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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.




The glorious, radiant light of worlds


urges me from depths of soul


to deliver my life’s godly forces up,


setting them free in universal flight;


to leave myself, and trusting seek myself


only in world light and world warmth.
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Introduction


I remember an experience that often happened to me as a child, just before falling asleep. Under closed eyelids, in what Dylan Thomas called the ‘close and holy dark’, I saw myriad forms resembling vegetation multiplying endlessly in all directions as I floated over it, a burgeoning lush growth of foliage. It occurs to me now that this might relate to an experience of what Steiner calls the ‘etheric’ or ‘life’ body, composed of dynamic formative forces which we share with the plant world, and which sustain life and growth.


The vegetative, blossoming, fruiting growth of summer, says Steiner, is the earth’s sleeping and dreaming. In sleep, certainly, we go ‘out’ of ourselves, and at midsummer all of nature seems similarly to entice us to follow its unfolding, languorous dream. If we allow this season to work its magic on us we can feel unlocked into a more fluid, uplifted sphere than mundane realities otherwise allow.


But at the same time too, as Shakespeare so beautifully shows in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the veils between different worlds seem to grow more permeable and transparent at this season. The sprites and fairies of his midsummer forest intervene in human affairs and make fun of human foibles. In this summery twilight (= two-light) we see double: both the human and the elemental world at once. In going out of ourselves a little more at this season—like the lover, the lunatic and the poet in Shakespeare’s phrase—we can suddenly see more, though confusedly perhaps, shining in towards us foolish mortals from a fluid, dynamic, ethereal realm.


Steiner says in these lecture extracts that in ancient times human beings experienced this season as the only moment of the year when the windows of the heavens opened and they were ‘lifted’ towards their truest eternal being. Yet the message of St John the Baptist, whose festival falls close to the solstice, on 24 June, is that Christ’s advent means we are no longer compelled to dream away from physical reality to find our truest essence in some nebulous ‘beyond’. Christ’s descent through the great solar window into the depths of earthly matter means we can now discover this essential core of being in the flourishing earthly reality around us, and in the individual human heart.


John’s birthday is celebrated on 24 June, six months before that of Jesus, at a time when solar forces in the northern hemisphere have reached their climax and must start to wane towards autumn and winter. John, in his own words, must ‘decrease’ as the Christ spirit ‘increases’. At the time of Christ, merely physical forces had grown too weak to sustain humanity’s natural vision of its divine origins and sense of connection with spiritual realities. John’s baptism by water was a cleansing process that sought to revive the memory of a pre-lapsarian state, when physical forces were most vital and vibrant, and when the earth was young and fresh—a state we can best imagine perhaps by thinking of early childhood. But recalling this state of innocence was, as John knew, no longer enough to offer a way forward. Steiner says that the deed of Christ, the descent of the Holy Spirit into Jesus at the Jordan baptism, gave a wholly new, renewing impetus, firstly for the whole earth and then, into the far future, for every individual who seeks it, out of his own efforts, in ever-deepening awareness. Gradually conquering our narrow, self-focused preoccupations means that the Christ, the universally human, can increase within us.


But perhaps we still need to ask how midsummer festivals, with their wealth of ancient pagan traditions,1 relate to the figure of St John. Much less attuned and sensitive to nature than folk once were, what does high summer really mean to us? There is a radical difference between the close-knit rural communities of the past and a much more fragmented post-industrial society. In fact, that isolation of distinct and separate, often jostling egos may be the answer. We may long, as Yeats describes and as many of us seek to do in droves every summer, to leave the ‘pavement grey’ and search out some isolated ‘Isle of Inisfree’, with its ‘lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore’. Such renewal and reconnection seems essential. Yet more than ever we need to go ‘out’ of ourselves at all seasons, not so much to dream off into the blue but instead wake up into and within the other, which includes (besides other people) animals, plants, even stones and stars—in other words, our whole human, natural and spiritual environment. Imagination is not just a fanciful capacity but carries us out of our narrow compass into these other realities, and it is clearly lack of imagination that allows modern atrocities, great and small, to occur. Perhaps the question could be posed as follows. Can we find ways to go out of ourselves without losing ourselves, to dream wakefully as it were, to lift ourselves out of isolation into realms and realities beyond us without losing awareness, so that the whole environment, society, the cosmos, is reflected ever more truly in each individual? Steiner believes so, and believes that our human future depends on it.


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




MIDSUMMER DREAM:


THE EARTH BREATHES OUT




1. Rising Asleep


Extract from a lecture given in Dornach on 2 May 1920


Like our own day-night rhythm, says Steiner, the earth sleeps and wakes in its annual cycle, its time of dream and sleep corresponding to spring and summer. The flourishing world of plants is, one can say, the earth dreaming out towards the wider cosmos.


Now let us examine what is left lying in bed [when we fall asleep]. What happens to it? It suddenly becomes plantlike. Its life is comparable to what takes place on earth from the moment when plants sprout in spring until the autumn when they die back. This plant nature springs up and puts forth leaves in the human being, as it were, from falling asleep to awaking. We are then like the earth in summer; and when the ego and astral body2 return and the human being awakes, we become like the earth in winter. So we can say that the time between waking and falling asleep is our winter, and that between falling asleep and waking is our summer... The earth wakes in winter and sleeps in summer. The summer is the earth’s sleeping time, the winter its waking time. Outer perception obviously gives a false analogy, presenting summer as the earth’s waking time and winter as its sleep. The reverse is the case, for during sleep we resemble blossoming, sprouting plant life, like the earth in summer ...
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