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LECTURE ONE


The Quest for the Spirit in the Present Age


Vienna, 6 April 1914


Those of you who attach some value to the form of spiritual science presented in these two lectures will have to consider a strange paradox which has arisen in human evolution. It is that a spiritual stream or impulse may be entirely right for a particular age, if seen from a higher point of view, but will at the same time be sharply rejected by the people of that age, rejected in a way which is also entirely understandable.


At the dawn of the present age, the impulse to see the universe in a new way came through Copernicus. It was right for the age in so far as human evolution made it necessary for the impulse to arise exactly at that time.1 Yet for a long time to come it was also to prove wrong for the age, for it was opposed by all the people who wanted to hold on to old ways of thinking and to prejudices which had persisted for hundreds and thousands of years. Anthroposophy, an approach to life based on spiritual science, seems right for the age to those who believe in it, but there are still many people today who do not see it in that light. I believe, however, that in these two lectures I shall be able to show that at a deeply subconscious level humanity is longing for anthroposophy today and lives in expectation of it.


In the first place, those who are engaged in this science of the spirit see it as a discipline in which the scientific work of recent centuries is genuinely taken forward into the future. It would be utterly wrong to think that it in any way opposes the great triumphs, tremendous advances and far-seeing truths which natural science2 has provided. The intention is rather that it shall serve for the exploration of the world of the spirit, just as natural science has served and still does serve for the exploration of the physical world. We might call it the offspring of modern scientific thinking, even if there are many who are inclined to doubt this.


To give you an idea—not proof, but an idea intended to help understanding—let me say the following about the relationship between anthroposophy as a science of the spirit and the approach used in natural science. If we consider the tremendous advances made in scientific knowledge over the last three or four hundred years, we can say that on the one hand science has yielded immense insights within the wide horizon of human perception, and on the other hand the scientific way of thinking has found practical application in everyday life. Wherever we look in technology and commerce we see the practical application of scientific laws and discoveries. To get an idea of how anthroposophy relates to these scientific advances, let me first of all use an analogy. We may consider a farmer who tills his fields and gathers his harvest. Most of the fruits gathered in the fields enter into the sphere of human life, being used for food, and only a small part is left over. This is used as seed for new crops, and it is the only part of which we may say that the germinating power and the powers which generate life and matter, powers inherent in the sprouting grain, are allowed to take effect. Most of the harvest which has been brought in is not allowed to follow its own inherent laws of growth and progression but is taken into a side stream, we might say, to provide food for humanity.


This is more or less how anthroposophists see the scientific discoveries made in the recent centuries. These have for the most part been used, quite rightly, to gain insight into the outer physical world perceptible to the senses and have been of practical use to humanity. Some of the ideas which have arisen from study of the natural world in recent centuries may be ‘left over’ in human souls, however, and not used to understand anything to do with the physical world, build machines, or nurture industries. This remnant is brought to life and allowed to follow its natural destination and laws of development, like grain used for seed. If people really give their minds to the magnificent fruits which science has yielded and let this insight live in their souls, if they have the kind of feeling which makes them ask: ‘How can the concepts and ideas developed in natural science be used to illuminate and understand the inner life? Can they help us to see where the powers lie that generate the inner life?’ and if, in the light of all that has been achieved, we ask these questions not in a theoretical sense but out of the fullness of our inner life, something emerges which can become part of human civilization in an age when natural science has been cultivated in its own ground for a time.


There is another way in which this science of the spirit may be called the offspring of scientific thinking, even if the methods used to study the spirit have to be different from those used to study the physical world. If we want to have the same kind of properly organized, sound scientific basis for our study of the spirit as for the study of the physical world in natural science, the thinking used in natural science must be transformed to make it an effective tool for our purpose. Something will be said in these lectures of how this may be achieved. Anyone who is firmly grounded in natural science will be qualified to realize that spiritual insights cannot be gained with the methods used by scientists. Inspired minds have said, over and over again, that we have to realize that our powers of insight are limited if we base ourselves on the safe ground of modern science. Natural science and Kantianism, to mention just these two, have helped to create the belief that human powers of perception are limited, and that it is not possible to penetrate the regions where the source-spring is to be found with which the soul must feel connected, and where we are able to realize that other forces are also involved, and not only the forces which can be understood by scientists. Scientists of the spirit are in full agreement with natural scientists on this point. The powers of perception which have made natural science great and to which natural scientists must adhere, do not allow us to enter into the realm of the spirit.


Yet the human soul also has other powers of perception, which lie dormant within it. These cannot be used for the run-of-the-mill activities of ordinary science but they can be brought out from the underground depths of the human soul, and if this is done they will change human beings. They give us new powers of perception and understanding, allowing us to penetrate regions which are closed to natural science. Using a term which I do not particularly value, but which does help to clarify the matter, it may be called a kind of ‘spiritual chemistry’ which allows us to penetrate the spiritual realms of existence. This ‘chemistry’ is similar to ordinary chemistry in so far as both use unfailing logic and methodical thinking; in all other respects it is the chemistry of the inner life of man.


