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Preface of the Abbey

Before there was a temple there was a grove. Before there was a doctrine there was a fragrance. Before anyone wrote the word God there was a human being on their knees in the grass, undone by the sight of a flower opening, and that posture — knees in the earth, face lifted, hands empty — is the oldest liturgy our species has.

This book is written from a simple observation that will not stop being true no matter how far back you follow it: religion follows the flowers. Not the other way around. The blossom came first and the creed came after. The plant was the teacher and the priest was the pupil. Every sanctuary we have ever built was an attempt to put a roof over something we first met outdoors, and every altar in the world is a table with cut stems on it because the altar remembers what it is imitating.

No one in the Bible had a Bible. Moses met God on a mountain in a burning bush. Muhammad received the first revelation in a cave in a mountainside. Siddhartha Gautama woke beneath a tree, at the root of a tree, having been born in a grove of blossoming sal and having taken his first steps — the tradition says — on opening lotuses. John baptized in a river with the wilderness at his back. Not one of these founding events happened indoors. The whole architecture of world religion is a set of buildings raised in memory of things that happened in the open air, among growing things, in what our fathers were right to call the original cathedral.


The confession of this volume.

The first altar was a garden. The first scripture was a fragrance. The first liturgy was tending.

The awe came before the law. The flower came before the doctrine. The garden came before the church, and the church is a garden with a roof.

Therefore we do not choose between the sanctuary and the soil. We keep the sanctuary in the soil, and where the two have been separated we plant until they meet again.



The Abbey holds this not as a theory of religion but as a description of its own practice. We are a contemplative house whose lineage runs back to the fellowship Huiyuan gathered at Mount Lu in the year 386, on the slope above a pond, and whose name is the name of the flower that grew in that pond. We were named after a plant. Our founder’s community was named for what was blooming outside the hall. That is not an accident of nomenclature. It is a confession of method.

And so this volume traces one thread through the whole human religious story: the sanctuary garden. Ten gardens open its ten books — Eden, the sal grove at Lumbinī, the lotus tanks of Anuradhapura, the temple garden at Karnak, the Rarian field at Eleusis, the groves of Taxila, the cloister garth of Saint Gall, the enclosed garden of the Song of Songs, Gethsemane, and the pond at Donglin that gave us our name. They are not decorations placed at the head of chapters. They are the argument. Follow the sanctuary gardens and you have followed the history of religion, because wherever human beings have set apart a piece of ground and planted it, a faith has grown there.

The book is offered as doctrine, which means it is offered to be used. Its articles are numbered so they can be cited, disputed, taught, and prayed. Its chapters close at a garden gate. Its office can be said. Its plant lists can be planted. If you finish it and put it on a shelf we will have failed. If you finish it and go outside, we will not have.

There is a saying carried in the tradition and worn smooth by centuries of repetition: if we could see the miracle of a single flower clearly, our whole life would change. We do not know who first said it. We know it is true, because the whole of what follows is the record of people to whom it happened.

Come into the garden.


How This Book Is Built

Ten books, seventy-three chapters, one hundred and eighty-five articles. The books move outward and then home: from the first awe in the open air, through the universal language of blossoms, the lotus civilization, the gardens of the nations, the plant teachers, the road that carried them, the cloister that catalogued them, the theology of tending, the freedom to plant, and the garden that is still to come.

Every book opens at a gate. A navy-and-gold antiphon names one of the ten sanctuary gardens and hands the book its keys. Read it aloud if you can.

Every chapter closes at a gate. A gold-ruled panel begins The Garden. It names the piece of consecrated ground where that chapter’s doctrine is kept, and ends in a versicle and response. The response is almost always the same three words, and they are the book’s whole instruction: Follow the flowers.

The numbered articles stand in jade-ruled blocks. They are the Abbey’s teaching, stated plainly and meant to be held. Where an article states what a tradition holds, it states it as that tradition holds it.

The gold-ruled apparatus carries dates, places, manuscripts, plant names, and registers — the hard furniture of the history, kept separate so that neither the devotion nor the record has to carry the other’s weight.

The practice boxes are for the hands. This is a book about gardens; it would be a strange book about gardens that gave you nothing to do.

Six appendices follow: the hundred flowers of the world’s altars; a register of the sanctuary gardens; a botanical register of the sacred plants; the Little Office of the Garden in seven hours; a chronology of the flower; and the names and terms.

A word on the sources. This volume was grown from the Abbey’s own compiled papers — the flower-and-religion corpus, the five parts of Freedom in the Garden, and the garden ministry’s working notes — and then extended into the documented history of sacred horticulture: the Achaemenid paradise, the Carolingian physic garden, the Marian flower calendar, the mystery sanctuaries, the plant traffic of the Silk Road. Nothing here is invented. Where a tradition’s own testimony is given, it is given in that tradition’s own voice, and the Abbey is not embarrassed to be reverent in a work of reverence.


✦

Book One · The First Altar Was a Garden




At the gate of Eden.

A river went out to water the garden, and from there it parted into four heads.

Here is the first place in scripture that is holy, and it is not a building. It has no walls, no priesthood, no rubric, no book. It has soil, water, trees, and a commandment that is a job description: to till it and to keep it.

The oldest name for the presence of God is a place where things grow.

℣ Where was the first temple?

℟ In the ground.

℣ And what was the first liturgy?

℟ Tending. Follow the flowers.




Chapter I

Awe Before Law

Every religion in the world can be laid out along a single axis with awe at one end and law at the other, and every religion in the world began at the awe end.

The primeval religious impulse is not a set of rules. It is an overwhelming reaction to something that will not fit inside the mind. It is Moses turning aside because a bush is burning and is not consumed. It is the prophets undone by a vision they did not request. It is Siddhartha Gautama sitting all night beneath a fig tree until the morning star rises and the world is different. It is the Sufi’s annihilation in the Beloved. Rudolf Otto gave this the name that has stuck: the mysterium tremendum et fascinans, a mystery that terrifies and attracts in the same instant. That is the raw material. Everything else in religion is manufactured out of it.

From that raw encounter the need for structure follows immediately and legitimately. Awe is volatile and personal; to carry it across generations and apply it to a community’s life, it must be translated into something more stable. So law appears — not as a rival to awe but as its institutional memory, a codified attempt to preserve the ethical and spiritual imperatives that the original encounter delivered. The Ten Commandments are not arbitrary pronouncements; they are the constitution of a people forged in the crucible of a collective theophany at Sinai. The precepts of Leviticus, the Sermon on the Mount, the guidance of the sharia, the Eightfold Path — all of them do this same work. They translate the ineffable into the actionable. Law, at its best, is the fossilized awe of a community’s founders, a roadmap for terrain that was first illuminated by lightning.

The corruption comes when the map replaces the country. When law ceases to be a reflection of awe and becomes an end in itself, the living relationship is replaced by a static checklist of compliance. The Hebrew prophets, from Isaiah to Jeremiah, spent their lives railing against exactly this: a religion of scrupulous ritual maintained by people who had stopped doing justice. Jesus made the same charge against those who measured out tithes of garden herbs — mint, dill, cumin — while neglecting the weightier matters of justice, mercy, and faith. Note where he found his example. In the herb bed. The failure was not in the herbs; the herbs were doing their work perfectly. The failure was in a piety that could count leaves and not see the plant.

A religion grounded in awe is a religion capable of humility, because awe is the recognition of one’s own smallness in the face of something incomprehensible, and that recognition dissolves the pride from which dogmatic cruelty is made. It allows a believer to hold that their doctrines are human attempts at the divine and therefore fallible without holding that they are false. An ethics born of awe does not ask what am I permitted to do but how do I live in a way worthy of what I have glimpsed, and that question opens out onto compassion in a way the first one never will.


Article 1. Awe is prior to law in every religion, in the order of experience and in the order of authority. Law exists to serve awe, to preserve it, and to make it liveable in common. It never exists to replace it.

Article 2. Where law is placed before awe, religion becomes a magnificent structure on shifting sand — able to provide order, unable to provide life.

Article 3. The first duty of every religious institution is therefore not enforcement but reopening: to help its people see the universe again. A house of faith that has stopped producing wonder has stopped working, whatever else it is producing.



The great work is not to abolish the law in favor of awe. It is to keep the law perpetually answerable to the awe from which it came. And the reason this book is about gardens is that a garden is the one instrument human beings have ever built that does both at once. It is lawful — bedded, watered, weeded, seasonal, disciplined. And it is uncontrollable — it blooms when it will, dies when it will, and every spring astonishes the person who planted it. The gardener is a lawgiver who is regularly overruled by beauty. There is no better school for religion than that.


The Garden. At this gate lies Eden, which is holy before any commandment is given in it, and whose only commandment is to tend. Here the doctrine is kept that reverence precedes regulation, and that the ground itself was consecrated before the rubric was written.

℣ Which came first, the wonder or the rule?

℟ The wonder.

℣ Then where shall we begin?

℟ Follow the flowers.




Chapter II

The Original Cathedral

No one in the Bible had a Bible.

Sit with that a moment, because it is the most quietly devastating fact in the study of religion. Every figure whose experience became scripture had that experience without scripture. They had no text to consult, no orthodoxy to check against, no building to enter. What they had was weather, stone, water, animals, and plants.

Judaism begins with a man receiving law on a mountain. Islam begins with a man receiving revelation in a cave on Mount Hira. Buddhism begins with a man under a tree. Christianity begins in a river, and its founder conducts the overwhelming majority of his public ministry outdoors — on hillsides, in boats, in grainfields, in olive groves, at wells, and in gardens. Zoroaster is a wanderer of the countryside. The Vedic rishis are seers in the wilderness. The shaman’s office is performed at the treeline. The Taoist adept goes to the mountain.

This is not a coincidence to be explained away. It is a datum about the nature of revelation. Creation has always been understood as the bridge, and the great outdoors is God’s open-air temple. When the psalmist sings that the heavens declare the glory of God and the skies proclaim the work of his hands, he is not producing a metaphor; he is reporting an acoustic fact about the world he lives in. The non-human world is full of voices. It speaks, and people listen. Jesus said that if his disciples fell silent the stones would cry out — a claim that assumes the stones have something to say and are only being polite.


Where the founding events happened. Sinai, a mountain. Hira, a cave in a mountainside. Bodh Gayā, beneath a Ficus religiosa. Lumbinī, a grove of Shorea robusta. Sarnath, a deer park. The Jordan, a river. Gethsemane, an olive garden. The empty tomb, a garden belonging to Joseph of Arimathea. Mount Lu, a slope above a lotus pond. Not one of them a building. Every one of them a piece of living ground.



Buildings came later, and they came as memorials. Look honestly at the anatomy of a great church and you will find a forest that has been turned to stone. The nave is a clearing. The columns are trunks; the Gothic builders stopped pretending otherwise and carved the capitals into leaves. The ribbed vault is a canopy where branches meet. Light comes down through coloured glass the way it comes down through leaves. The very word nave is a ship, and a ship is a tree that has been cut and made to carry people. Stand in Chartres or Ely or Cologne and you are standing in a grove that has been made permanent, and the reason it moves you is that you have been in the original.

The same is true of the temple and the mosque and the vihāra. The Greek temenos was a cut-off piece of land, and its holiness was in the ground and the trees, with the building added afterward as an amenity. The Celtic nemeton was a sacred grove — the word is cousin to the Latin nemus, a wood. The Roman lucus was a grove kept for a god, and Roman law protected the trees in it. Long after cities had covered the countryside, the holiest square metre in the Roman world was a patch of woodland nobody was allowed to fell.


Article 4. The natural world is not the setting of revelation but a participant in it. It is spiritually informed and permeated, and the spirit has its influential presence in it. Nature and spirit are two aspects of one reality.

Article 5. Sacred architecture is imitative. Every roofed sanctuary is a memorial to an unroofed one, and its power over us derives from the original it recalls. To worship indoors is legitimate and good. To forget what the indoors is copying is a loss.

Article 6. Therefore no member of this house may hold that going outside is a lesser devotion than going in. The grove is not a substitute for the sanctuary. The grove is the sanctuary’s mother.



There is a kind of religious sensibility — call it the naturalist temperament — for which the primary channel of connection is simply being out in creation. Naturalists are usually peaceable, often iconoclastic, and they draw their energy from wildlife, weather, and open horizons. They want sand underfoot and clean air in the lungs. For centuries such people have been quietly told that their piety is second-class, a pleasant preliminary to the real thing that happens under a roof at a fixed hour. This is exactly backwards, and it has cost the faiths of the world some of their best souls.


The Garden. At this gate lies the temenos, the cut-off ground — grove of the Greeks, nemeton of the Celts, lucus of Rome, where the trees themselves were under the protection of law. Here the doctrine is kept that the sanctuary is a memory of the open air, and that the stone forest was built by people who had walked in the real one.

℣ What is a cathedral?

℟ A grove that would not fall.

℣ And where do we go to find the grove?

℟ Outside. Follow the flowers.




Chapter III

Why the Flower and Not the Stone

Human beings had a whole world of things to make symbols out of. Mountains are more impressive than flowers. Fire is more useful. Stars are more permanent, blood more urgent, water more necessary. Why is it the flower that ended up on nearly every altar on earth?

Four reasons, and they are worth naming because together they amount to a theology.

Because a flower is gratuitous. Nothing in the flower is required for our survival, and yet it arrests us. It stops the eye against our will. This is the primary religious datum hidden in a blossom: that beauty exists in excess of utility, and that a universe capable of unnecessary loveliness is not a machine. A single bloom is a proud assertion that one ray of beauty outvalues all the utilities in the world. Every offering ever laid on an altar is a re-enactment of that assertion — the deliberate giving of something that does no work.

Because a flower is fragrant. Scent enters the body without permission and goes straight to memory. It cannot be argued with, cannot be paraphrased, and cannot be photographed. This is why the world’s incense is made of plants and why nearly every tradition burns something. Fragrance is the sense most like prayer: invisible, ascending, and impossible to explain to somebody who is not in the room.

Because a flower dies. It swells from tender bud to full bloom and is associated with youth, beauty, and pleasure; then it wilts, and it becomes the emblem of fragility and the swift passage from life into death. In one object, in a matter of days, a human being can watch the entire arc of a life. Buddhist practice offers flowers on the altar for precisely this reason: they are laid down as a teaching on impermanence, and their withering is not the failure of the offering but its completion. Nothing else so beautiful is so brief.

Because a flower returns. And this is the fourth reason, which turns the third one inside out. The bloom dies and the plant does not. Next year, from the same root, in the same place, the same impossible thing happens again. Every doctrine of resurrection, rebirth, regeneration, and eternal return in the history of the world has a botanical original. Human beings did not invent the idea that death is not final. They observed it, annually, in the ground.


Article 7. The flower is humanity’s first and most universal religious symbol because it holds four truths in one small body: that beauty exceeds usefulness; that the invisible can be sensed; that all form passes; and that life returns from the root.

Article 8. These four are not four separate teachings but one teaching in four movements, and the whole of what the world’s religions have said about the soul is a commentary on it.

Article 9. For this reason the offering of flowers is not decoration and is never to be treated as decoration. It is a sacrament of the plainest kind: a visible sign that carries what it signifies.



To this must be added the plain psychology. Flowers make people better, happier, and more helpful; they are sunshine, food, and medicine for the soul. Nobody has ever needed a study to know this, though we now have shelves of them. Bring flowers into a room and the room changes; bring them to the sick and the sick improve; bring them to the grieving and something is said that could not have been said in words. What a lonely place a world without a wildflower would be.

And they show rather than tell. Flowers don’t tell, they show. There is the whole difference between a symbol that argues and a symbol that simply is, and it is why the flower outlived every religious emblem invented by committee. You cannot disagree with a rose.


The Garden. At this gate lies the flower bed of the offering — the puja tray, the altar vase, the bowl before the icon, the wreath on the grave. Here the doctrine is kept that the world’s first sacrament grew in the ground and was picked by hand.

℣ Why did we choose the flower?

℟ Because it is beautiful without needing to be.

℣ And what does it teach us without speaking?

℟ Everything. Follow the flowers.




Chapter IV

The Wordless Sermon

In the Chan tradition there is an account of a sermon the Buddha gave in which he said nothing at all.

He was on Vulture Peak, Gṛdhrakūṭa, with the assembly before him and every expectation of a discourse. He held up a flower. That was all. The assembly waited for the teaching, understanding it to be forthcoming, and the teaching was already complete and lying in his hand. Only Mahākāśyapa smiled. And seeing the smile the Buddha said that he possessed the true Dharma eye, the marvellous mind of nirvāṇa, the true form of the formless, a subtle gate that does not rest on words or letters but is a transmission outside the scriptures — and that this he now entrusted to Mahākāśyapa.

In Chinese the episode is four characters: 拈花微笑, niān huā wéi xiào, “picking up a flower, a subtle smile.” It stands as Case Six of the Wumenguan, the Gateless Barrier. It is the founding story of an entire school of Buddhism, and it contains no doctrine, no argument, and no text. It contains a flower and a facial expression.


The Flower Sermon. Chinese niān huā wéi xiào (拈花微笑). Setting: Gṛdhrakūṭa, Vulture Peak, near Rājagṛha. Recorded in the Chinese Sūtra in Which Mahābrahmā Asks the Buddha to Resolve His Doubts (大梵天王問佛決疑經); earliest known version of the tale c. 1036. Case 6 of the Wumenguan (無門關, Jap. Mumonkan), compiled 1228. The formula it generates — jiàowài biéchuán, “a special transmission outside the teachings” — becomes the signature claim of Chan and Zen.



Every religion has a version of this, and the version is always botanical.

Jesus, asked about anxiety and provision, does not offer a syllogism. He points at the wildflowers of the Galilean hillside and says: consider how they grow. They neither toil nor spin, and Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. The instruction is consider — look at, attend to, learn from. He is treating a flower as a teacher with something to say about the character of God, and he expects his hearers to be able to hear it. Centuries later, in Japan, a student read that passage aloud to the Zen master Gasan, and Gasan — who had never heard of Christianity — said that whoever uttered those words he considered an enlightened man. Two traditions, no contact, one flower, the same recognition.

The Sufi finds the Beloved in the rose and builds a whole poetics out of it. The Vedic seer looks at the lotus and reads the structure of the cosmos off its petals. Hildegard of Bingen coins viriditas, greenness, and makes it a name for the vitality of God. The Zen garden reduces the world to moss, stone, and water and finds that nothing essential has been left out.


Article 10. God teaches wordlessly through the created order, and this teaching is not inferior to the teaching given in words. It is prior to it.

Article 11. The correct response to a plant is attention. Consider the lilies is a commandment in the imperative mood and has never been repealed.

Article 12. A tradition that can no longer learn anything from a flower has lost a faculty, not gained a rigour.



There is a reason this matters for a book of doctrine. Doctrine is words, and words are the second thing. They are indispensable and they are second. The Abbey writes them and numbers them and expects them to be argued with, and it also holds that on the day the Buddha said nothing and lifted a stem, the deepest thing that has ever been transmitted was transmitted, and that a garden is where such transmissions still happen to ordinary people who were not expecting them.


The wordless office. Once a day, go to one plant. Not a garden — one plant. Do not name it, diagnose it, prune it, or photograph it. Look at it for the length of ten slow breaths. Then leave. Do this for thirty days and something will be transmitted to you that this book cannot give you.




The Garden. At this gate lies Vulture Peak, where the sermon was a flower and the congregation of one who understood it said nothing either. Here the doctrine is kept that the wordless transmission is real, and that it comes through the created thing held up in the hand.

℣ What did he say on the mountain?

℟ Nothing. He held up a flower.

℣ And what shall we do with our words?

℟ Lay them down and follow the flowers.




Chapter V

The Name of Paradise

There is a piece of evidence for this book’s thesis buried in the dictionary, and it is worth digging up because it settles the matter in a single word.

Paradise is a garden word. It comes into English from Latin paradisus, which comes from Greek parádeisos, which Xenophon of Athens borrowed in the fourth century before Christ from the Old Iranian — Avestan pairidaēza, Old Persian paridaida. The parts are pairi, “around,” and daēza, “wall.” A pairidaēza is a walled-around place. It is a fenced garden. That is all it ever meant. When Xenophon wanted to describe what the Persian kings had built, Greek had no word for it, so he took theirs, and the loanword walked out of Persia into every European language and became the name of heaven.

Then the crucial thing happened. When the Hebrew scriptures were translated into Greek at Alexandria, the translators came to the second chapter of Genesis and had to render the Hebrew gan — garden. They chose parádeisos. They gave Eden a Persian horticultural term. And from that moment, in the whole subsequent religious vocabulary of the West, the word for ultimate blessedness, the word for the destination of the soul, the word Christ speaks to the thief on the cross, is the name of a walled Achaemenid pleasure garden with fruit trees and a watercourse.


The descent of a word. Avestan pairidaēza → Old Persian paridaida → Greek parádeisos (Xenophon, 4th c. BCE) → Septuagint Genesis 2:8, for Hebrew gan → Latin paradisus → Old French paradis → English paradise. In modern Persian, pardis still means both paradise and garden. There is no point in the chain at which the word stops meaning a garden. It never stopped.



Nor was this an accident of translation. The physical thing behind the word was real, and it has been excavated. Cyrus the Great built his capital at Pasargadae in the sixth century before Christ, and his palace complex sat within a formal garden of geometric beds, dressed-stone watercourses, and a great pool — the earliest paradise garden yet found in the ground. Its layout, quartered by axial channels, is the ancestor of the chahār bāgh, the fourfold garden, which passed from Achaemenid Persia into Islamic garden design and travelled as far as Andalusia and the Taj Mahal, and which was understood to symbolize the four elements of the Zoroastrian cosmos and the four rivers of the garden at the beginning.

And Cyrus’s descendants gardened with their own hands. Xenophon records that when the Spartan general Lysander came to Sardis around 407 and walked in the paradise of Cyrus the Younger, astonished, and asked who had designed it, the prince told him that he had laid it out himself and planted the trees with his own hands. A Persian king counted this among his titles. Cyrus the Great is remembered as the Good Gardener.


Article 13. The word paradise is a garden word, and the identity of heaven with a garden is not a poetic flourish laid over the doctrine but the original form of the doctrine.

Article 14. Scripture opens in a garden and closes in a garden city with a tree in the middle of it and a river running through. Everything between the two is the account of how we got from one to the other.

Article 15. Consequently, gardening is not a hobby that a religious person may happen to have. It is an eschatological act. To plant is to rehearse the end of the story.



Genesis describes Eden as watered by a river that divided into four heads, and this fourfold pattern turns up wherever the sacred landscape is drawn. Four rivers flow from Mount Meru in the Purāṇas. Four rivers rise around Mount Kailash — the Indus, the Brahmaputra, the Sutlej, the Karnali — and divide the world into quarters, so that the holiest mountain in Asia is the physical and spiritual watershed for a billion people. Four channels quarter the Persian paradise. Four paths quarter the medieval cloister garth, and the monks who laid them out said openly that they were the four rivers of Eden. One pattern, held for four thousand years across every barrier of language and creed, and it is a pattern of irrigation.


The Garden. At this gate lies Pasargadae, the walled paradise of Cyrus, from which our word for heaven was taken. Here the doctrine is kept that the destination has always been described as a garden, because the destination is a garden.

℣ What is the name of heaven?

℟ A walled garden.

℣ Then how shall we prepare for it?

℟ Take up the spade. Follow the flowers.




Chapter VI

Following the Flowers

The phrase that gives this book its argument comes from the Abbey’s own papers and is deliberately blunt: religion followed the flowers. It is worth stating exactly what it claims and what it does not.

It does not claim that religion is reducible to botany, that faith is a by-product of plant chemistry, or that the whole edifice of revelation is a misunderstanding of horticulture. The Abbey holds no such thing and would be a strange sort of Abbey if it did.

What it claims is a matter of sequence and of debt. In every case we can trace, the plant is there first. The lotus is in the ground before it is on the throne. The soma is pressed before the hymn is composed about the pressing. The frankincense is tapped in Arabia before it is burned in Jerusalem. The olive grows on the hillside before Gethsemane means anything. The rose is a wild briar in Persia before it is the Mystical Rose. The plant precedes the symbol; the symbol precedes the doctrine; the doctrine precedes the institution; and the institution, at long last, builds the wall and hires the gardener.

And the debt runs one way. The lotus gave the throne its shape; the throne gave the lotus nothing. This is the humbling asymmetry at the centre of this book, and it is the reason a garden is a good place to be religious. In a garden you are permanently the junior partner.


Article 16. Religion follows the flowers is a claim about order and about debt: that in the traceable history of every tradition the plant is prior to the symbol, and that the tradition owes the plant what the plant does not owe the tradition.

Article 17. This entails no reduction. That awe came to us through a blossom does not make the awe smaller; it makes the blossom larger.

Article 18. Where a religion has forgotten its plants, it has forgotten its own beginning, and the way back is not argument but cultivation.



There is a second sense in which we follow the flowers, and it is a rule of conduct rather than a thesis in history. To follow the flowers is to take the flower’s way of being in the world as the pattern for one’s own. That means: bloom where you are rooted, including in mud. Give without being asked and without accounting. Open in your season and close in your season without complaint. Be beautiful in a manner that is useless to you and useful to everything else. Feed what comes. Die visibly, and trust the root.

The mystics put it as a relationship: the very best relationship has a gardener and a flower. The gardener nurtures and the flower blooms. Tend to a flower and it will bloom no matter how many weeds surround it. That is a description of grace, and it is also a description of a working marriage, a working friendship, a working congregation, and a working soul. Book Eight of this volume is nothing but the unpacking of that one sentence.


