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__________________________________Abstract_____________________________________ 

The purpose of this paper is to introduce the reader to types of Christianity that have 

developed out of such traditions as Gnosticism, the ancient mystery religious, and early Christian 

mysticism. It seeks to demonstrate how incorporating these esoteric aspects into mainstream 

Christianity will produce a more informed participant of the Christian faith, as well as a more 

harmonious religious practice for the postmodern stage of human consciousness. By examining 

rituals of the mystery traditions, doctrines of the Gnostics, and the beliefs of Christian Mystics—

principally those of death and rebirth, i.e. regeneration—one can identify a connection between 

Christianity and the wisdom of ancient mysteries. The paper will argue why such information is 

important for the effectiveness of modern Christianity. The frayed ends of esoteric tradition are 

found to reconstitute in the Christian religious system, particularly within its esoteric branches, 

and the writings of Christian esotericist Rudolf Steiner reveal spiritual components absent from 

mainstream Christianity. The Christology of Rudolf Steiner seeks to provide a roadmap to what 

he argues are the true teachings espoused by Jesus, i.e. that of self-apostleship and a community 

of free Christian individuals in Christ. 
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Introduction 
 Christianity is at war, not only with competing faiths (although there is certainly that) and 

not only with varying denominations that disagree with points of doctrine here or there, but with 

the very idea that the faith should continue to exist. Orthodoxy, that sacred spring from which the 

many versions of Christianity draw their inspiration, has come under attack from academic, 

secular, even theological leadership who cite declining church membership and the threat of 

postmodernism to Christianity, calling for reforms and especially innovations. Perhaps the 

greatest assaults come from scholars, independent or otherwise, who link the narrative of the 

historical Jesus to certain ancient myths such as the Egyptian god Horus and the Greek god 

Dionysus, publishing books with titles such as The Pagan Christ1 and The Jesus Mysteries2, who 

formulate groups like the Jesus Seminar to determine the historicity of the deeds and sayings of 

Jesus of Nazareth, and historians who study early or primitive Christianity as revealed through 

the Nag Hammadi texts, cobbling together gospels not penned by Mathew, Mark, Luke, or John, 

but by mysterious sectarian groups known as Gnostics. A number of liberally minded priests, 

practitioners, and scholars—for instance John Shelby Spong, Brain D. McLaren, and Robin R. 

Meyers—have published works calling for intense religious reforms within the Christian 

community, e.g. Meyers’s Saving Jesus from the Church: How to Stop Worshipping Christ and 

Start Following Jesus, which presents a Christianity divested of the supernatural and views Jesus 

as a mere metaphor for living an ethical life. 

Of course, Orthodox Christians and Evangelicals have responded in kind with their own 

books such as The Heresy of Orthodoxy, Recovering the Real Lost Gospel, and In Defense of the 

                                                           
1 Tom Harpur, 2005. 
2 Timothy Freke and Peter Gandy, 1999. 
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Bible.3 Christianity of late has also witnessed a rise in fundamentalism and staunch biblical 

literalism, in direct response, it seems, to the mounting body of evidence and material coming 

from the other side. Ultimately this remains not only a war of words, but of beliefs and practices. 

A good majority of people find that condoning the doctrines of the faith, particularly the date of 

the Earth, the virginal conception, and Christ’s resurrection, insults their intelligence; such things 

must be taken with a grain of salt, some might say; or, as Gianni Vattimo puts it: “Well, I believe 

that I believe,” which is the basic credo of the postmodernist Christian. Declining confidence 

among the faithful has also produced an increased interest in New Age spirituality—as well as 

the “spiritual but not religious” position currently of interest to many Religious Studies scholars, 

such as Dr. Robert C. Fuller. 

This paper endeavors to show that among the many types of Christianity springing into 

existence since modernity and modernization, the esoteric Christology of German philosopher, 

scientist, mystic, and overall polymath Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) offers an interesting potential 

solution for the barrage of problems facing Christianity (mentioned above). Steiner carried out 

his own independent spiritual research, then located his findings in other fields (i.e. philosophy, 

Goethean science, religion, esotericism, education, medicine, and the arts) and attempted to 

evolve those fields toward a form of language appropriate to modern times. The fruits of 

Steiner’s activity resulted, among other things, in the spiritual science of the Anthroposophical 

Society and the Christology of The Christian Community (Die Christengemeinschaft). Through 

spiritual science he outlined a path toward what he called “higher knowledge,” which could be 

followed by other people who could verify his spiritual research and even correct his findings. 

                                                           
3 Michael J. Kruger, 2010; Darrell L. Bock, 2010; Steven B. Cowan and Terry L. Wilder, eds., 2013; also see Mary Jo 
Sharp. 
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The goal of his work was to implement a scientific approach to spiritual experience, as well as 

the evolution of consciousness, both consisting of non-material phenomena, in order to bridge 

the divide that had arisen between science and religion. 

This is relevant to the problems facing Christianity because a) Steiner sought to renew the 

wisdom of the ancient mystery religions rather than polarizing such wisdom against Christianity; 

and b) his main philosophical treatise entitled The Philosophy of Freedom (1894) posited what 

he called “ethical individualism,” the precepts of which may in fact neutralize the identity crises 

and loss of tradition brought about by postmodernism. Steiner’s renewal of the ancient mystery 

wisdom (Anthroposophy) and his ethical individualism were incorporated into his Christology 

and utilized by The Christian Community. Both Anthroposophy and Steiner’s Christology shall 

be explored in this paper as possible solutions to Christianity’s postmodern predicament. 

 

Christianity and Pagan Regeneration 

This section does not seek to indicate any historical connection between the ancient 

mystery religions and early Christianity, nor does it intend to track their mutual crosspollination 

and exposure, if any. Such a task has been the central focus of much debated scholarship without 

a conclusive answer. In his book on mystery cults in the ancient world, Hugh Bowmen (2010) 

briefly describes the tendency of past scholars to emphasize the relationship between the mystery 

religions and early Christianity, to search for a link and argue its legitimacy, particularly via 

Hellenistic Christianity and the Apostle Paul. This occurred throughout the Protestant 

Reformation and up until the 19th century. Protestant endeavors had attempted to reveal non-

Christian, mystery-religion content in the Catholic system, which for Protestants would 

successfully identify the Catholic system as demonic. On the other hand, some 19th century and 
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early 20th century scholars highlighted a mutual connection between Christianity and the mystery 

religions in order to support their own esoteric philosophies. Bowmen, citing the scholar behind 

Drudgery Divine4, a recent attempt to deemphasize this tradition of connection, reports that no 

substantial evidence exists to suggest there was a real interaction between the ancient mysteries 

and Christianity. He does this by poking holes in the arguments typical called forth in support of 

their connection, such as the parallel usage of certain Greek words like mysterion (an argument 

originally put forward in Drudgery Divine5). 

Still, parallels among the doctrines, practices, and beliefs of Christianity and the mystery 

religions undeniably find support, suggesting an influence or at the very least a shared inspiration 

of some kind, if not materially traceable. In other words, the two systems share a similar type of 

wisdom and spirituality. This would account for the persistence of books on the pagan Christ, 

Christ as a myth, and the like; it also suggests that this inherent similarity is what makes such 

books possible. 

Historicity notwithstanding, the goal of this paper is to illustrate aspects found in the 

esoteric techniques of both religious systems, in order to highlight their compatibility. Steiner 

recognized this inherent parallel and made it his spiritual mission to renew the mystery wisdom 

through Christianity appropriate to modern times. He sought to show how the esoteric techniques 

functioned in a similar manner within each system, seeking to accomplish the same ends—i.e, 

death and regeneration within the participant, and access to mystery wisdom. The experiences 

that the initiates underwent in the mystery religion rituals were intended to guide them on a path 

toward higher knowledge. While Steiner recognized such rituals as defunct and no longer 

                                                           
4 Jonathan Z. Smith, 1990. 
5 This argument is reiterated by Ferguson (p. 299). 
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necessary, he also recognized that Christianity sought to bring about the same apprehension of 

higher knowledge in a modern context, i.e. through the Christ. For the purposes of this study, we 

can thus compare the ancient mysteries and early Christianity, if only on a conceptual basis, even 

while material and historical evidence appear lacking. 

