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RUDOLF STEINER (1861–1925) called his spiritual philosophy ‘anthroposophy’, meaning ‘wisdom of the human being’. As a highly developed seer, he based his work on direct knowledge and perception of spiritual dimensions. He initiated a modern and universal ‘science of spirit’, accessible to anyone willing to exercise clear and unprejudiced thinking.


From his spiritual investigations Steiner provided suggestions for the renewal of many activities, including education (both general and special), agriculture, medicine, economics, architecture, science, philosophy, religion and the arts. Today there are thousands of schools, clinics, farms and other organizations involved in practical work based on his principles. His many published works feature his research into the spiritual nature of the human being, the evolution of the world and humanity, and methods of personal development. Steiner wrote some 30 books and delivered over 6000 lectures across Europe. In 1924 he founded the General Anthroposophical Society, which today has branches throughout the world.




Only where sense knowledge ends


stands the doorway opening


the soul to living realities;


the soul creates the key


when it grows strong within itself


through struggle which worldly forces wage


on their own ground with


human powers;


when by its own means soul drives off


the sleep that at the senses’ furthest limit


shrouds powers of knowledge in spiritual night.
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Introduction


The age-old differences of view between Jewish and Christian tradition often conceal deep parallels, sympathies and similarities. In Jewish tradition, the festival of Shavu’ot falls very close to the Christian Pentecost. One of its many dimensions, besides celebrating the giving of the Torah, or body of sacred teachings, to the Jews, is a celebration of the ‘first fruits’ of harvest. In many places in this volume Rudolf Steiner speaks of flowers and fruit, and in particular of Whitsun as the ‘fruit’ of Easter: of a culminating point when a gift given universally to all humanity can ripen into the seed of individual insight in each separate one of us. This culmination reminds me of the ‘dew point’ when dew condenses out of the atmosphere; and in fact it used to be a Pentecost tradition to walk barefoot through dew-covered meadows before Whit Sunday mass, and to feed one’s animals bread soaked in this dew. In this volume Steiner has much to say about the seed power in imaginative pictures. I want to explore these images of dew and fruit a little further, for they seem to me to illuminate Whitsun and Ascension.


A drop of dew reflects the cosmos in its globed shape and in the way it gathers light and shines, almost as though it were a small sun itself. In his poem entitled ‘On a Drop of Dew’, Andrew Marvell writes how the dewdrop


Does, in its pure and circling thoughts, express


The greater heaven in an heaven less.


Marvell compares the dewdrop to the human soul, that is ‘divided from the sphere’ it originally came from. ‘Trembling, lest it grow impure’, the dewdrop must wait


Till the warm sun pity its pain,


And to the skies exhale it back again.


While Marvell’s dewdrop is one that shuns the darker reaches of the material world and, unlike most human souls in our day and age, is eager to ‘dissolve’ and ‘run / Into the glories of the almighty sun’, the image nevertheless conjures a sense of the soul’s potential kinship with elevated spiritual and cosmic realities. None of us can claim the pure transparency and urge for transcendence of Marvell’s dewdrop. Most probably we would not want to, since we intuitively feel a need to engage fully with the physical world. Nevertheless, we can probably recognize the yearning for a purer state, an ascent to unearthly existence. The evaporating dewdrop clearly relates to Ascension, to sublimation into another condition. This is both a beautiful image of death, but also, if we strive to ‘dissolve’ too soon, a warning that this might be merely escape, a failure to complete what we came here for. To complement it we need another picture, which Whitsun gives us.