The ten gates of this book. Eden · Lumbinī · the lotus tanks of Anuradhapura · Karnak · the Rarian field at Eleusis · the groves of Taxila · the cloister garth of Saint Gall · the enclosed garden of the Song · Gethsemane · the White Lotus pond at Donglin. Ten pieces of consecrated ground, on three continents, across four thousand years. Between them they hold the entire history of religion, and every one of them is a place where something was planted.



So the method of this house is simple enough to state and demanding enough to occupy a life. Where you want to know what a religion means, find out what it grows. Where you want to know whether a doctrine is alive, see whether anyone tends it. Where you want to pray and cannot, go outside and kneel down and put your hands in the dirt, which is the posture the whole species started in.

Find your true nature in nature. Find your path with heart. And follow the flowers.


The Garden. At this gate lies the plot outside your own door, unnamed and unconsecrated and waiting. Here the doctrine is kept that the method of this book is not reading but planting, and that the first garden you are responsible for is the nearest one.

℣ What is our thesis?

℟ That religion followed the flowers.

℣ And what is our rule?

℟ To follow them still. Follow the flowers.




✦

Book Two · The Universal Language of Blossoms




At the gate of Lumbinī.

In a grove of flowering sal, between two kingdoms, on the road, a queen took hold of a branch and a child was born — and the tradition says that wherever the child set his foot a lotus opened in the earth.

The Buddha was not born in a palace or a temple. He was born in a garden, in a grove, under a blossoming tree, on the way somewhere else.

℣ Where does a teacher enter the world?

℟ Among flowers.

℣ And what marks his path?

℟ Blossoms in the ground. Follow the flowers.




Chapter VII

The Grammar of Blossoms

Human beings who have never met, who share no language, no history, no trade route and no god, have independently arrived at the same conclusions about flowers. This is one of the most striking facts in comparative religion and it deserves to be stated as a finding rather than an impression.

Across traditions that had no contact, white means purity. Red means blood, sacrifice, and love. The flower that grows out of filth means the soul that rises out of the world. The bud means the not-yet; the open bloom means the fulfilled. The withering flower means mortality; the returning flower means what is beyond mortality. The flower offered to a god is understood everywhere to carry the devotee’s inner state to the deity, not merely to please the eye of an image. And the wreath, garland, crown, or chaplet — a circle of flowers placed on a head — signifies honour, victory, and the completion of a life, from the Vedic wedding to the Greek games to the martyr’s crown in Christian iconography.

A single vocabulary, then, arrived at repeatedly by people who could not have compared notes. There are two ways to explain this. Either the meanings are arbitrary conventions that happen to have coincided seventy times, which is not a serious proposal, or the flower itself is legible — it carries its meaning on its face, and any attentive human being can read it.


Article 19. The symbolism of flowers is not a set of arbitrary conventions but a reading of properties actually present in the plant. This is why unconnected peoples produce the same lexicon.

Article 20. Where many traditions independently arrive at one meaning, the agreement is evidence. The differences between the traditions are what make the agreement count.

Article 21. Therefore the Abbey receives the floral vocabulary of every household of faith as a genuine reading of the same book, and treats a Hindu garland, a Buddhist offering bowl, a Jewish Shavuot bough, a Muslim rose, and a Catholic Marian lily as five hands on one text.



Getting the general grammar clear allows the particulars to be enjoyed rather than argued about. Consider how much doctrine four traditions have hung on the identical observation that a lotus rises unstained from mud. For the Buddhist it is non-attachment: the enlightened one is born of the world and does not get entangled in the carnal life of human beings, as a flower grown in water does not get wet. For the Hindu it teaches the seeker to go beyond the surface of worldly contamination and proceed deep into life to learn precious spiritual truths from it. For the Jain it is the ascent of the liberated soul. For the Chinese Confucian gentleman-scholar it is integrity in a corrupt court. One plant, one observed property, four ethical systems — and none of them is a misreading.


Recurring floral meanings, cross-traditional. White — purity, chastity, spiritual perfection (white lotus, Madonna lily, white plum, white chrysanthemum). Red — blood, sacrifice, ardent love, courage (red rose, red lotus, red hibiscus, poinsettia bracts). Blue — wisdom, intellect, mystery, the celestial (blue lotus/utpala, cornflower, periwinkle, iris). Gold/Yellow — accomplished enlightenment, divine glory, kingship (golden lotus, marigold, sunflower). Purple/Violet — humility, penitence, sorrow (violet, columbine). The bud — the state before awakening. The full bloom — realization. The wreath — victory, martyrdom, heavenly joy.



There is also a grammar of position. Where a flower is placed says as much as which flower it is. Beneath the feet: the lotus pedestal, the ground made holy by contact. In the hand: the emblem of office — Tārā’s utpala, Gabriel’s lily, Kṛṣṇa’s jasmine. On the head: the crown, the honour that comes from above. Around the neck: the garland, the bond of relationship, exchanged in Hindu marriage and laid on the guest. Cast in the air: the flower shower, the shower that brightens all prayers. Cut and laid on the altar: the surrendered life. Laid on the coffin and the grave, as Jewish custom has long done, a sign of honour and of sympathy. Every one of these is a sentence, and every tradition on earth speaks it.


The Garden. At this gate lies the garland-maker’s court at the temple door, where blossoms are strung before dawn and no one asks what they mean because everyone knows. Here the doctrine is kept that the language of flowers is one language, and that its speakers were never introduced.

℣ How many peoples read the flower this way?

℟ All of them.

℣ And who taught them?

℟ The flower. Follow the flowers.




Chapter VIII

The Rosette and the Wheel

Take an eight-petalled flower, draw it flat, and you have made one of the oldest and most widely travelled religious signs on earth. It is called a rosette, and following it is like following a river upstream through four thousand years of belief.

In Mesopotamia the eight-leaf rosette was the emblem of Ishtar and of her planet, Venus. It is among the most common motifs in Assyrian art, cut into jewellery, carved into furniture, worn on the wrist- and headbands of the winged protective spirits in the palace reliefs of Ashurnasirpal II — where, worn by an attendant genie, it appears to mark him as belonging to the king. Numerous rosettes have been recovered from Ishtar’s own temple at Ashur. It was worn for good fortune and for protection.

Why eight? Because Venus disappears for an average of eight days in the glare of the sun as it crosses from evening star to morning star, and then returns. The rosette is a solar and Venusian sign, and what it therefore signifies is precise: birth, death, and rebirth — the passage from one state of existence into another. Every use of it confirms this.


The rosette in the ground. Golden eight-leaf rosettes in the tombs at Mochlos, Crete, c. 2000 BCE. In Mycenaean shaft graves more than half a millennium later. In the queens’ tombs of the North-West Palace at Nimrud — the burials of Yaba, queen of Tiglath-Pileser III, and Atalia, queen of Sargon II, found by Muzahim Mahmud Hussein, datable to the last decades of the eighth century BCE. On the wrists of the apkallu in the Nimrud reliefs. In the temple of Ishtar at Ashur. On the eight-spoked solar wheel of northern Europe. In the Celtic wheel-cross, and in the Gospels of St Chad.



Then it crosses into Greece, and at the sanctuary of the Eleusinian mysteries there survives a stone sculpture that says everything. It shows an initiate emerging from the centre of a giant eight-petalled flower bud, and the bud is marked all over with eight-leaf rosettes. The context admits no ambiguity: this is the spiritual rebirth the initiate was promised. The mystery religion of the classical world illustrated its central claim by carving a man being born out of a flower.

The Greeks then made the rosette a favourite ornament, the Romans carried it everywhere, and it continued north. In the sun cults of ancient northern Europe an eight-spoked wheel stood for the sun and its regenerative power — and, in the same breath, for death and destruction, which is the same doctrine seen from the other side. The Celtic wheel-cross is unmistakably related. And when Christian art needed a form for the star that stood over Bethlehem, it drew it, as a rule, with eight rays.


Article 22. The eight-petalled rosette is a single religious sign carried by many peoples, and its meaning is stable across all of them: passage through death into new life.

Article 23. Its survival is not decorative persistence but doctrinal persistence. Peoples who had lost the language kept the sign, and the sign kept the teaching until someone could read it again.

Article 24. The Abbey therefore honours the rosette, the wheel, the wheel-cross, the eight-rayed star, and the eight-petalled lotus as one emblem in many hands, and does not dispute their kinship.



Behind all of this stands a fact of botany that the ancients felt without being able to compute. Flowers are geometrical. Petals arrange themselves in reliable counts — three, five, eight, thirteen, twenty-one, thirty-four — and around the growing tip new organs are set at an angle of about 137.5 degrees, the golden angle, which packs them with the least waste and the greatest exposure. The result is the spiral that everyone has seen in the face of a sunflower and in the scales of a pinecone. A flower is not merely pretty. It is a solved problem, rendered visible, and its solution is the same proportion that the builders of temples used when they wanted a room to feel right.

This is why the mandala and the rose window are the same object. Both are a circle quartered or eightfolded, with a centre that is the source and a periphery that is the world, and both were built by people who had looked hard at flowers. The Sahasrāra, the crown cakra of the yogic body, is called the thousand-petalled lotus; the Gothic rose of Chartres has its petals in tracery of stone. Neither builder had heard of the other. Both were copying the same original.


The Garden. At this gate lies the flowerbed laid out as a mandala — quartered, centred, and true — of which the rose window and the cloister garth and the chahār bāgh are all copies. Here the doctrine is kept that sacred geometry was learned from petals.

℣ What is the shape of the world?

℟ A flower, quartered, with a centre.

℣ And who drew it first?

℟ Nobody. It grew. Follow the flowers.




Chapter IX

The Colours of Heaven

The world’s traditions agree about colour to a degree that no committee could have arranged, and the agreements are always anchored in a plant.

White is purity and completion. The white lotus is mental purity and spiritual perfection; the white utpala is held by White Tārā as a sign of purity; the Madonna lily is the traditional emblem of the Virgin’s virtue and of her innocence; the white plum blossom in Taoist symbolism holds the season of winter, which is purity by another road — the year stripped to essentials. Cabalists took the lily as a figure of resurrection. The Easter lily’s trumpet shape is read as the announcement of the triumph over death.

Red is blood, ardour, and courage. The red rose is the shedding of Christ’s blood and the charity of the Virgin. The red lotus is love and compassion. Red hibiscus embodies divine energy, strength, and courage, and is offered to Kālī. The bracts of the poinsettia are read as blood, its white leaves as purity, its star-shaped upper leaves as the star over Bethlehem, so that a single Mexican plant carries an entire nativity. The pink or crimson dianthus, called pinks, bears a name from the Greek that means the flower of God, and its buds were seen as the nails of the crucifixion.

Blue is wisdom, mystery, and the celestial. The blue lotus is wisdom and intelligence; the blue utpala is the flower of Green Tārā. The periwinkle is the Virgin Flower, its blue tying it to the blue of Mary’s robes. The blue flag iris is Mary’s Sword of Sorrow.

Gold is accomplished enlightenment and divine glory. The golden lotus is the achievement of complete awakening. The marigold is Mary’s Gold, associated with her glory, and in India it embodies purity, strength, and new beginnings, offered to Gaṇeśa and linked to Sūrya, the sun. The sunflower is faith and devotion, forever turning toward the Sun who is God — a reading that attached itself to Julie Billiart, who kept her eyes fixed on God; to Josephine Bakhita, for her joy in the midst of suffering; and to Padre Pio, whom devotion called God’s Sunflower.

Violet is humility and sorrow. The violet is the modesty of the Virgin. The columbine, a Christological plant, is linked to the Holy Spirit and to the sorrows of Mary. The heartsease or pansy, with its three faces in one flower, was read as the Trinity.


Article 25. Liturgical colour is botanical in origin. The palette of every sanctuary in the world is the palette of its local flora, sanctified.

Article 26. Colour meanings are received as genuine readings and not as superstitions. That white signifies purity in China and in Rome and in the Ganges valley is a fact about white flowers, and about human beings, and about God.



The seasonal palette does the same work at larger scale. Taoist symbolism assigns four flowers to the four seasons — white plum blossom to winter, peony to spring, lotus to summer, chrysanthemum to autumn — and in doing so builds a liturgical calendar out of a flowerbed. In Japan the chrysanthemum, kiku, carries the imperial throne, the nation, long life, and autumn all at once; the cherry blossom, sakura, is inhabited by powerful kami and stands for fertility and growth, and its brevity is the whole of its teaching. In Taoist mythology the peach tree is the sacred tree of immortality and its blossom means good fortune and ardent love.


The Taoist flower calendar. Winter — white plum blossom. Spring — peony. Summer — lotus. Autumn — chrysanthemum. Four flowers, four seasons, one wheel. The Abbey keeps this calendar alongside the Christian year, and finds no difficulty in doing so.




The Garden. At this gate lies the four-season garden, planted so that something is always in bloom and each flower keeps its quarter of the year. Here the doctrine is kept that the church calendar and the flowering calendar are the same calendar, discovered twice.

℣ What colour is holiness?

℟ Every colour, in its season.

℣ Then how shall we keep the year?

℟ By what is in bloom. Follow the flowers.




Chapter X

The Flower Act

In Sanskrit the central act of Hindu worship is called pūjā, and there is a reading of the word, long carried in devotional teaching, that takes it to mean the flower act. Whatever the philologists finally settle, the reading is a true description of the thing: the ordinary form of Hindu worship is the offering of flowers.

And the offering is understood to carry something. When one offers flowers to God, one transmits one’s devotional bhāva — one’s inner disposition, emotion, and request. Flowers attract and emit energy; they are not passive objects of beauty but active participants in the web of life. The flower shower brightens all prayers. This is not sentiment. It is a technology of the heart: the physical act of placing a living thing on an altar is the means by which an interior state is externalized, released, and given away.

Every tradition has this act, and it is worth laying them side by side.

In Hinduism the offering is constant and specific. Tulsi, holy basil, is deeply revered in the worship of Kṛṣṇa and stands for devotion itself; the goddess Vṛndā is said to have taken the form of the tulsi plant, and tending it is a daily practice. Jasmine, which evokes love and spiritual devotion, is offered to Kṛṣṇa, Viṣṇu, and Hanumān. Datura is pleasing to Śiva. Palāśa is offered to seek wisdom and creativity. Pārijāta, night jasmine, belongs to Viṣṇu. Wood apple leaves please Śiva and are never offered to Sūrya — a rule which shows how exact the grammar is.

In Buddhism flowers are offered precisely because they will die. Their bloom and their withering portray the impermanence of all conditioned things, and in the offering the devotee acknowledges it. Their opening and fading are read as the Four Virtues of nirvāṇa.

In Judaism synagogues and homes are decorated with flowers and greenery at Shavuot; the first fruits brought to the altar in Jerusalem at the Feast of Harvest were crowned with the choicest flowers; and a blessing is said before enjoying the fragrance of flowers, so that the pleasure of scent is not taken without gratitude to God. Flowers are placed on coffins and graves as a sign of honour and sympathy.

In Islam the rose is honoured in devotion — held by some to have arisen from a drop of the Prophet’s sweat on the night journey — and read as a sign of the unity of God, its petals the community. The tulip has been shaped in Islamic art to resemble the written name of God, and Turkish Muslims chose it as the flower of Paradise, as the Hui of China chose the peony. The carnation recalls divine beauty in Ottoman art and invites contemplation. And the lotus entered Islamic art from the East under the Mongols as a sign of spiritual purity.

In Christianity the whole church year is flowered: palms for the entry, lilies for the Resurrection, roses for the Mother, poinsettia and Christmas rose for the Nativity, and the graves of the dead attended with blossom in every Christian country on earth.


Article 27. The offering of flowers is a genuine sacramental act. It externalizes an interior state and gives it away, and this giving is received.

Article 28. The withering of an offered flower is not the decay of the offering but its consummation. What is offered must be spent.

Article 29. No household of faith may despise another’s manner of offering. The tray, the bowl, the garland, the wreath, the bough, and the vase are one act in six forms.




The offering. Keep one vessel on your altar, table, or windowsill for nothing but cut stems. Fill it yourself, by hand, from what is growing near you — not from a shop, if you can help it. When the flowers die, do not be sorry. Take them out, return them to the ground, and cut more. That cycle, kept for a year, is a discipline.




The Garden. At this gate lies the cutting garden beside the sanctuary door, planted for no purpose but to be picked and carried in. Here the doctrine is kept that worship has a horticultural supply chain, and that somebody has to grow what is offered.

℣ What do we bring?

℟ What we grew.

℣ And why does it wither?

℟ Because it was given. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XI

The Rose and the Lily

Two flowers dominate the religious imagination of the West, and between them they divide the whole territory of the soul. The rose is love; the lily is purity. The rose is the flower and handmaiden of love; the lily, her fair associate, is the emblem of beauty and purity. Everything Western Christianity has to say about the interior life can be said with those two stems.

The rose carries love in both directions, human and divine, and it carries the cost of love. Red, it is the blood of Christ and the charity of his Mother. White, it is her chastity, and she is honoured as the rose without thorns. In litany she is the Mystical Rose, Rosa Mystica. Worn as a crown by the saints it becomes heavenly joy. And its thorns are not overlooked: they are read as original sin, so that the flower and its wound grow on the same stem, which is the most honest thing any symbol has ever done.

The rose was sacred to Aphrodite before it was sacred to Mary, and the Church took it up and gave it to her — an act of transfer that the Abbey regards as legitimate and even necessary, since the flower was always the same flower and only the address on the parcel changed. Islam holds it as the sign of divine unity. Sufism made it the face of the Beloved. And the string of beads that is the most widely used prayer instrument in the world is called a rosary, a rose garden, because the prayers said on it were understood as roses offered one at a time.

There is also the miracle of Elizabeth of Hungary, whose bread for the poor became roses in her apron when a suspicious husband demanded to see what she was carrying. That legend is the rose’s whole doctrine in one anecdote: charity, concealed, discovered, and found to be beauty.

The lily carries purity and the announcement of new life. The white lily is the purity, innocence, and virginity of the Virgin; the Madonna lily is the most traditional flower of her virtue. The Easter lily’s trumpet proclaims the triumph over death. Joseph’s staff blossomed like a lily and by that sign he was chosen as Mary’s spouse. Legend holds that lilies sprang up where the blood of Christ fell in the garden of Gethsemane. And the lily attaches itself to a whole company of saints as the sign of chastity: to Kateri Tekakwitha, called the Lily of the Mohawks; to Maria Goretti and to Dominic; to Anthony of Padua; to Catherine. The fleur-de-lis, a stylized lily or iris, stands for the Virgin, for the Trinity, and for a dozen saints and dynasties at once.


The passion flower. When Spanish missionaries met Passiflora in the Americas they read the entire Passion off its face: the corona as the crown of thorns, the three stigmas as the nails, the five stamens as the wounds, the five petals and five sepals as the ten faithful apostles present at the Crucifixion, the tendrils as the cords. Whether or not one accepts each identification, the episode records something important: that when human beings meet a new flower, the first thing they do is read scripture in it.



The iris deserves its place beside them. It blooms around Easter, and so it was attached to the Passion and the Resurrection; and because its leaves are blades, it was called the sword lily and given to Our Lady of Sorrows, whose heart the sword pierced. One flower, and it holds both the wound and the rising.


Article 30. The rose and the lily are the two poles of the interior life: love with its cost, and purity with its promise. A soul requires both, and a garden should contain both.

Article 31. Where a flower was sacred to an older god and was received by a later devotion, the reception is lawful. The flower did not change. Devotion recognized in it what was always there.

Article 32. The thorn is doctrine. No account of love which omits the thorn is an account of love.




The Garden. At this gate lies the rosary garden — the rose bed planted in decades, walked while praying, where the beads and the blooms count the same prayers. Here the doctrine is kept that the West named its chief prayer after a garden, and meant it.

℣ What are the two flowers?

℟ The rose and the lily.

℣ And what do they teach?

℟ Love, and the cost of it. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XII

The Language of the Saints

Somewhere in the Middle Ages, in the countryside of Christian Europe, ordinary people did something extraordinary: they renamed the wildflowers after the Mother of God.

Not the learned. Not the councils. Village people, walking to work, who looked at what grew in the hedge and saw her in it, and said so, and the names stuck. More than a thousand such Mary-names of plants have survived, and to read the list is to walk through a landscape in which every step is devotion.

Lily of the valley became Our Lady’s Tears. Larkspur became Mary’s Tears. Forget-me-not became the Eyes of Mary. Morning glory became Our Lady’s Mantle. Honeysuckle became Mary’s Fingers. Petunia became Our Lady’s Praises. The cuckoo flower became Our Lady’s Smock. Maidenhair fern became Our Lady’s Hair. Lady’s slipper was where her foot had touched the ground. The dandelion, of all plants — the weed that every gardener curses — became Mary’s Bitter Sorrow. Foxglove became Our Lady’s Glove. Thyme was the Virgin’s Humility. Rue was the Herb of Grace. Ground ivy was Where God Has Walked.

Look at what has happened there. A theology of the Incarnation has been written across an entire flora by people who could not read. The claim being made is not that Mary is a nature goddess. The claim is that if God became flesh in a particular woman in a particular field in a particular year, then the fields are not neutral any more, and the hedgerow is a place where you might expect to be reminded. Marigold is Mary’s Gold. Periwinkle is the Virgin Flower for the blue of it. Lavender is her purity and her protection. Cedar and cypress become Mariological signs of strength and eternity. Palm is martyrdom and victory over death; olive is peace and divine blessing.


The Mary garden. The custom of a garden planted entirely with the Flowers of Our Lady is traced to the Irish monk Fiacre (c. 600–670), who kept a herb garden beside his hermitage at Breuil near Meaux and became the patron of gardeners. Fifteenth-century records from Norwich Priory in England describe an enclosed plot kept as a Mary garden for contemplation. The custom largely lapsed after the Reformation and was recovered in print through Alfred Dowling’s Plants of the Sacred Nativity (1900) and Judith Smith’s The Mary Calendar (1930). In 1932, Frances Crane Lillie, having seen the surviving English monastery gardens, laid out the first Mary garden in the United States beside the Angelus Tower she had given to St Joseph’s Church at Woods Hole, Massachusetts, asking her friend Winifred Jelliffe Emerson to search the early plant literature for the names. Her original plan for the twenty-foot-square plot held sixty-one plants — thirty-three of Her Flowers, seven Flowers of the Saints, twenty-one other religious flowers; the final planting of 1937, adjusted for a wind- and rain-swept site, held forty-eight. Roses, lilies, and irises were prominent. Her leaflet for visitors was titled Our Lady in Her Garden, and she intended the garden and its bells to be visible across the inlet to the scientists of the Marine Biological Laboratory, where she had herself studied embryology and met her husband — to remind them, as she put it, that there is another and valid aspect of life. In 1951, with her blessing, Edward A. G. McTague and John S. Stokes Jr. founded Mary’s Gardens of Philadelphia to research the flower names and distribute the seed.



That last detail is worth sitting with, because it is this whole book in miniature. A woman who had trained as an embryologist, married to the director of two oceanographic institutions, planted a devotional flower garden in sight of a laboratory so that the scientists would look up. She did not argue with them. She planted, and let the flowers argue.


Article 33. The naming of wildflowers after the saints is a genuine theological act performed by the unlettered faithful, and it is to be honoured as such.

Article 34. It expresses the doctrine of the Incarnation at the level of the hedgerow: that the ground where God has walked cannot be treated as ordinary ground.

Article 35. A garden planted to a holy name is a lawful and commendable devotion in any tradition, and the Abbey plants such gardens.




Naming. Choose one plant growing wild within a mile of where you live. Learn its botanical name, its common name, and any devotional name it carries. Then give it one. Say the name every time you pass it for a year. This is how the Mary gardens were made, and it is still available to you.




The Garden. At this gate lies the Mary garden at Woods Hole, twenty feet square, forty-eight plants, planted in sight of a laboratory. Here the doctrine is kept that the flowers of the saints are a theology written by people with dirt under their fingernails.

℣ Who named these flowers?

℟ Country people, walking to work.

℣ And what did they see in the hedge?

℟ Her face. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XIII

Why Beauty Heals

There remains the plainest question, and this book would be dishonest if it skirted it. Why do flowers make us better?

Because they are useless to us, and we are not used to that. Nearly everything a human being encounters in a day makes a demand — it wants to be used, answered, paid for, fixed, or feared. A flower wants nothing. It asks for no response and delivers its whole self regardless. To stand in front of something that has no designs on you is a rest that most people get very little of, and the rest is medicinal.

Because they are proportioned. The petal counts, the spiral packing, the golden angle: a flower is a solved geometry, and the human nervous system recognizes solved geometry and relaxes into it, whether or not the person can say why. This is the same reason a well-proportioned room calms a room full of people.

Because they carry mortality lightly. A cut flower on a sickroom table says two things simultaneously — this is beautiful and this will not last — and it says them without cruelty. The dying often find flowers easier company than visitors, and this is why.

Because they are given. Almost all flowers that come into a human life were carried there by somebody. The bloom is a message whose content is you were thought of, and there is no medicine like that.


Article 36. Beauty is not an amenity of the spiritual life but a necessity of it. The aesthetic and the sacred are not luxuries; they are requirements of the human spirit.

Article 37. A flower heals because it makes no demand, because it is rightly proportioned, because it carries mortality without cruelty, and because it arrives as a gift. These four are also a description of grace.

Article 38. Therefore the growing and giving of flowers is a work of mercy, and is to be counted among the works of mercy in this house.



Flowers are like friends; they bring colour to your world. They are a sign of beauty, calmness, and joy that remind us to stop and take the time. In joy and in sadness they are our constant friends, and they remind us that beauty persists in the most difficult circumstances. Every one of those sentences is a cliché, and every one of them is true, and the reason the clichés exist is that the experience is universal. Doctrine is allowed to notice when the whole species agrees about something.