We will not endeavor to go into the specific historical, material, and religious aspects of 

the mysteries, but rather focus on the esoteric techniques used to initiate new members, i.e. that 

of initiation and regeneration. Pagan Regeneration: Study of Mystery Initiations in the Graeco-

Roman World written by Harold R. Willoughby was published in 1929 and introduced the idea 

of pagan regeneration as an umbrella term for what took place in the ancient mysteries. Despite 

the book’s age, as well as the criticism it came under6, it is this term we will use to characterize 

the higher knowledge attained through the ancient mysteries which Steiner sought to reinvigorate 

with his esoteric Christology. 

Thus, the primary mystery religions here to be considered and briefly elaborated on are 

the rites of Demeter at Eleusis, the rites of Dionysus, Attis and Adonis, also the Roman/Persian 

Mithra, and the Egyptian Osiris and Isis (Gnosticism will be touched on later in the section). The 

rites at Eleusis, as far as can be gleaned, involved a descent into the underworld that recalled the 

myth of Persephone (the actual death), ingesting of sacred food/drink (possibly entheogens), and 

an experience of the divine that instilled belief in the immortality of the soul. Dionysian initiates’ 

ingested entheogen was wine, prefiguring the sacraments, and their ekstasis was induced to break 

through into that inner source of divinity, which was the indwelling god Dionysus. The myths of 

                                                           
6 For instance, in 1930 H.R. Rose reviewed the book for The Classical Review and stated that “to be brutally frank, it 
is not clear what need there is for this book [Pagan Regeneration] when we have already Halliday’s Pagan 
Background [1925].” However, it is clear upon a brief survey of both of these books that Willoughby’s book offers a 
perspective sympathetic to Theosophy, while Halliday’s does not. Thus, there is indeed a need for this book, in our 
case in particular.     
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Adonis and Attis centered on the death and resurrection processes—as did those of Osiris and his 

lover Isis—while Mithras functioned as a symbol for meditator between two worlds, the light 

and the dark, and his rites involved sacred communal meals, a death and resurrection process 

through baptism by blood whereby the initiate conquered his lower “bull” or animal self7, and 

escape from the world of matter to enter the world of spirit, thus becoming divine and immortal.8 

In these traditions initiation was the fundamental means by which the new members were 

admitted. The result of initiation was spiritual and ethical regeneration of the individual. For our 

purposes, we will extract the main components relating to the initiation and regeneration process, 

particularly those which Steiner emphasized in his Christology. These are death and resurrection, 

immortality, and union with the divine.  

At a glance, it may seem that these components are already prevalent within mainstream 

Christianity, and indeed they are, however not in the esoteric mode, nor under the same mentality 

that existed among the ancient mysteries. Steiner spoke of the need to recognize these aspects of 

Christianity as being truly and deeply mysteries, relating to the practice of secrecy in the mystery 

religions but presented in a newly available form. Thus the Christian Mystery as a process of real 

regeneration and initiation was the focal point of Steiner’s project. 

Bastiaan Baan, director of The Christian Community seminary in NY, defines initiation 

in the following terms: 

 

The seed for initiation is contained in the fundamental religious experience of death 

and resurrection; or, on a more mundane level, of falling and getting up again. 

These two movements contain everything related to the experience of initiation: of 

                                                           
7 See The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries by David Ulansey (1991) and compare to what Steiner says in 
Rosicrucian Wisdom about the mysteries and the precession of the equinoxes. 
8 Baan, Old and New Mysteries, pp. 37-39 
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the depths and the heights.… These slightly somber considerations beg the 

question: Why can’t we just go straight to Heaven? Wouldn’t that be much simpler? 

Must we really go through all those depths? 

The fundamental religious experience [initiation] can be summed up as, 

“when you behold God, you die.” [This] experience during an initiation … also 

allows us to experience resurrection. The seed for the experience of resurrection is 

contained in the experience of death.9          

 

In other words, the process of initiation, which was intended to lead to regeneration, could not be 

passed though halfheartedly; rather, a real encounter with one’s inner demons had to be endured, 

and a fundamental change had to occur within the soul of the individual: an actual death, and an 

actual resurrection—not merely an abstract concept not fully understood. Of the regeneration, the 

end goal, Willoughby writes: 

 

In fundamental character [the mystery religions] were alike, and so markedly 

differentiated from contemporary systems as to warrant grouping them together 

under the common classification.… By contrast with the established gentile cults 

they were purely individualistic in character, concerned not with the material 

welfare of a particular race or nation or city, but with the salvation of the individual 

soul instead…. The salvation they had to offer was spiritual and other-worldly…. 

Uniformly, the mystery deities were conceived as hero-gods of the dying and rising 

type, who had suffered to an exaggerated degree the ills to which flesh is heir; but 

in the end they had gloriously triumphed. Because of this archetypal experience of 

the god, the initiates might feel sure of a similar victory over the evils of human 

experience.... By means of initiatory rites which included ablutions and 

purifications the candidate was made a fit person to approach deity. Finally, in 

culminating rites of communion and revelation and deification, the union of 

                                                           
9 Baan, Old and New Mysteries, pp. 11-12. 
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divinity and humanity was experientially accomplished…. But the chief distinction 

of the mysteries in comparison with other gentile cults was the fact that they were 

eschatological religions which had to do with the ultimate issue of death itself.10 

 

An illustrative example will bolster Bastiaan and Willoughby’s statements. The Villa of the 

Mysteries or Villa dei Misteri is a well preserved Roman Villa in Pompeii originally dating from 

the 2nd century BCE.11 The room in the villa known as the initiation chamber is decorated with 

two dozen life-size figures engaged in what is usually considered to be an initiation ritual into the 

mysteries of Dionysus. Eschewing what scholars generally dispute about the initiatic frescoes in 

the Villa, for there is no way to definitively interpret them, it is useful to analyze them through 

the lens of the esoteric techniques of the ancient mysteries, as we have come to understand it in 

this paper.12 

The first wall in the chamber (sometimes thought to be the last wall) shows a woman 

looking into a hand mirror, tending to her long hair and being assisted by another woman. The 

mirror is not merely meant that she wishes to look pretty, since hand mirrors are long a symbol 

of the mysteries.13 The mirror is a symbol of looking inward. As soon as the initiate in the villa 

looks into the mirror, looking into herself, the remaining walls represent what she is to find there. 

The inner depths and the initiatic ascent to the heights (regeneration) ware lavishly represented in 

the following symbols: a scared naked child reading a scroll (vulnerability), a purification rite 

with Silenus looking on (the beginning of cleaning up the inner and facing the animalistic self), 

                                                           
10 Willoughby, Pagan Regeneration, pp. 22-23. 
11 The present layout is thought to be set somewhere between 70 and 60 BCE, and the frescoes in the initiation 
chamber may date to around ca. 60CE. The villa suffered only minor damage from the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 
CE. 
12 The interpretations that follow regarding of the frescoes in the Villa of the Mysteries are the author’s own.  
13 For instance Isis in Book XI of Apuleius’ Golden Ass. 
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then a woman fleeing scared as another figure holds up a scary Dionysus mask (expressing the 

terror felt when the mask or outer illusion of self falls away). There is then the representation of 

a drunk, lounging Dionysus in the lap of Ariadne14, the latter being associated with labyrinths 

and mazes, the message of which is clear: through the labyrinth of the inner self is to be found 

the god within, Dionysus. In the vicinity of Dionysus, there are figures drinking out of bowls and 

other vessels, possibly containing wine or kykeon, which is to symbolize the Communion aspect 

of the rites. Finally, a winged figure is shown whipping a cringing woman, then a window where 

light pours in terminates the narrative, the latter representing the light of immortality of the spirit. 

The winged being, meanwhile, is whipping the initiate’s inner self through her life, vainly trying 

to wake her to the truth—that she bears the god Dionysus within her. However, only Dionysian 

initiation could bestow such wisdom upon the initiate in the proper way. 