Let me use another analogy: When we look at water, this has specific properties. Chemists will tell us it contains hydrogen and oxygen. Hydrogen is a gas which will burn; it is quite different from water. Would anyone who does not know anything about chemistry be able to look at water and see that it contains hydrogen? Water is a liquid; it does not burn, but actually puts out fire. In short, can anyone tell it contains hydrogen by just looking at it? But chemists take hydrogen from water.


The water is analogous to ordinary human beings and the way in which they are perceived in ordinary science. They are a combination of physical matter, life, and an element of soul and spirit. In the light of the philosophy of modern science, ordinary scientists are perfectly right in saying that if one looks at human beings it is not possible to say that they have an element of soul and spirit in them. It is therefore perfectly understandable if the existence of this element is utterly denied in the light of this philosophy. We might, however, just as well deny the essential nature of hydrogen.


We will, of course, have to prove that it is possible to use our ‘chemistry’ of soul and spirit to show this element of soul and spirit as distinct from the living physical body. This can be done. And the message of anthroposophy is that there is such a ‘chemistry’ of soul and spirit, just as the message Copernicanism gave to a greatly surprised world was that the earth does not stand still but moves at tremendous speed around the sun, whilst the sun is standing still. The works of Copernicus and his followers were on the Index Prohibitorum3 until the nineteenth century, and to some extent the insights gained through anthroposophy will long remain on the ‘Index’ of all the philosophies which for a long time to come will not be able to let go of centuries-old prejudices and habits of thought. And yet, anthroposophy has been able to enter into human hearts and souls and is not exactly alien to the needs of our time. We have a small piece of evidence to show that this is so—I do not mean to boast, but it is something worth mentioning as evidence that anthroposophy is right for our age, even if knowledge of this still lies hidden in people's souls. The fact is that we are now in a position to build an independent school of spiritual science on independent Swiss soil; thanks to the understanding shown by friends of this movement we can now see the new round building with its double cupola on the hills of Dornach, near Basle, which is intended to be a first outward sign of what this science of the spirit has to contribute to modern civilization. The building work is in progress, with the two cupolas already visible in outline above the base, and this enables us to speak of anthroposophy with increased hope and inner satisfaction, despite all opposition and lack of understanding in the world at large.


The ‘spiritual chemistry’ of which I have spoken cannot, of course, be achieved with external methods and techniques visible to the eye. It happens entirely in the human soul, and the work to be done is inner work, in soul and spirit. Such work will not leave the soul as it is in everyday life, but will transform it into a completely new instrument of perception. ‘Spiritual chemistry’ does not mean any kind of ‘miracle’ workings, nor anything based on superstition, but making inner efforts in soul and spirit, based on powers we actually have and use in everyday life, though perhaps they are only used as a sideline, as it were. These need to be tremendously enhanced; they have to grow infinitely stronger if we are to gain insight into the realm of the spirit.


One power which is used fairly casually in the whole of our inner life and needs to be tremendously enhanced is the power of attentiveness. What do we mean by attentiveness? Well, it means we do not let life flow past in whatever form it takes; instead we pull ourselves together inwardly and direct the eye of the spirit to one object or another. We select individual objects, place them in the mind's field of vision and concentrate our powers of soul on them. It is fair to say that in everyday life, too, our inner life, which needs activity, is only possible because we are able to develop such an interest, lifting individual events, facts and creatures out of the stream of life as it flows past.


This kind of attentiveness is entirely necessary in everyday life. We shall come to realize more and more, especially when people are taking even a little interest in anthroposophy, that anything to do with memory, as people call it, is basically simply a matter of paying attention. This will open up important aspects, particularly in education. It would be reasonable to say that the more effort is made to let the soul be actively interested—in the case of children and young people and also in later life—the more will the power of memory be strengthened. On the one hand this will have a positive effect on the objects to which we have given our attention, and on the other hand, the more we are able to practise this giving of attention the more will our memory grow in power and intensity.


There is something else as well. Everybody has heard of the sad mental condition which we may call ‘discontinuity of consciousness’. There are people who cannot look back over the whole of their life and know: I myself have had this or that experience. They do not know what they have lived through. It can happen that they leave home, having lost the thread of continuity in their inner experience; they leave home for neither rhyme nor reason, walking about like lost souls, and it may be years before they find their own self again and are able to connect with the experiences of their ego. Such things would never end as tragically as they often do if it was known that this integrity of consciousness, maintaining full inner conscious awareness, depends on the regular development of active interest.


