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Foreword

Sometimes we come across people who seem to have a special gift of intui-
tion. Perhaps they have a natural feel for nature and the healing qualities 
of plants. Or they may be deeply sensitive to others and have an insight 
into the dynamics of relationships. Or perhaps they convey a sense of deep 
wisdom and integrity. We could say that such people’s souls are developed 
to an extent that is unusual in our society.

It is possible, however, for everyone to develop these wise and perceptive 
qualities by training the more subtle organs of perception that each of us 
carries within us. The first step towards this is to learn how to really ob-
serve. The exercises in this book teach us how to look at things objectively, 
free from our automatic, subjective reactions. Through regular practice of 
these kinds of exercises we learn to see what is really there – in others, in 
nature, in what we read, or look at. We recognise the inner truth of the peo-
ple and things around us and can live more in the present, with calmness, 
sensitivity and joy. We strengthen our inner selves and can open our hearts 
more freely.

The term “soul-exercise” was originally coined by Rudolf Steiner who de-
veloped many such exercises as part of his “Anthroposophy”. The exercises 
by Heinz Grill given here are taken from his book “Yoga and Christian-
ity” and he recommends them as practical tools in the spiritual training he 
offers.

Caroline Pick & Karen Patterson

October 2007



HEINZ GRILL 

4

 

Olive tree



FIRST SOUL-EXERCISE

5

The forces of wisdom in life 
and the elemental meaning of 

individual plants

First soul-exercise

The whole of nature exists in a specific order, which is in turn related to 
the personal life of humanity. Nature is in itself an expression of purity and 
in the plane of life represents a non-personal perfection. An integrated, 
wisdom-filled harmony exists, all the way from the mountains to a single 
mineral, from the trees to a blade of grass and it exists in the weather condi-
tions, seasons, the rhythms of growth and propagation. When looking at the 
plant-world which is so diverse, at one time sprouts forth and at another 
withers away, we can see no disharmony in it. Every individual plant-being 
has its own wondrous construction. Nature in its variety and its individual 
detail is aesthetic. A tree, with or without leaves, thin or strong, is always 
aesthetic, for perfect wisdom stirs through it as a creative force. And the year 
too with its seasons is guided by a higher, wise spirituality. Summer comes 
and brings the blossoming of the plants to an increasing climax, autumn 
follows with the withering of the flowers and leaves. Nature, her rhythms, 
the many phenomena of germinating, budding, flowering and thriving, as 
well as those of withering, dying and resting, are founded in a connected, 
wisdom-filled harmony and they symbolise a natural, non-personal reality 
of purity.

As human beings we live to a great extent embedded in this rhythm. We, with 
our bodies and the life inherent in them, are a part of this earth, just like the 
animals and the plants. This body and the invigorating energy-life in it is cre-
ated in wisdom and harmony, yet it still carries apparent imperfections and 
the potential for illness. The organs like the heart or the liver work according 
to certain natural rhythms. The cell as one of the smallest physical build-
ing blocks is integrated into a whole. Birth and death are the two boundary 

stones which enclose life. Yet there is a great difference between nature and 
the plant-world, and human life. We as human-beings have a free will and so 
are prey to that temptation which leads to sin and its ugly grasp.



HEINZ GRILL 

6

But the forces of wisdom, which rule and work with their play of harmony 
in the whole of nature, which order and balance and pour their silent force 

into all phenomena, are given like the light of the sun. We can become 
conscious of their expression through developing our attention in an ap-

propriate way, if we learn to observe nature and its differentiated images 
more carefully and with some fundamental, creative thoughts. If our eyes 
observe the phenomena in nature in a way that is to some degree objective, 
the mind will become conscious of the variety of wisdom-filled interaction 

which is in itself limitless. To devote ourselves receptively, for example, to 
the sunrise without indulging in romantic feelings, leads to a richer, inner 
experience. Attentiveness lies in a calmer seeing, accompanied by specific, 
yet considered thoughts, which grow to subtle images and inner ideas. This 
kind of special attentiveness in a concrete, focused, thoughtful alertness 
gives free space to our own senses. This freedom can help to expand the 
consciousness and prepare for a deeper openness to experience through the 
senses.

