
T he universality of our human desire to seek 
the spirit and to live in accordance with 
Divine Wisdom prompted me to ask: “Is 

there not a deeper impulse common to all people 
seeking to awaken? And how do we communicate 
this commonality across differing cultures and 
world-views?”

From a personal, ardent love for nature, life has 
revealed to me over and again how plants mirror 
to us some of the deepest mysteries of life. It is 
true for most of us that many of our very earliest 
childhood memories are of plants. As children we 
imagined and explored their secret realms within 
deeply-green forests, playing around lush slippery 
banks of creeks, or in garden rows and fields of 
gold-green grasses. Even as adults, we feel a 
sense of awe when we see the first crocuses of 
spring and the fiery red blaze of maples in autumn. 
Plants touch us through our senses, and this very 
tangible experience enters into us more deeply 
than mere language or concepts. 

It soon dawned on me that the life cycle of a 
plant from seed to seed reflects to us the many 
stages of our own spiritual growth. Key to the 

relevance of this analogy was seeing how the 
plant’s seed fits into Rudolf Steiner’s assertion that 
the capacities to know higher worlds lie dormant in 
each of us. Are we not like seeds with a dormant 
impulse just waiting to give birth to something 
higher? 

I began to search for an easy-to-grasp, living 
imagination that could illuminate and make sense 
of the various stages of our inner spiritual growth 
in a way that is accessible and natural to most 
people, no matter what worldviews and cultural 
upbringing they come from. 

An intuitive impulse guided me to see that the 
clearest vehicle for best understanding this arche-
typically true living picture was to place it onto the 
universal symbol of the lemniscate.

The lemniscate reveals pictorially what we 
would otherwise express only intellectually in 
words. It has throughout all times stood as a 
symbol for life, and for life’s eternal flow and 
rhythm. Most importantly, and with relevance to 
all life forms, it symbolizes the fruitful resolution 
of opposites. 

The Life Cycle  
of a Plant, 

the Lemniscate, and  
Our Inner Spiritual Path 

T O M  A LT G E LT

One time when we were young
a hole needed to be dug in the backyard.
Our parents offered encouragement,
telling us that if we kept on digging
we would break through 
to a land called China.

This spurred us on—we kept at it
with shovels and our hands,
eager for light and hopeful for
a crowd of strangers waiting 
on the other side, looking up 
at our curious muddied faces,
saying welcome in their own language.

We worked away for an eternity
(several hours, at least)
and when we didn’t achieve the goal,
all was well because
another hunger took over—
dinnertime arrived.

Oh, so often these days
I wish we knew as much now
as we did then.

—  J O H N  R O W E

From the author’s chapbook, Beyond Perspective (Finishing Line Press)
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The lemniscate’s weaving between two po-
lar opposites creates a third unifying element.

Thus,  it  unites  above  and  below,  expansion  and
contraction, involution and evolution, and birth

and  death.  It  makes  visible  the  continual  rhythm
of the breath, both our own and the breath of

the earth. In fact, the movement of the Sun itself
forms a lemniscate pattern in the sky throughout
the course of the year. And the lemniscate is com-
monly used to depict the rhythm of the Steiner’s
Calendar of the Soul, a remarkable poetic tool for
seeing the reciprocal relationship between our
inner  world  and  the  world  around  us.

The crossing point of the lemniscate is of

immense  importance.  This  is  the  still-point,  the
point of transformation, where the gestures of

ascending  and  descending  cross  and  become
one. It marks the place where we can realize

our fullest stillness and inner presence, a place
to which we can choose to return again and

again.  In  a  lemniscate  of  the  calendar  year,  we
also see that the midlines of the vertical axes

of the solstices and the horizontal axes of the

equinoxes cross at the unifying heart of the
lemniscate.

For  the  plant,  this  center  crossing  point  is  the
place of the dormant seed; and for us, it is the

T H E L E M N I S C A T E R E V E A L S P I

C T O R I A L LY W H A T W E W O U L D

O T H E R W I S E E X P R E S S O N L Y I 

N T E L L E C T U A L LY I N W O R D S .
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place of our hearts. It is where 
we see the polarity of spirit and 
matter bridged or harmonized 
in the middle by the soul. And 
it is here where each of us, and 
each plant seed, finds a unique 
spiritual blueprint for the course 
of life. 

To see how this works as a 
living image, we begin by plac-
ing on the lemniscate the three 
phases of our spiritual journey: 
the preparation, illumination, and 
initiation. These three spiritual 
phases are, in fact, spoken of 
in a variety of ways within many 
spiritual traditions. 

Let’s first look at the prepara-
tion phase. This is when the plant 
sends its roots down toward the 
heart of mother earth to stabilize 
itself, and to seek water and 
nourishment. After this prepara-
tion, the plant is equipped to rise 
up later into the light of day into 
the Illumination phase, where it 
may sprout leaves and eventually 
produce flowers and fruits to offer 
nourishment and beauty for oth-
ers. The preparation phase for us 
is when we learn to develop our 
spiritual senses. We turn more 
deeply within, to feel the feminine 
face of the divine as it is mani-
festing through nature. It is here, 
within our personal inner depths, 
that we strengthen our reverence 
and devotion, our gratitude and 
humility, and our confidence in 
the flow of life. 



