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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.




Victorious spirit


flame through the faintness


of hesitant souls.


Burn up ego’s self-craving,


ignite compassion,


so that selflessness,


the life-stream of mankind


wells up as the source


of spirit’s rebirth.
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Introduction


Michaelmas Day, or the festival of St Michael and All Angels (29 September), does not even figure on the calendar on my wall. In traditional farming communities there was a large number of country customs at Michaelmas (including stealing your neighbour’s horse with impunity!), but nowadays little is associated with it apart from the name of a university term, a day when quarter rents are due or the day for choosing magistrates. Perhaps the latter, at least, contains the faint trace of a lost insight into a dimension of being—and indeed an actual being—which Rudolf Steiner focuses on in the lecture extracts compiled here. What is a magistrate after all? Derived from the Latin magister or master, it is clearly connected with authority—something, however, which we cannot properly exercise without a degree of self-mastery. A magistrate enforces the law but must also weigh up the merits of each case by using his or her own power of judgement and intuition; and the Michaelic qualities Steiner returns to on several occasions include a conscious quality of inner judgement, resolve and decisive action, informed by the forces of the heart. Chambers Dictionary also tells me that ‘magistery’ is a term in alchemy referring to a ‘transmuting agent, a precipitate or any sovereign remedy’. In these lectures Steiner speaks often of the need for a transformation of the human mind and heart; and in a couple of passages, indeed, he mentions that the time of autumn, when natural forces are waning, can be understood as a season when the human spirit separates from the natural world and comes to a sense of its own, independent existence, much as a substance in solution separates out, forming a precipitate and leaving a purified fluid behind.


The year is a cycle which we can accompany with our feeling and awareness: a sequence of changing phenomena in the external world but also a greater image of processes at work in the human being. At one time (during spring and summer) we are intimately linked to all its flourishing physical processes as an image of our own physical life; at another (autumn and winter), we separate from its waning and death just as the spirit can separate from its ‘suspension’ in the body, becoming more conscious of its non-physical existence. The festival of Michaelmas which Steiner wished to reinstate and wholly reinvigorate is one which he believed was particularly vital in our time: the celebration of a new age which had dawned, when human beings can go beyond the constraints of a narrow materialism and at the same time find their way to true fellowship with one another. He believed a Michaelmas festival worthy of the name would do more to address the social ills of our time than any amount of abstract debate and well-meaning but impotent measures. Typically, he does not dictate what form such a festival would take but—a Michael quality—leaves us completely free, simply urging us to create the right conditions in ourselves out of which such a festival could authentically develop.


The picture of St Michael vanquishing the dragon, various versions of which readers may know from art history or legend, is one which Steiner conjures again before us as an image—in fact a reality—of a battle waged continually between different forces within us: those which harness us to a spellbound enchantment in the material world, and those which we ourselves must activate to penetrate a veil of illusion, to truly meet nature, ourselves, each other and greater realities. This is also something, as Steiner emphasizes, which requires courage—a quality he connects particularly with the beginning of autumn.


As trees grow bare of leaves, revealing, as it were, the skeleton of things, it is easy to sense layers of physical protection falling away from us as greater, lonelier spaces open up. This season, at the fine transition between natural life and death, but equally between a sleepier nature consciousness and a waking consciousness of self, feels like that sword blade in fairy tales that is laid as a sharp reminder between two who are not married—between, you could say, nature and spirit, which divide from each other at this time of year.


But not just at this time of year. Steiner stresses that, since we are not merely natural beings, we can have all seasons in us simultaneously. He continually returns to the theme of our modern era, finding a particular correspondence between the start of autumn and our present state and stage of evolution. We are no longer sustained by past certainties and by a mothering natural world. We have risen above it, coming far adrift in the process from a harmonious balance with ourselves and our environment—a loss so beautifully lamented in Chief Seattle’s address to the conquering white man.1 This evolutionary transition—as people the world over are increasingly aware—is forcing us to awaken to the consequences of our own actions in many different spheres, asking us to exercise moral judgement and take responsibility for ourselves and the planet. To reconnect consciously. And increasingly it is becoming clear, in a way similar to the wider vistas that open up as leaves fall, that a battle is raging between these developing forces of sensitivity, awareness and responsibility and those of—really there is no other word—demonic self-interest, social divisiveness and materialism, often, let’s not deceive ourselves, combined within each one of us. So the battle is with and within ourselves.


Just two aspects of our age are enough, perhaps, to highlight the nature of this battle. I’d like to accentuate each and give an accompanying image that occurred to me in relation to them. Our era, of course, promotes a widespread worship and culture of youth, a pervasive trait that can easily make people feel that the elderly have no value, that the flourish and beauty of youth is the only worthy human state. This is not just the worship of youth and beauty, though, but the adulation of all things physical, the denial of soul and spiritual qualities which, as Steiner points out, can only shine through—like autumn colours—as physical attributes wane. Of course this depends on how we age: whether we cling desperately to physical life, lamenting each wrinkle, or allow non-physical qualities to rise up in us, revealing our true, non-physical nature like the sun shining through thinning clouds. Recently I was walking in the grounds of a National Trust estate and I saw a wonderful sight, a lively young girl and a bent old man together. I do not know if he was her father or grandfather, but there was something blessed about the atmosphere between them, she leaping to touch a branch, he hobbling slowly but with a genuinely illumined, unhurried air. Somehow one could sense the girl’s deep, unspoken love of the old man, and his of her; and this struck me as a powerful image of the relationship between the physical and the spiritual, how each age can honour the other, and how the summer of youth can give way gracefully and willingly to the autumn of age and its spiritual gifts.