Thus we see the mutuality of the techniques of initiation and regeneration and how they 

both operate as two sides of the same process. The initiation side offered the genuine experience 

of death and rebirth, while the multitude of possible regenerations resulted in a manifold variety 

of individual and yet uniformly coherent spiritualties. Joscelyn Godwin highlights this plurality 

in his book on the ancient mysteries, and even likens it to the spiritual climate of today (as 

Steiner might well have done). According to Godwin, the many religious paths opened to people 

in the time around Christ offered a “freedom of choice in religious matters unparalleled until 

modern times,” to the extent that the present age seems almost a recapitulation of the former 

one.15 He goes on to say that “in both epochs we see the old religions degenerating through loss 

                                                           
14 Some scholars identify this female figure as Semele, but there is no way to be certain, as the entire upper half is 
missing. 
15 Godwin, Mystery Religions in the Ancient World, p. 11. 
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of genuine enthusiasm.”16 This degeneration of the Roman Empire—with its mysteries and 

quasi-initiated emperors—plays an important role in the formation of Steiner’s Christology, as it 

indicates the corrupted state of the mysteries at the time when, according to Steiner, Christ Jesus 

appeared to reenergize the rites for the future of humanity. 

According to Steiner, the Roman emperors forced themselves into the ancient mysteries, 

perverting the process of regeneration and ruling as quasi-initiated—or, indeed, failed-initiated—

leaders, which spiritually accounted for their madness and brutality. In his lecture series Three 

Streams in the Evolution of Mankind given in 1918, Steiner said, “Augustus [was the first] to be 

initiated, though in a rather questionable way. Among the other Emperors there were some who 

at best obtained initiation by force, but they all regarded themselves as sons of God; that is, they 

considered themselves initiates by claiming divine descent.”17 The Imperial Cult is the best way 

to understand this turning of events. For Steiner’s Christianity, prior to the reign of Augustus the 

mysteries were the central progressive force behind human culture, where initiates were taught 

lessons about the destiny and true nature of humanity, as well as the practice of fledging occult 

sciences. These initiates then disseminated the content of their mystery initiations through the 

society and the people, helping guide human evolution along a specific course. In other words, it 

was a positive force in the world. Indeed, the mysteries were supposed to function in this manner 

throughout the ancient world, including Judaea where the Temple Mystery and its initiation into 

the Holy of Holies was thought to provide the same service. According to Owen Barfield, Jewish 

mystery wisdom involved the eradication of idolatrous thinking and centered on the divine name 

of God, otherwise known as the Tetragrammaton: “a waxing experience of the Divine Name was 

                                                           
16 Godwin, Mystery Religions in the Ancient World, p. 11. 
17 Three Streams in the Evolution of Mankind, lecture II. 
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the proper counter-pole to their loss of original participation.”18 It should also be added that in 

Steiner’s view the Holies of Holies, or Sanctum Sanctorum, now resided in the awakened human 

ego following Christ’s appearance. 

But with the beginning of the Julio-Claudian dynasty (ca. 44 BCE – 64 CE), the emperors 

begin to force themselves into the mysteries, unprepared and unequipped to handle the intitiatic 

wisdom they obtained there. Steiner cites men like John the Baptist as crying out against this. 

The result of these forced initiations was twofold: decline and corruption of the mysteries 

themselves, and the raving lunacy in some of the Roman Emperors, particularly Caligula and 

Nero. Steiner addresses this issue principally in the aforementioned lecture series, as well as the 

lecture series Building Stones for an Understanding of the Mystery of Golgotha (1917), where he 

says, “It was Imperial Rome that, without warrant [by Imperial edict], unveiled the secrets of the 

Mysteries. The time was approaching when the initiate-priests could no longer resist the 

commands of the Caesars. And the violation of the spiritual life by the Roman emperors is 

reflected in the events of the time.”19 The divine salvation offered by the mysteries was thus 

appropriated by Imperial Rome and the establishment of the Imperial Cult, which worshiped the 

emperors as gods above men. This quickened the loss of the people’s ability to distinguish 

between good and evil, which had been in gradual decline since the episode in The Garden of 

Eden. These early Roman Emperors increasingly started to view everyone as being guilty and 

deserving of execution and condemnation. Steiner offers an interesting account of what he 

understands as the consequences of “initiation by force”: 

 

                                                           
18 Barfield, Saving the Appearances, p. 157. 
19 Building Stones for an Understanding of the Mystery of Golgotha, lecture V. 



12 

 

[Caligula] was able during sleep to commune with the Moon Gods and this is why 

in his waking consciousness he addressed Jupiter … as “brother Jupiter.” “Brother 

Jupiter” was the customary form of address employed by Caligula, for he clearly 

felt himself to be a citizen of the spiritual world where Jupiter dwelt…. 

Sometimes he invited homage as Bacchus crowned with oak leaves and with the 

thyrsus in his hand; at other times he appeared as Hercules with club and lion skin 

… [or] as Apollo crowned with a nimbus and … bow in his hand, surrounded by a 

choir singing his praises. He also appeared as Mercury with winged head and 

caduceus, and as Jupiter. A tragic poet20 who was considered to be an authority in 

these matters and was invited to decide who was the greater, Caligula or Jupiter 

… was scourged because he refused to concede that Caligula was the greater.21 

 

Nero achieved a similar type of initiation as Caligula, and Steiner reports that he was even given 

glimpses that the old ways of initiation had come to end, and that a new way was preparing itself 

for humanity’s evolution (Christianity). “Nero knew that a new order was imminent, but it was 

not to his liking. Hence his characteristic remark that nothing would please him more than to 

hasten the destruction of the world. ‘I should be delighted’, he said, ‘to see the world go up in 

flames!’”22 Hence the familiar story of Nero playing his lyre as Rome burned, and his subsequent 

blaming of the Christians for the fire, even though in all likelihood he himself started this fire.23 

Later when Constantine came to power Christianity was adopted as the official religion of Rome, 

and Steiner viewed this as entirely necessary, however over time this event led to the overall 

corruption and misinterpretation of the religion. For instance, at the 8th Ecumenical Council of 

Constantinople of 869 CE, the 11th Canon anathematized the concept that humans are tri-fold 

                                                           
20 Suetonius identifies this poet as Apelles of Ascalon, Suet. Caligula. 33. 
21 Building Stones for an Understanding of the Mystery of Golgotha, lecture V. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Historians tend to doubt that Nero started the fire; the subject has been long debated, but Steiner asserted that 
Nero indeed started it.   
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beings, consisting of body, soul, and spirit—which for Steiner constituted a grievous error and a 

substantial barrier against the proper understanding of the mission of Christianity.24 Steiner said 

the concept of a tri-fold human nature was important because it granted the human being eternal 

beingness; that is, the prospect of repeated earth-lives. For Steiner, the spirit was the divine part 

of the human being that descended into a different soul-sheath for each new earth-life and took 

up a mineral/carbon physical body to carry out its work in the world. At death, the soul and the 

physical body were cast off, and the spirit then transmigrated to a newly prepared earth-life. The 

tri-fold human nature might also be delineated with the sprit as the eternal part, which shines its 

light into the soul (or mental landscape: emotions, thinking, etc.), and functions within a physical 

body (or material vehicle). The elimination of the spirit at the 8th Ecumenical Council forbid the 

human being an essential part of its nature, i.e. the eternal divine part. What has since arisen in 

Christian theology is a complete muddling of soul and spirit, and hence has added to the lack of 

confidence in Christian belief that we find in modern times. 

Although Constantine adopted Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire, 

Julian the Apostate represented one final attempt to reinstate the pagan rites, as the final Roman 

Emperor to be initiated into the old wisdom of the mysteries. Emperor Julian felt the mysteries 

could be preserved in their ancient form, and he made efforts to do so, but to no avail. Following 

the Mystery of Golgotha (as Steiner calls it), the means of initiation had changed completely and 

involved a grasping of one’s personality through one’s own inner forces, rather than grasping it 

through the gods or the moon or the sun, etc. Julian’s great mistake, as well as his great tragedy, 

                                                           
24 The 8th Ecumenical Council of Constantinople of 869 is known for helping to pave the way for what eventually 
resulted in the East-West Schism of 1054, however the 11th Canon of the Council has been largely overlooked and 
ignored.  
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was to be the last Roman Emperor to be initiated into the ancient mysteries; his life symbolized 

the demise of the old ways. 

