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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.
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THE ORGANIC DEVELOPMENT OF THE ANTHROPOSOPHICAL SOCIETY AND ITS FUTURE TASKS


18 January 1924


Lecture given by Dr. Steiner at Dornach


MY DEAR FRIENDS,


In the second number of the Weekly News or News Sheet— as you know, this News Sheet is called ‘What is happening in the Anthroposophical Society’—you will find a communication that I have addressed to the Members; and I would like to lay special stress on the opening sentences of the article.* These sentences must be taken in all earnestness. You will allow me perhaps to read them out:


The foundation of the General Anthroposophical Society at the Christmas gathering cannot have its fulfilment in what was done or witnessed by the members who were at the Goetheanum while it lasted. Its real substance will only come into existence if in the future, everywhere, those who are devoted to Anthroposophy can feel the coming of fresh anthroposophical life as they give effect to its intentions. Otherwise the meeting would not have done what it set out to do.


There can be no doubt of it, my dear friends, the Anthroposophical Society is in need of new life. And what took place here at Christmas must be regarded as something that is not by any means finished and completed. The very least part of all that took place can be counted as complete; rather must it be that new content continually flows into this Christmas Meeting through all that happens further in the Anthroposophical Society. Hitherto one has been accustomed to regard a meeting of this kind as included within the limits set by its beginning and its end, preserving at the most a memory of it as of an experience that is over.


Our Christmas Meeting had however a quite different character. It showed from the very beginning that it could not possibly be so regarded. We cannot look upon it as a thing that takes place and is then past and over. Its content bore a very special quality. If you look back to the Christmas Meeting, you must needs see how something which originated from the spiritual world came into being there. The attempt was made to break with all the ideas one has had hitherto of what a Society should be, and to let the spiritual illuminate and shine through every single event that took place. But as I have often said, the spiritual has its own laws. The spiritual has other laws than those that prevail in the physical world. Let us now consider what was brought into the Christmas Meeting through the fact that it had this spiritual background. Let us place it there before our minds, and then think how all the several actions and undertakings of the Anthroposophical Society relate themselves to it.


If this Christmas Meeting is taken simply in the way one has been only too ready to take earlier gatherings, then it will gradually fade away, it will gradually lose all content; and in that case it would actually have been better if we had not come together at all. For the spiritual has this property, that if it is not held fast, it disappears—not of course in the Cosmos, but for the place where it is not being pursued and fostered. What it does is to seek out other places in the Cosmos. An event such as our Christmas Meeting, my dear friends, is not to be thought of as something that takes place within the earthly realm. And so you must not imagine, if the impulse of the Christmas Meeting fails of fulfilment and is therefore wafted away and disappears, that this impulse is bound to show itself somewhere else on Earth. That is not necessary. It may seek refuge in quite other worlds.


It all comes to this. We must find the way to receive the content of the Christmas Meeting, we must take trouble that it shall really be received. And the News Sheet for the members is to have this as its aim.


The opening number of the News Sheet will give a picture not merely of what went on at the Christmas Meeting, but a picture also of the will that lived in this Christmas Meeting. This is our particular intention in the Letters to the Members. This second number contains the first instalment, and it will be continued in the following numbers. We have had first of all to emphasise how on the one hand we have to look back to what has been in the Anthroposophical Society and then to look forward to what ought to be in the Anthroposophical Society in the future.


And it will be quite good, my dear friends, if from this point of view, we now look back a little in time, in order, as it were, to set the Christmas Meeting in its right framework. The Anthroposophical Society began in a very small way; in its early days it was included at the beginning of the century within the Theosophical Society. What was it like in those days ? We may leave on one side the Theosophical Society, for what has evolved as the Anthroposophical Society has gone through its own organic process of becoming, it has come forth and unfolded from its own source, or we might say, its own seed. Those who were so to speak the original stock who formed the Anthroposophical Society were in the beginning a very small number. We met in very small circles in various places, and even the public lectures were given, to begin with, in a quite narrow setting. And it was so, that in these early beginnings no one troubled himself about the Anthroposophical Movement except those who were there in it, or took some direct part in it in one way or other. It was really, one may say, marvellously peaceful! The world took no notice of Anthroposophy. Those who gathered together in the anthroposophical circles—they alone took notice of it.