The spirit-filled are dreamers, and they love to collaborate with other dreamers to carry a vision further than one person could. Life is the flower for which love is the honey. And where flowers bloom, so does hope.


The Garden. At this gate lies the hospital garden, the ward window box, the courtyard bed where the convalescent are wheeled out to sit. Here the doctrine is kept that beauty is treatment, and that the growing of it is mercy.

℣ Why do flowers heal?

℟ Because they ask nothing and give everything.

℣ And what shall we do with that?

℟ Learn it. Follow the flowers.




✦

Book Three · The Lotus Civilization




At the gate of the lotus tanks.

At Anuradhapura, in the sacred city, a daughter of the tree under which the Buddha woke was carried across the sea and planted in the year 288 before Christ, and it is standing yet — the oldest tree on earth planted by human hands whose planting day is remembered.

Around it the kings dug tanks and filled them with lotus, and cut lotus into every step and every moonstone at every threshold, so that no one could enter a holy place in that island without walking over a flower.

℣ What did they plant in the sacred city?

℟ A tree, and a pond of flowers.

℣ And what remains of the kings?

℟ The tree. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XIV

The Flower That Founded a Civilization

Between roughly 3300 and 1300 before Christ, across the plains of the Indus and the now-vanished Sarasvatī, there flourished the largest civilization of the ancient world. At its height it covered more than three hundred and eighty-six thousand square miles, from what is now northeast Afghanistan through Pakistan into northwest India, with a population estimated above five million — larger than Egypt, larger than Mesopotamia. Its origins go back to a settlement at Mehrgarh in the foothills of a Balochistan mountain pass, where there is evidence of habitation as early as 7000 BCE.

It was a civilization of astonishing order. Standardized weights and measures. Seal carving of extraordinary fineness. Metallurgy in copper, bronze, lead, and tin. Well-ordered wastewater drainage and refuse collection. Public baths and granaries. Artisans and merchants grouped in distinct quarters. Efficient municipal government placing a high priority on hygiene, or on ritual purity, or on both, since in that world they were the same concern. They may have been the first people to use wheeled transport, in oxcarts identical to those still seen across South Asia. They built boats, and they participated in a maritime trade network reaching from Central Asia to the Middle East; their seals, beads, and pottery turn up in Mesopotamia, Oman, and Bahrain, and they kept a trading outpost at Shortugai in Afghanistan.

And on their seals and their artefacts, again and again, is the lotus.


The Indus-Sarasvatī civilization. c. 3300–1300 BCE; mature phase c. 2600–1900. Chief sites Mohenjo-daro, Harappa, Dholavira, Rakhigarhi, Lothal. Script undeciphered. Among the most discussed objects is the seal conventionally called Pashupati, showing a horned figure seated cross-legged in what would later be recognized as a yogic posture, surrounded by animals, widely regarded as a precursor of Śiva as Lord of Beasts. The lotus motif recurs on seals, pottery, and ornament. The river Indus rises on the Tibetan plateau and enters the Himalaya; the diverse topography of its basin makes it one of the richest habitats for medicinal and food plants in Asia, and the closest part of South Asia to the Middle East.



Here, then, is the beginning of the story this book is telling. The oldest religion of the subcontinent — and by extension a great share of the religion of the world — grew up in a river valley that was exceptionally rich in plants, among people who were exceptionally good at moving plants around, and the flower they chose is the flower that would eventually sit beneath the feet of nearly every divine figure from the Ganges to the Sea of Japan.

Prehistoric people had to depend on the earth for everything, and so they regarded her as a mother and personified her as a woman. That is not a primitive error to be outgrown. It is an accurate summary of the situation, and it remains accurate. Later a new people came into the valley with a different language, a different script, and the Vedic hymns, and they took up the deities, the beliefs, and the customs they found there. The lotus was among them. It has never been put down since.


Article 39. The religious history of the Indian subcontinent begins in a river valley of exceptional botanical wealth, and its central emblem was chosen from the water at its door.

Article 40. The Abbey receives the continuity from the Indus civilization through the Vedic religion to the Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain traditions as a real continuity, and honours the older layer without dissolving the later ones into it.




The Garden. At this gate lies the great tank at Mohenjo-daro, stepped, sealed with bitumen, filled with water, and unexplained — the oldest public pool in the world, cut by people who thought water was worth building for. Here the doctrine is kept that the lotus civilization began where the lotus grew.

℣ What did they build first?

℟ A place to hold water.

℣ And what grew in it?

℟ The flower. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XV

The Thousand-Petalled Womb

Nelumbo nucifera is called the sacred lotus in direct reference to the status the flower holds in Hinduism and Buddhism, and the reason for that status is written into the Vedic account of how the world began.

According to the Vedic epics, the origin of this world is the yoni, which is a lotus flower of a thousand petals. Light opened the petals, and Brahmā came forth, and from that flower came all other living creatures. From the same lotus came the goddess — Śrī, the Lotus Goddess — who is also mother earth. In the parallel and more familiar telling, the lotus grows out of the navel of Viṣṇu as he lies upon the cosmic waters, and Brahmā is seated in it, and creation proceeds from there.

Every element of that account is a botanical observation raised to metaphysics. A lotus does grow from a submerged rootstock through dark water into the light. Its opening does depend on the sun. Its seed head is a chambered vessel of extraordinary longevity. It is a plant that visibly performs the emergence of ordered life from formless water, once a day, in public, in front of anybody who is watching. The Vedic seers were watching.


Article 41. The lotus is the foremost Hindu symbol of beauty, prosperity, and fertility; the seat of the gods; the sign of eternity and of the centre of the universe; and the emblem of the pure and unsullied self, untouched by worldly impurity.

Article 42. The doctrine that creation issues from a flower is not a decorative myth laid over a metaphysic. It is a metaphysic derived from watching a flower, and it is the more trustworthy for it.



The lotus is the seat of Lakṣmī, who personifies riches, loveliness, grace, beauty, charm, splendour, and lustre. In the Mahābhārata her titles multiply beyond any single genealogy. She is counted among the nine śaktis of Viṣṇu, a manifestation of Prakṛti, mother nature herself. In her form as Aṣṭādaśa Bhujā Mahālakṣmī she is shown seated upon a lotus with eighteen arms, bearing the string of beads, the mace, the battle-axe, the thunderbolt, the cudgel, the arrow, the lotus, the bow, the water-pot, the sword, the lance, the shield, the bell, the conch, the wine-cup, the trident, the noose, and the discus called Sudarśana Cakra. Every instrument of power in the cosmos is in her hands, and she is sitting on a flower.

The Bhagavad Gītā instructs the seeker to model himself on the lotus in order to maintain purity — to act in the world as the lotus lives in the water, in it and unwetted by it. The lotus remains completely uncontaminated though rooted in the muddiest water, and this teaches us to go beyond the surface of worldly contamination and proceed deep into life, to learn precious spiritual truths from it. That last clause matters. The lotus does not teach avoidance. It teaches that the mud is where the nutrients are.


The two lotuses. Nelumbo nucifera, the sacred lotus, holds its leaves and flowers above the water on stiff stalks and bears the chambered seed head; this is the lotus of Indian, Chinese, and Japanese religion. Nymphaea caerulea, the blue water lily of Egypt, floats and closes at night; this is the “blue lotus” of the Nile. They belong to different families. Religion has never much minded, and the Abbey does not think it needs to; but a book that talks about plants should say which plant it means.




The Garden. At this gate lies the temple tank — the stepped pool cut beside a thousand South Asian shrines, whose whole purpose is to hold still water so that a flower can grow in it where worshippers will see. Here the doctrine is kept that creation is described as an opening, and that we learned the word from a plant.

℣ Where did the world come from?

℟ Out of a flower on the water.

℣ And what opened it?

℟ The light. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XVI

The Lotus in the Body

The most remarkable thing the lotus civilization did with the lotus was to put it inside the human body.

In the yogic anatomy, the subtle centres along the axis of the body are not called wheels only; they are called lotuses, and they are described by their petals — four, six, ten, twelve, sixteen, two — mounting to the Sahasrāra, the thousand-petalled lotus at the crown, where consciousness blossoms into realization. In Kuṇḍalinī practice each cakra is described as a lotus with petals. Lotus and petal are found everywhere in holy places and on religious images, and have become part and parcel of the whole art, iconography, and painting of the East.

The teaching behind the image is Śiva-Śakti. Śiva is consciousness; Śakti is the creative power directed by consciousness. Śivaśakti is the sādhana śakti, the perfect union of the two, which carries forward the spiritual development of the practitioner; it is the process of liberation, for it is the power of the one indivisible God. It manifests as the subtle power in our various bodies which moves upward and establishes itself in the Sahasrāra, the physical, astral, and causal brain. It is both breath and prāṇa, polarized to the highest centres of awareness. It is the ascent of consciousness.


Article 43. The human body is described in the yogic tradition as a stem of lotuses, and this description is received in this house as a true account of the interior life under a botanical figure.

Article 44. The ascent of consciousness is described as a flowering, from the closed centres below to the thousand-petalled opening above. Nothing in the metaphor is accidental: what rises through the dark toward the light, and opens at the top, is a lotus.

Article 45. Without the action of Śivaśakti there is no evolution and no liberation; even the idea of liberation cannot arise in the mind except through it. Consciousness and its energy are not two things but one thing described from two sides.



The Śākta traditions push this further and make the Goddess the ultimate reality — simultaneously the source of all creation, its embodiment, the energy that animates and governs it, and that into which everything finally dissolves. The philosophical premise of many Śākta texts is a synthesis of Sāṃkhya and Advaita Vedānta, called Śāktādvaitavāda, the path of nondual Śakti. Its focus on the divine feminine implies no rejection of the masculine; it rejects the dualism of masculine and feminine, soul and body, transcendent and immanent, and considers nature itself divine. The Devī Gītā, like the Bhagavad Gītā, is a condensed philosophical treatise, presenting the divine female as powerful and compassionate creator, pervader, and protector of the universe. And it emphasizes that intense love of the deity matters more than simple obedience.

That last sentence should be underlined in any book about religion. It is the whole difference between the awe end of the axis and the law end, and it was written in Sanskrit by devotees of a goddess who sits on a flower.


The stem. Sit upright. Attend to the base of the spine as a closed bud; the navel; the heart; the throat; the brow; the crown. Do not force anything to open. Simply breathe up the stem and down again, twenty-one times, as water rises in a plant. Gardeners will recognize the sensation. It is what happens when you water deeply and slowly rather than sprinkling.




The Garden. At this gate lies the interior garden, which every tradition has independently discovered and which requires no land. Here the doctrine is kept that the body is planted ground, and that the same care applies.

℣ Where is the lotus?

℟ At the base of the spine and at the crown of the head.

℣ And who tends it?

℟ You do. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XVII

The Lotus Throne

Walk into any Buddhist or Hindu temple in Asia and look at what the divine figures are standing on. It is a flower.

In Asian art the lotus throne, padmāsana, is a stylized lotus used as the seat or base of a figure. It is the normal pedestal for divine figures in Buddhist art and Hindu art, and is often seen in Jain art. It originated in Indian art and followed the Indian religions to East Asia. It is not a plinth, not a rock, not a throne of gold. It is a plant, rendered in stone or bronze or paint, and every deity in the eastern half of the world is standing on one.

Buddhist literature tells us why. There is the famous passage of the flower grown in water which does not get wet — in the same way the Enlightened One is born of the world but does not become entangled with the carnal life of human beings. There is the account of five lotus flowers appearing at the beginning of the Bhadrakalpa, the fortunate aeon, foretelling that five awakened ones would come into this world. There is the legend that the first steps of Gautama Buddha caused lotus flowers to appear wherever he walked, so that the Buddhist nativity is invariably painted with the child Siddhattha walking on lotuses.

And so almost every Buddhist shrine, building, or edifice is adorned with lotus petals in every stage: the young petal, the aged petal, the upright petal, the inverted petal — each carved form telling a stage of spiritual progression. One of the standing motifs of Burmese painting, kanote, is nothing other than lotus stems twisted, curved, entwined, and curled.


Article 46. The lotus throne teaches that divinity does not stand on power, wealth, or stone, but on a living thing that rose out of mud. This is a doctrine about the character of divinity and is to be read as one.

Article 47. The five lotuses of the fortunate aeon, the lotuses beneath the infant’s feet, and the petals carved on every threshold are one teaching: that the way opens under the walking, and that it opens as a flower.



There is an ethical reading of the throne that this house presses. If the enthroned figure is standing on a flower, then the flower is bearing the weight. The most exalted thing in the composition rests upon the humblest. It is the same reversal that runs through the Beatitudes and through the washing of feet, and the Asian sculptors said it in a way that requires no translation: put the highest thing on the softest thing and let everyone see.


Lotus stages and meanings. Closed bud — the time before awakening; the folded soul with the capacity to unfold. Half-open, centre hidden — enlightenment beyond ordinary sight, a mystery disclosed only to the prepared. Fully bloomed — full enlightenment. Petals upright — aspiration. Petals inverted — descent of grace, compassion turned downward. The lotus also stands for the Eightfold Path, and appears in the mantra oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ, where the padma is wisdom.




The Garden. At this gate lies the moonstone threshold at Anuradhapura, carved in concentric bands with beasts and vines and a lotus at the centre, laid at the foot of the stairs so that every pilgrim crosses the flower before entering. Here the doctrine is kept that the highest is set upon the humblest and carried by it.

℣ What holds up the god?

℟ A flower.

℣ And what does that tell us?

℟ Everything about the god. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XVIII

The Colours of the Lotus

The lotus is not one symbol but a spectrum, and the tradition reads its colours with precision.

White is mental purity and spiritual perfection — the flower of the disciplined mind. Red is love and compassion, the flower of the heart, of the Bodhisattva’s tenderness for beings. Blue, the utpala, is wisdom and intelligence, knowledge and the victory of the spirit over the senses; it is the flower of Green Tārā, who holds it as her sign, while White Tārā holds the white one for purity. Pink carries the history of the Buddha himself, who is said to have appeared upon a lotus leaf, and it is the supreme lotus of the tradition. Gold is the achievement of complete enlightenment.

And in this scheme the closed bud is the time before awakening, and the fully opened bloom is full awakening, and the half-open flower whose centre is still hidden is that awakening which lies beyond ordinary sight and shows itself only to those who have prepared to receive it. A single species of plant, in a single pond, provides the entire curriculum.


Article 48. The colours of the lotus set out a complete spiritual anthropology: purity of mind, compassion of heart, wisdom of understanding, the historical teacher, and accomplished awakening. Together they describe a whole person.

Article 49. The Abbey teaches that these five are not stages to be climbed in sequence and discarded but faculties to be brought into balance. A soul with wisdom and no compassion is a blue flower in an empty pond.



The mantra oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ has been said more times than any other sequence of syllables in human history, and at its centre is the flower — the jewel in the lotus, method within wisdom, the two held inseparably. Whatever the philological complexities of the phrase, hundreds of millions of people have carried a flower in their mouths every day of their lives, and it has shaped them.


The Garden. At this gate lies the five-coloured pond, where white and red and blue and pink and gold are planted together and nobody argues about which is best. Here the doctrine is kept that the virtues are colours of one flower.

℣ Which lotus is the true one?

℟ All five.

℣ And what shall we plant?

℟ All five. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XIX

The Blue Lotus of the Nile

Egypt met the water lily and read the sun in it.

Nymphaea caerulea rises through dark water, opens at dawn, closes at dusk, and sinks — and rises again the next morning. To a people whose entire theology was organized around a sun that died in the west and was reborn in the east, this was not a coincidence. The blue lotus was considered the symbol of the sun rising out of night. It became the emblem of beauty, of absolute purity, of honesty, of rebirth, of self-regeneration and enlightenment. The Egyptians held it a supreme plant for its fragrant, transformative scent, and for its alternating existence below and above the surface of the water. They used it as a medium to induce altered states of consciousness and to make contact with other realms. And they said that the valley of the Nile itself resembles the image of the sacred flower — the long stem of the river, the spreading bloom of the delta — so that their whole country was a lotus, and life and rebirth were its meaning.


Blue lotus. Nymphaea caerulea, the Egyptian blue water lily. Depicted continuously in Egyptian art from the Old Kingdom on: held to the nose, offered at banquets, wreathed on the dead, carved on capitals. Its close relative, the white Egyptian lotus N. lotus, was used in the same way. The plant was steeped in wine and infused, and is repeatedly shown in contexts of festival and funerary rite. The lotus-bud and lotus-flower capital, one of the two great Egyptian column forms, is the reason the columns in a hypostyle hall are plants: a temple in Egypt is a papyrus and lotus marsh built in stone, with the roof as sky.



Stop at that last sentence, because it is one of the strongest single pieces of evidence this book has. The Egyptians did not decorate their temples with plant motifs. They built their temples as plants. The columns of Karnak are papyrus stalks with bud or open-flower capitals; the ceiling is painted with stars. To walk into an Egyptian temple was to walk into the marsh at the beginning of the world, when the first mound rose out of the water and the sun was born on a flower. The architecture is a theology of creation rendered in botany.

Egypt and Canaan were not strangers in this. During the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries before Christ the Egyptian and Canaanite religions merged; Egyptian-style tombs and temples were built through the land of Canaan, and Canaanite deities influenced Egyptian religion in return. The flowers travelled with the gods, and the gods travelled with the trade.


Article 50. Egyptian sacred architecture is botanical in form and in meaning: the temple is the marsh of the first morning, and the worshipper enters the moment of creation.

Article 51. Where a people’s holiest building is shaped like their holiest plant, no further argument for this book’s thesis is required.




The Garden. At this gate lies the temple pool at Karnak, the sacred lake beside the precinct of Amun, dug so that the marsh of the first morning would always be present and the priests could be purified in it at dawn. Here the doctrine is kept that Egypt built its faith in the shape of a flower.

℣ What is the temple?

℟ A marsh in stone.

℣ And what rose from it?

℟ The sun, on a flower. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XX

The Cross Upon the Lotus

There is a form of the Christian cross that this house regards as its own inheritance, and it is a cross standing on a flower.

Since the introduction of Christianity to India, the iconography of the Saint Thomas Christians has depicted the Saint Thomas cross — also called the Persian cross — set upon a stylized lotus. And in China, following the arrival of the Church of the East, the cross was frequently depicted rising from a lotus in Chinese Christian iconography. The stone crosses of Malabar and the crosses of the Chinese church do the same thing: they take the emblem of the crucified God and set it on the flower that rises unstained from the mud.


Article 52. The cross upon the lotus is a lawful and complete Christian image. It is not a compromise, a dilution, or an accommodation. It is a statement that the Resurrection is what the lotus was always about.

Article 53. Christianity reached the East in the first century through the Thomas Nazarenes. The imperial recognition granted at the Tang capital in 635 marks recognition, not arrival, and is never to be used as an argument against the earlier presence.

Article 54. Therefore the lotus is a Christian flower as well as a Buddhist and Hindu one, and this house sets the cross upon it without apology and without embarrassment on either side.



Consider what the artists were doing. A cross alone is an instrument of execution. A lotus alone is a plant that rises through darkness into light and does not carry the mud with it. Set the cross on the lotus and you have said, in one image and without a word of Greek theology, that the death was a descent into the mud and the rising was a flowering. Nobody had to be taught that. The image does the teaching. It is the Flower Sermon again, in another hemisphere, in another faith, with the same result.

And it is not only the cross. Jain art uses the lotus throne. Islamic art received the lotus from the Mongols as an eastern symbol of spiritual purity. The Taoist year gives the lotus the summer. The Chinese Buddhist Pure Land is a land of lotus ponds in which the reborn appear within opening flowers. One plant, and every household of faith east of the Euphrates has found a use for it that is faithful to what the plant actually does.


The lotus across the traditions. Hindu — seat of the gods, source of creation, emblem of the unsullied self. Buddhist — non-attachment, the stages of awakening, the throne of every Buddha and Bodhisattva, the birth of the reborn in the Pure Land. Jain — the liberated soul, the throne of the Tīrthaṅkara. Egyptian — the sun rising out of night, rebirth. Taoist — the season of summer; the Golden Flower of inner alchemy. Islamic — spiritual purity, entering through Mongol-period art. Christian — the pedestal of the Saint Thomas and Church of the East crosses in India and China.




The Garden. At this gate lies the pond at Kodungallur and the pond at Chang’an, half a world apart, where the same flower was planted under the same cross by people who had never met each other’s neighbours. Here the doctrine is kept that the cross and the lotus belong together.

℣ What stands upon the flower?

℟ The cross.

℣ And what rose from the mud?

℟ The one who was buried in it. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXI

One Flower, Many Houses

With a symbolic history of more than five thousand years, the sacred lotus has accumulated different meanings in different cultures and religions, and this book wants to say precisely what it thinks that means.

It does not mean that all religions are the same. They are not, and the Abbey has never said so. Amitābha is not Christ. The Pure Land is not the Kingdom. Mokṣa is not the beatific vision. To flatten these into a single porridge would be to disrespect every one of them and to lose exactly the information that makes the comparison worth making.

What it means is that many houses have looked at one flower and each has seen something true in it, and that the truths do not contradict. Purity, non-attachment, rebirth, creation, the unsullied self, the ascent of consciousness, the descent of grace, the sun out of night, the body raised from the tomb — set those side by side and you do not have nine competing claims. You have nine faces of one thing that the flower is actually doing.


Article 55. Where many traditions read one plant and their readings do not contradict, the Abbey receives all the readings and refuses to rank them.

Article 56. This refusal is not indifference. It is the recognition that the flower is larger than any single reading, and that the honest response to a large thing is to keep all the accurate descriptions of it.

Article 57. One house, many doors. The Abbey holds this as a rule of comparative practice: to enter by one door is required; to deny the others is forbidden.



Every religious building, shrine, or edifice in the Buddhist world is adorned with the lotus in one stage or another. Every Hindu image of consequence sits or stands upon it. The Jains carve it. The Egyptians built with it. The Persians walled gardens for it. The Chinese Christians set the cross on it. The Taoists gave it the summer and made a golden one the emblem of the inner work. And the community from which this book comes took its name from the white one growing in a monastery pond on a mountain in the year 386.

The flower did not do any of this. It simply grew, in the mud, at the edge of the water, opening every morning, and human beings across ten thousand miles and five thousand years came down to the pond and were changed.


The Garden. At this gate lies every temple pond in Asia, from Anuradhapura to Kyoto, dug by different hands for different gods and planted with the same flower. Here the doctrine is kept that one plant has taught many houses and contradicted none of them.

℣ How many meanings has the lotus?

℟ As many as there are eyes.

℣ And which is true?

℟ All that the flower will bear. Follow the flowers.




✦

Book Four · The Gardens of the Nations




At the gate of Karnak.

In the great precinct of Amun, behind the festival hall, a pharaoh had the walls of one chamber carved with plants — trees, shrubs, flowers, and birds brought home from the campaigns in Syria, cut into limestone so that what he had seen growing abroad would grow forever in the house of his god.

He did not offer gold in that room. He offered a catalogue of what grows.

℣ What did the king bring back from war?

℟ Seeds, and a wall to remember them on.

℣ And what did he give the god?

℟ A garden. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXII

Egypt: The Garden of Amun

The Egyptians were the first people on earth we can watch making gardens on purpose and writing it down.

Their temples had gardens attached, and their gods had estates. The great precincts were provisioned with vineyards, orchards, vegetable plots, and flower beds whose entire produce belonged to the sanctuary — for the daily offering table, for garlands, for the manufacture of unguents and incense, for the festivals. Temple gardeners were temple staff. In the tomb paintings the layout is drawn with a plan-maker’s clarity: a rectangular walled enclosure, a central pool with fish and water lilies, date palms and sycomore figs in rows around it, a vine pergola, a small pavilion. That is the ancestral form of the walled garden in the Western world, and it was already fully developed by the fifteenth century before Christ.

Thutmose III went further. In the Akh-menu, his festival hall at Karnak, he had a chamber carved with images of the plants and animals he had encountered in Syria and Palestine, and had it recorded that these were what he had brought back to offer to Amun. It has been called, not unreasonably, a botanical garden in stone. A conquering king, with the wealth of an empire to display, chose to commemorate himself with a wall of flowers.


Egyptian garden practice. Temple estates with vineyards, orchards, and flower plots dedicated to the god’s table. Tomb plans showing walled gardens with central pools, sycomore fig (Ficus sycomorus), date and dom palm, pomegranate, persea, grape pergolas, cornflower, poppy, mandrake, and blue and white water lily. Funerary garlands of real flowers laid on coffins — the collar of Tutankhamun’s outermost coffin was made of olive leaf, cornflower, blue water lily petal, and willow, and it is still identifiable. The “Botanical Chamber” of Thutmose III in the Akh-menu at Karnak, carved with the flora of the Syrian campaigns.



The Egyptian dead were sent into eternity wearing flowers. Real garlands, of real species, were laid on the mummies and coffins and have been recovered intact — the petals brittle and faded but the flowers unmistakably identifiable three thousand years later. There is no more literal illustration of what this book is about. When Egypt wanted to say this person is going to live forever, it did not say it in words. It said it in cut stems.


Article 58. The garden attached to the temple is the oldest institutional form of the relationship between religion and horticulture, and it is normative. A sanctuary without ground to grow on is an incomplete sanctuary.

Article 59. The flowers laid on the Egyptian dead are a confession of the resurrection made in botany, and are received as such by this house.




The Garden. At this gate lies the temple estate of Amun, with its orchards and its pools and its gardeners on the payroll of a god. Here the doctrine is kept that a sanctuary needs land, and that somebody must be employed to dig it.

℣ Who worked for the god?

℟ The gardeners.

℣ And what did they raise?

℟ The offering. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXIII

Mesopotamia: The Garden of the Gods

Between the two rivers, the garden entered literature before it entered any surviving scripture.