Steiner believed the coming of Christianity had anticipated all of these events; that Christ 

had come in order to renew the wisdom of the mysteries for humanity in the future, long after the 

ancient mystery religions had disappeared. For Steiner, Christianity in his time (early 1900s) was 

at the beginning phase of its true mission. Much more time would pass before the religion would 

be understood as was ultimately intended—i.e., as the renewal of ancient mystery wisdom. Thus, 

what he called Anthroposophy (literally, “wisdom of man”) was designed to lead a person to this 

realization about Christianity: that one had to become an initiate of a renewed form. That is to 

say, one had to find one’s way to higher knowledge once conferred upon initiates through the 

mystery rites. In a modern context, this only becomes possible by an individual struggle toward 

the realization that one’s higher ego dwells in direct connection with the Christ. That is what is 

meant by the renewed wisdom of the ancient mysteries. Steiner’s Anthroposophical worldview 

and Christology informed the founding of The Christian Community. 

A consideration of the spiritual climate and the ancient mystery cults existing around the 

time of Christ, as Steiner presented it, would not be complete without a venture into Gnosticism. 

Indeed, of all the criticisms leveled at Anthroposophy, the one most scholars would be quick to 

side with, perhaps, is that of Anthroposophy being merely another form of Gnosticism. Though 

variants of Gnosticism exist, it can be summarily described as a quest gnosis, the Greek word or 

knowledge. Early Gnostics interpreted Christianity in a manner quite different from what was 

later developed as orthodoxy, and indeed many Church Fathers reviled Gnostic doctrines and 

practices, labeling them heretical. Central to the Gnostic structure was the belief that one could 

have a direct experience of God or the divine, without an intermediary, such as the clergy or the 
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church. Furthermore, some Gnostic streams like the Valentinian Tradition adhered to a belief in a 

deceptive, trickster God called the Demiurge—really, Jehovah—which had tricked all humanity 

and placed them under a spell. They believed that Christ had come as the true god to free them of 

this bewitchment; they even had their own gospels which told a very different story of the life of 

Jesus, including an account of him being in a relationship with Mary Magdalene. Needless to say 

such beliefs clashed with the emergent stream of orthodox Christianity. 

Although Steiner worked out his Christology prior to the discovery of the Nag Hammadi 

texts in 1945 (the largest body of Gnostic literature to have been discovered and translated), the 

concept of Gnosticism was already known in the academic and esoteric milieus during Steiner’s 

time. However he always classified his Anthroposophy as a renewal of ancient mystery wisdom 

via Christianity, and not a revival of Gnosticism. Still, he did view the plurality of early 

Christianity with its many Gnostic offshoots as closer to the true vision of Christianity—that it 

was a Christianity that still knew of the spirit, whereas orthodoxy had become a materialistic and 

exoteric expression only. What Steiner himself had envisioned by injecting his Christianity with 

esotericism as well as his philosophy of ethical individualism was a future Christianity where the 

individual ego of a person, their “I am,” was connected and permeated by the Christ. This means 

that each Christian would be an individual, a community of individual Christians, rather than an 

organizational body of Christians. In this sense, a variety of Christian interpretations might be 

thought to exist harmoniously in Steiner’s worldview, including elements of Eastern spirituality. 

Steiner’s scenario smacks of the pluralistic Gnostic environment of early Christianity in 

the first centuries. Since Steiner’s time, the Nag Hammadi library was discovered and translated, 

and much of what the texts tell us corresponds with Steiner’s Christian writings—nearly thirty-

five years earlier. In particular, Steiner’s connecting the three Magi who visited the Jesus child in 



16 

 

the manger with a prophecy heralding the return of the great initiate-priest Zarathustra seems to 

be corroborated by certain Nag Hammadi finds. Andrew Welburn, a British scholar and Fellow 

of the Warburg Institute, has attempted in several books to reconcile Steiner’s brand of visionary 

Christianity with actual Gnostic sources, pre- and post-Nah Hammadi. Welburn points out that 

the recently discovered Apocalypse of Adam (ca. 1st century BC to 3rd century BCE), a pre-

Christian Nag Hammadi text related to the Essenes, confirms the idea that the Iranian Magi were 

awaiting a star in the East that would proclaim the rebirth of their savior Zarathustra. Welburn 

matches this text to the Iranian Chronicle of Zuqnin (ca. 8th century), which tells of the Iranians 

anticipation of the coming of a messianic holy child, an incarnation “in which Zarathustra was to 

be vessel of some greater being,” likely coming out of Judea.25 This is one example among many 

that Welburn cites in his works, using Apocryphal and Gnostic sources to validate historically—

and as much as possible—Steiner’s claims about Christianity. 

The pluralistic environment which bred Gnosticism and eventually orthodox Christianity 

has also been taken up by scholar Bart Ehrman in his book Lost Christianities, the plural ending 

of the word “Christianity” sums up the central thrust of his argument—namely, that Christianity 

was intended to be practiced with a plurality of beliefs and forms, without the rigidity of right 

belief (orthodoxy). He supports his ideas via the Gnostic texts and Dead Sea Scrolls, but he also 

resuscitated a very interesting theory from the 1930s called the “Walter Bauer thesis.”26 Bauer 

wrote Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity before the Nag Hammadi discovery but in 

the book he effectively argued that heresy preceded orthodoxy rather than the other way around. 

That is to say, rather than Christianity arising out of the unified teachings of Jesus Christ, it more 

                                                           
25 Welburn, The Beginnings of Christianity, pp. 118-119. 
26 Bauer’s thesis was originally cited by Elaine Pagels in her 1979 book The Gnostic Gospels. 
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likely arose out of a pluralistic environment in which manifold interpretation was the norm. This 

may seem unimpressive to us today, but Bauer’s thesis was revolutionary for its time. All of this 

has led in recent years to numerous publications that view the Catholic Church as the enemy of 

Christianity, written by various scholars who have collectively been termed the New School. The 

New School scholars argue that the Church co-opted Christianity by four factors: abusive power, 

formulation of orthodoxy, discarding heresies, and doing away with Christianity’s plural nature. 

New School scholars have their roots in Bauer’s thesis and they cite the Nag Hammadi texts and 

mythological parallels with the Jesus narrative in ancient history. A response to the New School 

has come in the form of books like The Missing Gospels (2006) by Darrell Bock, an evangelical 

New Testament scholar who argues against Bauer’s thesis by asserting that it lacks evidence and 

support—implying Bauer’s thesis is, in fact, based on lack of any evidence for an early orthodox 

view. 

 

Of all the regions [Bauer] surveyed, only Edessa may be correct [that is, pluralistic 

Christianity]. That locale hardly represents the center or hub of Christian 

development. For all that Bauer claimed with his book and all he gained in 

clarifying method, Bauer failed to show the extensive, early nature of alternatives 

views.27   

 

Steiner, however, remained convinced Catholic orthodoxy was a necessary step in mankind’s 

understanding of an event as complex as the Mystery of Golgotha. He maintained that 

Anthroposophy was not a revival of Gnosticism, but something entirely new. “Our 

Anthroposophy is not intended as a renewal of what is called Gnosis,” he said in 1921, “but 

                                                           
27 Bock, Missing Gospels, p. 54.  
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[rather] it is the path that allows us to look into the nature of this Gnosis.”28 Steiner repeatedly 

made statements to this effect. Rather than demonizing the actions of the Church, he presented a 

Christianity that was initially spiritual and plural but which had to be materialized and simplified 

for the sake of humanity as a whole, at which point the religion was then supposed to re-blossom 

as a field of Christian individuals thinking out of freedom: ethical individualism and Christianity, 

but not Gnosticism.       

Still, Anthroposophy holds the prophet Mani, the founder of Manichaeism, in very high 

esteem, and many salient points of Manichaeism found their way into Steiner’s Christianity, not 

the least of which is the identification of Satan with the Persian deity Ahriman (more on this 

later). However, Manichaeism’s strict dualism—its utter separation between light and dark, good 

and evil, matter and spirit—is rejected by Anthroposophy. Thus, it comes down to whether 

Manicheism, of which St. Augustine was, for a time, an adherent, ought to be included in the 

motley group of sects classified under Gnosticism; religious scholars incidentally are typically in 

the habit of doing this, which is why they would be tempted to view Steiner’s Anthroposophy as 

another form of Gnosticism. 

