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Foreword


One of the central themes in anthroposophy is ‘supersensory* perception’.


We might also say that this is the basis of all Rudolf Steiner’s work. This mode of perception, after all, makes possible a new approach to the human being, to our life in society, to education and curative education, to agriculture, art, medicine, and so on. A hundred years ago his supersensory ‘inspirations’ could be applied practically and fruitfully in all these fields. This approach was disputed at that time and still is today. Is there such a thing as a supersensory world? Does spirituality have meaning for our concrete life? How can content or ‘results’ of this nature be proven and scientifically substantiated? Even now such criticisms are becoming louder and more radical. Only what can be scientifically substantiated is real—everything else is not. Whether it be the biodynamic preparations or homeopathy, according to the present view they cannot have any effect at all.


Frank Burdich writes in this book about elemental beings, about people who have died and the ‘state of their being’. He describes a comprehensive panorama of supersensibly perceptible processes, and shows ways to perceive them. He begins with the current scientific paradigm which states that if something is not materially explicable, then it doesn’t exist. He calls this a ‘self-imposed limit’ that is not crossed. But Burdich attempts it all the same. What emerges is a ‘map’ of supersensory processes— intended as an indication with no claim to being exhaustive. It all emerges in comprehensible colloquial language, without assuming any previous spiritual or anthroposophical knowledge. Woven into it are his personal experiences and anecdotes.But he also points to complex interrelationships and contexts. Burdich is first and foremost a scientist (biology and chemistry). But he also gradually acquired perceptions that complement and complete the picture of nature. There are no illusionary excesses. Even with regard to supersensory processes, Burdich remains decidedly objective. The possible entry points he describes are easy to grasp and follow. We all know the feeling of digestibility or indigestibility after a meal. This general human experience is here, for example, the ‘opener’ of the door to wider dimensions of experience. The atmosphere in a church or in a hospital, the experience of a tree, or the feeling ‘at a distance’ when correcting pupils’ tests—all this is the starting point for ‘etheric and astral trails’. Then a differentiated picture emerges of the various supersensory levels and realms of activity. To complete this there is the tip that, ‘It is not a matter of supersensory perception but of perceiving what is supersensory’. And later on: ‘Supersensory perception doesn’t just fall out of the sky, it is the result of a process that can be described’ (page 23).


I have seen Frank Burdich introducing some of these exercises and was amazed at his clear experimental arrangements, his summaries of the participants’ descriptions, and his precise explanations. For me, Burdich is a perfectionist when it comes to method and teaching, but is sometimes also someone who expects too much of his participants (or in this case, his readers) in his explanations which can remain rather abstract. It is beneficial, therefore, that the schematic tables come only in the Appendix, and do not overburden the text.


I have myself taken part in many conversations and seminars with very different people on this theme. I find it significant that in the context of the anthroposophical movement and society more and more people are concerning themselves with it in a concrete and practical way. I also find it significant that access to supersensory perception is highly individual and differentiated, depending on the individual’s attitude towards it and the questions that occupy them. It also seems obvious to me that there is not just one path—there are many. But in this diversity there are ‘consensus perceptions’ that emerge, which are confirmed in exchanges with the most varied ‘players’. This book too is about personal experience, advice, explanations on method. But it is also about concrete, comprehensible levels of perception which allow the drawing of a ‘map’ from which we can learn what is in this other ‘continent’, even if we ourselves have not yet been there.


I would like to thank Frank Burdich most sincerely for his attempt to open out this map and explain it in a comprehensible way. It seems to me that this is what we need today, the courage to acknowledge the idea and the experience that a supersensory world exists. My wish for the reader is that he or she may hazard a little of this journey into other continents. Life simply becomes clearer, more alive and beautiful if we don’t stay stuck in our present ‘self-imposed limits’.


Michael Schmock 
Former Chair and Secretary-General 
of the Anthroposophical Society


 


* Translator’s footnote: the German word ‘iibersinnlich’ has been translated in this book primarily as supersensory, but also on occasion interchangeably as supersensible. For the adverb, however, only supersensibly has been used to avoid supersensorily.—PK






Prologue


When a rose beautifies itself,
 it also beautifies the garden.
Friedrich Rückert


Dear Reader, this book is intended to be a guide. It can provide you with an orientation no matter where on the path you currently find yourself. It is intended as a map that can show you what might come to meet you in the complex landscape of the supersensory.