Among these were many who were able to find in the Anthroposophy that flowed forth from the spiritual world, an answer to the deepest needs of their souls. They joined in increasing numbers those circles which later became the Anthroposophical Society. Those who were not able to find a point of contact for the needs of their soul remained away, but to begin with these were simply people who were uninterested; they did not burst into anger, they simply said to themselves: ‘What I find offered there is nothing to me.’ And they did not come again. As long as the work went on in this way one could really work in peace and quiet, and one was in fact able within such limited circles to lead up to higher truths many who were seeking for these truths.


And it was only in an external sense that even the war brought disturbance into this earliest phase of our movement. Communication between the countries was of course no longer possible in the same way. We could not be united in intimate circles, because a terrible world-tyranny was exercised during the war. But the characteristic spiritual stream that ran and still runs through the Anthroposophical Society nevertheless remained intact.


But it is now the task of Anthroposophy not only to reach the single individual in respect of the fundamental needs of his soul, but actually to stimulate the whole of human life. Wherever the creative impulse of man is seeking for active expression from within, there this striving can find contact with the source of Anthroposophy. For Anthroposophy takes all that is human for its province. Thus we were able in Munich to make a beginning with an activity in the sphere of Art. And the artistic activity that found expression in the performance of the Mystery Plays brought many a member a step forward in his soul-life. He saw in pictures what he had already received by means of ideas; for ideas had hitherto been the channels into which the spiritual life had been poured.


Not even, however, did the performance of the Mystery Plays in Munich effectively disturb our peaceful path. The world really began to take notice of Anthroposophy only when the intention to build the Goetheanum began to be put into effect. Before that, there had been single instances here and there of unfriendly workings, but they had not been such as one needs to reckon with or take into account; for in the sphere of the occult the best work is done when one works positively and out of immediate impulses. When however the intention to build the Goetheanum began to take effect, when we laid the foundation-stone in 1913, something outwardly visible was placed before the eyes of the world. Now there was something for people to see, and moreover something they did not understand. From that moment the world began to take note of Anthroposophy.


In spite of the fact that even during the war we for our part still persisted in our old manner of working, the notice taken by the world at large began to grow. Students of Natural Science who had joined the Anthroposophical Movement to begin with only to satisfy the innermost and deepest needs of their soul, found that not alone were these deep needs met in Anthroposophy, but they were being led to see how every single science is coming today to a dead point. The sciences come to a dead point just where the true need for knowledge begins. We must have a correct picture in our minds of the state of science today. The young student studies. What he finds in his study gives him a store of information and facts. The knowledge he gains in this way has quite special and peculiar qualities. Nowhere however is it truthfully told what are the qualities of the kind of knowledge that our boys and girls have given to them at school, and in still greater measure at the Universities. The truth is, this knowledge is permeated through and through with materialistic thinking. And when today you hear on all sides the cry that materialism is finished, that science is turning again to the spiritual, it is all nothing but talk, it is a mere illusion. People talk about the Spirit, but they have not the remotest idea what the Spirit is.


The knowledge that is taught is, fundamentally speaking, nothing but a collection of materialistically conceived facts. The student receives this knowledge; but it is, so to speak, poured out over him, without his being able to orientate himself in it. The one and only orientation he can make to it is that he knows he must pass his exams. That one fact gives him, in a sense, his place in the world. But really he is strangely at a loss how to deal with the whole width and breadth of the life of science. It pours over him. He feels exactly like someone who has been caught in a regular downpour of rain. He is soaked to the skin—or rather, to speak more truly, he is thoroughly hardened by the kind of knowledge that is presented to him. One cannot say that it is worthless in itself. It is not so. Some of it is of the greatest value; but the student who has to learn it knows nothing of its value. It is imparted to him in such a way that he can know nothing whatever of its true value. Thus we may say: Present-day knowledge may be of the very highest value, but those who are obliged to receive this knowledge are never able to become conscious of its value.
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