Active interest, attentiveness, is therefore something we need in everyday life. To be scientists of the spirit we have to take it as our basis and develop it to strengthen the inner life, deepening it in what we may call ‘meditation’ and ‘concentration’. These are the technical terms for the process. In ordinary life, life itself makes us turn our attention to one thing or another. Scientists of the spirit methodically direct the full powers of soul to an idea, an image, an inner response, will impulse or particular mood—which are clearly definable and apparent to the soul—and concentrate all their inner powers on them. The method involves suppressing all sensory activity directed at things outside, which normally happens only when we are in deep sleep. You must subdue all your thinking, all quest for goals, all cares and concerns of life, just as they are subdued in deep sleep. As far as ordinary life is concerned, therefore, you are then exactly as you are in deep sleep, except that you do not lose consciousness but remain fully awake. All the powers of soul which are normally scattered over outer experiences and the cares and troubles of life are concentrated on a single, deliberately chosen idea, inner response or the like, which is made the focus of your inner life. With the powers of soul thus concentrated, a faculty which generally lies dormant and only acts between the lines of your present life, as it were, emerges strongly from the human soul. It then actually happens that with attentiveness increased to an immeasurable degree and become highly concentrated and active, the soul learns to experience itself in itself in such a way as to be able to tear itself away from the physical body whilst fully conscious, just as hydrogen is removed from water by chemical methods.


It does, of course, take years of inner work to achieve the active attention and concentration needed to enable the spiritual investigator to tear himself away from the physical body. But the time will come when words which sound utterly peculiar to present-day people begin to have meaning for the spiritual investigator. These seemingly fantastic words are: ‘I experience myself as soul and spirit outside the living physical body and I know that this body is outside the soul—well, just as this table is outside my body. I know that when the soul has grown strong it can have the experience of the body being there before it like a foreign object—this body and all the destinies it has to go through in ordinary life.’ You, as you normally are, come to be completely outside when you experience yourself as soul and spirit separate from the body, and this soul and spirit entity then has completely different qualities from those it has when it is bound up with the physical body and its senses and uses the brain-bound intellect.


The first thing to happen is that the power of thought separates from physical experience. I do not want to talk in abstract terms, but give you real facts. Please do not take it amiss if I use plain words, without prejudice, to speak of things which still sound extremely odd today. When a spiritual investigator begins to find meaning in the words: ‘You are now living in the soul; you know that your soul is a real non-physical entity in which you find yourself when you are outside your senses and brain,’ he first of all feels as if his thinking is now outside the brain, alive and active all around the head. Between birth and death we must, of course, always return to the body, and spiritual investigators are able to observe the exact moment when they return to brain-bound thinking after a time when they have been purely in soul and spirit. They find that the brain offers resistance; they feel they come in on the waves of an earlier life which was purely in the spirit and slip into the physical brain,4 which is then active in its usual way, following anything achieved in soul and spirit. To experience yourself out of the body and then entering into the body again is one of the most heart-moving experiences for the spiritual investigator.


Thinking which experiences itself purely in itself and takes place outside the brain is different from ordinary thinking. Our ordinary thoughts are like shadows compared with the thoughts which open up like a new world to spiritual investigators when they are out of the body. These thoughts are full of inner images, which is also why we call them ‘Imaginations’, not because we think them to be mere fantasy, something thought up, but because everything we experience in that condition is truly experienced in images. This kind of Imagination means you are really entering into things, with everything you come upon in the world of the spirit presenting itself to the mind's eye in images.


In this way thinking can be separated from the living human body, and spiritual investigators thus find themselves in a world of spiritual entities and events.


It is also possible to separate other human powers from the living physical body. When thinking is separated, spiritual investigators first of all experience themselves in their true essential nature as soul and spirit. Perception is, however, entirely different from our ordinary sensory perception, where the objects we perceive are outside us and we come face to face with them. When we are able to perceive with faculties which are free of the body, the spiritual world opens up around us with the same inevitability as colours and light arise for someone who was born blind and has been given sight through an operation. The experience is that you do not simply come face to face with things and entities in the world of the spirit, but actually enter right into them with your whole being. You then know that you perceive by flowing out into things and entities and becoming aware of them in the images they create for you to behold. You feel yourself to be in constant activity, and one way of describing the way you come to life in the world of imaginative thoughts would be as a spiritual kind of changing facial expressions. You tear your soul and spirit away from the living body, and this element of soul and spirit is in constant activity, entering into events in the world of the spirit and imitating the powers which are alive and active in them. Your connection with the spiritual entities is such that we may compare it with being face to face with someone and able to enter into their inner life to such an extent that your own face expresses the joy felt by the other individual. You enter with soul and spirit into the experiences of others and become the expression of those experiences. The essence of things comes to expression in your own spiritual character. You are driven to perceive actively. It is therefore reasonable to say that spiritual research makes completely different demands on the human soul from those made in ordinary research, where you are passive as you take note of things. It demands that the soul must be inwardly active and alive; it must be able to enter into things and entities and itself bring to expression what they present to it.