 

Steiner’s Christianity 

 In order for someone to gain a thorough understanding of Steiner’s spiritual ideas about 

Christianity, a considerable amount of complex philosophical information would have to be 

imparted, owing to Steiner’s academic training as a philosopher. Furthermore, whichever of his 

concepts that were not taken from philosophy were taken from esotericism, including his own 

spiritual meditative practices (picture-building and concepts). For the purposes of this paper we 

                                                           
28 Materialism and the Task of Anthroposophy, lecture III.  
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will confine ourselves to the study of Steiner’s Christianity—what is it and how does it relate to 

orthodoxy—as well as his Christology as renewal of the wisdom of the ancient mysteries. We 

will seek to understand why this particular vision of the Christian religion is important for the 

postmodern consciousness. 

 There are several presuppositions which must be adopted when approaching Steiner’s 

worldview, particularly the evolutionary progress of human consciousness with the event of the 

Christ—referred to by Steiner as the Mystery of Golgotha—at the center of this timeline of 

evolving consciousness. In a sense, this is not so different from the orthodox understanding, 

which views time as a linear projection from Creation to Apocalypse with God sending his Son 

to redeem humanity at the center of this continuum. The difference with Steiner’s vision of time 

is that, while time is indeed linear, it unfolds in rhythms, with specific qualities returning at 

regular intervals to guide humanity’s evolution. Each of these intervals is overseen by a 

particular archangel—e.g. the Michaelic age, Gabriellic age, etc. This trajectory might be 

pictured as a downward-sloping U-shape, with the Mystery of Golgotha at the bottommost point 

on the U-curve. The appearance of Christ served as the necessary impetus to propel humanity up 

the right side of the U-shape after it had descended down from the left side. The bottommost 

point on the U-curve might be thought of as the most material, while the two higher points of the 

right and left sides might be thought of as the most spiritual. To take the U-shape analogy a step 

further, the left side can symbolize the unconscious descent of humanity from most spiritual state 

to most material state, and the right side can symbolize the conscious, Christ-aided ascent of 

humanity from most material back to most spiritual again. Traversing the U-shape from left to 

right, Steiner identified seven blocks of time he called epochs that repeated over seven planetary 

phases, with each epoch and each group of seven planetary phases essentially differing from 
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each other. The Christ event occurred at the center of this process of evolving from unconscious 

spirit, to material and separate beings, to conscious and individual beings rejoining in pure spirit. 

The whole process is ongoing (though not in one aimless repetition, as some Eastern traditions 

would have it), progressing through time in the shape of a spiral, evolving and undergoing new 

experiences constantly. 

A comparison of Steiner’s cosmological trajectory can be made with the “Omega Point” 

of French philosopher and Jesuit Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955), a specific point in the future 

toward which all of mankind streams, and which will constitute the perfected evolutionary state 

of humanity—i.e. reabsorption into the godhead, but then evolving it. A major difference is that 

de Chardin advocated progression to perfection via technological means, whereas Steiner mostly 

rejected material technology for such purposes and promoted a solely spiritual and moral path to 

perfection. Hence, we see the crucial importance for Steiner regarding the Mystery of Golgotha, 

and how without this event the entire human race would have been doomed to stagnate near the 

most material position on the U-shape, lacking the means whereby each person may individually 

and consciously reconnect with the divine and become purely spiritual again. 

Other presuppositions to be adopted include the idea that the world consists of varying 

grades of living spirit with matter being the densest, literally frozen spirit (Steiner went so far as 

to call it “enchanted”). Behind the veil of matter—behind the veil of everything—resides spirit 

and spiritual beings. Thus, in a truly Eastern sense Steiner classified the phenomenal world 

initially as Maya, illusion. However, rather than shirking the material world as the Eastern 

traditions (including Manicheism and Gnosticism) do, Steiner’s prescription was that it must be 

re-spiritualized, freed from enchantment with the help of the Christ. 
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Another presupposition, also familiar to Eastern thought and Hinduism, is the concept of 

subtle bodies, as well as the principles of karma and reincarnation. The latter two doctrines will 

be self-evident, though it is perhaps useful to mention that Steiner’s Christ, following the 

crucifixion, descended to and illuminated the world of the dead, which was heretofore shrouded 

in darkness. Later he—Christ—became the Lord of Karma who thenceforward presided over the 

judgment of souls. In terms of subtle bodies, Steiner described the human being as consisting of 

the physical, etheric, and astral bodies. The bodies are in agreement with Eastern teachings, with 

the further development of three more subtle bodies that humanity is in the process of cultivating 

(though some adepts and/or initiates may have already developed these bodies); they are: manas, 

buddhi, and atma. Steiner, however, gave Western terminologies for the future bodies: spirit-self, 

life-spirit, and spirit-man. He added a fourth, indeed crucial subtle quality or component between 

the two sets of three, which he called the ego or the “I.” This is not to be confused with the 

psychological or psychoanalytic usages of the term, ego. The “I” for Steiner was a conscious and 

constituent part given to human beings by the Christ (i.e., “I have been crucified with Christ and 

I no longer live, but Christ lives in me”29), which is to bear the fruits of ethical individualism into 

the future. The “I” is what allows human beings to become spirit and consciously separate, while 

eventually reintegrating into the godhead. 

A further presupposition to be considered is as follows: Steiner, while acknowledging the 

existence of evil, understood it as forces and spiritual beings that had not evolved with the flow 

of normal evolution, but had remained behind. The existence and activity of these beings within 

the world in this current evolutionary phase acts, at best, as distracting elements, and at worst as 

violent and destructive impulses and events. Steiner described evil as consisting of two opposite 

                                                           
29 Galatians 2:20, New Living Translation. 
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poles, with the Christ at the center acting as the divine balance beam. The two poles consist, on 

the one side, or the fallen angel Lucifer striving to draw human beings into realms of fantasy, 

emotional indulgence, sensuality, backward thinking (in a reactionary sense), and antipathetic 

attitudes toward the world of matter. A general illustration of the Luciferic influences is found 

within the so-called New Age movement and the unrealistic attitudes of positive thinking found 

there (hence, fantasy); but these forces can also be observed in variations of fundamentalism that 

refuse to move forward with evolution, rather wishing to pull it backward in time. At the other 

pole of Steiner’s concept of evil, opposite that of Lucifer, we find a being called Ahriman, which 

is originally encountered in ancient Persian Zoroastrianism. Hence, in Steiner’s Christianity there 

is not one Adversary but two: Lucifer and Ahriman, or the Devil and Satan, respectively. That in 

modern times these two beings have been conflated into one is, for Steiner, the most grievous of 

deceptions inflicted upon humanity. Ahriman represents those influences that lead human beings 

to believe that matter is the only reality, the only thing that is “real,” and that the spirit, because it 

cannot be grasped empirically by the five senses is an illusion. Thus, Ahriman, as counterpoint to 

Lucifer, represents cold rationality, materialism, emotionless interactions and thought processes, 

and especially technological and machine-like conception-forming. In Steiner’s view, Lucifer’s 

influence is subtly winding down for world evolution, and Ahriman’s is only picking up. Hence 

we find Ahriman’s presence in the current trends of neo-atheism, materialism, scientism, the 

Internet, growing technological dependence, and the concept of Transhumanism (humanity’s 

anticipated merging with machines via technological enhancements). Ahriman wants human 

beings to reject their human, spiritual dimension and give themselves wholly over to matter, to 
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rationality and mechanistic thinking, ultimately becoming machines themselves. All of this 

played a part in forming Steiner’s Christianity.30 

The final presupposition that must not be overlooked is the angelic hierarchy utilized by 

Steiner, though it is not necessary to go into it in full detail. Essentially, Steiner revived the use 

of the Christian angelic hierarchy as put forward by Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite in the 4th 

or 5th century in his book De Coelesti Hierarchia, which had fallen in and out of theological 

attention due to questions over the book’s authorship. To turn to a modern scholar of the subject: 

 

[For Pseudo-Dionysius] the angelic universe includes three triads, each subdivided 

into three orders, which are themselves partitioned into three levels of intelligence, 

each of which corresponds to the ternary structure…. The totality of this … 

universe, the angelic and the human, constitutes a sacred order, an understanding, 

and an activity, all regulated by the law of hierarchical meditations, both in the 

sense of the “descent” of divine illumination and in that of the “ascent” of 

divinization.31    

 

Steiner integrated such concepts of angelic agency into his evolutionary timeline of the progress 

of human consciousness, and furthermore he specifically laid out in systematic way the role each 

angelic rank played in a) the creation the world through the epochs, and b) in the development of 

humanity. While it is true that orthodox Catholicism includes the angelic hierarchy, Steiner’s use 

of the terms employed by Pseudo-Dionysius inspired a system of angelic influence more 

esoterically delineated, more active, and indeed more directly involved in the destiny of 

humankind. That is to say, Steiner’s hierarchies have specific tasks to carry out in the universe, 

                                                           
30 It should also be mentioned that Steiner was elucidating these concepts at the beginning of the 20th century, 
well before the advent of the computer and the technophilia the world is encountering today. 
31 Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysus—The Complete Works, p. 1. 
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whereas the Pseudo-Dionysius and Catholic hierarchies merely depict varying degrees of light 

and being. 