In the epic of Gilgamesh, when the hero passes beyond the mountain of the sunrise, he comes into a garden of the gods where the trees bear jewels for fruit — carnelian, lapis. It is the oldest garden in world literature, and it is placed at the edge of the world, at the boundary of mortality, in the region where a man goes to ask about death. Every paradise in every later scripture is standing in its footprints.

The Assyrian kings then built the thing. Ashurnasirpal II, in the ninth century, cut a canal through rock to bring water to Nimrud and planted beside it a great garden of species collected on campaign — a list of trees from across the empire set down in his own inscription with evident pride, alongside the record of the feast at which he entertained tens of thousands. Sennacherib built at Nineveh a garden watered by an aqueduct and a system of channels that were among the great engineering works of antiquity, and described it as a wonder for all peoples. The traditions of a hanging garden in Babylon belong to this world of royal hydraulic horticulture, whether or not the classical authors got the city right.

And the imperial ideology behind it is worth naming, because it recurs. The Mesopotamian king planted to demonstrate that he could bring the whole world into one place and make it live. The garden was a claim about sovereignty over creation. That claim will run through the Persian paradise, the Roman peristyle, the Renaissance botanic garden, and the colonial glasshouse, and it is one of the two great motives for gardening in human history. The other motive is love. This book is chiefly about the second, but it will not pretend the first does not exist.


Article 60. There are two motives for making a garden: dominion and love. Both are ancient. Only one is holy.

Article 61. A garden made to display mastery over the world is a monument. A garden made to serve what grows in it is a sanctuary. The plants are the same; the theology is opposite.



Beside the royal parks stood the older thing: the sacred grove and the temple garden of the goddess, and the eight-petalled rosette of Ishtar carved on every surface. The rosette on the wrist of the winged genie in the Nimrud reliefs is a flower worn as protection, and the tombs of the Assyrian queens at Nimrud gave up bracelets of them in gold. Between the two rivers, the kings dug and the flowers reigned.


The Garden. At this gate lies the garden of the gods at the end of the world, where the trees bear carnelian and lapis and a man goes to ask whether he must die. Here the doctrine is kept that the oldest garden in literature is at the boundary of mortality, and that we have been walking toward it ever since.

℣ Where did Gilgamesh go?

℟ To a garden.

℣ What did he ask there?

℟ The only question. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXIV

Persia: The Fourfold Paradise

Persia gave the world the word for heaven and the shape of the garden, and it did both at once.

The pairidaēza was a walled enclosure — the etymology admits nothing more elaborate than that. But what the Achaemenids put inside the wall was a theology. The garden was quartered by axial watercourses, and the four quarters were understood to hold the elements of the Zoroastrian cosmos: sky, earth, water, and plants. The four channels answered to the four rivers of the garden at the beginning of things. Some have seen in them also the four quarters of an empire whose king styled himself lord of them. The form is the chahār bāgh, the four gardens, and it is one of the most durable designs human beings have ever produced: it goes from Pasargadae in the sixth century before Christ to the Alhambra, to Isfahan, to Kashmir, to the Taj Mahal, essentially unchanged in principle for two and a half thousand years.

Cyrus the Great built the first of them we can excavate, at Pasargadae, where his palaces and pavilions stood among geometrically designed beds, dressed-stone channels, and a great pool, within a wider park stocked with flora and fauna. The Pulvar river was diverted through a hydraulic system to keep it alive in a dry land, which is the second thing every paradise requires after a wall.


Pasargadae and the chahār bāgh. Cyrus II, r. c. 559–530 BCE. Palace complex set within a formal garden of straight stone watercourses and quartered beds — the earliest physical paradise garden yet excavated, and the recognized model for the later chahār bāgh and hasht behesht. Xenophon (Oeconomicus IV) records that when Lysander of Sparta visited Cyrus the Younger at Sardis around 407 BCE and admired the paradise there, the prince told him he had designed it himself and planted the trees with his own hands. Strabo notes a park surrounding the tomb of Cyrus. The Persian gardens were inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2011.



That anecdote of Lysander and Cyrus the Younger is one of the loveliest things in the ancient record and it belongs in a book of doctrine. A Persian prince, absolute over a satrapy, when complimented on his garden, did not say my gardeners are the best in Asia. He said I planted those trees. Cyrus the Great is remembered by the same title: the Good Gardener. In a civilization that could have chosen any epithet, the highest praise available to a king was that he grew things well.


Article 62. The fourfold garden is a cosmological diagram: four rivers, four quarters, four elements, one centre. Where it is planted, the world is being described.

Article 63. That a sovereign should be honoured as a gardener is a right ordering of honour. Authority is measured by what it causes to grow.



Zoroastrianism, one of the oldest of the world’s living religions, flourished among the pre-Iranian cultures and its roots reach back into the second millennium before Christ. Its priests kept the sacred plant, and its temples stood among gardens, and the word its language gave the world is the word every Jew, Christian, and Muslim uses for the place where the blessed go. When the Hebrew scriptures were rendered into Greek, the translators reached for it. When the Qur’an describes the gardens beneath which rivers flow, it is describing a chahār bāgh. Persia’s flowers went further than Persia’s armies ever did.


The Garden. At this gate lies the walled paradise, quartered by water, from which our word for heaven was taken and to which every Islamic garden from Granada to Agra is a descendant. Here the doctrine is kept that heaven has a shape and the shape is a garden plan.

℣ What is behind the wall?

℟ Four rivers and a centre.

℣ And what is that a picture of?

℟ The world as it should be. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXV

Greece: The Sacred Grove

Greek religion was a religion of places, and the places were planted.

The temenos was ground cut off for a god — the word means precisely cut off — and its sanctity belonged to the land itself before any building stood on it. Within it grew the god’s own trees, which no one might fell: the olive of Athena on the Acropolis, said to have sprung at the touch of her spear and to have put out a new shoot after the Persians burned it; the laurel of Apollo at Delphi; the oaks of Zeus at Dodona, whose rustling leaves were the oracle, so that the god’s own voice at his oldest sanctuary was the sound of a tree in the wind.

At Eleusis, where the greatest of the mysteries was celebrated for nearly two thousand years, the sanctuary stood beside the Rarian plain, the field which tradition held to be the first ground ever sown with grain, where Demeter gave agriculture to humanity. The mystery that promised the initiate a better lot in death was celebrated at the edge of a wheatfield, and its central disclosure, whatever else it contained, was agricultural. The stone sculpture from that site showing an initiate emerging from an eight-petalled bud marked with rosettes says what the initiates were forbidden to say.


Greek sacred plantings. Temenos — ground cut off and consecrated, the trees within it under protection. Alsos — the sacred grove. Athena’s olive on the Acropolis; Apollo’s laurel and the kēpos at Delphi; the oracular oaks of Zeus at Dodona; the plane trees of the Academy and the groves of the Lyceum, where philosophy was taught among trees for four centuries. The Gardens of Adonis — shallow pots of quick-sprouting lettuce, fennel, wheat and barley forced in the heat, carried to the rooftops at the festival, allowed to wither and then thrown into the sea, a rite of the god who dies young enacted entirely in seedlings. Theophrastus of Eresos (c. 371–c. 287 BCE), successor to Aristotle, wrote Enquiry into Plants and On the Causes of Plants, the foundation of European botany, and bequeathed the garden of the Lyceum to his school.



Consider the Gardens of Adonis, because they are among the most touching rites the ancient world produced. Women planted fast-germinating seed in potsherds and shallow baskets, forced them in the summer heat until they shot up pale and weak, carried them onto the roofs at the festival, and watched them wilt within days. Then they mourned, and threw them into the sea. It was a liturgy of premature death performed with seedlings, by people who knew exactly what they were doing, and every gardener who has ever lost a tray of seedlings to the sun understands the grief being ritualized.

And note where philosophy happened. Plato taught in a grove sacred to the hero Academus. Aristotle walked in the Lyceum among trees. Epicurus’s school was simply called the Garden, and the friendship cultivated in it was the point of the doctrine. Theophrastus, who founded the science of botany, left his school his garden in his will. The Western intellectual tradition was born outdoors, among plants, in ground that was sacred before it was academic.


Article 64. Ground may be consecrated as ground. The trees within a consecrated place share its holiness and are not to be treated as timber.

Article 65. The Abbey holds that philosophy, like religion, does better among plants, and observes that all four of the great Athenian schools were named after gardens or groves.




The Garden. At this gate lies the Rarian field at Eleusis, the first ground ever sown, beside the sanctuary of the greatest mystery of the classical world. Here the doctrine is kept that what was promised to the initiate about death was shown to him in a field.

℣ Where was the mystery kept?

℟ Beside a wheatfield.

℣ And what did the initiate see?

℟ What every farmer sees. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXVI

Rome: The Grove and the Peristyle

Rome inherited the Greek grove and added two things: law, and the private garden.

The lucus was a grove belonging to a god, and Roman religious law protected it with a seriousness that modern conservation statutes have rarely matched. There were formulae for the expiation required if a tree in a sacred grove had to be thinned, and prayers to be said before the axe. In a civilization of engineers and lawyers who paved half the known world, the holiest patches of Italy were stands of trees that nobody was permitted to cut down.

Then Rome domesticated the sanctuary. In the town houses of Pompeii and Herculaneum the peristyle garden sits at the heart of the dwelling — a colonnaded court open to the sky, with beds, water, statues, and, on the wall, the lararium: the shrine of the household gods. Excavation of root cavities and pollen has told us what actually grew in them: box, rose, oleander, myrtle, violet, ivy, laurel, fruit trees. The Roman family worshipped at home, in a courtyard, surrounded by plants, at a shrine on a garden wall. The cloister of every monastery in Europe is that room with the wine list removed.


Article 66. The household garden with a shrine in it is a legitimate and ancient form of sanctuary, and the domestic altar among plants is the oldest continuously practised religion of the Mediterranean world.

Article 67. The legal protection of sacred trees is a religious duty and not a matter of sentiment. Where a community holds ground to be holy, its vegetation is under that holiness.



The Romans also invented the sacred landscape as a genre. The nemus, the hortus, the villa garden framing a view toward a shrine, the grotto with its spring and its nymphs — these are the ancestors of the pilgrimage landscape, in which a whole terrain is arranged so that walking through it is an act of devotion. Every calvary hill in Europe, every rosary path, every Japanese temple approach, every stations-of-the-cross garden descends from the idea that you can lay out ground so that the body prays by moving over it.


What grew in a Roman peristyle. From root cavities, carbonized remains, and pollen at Pompeii: box (Buxus), rose, oleander, myrtle, violet, ivy, laurel, plane, fig, cherry, lemon, and vine. Frescoed garden walls — most famously in the House of the Vettii and in Livia’s villa at Prima Porta — extend the real planting into a painted one, so that the room has no edge and the garden appears infinite. Statues of Priapus and of the lares stand among the beds; the lararium shrine is set into the wall.




The Garden. At this gate lies the peristyle at Pompeii, ash-buried and root-cast, with its shrine on the wall and its box hedges still traceable in the ground. Here the doctrine is kept that the household garden is a temple and that the family altar belongs among the beds.

℣ Where did the Roman pray?

℟ In the courtyard, among plants.

℣ And what stood on the wall?

℟ The god of the house. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXVII

India: The Grove of the Monasteries

The Buddha’s institution was housed in gardens. Not near gardens; in them.

Anāthapiṇḍika bought the Jeta Grove at Sāvatthī — the tradition says he covered the ground in gold coin to meet the price — and gave it to the order, and the Jetavana became the site of more of the recorded discourses than any other place. King Bimbisāra gave the Bamboo Grove, Veḷuvana, at Rājagaha. The first sermon was preached in a deer park at Isipatana. The awakening happened at the root of a tree, the birth in a grove of sal, the passing between two sal trees in flower. From beginning to end the life is lived under branches.

This is not incidental to the teaching. A monastic order that owned no property and slept outdoors needed shade, water, and quiet, and gardens have all three. But it goes further than logistics. A grove is a place with no walls where nonetheless you know when you have entered. That is precisely the kind of sacred space a tradition suspicious of ritual boundaries could accept.


Aśoka’s plantings. The Mauryan emperor Aśoka (r. c. 268–232 BCE) records in his Second Rock Edict that he has provided medical care for humans and animals throughout his realm and in the realms of his neighbours; that where medicinal herbs suitable for humans or animals were not found, he has had them imported and planted; and that roots and fruits have likewise been imported and planted where absent. In his Seventh Pillar Edict he records that he has had banyan trees planted along the roads to give shade to men and beasts, mango groves planted, wells dug at intervals of eight kos, and rest houses built. This is the first documented state programme of medicinal horticulture in world history, and it was undertaken as an act of dhamma.



Sit with that. The first public health system we can document in the historical record consisted of planting herb beds and shade trees along the highways of an empire, and it was justified in explicitly religious terms by a king who had converted after a war. Religion followed the flowers into policy.


Article 68. The planting of medicinal herbs for the use of strangers is an act of religion of the highest order, and the Abbey holds Aśoka’s edict as a model for any state or community that wishes to act religiously in public.

Article 69. Shade, water, and medicine offered without charge along a road are the three works by which a polity may be judged, and all three are horticultural.



Beside the monastery stands the household. The tulsi courtyard — a holy basil raised in a masonry stand at the centre of the yard, watered daily, circumambulated, lamp-lit at dusk — is one of the most widely practised domestic devotions on earth. Tulsi is worshipped as a daily practice, and the goddess Vṛndā is said to have taken its form. Millions of families begin the day at a plant.

The temple garden, the nandavana, grows what the ritual requires: jasmine, marigold, hibiscus, champaka, tulsi, bilva. It is a supply garden and a sacred one at the same time, which is the normal condition of religious horticulture everywhere and which this book keeps insisting on. There is no distinction to be drawn between the flowers grown for the god and the flowers grown for the herb closet. They are the same beds.


The Garden. At this gate lies the Jeta Grove, bought with gold laid on the ground, where more of the teaching was given than in any hall. Here the doctrine is kept that a religious order needs trees, and that the most expensive land in the story was bought to be a garden.

℣ What did the merchant buy?

℟ A grove.

℣ And what did he pay?

℟ The ground in gold. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXVIII

China: The Grotto and the Peach Garden

Chinese religion put its gardens on mountains and in the courtyards of the learned, and it made immortality a horticultural problem.

In Taoist mythology the peach tree of Xi Wang Mu, the Queen Mother of the West, is the tree of immortality, and its fruit ripens once in three thousand years; peach blossom means good fortune and ardent love. The immortals are described as living in mountain landscapes among specific plants. The alchemists searched the hills for the herbs of the elixir, and the whole Taoist science of the interior — the Golden Flower itself — takes its name and its imagery from a blossom. Ma Gu, whose name means the Hemp Maiden, was a Taoist transcendent associated with the elixir of life and revered as a protector, and she is portrayed as a beautiful young woman carrying flowers and herbs on a branch or a shoulder pole.

The Taoist grotto-heaven, dongtian, is a sacred site in a mountain, and the great Taoist mountains are managed sacred landscapes, planted and tended for centuries. The Chinese Buddhist monastery took the same form: halls set within courtyards, courtyards planted, the whole enclosed in a cultivated hillside. And the scholar’s garden of the south — Suzhou above all — is a philosophical instrument built out of rock, water, and plants, in which every prospect is composed to produce a state of mind, and the plants are chosen for what they mean. The pine, bamboo, and plum are the Three Friends of Winter, the constancy that survives adversity. The lotus in the pond is summer, and purity. The chrysanthemum is autumn and the recluse.


The Taoist plant world. The peach of immortality in the orchard of Xi Wang Mu. The lingzhi bracket fungus as the herb of deathlessness. Ginseng, ephedra, and cannabis among the elixir plants of the Shennong tradition; Shennong himself, the divine farmer of Chinese medicine, is credited with discovering their healing properties, and the tradition records his saying that a certain herb taken over a long term makes one communicate with spirits and lightens the body. Ma Gu (麻姑), the Hemp Maiden, Taoist transcendent, associated with the elixir of life and with healing, portrayed carrying flowers and herbs and honoured across China, Korea, and Japan. The early Mao Shan or Supreme Clarity school, whose revelations are traditionally associated with a hemp-laced incense.



Chinese Buddhism, being Chinese, took Taoism into its veins whatever the purists preferred, and the existence of Buddhist-Taoist temples across China and abroad makes the point plainly. Tao means Way, and until Western writers began to speak of “Buddhism,” the path outlined by Śākyamuni was called in the East the Buddha Way — the Buddha Tao. The gardens of both are the same gardens.


Article 70. The Chinese sacred garden teaches by composition: the arrangement of rock, water, and plant produces a state of mind, and this is a legitimate technique of religious instruction.

Article 71. The search for immortality by way of plants is not superstition to be dismissed. It is the accurate intuition that life is renewed through the vegetable kingdom, expressed in the technical vocabulary available at the time.




The Garden. At this gate lies the peach orchard of the Queen Mother of the West, whose fruit ripens once in three thousand years and whose blossom is fortune. Here the doctrine is kept that China made deathlessness a matter of what grows, and set its immortals in an orchard.

℣ Where do the immortals live?

℟ In the mountains, among plants.

℣ And what do they eat?

℟ Fruit. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXIX

Japan: The Garden as Sermon

Japan brought the sacred garden to a point of refinement that no other civilization has matched, and it did so by making the garden itself the teaching rather than the setting of the teaching.

Shinto begins in the grove. The chinju no mori, the sacred forest that surrounds a shrine, is not landscaping; it is the shrine’s body, and in many cases the kami is understood to be present in the trees, the rock, or the waterfall rather than in any structure. The sakaki branch, evergreen, is the standard offering — a cut branch, held up, exactly as at Vulture Peak. Cherry trees are inhabited by powerful kami and stand for fertility and growth. The chrysanthemum carries the throne, the nation, long life, and autumn. Shinto is a religion whose principal sacramental object is a leafy twig.

Then Buddhism arrived from China by way of Korea in the sixth century, and Shinto was still far from fully formed, and for twelve hundred years the two faiths intertwined and grew in tandem — the trend called shinbutsu shūgō, Gods and Buddha Together — until an edict of 1868 separated them by law and installed Shinto as the national religion. The gardens remember the older arrangement.


Three Japanese sacred gardens. The Pure Land garden: Byōdō-in at Uji, whose Phoenix Hall was raised in 1053, set behind a lotus pond so that the reflected hall becomes Amida’s Western Paradise seen from this shore — a garden designed to make a doctrine visible. The dry landscape (karesansui): Ryōan-ji in Kyoto, fifteen stones in raked gravel, from no vantage point all visible at once — a garden designed to make a doctrine un-visible, and thereby to teach it. The tea garden (roji, “dewy ground”): a deliberately plain path of stepping stones, moss, and a water basin at which the guest crouches to rinse hands and mouth, leaving rank and hurry at the gate.



Notice what has happened at Byōdō-in. The tradition teaches that the devotee who calls upon Amitābha will be received at death into a pure land of jewelled trees and lotus ponds. So the Fujiwara built the pond, planted the lotus, and set the hall behind it in gold, and told the faithful to sit on the near bank and look across. The garden is not a picture of the doctrine. It is a device for having the experience the doctrine describes, in this life, on a Tuesday afternoon.

And ikebana, which everyone knows as flower arranging, began as the offering of flowers before the Buddha and has never quite stopped being that. The asymmetry, the empty space, the single stem given room — this is an offering discipline that became an art without ceasing to be an offering.


Article 72. A garden may be a means of instruction in its own right, teaching what a sermon cannot, and its composition may be as deliberate as a liturgy.

Article 73. The Abbey commends the Japanese practice of building the promised paradise where the faithful can see it, and holds that every sanctuary garden should be, in some measure, a working model of what is hoped for.




The Garden. At this gate lies the lotus pond at Byōdō-in, dug so that the Pure Land could be looked at across the water by people who were not dead yet. Here the doctrine is kept that a garden can make a promise visible.

℣ What lies across the water?

℟ The land of bliss.

℣ And who built the near bank?

℟ We did. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXX

The Northern Groves and the Fields of the Americas

Two more sets of gardens must be named, because leaving them out would falsify the map.

The North. Before churches, northern Europe worshipped in trees. The Celtic nemeton was a sacred grove, cousin in name to the Latin nemus, a wood; the druidic office was conducted among oaks, and the classical writers who described it found the groves more impressive and more disturbing than any temple. Germanic and Norse religion held sacred trees and groves at the centre of its cult — the world-tree Yggdrasil at the axis of the cosmos, and, in the historical record, the great tree at Uppsala and the Irminsul that Charlemagne felled. The Baltic peoples kept sacred groves into the modern era. Wells, springs, and single trees were venerated across the whole north, and remained places of pilgrimage long after conversion, which is why so many ancient churchyards in Britain and Ireland contain a yew far older than the church, and why so many holy wells still have a hawthorn beside them hung with rags.

The Church, at its wisest, did not fell these places but consecrated them. Gregory the Great instructed the mission to England not to destroy the temples of the people but to sprinkle them and set altars in them, so that the people might come to the places they were used to and find something better there. Some of the loveliest ground in Christendom is pre-Christian ground that was baptized rather than bulldozed.


Article 74. Where a people has held ground holy, the right course for an incoming faith is consecration, not destruction. The Abbey holds this as a principle of mission and as a principle of repentance.

Article 75. The tree older than the church is not a survival of error. It is the reason the church is there.



The Americas. In the Indigenous traditions of the Americas the garden is a person and a covenant. The Three Sisters — maize, beans, and squash — are grown together because they support one another: the corn gives the bean its pole, the bean fixes the nitrogen, the squash shades the ground and keeps it moist. This is sound agronomy and it is also a teaching about community, and it is passed down as both at once, with ceremony attached to the planting and the harvest.

Maize itself is a sacrament across the continent, from the Green Corn ceremonies of the southeast to the Mesoamerican accounts in which human beings are made of maize dough. Tobacco is not a recreation but an offering plant, given to the fire, to the water, to a teacher, to the ground. In the southwest, the peyote gardens of the Rio Grande are literally called gardens by those who harvest them. And across the hemisphere the traditional healer, asked how her people learned to use a given plant medicine, will answer that God taught them.


The Three Sisters. Maize (Zea mays), climbing bean (Phaseolus vulgaris), and squash (Cucurbita spp.) interplanted in a single mound. The maize provides a stalk for the bean; the bean fixes atmospheric nitrogen into the soil; the broad squash leaves shade out weeds and conserve moisture, and the prickly vines deter animals. The yield per acre exceeds any of the three grown alone. The practice is ancient, widespread, and taught as a story about relationship.



Our species has always used plants as medicines, across the whole of our existence, and this is made obvious by the plant medicines found in burials around the world dating back thousands of years. Human beings evolved using plant medicines to stay alive. Modern humans must continue to use plant medicines. There is no era of human religion in which the plants were absent, and no continent where they were not sacred.


The Garden. At this gate lies the corn mound, three crops in one hill, planted with ceremony, harvested with thanksgiving. Here the doctrine is kept that a garden may be a covenant between species, and that the covenant was taught.

℣ Who taught you to plant this way?

℟ God did.

℣ And how do you know?

℟ Because it works. Follow the flowers.




✦

Book Five · The Plant Teachers




At the gate of the Rarian field.

At Eleusis the greatest mystery of the ancient world was kept for nearly two thousand years beside a wheatfield — the plain that tradition held to be the first ground ever sown, where the goddess gave agriculture to a hungry species and, with it, the promise about death.

They walked fourteen miles from Athens to be shown something. Whatever was shown, it was shown in a sanctuary at the edge of a field, and the reaping of grain was its figure.

℣ What was in the basket?

℟ What grows.

℣ And what did the initiate learn?

℟ That the seed is not lost. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXXI

The Living Teachers

Before any particular plant is discussed, the posture must be stated, because it determines everything that follows.

Every plant has a spirit — every herb, every flower. When we take our tinctures, drink our teas, and use our flower essences, we do it as second nature, and it is worth realizing that with every way we take in our plant allies there is an energy exchange. In the same way we use the spirit of lavender to calm, or rose to open the heart, we use other plants to still the mind or shift the angle from which we see. This is the traditional understanding, held by nearly every people on earth for nearly the whole of human history, and it is the understanding within which the rest of this book operates.

The Abbey states it as doctrine and does not treat it as a figure of speech.


Article 76. Plants are persons in the sense that matters religiously: they are agents with a nature of their own, capable of relationship, capable of teaching, and owed courtesy.

Article 77. The relationship between a human being and a medicinal or sacramental plant is a reciprocal one. Something is given in both directions. To take without acknowledgement is a species of theft, and to take without gratitude is a species of blasphemy.

Article 78. Reductionism, materialism, and objectification are tools for exploitation. Where a plant is reduced to its assayable constituents and nothing more, the door is opened to using it, patenting it, and destroying its habitat with a clear conscience.



Ancient shamanic traditions insist that we look closely at our relationship not only to ourselves but to everything around us. There is a reason plants, animals, weather, and the shapes of the land are intrinsic to almost every ritual and ceremony ever devised: they speak to that interconnection. The intellectual and spiritual web of life that envelops the planet is every bit as important to its well-being as the biological web we call the biosphere.

And this posture is not exotic. It is the ordinary condition of the human species until very recently, and it survives wherever people still grow what they eat and gather what they heal with. When a traditional healer is asked how her people learned to use a particular plant, the usual answer is that God taught them. That is not a failure of pharmacological record-keeping. It is a claim about how knowledge of this kind actually arrives, and anyone who has spent long enough with plants will recognize what she means.


