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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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About this Book


If we engage more fully with anthroposophy we will discover two things initially. First, anthroposophy is not a doctrine or set of dogmas but a path towards deeper insights supported by the countless suggestions, exercises and meditations that Rudolf Steiner gave. Secondly, we find, however, that astonishingly few of those who have been involved in anthroposophy since Steiner's day have arrived at their own independently acquired spiritual insights by pursuing this path.


Instead, from time to time, there have been individuals who presented somewhat dubious spiritual perceptions relating, say, to former incarnations or encounters with spiritual beings—the latter offering diverse messages to the individuals in question. Anyone who has a fleeting or superficial encounter with anthroposophy may well be inclined therefore to turn away from it again. But if we do not allow ourselves to be misled by such things, we will sooner or later find the underlying reasons for them.


Study of and preoccupation with anthroposophic spiritual science, and in particular carrying out the relevant exercises and meditations, starts to change our relationship with the world we perceive around us. In the visible physical world we are used to experiencing ourselves as separate from surrounding objects and phenomena. As we begin to have spiritual perceptions however—initially appearing in imaginative form and thus in pictures or images—we will inevitably find that these are not separate from our interior life but arise from and are influenced by it.


Here we discover the fundamental distinction between spiritual and sensory perception. With the latter, given the tangible reality of objects outside me, I can always distinguish between what I am myself and the outer object. In the case of spiritual perceptions by contrast, it is far less easy to distinguish between the productions of my own psyche and real spiritual entities. In fact, most objections to anthroposophy cast doubt on our capacity to perceive spiritual worlds at all.


Objections of this kind, however, are ultimately only barriers thrown up by ourselves to hinder our access to worlds of spirit. In the meditative texts compiled here, Rudolf Steiner shows us that, as we begin to know ourselves more fully, we can indeed approach the threshold to spiritual realities.


‘Man know thyself’ was the ancient Greek instruction to those who sought higher knowledge. Whoever wishes to gain spiritual insights has to learn to distinguish between what belongs to his own being or nature and what is part of his real spiritual environment. But as long as we draw back from this self-knowledge we will either gain only dubious spiritual perceptions—since it is unclear what the person concerned has himself introduced into these—or will have no such perceptions in the first place.


But why do we draw back in some alarm from insight into our own being? Answering this question brings us to one of the most important things that the meditant can gain from the texts gathered here:


You see, we have something within us that obstructs a deeper knowledge of ourselves. This is an urge that arises when we must acknowledge a characteristic trait in ourselves, and have no wish to allow any illusion to intrude, to reshape, reform this characteristic. If we do not heed this urge, but simply divert our attention from ourselves and remain as we are, we naturally also deprive ourselves of the means to perceive this particular quality in us. But if we penetrate our own nature, and become aware of this or that characteristic without illusion, we will either find we are able to improve it or will be unable to do so at our present stage of life. In the latter case, a feeling will insinuate itself into our soul that we must call a sense of shame.1


A feeling of shame always arises when we seek to hide from the gaze of the outer world something that we find disagreeable. Rudolf Steiner goes on to point out that a kind of hidden sense of shame exists in relation to self-knowledge: ‘This concealed feeling, though, works in a way similar to the more apparent kind we ascertained in ordinary life: it prevents our inmost being appearing to others in a perceptible picture.’2 This also explains why, in the absence of the necessary self-knowledge, we cannot gain access to spiritual perception:


Since a person's own inner being is concealed from him, he cannot perceive what would allow him to develop the means or tools for perceiving the soul-spiritual world; he is unable to reconfigure his being in a way that enables it to acquire spiritual organs of perception.3


Thus the kind of self-knowledge we are speaking of here seems an essential precondition for any form of higher knowledge. When we really engage fully with it, it can seem an awkward or unpleasant thing, since ‘... if we penetrate our own nature, and become aware of this or that characteristic without illusion, we will either find we are able to improve it or will be unable to do so at our present stage of life.’4


In the latter case a sense of resignation—a great danger in this form of self-knowledge—might easily arise:


As we enter the world of spirit, an aspect of self-knowledge comes about—as our first supersensible achievement—of which previously we can have had scarcely any inkling. And we discover all that we must leave behind if we really wish to enter with full knowledge into the world in which we are actually always immersed. There rises before the inner gaze a very sharp and clear awareness of what we have so far made of ourselves as a human being, both consciously and unconsciously, in the sensory world. Such an experience can often lead to us relinquishing all further efforts to penetrate supersensible worlds. You see, we also gain insight here into how we have to learn to feel and sense things differently if our sojourn in the spiritual world is to be successful.5


The soul's fundamental powers of morality—as described for instance in chapter 4 of this book—need to be strengthened for us to avoid giving up at this point. The path to higher knowledge is unavoidably connected with this. The certainty that working on the moral underpinning of our own inner life is the only thing that will enable us to confront our own psyche without any illusion is at the same time a strong motivating force in engaging with this work of self-knowledge.


Rudolf Steiner adds:


Far too much is said theoretically and philosophically about self-knowledge. This in fact tends to distract our inner gaze from the serious nature of what is involved here. Yet above and beyond all such seriousness, we can feel profound satisfaction at the thought that human nature is such that it instinctively refrains from entering the world of spirit before becoming able to develop the right degree of self-aware maturity. What profound satisfaction, too, that our initially most significant encounter with a being of the world of spirit is with our own true being, which we must further develop as part of humanity's evolution.6


Our sense of impotence when we approach the threshold to the world of spirit, the way we draw back in fear from true self-knowledge and from facing ourselves, are experiences that, ultimately, proceed from an entity Steiner calls the ‘Guardian of the Threshold’. He appears to us initially in a form that mirrors the imperfections of our own being. As long as we are not yet ready or willing to work at transforming ourselves, we cannot cross the threshold to the world of spirit and are repulsed.


All this can point us to a fundamental reality of human life on earth that Christian theology calls the ‘Fall’. The legend of paradise, the garden of Eden, as related in Genesis, describes the temptation we succumbed to at the beginning of human evolution, as embodied by Lucifer in the form of the serpent who offers Eve the apple from the Tree of Knowledge.


This temptation appears to us simultaneously as gain and loss. Human intellect—the search for knowledge—had to be paid for by the loss of paradise. The human freedom that arose in consequence of us leaving paradise at the same time contains our potential for error and for entanglement in the weight of earthly travails. Freedom always also signifies not only doing what is right, true and good, but the capacity to choose what is wrong, untrue and evil. This potential that we all bear within us derives from the ‘Fall’.


The path of self-knowledge as offered here in texts by Rudolf Steiner, inevitably confronts anyone who wishes to pursue this path with the consequences of this ‘Fall’. In the pictorial language of the Old Testament, the ‘Guardian of the Threshold’ can be seen as the angel who stands at the threshold of paradise and repulses our efforts to return there. A person seeking self-knowledge is confronted with the full force of these consequences:


Consciousness clings to the way in which it can experience itself within the world of senses. There it feels itself in its element, experiencing itself in thoughts, feelings and affects etc. that it owes to the sensory world. We can see how determinedly our awareness clings to these experiences the moment we really enter worlds of spirit. In the same way that we cling to fond memories at certain moments of our life, so at the moment we enter supersensible worlds all the inclinations we are capable of necessarily arise from our depths of soul; we become aware how we rely fundamentally on the life that connects us with the sensory world.


This dependency appears here in its full reality, without any of the illusions we otherwise form about it during life. As we enter the world of spirit, an aspect of self-knowledge comes about—as our first supersensible achievement—of which previously we can have had scarcely any inkling. And we discover all that we must leave behind if we really wish to enter with full knowledge into the world in which we are actually always immersed. There rises before the inner gaze a very sharp and clear awareness of what we have so far made of ourselves as human being, both consciously and unconsciously, in the sensory world.7


But something else is connected with the ‘Fall’ as well. In Christian tradition, humanity was not left alone, left to its own fate, after being driven from paradise. Divine powers sent the Christ, who liberated human beings again from the entanglement to which they succumbed through the ‘Fall’.


For Rudolf Steiner too, the Christ event is the key moment of Earth evolution. However, instead of describing it as a general kind of redemption or forgiveness of sins, he shows clearly that Christ does not relieve us of our karma, of our need to bear our destiny through many earthly lives, but simply prevents the consequences of our deeds having a negative repercussion for the objective world order. In a sense he protects the evolution of the cosmos from the consequences of individual transgressions. As such he is the ‘lamb’ who takes the ‘sins of the world’ upon himself.
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