The word Dichter in German is translated as ‘poet’ but literally means someone who ‘condenses’ what is ineffable and inarticulate into speech. T. S. Eliot spoke of poetry as a ‘raid on the inarticulate’1 and Robert Frost wrote: ‘A poem begins as a lump in the throat, a homesickness, a lovesickness. It finds the thought and the thought finds the words.’2 So here we can sense a condensation or dewpoint where words descend upon us. But descending is not enough. A poet must at the same time work his way towards the ‘Muse’, must labour to make himself sensitive and permeable enough to clothe the impalpable Word in words, render himself a vessel to bear the spirit that wants to speak through him. Steiner refers to this reversal of direction many times: the moment of culmination when what has been prepared in us through our own efforts sends a spark of current, of connection, allowing the immaterial realm to infuse and manifest in us. This is also why Whitsun can be felt as a ‘fruit’ or harvest of the spiritual gifts whose real significance comes from their internalization in us. A fruit of course is itself a wonderful image of this ‘enclosure’ and maturation of gifts, and of their life-bearing potency.


Think of a sunflower, a member of the large Compositae family. Each flowerhead is a single whole yet simultaneously a community of many small, individual florets. Like all flowers, of course, it first opens utterly to the sun. It drinks in solar forces, and even turns during the day to follow the sun’s course through the heavens. Its countenance, the flower disc, faithfully reflects the sun’s image. The gesture, though, is not simply one of receiving but of reaching upwards as far as possible, of active transmutation into substance of what is received, of bringing down and condensing subtle, ethereal realities into fruit and seed. Someone once demonstrated to me something that, conceptually, I initially refused to believe: that light is actually invisible and only manifests where it meets earthly resistance.3 The community of sunflower florets transforms invisible light into matter, with the power to germinate life. In the same way the circle of disciples at Whitsun—as an archetypal image of all human fraternity—makes immanent and individual the descending Holy Spirit in separate tongues of a single fire, and then carries these flames of inspiration into the world.


‘Speaking in tongues’, as Steiner makes clear, is a metaphor for heartfelt words that communicate directly with other human beings, irrespective of race, creed, nationality or any other of the divisions which, like an annoying tinnitus, so easily interfere with our perception and ‘reception’ of them. Words can be empty husks or they can be tempered into a power that seeds others’ hearts. If they do so they can begin to create an expanding, universal humanity in which each single individual is embedded in the whole without losing his distinct and separate qualities.


In a world fraught with increasingly divergent and dogmatic viewpoints, in which (often) all seem to be warring with all, what could be more vital in both senses of the word than a festival that celebrates not conflicting viewpoints but the shared dewpoint where spirit manifests on earth?


The passages and extracts collected here are just that—longer or shorter extracts from the larger context of whole lectures. Steiner developed his lectures into an art form in the best sense, and the reader is referred to the original, complete lectures for the ‘total experience’ and context from which these passages are drawn.


Matthew Barton




RISING TO THE CLOUDS, TETHERED


TO EARTH




1. Blossoming to Bear Fruit


Extract from a lecture given in Dornach on 7 May 1923


Time lapse photography can reveal the wonderful rhythm of flowers opening and closing in quick motion, reminiscent of the systole and diastole of the human heart. Here Steiner directly relates flower and heart, embodied in the opening expansion of Ascension and Whitsun’s contraction to a ‘fruit’ in which the human spirit’s fire-tempered seed flickers dynamically.


When people strive again to fill the course of the year with spiritual understanding for the festival seasons, the seasons will be imbued once more with real cosmic significance. Within earthly existence human beings will learn to accompany and experience cosmic existence.


Whitsun is also pre-eminently a festival of flowers. Whoever has a true feeling for this festival will go out among the buds and blossoms opening under the sun’s influence, under etheric and astral influences,4 and will perceive in the flower-decked earth the earthly image and reflection of what streams together in the two pictures of Christ’s Ascension and the descent of the tongues of fire upon the heads of the disciples. The opening human heart may be symbolized by the flower opening to the sun; and what pours down from the sun, giving the flower the fertilizing power it needs to bear fruit, may be symbolized by the tongues of fire descending upon the heads of the disciples. Anthroposophy5 can work upon human hearts with the power that streams from an understanding of the festivals, and from true contemplation of each festival season; it can help evoke the mood of soul that truly belongs to these spring days.




2. Release from Bondage: a Festival of Awareness


Extract from a lecture given in Berlin, Whit Monday, 23 May 1904
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