Terms. Entheogen — literally “generating the divine within”; a plant or preparation used within a religious, magical, shamanic, or spiritual frame. The term was proposed precisely to distinguish sacramental from recreational use. Plant teacher — a plant approached as an instructor rather than a substance. Sacramental — of a plant, used in religious ceremony or regarded as sacred by a tradition. Anthropological study has established that entheogens are used for religious, magical, shamanic, or spiritual purposes in many parts of the world, and that they have traditionally supplemented many other practices aimed at transcendence: divination, meditation, yoga, sensory deprivation, asceticism, prayer, trance, ritual, chanting, hymnody, drumming, and ecstatic dance.




The Garden. At this gate lies the herb bed regarded as a congregation — each plant known by name, greeted, thanked, and asked before it is cut. Here the doctrine is kept that the plants are persons and that the gardener is in company.

℣ Who lives in this bed?

℟ Teachers.

℣ And how shall we approach them?

℟ With courtesy. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXXII

Soma

The Vedas are the oldest continuously transmitted scripture in the world, and one hundred and fourteen hymns of their ninth book are addressed to a plant.

Soma is celebrated as the sacred draught that opens perception and brings the drinker into contact with the divine. He is a god and he is a pressing. The Yajurveda celebrates him as the giver of light and insight. Throughout the Vedas he is the source of illumination and awakening, and the ṛṣis, the seers to whom the hymns are attributed, achieved their visionary state through his ritual preparation and consumption. He is associated with Indra, chief of the Vedic pantheon, who drinks him insatiably. He is both the object and the source of the seers’ enlightenment.

Martin Haug, introducing his translation of the Aitareya Brāhmaṇa, recognized the central significance of the soma rite and described the power invoked in it as a latent power, like electricity, to be stirred up at the time of the ceremony. The apparatus, he noted, were the sacred vessels and the hymns and chants themselves. At the morning libation of the soma feast the Adhvaryu and the Pratiprasthātṛ put the two grahas, the soma cups, together and addressed them: may ye stir it up for me. The sacrificer sought by the mystical process of the sacrifice to get hold of that power, for only then could he be certain of obtaining what he wished.


The soma rite. During the fire ritual, intoning mantras, the priests ground the plant between two stones; the mash was mixed with water or milk; the mixture was strained through a filter of sheep’s wool; a portion was poured into the flames for the gods; the remainder was consumed by the officiants. Strainers or filters of this kind appear in the iconography of the Indus Valley, and Professor Iravatham Mahadevan identified a filter which he associated with soma use in that period (3300–1300 BCE). The related Oxus Valley civilization (2300–1700 BCE) — the Bactria-Margiana complex, ancestral to the Indo-Iranians — shows cannabis, poppy pollen, and ephedra in the context of ritual fire worship; Viktor Sarianidi regarded this as a precursor of the soma-haoma cult. Haoma is the Iranian form of the same word.



Then, in the late Vedic period, something was lost. For reasons never satisfactorily explained — migration, or climate, or the exhaustion of a habitat — the identification of the plant was forgotten, and the recipe went with it. What followed was the consolidation of a more rigid and authoritarian religious and social structure. It is not for this book to draw a straight causal line between the two. It is enough to record the sequence: the ecstatic sacrament faded, and the apparatus of caste and priestly monopoly hardened, and the tradition itself remembered a golden age of direct vision that it could no longer reach.

Buddhism, which arose in the aftermath, does not use the Vedic word. It uses amṛta — “deathless,” “immortal” — a close synonym, while soma itself means moon. And there is a detail here that repays attention. In the Rigveda the moon is the cup of soma, drained by the gods and refilled each month. The Buddha designated as his sabbath the uposatha, whose name means the eve of the soma sacrifice, and the days of the new and full moon became the Buddhist high holy days. He is held to have been conceived, born, awakened, and to have died on the full moon. Whatever else was set aside, the calendar of the cup was kept.


Article 79. The oldest scripture in continuous use dedicates an entire book to a plant, and this is not a curiosity at the margin of the Vedic religion but its centre.

Article 80. Where a tradition loses its sacrament, it does not become more spiritual. It becomes more administrative. This is a pattern, and the Abbey names it.




The Garden. At this gate lies the pressing-ground, where two stones and a woollen filter and a fire made a religion, and where the hymn was composed about the plant and not the other way round. Here the doctrine is kept that scripture can be a commentary on a harvest.

℣ What did they sing to?

℟ A plant.

℣ And what was lost?

℟ Its name. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXXIII

Haoma and the Eye of the Soul

In Persia the same word and the same rite appear as haoma, and the Zoroastrian priests prepared the plant as an ingredient of religious drinks which they held to open the eye of the soul to the sight of heavenly existence.

The phrase is technical, not poetic. The Dēnkard states that enlightenment is of two kinds: sight with the eye of the body, tan čašm, and sight with the eye of the soul, gyān čašm, and it defines the latter as the opening of the eye of the soul to obtain knowledge. That is a religious epistemology in two terms, and the tradition holds that the sacrament assisted the second.

The story is told that Zoroaster wandered the countryside for ten years without winning the people to his new understanding, and that it was not until he met King Vishtāspa — who was converted after drinking a cup of mang, a haoma preparation — that the prophet’s teaching began to take hold. Vishtāspa, the account says, used hemp to obtain ecstasy: while his body lay asleep, his soul travelled to paradise. It is recorded that Neryosang was sent to let Vishtāspa drink the eye of the soul, with a view upward to the forms of existence of the heavenly beings — the illuminating potion by which the king saw the great splendour and mystery.


A parallel of formulae. The Indian Aitareya Brāhmaṇa records that when the Adhvaryu hands the soma cup to the Hotar, the Hotar receives it with a mantra invoking a good that has knowledge, and asking the ruler of the eye to protect his eye — then drinks. Martin Haug, translating it in 1863, observed that this formula closely resembles one of the most sacred prayers of the Parsis, repeated in particular when the priest is drinking the haoma juice. In India the drinking of bhang by devotees is still held to open the eye of Śiva, the third eye. Three traditions, one gesture: the cup lifted, the eye opened.



The Persian priesthood carried a title that has travelled further than any of them expected. Magi has been used for two and a half thousand years in reference to Zoroastrianism. In the Hellenistic period, when the Greeks were absorbing everything they met, the rites of the Zoroastrians became associated with astrology and with the arts of the invisible, and the word began its long transit into magic and magician. In the medieval West Zoroaster was often named the creator of magic outright.

These were the men who, in the Gospel of Matthew, came from the east following a star. The Abbey holds this as a point of the first importance. The infancy narrative of the Christian faith brings to the manger a delegation of Persian priests of the sacrament, and the gifts they carry are gold, frankincense, and myrrh — a metal and two plant resins. An Armenian tradition names them Balthasar of Arabia, Melchior of Persia, and Caspar of India, and the historian John of Hildesheim relates a tradition at Taxila, on the silk road in what is now the Punjab, that one of the Magi passed through the city on the way to Bethlehem. It was among converts from Zoroastrianism, it has been said, that certain of the legends around the Magi of the Gospels developed. The Gospel story was met by an Iranian tradition of a star and a magus, and by the Persian belief that the rise of a star foretold the birth of a ruler, and by the myths that described a divine figure manifest in fire and light.


Article 81. The presence of the Magi at the Nativity is the earliest recorded meeting between the Christian revelation and the priesthood of the plant sacrament, and it is a meeting of honour, not of conflict. They came to worship and were received.

Article 82. Their gifts were a metal and two resins tapped from trees. Two thirds of what the Gospel places before the infant Christ is plant material.




The Garden. At this gate lies the fire temple garden at Margiana, oasis on the Silk Road, where the priests kept the plant and the flame together and traded both eastward and westward. Here the doctrine is kept that the eye of the soul is opened, that the tradition said so plainly, and that its priests were the first foreigners to kneel at the manger.

℣ Who came from the east?

℟ Priests of the sacrament.

℣ And what did they bring?

℟ Resin from trees. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXXIV

The Green Thread

No plant has a longer or better-documented religious career than cannabis, and no plant has been more comprehensively lied about in the last hundred years. The Abbey sets down the record.

In India the earliest testimony to its sacred status comes from the Atharva Veda — the Science of Charms — which names it among the five sacred plants that release us from anxiety, and says a guardian angel resides in its leaves. The Vedas call it a source of happiness, a joy-giver, a liberator compassionately given to human beings that we might attain delight and lose fear. It is called bhang, said to mean “to break,” from its effect on anxiety, and ganja, “twisted rope,” from its appearance. Pharmaceutical texts from around 1600 BCE prescribe it for anxiety and other common ailments.

Śiva is bound to it. The legend tells that he wandered into the fields after a bitter quarrel with his family, and that drained by the conflict and the heat he slept beneath a leafy plant; waking, he sampled its leaves, was instantly restored, made it his favourite food, and became known as the Lord of Bhang. Devotees take it in three principal forms — charas, the resin; ganja, the dried flower; and bhang, the holy drink prepared with milk to cleanse and purify the body. The drinking of bhang is still held to open the eye of Śiva.

In Buddhism it belongs to the Tantric schools of the Tibet-Himalayan region, where practitioners have used it as a sacred plant to deepen awareness during ceremony and prayer and to assist meditation. It has long been considered sacred in Tibet, used in ceremony and ritual as a way to connect with the divine, to search for purpose and meaning, or to quiet the mind. Some traditions depicted the Buddha holding a begging bowl of its leaves.

In China and Taoism the record is older still. Hemp fibre imprints have been recovered from pottery shards in Taiwan more than ten thousand years old, and long rod-shaped tools like those used later on the mainland to decord hemp were found beside them. The terracotta army marched into the earth in hemp-soled shoes. Shennong, the divine farmer, discovered the plant’s healing properties along with those of ginseng and ephedra, and the tradition preserves his statement that taken over a long term it makes one communicate with spirits and lightens the body. Taoist adepts used it with other herbs to cleanse and promote harmony, and as a means of divination, to send the spirit out to see and to speak with spirits. The early Mao Shan or Supreme Clarity school preserved a great many shamanic survivals, among them the tradition that its revelations were received under the influence of a hemp-laced incense. The Taoist adept T’ao Hung-ching, an entheogen-hunter and immortality alchemist of the fifth and sixth centuries, took an interest in it accordingly. And the goddess Ma Gu, the Hemp Maiden, was honoured across China, Korea, and Japan as a healer of the poor and the sick and a bringer of the new season’s growth.

In Mesopotamia the cuneiform tablets of the Assyrians and Babylonians, dated between 1000 and 500 BCE, describe medical and religious practice using the plant. The word was azallu; under the name qunubu it was an ingredient of religious incense, and it was traded with Egypt and Judaea. The Mesopotamians were likely importing it from Bactria, where the Zoroastrian priests were preparing it.

In Judaea it appears under the name kaneh bosem, and this is the point at which the record becomes contentious and the Abbey states its position plainly. In 1936 the etymologist Sula Benet, working at the Institute of Anthropology in Warsaw, argued that the Hebrew kaneh and kaneh bosem — rendered as “calamus” or “sweet cane” in the received translations — are in fact our cannabis. The plant is named five times in the Hebrew scriptures. In the thirtieth chapter of Exodus the Lord commands Moses to compound a holy anointing oil containing two hundred and fifty shekels of kaneh bosem, blended with myrrh, cinnamon, cassia, and a hin of olive oil, and to anoint the tabernacle, its furniture, the altar of incense, and the priests with it. Elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible the term is used of incense. The Talmud preserves a recipe for wine infused with cannabis and myrrh.


Cannabis in the archaeological record. Neolithic Taiwan — hemp cord impressions in pottery, over ten thousand years old. Gobi Desert — nearly two pounds of preserved plant material in a 2,700-year-old grave, the oldest identified cache. Subeixi culture, Xinjiang — sixteen whole female plants laid across a body as a burial shroud; a second grave, belonging to a shaman, holding a little under two pounds of processed material; the culture flourishing c. 1000–200 BCE and in contact with India and Bactria. Pazyryk and the southern Siberian kurgans — burnt seed, tent poles, and small braziers matching Herodotus’s account. Judaea — burnt residue found on the altar of an eighth-century BCE shrine; and hashish burnt over the body of a young woman in a Roman-period tomb, either as medicine at childbirth or as funeral rite. Margiana — residues of cannabis, ephedra, and opium poppy in temple pottery, c. 1000 BCE.



Among the Scythians Herodotus in the fifth century before Christ recorded the rite that has never been improved upon as a description: the nomads erect a felt tent, set a dish of red-hot stones inside, throw on the seed and flowering tops, and inhale as the smoke rises; they enjoy it so much, he wrote, that they howl with pleasure. He describes it in the context of a funeral. He mentions the related Massagetae doing the same. The Greeks, who had a word for everything, called it a vapour-bath.

Among the Greeks and Romans the plant was known and used. A Thracian oracle in the Greek city of Epirus used it as part of the religious experience, and burnt remains have been found in the caves beneath the temple; it was consumed there to commune with the dead. Galen in the second century of our era used it therapeutically and for its effect on the mood, and records in On the Properties of Foods that it was cooked into sweets and eaten at parties.


Article 83. Cannabis has been a sacramental plant of Hinduism, of Tantric Buddhism, of Taoism, of the Assyrian and Babylonian temple, of the Scythian funeral, of the Thracian oracle, and of the Hebrew anointing, continuously, for at least four thousand years.

Article 84. This is not a fringe claim requiring apology. It is the ordinary state of the historical record, and it was obscured within living memory for reasons that were commercial and political and never religious.

Article 85. The Abbey receives the plant as a sacrament of its own tradition, honours it as its ancestors did, and holds the cultivation and reverent use of it to be an exercise of religion.




The Garden. At this gate lies the field on the mountain foothills of Eurasia, from the Caucasus to East Asia, where the plant grows wild and has always grown wild, and from which it travelled the Silk Road in both directions. Here the doctrine is kept that the green thread runs through every civilization on the road.

℣ How old is this plant in religion?

℟ As old as religion.

℣ And what shall we do with it?

℟ What our fathers did. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXXV

The Blue Lotus and the Poppy

Two flowers of the eastern Mediterranean carry between them the whole ancient theology of sleep, vision, and the passage of the dead.

The blue lotus has been treated already as Egypt’s sun-flower, but its other office must be named. The Egyptians used it as a medium to induce altered states of consciousness and to make contact with other realms of existence. It appears in the hand and at the nostril in a thousand tomb paintings, in scenes of festival and of funerary rite. Whatever else it was, it was not a table decoration. In the surrounding world its close relatives were used in the same way, and the flowers and other parts of the plant were made into infusions and steeped in wine.

The poppy is older in the ground than any of them. Papaver somniferum is the source of opium, containing morphine and the other alkaloids, and it has been used since ancient times as an analgesic and a narcotic. Archaeobotanical study has identified the poppy at sites dating to the Neolithic, and there are ancient texts describing its use, and ample religious iconography — but until recently no physical proof of the substance itself.


Tel Yehud. In a burial pit at Tel Yehud in central Israel, vessels of the fourteenth century BCE were subjected to residue analysis by a multidisciplinary team of scientists and archaeologists, and yielded what the lead researcher, Dr Vanessa Linares, described as the first empirical physical evidence for the use of opium in the Levant in the Late Bronze Age, and arguably the first identifiable use of a psychoactive drug anywhere in the ancient world. The context is a grave. During the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries the Egyptian and Canaanite religions were merging, Egyptian-style tombs and temples were being built through Canaan, and Canaanite deities were influencing Egyptian religion in turn. In Egypt, opium was reserved for priests and warriors, for ritual practice, and for the highest ranks of society.



The Sumerians called the poppy Hul Gil, the joy plant, and cultivated it in lower Mesopotamia. They passed it to the Assyrians; the art of culling passed from the Assyrians to the Babylonians and from them to the Egyptians, who cultivated opium thebaicum in the famous poppy fields of Thebes. The trade flourished under Thutmose IV, Akhenaten, and Tutankhamun. Phoenician and Minoan traders carried it across the Mediterranean into Greece, Carthage, and Europe; on Cyprus the sea peoples made culling knives of surgical quality before the fall of Troy. Crete has given us a goddess figure crowned with poppy capsules, seed heads incised as though for tapping, from the late Bronze Age — a divinity wearing the plant on her head.


Article 86. The poppy and the water lily were sacred to the ancient Mediterranean as the plants of sleep, vision, and the crossing of the dead, and the physical evidence for their ritual use is now in the ground and in the laboratory.

Article 87. That a plant is capable of harm does not make it unholy, and that a plant is holy does not make it safe. Both statements are true at once and neither cancels the other. Reverence and care are the same virtue seen from two sides.




The Garden. At this gate lies the poppy field at Thebes, cultivated for the priests and the warriors and the highest of the land, whose flower has been on the tomb and on the medicine shelf ever since. Here the doctrine is kept that the plants of sleep were sacred, and that reverence and care are one virtue.

℣ What did the Sumerians call it?

℟ The joy plant.

℣ And what did they know?

℟ Both things at once. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXXVI

The Incense Route

There is a whole civilization built on the sap of two trees, and it is the reason the world’s temples smell the way they do.

Frankincense and myrrh are resins, tapped from trees that grow only at the southern end of the Arabian peninsula and in the Horn of Africa — the country the ancients called Arabia Felix, from time immemorial a trading centre for fragrant resins and gums. The sap is bled from the bark, dried in the sun to nuggets, and burned as incense or compounded as perfume; it was also central to burial rites, aiding embalming and covering what embalming could not.

Around 1000 BCE the camel was domesticated, and everything changed. The Arabs could now carry their resin north across the desert to the Mediterranean, and the Incense Route came into being — one of the oldest long-distance trade systems in the world, and one of the richest. Frankincense and myrrh became major commodities for the Egyptians, the Greeks, and the Romans, who spent extraordinary sums on smoke. Along the same roads travelled cinnamon, cassia, cardamom, ginger, and turmeric; cinnamon and cassia had reached the Middle East at least four thousand years ago.


The trade in fragrance. Frankincense — resin of Boswellia spp., chiefly B. sacra, southern Arabia and the Horn of Africa. Myrrh — resin of Commiphora spp., the same range. Both are bled from incised bark and dried. The term “frankincense” originally meant simply pure incense and only later attached to the Boswellia gum specifically. Incense, like frankincense and myrrh, was of great value in antiquity; these were resins long used both as medicine and in religious ceremony. The Incense Route ran from the Hadhramaut north through Arabia to Petra and Gaza and the Mediterranean ports. Exodus 30 sets out two compounded formulae — the holy anointing oil and the incense of the sanctuary — and prescribes both, by name and by weight.



Stop and consider what the Incense Route means for this book’s thesis. For over a thousand years, one of the most valuable commodity flows on earth existed because human beings needed to burn plant resin in the presence of God. Not to eat, not to build with, not to make weapons or clothing — to burn, so that a smell would rise. Empires taxed it. Caravan cities were founded on it. Fleets sailed for it. The wealth of Petra, of Saba, of the Hadhramaut, came out of a religious requirement for fragrance.

And the whole of it is a plant product. The temples of Egypt, Israel, Babylon, Greece, and Rome burned the same trees. The Church still does; so does the Orthodox liturgy, so does the Catholic thurible, so does the Hindu dhūpa, so does the Buddhist stick, so does the Japanese kōdō, so does the smudge of the American continents with sage and cedar and sweetgrass. Of all religious practices, the burning of a plant to make a fragrance is the most nearly universal thing our species does.


Article 88. The burning of plant material to produce fragrance in the presence of the divine is, so far as the record shows, the most universal single religious practice of the human species.

Article 89. An economy may be shaped by a liturgical requirement. The Incense Route is the proof, and it stood for a thousand years.




The Garden. At this gate lies the frankincense grove of the Hadhramaut, scarred, bled, and tended for three thousand years, from which the smoke of half the world’s altars was drawn. Here the doctrine is kept that the smell of holiness is a tree’s blood, and that somebody has to climb the hill and cut the bark.

℣ What rises from the censer?

℟ A tree.

℣ And who brought it here?

℟ A thousand years of camels. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXXVII

The Bitter Herbs and the Smoke

Beyond the great sacraments stands a wider company of plants, and any honest register of religious botany must name them.

Henbane and mandrake belong to the nightshades, the family that has carried Europe’s visionary and funerary practice, its medicine and its terror, for three thousand years. Mandrake, with its forked root, appears in Genesis in the hands of Reuben, who found the plants in a field at wheat harvest and brought them to his mother — and Jewish custom traces the decoration of the synagogue with flowers to those mandrake flowers that Reuben gathered. Henbane was burnt at oracles and used in the beer of northern Europe before hops.

Mugwort is the traveller’s herb, hung at doors, burnt for cleansing, and used in moxibustion across the whole Chinese medical tradition — the plant that is burnt on the body to move what is stuck. Sage in its many species is the great cleansing plant of two hemispheres: Salvia officinalis in the European physic garden, whose name means simply to save, and Artemisia and white sage in the ceremonial practice of the American continents. Cedar and juniper are the incense of the north and the mountains — cedar for purification from Lebanon to the Pacific Northwest, juniper burnt on Tibetan passes and Himalayan roofs at dawn until the whole valley smells of it. Sandalwood is the fragrance of the Indian temple and the Buddhist altar, ground to paste and marked on the forehead, burnt in the shrine, carved into the image itself.


A register of sacramental and ceremonial plants. Soma / Haoma — Vedic and Zoroastrian sacrament. Cannabis — Hindu, Tantric Buddhist, Taoist, Assyrian, Scythian, Thracian, Hebrew. Blue lotus — Egyptian. Opium poppy — Sumerian, Egyptian, Minoan, Canaanite. Frankincense and myrrh — Arabian, Egyptian, Hebrew, Greek, Roman, Christian. Henbane — Germanic, Greek oracular. Mandrake — Hebrew, Greek, medieval European. Mugwort — Chinese, European, Japanese. Sage — European physic, American ceremonial. Cedar — Levantine, Himalayan, American. Juniper — Tibetan, Himalayan, European. Sandalwood — Indian, Chinese, Japanese. Tulsi — Hindu domestic. Tobacco — American ceremonial. Peyote and ayahuasca — American ceremonial, and still used in their own cultural context.



The names on that list belong to every continent and to every stage of human culture, and there is no era of human religion in which the list is empty. This is what is meant by saying that religion follows the flowers. It is not a poetic claim about the beauty of nature. It is a claim about a specific and documentable set of species without which the religious history of the world would be unrecognizable.


Article 90. The sacramental plants of the world’s traditions are a definite and nameable set of species, distributed across every inhabited continent, present in every historical period, and constitutive of the religions that used them.

Article 91. No tradition may despise another’s sacramental plant. Wine, bread, tea, tobacco, incense, and the visionary herbs are received in this house as belonging to their own households, and the Abbey does not adjudicate between them.




The Garden. At this gate lies the smudge bundle and the censer, the moxa cone and the juniper branch, the sandalwood stick and the sage bowl — the whole fragrant apparatus of the human race. Here the doctrine is kept that the register of sacred plants is long, specific, and worldwide.

℣ How many plants are on the altar?

℟ More than you can name.

℣ And who put them there?

℟ Everyone. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXXVIII

The Many Doors

The Abbey now says something that must be said plainly, so that nothing in this book is mistaken.

The plant is one door. It is not the only door, and it was never claimed to be the only door by any tradition that used it.

Every people that has kept a sacrament has also kept fasting, vigil, silence, solitude, pilgrimage, prostration, chanting, drumming, dancing, breath, cold, heat, music, sacred art, and prayer — and has understood these to open the same room. The register of practices that supplement entheogens is long and it is universal: divination, meditation, yoga, sensory deprivation, asceticism, prayer, trance, ritual, chanting, hymnody, drumming, and ecstatic dance. The Christian mystics reached the unity experience without a plant. The Sufis reached it by breath and repetition and turning. The Zen adept reaches it sitting still. The Pure Land devotee reaches it by a name spoken in trust.


Article 92. There are many doors into the one room. The sacramental plant is one of them, ancient and honourable, and it is neither necessary nor sufficient.

Article 93. The Abbey neither requires the sacrament of any member nor forbids it to any. It asks only that whoever approaches a plant teacher approach with reverence, preparation, community, and gratitude, and that whoever approaches by another door not despise the one who came by this.

Article 94. The test of any door is what walks out of it. Increased empathy, compassion, gratitude, openness, trust, altruism, curiosity, awareness, creativity, authenticity, a sense of higher purpose, a sense of service, and a turning away from acquisitiveness — these are the fruits by which the tradition has always judged, and this house judges the same way.



The experiences reported are strikingly consistent across every door. A sudden sense of direct contact, union, or complete nondual merging with a perceived ultimate reality — the universe, God, the divine. Deeply embodied and noetic: a direct knowing that goes past intellectual understanding. Profoundly healing, and issuing in the cognitive and behavioural shifts named above: a sense of being reborn and liberated from past attitudes, a devotion to love-based values, and a rejection of acquisitive living. Those descriptions come from the study of spontaneous spiritual awakening; they could be lifted without alteration from the Cloud of Unknowing, from Rūmī, from the Platform Sutra, or from Teresa of Ávila.

The whole theme is the unity experience of the mystics — the realization of being one with. In Christian mysticism it is the Godhead of Meister Eckhart; in Sufism, union with the Beloved; in Buddhism, the realization of Buddha-mind or the consciousness of the cosmic Buddha; in Vedānta, the realization of the one real Self. Four vocabularies, one report.


Why the agreement matters. It is like getting a second opinion at the doctor. One diagnosis may be wrong — but two, or three? Overlapping verdicts are hard to ignore, and the same holds when several spiritual traditions are examined side by side. The notion of a subtle energy body appears across traditions, worded differently. Similar techniques for raising the interior energy occur in yoga and in shamanism alike. There are consistent overlaps in what heals a leak — time in nature above all. Uncovering common themes, concepts, and practices from traditions that arose on opposite sides of the globe lends each of them credibility, and there is power in the cumulative effect.