Yet the deeper cognitive-life is stimulated in a specific direction if the ob-
server, with or after this concrete, thoughtful observing of nature and of life, 
asks the question : “What actually are forces of wisdom ?“ 

Anyone, who wishes to experience the higher or the wisdom-filled dimen-
sion of creation with its spiritual influences, must as a rule first develop an 
inner sense for it. Observing, which is open and free of emotion, yet still 
clearly sustained, must almost always first be learnt by minds which are 
so tense and restless. Physical eyes cannot see the light-filled, spiritual and 
intrinsic forces which work in nature in a play of harmony. For this, inner 
eyes set in the subtle body must be developed through a relevant training. 
These inner eyes finally mature to a more all-embracing sense-organism 
and in a sensitive way give the answer to the relevant questions which 
we direct towards nature. The answer will be given from that region like 
a subtle shimmer of heightened awareness. It lies in a latent and usually 
still undeveloped realm of the soul and if awakened through conscious 
exercises gives heightened impressions and a deep feeling for those sub-
tle, essential actions which are revealed in nature. The questions, which 
we direct towards nature and develop through appropriate observing and 
thought-forming, are answered from an ascending and manifesting light 
of the soul itself.



FIRST SOUL-EXERCISE

7

Devote yourself for a few minutes to a specific observation of any kind of 
natural phenomenon. In an open way, yet still with focused, thoughtful but 
not rigid attention, observe its outer appearance like the colour, the shape, 
the form and the conditions. Then ask yourself the question “What are the 
forces of wisdom ?“ or also the question “What substances work on this 
phenomenon ?“ The specific observing paves a first path through the thicket 
of many whirring thought-processes, which are usually coupled with emo-
tions and wishes. However, by directing our considerations for some min-
utes to a particular matter and by focusing on a question about its higher 
sense, the consciousness gains a first orientation and the thoughts naturally 
become focused in the developing idea.

The name “soul-exercise“ describes the character of the exercise, for through 
it an opening to the soul-mysteries occurs, as well as a natural perception 
out of the soul. The soul is invisibly hidden in the inner-body ; it rests be-
hind the busy and tense drive of the everyday. Yet the more deeply our 
attention and interests connect with the perceptions of the inner world, the 
more a path of access is paved to the great world-mysteries. But perception 
must not be confused with a romanticising or even with an emotion, with 
a heightened feeling. These more outwardly noticeable feelings are of such 
a superficial nature that they disturb the exercise and lead away from the 
actual, inner contemplation and real observing. Perceptions, by contrast, are 
of a very silent nature and they give an inner certainty, a breath of warmth 
in the heart and open the first ray of a blessed contemplation.
 

To practise this soul-exercise, a place of meditation is not strictly necessary. 
It is only important that you make yourself quite free of all outer circum-
stances for the duration of the practice and so orient the consciousness in 
an open and also creative way. For this the routine of an exercise is not 
particularly helpful, for every day the practice requires a new decision and 
the thoughts should be oriented in a way which is at the very least alert, 
observing and aware, so that these thoughts can bring the image or the idea 
to life in a fresh way.

If this contemplative soul-exercise is done over a longer period of time, it 
leads the consciousness to an initial experience which comes from the soul 

and is free of the body. The thinking is purified. Everyday logic, which 
judges so quickly and which is built from and on the visible phenomena 
and their definite fixedness, is more easily dissolved with the awakening of 
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the soul in the broadening images and ideas. In the expanding conscious-
ness, that subtly limbed plane in the psyche, certain laws exist. With the 

continued observing of nature we will stumble upon various hidden mys-
teries. According to the slant of the question and what objects we bring 

into the light of our attention, the first subtle answers arise in the inner-
most. We will see in nature and its phenomena a sense for the wise and 
infinite force-field which comes from the light, and with this force-field 
have a notion of the intrinsic and wisdom-filled spirituality of the play of 

harmony. In nature, so-called substances are at work, which come from the 
light and which in the subtlest touches create the most diverse forms and 
phenomena.
 