Now that we have the foundation of Steiner’s worldview in place, we can turn to some of 

the so-called heresies he re-inserted into Christianity. The most identifiable one is adoptionism, 

which asserts that “Christ as God is indeed the Son of God by generation and nature, but Christ 

as man is Son of God only by adoption and grace. Hence ‘The Man Christ’ is the adoptive and 

not the natural Son of God.”32 Put more plainly, Jesus of Nazareth was born a man, but he was 

later adopted by God to become His Son and therefore was not born divine or by a miraculous 

occurrence. 

The obvious problem with this, so far as the Catholic Church is concerned, involves the 

story of Jesus’s divine birth and the idea of the Virgin Mary conceiving a child. The issue goes 

back to the Council of Nicaea in 325 CE, where the “substance” of Jesus was declared to be the 

same “substance” as that of the Father. This decision led to the formation of the Nicene Creed, 

which describes Jesus as being homooúsios with God, i.e. that they are of the same “substance” 

and therefore equally God; it also led to a heavy emphasis being placed on the function of Mary 

in the Christian narrative—an emphasis that eventually led to an Isiac-like goddess-ification of 

the figure of Mary in the Church. 

In the book Mary and Sophia (2000), Michael Debus, an ordained priest in The Christian 

Community, gives the useful description of what he calls ascending and descending Christianity. 

This terminology refers to the two fundamental positions Christians could take regarding the 

nature of Christ Jesus prior to the inauguration of the ecumenical councils, starting with Nicaea. 

                                                           
32 New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia, from “Adoptionism,” http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01150a.htm. 
Accessed on April 16, 2015.  
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The latter position holds that Christ “descended” from heaven in order to become fully human, 

while the former implies that the human Jesus was able to ascend to such heights as to become 

acceptable to God as his Son. Though Debus cites numerous Bible passages that would stand to 

substantiate both of these positions, he says that 

 

for people living in those times it was not possible to see the validity of both 

viewpoints at the same time. They had to decide for one or the other; it was a case 

of either/or. This was the reason for the decision in 325 at Nicaea against ascending 

and for descending Christology. The decision was against the view that the Son as 

a creation of the Father was only ‘similar’ to him, against the thought that Jesus had 

first to undergo a certain development before adoption as God’s son. The view that 

the Son was not created, but ‘begotten’ by the Father and hence equal to him, 

became the obligatory interpretation … However, it would be reasonable to ask if 

perhaps some contribution from us might be necessary to achieve salvation. Maybe 

we are called upon to become co-workers with God (Paul’s term from 1Cor.3:9) 

and actually do something ourselves, show some effort on our part, no matter how 

small, in order to meet this divine deed of salvation.33 

 

Descending Christianity ultimately became “the only possible interpretation of God’s salvation 

for humankind,”34 and the view of seeing Jesus as representing the usual path toward becoming 

an initiated human—a path of spiritual development that culminated with initiation into one of 

the mystery cults, and god-like status, which would have been familiar to Hellenistic culture—

was anathematized for good. Debus is quick to point out, however, that it was just for this reason 

that the ascending viewpoint was eliminated, lest it be misunderstood, with the new contribution 

                                                           
33 Debus, Mary and Sophia, p. 53. 
34 Ibid., p. 53. 
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of Christianity being “obscured by its familiar sounding aspects.”35 Further ecumenical councils 

reinforced the descending view such as the Council of Ephesus in 431 CE, where it was declared 

that Jesus was the Son of God from birth—and Mary was declared Theotokos, “mother of a god.” 

Such pronouncements were the direct consequence of the descending Christianity view that had 

been decided in 325 CE at the Council of Nicaea. “By definition there was now no longer any 

path that the human Jesus could have taken in order to become Christ. Such a path, which might 

have served as a model or example for believers to follow was completely eliminated.”36 Thus 

was the concept of adoptionism effectively rooted out of Christian spirituality. 

 However, for Steiner the baptism in the Jordan, coupled with the symbol of the dove 

coming down—the moment most often considered for the adoption in ascending Christianity—

constituted the incorporation of the three sheaths (or subtle bodies) of Jesus of Nazareth (astral, 

etheric, and physical) by the Christ. Steiner described the Christ as a divine being that emanated 

toward the earth from the Trinity, with the last step through the sun, where the son god indwelled 

an Elohim and then descended fully to earth. For three years, the Christ made use of the body of 

Jesus of Nazareth to sow the seeds for the Kingdom of Heaven coming close to humanity, i.e. the 

gift of the “I,” the true spirit of individuality that was to be invested into the interiority of every 

human being—a version of adoptionism which Steiner developed to new heights. The narrative 

of Steiner’s Christianity culminates in the Mystery of Golgotha (the crucifixion scene of Christ 

Jesus) at which point the solar Christ completed the transformation of Jesus’ last sheath, the 

physical body, and descended into the center of the Earth from the tomb, symbolized as an 

                                                           
35 Debus, Mary and Sophia, p. 53. 
36 Ibid., p. 59. 
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earthquake in Matthew 27:51: “At that moment the curtain in the sanctuary of the Temple was 

torn in two, from top to bottom. The earth shook, rocks split apart….”37 

The other two relevant heresies to be considered—and in actuality these two might really 

be considered as one heresy—could be called the heresy of the two Jesus children and the heresy 

of a reincarnating Zarathustra in the Jesus child of the Gospel of Mathew. The two Jesus children 

heresy offers an explanation for the conflicting genealogies of Jesus found in Mathew and Luke. 

These are usually explained away by scholars as corruptions of the original text, or with fanciful 

invention such as Q Source, but for Steiner they in fact tell the story of two children born around 

the same time, both named Jesus. One child descended from the Solomon line who was the 

reincarnation of Zarathustra (hence the appearance of the magi, priest-kings of the Persian 

Zarathustra tradition awaiting the return of their great teacher, an event proclaimed by a star in 

the east), and the child of Luke descended from Nathan line, who was humbly born in a manger. 

According to Steiner, the Luke child was not a reincarnated soul, or an old soul, but a brand new 

soul, whereas the Matthew child represented an old soul indeed as the reincarnation of the wise 

and ancient Zarathustra. Thus we have two Jesus children: one descended from a kingly line, the 

other a priestly line. Incidentally, both sets of parents were named Mary and Joseph.38 That one 

child was a totally innocent soul and the other a mature soul is significant because together they 

would constitute the two main aspects of human beings, innocence and experience. This is why 

Steiner would refer to the Christ as the Representative of Humanity. Debus writes: 

 

                                                           
37 New Living Translation. 
38 This is not quite as improbable as it might seem at a glance, for in the ancient world there were not nearly as 
many variations of names as we find today.  
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The representative human being in whom God can incarnate must combine within 

himself two things that cannot be combined: innocence and maturity. We struggle 

for an understanding of Jesus who represents innocence and at the same time 

maturity. If we accept that innocence and maturity do not have to be mutually 

exclusive, because there is a third state combining the two, then we understand an 

essential feature of Christianity. The union of opposites is a basic feature of 

Christianity.39 

 

In Steiner’s Christianity, these two children knew each other and even interacted until eventually 

at age 12, with the celebration of their bar mitzvahs in the temple following the Jewish tradition, 

the two children merged into one. The Solomon child sacrificed his sheaths and his Zarathustra 

“I” into the pure, new soul of the Nathan child. “For the Nathan Jesus described by Luke it was 

like an awakening into a rich destiny: he awoke to the presence of the other, the mature Jesus. 