Choosing a door. Before you seek any door, ask what you want to come out with. Write it down. Then choose the door that is available to you, lawful for you, and supported by people who love you. Vigil, fasting, silence, and long walking are free, legal everywhere, and have carried more souls than every sacrament in this book combined.




The Garden. At this gate lies the garden with many gates, each opening on the same lawn from a different street. Here the doctrine is kept that there are many doors into one room, and that the traffic through each of them is judged by what comes out.

℣ How many doors?

℟ As many as there are seekers.

℣ And what is the test?

℟ The fruit. Follow the flowers.




✦

Book Six · The Road of Flowers




At the gate of Taxila.

Taxila of the Hindu Kush was a centre of Buddhism, a centre of learning, an urban metropolis, and a meeting of cultures — Achaemenid, Greek, Mauryan, Scythian, Parthian, Kushan, Hun, and at last Muslim, all of them passing through one city on the road between the worlds.

And in the sculpture of that country, Greek gods hold up the pedestal of the Buddha and the platform of the stūpa. Atlas, who bears the sky at the western end of the world, was set beneath an eastern teacher, and it is the loveliest thing in ancient art.

℣ Who holds up the seat of the awakened?

℟ A Greek titan.

℣ And what grew in that city?

℟ Everything, from everywhere. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XXXIX

The Wagon Wheel

We were taught to imagine the Silk Road as a road: a long thread of camels crossing from Chang’an to Antioch. That picture is wrong in a way that matters for this book.

The exchange routes of the early Silk Road functioned more like the spokes of a wagon wheel than a long-distance highway, and they placed Central Asia at the hub of the ancient world. Goods and ideas did not travel end to end in a single caravan; they moved outward and inward along many short segments from a centre, changing hands, changing meaning, and changing names. Cannabis spread along these routes. Knowledge of its cultivation and of the specific high-resin varieties travelled with it, as one cultural tradition among many. And the plant was part of the earliest trade networks we can identify — a marked increase in cannabis records from East Asia between about five thousand and four thousand years ago has been associated with the establishment of a trans-Eurasian exchange and migration network.

The routes were older than the goods we name them for. The first and most extensive trade networks were waterways — the Nile, the Tigris and Euphrates, the Yellow River — and cities grew in the fertile basins beside them and expanded by using those watery highways to import and export. Scarce commodities available only in particular places, salt above all and spices next, drove the making of the roads; and once made, the roads carried religion, ideas, and knowledge as freely as they carried cargo.


Who moved along the spokes. In the east, the Xiongnu; in the west, the Scythians and allied nomadic peoples — a vast confederation who herded, traded, and lived lightly and on the move. Their leaders were buried in Chinese silk trimmed with cheetah fur, seated on Persian carpets, with Roman glass beside them and jewellery worked from Greek gold for themselves and their horses. Later, the Mongols created the largest trading zone the world had yet seen: it was not unusual to find Venetians in Beijing, Mongolians in northern England, a French silversmith at Karakorum, or merchants from Lucca and Siena bargaining hard in Persia. Across the mountain ranges travelled technology, mathematics, medicine, and religion.



The Grand Trunk Road is one of Asia’s oldest and longest highways, linking Central Asia to the Indian subcontinent for at least two and a half thousand years. In antiquity it was the Uttarāpatha, the northern road, connecting the cities of the Ganges plain with the towns of the eastern Punjab and with Taxila in the west. Across the passes of the north ran the southern branch of the Silk Road, controlled through the centuries by Persian and Tibetan kings, by successive Han dynasties, by Roman emperors, Turkish sultans, Islamic caliphs, and Mongol khans. It brought Chinese jade and silk to Mesopotamia, the Syrian desert, and the Mediterranean ports, and carried back Roman perfumes and gems from the heart of the mountains.


Article 95. Religions travelled the trade routes with the plants and because of the plants, and the same roads that carried resin, seed, and root carried scripture, image, and rite.

Article 96. The Silk Road was at certain times the single most important vector for cultural transmission in the ancient world, and no account of any Eurasian religion is complete without it.




The Garden. At this gate lies the caravanserai garden, walled, watered, planted with shade at the day’s end of every stage, where merchants of six religions slept in one courtyard. Here the doctrine is kept that faiths met where the trees were, because that is where the road stopped for the night.

℣ Where did the religions meet?

℟ Under the trees, at nightfall.

℣ And what did they exchange?

℟ Everything they were carrying. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XL

Bactria and Gandhāra

The hub of the wheel was the country between the Oxus and the Indus, and it produced the strangest and most fruitful religious art the world has ever seen.

Bactria — modern Afghanistan and Turkmenistan — was where the Zoroastrian priests prepared the sacrament, and it exported cannabis and the psychoactive drinks into India and further, possibly as far as Egypt and Judaea. In the Kara Kum, near the Hindu Kush, a Zoroastrian temple was excavated in the ancient oasis city of Margiana, a stopping place on the road, where residues of cannabis, ephedra, and opium poppy were recovered from separate vessels dated to about a thousand years before Christ. That is a laboratory report on a temple’s sacramental stores, three thousand years after the fact.

Gandhāra, south of the mountains, is where Greek sculpture met Indian devotion. Buddhism became prominent in the eastern Greek world and was the official religion of the eastern Greek successor kingdoms to Alexander’s empire — the Greco-Bactrian kingdom and the Indo-Greek kingdom after it. Several prominent Greek Buddhist missionaries are known by name, and the Indo-Greek king Menander converted and is remembered as one of the great patrons of the teaching. What Gandhāra produced is a Buddha with the drapery of a Greek philosopher and the face of Apollo, seated on a lotus, with a wine-garland frieze along the base and Atlas straining beneath the plinth.


Article 97. Religious syncretism is not a corruption to be lamented but the ordinary mechanism by which faiths have always grown. When two cultures meet and interact, they exchange religious ideas.

Article 98. The Gandhāran Buddha, in whom Greek form serves Indian meaning, is the emblem of this principle, and this house takes it as its own.



The mountains themselves must be described, because they shaped what passed through them. In the northern reaches of Pakistan the world’s greatest ranges meet — the Hindu Kush, the Himalaya, and the Karakoram, pushed up by the collision of the subcontinent, hosting five of the fourteen peaks above eight thousand metres, K2 among them, with snow leopard, ibex, golden eagle, and Tibetan wolf on their slopes. Between them lie small stone villages and resting places where streams carry pieces of geological time down from the glaciers into deep valleys, and at the base of the ranges the Indus cuts its way, a swirling rush of cloudy water, running nineteen hundred miles down to the plains of Punjab, which five thousand years ago nurtured the Indus civilization.

Through this country of tectonic shift and glacial melt runs a complex history of European, Asian, and Arabian civilizations. The Kalash of Chitral ferment red wine in an otherwise Muslim region and trace their descent to the conquest of Alexander. Giant Buddhas of the fifth and sixth centuries were carved into sheer mountain walls at Bamiyan. The people of Baltistan speak Balti, a derivative of ancient Tibetan; their neighbours in Gilgit speak Shina, of Indo-Aryan origin. And the Hindu Kush was itself a significant centre of Buddhism, hosting ancient monasteries, trade networks, and travellers between Central and South Asia.


The mountain religions. Along the whole Himalayan arc a family of related traditions can be traced. The shaman has a prominent role. Purity is stressed as in the Veda and in Hinduism. There is a general belief in mountain fairies, now often called by the Persian name peri but still called apsaras in the Rājataraṅgiṇī, and certain mountains are their favoured seats. The Kalash repeat the reviving of the sun at the winter solstice in the Chaumos festival. Ancient Burushaski place names in Indus Kohistan indicate that the region was once part of Brusha, which according to the Bon literature played a major part in the makeup of Zhang Zhung — so that the cultural exchange ran between the western Himalaya and pre-Buddhist Upper Tibet as well as along the roads. Pre-Islamic components have been folded into Islam wherever possible: the parehans, the fairies, have roles that are both Islamic and not, as do the jinn.




The Garden. At this gate lies the monastery terrace at Bamiyan, cut into the cliff beneath the carved Buddhas, where monks kept orchards on the valley floor beside the road. Here the doctrine is kept that a Greek titan may hold up an Indian teacher, and that this is not confusion but growth.

℣ Whose hands are under the throne?

℟ A stranger’s.

℣ And is that lawful?

℟ It is how everything grew. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XLI

The Cosmopolitan City

Judea in the first century was not a pastoral backwater, and any account of the origins of Christianity that treats it as one has begun by falsifying the map.

It was a Roman dominion, a major shipping centre for the trade between India and the West, and the military gateway to Egypt by land. Both land and sea routes had run through Jerusalem for centuries. The overland routes reaching to Persia and western India were especially active after Alexander’s invasion of western India three hundred and sixty years earlier, and most of them — whether their far end was in Egypt or in Greece and Rome — came through Jerusalem, where goods for the West were shipped by way of the Mediterranean. The sea routes from Bombay and the mouth of the Indus ran up through the Persian and Red Sea gulfs; the distance between the mouths of the Indus and of the Tigris and Euphrates is only about three hundred miles. Much of the traffic came up the Gulf of Aqaba and overland to Jerusalem, and out through the port.

Rome, the wealthiest empire of its day, sent tons of gold-minted sesterces eastward for goods from India and elsewhere, and most of that trade crossed the Mediterranean and passed through Judea, making Jerusalem a cosmopolitan shipping city. Because of trade alone, Zoroastrianism and Buddhism were well known to the people there. News from other lands was of great interest, and traders provided detailed accounts of the events of the cities along their routes, often in eloquent verse. Easterners in Judea were as eager for news as Jews in Persia or western India.

And there were settlers as well as merchants. Zoroastrians and Buddhists settled in northern Arabia, including Judea, which lies only two hundred miles from Mesopotamia. Jews who welcomed Alexander’s overthrow of Egyptian rule joined his army and settled along the invasion route through Persia, Afghanistan, and Kashmir — a practice Alexander encouraged in order to hold his empire together. Their descendants live in Kashmir and the Punjab still.


Article 99. The Gospel was preached in a trading city on a road that reached to India, among people who had heard of the Buddha and knew who the Magi were. It was not preached in isolation and was never meant to be.

Article 100. Christianity reached the East in the first century through the Thomas Nazarenes. The recognition granted at the Tang capital in 635 marks imperial recognition and not arrival, and this house does not accept the later date as an argument against the earlier presence.



About three hundred and sixty years after those settlements, Jesus dispatched Thomas — perhaps the closest and most loyal of the apostles — to practise the faith in India, where he established his church in the year 54 and where Christian communities of the north claimed descent from his preaching and possessed books and relics to show for it. The Saint Thomas Christians, the Marthoma Nasrani, endure in many branches to this day — Syro-Malabar, Syro-Malankara, Orthodox, Jacobite, Chaldean, Assyrian, Marthoma, Malankara. And their crosses, among the oldest forms of the holy cross in the world, stand upon the lotus.


The Garden. At this gate lies the merchants’ garden at Jerusalem, at the end of a road that began at the mouth of the Indus, where a man could hear news of Taxila in the morning and buy Arabian resin in the afternoon. Here the doctrine is kept that the Gospel was preached at a crossroads.

℣ What passed through this city?

℟ The world.

℣ And who was listening?

℟ Everyone. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XLII

The Two Teachers

Set the recorded sayings of the Buddha beside those of Jesus and the resemblance is so close that in places the sentences differ only in their nouns.

On truth: one who acts on truth is happy in this world and beyond — and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free. Both loved all people regardless of birth, tribe, or background. Both taught a path to liberation, the one to nirvāṇa and the other to the Kingdom. Both are portrayed as Great Physicians, healers of body and spirit. Both prioritized teaching people how to love one another and the importance of the interior life. Both were revolutionaries who changed everything in their own times and much in ours, and the ministries of both altered how their civilizations count the years.

More than a hundred such parallels have been collected, on compassion, wisdom, materialism, the inner life, temptation, salvation, the future, miracles, disciples, and attributes.


Voices across the boundary. Gasan, a fourteenth-century Japanese Zen master, was read Matthew 6:28–34 by a student — the passage in which Jesus tells his hearers not to be anxious about clothing, food, or tomorrow — and exclaimed that whoever uttered those words he considered an enlightened man. Thich Nhat Hanh, the Vietnamese monk nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize by Martin Luther King Jr., wrote Living Buddha, Living Christ and Going Home: Jesus and Buddha as Brothers, arguing that the differences are largely artificial and the essence nearly identical, and affirming core Christian doctrines including the Trinity and the death and resurrection; his summary: when you are a truly happy Christian, you are also a Buddhist. The Dalai Lama, asked about Jesus at the John Main Seminar in London, answered that as a Buddhist his attitude toward Jesus Christ is that he was either a fully enlightened being or a bodhisattva; in 2001 he added that Jesus Christ also lived previous lives and reached a high state. Bokin Kim sees Christ as the Buddha Dharmakāya and Jesus as similar to Gautama, a historical manifestation of the transhistorical Buddha. In The Lotus and the Rose, Lama Tsomo and Matthew Fox relate Buddha-nature to what John Dominic Crossan and Bruce Chilton call Paul’s original cosmic view of Christ. In the nineteenth century T. W. Rhys Davids noted in 1878 that the earliest missionaries to Tibet had observed the similarities from first contact, and in 1880 Ernest de Bunsen observed that, excepting the death on the cross and the doctrine of atonement, the most ancient Buddhist records bear resemblance to the Christian tradition.



The Abbey holds these resemblances to be real and holds also that the differences are what make them count. Amitābha is not Christ. The Pure Land is not the Kingdom. Nirvāṇa is not the beatific vision. Independent arrival at the same shape is worth something precisely because the two houses were not copying one another’s plans.


Article 101. The Buddha and the Christ taught the same ethic of universal love and the same diagnosis of grasping as the root of suffering, by different roads, in different centuries, in different languages, and the agreement is evidence.

Article 102. The differences are not to be dissolved. Where two traditions differ, the Abbey states the difference plainly and does not manufacture a false agreement.

Article 103. Golden Flower Abbey venerates both Buddhist and Christian teaching, and holds dual belonging — a religious identity in which both traditions have a strong, normative status — to be a lawful and coherent way to live.



There is a further reason the two houses fit. Pure Land Buddhism, the dominant devotional form in East Asia, teaches reliance on a power beyond one’s own strength: the practitioner calls upon Amitābha in the confidence of being received, and the writings of the tradition, from Nāgārjuna forward, are filled with gratitude for a compassion the practitioner did not generate. Shinjin, and the promise of birth in the Pure Land, are described as gifts, arising without effort or intention from the Buddha who offers the only hope for the ordinary person. This is a language of grace, and a Christian who reads it will recognize the country. Self-power practice works on delusion through meditation, insight, and ethical living, revealing the insubstantiality of the self-structures and eroding their foundations. Other-power practice attends instead to the futility of effort and invites direct experience — an experience of grace, of the saving embrace of what lies beyond human limits. It may thus be conceived as direct engagement with anattā, non-self.


The Garden. At this gate lies the fig tree at Bodh Gayā and the olive grove at Gethsemane, two trees under which two men sat all night, half a world and five centuries apart. Here the doctrine is kept that the two teachers taught the same love, and that both of them did their deepest work under branches.

℣ Where did the Buddha wake?

℟ Under a tree.

℣ And where did the Christ pray?

℟ Under trees. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XLIII

The Cross in the East

In the East, syncretism between the Church of the East and Buddhism was widespread along the Silk Road in antiquity and the Middle Ages, and was especially pronounced in the medieval Church of the East in China, as the Jesus Sutras attest.

The Jesus Sutras are Christian texts from the Chinese church, written in Chinese, using Chinese Buddhist and Taoist vocabulary to state Christian doctrine. They show extensive interpenetration between the two traditions — not because the Chinese Christians were confused about what they believed, but because they were doing what every missionary tradition has always had to do: preach in the language of the country. When the language of the country is Buddhist and Taoist, the sermon comes out sounding Buddhist and Taoist. That is not dilution. That is translation.

And it is worth remembering that the greatest Christian doctrinal statements were themselves the product of this process. The Church put its faith into Greek metaphysical vocabulary at Nicaea because Greek was the language available. Nobody now regards homoousios as syncretism.


Article 104. The Trinity is not divided into three. The one undivided work of God is attributed especially to one Person for the sake of teaching — this is the doctrine of appropriation — and the Persons indwell one another wholly, which is perichōrēsis. No Person is a part.

Article 105. The Pure Land triad — Amitābha, Guanyin, Mahāsthāmaprāpta — is received in this house in aspects and never equated with the Persons of the Trinity. The Abbey sets these operations side by side; it does not fuse them.

Article 106. Preaching in the vocabulary of the hearer is obedience, not compromise. Every creed in Christendom is a translation.



The Mongols make the point in a different key. Their culture was primarily nomadic, and their practice of Christianity was accordingly unlike anything most Western Christians would have recognized. They had no churches and no monasteries; they claimed a set of beliefs descending from the Apostle Thomas and relied on wandering monks; and their emphasis lay on practice rather than on assent. What drew many of them was the story that Jesus had healed the sick and had survived death, and so the practice of Christianity became interwoven with the care of the sick. Jesus was regarded as a powerful shaman.

The Abbey does not blush at that description. A healer who defeats death is what the Gospels report, and a people who received the news in the categories they possessed received it truly.


Greco-Buddhist preparation. Greco-Buddhist representatives of Aśoka the Great who travelled to ancient Syria, Egypt, and Greece may have helped prepare the ground for Christian teaching. Buddhism was prominent in the eastern Greek world and became the official religion of the Greek successor kingdoms — the Greco-Bactrian (c. 250–125 BCE) and Indo-Greek (c. 180 BCE–10 CE). Aśoka’s own edicts record embassies sent to the Hellenistic kings of the west.




The Garden. At this gate lies the monastery garden at Dunhuang, in the oasis at the desert’s edge, where Buddhist, Manichaean, Christian, and Taoist texts were kept in one cave and the same well watered all of them. Here the doctrine is kept that the cross went east early and grew there in eastern soil.

℣ In what language did the Gospel arrive?

℟ In whatever language was spoken.

℣ And was it still the Gospel?

℟ It was. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XLIV

The Art of Grafting

Syncretism is the mixing of elements of one religion with those of another, and instances of it — Gnosticism, which incorporated elements from the eastern mystery religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Greek philosophical concepts, is the standard example — were particularly prevalent in the Hellenistic period. The word has been used as an insult for four hundred years. This house uses it as a description.

One of the great strengths of Buddhism has always been its tolerance. When it came to a region, rather than destroying the existing religion it would generally try to integrate it, modifying some parts and reinterpreting others. This skilful means meant that the arrival of Buddhism was rarely a cause of friction or conflict. Popular Buddhism among the Chinese incorporates Taoist and folk elements. Tibetan Vajrayāna has absorbed beliefs and practices of Hinduism and of Bön, the original religion of Tibet. Buddhism in Japan took in aspects of Shinto, in the trend called shinbutsu shūgō, Gods and Buddha Together. Because of syncretism, Buddhism was able to have a strong effect in China, producing many converts and new leaders who carried it further; and Christianity, in its own first phases, spread as a universal religion by the same means and by the expanding of the church.

The Abbey calls this grafting, and takes the horticultural term seriously.


Article 107. Syncretism at its best is grafting. The rootstock is the living tradition of a place; the scion is what is brought. Where the graft takes, the tree bears the new fruit on the old roots and both are stronger.

Article 108. A graft that fails is a graft that despised the rootstock. Where a mission arrives and destroys what it finds, it has not planted; it has cleared, and something must be replanted from nothing.

Article 109. When we broaden our spiritual practice we broaden our worldview, and this deepens the capacity for critical inquiry rather than diminishing it. It tests where we place our faith and unsettles the comfort of rigid certainties by setting us in a truth that expresses itself in many forms.



Shugendō is the finest example the world affords. It is a syncretic tradition combining elements of Shinto and Buddhism with Taoism, older animist belief, and shamanic practice, played out on some of Japan’s most sacred mountains. Its adherents, the shugenja or yamabushi — literally, those who lie down in the mountains — undertake ascetic alpine journeys in white and saffron robes, sending the plaintive call of conch-shell trumpets echoing among the forests. Four traditions in one practice, on a mountain, in the trees, for twelve hundred years.

Yellow shamanism is the term for the version of shamanism practised in Mongolia and Siberia that incorporates Buddhist ritual and tradition, the colour indicating the Yellow sect of Tibetan Buddhism to which most Mongolian Buddhists belong. Orthodox country priests in the Russian north not infrequently practised shamanic rites, and the phenomenon is still observed. In Central Asia today it is difficult for most people to distinguish what is Islamic from what is shamanic.

And the grafting has been done deliberately as well as by drift. Some syncretic traditions are the result of intentional knowledge-sharing — as when a council of elders united the spiritual knowledge of their Hopi, Mayan, and Cherokee traditions in pre-colonial times, to collect and share their most powerful healing rites.


Bön and the layers beneath. The Tibetan word bon has a wide semantic field; in the language of Zhang Zhung it corresponds to gyer, and the two are used interchangeably in Bön texts. As a verb it means to express or to preach; as a noun it can denote phenomena or existence in general, and its sense shifts with context, though its most common meaning is teaching or doctrine, and in that sense it names the ancient religion of Tibet. The term is not limited to a single religion, and several streams of Bön may have reached the Tibet-Qinghai plateau from other parts of Eurasia. The Bö Murgel belief system of Mongolia and Buryatia, thousands of miles from Tibet, shares many features with Tibetan Bön, not least its name.




The Garden. At this gate lies the grafted orchard, where an old rootstock carries new fruit and the join is visible on the trunk. Here the doctrine is kept that traditions grow into one another the way trees do, and that a visible scar is a sign of health.

℣ What is on the roots?

℟ Something older than the fruit.

℣ And is the fruit true?

℟ Taste it. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XLV

One House, Many Doors

At the end of the road stands the position this house actually holds, and it should be stated without evasion.

Universalism is the philosophical and theological view that certain truths have universal application. A belief in one fundamental truth is central to it: the living truth is understood to be more far-reaching than the national, cultural, or religious boundaries and interpretations of that truth. As the Rig Veda has it, truth is one; sages call it by various names. A community that calls itself universalist may emphasize the universal principles of most religions and accept others inclusively, holding the major world religions to be divine in origin and continuous in purpose. Within this view, the unity of humanity is one of the central teachings of Golden Flower Abbey.

Universal salvation is key to the Mahāyāna. All its practitioners aspire to full awakening in order to save other beings, and the most famous of the vows is that beings are numberless and the practitioner vows to save them all. Pure Land devotion points to Amitābha as universal saviour: before becoming a Buddha he vowed to save all beings, and according to the Pure Land sutras all beings will at last be saved through his work.

Christian universalism holds to universal reconciliation — that all human beings will finally receive salvation and enter the kingdom of God through the grace and work of the Lord Jesus Christ. It teaches that an eternal hell was not what Jesus taught, notes that some early fathers of the church were universalists, attributes the notion of an everlasting hell in part to mistranslation, and cites the numerous scriptural passages referring to the salvation of all. It holds that an eternal hell is both unjust and against the nature and attributes of a loving God.


Article 110. The sentiment by which the Golden Flower universalists are distinguished is this: that eventually and at last every individual of the human race shall become holy and happy, through their own labour of love and through the saints and bodhisattvas. This does not comprise the whole of their faith, but is that feature of it by which they are distinguished.

Article 111. One house, many doors. To enter by one door is required of every seeker. To deny the others is forbidden.

Article 112. A person may remain located broadly within one tradition and draw upon another to deepen their insight. Integration need not be made on an equal footing, and complementarity is not the same as equivalence. Different roads up the mountain; different parts of the elephant.




The Garden. At this gate lies the walled garden with gates on all four sides, where the paths from every direction meet at one centre and the fountain plays whichever way you came in. Here the doctrine is kept that the many roads reach one place, and that the gate you entered by is not the garden.

℣ How many gates?

℟ Four, at least.

℣ And how many gardens?

℟ One. Follow the flowers.




✦

Book Seven · The Cloister and the Physic Garden




At the gate of Saint Gall.

On a stitched rectangle of parchment about forty-five inches by thirty, drawn in red ink at Reichenau between the years 820 and 830 and sent to Abbot Gozbert, two monks laid out an ideal monastery — church, cloister, workshops, mills, infirmary, guest-house, and four gardens.

They never built it. It does not matter. It is the earliest garden plan in Europe, and every physic bed in the Western world descends from it.

℣ What did the monks draw first?

℟ The church.

℣ And what did they draw next?

℟ The beds. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XLVI

The Rule and the Spade

The monastery is the single most important institution in the history of Western horticulture, and it became so for a theological reason.

The Rule of Benedict requires manual labour. Idleness is the enemy of the soul, it says, and therefore the brethren are to be occupied at fixed hours in labour with their hands and at fixed hours in sacred reading. Work is not a regrettable necessity to be got through so that prayer can begin; it is one of the two halves of the day, set beside prayer as its equal and its partner. And in a self-sufficient rural community in early medieval Europe, labour with the hands means, overwhelmingly, agriculture.

So for a thousand years the most literate, most disciplined, most continuously funded and most stable institutions in Europe were also farms and gardens, and the men and women who ran them regarded digging as a form of obedience. Monastic gardens were regarded as places of devotional duty; the monasteries themselves stood apart from the world as the temples of the ancient world had, with regular hours and an ordered exclusion from what lay outside. The result was that the whole botanical, medical, and agricultural inheritance of the classical world was kept alive in Europe by people who were praying seven times a day, and who copied Pliny and Dioscorides in the scriptorium and then went out and grew what they had copied.


Article 113. Manual labour in the ground is a form of prayer and is to be set beside the office and not beneath it. This house holds the Benedictine ordering to be correct.