In comparing the nature of plant-beings and human-beings with their 
free will, a sense arises for that which we describe as personality or self-
confidence and individuality in the will. Here a sense for the grasping power 
of sin can be developed, which the essence of creation cannot absorb into 
itself, as it does not have its own freedom. But the human will can on the one 
hand be completely subjected to unconscious drives and passions and so be 
handed over to the power of sin, or it can set out on a progressive path of lib-
eration and absorb the purity of a universal wisdom. Ultimately from these 
exercises that sense can blossom for what we as human beings impress upon 
nature in giving and taking. Nature is the descended realm of life, which ra-
diates towards our countenance like the cloak of the eternal Lord‘s essential 
being. Through contemplating on different natural phenomena, a clear sense 
for giving out of the soul develops. And with increasing practice we experi-
ence that through the potential of a deeply-founded ability to observe and a 
creative development of the thoughts, we can accompany this nature with a 
light and a peace of the soul.

The exercise can be directed further to quite specific, selected plants and 
so have a practical and detailed use. Through the concrete and intense ob-
serving of a flower, a tree, or a shrub, a deeper impression arises in the 
consciousness and a first sense for the inherent mystery of a being that is 
present in the form. This exercise would be particularly important in its 
specific application for natural health practitioners who prescribe plant 
preparations and herb teas for their patients, for they will develop a deeper 
and more sensitive feeling for the fundamental relationship which a plant 
or a herb has to the human body and its physiology. But also for someone 
who is ill, or for someone who wishes to develop a religious consciousness 
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and a deeper devotion to nature, these exercises can give a warm-hearted, 
uplifting, strengthening and purifying perception.

Observe for example an ear of grain which grows tall, gently swaying in the 
light with its delicate hairs, like a graceful work of art. Your gaze passes over 
the stalk and over the few tightly-fitting leaves up to the ear. What colour is 
the plant ? Where and on what kind of ground does it grow ? What meaning 
can the long, finely-arranged hairs have ? The looking, combined as much 
as possible with concrete questions and natural thoughts, should lead to a 
deeper impression. This impression about the plant should now work fur-
ther in your memory and be brought to mind again a few hours or a day later. 
The contemplation of the same ear of grain may require frequent repetition 
and only after bringing it to mind several times and after several days will it 
lead you to a true image and a light-filled idea. The consciousness generally 
needs a rhythmic attuning of repeated, active contemplation followed by a 
pause and it needs the work of remembering. Only gradually do the subtle, 
super-sensory impressions about the elemental meaning of a plant awaken.
 
The contemplation of the ear of grain will as a rule lead to a deep, warm 
impression in the heart and it will appear in the image like a healing, indeed 
holy and golden light. Grain is spiritual food, which bears the fire and the 
light of heaven, and it is thus the golden plant and the sacred nourishment 
for spirituality. 

Or we contemplate the mallow with its beautiful and strong, brick-red
flowers. Gradually we gain an impression of its calming and balancing 
effect, which usually becomes perceptible even on first calling its form to 
mind. The mallow is a calming plant, which makes a good evening-tea and 
can bring the frequently irritated and excitable metabolic-life into line with 
the nerves which work more for harmony. 

A further example of the effect of an exercise is as follows : A look at the 
olive tree of the south, which symbolises an incredible strength with its vital 
fullness and its small and tough leaf-structure, leads to the discovery of the 
great value of olives and their oil. The olive grows on a tree which, with 
its earthy wood-element, barely supports its size, yet the leaves and their 

round being of greenness reveal the cosmic, vital nature of the tree. The 
olive is therefore an excellent tonic that can be of use in a simple way for 
many illnesses. When we look at these olive trees our hearts also gain the 
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impression of a cosmic being which works on this tree, and we also absorb 
this being into us to a certain extent. 

This soul-exercise leads through careful practice, if it is practised once or 
twice a day, to a natural calmness, order, devotion to nature and to an en-

riching perception-life in the heart. It is an exercise which, because of its 
character, works to stimulate and form the solar-plexus. Through it a sense 
for giving arises in the thought.

Olive twig