The other image is that of the archangel Michael as the countenance of Christ. Steiner mentions this several times. Our age is one in which the head often predominates. So many of us spend a great deal of time no longer gazing out into the world but into the interior of the computer’s artificial ‘head’, into a virtual reality that detaches us from the world and each other while artificially ‘connecting’ us—and increasingly straitjackets and mechanizes our thinking. Steiner describes the face of Michael, in contrast, as outward gazing, silent but expectant, waiting for our courageous and conscious deeds. Michael, says Steiner, is a being who does not aspire to the pride of the separate human intellect, but who reflects cosmic intelligence such as we find at work throughout the natural world.


The other day, in early October, I went out into my garden in the slanting morning sunshine and found a spider busily weaving its web. Spiders get a bad press, but I was transfixed by the light illuminating the filaments of the developing web, the radiating spokes like a small sun, and the extraordinary intelligence active in the spider as it deftly worked its way round and inwards from the web’s outer edge, hitching each small section of thread—spun from itself—to the web’s shining surface. You may say that this was all in aid of Darwinian survival, to entrap other creatures. While true on one level, at another the web also seemed like a transparent window or face through which cosmic law was working, an utterance from the heart of nature to the human heart. The intelligence in nature is innocent, unconscious and intuitive—a stage we cannot go back to. We are a long way from becoming such clear, but now conscious, vessels for the cosmos to work through—but perhaps it is time to make a start. Except for the final lecture in this volume, which is given in its entirety, the passages collected here range from single paragraphs to long extracts. 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
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1. Reading More Deeply


Extract from a lecture given in Vienna on 1 October 1923


Read in a different way, says Steiner, if what you read is going to transform you and come to life within you. This heartfelt reading and engagement can also be applied to nature itself which Steiner urges us to experience deeply and inwardly, feeling both our profound connection to and necessary separation from it. This deep reading, he says, will counter the impotence of abstract ideas that are incapable of effecting real change, and could feed into a Michaelmas festival imbued with real, transformative power.


If you read a book or a lecture cycle on anthroposophy just as you read any other book—that is, in the same abstract way—there is no point in reading anthroposophical2 literature at all. In that case I would advise you to read cookery books or technical books on mechanics: that would be more useful. Or read about ‘How to become a Good Businessman’. Reading books or listening to lectures on anthroposophy has sense only when you realize that to receive its messages a totally different frame of mind is called for from the one involved in the gleaning of other information. This is confirmed by the fact that those who nowadays consider themselves to be very intelligent regard anthroposophic literature as mad ...


And indeed, the conclusions reached by anthroposophy are very different from what emanates from other quarters. And I must say that a certain policy adhered to by some of our friends, that of making anthroposophy generally palatable by talking down the discrepancies between it and the superficial views of others, is not one I can approve of at all ... What is needed is a totally different orientation and attitude of soul if the message of anthroposophy is to be considered plausible, comprehensible, intelligent—instead of mad.


But given this different orientation, not only the human intellect but also the human heart and soul will soon undergo a schooling that renders it more sensitive to impressions. It will no longer feel winter merely as the time for donning a heavy coat, or summer as the signal for shedding various articles of clothing; but rather it will learn to feel the subtle transitions occurring in the course of the year, from the cold snows of winter to sultry midsummer. We shall learn to sense the course of the year as we do the expressions of a living, soul-endowed being. Indeed, the proper study of anthroposophy can bring us to the point at which we feel the manifestations of the seasons as we do the assent or dissent in the soul of a friend. Just as in the words of a friend and in the whole attitude of his soul we can perceive the warm heartbeat of a soul-endowed being whose manner of speaking to us is quite different from that of a lifeless thing, so nature, hitherto mute, will begin to speak to us as though from her soul. In the cycle of the seasons we will learn to feel evolving soul. We will learn to listen to what the year as a great living being has to tell us, instead of occupying ourselves only with smaller living beings. We will then find our place in the whole, soul-endowed cosmos.


But then, when summer passes into autumn and winter approaches, something very special will speak to us out of nature. Someone who has gradually acquired the sensitive feeling for nature just described—and anthroposophists will notice in due time that this can indeed be developed in the soul through anthroposophical practice—will learn to distinguish between nature consciousness, engendered during spring and summer, and self-awareness which thrives in the autumn and winter. What is nature consciousness? When spring comes the earth unfolds its sprouting, blossoming life. And if I react to this in the right way, if I let all that spring really encompasses speak within me—although I do not have to be aware of it since it speaks in the unconscious depths as well—if I achieve this then I do not merely say that flowers are blooming and plants germinating, but I also feel a true concord with nature, and can say: My higher ego blooms in the flower, germinates in the plant. Nature consciousness is engendered only by learning to participate in all that develops in nature’s burgeoning and unfolding life. To be able to germinate with the plant, to bear fruit with the plant, means to pass beyond one’s own inner self and become one with nature. The concept of developing spirituality does not mean becoming abstract, but means following the spirit in its developing and unfolding being. And if by participating in the germinating, the flowering and the bearing of fruit we develop this delicate feeling for nature during the spring and summer, we prepare ourselves to live in devotion to the universe, to the firmament, precisely at the height of summer. Then every tiny glow-worm will be a revelation to us of the cosmos. Every breeze at midsummer will proclaim to us the cosmic principle alive within earthly things.
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