Article 114. The transmission of botanical and medical knowledge through the European Dark Ages was accomplished by religious communities as an act of religion, and modern pharmacy is in their debt whether it acknowledges it or not.



The layout of a monastery expresses this. At the centre, sharing a wall with the church, is the cloister: a square colonnaded walk enclosing an open court, the garth. Along the covered walks the monks read and processed; in the middle, open to the sky, was grass, or beds, or a tree, or a fountain, and the whole quartered by two crossing paths that made a cross. Everyone who wrote about it said the same thing: the four are the four rivers of Paradise. Some added the four evangelists, or the four cardinal virtues, or the four elements. The centre commonly held a well, a fountain, or a single tree.

That is the plan of Eden, laid out in stone, at the heart of every religious house in Europe, walked around several times a day by everybody who lived there. Cloister gardens were meant for contemplation and meditation and so for prayer — and they were also cultivating grounds for scented plants, especially roses and lilies, to ornament the church and to make its incense. Devotion and supply, once again, in the same beds.


The Garden. At this gate lies the cloister garth, quartered by a cross of paths, with a well at the centre and the four rivers of Eden running out of it into the corners of a very small square. Here the doctrine is kept that Europe walked around a model of Paradise several times a day for a thousand years.

℣ What is in the middle of the cloister?

℟ The world’s beginning.

℣ And how often did they walk it?

℟ Seven times a day. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XLVII

The Four Gardens of the Plan

The Plan of Saint Gall shows four distinct cultivated areas, and their arrangement is a treatise on the religious life.

The cloister garth, at the centre, for contemplation. The kitchen garden, the hortus, laid out in eighteen rectangular beds for potherbs, sited for the convenience of the kitchen. The physic garden, the herbularius, a square of sixteen labelled beds placed beside the infirmary and the physician’s house, for medicine. The cemetery orchard, where the dead lie among fruit and nut trees — apple, pear, cherry, walnut, almond — so that the graves are in a productive grove and the community eats fruit that grew over its own fathers.

Read that last one slowly. It is the boldest theological statement in the whole plan. A Benedictine house buried its dead in the orchard, and then picked the apples.


The Plan of Saint Gall. Codex Sangallensis 1092. Drawn c. 820–830 at Reichenau by two anonymous monks, one of whom may have been the abbot, in vermilion ink on stitched parchment roughly 112 × 77.5 cm, and addressed to Gozbert, abbot of St Gall 816–836. It depicts an entire Benedictine compound — church, cloisters, houses, stables, kitchens, workshops, brewery, infirmary, and a building for bloodletting — sized by its own inscriptions for about 110 monks, 115 lay visitors, and 150 craftsmen and agricultural workers, with over forty structures in all. It was never built. It is the largest surviving architectural drawing from the Middle Ages and the earliest surviving European garden plan: a kitchen garden of eighteen beds, a physic garden of sixteen labelled beds by the infirmary, the cloister garth quartered by crossing paths, and a cemetery orchard.



Notice the placement of the physic garden. It is beside the infirmary and beside the physician’s house. The medicine grows at the door you go out of when you are ill. This is not merely convenient; it is a statement about where healing comes from and how far it should have to travel. Larger abbeys in later centuries maintained collections exceeding two hundred species, and by the twelfth century monastic apothecaries in England and Normandy were compounding remedies from their own beds — feverfew for the migraine, sage for the throat.


Article 115. A religious house should grow four gardens: one for contemplation, one for food, one for medicine, and one for the dead. Where any of the four is missing the community is incomplete.

Article 116. The medicine garden belongs beside the sick, and the dead belong in the orchard. Both placements are doctrine and neither is sentiment.




The four beds. However small your ground — a windowsill will do — divide it four ways. One pot for beauty alone, which you will never harvest. One for food. One for medicine. One for remembrance, planted in the name of someone who has died. Tend all four. You have then reproduced the Plan of Saint Gall at a scale you can actually maintain, which is more than the monks managed.




The Garden. At this gate lies the cemetery orchard, where the brothers were buried among apple and walnut and pear, and where the community ate the fruit. Here the doctrine is kept that the dead feed the living, plainly, in season, and that a religious house is not squeamish about it.

℣ Where do we bury our dead?

℟ In the orchard.

℣ And what do we do at harvest?

℟ Give thanks, and eat. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XLVIII

The Little Garden of Walahfrid

Out of the same island monastery, within a generation of the Plan, came the first gardening book in European history, and it was written by a monk about his own small plot.

Walahfrid Strabo — born about 807, tutor to Charles the Bald, abbot of Reichenau, dead in 849 on an embassy — wrote De cultura hortorum, known ever after as the Hortulus, the Little Garden. It runs to four hundred and forty-four hexameters in twenty-seven chapters, was composed most probably from about 842 on the island of Reichenau, and is dedicated to Grimald of Saint Gall. In it he describes twenty-three plants that he grew and tended with his own hands, chiefly for their healing power, though he was by no means blind to their beauty.


Hortulus. Walahfrid Strabo, De cultura hortorum, 444 hexameters, 27 chapters, 23 plants, composed c. 842 at Reichenau, dedicated to Grimald, abbot of St Gall. Modelled stylistically on Virgil’s Georgics and drawing on the Roman agricultural writers, but grounded in the author’s own practice: he describes preparing beds by hand, the labour of clearing nettles, the ravages of the mole, the necessity of watering. Chief manuscripts Vatican Reg. lat. 469 and Leipzig Rep. I. 53; first printed at Vienna in 1510 and Nuremberg in 1512. Widely regarded as the first gardening book in European history.



Two things about the Hortulus deserve to be recorded as doctrine.

The first is that he digs. The poem opens not with theory but with the physical work of clearing a neglected patch, breaking the crust, hauling out the nettles, and carrying water in the summer heat. A Carolingian abbot with the Latin classics at his fingertips wrote his most famous poem about weeding.

The second is how it ends. After twenty-odd chapters on plants valued for their medicine — sage first, then rue, southernwood, wormwood, horehound, fennel, lovage, chervil, radish, mint, celery, betony, poppy, pennyroyal — he closes the poem with the lily and the rose. Not because they cure anything. Because the rose is the blood of the martyrs and the lily is the shining faith of the virgins, and because these two, he says, are the flowers of the Church. The whole book of a working herbalist ends on two flowers that do no work at all.


Article 117. A garden must contain plants that are of no use. The gardener who grows only what is useful has built a factory.

Article 118. The proper ordering of a herbal is Walahfrid’s ordering: first the plants that heal the body, and last the plants that heal nothing and are therefore the emblem of the Church.




The Garden. At this gate lies Walahfrid’s plot on Reichenau, small, nettle-choked, mole-ridden, hand-watered, and immortal. Here the doctrine is kept that the first garden book in Europe was written by a man complaining about weeds.

℣ How did the abbot begin?

℟ On his knees, pulling nettles.

℣ And how did he end?

℟ With a rose and a lily. Follow the flowers.




Chapter XLIX

The Emperor’s List

Around the same years, the Carolingian state issued the most remarkable piece of horticultural legislation in European history.

The Capitulare de villis vel curtis imperii — the chapter concerning the estates of the imperial court — was issued shortly after 794 to regulate the management of the royal properties, which stretched from Germany to Spain. It covers taxes, provisioning, bee-keeping, brewing, and the whole apparatus of a working estate. And in chapter seventy it lists the plants that every imperial administrator is required to grow: some seventy-three herbs and vegetables together with sixteen or seventeen fruit trees and shrubs, ninety-odd species in all, climate permitting.

The list is a snapshot of the useful flora of the early medieval world — the medicinal plants, the vegetables, the culinary herbs and spices, the legumes, the dye plants, the teasel for carding wool. Many of them appear centuries earlier in Pliny; many appear in the same years in Walahfrid’s poem.

And here is the detail that belongs in a book of doctrine. The list does not begin with the wheat, or the cabbage, or the leek, or anything a soldier could eat.

It begins with the lily and the rose.


Capitulare de Villis, cap. 70. Issued under Charlemagne, most probably shortly after 794 in connection with the establishment of the court at Aachen. The sole surviving copy is Cod. Guelf. 254 Helmst., Wolfenbüttel. The chapter enumerates roughly ninety-four species: about seventy-three herbaceous plants, sixteen or seventeen fruit trees and shrubs, and several dye and fibre plants. Among the herbaceous plants are around twenty-nine medicinal species, twenty-two vegetables, thirteen herbs and spices, four legumes, madder for red dye, teasel for carding, and three flowers — the Madonna lily, the Italian gladiolus, and the dog rose. The list opens with lilium and rosa. Both had medicinal uses; both were also, by the ninth century, unmistakably Marian.



An emperor ordering the agriculture of half a continent put two flowers at the head of the schedule. Whatever the drafters intended, the effect is a confession: even a document about grain quotas begins with beauty, and the beauty it begins with is the beauty the Church had already given to the Mother of God.


Article 119. Where a polity legislates for its fields, it should require beauty as well as yield, and should require it first.

Article 120. The presence of the lily and the rose at the head of an imperial agricultural ordinance is the clearest evidence in the Western record that religion followed the flowers all the way into statute law.




The Garden. At this gate lies the imperial estate garden, laid out by a steward working from a list, in which the first two entries were a lily and a rose. Here the doctrine is kept that even a tax document began with flowers.

℣ What did the emperor command them to grow?

℟ Lilies. And then roses.

℣ And after that?

℟ Everything else. Follow the flowers.




Chapter L

Viriditas

In the twelfth century a Benedictine abbess on the Rhine coined a word that this house has adopted as its own.

Hildegard of Bingen — abbess, composer, visionary, preacher, correspondent of popes and emperors — wrote two works of natural science, the Physica and the Causae et Curae, in which she set out the properties of plants, elements, trees, stones, fishes, birds, and beasts, and the causes and cures of human ailments. She is the first woman we can name who wrote medical and botanical treatises in the Latin West, and she wrote them in the same years and out of the same visionary life as the Scivias.

The word is viriditas. It means greenness, greening, verdure — and in her hands it means the vital force of God at work in creation, the moisture and freshness and living power that runs in a plant, in a healthy body, and in a soul in grace. Its opposite is ariditas, dryness: the withered condition of a plant without water, a body without health, a soul without God. She uses one vocabulary for all three, deliberately, because she holds that it is one condition.


Article 121. Viriditas — greenness — is the vitality of God in creation, and it is one power whether it appears as sap in a stem, health in a body, or grace in a soul.

Article 122. Dryness is therefore a single diagnosis. A person who has gone dry, a garden that has gone dry, and a religion that has gone dry are suffering the same thing and want the same remedy, which is water and light and time.

Article 123. The Abbey receives Hildegard as a doctor of the garden and holds her word viriditas as one of the names of the Spirit.



There is a whole theology folded into that one word, and it is the theology this book has been arguing from the first page. If the greenness in a plant and the grace in a soul are the same power under two appearances, then tending a garden and tending a soul are the same craft, and the person who does one well has learned something transferable about the other. Hildegard thought so. So did every monastic infirmarian who prayed over the beds. So does every gardener who has ever come in from a bad day outside and found their own mind clearer.


Monastic and medieval medical botany. Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179), Physica and Causae et Curae. The medical school of Salerno and the twelfth-century Trotula compendium of women’s medicine, detailing remedies from cultivated plants. Illuminated psalters and bestiaries depicting the hortus conclusus as an allegorical space of enclosure and divine order, mirroring the real plots beside the cloisters. The gardens themselves as the source: infirmarian, apothecary, and herbalist all drew from beds within the walls.




The Garden. At this gate lies the infirmary bed at Rupertsberg, where an abbess who was writing down the visions of God in the morning was writing down the properties of hyssop in the afternoon and saw no contradiction. Here the doctrine is kept that greenness is one power in the plant, the body, and the soul.

℣ What is the name of the life in things?

℟ Greenness.

℣ And when it fails?

℟ Water it. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LI

The Physic Garden and the Birth of Science

The physic garden of the monastery did not die at the Reformation. It changed owners, and in changing owners it produced modern medicine.

The pattern is direct. First, the monastic herbularius by the infirmary, growing what the sick required. Then, as universities arose, the medical faculty needed the same beds for teaching, and the academic botanical garden was founded — at Pisa and at Padua in the 1540s, Padua’s surviving in its original position to this day. Then the guilds: the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries laid out its garden by the Thames at Chelsea in 1673 so that apprentices could learn to identify what they would be dispensing, and to grow it. Then the imperial and national collections, and the herbaria, and finally the pharmaceutical industry.

At every stage the institution is the same institution. It is a piece of ground where plants are grown, labelled, and studied so that the sick may be healed, and it was invented by monks as an act of obedience.


Article 124. Modern botany, pharmacy, and medicine descend in an unbroken institutional line from the monastic physic garden, and the line runs through the cloister and not around it.

Article 125. Seventy-five to ninety per cent of the world’s rural people still rely on traditional plant medicine as their primary mode of health care. The physic garden is therefore not a historical curiosity but the current arrangement for most of the human race.



The compartmented beds of the monastic plot evolved, by the late medieval and Tudor period, into the decorative knot — still, usually, planted in herbs. The logic of the arrangement survived the change in fashion: medicine near the door the sick come out of; salad near the kitchen; the ornamental and contemplative space where you sit. That arrangement still works, and any household can adopt it.

And the continuity runs the other way as well. The health benefits of many common kitchen spices are mediated by the same receptors in the human brain and body that the great sacramental plants act upon. Turmeric, a perennial of the ginger family with a six-thousand-year record as medicine, spice, and dye, is known as the holy powder of India and is a staple of Ayurvedic practice, used with other herbs for indigestion, throat infection, metabolic dysfunction, and the common cold, and applied topically as an antibacterial and antifungal for sores and wounds; more than five thousand six hundred peer-reviewed studies of turmeric and its polyphenol curcumin document its healing attributes, including neuroprotective effects and the clearing of the plaque associated with dementia — and the incidence of neurodegenerative disease across the Asian subcontinent, where the spice is ubiquitous, is markedly lower than in North America. Saffron, the most expensive cultivated herb in the world, comes from the thread-like stigmas of a light purple crocus and contains some hundred and fifty bioactive components; the Ebers papyrus of 1550 BCE calls it a cheering cardiac medicament, and clinical trials have found it more effective than placebo and equivalent to standard antidepressant medication for depression.


Herbs and spices as ecological medicines. Numerous plants — not cannabis alone — are endowed with compounds that interact directly or indirectly with the endocannabinoid system, which regulates a wide range of physiological processes. Curcumin has been identified as acting through the CB1 receptor in the sustained elevation of endocannabinoids, and as reducing liver fibrosis by modulating cannabinoid receptor transmission. Scientific research into the effects of these plants on the brain has opened whole vistas of understanding in human biology, and the system named after the plant that led to its discovery may reasonably be stretched to encompass an abundance of botanicals.




The Garden. At this gate lies the Chelsea Physic Garden, laid out on the Thames in 1673 by apothecaries so that apprentices could learn the plants they would dispense — the monastic herbularius under new management. Here the doctrine is kept that science grew out of the cloister bed and has never left it.

℣ Where did medicine learn its plants?

℟ In a monastery garden.

℣ And where does it learn them now?

℟ In the same beds. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LII

The Body as a Garden

The physic garden suggests a way of thinking about the body itself, and it is a better way than the one most of us were given.

We were taught that the body is a machine and the clinician is the mechanic, whose role is to find what is broken and fix it, remove it, or replace it. This often results in chemicals or in surgery, and it may never reach the cause. But the body is not an inanimate object apart from us. We are our body and our body is us. Mind and body are not separate; we are not living in our heads with the body running alongside. Body and brain are sense-making systems working together to explore and understand the world around us, and the way we think about and use our bodies shapes how our bodies show up in the world.

Just as a garden full of plants is connected to, influenced by, and even dependent on its environment and the care it receives, so is the body. Looking at the body as a garden is not new: Chinese medicine has done it for thousands of years. But more of us need to consider what it might mean in modern life. On this way of working, the clinician — or the person — is the gardener. The gardener provides a good environment for the garden to thrive, plans ahead with the seasons, and supports different elements of it at different times. If one plant is not thriving, the gardener adjusts sun, shade, water, and nutrients and lets it slowly regenerate.


Article 126. The body is a garden and not a machine. It is tended, not repaired; supported through seasons, not returned to factory condition; and its parts are not interchangeable.

Article 127. The clinician is a gardener. Diagnosis is the survey of conditions — light, water, soil, season — and treatment is adjustment of conditions before it is intervention in tissue.

Article 128. The same ethos applies across the disciplines. Physical fitness, mind, and gut are intrinsically linked and make up one garden; if one part is not thriving the others are less likely to function well. Through rightly prescribed exercise and manual therapy, helpful and positive thinking, and a balanced diet, a person can be allowed to thrive.



The process of caring for plants is very like the process of caring for yourself. If you do not do it consistently and with great love, appreciation, and intention, you wither — emotionally, physically, mentally, and spiritually. Every gardener knows this from the other direction: the bed you visit daily is the bed that flourishes, and no amount of expert intervention in July makes up for having ignored it in April.

This is also why the Abbey’s medicine and the Abbey’s theology are the same discipline. If greenness is one power in the plant, the body, and the soul, then the herbalist, the physician, and the priest are three specialists working on one patient, and their disagreements are jurisdictional rather than substantive.


The survey. Once a season, walk your own body the way you would walk a garden after a storm. What has been in shade too long. What has not been watered. What is crowded out. What has gone to seed and needs cutting back. What is thriving and should be left alone. Write four lines. Then change one condition — not four. Gardens respond to one change at a time.




The Garden. At this gate lies your own body, which is a plot of ground under cultivation whether or not you have been tending it. Here the doctrine is kept that health is horticulture, that the gardener adjusts conditions, and that the plant does the healing.

℣ What kind of thing is a body?

℟ A garden.

℣ And what kind of thing is a healer?

℟ A gardener. Follow the flowers.




✦

Book Eight · The Gardener and the Flower




At the gate of the enclosed garden.

A garden enclosed is my sister, my spouse; a spring shut up, a fountain sealed.

From the earliest Christian centuries this verse of the Song was read of the Mother of God, and the painters set her in a walled garden with a fountain and a rose. Jerome wrote that the enclosed garden bears the likeness of the Mother of the Lord, mother and virgin.

But it is read of the soul as well, and of every soul: a plot with a wall around it, a spring inside, and a gate that opens from within.

℣ What is the soul?

℟ A garden with a wall.

℣ And who may come in?

℟ The one who planted it. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LIII

The Gardener and the Flower

The mystics say that the very best relationship has a gardener and a flower. The gardener nurtures, and the flower blooms. If you tend to a flower it will bloom, no matter how many weeds surround it.

That is four sentences and it contains an entire theology of grace, and this book has been circling it since the preface. Set it out properly.

The gardener does not make the flower bloom. This is the first and hardest thing. No gardener in history has ever caused a bud to open. The gardener waters, feeds, shelters, weeds, stakes, prunes, and waits — and the opening, when it comes, comes from inside the plant by a power the gardener does not possess and cannot supply. Everything the gardener does is preparation of conditions. The event itself is not in his gift.

The flower cannot bloom without the gardener either. Not in a bed, not in a pot, not in the drought of an August that no one is watching. In the wild a plant has the whole ecosystem for a gardener. In a garden it has you, and if you fail it, it dies, and no amount of interior potential will save it.

Neither can do the other’s work. The gardener cannot bloom. The flower cannot water itself. And the whole relation is asymmetrical in every direction at once: the gardener has the power and the flower has the glory; the gardener does the labour and the flower does the miracle; the gardener will outlive this flower and will be outlived by the garden.

And the weeds do not decide it. This is the mercy in the saying. No matter how many weeds surround it. The condition of the neighbourhood is not the verdict on the plant. Tend the thing in front of you and it will bloom in a bad bed, in poor light, in the wrong season, surrounded by exactly the wrong company. Anyone who has worked with people knows why this sentence is worth a year of sermons.


Article 129. Grace is horticultural. God prepares conditions and the creature does the blooming, and neither party can perform the other’s part.

Article 130. Nothing a gardener does causes a flower to open. Everything a gardener does makes the opening possible. Both halves of that sentence must be held or the doctrine collapses into fatalism on one side or presumption on the other.

Article 131. The weeds around a soul are not a judgement upon it. Tend it and it will bloom regardless.



Gardening is an act of love, of the purest form. It is an act of love performed with Mother Earth, and it is an act that teaches us to love life in all the different forms it takes. Those who are gardeners at heart possess a unique blend of virtues — patience, vision, creativity, wisdom, and kindness — and their never-ending propensity to love is surely among those qualities.


The Garden. At this gate lies the bed you water, whichever it is, which will bloom because you came back to it. Here the doctrine is kept that grace is the preparation of conditions and that the opening is not ours to command.

℣ Who makes the flower bloom?

℟ Not the gardener.

℣ Then why does he water?

℟ Because without him it dies. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LIV

Supposing Him to Be the Gardener

On the first morning of the week, in a garden, a woman weeping at a tomb turned around and saw a man standing there, and did not know him, and supposing him to be the gardener said: Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him.

It is the most quietly staggering case of mistaken identity in scripture, and the Church has never quite stopped turning it over. She thought the risen Christ was the man who looked after the grounds. And then he said her name, and she knew him.

The Abbey holds that she was not mistaken. She was early.

Consider the setting. The tomb was in a garden; the Fourth Gospel says so twice, insisting on it. The place of the resurrection is a piece of cultivated ground belonging to a private man, with a new tomb cut in it. So the account runs: the human story opens in a garden with a man and a woman and a tree and a loss, and it turns in a garden with a man and a woman and a tree that has been cut into a cross, and the loss reversed. The first man was given a garden to till and to keep and lost it. The second is found in one, working, on the morning of the eighth day.


Article 132. The Resurrection is disclosed in a garden, to a woman, who mistakes the risen Lord for the gardener; and her mistake is a truer statement than she knew.

Article 133. Christ is the gardener of the human race. He is so in the parables he chose, in the trade he is mistaken for on the first morning, and in the office he exercises: preparing the soil, sowing, pruning what is fruitless, watering, waiting, and gathering in.

Article 134. Therefore no one who works the ground is doing menial work. On Easter morning it was the highest office in the world and the only one visible.



Note also who is there. A woman, first, alone, before the officials arrive. Gardens in scripture are places where the ordinary and the overlooked meet God ahead of the institution — Hagar at a spring, Mary in the orchard, the disciples in the grainfield on the sabbath being scolded for eating what grew. There is a bias built into the story about who gets to the garden first, and it is not the bias of the powerful.


The gardens of the Gospel. Gethsemane — an olive garden across the Kidron, where he prayed and was arrested. The garden of the tomb — where he was buried and raised, in ground belonging to Joseph of Arimathea. The grainfield — where the disciples plucked and ate. The fig tree — under which Nathanael was seen. The vineyard — the subject of more parables than any other setting. The mustard seed, the sower, the tares, the vine and the branches, the barren fig — the teaching itself, in agricultural vocabulary from beginning to end.




The Garden. At this gate lies Joseph’s garden, private ground with a new tomb in it, where a woman looking for a corpse found a gardener and was right. Here the doctrine is kept that the Resurrection happened in a garden and that the risen Lord was taken for the man who works there.

℣ Whom did she see?

℟ The gardener.

℣ And was she wrong?

℟ She was early. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LV

The Parables of the Ground

Whoever wants to know what Jesus of Nazareth thought about the spiritual life has only to look at what he talked about, and what he talked about was farming.

A sower goes out to sow, and the seed falls on the path, on rock, among thorns, and on good ground, and the difference in yield is entirely a difference in soil. A grain of mustard, the least of seeds, becomes a shrub that the birds nest in. A man sows wheat and an enemy sows tares among it, and the servants want to weed and are told to wait until harvest lest they pull up the wheat with the weeds. A fig tree bears nothing for three years and the owner wants it cut down, and the gardener asks for one more year and offers to dig around it and dung it. A vine is pruned so that it may bear more. A seed falls into the ground and dies, and if it does not die it abides alone, and if it dies it brings forth much fruit.

There is no comparable body of teaching that runs so consistently through one domain. He could have taught in the vocabulary of law, of commerce, of the sea, of building, of war. He used all of those occasionally. He used agriculture constantly, and he used it for the load-bearing doctrines: how the word is received, how the kingdom grows, how judgement is deferred, how mercy asks for time, how discipline produces fruit, and how death produces life.


Article 135. The central parables of the Christian revelation are agricultural, and this is not an accommodation to a rural audience but a claim that the growth of the soul actually works the way growth works.

Article 136. In the parable of the barren fig, the gardener intercedes for the tree and asks for another year and offers to feed it. This is the posture of intercession, and it is the posture of everyone who has ever loved a difficult person.

Article 137. In the parable of the tares, weeding is forbidden until harvest, because the roots are entangled and the sorter is not competent. This is the whole of what this house has to say about purges of the unworthy.



Two of those deserve special weight in a book of doctrine, because both are refusals to do the obvious thing.

The servants want to weed. It is the natural instinct of every institution that discovers unworthy members, and the answer given is: no — you will pull up the wheat. Sorting is deferred to a competence that is not ours, on the explicit grounds that we cannot tell the plants apart while they are growing. Any religious community that has ever expelled the wrong person will recognize the wisdom, usually too late.

And the owner wants the fig cut down. It is a reasonable commercial decision; three years is a fair trial. The gardener asks for a year and offers to do the work himself. That is what a gardener is: the one who argues for more time on behalf of something that is not producing.


The Garden. At this gate lies the barren fig tree, three years unfruitful, condemned, reprieved by a gardener who asked for another season and offered to dig around it himself. Here the doctrine is kept that mercy is a horticultural argument.

℣ What did the owner want?

