot, or Guillaume) had read (he says) in the oriental writings of one Flegetanis, that many scholars have despaired of a tradition and thought that he made most of it up (including the oriental source Flegetanis) himself.


Now Arthur and his knights belong to what is called ‘the matter of Britain’, or body of tradition reaching back into the Celtic prehistory of our island. Ultimately it reflects the myths of the gods and heroes told orally over many centuries, and Arthur is easy to see as in his origins a Celtic god-hero even if later he was associated with a local leader of late Roman times.2 And later still, when the Celts were driven out, defeated by the ruthless Saxons who were taking over England, the stories of Arthur and his heroic ‘knights’ (as they had now become) came to symbolize their spiritual heritage, their identity and spiritual home. That is why all the main Arthurian romances were written by poets from Brittany, where many of the dispossessed guardians of those ancient traditions now dreamed in exile of a Britain that was strangely compounded of native mythic exploits (their former glories magnified still more), of an idealized courtly society which they yet knew in their hearts was already passing away forever, betrayed it must be by decadence from within (the stain of sin between Lancelot and the Queen), and of an exotic landscape, ruggedly British but magically fused with the lusher, sunnier climes which they now knew in France. This literature, with its deep roots in the spirituality and mythology of the Celts, its heightened longings and regrets, and imaginative heroism, can still impress and move us today—even we English have so far forgotten that we were once the nasty and brutish enemy that we have adopted the myth as part of our identity too, and long for the return of the ‘once and future king’.


It is not surprising therefore that many have sought for the origins of the Grail story in Celtic mythological tales. Surely, they argue, this curious ‘platter’ in the romances must have been a symbol, like the ancient ‘cauldrons of plenty’ that belonged to Celtic gods, of pagan fecundity; its subsequent identification with a Christian relic, or cup of Christ’s Last Supper, was a means (like the chivalry of the gods or heroes turned knights) of bringing the tale to life again in a medieval Christian setting. For these Celticists—however fascinating they may make it sound—the Grail is just a story, a symbol, an echo of a lost past in Christian disguise. However, their argument suffers from an unfortunate drawback. For no Celtic prototype of the Grail story has ever been found.3


Nor has a Christian relic. Though it draws on some apocryphal early Christian texts, Robert de Boron’s Joseph of Arimathaea, which elaborates this idea, belongs wholly to the popular Christianity of its time, with its anti-Semitism, its credulousness, its love of the miraculous and fascination with the wonder-working bits and pieces of saints (or even of Christ) which the Crusaders had brought home from their resting-places in the Middle East. What else could the mysterious platter have been but a pious relic? And not content with it being the cup of the Last Supper, Robert will have it that it must also have been the cup which received Christ’s precious blood from the Cross. Walter Johannes Stein has well brought out the influence of this popular interest in the blood-relics of Christ, and the heightened importance of the sacrament (reflected in the founding of the Corpus Christi feast, etc.) at the time of the formation of the legends of the Grail.4 But Stein also raised a much profounder question. What if the Crusaders also brought home with them, at least some of them, a knowledge that went beyond the popular superstitions of Christianity? Christianity after all had originated in the East. Knowledge of the traditions and spirituality they found there could have shed an enormous light on the living origins of Christianity, brought imaginatively back to life in its original setting, truths that in the West Christianity had allowed to become polarized between dogma and superstition.5


Was this perhaps what Wolfram had really been hinting at with his obscure allusions to an Eastern source (Flegetanis)? We know that secret Mysteries of the Sabians were still being practised in the ninth century—pagan spiritual Mysteries that go back almost unchanged to the time of Christian beginnings, Mysteries that would have revealed again the religious atmosphere, the inner experience of renewal through sharing in a divine reality of death and resurrection communicated to the initiates, to which Christianity had given new meaning through connecting it with the historical events around Christ. These mysteries stood close to the sources of the Hermetic teachings of Egypt, too, teachings which had survived in the Arab and Persian world and would later be rediscovered, with great excitement, in the West. There they would fuse with the secret mystical traditions once more, such as the medieval rose-mysticism, in Rosicrucianism which Steiner connects explicitly with the secrets of the Grail. According to the Hermetic Mystery teachings, the initiates were (literally or figuratively?) ‘baptized’ in a great ‘mixing bowl’ (krater), in which some have seen the origin of the Grail. This ‘bowl’ was sent down from heaven, and the ‘baptism’ might be understood as a sort of inner, alchemical transformation—like that wrought by Wolfram’s Grail, a heavenly-magical ‘stone’.6


It is here then that Rudolf Steiner comes in. For him the Grail is neither a Christian relic nor a half-forgotten story. It is something that can be experienced anew, in many times and places, on an inner journey of discovery made possible through a connection with the Mysteries, and the key to the way that the spiritual teaching of different times and civilizations comes to life again in different forms. Thus the Hermetic connection seems certainly right, and Steiner refers to the resurgence of ‘what had been there in ancient Egypt’. But it is not the whole story. The Grail is the link to the timeless Mysteries of many times and places—but in a particular form. It is the rediscovery of the Mysteries from within Christianity.


The story of the Grail is on its deepest level therefore the story of mankind’s spiritual evolution. For in the history of humanity’s striving to reach spiritual illumination there have been many phases, each with its goal to be fulfilled. But we should never forget as we go after the goal for each age that our phase grew out of those which preceded it, as for example the events of Christianity were first experienced as the fulfilment of ideas from Judaism and from the Mysteries of the Middle East. For in evolution the plant cannot deny the ground out of which it sprung—or it can do so only by hardening, by losing its living context. Moreover, in the transition to a new phase in the spiritual life of humanity much also has to be set aside of the richness of the culture which went before, at least for the present, so that a particular aim can be realized. Every transition is therefore on some level a loss of a paradise and a journey into the wasteland.


The sense of shared destiny, of belonging together as the people of God came into Christianity from Judaism, for example. But it was overlaid by the new feeling of individual, personal responsibility—the individual commitment of faith rather than being born into the community, which is the special feature of Christian evolution. Something was lost, but much was gained. For it is Christianity which, in its quintessential manifestation, has been able to accompany the rise of the individual, leading to the modern world and bringing to it spiritual value. Nor is it possible that we should ever go back on that. As part of our forward striving, however, we must certainly try not just to think about our own spiritual state, but to share our fulfilment with others. The social ideal of shared destiny shown so intensely in Jewish life is something that, beginning anew from our individualistic starting-point, must be re-achieved. It points to the future as well as the past, and the Old Testament’s story of God’s people can remain an inspiration. Indeed it remains an unsurpassable model, which our individualistic life may never equal though it may have other qualities to invest. Likewise, in the case of the Mysteries, the connection with the spirit in nature had for a time to recede when Christianity transformed their content into the sacraments of the Church. But nowadays we can see all too clearly that Christianity needs for its future development to rediscover the ‘sacramental’ sense of nature. Many will otherwise find that they need to turn away from it, back to ‘paganism’ or nature-spirituality. That is not the way of the Grail, though. The Grail is the discovery of the inner way forward through which Christianity can find out of itself the way to renew the Mysteries of nature and society, without going back on the special qualities we have since developed in our history. Rudolf Steiner tells us that Christianity grew out of the Mysteries as well as out of Judaism, though this aspect had to be transformed too. The Grail is therefore the finding of inner answers out of Christianity’s own spiritual history—out of its Mystery-aspects which were not left behind, but had to change and then be rediscovered once more.
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