You must walk it yourself. And your success will be uncertain.


Please don’t read this book because you want to learn how to perceive supersensibly. You won’t manage it that way—at least not with certainty.


My advice to you is to approach it like a long-distance runner who trains in the sports stadium and runs circuit after circuit. There is no goal, just a path. Each circuit strengthens our stamina and endurance.


You can’t arrive anywhere except at yourself.


If you manage that, you can arrive anywhere—even in the supersensory worlds.


This book can give you tips on where to focus. On your own path you will then repeatedly be able to discover capacities in yourself that have developed in the course of your practice. These then enable you to apply them in very different supersensory contexts.


But please don’t be too ambitious to discover supersensory worlds. That is only an obstacle. Discover yourself.


All the supersensory situations I describe come from my own perception. This book reports on these practical experiences and is not a theoretical presentation, nor is it a textbook on anthroposophy. I myself am an anthroposophist and use anthroposophical concepts. Other worldviews have other concepts, and yet there are not different supersensory worlds for different esoteric streams. They differ only in the breadth and depth of their perception and in their interpretation of its results. The intention in writing this book is to be of help to people who are on an individual spiritual path.


Every chapter is divided into three parts. Each part differs completely from the others in style and content. To begin with there is an introduction in colloquial language so that anyone— including people with no spiritual background—can find their way into the subject of the chapter. This is followed by a presentation of the chapter theme using terminology introduced in previous chapters. The chapter concludes with personal observations, anecdotes, experiences, advice.


Dear readers who are already well acquainted with this subject: I use a lot of didactic reduction. So please don’t be upset if you feel my presentation isn’t thorough enough. In the book, relationships and contexts are repeatedly presented that will be picked up again later on at a higher level. The book’s level of abstraction increases as it goes on.






Chapter 1
Introduction: the supersensory and supersensory perception


That I may detect the inmost force Which binds the world, and guides its course; Its germs, productive powers explore, And rummage in empty words no more! Goethe, Faust


So why supersensory perception along with everything else? Isn’t the physical world already complicated enough? Indeed it is. Except that normal science keeps coming up against phenomena it can’t explain. Biology, for example, can’t explain what life actually is. It can only describe it. Every textbook on biology begins with the ‘criteria of life’—reproduction, response to stimuli, growth, metabolism, development. These are studied and described in detail in the sub-disciplines of the subject, but the underlying principle life, though evident to biologists, cannot be explained by them. Physically speaking an organism is exactly the same one second before death as it is one second after death, and yet after death it can no longer be maintained. It disintegrates.


What kept the organism from disintegrating before death? It is as though a hand of protection was held over the organism which, when death sets in, is irretrievably withdrawn.


Here there is a sphere at the supersensory level that can be observed and which surrounds the organism and creates an inner cohesion. It is the bearer of life. With its own means, biology cannot perceive this, cannot measure it, count it, or weigh it.


Have you ever watched a flock of birds? Seen how a thousand starlings all change direction as though on command? But there is no one giving a command.


If we look into a beehive, we might well ask ourselves how these 40,000 little creatures are able to achieve such a structure without an architect!


Wherever an inner cohesion is apparent but not explicable, there are spheres at the supersensory level through which this cohesion is created.


For the life-forces this is called the etheric body, and the forces are referred to as etheric forces.


It is through the etheric body that the totality of the organism arises out of the sum of all the separate organs. All starlings, all bees—to refer back to our examples—are located within a shared ether-sphere. This is why they can behave like an organism with a common intention.


Our feelings are often considered to be a pattern of neuron switches in the brain. We all know, however, that when we are in love we are in love in our heart not in our head. Our grief and the full gamut of our other feelings are not located in our head. At a supersensory level we see a large sphere that surrounds the body and is the bearer of our feelings. It is called the astral body, and its forces are termed astral forces.


