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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.




In the deep ground of our soul


lives, sure to triumph, spirit sun;


true powers of the feeling mind


can sense this in the inward life


of winter; and heart’s springing hope


sees sun spirit’s victory shine


in the blessed light of Christmas: as


an image of the highest life


in deep winter’s darkest night.
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Introduction


Nearly 21 years ago my daughter was born on a cold January night. I witnessed the birth, and held my child—like holding a miracle, a new flame; then, in the small hours I left her and my wife in the hospital and phoned for a taxi. Everything seemed transformed, renewed, incandescent, even at that drab time long before dawn. The taxi arrived and I got in—and found myself face to face with, possibly, the ugliest, oddest man I’ve ever seen. It was not just his physical features that were alarming, but his whole demeanour. On another occasion I might have chosen to walk instead, but the sense of grace wrapping and flooding me allowed me to see this stranger in a different guise. I thought: ‘You too were once newborn ...’ I remember no particular words passing between us, only that I was lifted beyond fear or suspicion to a quite unsullied place in myself that could recognize the innocence, however deeply hidden, in another.


It is, perhaps, something of this sense that Steiner conjures in many of these lectures: the love, and the nature of the love, that can transport us in the presence of a newborn, innocent soul, and that connects us with our own primal innocence—inevitably lost in the forests of earthly experience.


Jungle might be a better word. Or wasteland. It is very difficult to know how to celebrate Christmas today—to reach back to that original innocence we descend from on the one hand, and on the other to reach forward to, and be informed by, a future Christmas of heartfelt accord amongst humanity that we are still so far from attaining. Between past and future stands the present, a continual gift, if we fully understand it, both of our long-gone origin and far-off destination. Christmas, the most celebrated of Christian festivals, has for that very reason succumbed most to the nature of modern consciousness. Celebration of a purely physical birth, of a very elevated but nevertheless merely human and physical being, finds its counterpart in a season of merely material gifts, and either sentimental or ironic expressions of good will.


Steiner has no objection at all to the warm conviviality among human beings which still survives at this season despite the best efforts of commerce to exploit it for profitable ends. But he says we need something more, since the old sense of community has lost its sustaining power and cannot effectively be resuscitated by narrowing the world—as we all do—to close(d) concerns of immediate family and friends. Christmas so easily becomes a festival of enhanced and divisive egotism, not of true remembrance and anticipation of our once and future united humanity, beyond all ties of blood. A parent’s deep love for a child is absolutely authentic, but nevertheless it needs to broaden into an embrace of the whole world.


It is Steiner’s concern in these extracts to forge a new Christmas—which means a new consciousness—seeking, on the one hand, for the deeper significance of the traditional symbols of child, tree, angel, shepherds and kings that nowadays are more or less drowned out by the jingle bells of cash tills, and on the other delving further and futurewards in our evolving understanding of the nature of Christ. There is no mention of Advent in these extracts, yet the whole evolution of humanity can be seen as a gradual approach to what approaches us in the figure of Christ. This may be something like the process described by Michelangelo of carving down into the form already present, concealed in the stone, which emerges towards us as we reach towards it with ever subtler, finer craft until the artist—in this case all humanity—meets its destined union with its deepest intention.


One of Steiner’s essential insights, which may be very difficult for modern folk to countenance, is that Jesus and Christ are not one and the same, but that the former provided a vessel for a wholly non-material force and love to infuse, penetrate and renew the material earth. Materialists will long since have parted company with me, but this for Steiner is the core of the matter and in making it so he asks us to change our mind, heart and actions, opening ourselves to the future which can only approach us as we work transformatively on ourselves—and so on everybody else.


The double meaning of that little word ‘present’ can sum it all up. Perhaps the greatest gift an adult can offer a child is to be fully present with him. This sounds simple but is, of course, extremely difficult. We absent ourselves so easily, escaping into predetermined modes of behaviour, or taking flight into self-absorption of one kind or another. Presence of mind, if only for brief moments, enables us to be fully, lovingly available. Children know when we’re wholly there for them—even if subtly and undemonstratively—and are past masters at urging this from us, often almost against our will. This meaning of present leads seamlessly into the other. When we really take care in choosing or making a gift for someone, something of the non-material quality of love we invest in the gift will communicate itself to the person receiving it. There is matter, certainly, in the gift’s physical existence, but it is pervaded by our presence of mind—a spiritual gift. This image of spirit and matter joining hands, as it were, to create the present in both senses, is a tiny reflection of the great deed by the being called Christ who embraces, renews and transfigures the darkness and dead weight of earth, and seeds it with inner light. Throughout these lectures Steiner refers to this deed as the ‘Mystery of Golgotha’, but makes clear that he includes Christmas in this (see section 18, paragraph 3).


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




CHRISTMAS IN A GRIEVOUS AGE




1. Can We Celebrate Christmas?


Extract from a lecture given in Stuttgart on 25 December 1919


No, says Steiner, in answer to this question, unless we make Christmas an all-inclusive festival of humanity, and do not shy away from facing the real state of the world and its suffering.


In recent years, whenever I spoke about any of the great festivals of the year, Christmas, Easter or Whitsun, I felt bound to say that we have no right on such occasions to commemorate these festivals in the old, accustomed manner. We have no right to forget the widespread suffering, the widespread sorrow of our times, and to recall only the greatest, most incisive event in earthly evolution. Standing as we do on the foundations of a spiritual view of the world, it is our duty to allow all symptoms of decline in human civilization today to permeate our thoughts and penetrate right through to the Christmas tree. It is our particular duty to receive the birth of Christ Jesus into our hearts, into our souls, in such a way that we do not close our eyes to the fearful deterioration that has overtaken the so-called civilized world.