Thus it is possible to use ‘spiritual chemistry’ to isolate soul and spirit from the living body. It is also possible to do this with another power, one that is normally only used in the body and which may be said to pour into the body. Strange as it may sound, this is the power of speech.


When we speak, the situation is as follows. Our thoughts live in us; the brain, which vibrates with our thoughts, has a link with the organs of speech. Muscles are set in motion and our inner experiences flow out into words and live in our words. We can, and indeed from the point of view of anthroposophy must, say that when we speak we pour the things that live in the soul into the organs of the physical body. The power of speech can be isolated from the physical body with its senses, by increasing our power of attentiveness, as already described, and adding something more, which is that we increase, again beyond all limits, another faculty we possess, which is the power of devotion.


We feel this when we are in a religious mood, when we give our loving devotion to someone or something, dedicate ourselves to strict scientific discipline in the study of objects and laws, and when we are able to leave aside all thought and feeling related to the self. In everyday life, devotion really only runs between the lines. Spiritual investigators have to increase and strengthen it beyond all limits. They must be able to give themselves to the ongoing stream of existence in the way we are generally only given up to it—without in any way contributing to the experience—during deep sleep, when all movement of the limbs ceases, all senses are silent and we are giving ourselves up entirely, doing nothing ourselves. During sleep we are, of course, unconscious. We can, however, resolve to make it an inner exercise that is repeated over and over again to suppress all sensory activity, all movement of our limbs, and take life in the physical body with its senses into the state where it normally only finds itself in deep sleep. We can resolve to stay awake in the process, maintaining the full light of consciousness and developing the inner feeling of being poured into the ongoing stream of existence, and wanting nothing but what the world wants to do with us. If we can enter into this feeling over and over again, and do so quite separately from the faculty of attentiveness, the soul itself will grow stronger and stronger.


It is important to keep the two exercises—attentiveness and devotion—entirely separate, for they conflict. Attentiveness calls for maximum effort and concentration focused on a single object; it is deepened meditation. Devotion calls for giving ourselves passively to the ongoing stream of existence, increasing beyond limits the feeling we know in religious experiences and in loving devotion to someone else. The fruit of such a limitless increase in devotion and attentiveness is the ability to isolate the inner life of the soul from the living physical body. The power which is otherwise poured out into words, a power which acts by not existing in itself and for itself but setting the nerves in motion, can be isolated from thus coming to expression in speech, and remain in itself in the sphere of soul and spirit. The power of speech is then torn away from its physical and sense-bound context and we experience what Goethe called ‘spiritual hearing’.5


Once again we find ourselves out of the body, but this time we enter into things and perceive their inner nature; we perceive them in such a way as to re-create them within us, as if with an inner gesture—not merely a facial expression, but an inner gesture. The activity of the soul and spirit element which has been torn away from the body is similar to what we do when we are tempted to use a special gift of imitation and express something we have in mind in a gesture. There we merely use a special gift; now the soul torn from the body does the same thing in order to perceive. It enters into things and actively re-creates the powers it perceives at work in them. In the world of the spirit, to perceive always means to be active; we perceive the things we enter into by re-creating the inner life and activity we find there. In the physical world we are passive when we listen and hear.


In our spiritual hearing, speech and hearing seem to become one. We enter into the essential nature of things and hear what lives in them. Pythagoras's ‘music of the spheres’ can be heard by the spiritual investigator. We enter into the objects and entities in the world of the spirit, and hear by giving utterance. It is the experience of speaking as you hear and hearing as you speak when you enter into the nature of things. This is true Inspiration.


A third inner activity and experience may come to spiritual investigators if they continue to develop enhanced attentiveness and devotion when out of the body. Let me present this in the following way.


Look at a child. (Time will not permit me to go into detail and I shall limit myself to brief mention of what matters to us today.) One of the characteristics of developing human beings is that they must find their own orientation in space during childhood. At birth they are unable to walk or stand, and to begin with they have to move on all fours. They then develop the inner powers which we may call ‘powers of coming upright’, and this leads to something, the significance of which has been felt by many deep thinkers who have said that, by being able to come upright into the vertical, human beings are able to look out into the far distances of cosmic space and their field of vision is not limited to the earth world. The most important thing, however, is that human beings have inner powers and are able to gain in strength and inner experience, thus developing from life in the horizontal, where they are helpless, to life in the vertical, standing upright. Natural scientists will simply have to realize that this inner human activity is very different from the hereditary powers which give animals their orientation in the world. The powers which give animals a particular orientation relative to the vertical, act in an entirely different way from the sum of powers6
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