When we approach one another, we quickly know whether the ‘chemistry’ is right. We sense this when our astral bodies overlap. We also sense atmospheres in rooms that have nothing to do with how the room is used. Every estate agent could tell hundreds of stories about this: the potential buyers stand in the empty house—no furniture, just white walls—and say, ‘We would buy the house, it is well situated, nice and bright, but the atmosphere! We don’t like the feel of the place!’ How can an empty house have ‘a feel’? Seen supersensibly, there is no such thing as an empty house. All our feelings are independent astral structures that linger at the place where they were created. Feelings in a church are completely different from those in a kindergarten. These interact with our astral body; we sense their presence.


‘I was just thinking about you when you rang me!’ is a well- known phenomenon. But we were thinking in our head! Or were we? It can be observed at a supersensory level that our thoughts are also independent structures that can have a direction. They reach the person we’re thinking about, and the person senses it. Thus there is also a realm which we call ‘spiritual’ or ‘mental’ that is accessible to supersensory perception and which explains the phenomenon.


The great philosopher Immanuel Kant wrote that there is a limit to knowledge. What lies beyond this limit is unknowable. Modern science mostly confuses this ‘we cannot know’ with ‘it doesn’t exist’. Etheric bodies, astral bodies, and spiritual things cannot be perceived by physical means.


And yet every person can develop the faculty to know these levels by experience.


They can be developed on a personal path of self-knowledge.


How this might look and what results it might lead to is described in this book.


* * *


In terms of method, we can differentiate three completely distinct realms of perception of higher worlds. In this chapter they will be briefly outlined, and explained in detail in later chapters.


Supersensory Perception


One the one hand there is supersensory perception which is divided in anthroposophical literature into Imagination, Inspiration, and Intuition. These terms, as used in anthroposophy, are precisely described and are distinct from their usual meaning in everyday speech.


The ability to have Imaginations, Inspirations, and Intuitions is the result—to put it in simplified form—of a personal path of practice and knowledge. Only occasionally are individuals born with it. The ability sometimes appears after an accident or a shock, but disappears again after ‘recovery’.


Imagination: Supersensory beings and structures can be ‘seen’. This does not mean a seeing with the eyes but something we can describe as ‘like seeing something’. Supersensory things are not physically visible. This gives rise to a plethora of misunderstandings. We perceive with our consciousness. Seeing at the supersensory level appears in our consciousness, and can be experienced as being inside or outside the boundary of the physical head. The reference to the head is not a full explanation from a supersensory perspective, but is perfectly adequate as an initial explanation. When you ask people, they say they think with their head, that they experience their memories or what they picture to themselves mentally, in the region of their head. Supersensible sight can appear as an ‘inner picture’ but also like something that is actually in front of us like an image.


This ‘like seeing’ of supersensory things is called Imagination.


In terms of method, an Imagination can be clearly grasped. It is an active process. This means that someone who is able to perceive supersensibly is not condemned to have to see supersensory things—like people’s auras, for example—all the time. The physical world is already complicated enough. Engaging supersensory perception according to method means being able to engage it when one wants to. When we don’t want to, we perceive purely physically.


Inspiration: This applies even more for ‘speaking’ to beings. Of course, we don’t actually speak. Put simply—we will go more deeply into this later—we think in the direction of the being. The answer is a thought process, but it is not we who are doing the thinking. However, this kind of supersensory perception is not the same as hearing voices. Involuntary hearing of voices would rather be cause for concern about one’s psychological health. ‘Inspiration’ can be called ‘dialogue contact’ with beings. The contact is made by an individual, and a response is given—if they wish to—by supersensory beings.


We can reach every being in the spiritual world with our thoughts. Depending on the abilities of the questioner, there is a direct answer or not. If an answer reaches the questioner, we can call this process Inspiration. When, by contrast, a person directs their thoughts to the spiritual world in general or to a particular being and doesn’t receive an answer, then we would have to call this prayer. Fortunately, we don’t have to be able to perceive by Inspiration in order to pray.


Intuition: A completely different kind of supersensory perception involves merging with the being’s consciousness, seeing through its eyes, so to speak. This process is called ‘Intuition’. We suddenly just know; we know the solution or what to do, we have the right answer. People who have good intuition skills must be careful not to get involved in interpersonal problems. For other people, individuals like this can often be indistinguishable from ‘know-it-alls’. It would be advisable for individuals who are strongly intuitive to be very restrained and perhaps just pose the right question at the right moment. ‘Have we considered that . . .’ — everyone is happy about the appropriate impulse, things move on and nobody needs to feel pressured. Rudolf Steiner, the founder of anthroposophy, stated that we all already possess an intuitive faculty, namely in relation to our ‘I’—in other words, to the entity which says ‘I’ to ourselves. We know who ‘I’ is if we are honest with ourselves. This corresponds to the feeling of Intuition of the consciousness of other beings.