One could also say the other, the mature boy, awoke in him.”40 Following this event, the 

Solomon child vanished unnoticed into the desert and perished, and the Nathan child—now a 

unification of the two—took center stage. 

 

One boy died, but his spirit, his I, did not return to the spiritual world; it awakened 

in the other. This was a unique event, never to occur again in world history; the two 

became one. Innocence and maturity could unite in this manner only at the turning 

point in time, when preparations were being made for God to incarnate on earth in 

a human body.41 

 

                                                           
39 Debus, Mary and Sophia, p. 77. 
40 Ibid., p. 82. 
41 Ibid., p. 83. 
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Thus, the reason for this strange event is that it took such an occultly prepared vehicle to receive 

the solar Christ, which would enter into the sheaths Jesus of Nazareth at the baptism in the 

Jordan. What is most impressive about this description is that by incorporating a miraculous 

story of two Jesus children into the adoptionism heresy, Steiner negated some of the grounds on 

which that heresy had been anathematized—namely that adoptionism conflicted with the idea of 

a divine birth and the virginal conception. With two Jesus children, the birth of Jesus remains a 

miraculous event. Additionally, prophetical hints of the anticipation of not one but two messiahs 

are to be found in certain apocryphal Jewish texts like The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, 

particularly in those testaments by Levi and Judah.42 This tradition of two messiahs comes from 

the Essenes and the Dead Sea Scrolls, where we find references to a priestly and kingly messiah, 

i.e. the Messiah of Aaron and the Messiah of Israel, and also that the two messiahs will after all 

become one. 

Steiner began explicating this style of Christianity in the early 1900s, working out of the 

Theosophical Society—in stark contrast to the otherwise Eastern leanings of the Theosophical 

Society’s teachings. It was not until 1913, a year after Steiner had split with the Theosophical 

Society to form his Anthroposophical Society, that he delivered his lecture series entitled The 

Fifth Gospel in Olso and Cologne. The Fifth Gospel elaborates in detail the story of the two Jesus 

children and the missing years of the Jesus biography from ages 12 to 30, in which (according to 

Steiner) Jesus visited all the ancient pagan and Jewish shrines, only to discover they had become 

corrupted and infested with demons. At this time, Jesus joined the Essene community, where he 

experienced the divine revelation about Lucifer and Ahriman, and also that the Essene path was 

                                                           
42 Though hotly debated by scholars, the text is usually considered as pseudepigraphical Christian writing, as there 
are even references to Jesus, May, and the Crucifixion. However, fragments of the text were recently discovered in 
Qumran among the Dead Sea Scrolls, indicating the substance of the work extends to a time preceding Christianity.  
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inadequate for humanity because it secluded itself apart from society, rather than remaining and 

helping humanity achieve salvation. Following this, Steiner recounts in vivid detail the Mystery 

of Golgotha, the individualistic Christ impulse, and the Christocentric destiny of all humanity. It 

is at this point in his career that Steiner manifestly took up the mantle of the Archangel Michael 

as the Anthroposophical Society’s great warrior and leader, who would guide humanity toward 

the Christ and wrest it from the clutches of Lucifer and Ahriman. Hence, the name adopted by 

his “esoteric classes” became the Michael School, and the lessons Steiner taught in the school 

were based on the Mystery of Golgotha. 

The renewal of the ancient mysteries through Steiner’s Christianity involved the prospect 

of becoming an initiate via regeneration (i.e., “My old self has been crucified with Christ. It is no 

longer I who live, but Christ lives in me”43), the assurance of an eternal spiritual life and a direct 

gnosis of god (through his meditative exercises aimed at awaking spiritual sense organs to 

perceive in the spiritual worlds), and a mysterious sodality to which the initiate could belong. 

There was even a temple mystery-center associated with the sodality, the Goetheanum, as well 

the inclusion of the arts and drama (eurythmy and Steiner’s Four Mystery Plays).  

One aspect that might be thought of as missing from this equation is the ritual element. 

However, Steiner rectified this omission in 1922 when, along with 45 others including several 

Lutheran theologians, he aided in recreating seven sacraments and inspiring the founding of The 

Christian Community (Die Christengemeinschaft), a movement that exists for the renewal of the 

Christian Church. The Christian Community has developed in parallel to the Anthroposophical 

Society, existing as a separate but closely related movement. Today there are several seminaries 

as well as hundreds of congregations all over the world. Rev. James Hindes, a Christian 
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Community priest living in Denver, explains the relationship between the Anthroposophical 

Society and The Christian Community:  

 

The Christian Community is not the ‘religious wing’ of the Anthroposophical 

Society. … The Christian Community regards itself as a member of the invisible 

Church of Christ and is intended as a renewal of the Christian Church itself. 

Anthroposophy, as Rudolf Steiner intended it, is concerned with the individual 

attainment of spiritual knowledge and the practical application of that knowledge 

in life.44   

 

According to Hindes, Steiner delineated two spiritual paths: one to higher knowledge which was 

thinking-centered, the other leading to religion which was feeling-centered. The 

Anthroposophical Society exists for the former, and The Christian Community for the latter. The 

central service performed by The Christian Community, therefore, is the Act of Consecration of 

Man, Steiner’s restatement or recreation of the Mass, which includes partaking of the Eucharist. 

Steiner’s version of the Mass was the result of his investigation into the spiritual world of ritual 

forms where he discovered words and language appropriate for today. Six other sacraments were 

also recreated by Steiner (in addition to the Mass): 

 

 Baptism receives the child into the religious community, represented 

particularly by the godparents. 

 Confirmation takes place at the age of fourteen to strengthen and support 

a young person’s path into life. 

 Marriage blesses the decision of a couple to share community of life, 

supported by two chosen witnesses. 

                                                           
44 Hindes, Renewing Christianity, p. 116. 
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 The Last Anointing, along with the burial ritual, helps the dying to free 

themselves from the body and move into body-free spiritual life. 

 Sacramental Consultation … is an orientating conversation culminating 

in a sacramental reading. 

 Sacrament of Ordination. The sacraments are performed by the priest 

through the power conferred by the Sacrament of Ordination. In The 

Christian Community both men and women can become priests.45 

 

The Act of Consecration of Man remains the primary rite of The Christian Community and many 

Anthroposophists regularly attend this service. Often The Christian Community in a given region 

works closely with the Anthroposophical branch there, as both share an esoteric background and 

foundation. The ACM works the same way as the Catholic Mass, beginning with Gospel reading 

or proclamation, followed by offering or sacrifice, then transubstantiation where the offering is 

taken up, and finally spiritual communion as the offering comes back down to the congregation. 

