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Knowing God
 and the practice of reverent devotion
 A lecture by Rudolf Steiner
 Berlin, 28 October, 1909
 With an Introduction by Anna Silber
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Introduction
How does the human being come to know the divine, to know God? 
Over the past few centuries, human beings have set their minds upon the path of scientific inquiry, amassing a voluminous knowledge of the physical world. This knowledge has led to life-saving and world-changing discoveries in countless spheres of culture, to be sure. But in relationship to the divine spiritual world—what the New Testament calls “the heavens” or “the Kingdom of God”—and in relationship to the search for God, this way of knowing has come up empty. A culture plagued with cynicism and nihilism is the painful shadow that is cast as the light of this knowledge shines into every aspect of life. Despite the outer benefits, one does not have to look far to see its effect on human souls in the mounting levels of depression, anxiety, and hopelessness in human hearts. 
If we turn to the religious life in search of God, what do we find? Deep feelings of holiness and awe can be cultivated in the soul, and a feeling for the meaning of life can be approached, but too often the religious experience denies the thinking human mind an opportunity to play a part in knowing the divine. In some traditions, it is even emphasized that we can’t know God, we can only have faith. As a result, devotional practices have come to signal suggestibility and even naïveté for many, and thus can no longer be taken seriously. We see the effects of this in the great numbers of human beings backing away from religious affiliations in our time. So, what are we left with in our longing to truly know, for ourselves, the divine spiritual world? 
In this lecture, the third in the Renewing Religious Life series1, Rudolf Steiner breaks through this impasse by pointing us to a specific schooling of the soul. This schooling process involves bringing the forces of reverent devotion into the path of inquiry that belongs to the modern thinker. One might wonder how the process of thinking is related to reverent devotion at all. In fact, they may seem as distant from one another as science and religion. The goal of this lecture is to show how this union can come about. And in the process, we discover how the pitfalls and limits of each one can be overcome by the other.
While the term “reverent devotion” might bring to mind a gentle walk in nature, one should actually be prepared for a steep climb. And, as it goes with most ascents, one’s hard work is rewarded by the view from a higher vantage point. This lecture is demanding of the reader, and the work is rewarded by the chance to see more as we look at the true nature of the human being. Rudolf Steiner orients us to the various aspects of the soul with differentiated and specific terminology that belongs to the anthroposophical, or spiritual scientific2 view of the human being. This view fully restores the biblical view of the human being in our three natures of body, soul, and spirit and allows for greater precision of language when exploring these parts of our being3. As it relates to the soul, we find a careful examination of three different aspects, each one having its own “task.” For the purpose of this theme, Rudolf Steiner locates us in what he calls the consciousness soul, the highest part of the human soul that bears the task of knowing the world and itself. 
Through a careful thought process, Rudolf Steiner gifts us with a renewed understanding of reverent devotion. We come to know its two sides, namely, the feeling of love united with the will activity of surrender. When reverent devotion is truly cultivated in the soul, as described in this lecture, it can lead thinking human beings toward all that they seek to know and understand. If our approach to knowing can be warmed through and led toward the divine with true reverent devotion, the potentially cold intellect can be transformed. What results is a strengthening of the self, through humility and purification, for its union with the divine.
Consider the humble gestures of a bowed head, folded hands, and bent knee, all inclined in reverence toward a power greater than ourselves. Everything we know is lovingly surrendered. We grow vulnerable, and something new is possible. Through humbly permeating and enhancing our souls with what comes toward us from that higher power, we grow strong. This may sound like a contradiction in terms. How do feelings of love and surrender bring about inner strength? This is a fair question, as we can point to plenty of painful examples where human beings are led astray through blind faith and sentimentality. In fact, Rudolf Steiner warns that a person who has a will to surrender themselves without the will to think bears the great risk of losing themselves. Likewise, a feeling of love can devolve into infatuation if one fails to penetrate it with the light of thinking. In this way, the light of thinking ensures that the soul’s devotional experience steers clear of weakness and aimlessness and thus rescues the religious path from its pitfalls.
Our collective achievements in the realm of scientific inquiry have led humanity to amass great treasures on earth. This power of thinking, when it is imbued with reverent devotion, can also lead us to treasures in heaven. I can only hope that the reader feels encouraged by these ideas, and that seeds of enthusiasm for the renewal they point to may take root in our culture. 
 
—Rev. Anna Silber
Priest in the Spring Valley Area Congregation
Chestnut Ridge, NY
September 2022
 
Notes:
1 The first of the series published by the Seminary of the Christian Community in North America was Prayer as a Force in Human Becoming, the second was Faith, Love, and Hope.
2 These two terms are the ones Rudolf Steiner most often used to describe what he established as the extension of scientific inquiry into the worlds of life, soul, and spirit that are “higher” than what the senses reveal.view of the human being. 
3 While Rudolf Steiner does spend time unfolding this idea in the lecture, the reader may find it helpful to read the first chapter of his book entitled Theosophy, where he offers a helpful foundational picture of the spiritual anatomy referred to here.
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Union with the eternal-feminine
We all know the words with which Goethe concluded his magnum opus, his Faust:
All things transient
Are but a parable;
Earth's insufficiency
Here finds fulfilment;
The indescribable
Here becomes deed;
The eternal-feminine
Draws us on high.
It should go without saying today that the term eternal-feminine in this case has nothing to do with male and female, but rather with Goethe’s recourse to an ancient turn of phrase. All such mystic worldviews—and Goethe calls the totality of these words a Chorus mysticus—all such mystic worldviews point to an undefined yearning in the soul for something as yet unidentified and separate from itself, but toward which it must strive. This thing, at first only dimly sensed in the spirit by the soul, but toward which it reaches and with which it wants to unite, Goethe calls the eternal-feminine, as did mystics through the ages. In fact, the whole point of Faust, Part Two bears out this interpretation of the concluding lines of Part One.
As a counterpoint to this Chorus mysticus, with its succinct words, we could place a kind of “Unio mystica,” which is what true, clear mystical thinkers have called the humanly attainable union with this spiritually distant eternal-feminine.
When the soul succeeds in rising up and feeling at one with the eternal-feminine, then we can speak of what was called mystical union, “Unio mystica.” This Unio mystica, this mystical union, is the pinnacle of what we will discuss in today’s lecture. We saw in recent lectures, particularly those on the mission of anger and the mission of truth, that the human soul is an ever-evolving entity. We looked at how the soul is schooled both by attributes it must work to overcome, like anger, and by the truth, an extraordinary teacher of the human soul in its own right.
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