Upon entering the illumination phase, we 
emerge out of our deeply inner preparation much 
like the vulnerable sprout of the plant arises from 
out of the sheltering earth. We begin to rise upward 
and unfold our faculties and expression under the 
growth impulse of the sun and light of the spirit. 
As we begin to interact with other beings and 
the world at large, becoming conscientious and 
responsible in the world, we kindle and brighten 
our spiritual light. We discover that it is through our 
courageous living of life, our sharing of our unique 
inspirations and gifts, and our practice of inner 
exercises that our spiritual capacities develop. Our 
abilities of perseverance and inner peace mature, 
as we find our way into the greater illumination, 
the realm that our native traditions call Father Sky. 

The phase of initiation is when the plant offers 
its fruits to the world, then turns to wither and die, 
thereby creating new living soil and releasing 
its seeds back to the womb of Mother Earth as 
a promise for future generations. For us at this 
highest realization point in the illumination phase, 
once we have fully realized the spiritual beings 
of love and wisdom, our higher self is thus born, 
and we come to consciously experience our true 
nature as children of light. 

We now are capable of passing through the 
portal into the initiation phase and become citizens 
of the greater cosmos. In this third phase of our 
spiritual evolution, we experience ourselves to 
be an integral part of an infinitely greater, eternal 
whole, just as a plant is one expression of a much 
greater ecology. Community, cooperation, and 
service find their fullest meaning here. As we 
consciously realize that we are citizens both ofthe 
earth and of the cosmos, we now begin to relate 
more directly with higher spiritual beings.

Here we are given the bodhisattva choice, to 
choose to be as the salt of the earth and serve 
the healthy evolution of the world and humanity 
through compassion and selfless action. We can 
freely choose to die to the lower self and become 
a more fully human expression of divine love. This 
illuminates the meaning of Goethe’s poetic phrase 
“…Die and Become.” 

Through this analogy we come to realize 
how spirit is currently manifesting to us through 
nature’s living rhythms. We clearly recognize in 
the life cycle of a plant the mirror image of what 
we are going through as human beings, seeking 
to awaken and become conscious….. seeking to 
know higher worlds. 

 THE LIFE CYCLE OF A PLANT FROM 
SEED TO SEED REFLECTS TO US 
THE MANY STAGES OF OUR OWN 
SPIR ITUAL GROWTH. 
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Thus, the life cycle of a plant is both a simple 
and a mysterious life process; one that is analo-
gous to how our own soul life naturally unfolds, 
as we choose freely and out of love, to open our-
selves to the light of the spiritual world. The beauty 
lies in the simplicity of these processes. Although 
simplicity does not make something easy, knowing 
our heart’s path, in clear pictures, can engender 
confidence in where the flow of life is taking us. Is 
this not what we need on our spiritual path? 

My greatest hope in creating this useful tool 
is to help all who seek inner spiritual growth to 
recognize and work with the universal life pro-
cesses that animate us all. And I also endeavor 
to communicate to a wider spectrum of people, 
especially the younger generation, the living 
wisdom of Rudolf Steiner’s path for spiritual 
realization as set forth in his book How to Know 
Higher Worlds. It was Rudolf Steiner who asked 
us to look into ourselves to know the world, and 
to look into the world to understand ourselves. 
Before him, Goethe had spoken most eloquently 
of the metamorphosis of the plant. And then it 
was Goethe’s younger friend, Friedrich Schiller, 
who told us that if we wish to consciously seek 

the highest, we should look to the plant and what 
it does naturally.

The Hopi people pose an unusual question 
whenever they are introduced to a spiritual teach-
ing. If it is a sublime teaching, they first praise it as 
such and then ask, “Does it grow corn?” In other 
words, does it nourish and strengthen humanity 
in body, in soul, and in spirit? 

In closing, let us see how beautifully the verses 
of the Calendar of the Soul express this relation-
ship between the life cycle of a plant and our own 
spiritual development:

In Autumn, crossing into Winter, we read:
The Light from out of worldwide space 
lives strongly on within me. Soul light it 
now becomes and shines into my Spirit’s 
depths to bring forth there the fruits that in 
the course of time let ripen the human self 
from cosmic self. 

Tom Altgelt is a landscape architect and longtime student of anthroposophy, 
and facilitates study groups in Boulder, Colorado. Tom presented his analogy of 
the Life Cycle of a Plant at last year’s National Biodynamic Conference in Santa 
Fe, and is preparing an upcoming book, presentations, and workshops on this 
topic. For more information, contact Tom at altgelt@indra.com

 PLANTS TOUCH US THROUGH OUR 
SENSES, AND THIS VERY TANGIBLE 
EXPERIENCE ENTERS INTO US MORE 
DEEPLY THAN MERE LANGUAGE OR 
CONCEPTS.
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