Perceiving the Supersensory


A completely different field from the perception just described is perception of the supersensory. The supersensory perception described above is the result of a—possibly long—path of knowledge; perception of the supersensory is available to every person at any time—the idea just has to occur to them! What is the difference?


We humans are for the most part supersensory beings. We have an etheric body, an astral body, and spiritual bodies—and in addition a physical body we can see all the time. With our supersensory members-of-being* we participate in the supersensory world that surrounds us. We can sense this when these outer and inner supersensory worlds overlap. This leads to a resonance with our life-force (etheric body) or our soul (astral body). The etheric body expresses this etheric resonance by a change of sensation in our body (weight, warmth, coolness, itching, feeling of pressure, etc.), or the astral resonance in the astral body by a change in our emotions (joy, sadness, boldness, delight, etc.), depending on the nature of the force working in on us from outside. These impressions are location specific. The soul- or body-related feeling arises at this spot of physical space and not at that spot a step further on. So we can supersensibly feel out a location and get a clear idea of how it would ‘look’ if we could see it.


Meditation


A third important area of perception of higher worlds is called meditation.


In order to avoid misunderstandings: the notion of ‘meditation’ has two distinct meanings. There is meditation on something and meditation about something. The first is a process of practice, the second is a tool of perception. We can meditate on a mantra: this means practising to generate the power to hold this, and only this, in our consciousness for a certain time. This is meditating on the mantra. We can meditate about a mantra, then we experience its cosmic context and interrelationships. We experience a higher meaning of an interrelationship once we have been able to place it in our own consciousness. In general language use, these two completely different areas are not distinguished. To simplify: we can meditate on something we already know; this is an exercise. The exercise consists in becoming more and more able to think solely this content of consciousness (a mantra, for example) and nothing else besides. Or we meditate about something we do not yet know; we place something in our consciousness about which we would like to experience something at a supersensible level. The higher context is then given to the meditator as a perception. Thus, for example, a researcher can meditate the supersensory processes of a diseased liver, without the need for a person with a diseased liver to be actually present.


* * *


When I was a young student, I was sitting one day at my desk studying. Suddenly I had a strange feeling on my left shoulder. It was as though something was having an effect on my shoulder from outside, and yet there was nothing to be seen. Strangely enough, when I moved slightly to the side, the feeling did not move with me, but remained where it was in space having this effect now on a different part of my shoulder. When I moved my hand through the space in front of me, I sensed, at a certain place, that there was something there. Something invisible. It felt at that spot like a shadow falling on my hand, but there was no shadow there. This feeling of a shadow could be traced further on through the space. In this way I could perceive an invisible wall that had touched my hand and before that my shoulder. At that moment it suddenly struck me that something like a supersensory level must indeed exist. It was just at this time that I made my first contact with anthroposophy and read Rudolf Steiner’s Theosophy, a basic book of anthroposophy. There I read about supersensory worlds, and for the first time found a confirmation.


At that time I had no concept that I could apply to a structure such as the one going through my room. An ‘earth ray’ or whatever it was. Today, more than 30 years later, I would call an invisible wall like this a linear etheric condensing of the earth’s aura. The structure was etheric and came into resonance with my etheric body. This resulted in a body-oriented feeling of slight localized coldness—indeed, as though a shadow had fallen across my skin.


A few days later something completely different happened. I realized that I could also ‘see’ this strange invisible wall. Not with my eyes— that was obvious to me. Somehow I saw it with my consciousness. It was as though optical, and yet not optical. I could ‘see’ it just as well with my eyes closed. It ‘looked’ roughly like how it does when you drop rock sugar into tea but don’t stir it. Soon afterwards, streaks of greater optical density slowly begin to rise up.


At this point I understood that there were (at least) two ways to perceive the supersensible: one could ‘feel’ it (as a resonance, which I only understood much later on), and could ‘see’ it (with one’s consciousness using the specific method of Imagination, which also became clear to me only much later on).
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