On this day particularly we need to ask whether the whole idea of Christmas has also succumbed to the forces of general decline. When Christmas is spoken of today do we still sense what we should sense when we raise our thoughts and feelings to contemplate the festival of Christ? Are people in general conscious of the true meaning of what entered human evolution at the Mystery of Golgotha?1


We light up our Christmas tree, we repeat the customary words and phrases associated with the Christmas festival, but all too often we avoid opening our eyes fully, we avoid awakening fully to the need to acknowledge that here too there is decline. We avoid asking: ‘Where are you, O Christ power, to actively bring about a new ascent?’ It must be clear to you from the lectures given in our circles over many years that only the power of Christ is capable of permeating declining civilization with an impulse that can regenerate it anew ...


It hardly means anything to thousands, to millions of people of the present day when they speak of the festival of Christmas; for they know nothing of the reality of Christ in the sense that is so necessary for our time. We must examine these things if we wish to gain a deeper understanding of the causes of degeneration and decline apparent in contemporary events, and in human life connected with these events.


Only through striving for spiritual truth is the real Christ to be sought and found; otherwise it would be better to extinguish the lights of Christmas, to destroy all Christmas trees, and to acknowledge the truth fully at least, that we want nothing that will recall what Christ Jesus brought to human evolution.




2. Christ Beyond Strife


Excerpt from a lecture given in Berlin on 19 December 1915


There is irony, of course, in the fact that opposing sides in a vicious conflict both call on the same God. Steiner takes this fact, however, as the token of a force in the world—Christ—that can ultimately heal all division and strife. It was only one year before the date of this lecture, after all, that German and English soldiers climbed out of their trenches along much of the 500-mile western front on Christmas day, 1914, to celebrate an unauthorized Christmas truce. Hesitantly at first, men on both sides stumbled into No Man’s Land, shook hands, sang carols, lit each other’s cigarettes, swapped tunic buttons and addresses and, most famously, played football, kicking around empty bully-beef cans and using their caps or steel helmets as goalposts.


Nations confront one another full of animosity. Blood, so much blood, saturates our earth. We have witnessed and must feel countless deaths around us now. Infinite suffering is interwoven with our inner atmosphere of feeling. Hate and antipathy race through mental space and can easily show how far human beings in our time still are from that love spoken about by the One whose birth is celebrated at Christmas. One thought, however, predominates. We think how enemy opposes enemy, opponent stands against opponent, how human beings can bring death to each other, and how they can then pass through the same threshold of death with the thought of the divine light-bearer, Christ Jesus. We think of how, all over the earth, where there is war and pain and discord, those who are otherwise in such discord can be united. Within their deepest hearts they carry their connection with him who entered the world on the day we celebrate Christmas.


Let us recall that through all the animosity, antipathy, hatred, a feeling can impress itself into all human souls everywhere in these times, can impress itself in the midst of blood and hate: the thought of their innermost connection with the One who united hearts through something higher than what divides human beings on earth. And so the thought of Christ Jesus who reconciles human beings no matter what their discord might be, who creates harmony between them no matter what occurs in the world, is one of infinite greatness, infinite depth of feeling.


If we take hold of this thought, try to grasp it more intensely—especially in our time—we can have an intimation of how strongly this thought is connected with what must become great and powerful within human evolution. If this were to happen, much that still has to be fought for in such a bloodthirsty way nowadays could be achieved in another way by human hearts and souls.




3. Empty Phrase or Inner Peace?


Excerpt from a lecture given in Dornach on 24 December 1920


Christmas is meaningless, says Steiner, unless it enlarges our small concerns into ever wider, all-embracing circles, and gives us an impetus to develop real community.


For many modern people Christmas is nothing but an occasion for giving and receiving presents, something they celebrate each year through habit. The Christmas festival has become an empty phrase, like so many other things in modern life ... This must change in future, so that instead of acting out of old habits we act out of fresh and new insight. If we cannot find the inner courage needed for this then we share in the lie which keeps the annual Christmas festival something void of real meaning, and we celebrate it without any true feeling. Do we really rise to the highest concerns of humanity when we give and receive presents at Christmas each year out of habit? ... We should forbid ourselves from perpetuating this inner hollowness of Christmas celebration. We should make the inner decision to imbue this festival with true and worthy content, one which raises humanity to the meaning of its existence. Ask yourselves, my dear friends, whether the feelings in your hearts and souls when you stand before the Christmas tree and open the presents given out of habit, and the Christmas cards containing the same tired phrases—ask yourselves whether feelings are living in you that can raise mankind to an understanding of the sense and meaning of its evolution on earth! All the trouble and sorrow of our times is due to the fact that we cannot find the courage to lift ourselves above the empty phrases of our age. But it must happen. A new content must fill us, one that can give us entirely new feelings that stir us to the depths, as early Christians were stirred in the first centuries AD. These people knew that the Mystery of Golgotha and the appearance of Christ on earth was the highest that human beings could experience. Our souls must once again acquire something of this spirit...

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
L

@mz. o

I

Festivals

Y 1 ﬁ





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Ay,

=
% 40 N
FESTIVALS

‘\%\'(L

SUDOLE STEINER :::.“;:;zz:;'f;z":zi%:e;:“m






OEBPS/images/author.jpg