However, the entire ACM is performed with the ritual language prescribed by Steiner for modern 

times. Additionally, the ACM operates in cooperation with Anthroposophy in that a conversation 

between spiritual seekers and the spiritual world becomes a kind of cosmic ritual. In this sense, 

the inner work of Anthroposophy is akin to turning one’s own thought-activity into a form of 

spiritual communion—which then has an effect on the ACM when Anthroposophists experience 

the rite. In Steiner’s language, turning one’s thinking into a conversation with spiritual worlds is 

called reverse cultus or ritual. In this process, the four stages of the Mass are reversed in human 

thinking. This process concerns the pursuit of spiritual knowledge and describes what happens in 

an ideal encounter between human beings. When Anthroposophists who have reversed spiritual 

                                                           
45 From The Christian Community in the UK and Ireland website, http://www.thechristiancommunity.co.uk/the-
seven-sacraments. Accessed on April 17, 2015.  
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communion in their thinking attend the ACM—which is spiritual communion performed in the 

proper order—a mirroring effect is engendered. Friedrich Benesch explains: 

 

Before the twentieth century, the renewal of the Christian sacramental ritual was 

… not possible in the way that it could be realized in the founding of the 

“Movement for Religious Renewal” [The Christian Community]. Only through the 

further development through the Michael movement and the Michael Mysteries 

since the end of the nineteenth century, and through the further development of the 

Christ impulse … since the beginning of the twentieth century did the founding of 

the reverse ritual of the cosmic communion of humanity and also the renewal of the 

Christian sacramental ritual out of the spiritual world become possible.46   

 

Thus, while the ACM and the Anthroposophical concept of reverse ritual are not directly related, 

they do function hand-in-hand, which perhaps is why the “branch work” of the Anthroposophical 

Society and The Christian Community congregations seem to work together. For Steiner, it was 

necessary in modern times that human beings could lift themselves up spiritually to God, and not 

just the other way around. Steiner informs us that by achieving the reverse ritual 

 

what would otherwise be mere abstract knowledge is transformed into a 

relationship of will and feeling toward the world. The world becomes the Temple, 

the House of God. When a human being as a knowing being summons up powers 

of will and feeling, he becomes a sacrificing being. His fundamental relationship to 

the world changes from knowledge into cosmic ritual.47  

 

                                                           
46 Benesch, Reverse Ritual, p. 141.  
47 Steiner, Karmic Relationships, vol. 1, lecture on 2/17/24.  
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This then is the main aim of Steiner’s Anthroposophy: a community of individuals who have 

elevated themselves spiritually by participating in the “branch work” conversation—i.e. the 

reverse ritual—seeking an understanding of each other and Anthroposophical truths, ultimately 

drawing themselves up to the spiritual world collectively. 

 

Conclusion 

What is to be gained by the above summarizations is the fact that Steiner took hold of the 

Christian religion at a time when empiricism, rationality, and the scientific revolution were in the 

process of divesting it of its supernatural attributes, and reinvested it with the spirit of the ancient 

mysteries. Thus we can see why Steiner’s form of Christianity can rightly be called a renewal of 

the wisdom of the ancient mysteries. Catholicism had attempted to steep Christianity in nebulous 

mysticism, and Protestantism had attempted to explain the Bible in purely intellectual terms (via 

exegesis), but Steiner succeeded in marrying these elements, bridging two insurmountable gaps: 

1) between religion and the modern scientific worldview, and 2) between the Protestants and the 

Catholics—whereas the Catholics and Protestants were together on one side of the larger divide, 

helpless to integrate religion and science. Steiner’s Anthroposophy, on the other hand, is meant 

as the pursuit of spiritual truth; that is, it actually is science. In An Outline of Occult Science, he 

explained, 

 

What is meant here by “Occult Science” does not constitute science for anyone who 

only considers “scientific” what is revealed through the senses and the intellect 

serving them.… The origin of science, in its essential nature, is not recognized by 

means of the subject matter it is dealing with, but by means of the human soul-

activity arising in scientific endeavor. We must consider the attitude of the soul 
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when it elaborates science. If we acquire the habit of exercising this activity only 

when we are concerned with the manifestation of the senses, we might easily be led 

to the opinion that this sense-manifestation is the essential thing, and we do not 

become aware that a certain attitude of the human soul has been employed only in 

regard to the manifestation of the senses. It is possible, however, to rise above this 

arbitrary self-limitation and, apart from special application, consider the 

characteristics of scientific activity. This is our basis for our designating as 

“scientific” the knowledge of a non-sensory world-content.48 

 

Individuals are therefore enabled to utilize the results of Steiner’s spiritual research to re-enliven 

various fields of knowledge, for example in religion, where the ACM serves as a renewal of the 

Mass to strengthen people with the presence of the Christ. Additionally, the “First Class” of 

Steiner’s Michael School and the “branch work” of the Anthroposophical Society constitute a 

knowledge ritual in the sense of being a reverse ritual, re-enlivening spiritual life and human 

interactions. Those wishing to become initiated into the wisdom of the ancient mysteries and to 

experience a form of regeneration could find in Steiner’s version of Christianity the means of 

doing so while remaining in a modern context, and without deviating from the Western faith of 

their forebears. In a certain sense, as Max Weber was busy decrying the disenchantment of the 

world during the late nineteenth century/early twentieth century, Steiner was busy re-enchanting 

it. 

The old mythical god-forms, with their patterned story of a dying and resurrecting god, 

were taken by Steiner and clothed in fully Christianized garments, to the extent that it became an 

utter renewal of the wisdom of the ancient mysteries, more so than orthodox Catholicism, which 

endeavored to stamp out such wisdom. Where in the myths of the dying and resurrecting gods 

                                                           
48 Steiner, An Outline of Occult Science, pp. 5-6. 
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the church fathers saw heresy and the devil’s plagiarism of Christianity in advance, Steiner saw 

the careful and loving preparation of the entire spiritual cosmos for the coming of the Christ, in 

order that the Christ might succeed in its mission of propelling humanity up out of materialism 

through a process of ethical individualism and divine reintegration. 

The hope is that Steiner’s Christianity will thus be seen as offering a clear alternative to a 

religion that, in the postmodern era, is at war both within itself, and with those who find its faith 

ludicrous. Instead of offering a dogma steeped in tradition or a dreamy mysticism that clung to a 

superstitious foundation in light of modern science, Steiner had attempted, well before modernity 

and modernization set in, to promulgate a Christian esoteric path that initiated its members and 

brought them into contact with their true selves and karmic destiny. In this way, Christian 

initiates were enabled to discover their full potential as spiritual beings. Indeed, Steiner offered 

them a form of gnosis—clear experiences designed to be apprehended in a systematic and 

scientific way. This process he outlined in his book How to Know Higher Worlds with a 

description of three progressive stages of meditative practice that built upon each other: the first 

stage he called Imagination, the ability to form images and sensations in the mind that are not 

based on sense phenomena; the second stage he called Inspiration, the ability to empty oneself of 

all thought content and imaginative pictures (sense-based or otherwise) in order to create a 

receptive space where objective spiritual content can flow; and the third and final stage he called 

Intuition, the ability to unite and participate in the spiritual evolution of humanity without the 

loss of individual consciousness. The meditative path is not the same as the ACM, however the 

ACM can inspire people to want to know more and to subsequently follow this path. 

Steiner said, “If the truth and wisdom that underlie religious ideas are not proclaimed … 

in a form that can stand up to thorough thinking, then there will be an immediate invasion of 
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doubt and loss of faith.”49 This is in contradistinction to that which is found within mainstream 

Christianity in our present era; namely, holding to a blind faith despite all reason and conforming 

to dogmas of a particular cultural and familial paradigm. The result is the ultimate loss of the 

individual self, rather than its ultimate attainment. Add to that the view that all work toward 

one’s higher self is, for Steiner, a process of the Christ impulse, and we also find distinctions 

between opposing religions falling away. Total individualism, diversity, science/spirituality 

compatibility—this sounds particularly in line with the issues being discussed in college 

classrooms today. Mainstream Christianity would do well to take a page out of Steiner’s 

Christianity—which, we now see, he developed ahead of his time—for it will take an equally 

radical approach if we are to solve the problems currently facing Christianity. Spiritual seekers 

of today, living in the modern world, seek a religion that is workable to the scientific and 

intellectual mindset, not to mention one that appeals to their strong tendencies of individualism. 

Where Steiner’s Christianity succeeds, and mainstream Christianity fails, is in his application of 

science to achieve individual gnosis of the spiritual world (i.e. the renewed wisdom of the 

ancient mysteries), to come into direct contact with it and to discover one’s individual karmic 

destiny, resulting in regeneration. At the same time, the ACM provides participation in a form of 

the sacramental Mass whose language is particularly suited to modern times—as opposed to the 

archaism of the traditional Mass. At the very least, mainstream Christianity will have to come to 

terms with the evolution of human consciousness, from postmodernity and beyond, and provide 

a suitable spiritual path—as Steiner did a hundred years ago—to accommodate those individuals 

who are congregating at the temple doors. 

  

                                                           
49 Steiner, Luzifer-Gnosis, 1903-1908, Rudolf Steiner Verlag, Dornach (Vol. 34 of the collected works), p. 273). 
Taken from Hindes, Renewing Christianity, p. 107 (trans. also Hindes).     
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