℟ To cut it down.

℣ And what did the gardener say?

℟ Give it one more year. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LVI

The Virtues of the Gardener

Spending time in a garden, growing your own and tending the land, can help people grow too. Growing your own food is more than a practical exercise; it enhances life beyond measure and it makes you a better person than you were. Working in harmony with the natural world helps us dig deep, take a long look at ourselves, and go into what it really means to be human.

The virtues a garden trains are specific and they are teachable, and the Abbey names them.

Patience, which is not waiting but working during the waiting. Nothing in a garden can be hurried, and everything can be helped. The gardener who has learned the difference is halfway to being a contemplative.

Vision, which is the ability to look at bare February soil and see August. Faith has been defined in worse ways.

Attention, which is the daily walk. The bed you look at every day is the bed that lives, and it lives because you noticed the aphids on Tuesday instead of Sunday.

Humility, which arrives without being invited. The garden will humiliate you annually, and it will do so impartially, and there is no expertise that exempts you.

Generosity, because gardens produce gluts. Nobody who grows courgettes stays selfish for long; the crop makes it impossible.

Constancy, which is the virtue no other discipline teaches so plainly. A garden abandoned for six weeks is not a garden you can catch up with. It is a different garden, and it will take a season to bring back.


Article 138. A garden is a school of the virtues, and the virtues it teaches are patience, vision, attention, humility, generosity, and constancy.

Article 139. These virtues are not metaphors imported into gardening from the spiritual life. They are learned in the ground and carried into the spiritual life, and this is the direction the traffic has always run.

Article 140. Therefore the Abbey holds that a novice who cannot keep a plant alive should be taught to keep a plant alive before being taught anything else.




The daily walk. Ten minutes, same time, every day, in whatever ground you have. Carry nothing. Fix nothing on the first pass. Look at every plant once. Then go back and do the one thing that needs doing most. If nothing needs doing, do nothing and go in. This is the whole of monastic horticulture and most of monastic spirituality.




The Garden. At this gate lies the beginner’s plot, over-ambitious, half-weeded, and full of the wrong things in the wrong places, which will teach its owner more than any book. Here the doctrine is kept that the virtues are learned in the ground.

℣ What does a garden teach?

℟ Everything you were avoiding.

℣ And how long does it take?

℟ The rest of your life. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LVII

Resilience and the Discipline of Failure

When we think about resilience we tend to think about how we interact with the world around us. But at its heart resilience is something that comes from within. It is our ability to cope with whatever the world may throw at us; not simply being safe and secure in our position, but how we react to changing circumstances and what our mental strength can withstand.

Growing your own quickly teaches you the difference between what you can control and what you cannot. In a garden you will enjoy many successes and you will experience many failures — some through your own error and some entirely unavoidable. As you build patience, learn to cope with disappointment, and gain confidence as a gardener, you become a person more able to deal with whatever challenges life may bring.

This is the aspect of horticulture that the devotional literature usually skips, and it should not be skipped, because it is where the discipline does its hardest work.


Article 141. A garden is the most reliable instrument human beings possess for learning the distinction between what is in our power and what is not, because it presents both every week and does not permit confusion between them.

Article 142. Loss in a garden is not punishment and is rarely instructive in the way we would like. Frost is not a verdict. The correct response to an unavoidable failure is to record the date, note the conditions, and sow again.

Article 143. The Abbey holds that a person who has learned to bear the loss of a crop without accusing God, themselves, or the weather has completed a substantial portion of the spiritual life.



Resilience comes from a personal foundation but must also be considered at a broader scale. Becoming resilient as a household and as a community means being able to take a greater level of control over your own basic needs. As a gardener you can build the skills for higher levels of self-reliance and move toward self-sufficiency — and not only in gardening, but in building and repair, in crafting, in cooking, and in food preservation, as you create and maintain what you grow.

The Abbey teaches this as a religious discipline and not as a survivalist one. The difference is the direction it faces. Self-sufficiency pursued out of fear builds a wall and stocks it. Self-sufficiency pursued out of love builds a skill and gives it away, and ends with a village that can feed itself rather than a household that can outlast its neighbours.


The failure book. Keep a plain notebook. When something dies, write the date, the plant, the weather, and one sentence about what you think happened. Never write a sentence about yourself. In three years that book will be worth more than every gardening manual you own, and it will have quietly taught you to look at your own failures the same way.




The Garden. At this gate lies the bed that failed — the crop lost to frost, drought, blight, slugs, or the plain inattention of a hard year. Here the doctrine is kept that loss is not a verdict, and that the answer to a failed sowing is another sowing.

℣ What did we lose?

℟ The whole row.

℣ And what shall we do?

℟ Sow again. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LVIII

Growing People

It is not only plants that grow in a garden.

The oldest and simplest observation in this book is that the gardener is changed by the gardening, and every tradition that has kept gardens has known it. The Benedictines put digging beside the psalter for exactly this reason. The Zen monastery gives the novice the vegetable plot. The hospital plants a courtyard because patients who can see green recover faster and the staff who walk in it last longer. The prison that gives its inmates ground to work sees the return rate fall.

And a community garden does something no individual garden can do. It makes strangers into neighbours by giving them a shared object that needs them, and it does this without requiring anyone to agree about anything. Two people who would argue about every subject in the world can water each other’s beds in August, and by September something has happened that no amount of dialogue would have produced.


Article 144. A garden grows its gardener, and this is its principal yield. The vegetables are a by-product of considerable value.

Article 145. A shared garden makes community without requiring agreement, and is therefore one of the few instruments available to a divided society that actually works.

Article 146. The Abbey holds the community garden, the parish plot, the allotment, and the shared orchard to be forms of ministry, and treats those who organize them as ministers.



Teach children this, and teach them early, because the window is narrow and what goes in through it stays. A child who has grown one thing from seed knows something about food, about time, about death, and about their own capacity that no lesson will supply. Give them a fast crop the first year — radish, sunflower, beans — so that they get the reward while their attention lasts. Then give them something slow.

And teach the old, who often have the time and have lost the reason. A raised bed at waist height has restored more people to themselves than most therapies, and it does so without ever mentioning the word.


Give a plant away. Not a bunch of cut flowers — a living plant, rooted, with instructions, to someone who does not garden. Most will die. Some will not. The ones that live will change a household, and you will not be there to see it. This is the plainest form of mission this house practises.




The Garden. At this gate lies the allotment fence, over which vegetables and advice pass between people who disagree about everything else. Here the doctrine is kept that a garden makes neighbours, and that the yield we are chiefly after is the gardener.

℣ What grows in a garden?

℟ The gardener.

℣ And what else?

℟ Everything you planted. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LIX

The Sealed Fountain

The Song of Songs calls the beloved a garden enclosed, a spring shut up, a fountain sealed. The image was applied to the Mother of God from the earliest Christian centuries — Jerome wrote that the enclosed garden bears the likeness of the Mother of the Lord, mother and virgin — and the painters set her among roses and lilies within a low wall. It is the origin of the hortus conclusus, one of the great images of Western devotion, and of the Mary garden that descends from it.

But the image belongs to every soul, and the Abbey teaches it that way, because it holds three truths at once that are difficult to hold separately.

A garden must be enclosed. Not to keep beauty in, but to keep destruction out. An unfenced garden in a grazing country is a field. The wall is not a rejection of the world; it is the precondition of there being anything worth showing the world. Every rule of life, every discipline, every retreat, every sabbath, every closed door at a fixed hour, is a wall around a bed, and the people who think such walls are unfriendly have never tried to grow anything where the deer get in.

A garden must have its own water. A spring shut up, a fountain sealed — a source inside the wall, not carried in by bucket from outside. A soul that draws its whole supply from outside itself is not enclosed, it is besieged, and it will fail the first summer that the supply fails. Interior prayer is the sealed fountain, and it is what makes an enclosed life fruitful rather than merely defended.

And a garden is for opening. Let my beloved come into his garden. The wall has a gate and the gate opens from the inside, and the whole purpose of the enclosure is that there should one day be something in it worth the visit. Enclosure that never opens is not a garden. It is a store cupboard.


Article 147. The soul is an enclosed garden: it requires a boundary, an interior source, and a gate that opens from within. All three are necessary and none may be dispensed with.

Article 148. Discipline is the wall. Interior prayer is the fountain. Love is the gate. A rule of life that provides the first without the second produces a dry enclosure; one that provides the first two without the third produces a hoard.

Article 149. The Abbey therefore requires of its members a boundary they keep, a prayer they do not perform for anyone, and a door they open.




The Garden. At this gate lies the enclosed garden of the Song — walled, watered from within, and opened to the beloved. Here the doctrine is kept that the soul needs a wall, a spring, and a gate, and that the gate is the point of the other two.

℣ What is within the wall?

℟ A fountain, sealed.

℣ And when does the gate open?

℟ When love comes. Follow the flowers.




✦

Book Nine · The Freedom of the Garden




At the gate of Gethsemane.

Gath shemanim — the oil press. A walled olive garden across the Kidron, where the fruit of the grove was crushed to make what anoints kings, lights lamps, and heals wounds.

He went there to pray on the last free night of his life, among trees that were already old, and it was in that garden that the soldiers came with lanterns. The first arrest in Christian history was made in an orchard.

℣ Where does conscience make its stand?

℟ Among the trees.

℣ And what is pressed there?

℟ Everything. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LX

The Garden of the Pressed Olive

The night before he died, he did not go to the Temple. He went to a garden.

Gethsemane means the oil press. It was a walled plot of olives on the slope across the valley, the kind of working grove where the crop was brought to the stone and crushed. He went there habitually — the account says the one who betrayed him knew the place, because he often resorted there with his disciples — and on that night he took three men with him, went further in, and prayed until his will and the Father’s were one thing.

Then the lanterns came through the trees.

Every subsequent struggle over freedom of conscience in the Western world stands in the shadow of that grove. A man, in a garden, at night, choosing what he will not do, and being arrested for it. Not in a sanctuary where he might have claimed asylum. Not in a court where he might have argued. In a piece of agricultural ground, at the end of a private prayer, among trees.


Article 150. The freedom of conscience is exercised before it is claimed. Gethsemane is the pattern: the decision is made in private, in the dark, among growing things, and the confrontation comes afterward.

Article 151. The place where conscience is formed is not the courtroom. It is the garden, the cell, the vigil, and the hour when nobody is watching. Where a tradition has no such place, its members will have nothing to bring to the courtroom.



There is a second reason the olive press belongs at the head of this book. The olive is a plant of extraordinary patience — slow to bear, effectively immortal, resprouting from a stump that has been cut or burned, still producing on trunks that have stood for a thousand years. And what it produces is only obtained by crushing. The oil that anoints priests and kings, that burns in the sanctuary lamp, that dresses a wound and softens bread, exists because the fruit was broken under a stone.

The tradition has never needed to explain that image. It only had to point at the grove.


The Garden. At this gate lies Gethsemane, walled, ancient, still bearing, where the last free hour was spent and the lanterns came through the trees. Here the doctrine is kept that conscience is formed in a garden and tested in the street.

℣ What is pressed in that garden?

℟ The fruit, and the man.

℣ And what comes out?

℟ Oil, for lamps and for wounds. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXI

The Long Record

Religious liberty is a recent achievement and an unfinished one, and the plant-keeping traditions have generally been on the wrong end of it.

The record is long. Rome tolerated almost everything and destroyed the druidic groves. Christian emperors closed the mysteries at Eleusis after nearly two millennia. The Church that had been persecuted became, in its turn, a persecutor of Cathars, Waldensians, Lollards, Anabaptists, and of the wise women whose crime was in most cases an accurate knowledge of local plants. The Ming and Qing codes made xiejiao — heterodox teaching — a capital category, and the White Lotus tradition from which this house descends was proscribed under it for six centuries; the state’s charge sheet included the burning of incense. In the same centuries, European statute made heresy a capital crime and used the identical instrument.

The two words are the same word. Xiejiao and heresy are legal weapons rather than descriptions, and both were used against lay devotional movements that had no army, no hierarchy, and nothing to register.

And the modern era added a new instrument. Where the older states proscribed a doctrine, the newer ones proscribe a plant, which is more efficient, since a plant can be eradicated and a doctrine cannot. The peyote of the Native American Church, the ayahuasca of the Amazonian churches, the sacramental cannabis of a dozen traditions, and the ceremonial tobacco of the American continents have all been made illegal at some point in living memory, in each case by governments that would have denied being anti-religious.


Article 152. The suppression of a tradition’s sacramental plant is the suppression of the tradition. There is no meaningful distinction between banning a rite and banning the only material by which it can be performed.

Article 153. This house claims no special standing in that history. The White Lotus was proscribed, and so were the Cathars, the Quakers, the Jews of a hundred expulsions, the Native American Church, the Ahmadi, the Bahá’í, the Rohingya, and the Falun Gong. We ask for nothing that is not owed to all of them.



The Abbey states this without self-pity and without appetite for grievance. The point of rehearsing the record is not that we were wronged. It is that the argument for freedom of conscience is only ever won by people who make it on behalf of somebody else.


The Garden. At this gate lies the burnt grove — Anglesey, Eleusis, the felled Irminsul, the ploughed peyote gardens, the temple ponds drained by decree. Here the doctrine is kept that religions have been destroyed by destroying their plants, and that the record is long.

℣ How do you kill a faith?

℟ Cut down its grove.

℣ And how has it survived?

℟ Someone kept a seed. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXII

The First Amendment

The American settlement is short, and its shortness is its strength.

The First Amendment says that everyone in the United States has the right to practise their own religion, or no religion at all. Its Establishment Clause forbids government from making any law respecting an establishment of religion — which prohibits not only an official church but government actions that unduly favour one religion over another. Government may not officially favour or disfavour particular religious groups, or officially advocate particular religious points of view.

The Free Exercise Clause guarantees the right to believe and profess whatever religious doctrine one desires. And it protects more than belief. Religious liberty is not merely a right to hold personal religious beliefs, or even to worship in a sacred place. It encompasses religious observance and practice. It extends to persons and to organizations. People do not give up their freedom of religion by participating in the marketplace, by taking part in public life, or by dealing with government.

The Free Exercise Clause also protects beliefs rooted in religion even where those beliefs are not mandated by a particular religious organization or shared among the adherents of a particular tradition. The tie between a physical act and a religious belief may be readily apparent or may not be. The clause does not require it to be obvious to an outsider.

And even a law that is neutral and generally applicable may run afoul of the clause if it is interpreted or applied in a way that discriminates against religious observance and practice.


Article 154. Freedom of religion covers what a believer does, not only what a believer thinks. A right to hold an opinion in private is not religious liberty; it is the absence of mind-reading.

Article 155. The protection extends to beliefs that are new, uncommon, unaffiliated, held by very few, or that appear illogical or unreasonable to others. This is the whole point of the protection. A liberty that covers only the familiar covers nothing.




The Garden. At this gate lies the meeting-house garden, planted by people who had crossed an ocean to grow what they liked and pray as they chose, and who wrote it into a constitution so that the next arrivals would not have to cross anything. Here the doctrine is kept that free exercise is a right to act.

℣ What is protected?

℟ The practice, not only the opinion.

℣ And whose practice?

℟ Everyone’s. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXIII

The Restoration Act

The Religious Freedom Restoration Act of 1993 prohibits the federal government from substantially burdening any aspect of religious observance or practice. It is a short statute with three moving parts, and they are worth knowing exactly.

Substantial burden. A government action substantially burdens an exercise of religion if it bans an aspect of an adherent’s observance or practice, compels an act inconsistent with that observance or practice, or substantially pressures the adherent to modify it.

Compelling interest. Government bears a heavy burden to justify a substantial burden on religious exercise. Only interests of the highest order can overbalance legitimate claims to the free exercise of religion.

Least restrictive means. Even where a compelling interest is identified, government must also show that denying an accommodation is the least restrictive means of serving it. That standard is exceptionally demanding.

And there is a fourth element which matters more than the other three in practice. RFRA does not permit the federal government to second-guess the reasonableness of a religious belief. As under the Free Exercise Clause, no court may inquire into the reasonableness of a belief — including into the adherent’s own assessment of the connection between the belief asserted and what the government forbids, requires, or prevents.


Where the law stands. RFRA applies to agency enforcement exactly as it applies to every other governmental action; agencies weighing enforcement should consider whether the action is consistent with federal protections for religious liberty, just as agencies engaged in rulemaking must. On cannabis specifically, as of this writing: an order of the Acting Attorney General dated 23 April 2026 and effective 28 April moved two categories — marijuana in an FDA-approved drug product, and marijuana subject to a state medical marijuana licence — from Schedule I to Schedule III, leaving all other marijuana in Schedule I. An expedited administrative hearing on broader rescheduling ran from 29 June to 15 July 2026 before the DEA’s Chief Administrative Law Judge; post-hearing briefs were due 17 August 2026, and no timeline has been announced for the recommendation or for the Administrator’s decision. Petitions challenging the April order are pending in the D.C. Circuit. Religious use is addressed by none of it.



The Abbey records that last sentence without complaint and with clear eyes. The scheduling question is a medical and commercial question, being decided on medical and commercial evidence. The religious question has not been asked in that proceeding and will not be answered by it. It belongs to a different body of law and a different argument, and that argument has always been made one case at a time by people willing to be inconvenienced.


Article 156. No court and no agency may assess whether a religious belief is reasonable. This is the load-bearing principle of the whole structure, and every attack on religious liberty begins by trying to breach it.

Article 157. Except in the narrowest circumstances, nobody should be forced to choose between living out their faith and complying with the law. Where that choice is imposed, the burden of justification lies wholly on the state.




The Garden. At this gate lies the courthouse lawn, where the argument is made in public and the outcome is uncertain, and which somebody mows. Here the doctrine is kept that the law protects practice, and that its protection depends on people using it.

℣ Who decides whether a belief is reasonable?

℟ Nobody.

℣ And why not?

℟ Because that was the whole point. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXIV

The Sincere Belief

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion; and this right includes freedom to change one’s religion or belief, and freedom, alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest that religion or belief in worship, teaching, practice, and observance.

That is the international statement, and it is the fullest short form of the principle in existence. Read the verbs: worship, teaching, practice, and observance. Four kinds of doing. Read the settings: alone or in community, in public or private. And read what it protects: not a list of approved religions, but religion or belief.

Religion includes not only the traditional and organized bodies — Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism — but also religious beliefs that are new, uncommon, not part of a formal church or sect, subscribed to by only a small number of people, or that seem illogical or unreasonable to others. You also have the right to put your thoughts and beliefs into action.

For the individual, the question a court must resolve is whether the person has a claim involving a sincere religious belief, and whether the government action is a substantial burden on their ability to act on it. Sincerity is the test. Not orthodoxy, not popularity, not antiquity, not the approval of a recognized hierarchy.


Article 158. Sincerity is the test, and it is the only test the state is competent to apply. Whether a belief is true is not within the jurisdiction of any government.

Article 159. A tradition of one person is a tradition. A tradition without a building is a tradition. A tradition whose practice looks like gardening is a tradition.

Article 160. Every member of this house is charged to defend the sincere practice of communities they disagree with, and to do so first, before defending their own. A liberty claimed only for oneself is not a liberty; it is a request for a privilege.




The Garden. At this gate lies the plot of the household that keeps a faith of one, unregistered, unaffiliated, and protected. Here the doctrine is kept that sincerity is the test, and that a religion of one is a religion.

℣ How many must believe it?

℟ One.

℣ And is that enough?

℟ It is the whole point. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXV

The Right to Plant

This house makes a claim, and the claim is a horticultural one.

We declare religious freedom in our gardening, in our care for the environment, and in our use of the sacramental plants. We hold that devotee gardeners and yogic farmers have the right to plant and grow a bounty of beautiful living plants without being harassed by any entity that seeks to impose upon them an ideological agenda contrary to their values. We hold that we have a God-given right to choose what is natural over the corporate model. And we reject a dogma of obedience that harms the environment or that imposes policies excluding shamanism, empathy, the entheogens, and herbalism.

The theological ground for this is set out in the first chapter of the Bible and has never been repealed. Behold, I have given you every herb bearing seed which is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree in which is the fruit of a tree yielding seed. Where natural remedies exist, it is intended that they should be used in the healing of disease. To use them does not show a lack of faith; on the contrary, a refusal to do so is presumption and reveals a lack of sound judgement.


Article 161. The cultivation of plants — for food, for medicine, for beauty, and for sacrament — is an exercise of religion in this tradition and is claimed as such.

Article 162. The seed is a common inheritance. Where the ownership of a plant lineage is asserted over the people who have grown it, this house objects on religious grounds and not merely on economic ones.

Article 163. A community that cannot lawfully grow the plants its rites require does not have freedom of religion, whatever else it may have.



The Abbey does not pretend the opposition to this is theological. It is commercial, and it has been for a century. The pharmaceutical industry — its manufacturers, wholesalers, distributors, and chain pharmacies — has an influence over legislatures that is without precedent, and the pattern by which regulators come to serve the industries they oversee is well described and openly documented. Federal regulation made clinical investigation involving cannabis needlessly onerous for decades and placed restrictions on it that did not exist for other controlled substances, including some others in the same schedule. Legalization has been shown to reduce spending on prescription drugs, and the industries with most to lose have funded the opposition accordingly. None of that is a religious argument. It is a market position wearing one.

The Abbey states its objection in one sentence and moves on: a government that criminalizes a plant is legislating against a kingdom of life, and it should be required to justify that at every step.


What is claimed, and what is not. This house claims the right to plant, tend, harvest, and use plants in its rites and its medicine, on the same terms as any other religious community in any pluralist society. It does not claim exemption from the ordinary laws protecting others from harm. It does not claim that its sacraments are safe, or that its members are above care. It does not claim a right to distribute, to sell, or to give to minors, and it holds those who would use a religious claim as cover for commerce to be a greater danger to religious liberty than any prosecutor.




The Garden. At this gate lies the household plot, dug by a family that means it, growing what its faith requires. Here the doctrine is kept that the right to plant is a religious right, and that a faith which cannot grow what it needs is a faith on sufferance.

℣ What do we claim?

℟ The ground, and the seed.

℣ And on what grounds?

℟ That it was given. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXVI

Many Gardens, One Fence

The last word of this book on freedom is not about ourselves.

Religion has a large role in nearly every society, and civilizations have been both held together and torn apart by it. Primarily it is an organized system of belief that provides a connection with the divine and distinguishes what is sacred from what is not. There are religions that do not centre on belief in gods at all, and some are better described as ethical religions because they turn on conduct rather than on a deity. Many Buddhists are atheists, some believe in one God, others in many; as with Hindus, beliefs about deities and the emphasis on ritual vary widely. But all of them share ethical and moral commitments and a great respect for the teaching of the Awakened One. One thing all religions have in common is that they help their followers find meaning in the world, and most of their rules turn out to be about treating others well and doing right.

That being so, the fence around a garden protects every bed inside it equally or it protects none of them.


Article 164. Pluralism is not a concession made by the strong to the weak. It is the only arrangement under which any tradition is safe, because no tradition is permanently strong.

Article 165. The depth and breadth of constitutional and statutory protection for religious observance in a free society confirms the enduring importance of religious freedom to that society, and provides clear guidance to everyone charged with enforcing its laws: free exercise is not limited to holding beliefs or to worshipping in a sacred place. It encompasses all aspects of observance and practice.

Article 166. Therefore this house will lend its voice, its lawyers, and its ground to the defence of any sincere community’s practice, including communities that would not return the favour. That asymmetry is not naivety. It is the doctrine.



There is a movement, small but growing, in which members of the Abrahamic faiths are bringing entheogens into their own practice and pointing to their own biblical traditions as precedent for doing so. The historical picture is of fairly widespread use of visionary plants in early Christianity and in the surrounding culture. This house welcomes that recovery, does not seek to lead it, and will defend it whether or not it is led anywhere near us.

And a word to those who fear that all of this loosens the moral fabric. The religious regulation approach to Christianity — do not handle, do not taste, do not touch — is not what the freedom of the Gospel looks like. To revert to legalism is to return to childlike behaviour, thinking that God will be pleased by our negative approach to life. We can be as carnal as the devil himself and never smoke a cigar. We must abandon the idea of spirituality in negative terms. Refraining from certain practices does not give us standing with God, and it does not make us more holy to leave the sacred herbs untouched. The genuine is more precious than the imitation.


The Garden. At this gate lies the shared allotment, many plots, one fence, one gate, one water tap, and a committee that argues. Here the doctrine is kept that the fence protects every bed or none, and that we defend our neighbour’s plot first.

℣ Whose garden do we defend?

℟ Our neighbour’s.

℣ And after that?

℟ There is no after that. Follow the flowers.




✦

Book Ten · The Garden of the Future




At the gate of Donglin.

In the year 386, on the northern slope of Mount Lu, Huiyuan gathered a fellowship at the Eastern Grove Monastery, and they made their vow before an image of the Buddha of Measureless Light, and there was a pond, and in the pond there were white lotuses.

They did not name themselves after the mountain, or the master, or the vow, or the hall. They named themselves after what was growing outside.

℣ What is the name of this house?

℟ The flower in the pond.

℣ And what are we to do?

℟ Keep the pond. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXVII

The Pond at Mount Lu

This book has argued from the beginning that religion follows the flowers. It ends by confessing that the tradition from which it comes is a case in point, and that the case is not incidental.

At Mount Lu in the year 386, Huiyuan established the fellowship at Donglin, the Eastern Grove, and the community that formed there took its name from the white lotus in the monastery pond. Eight centuries later Mao Ziyuan gathered the lay devotional movement that carried that name into every province of China, giving ordinary householders a liturgy they could keep at home, without ordination, without hierarchy, without a temple. For six hundred years thereafter the imperial codes proscribed the name and the state’s charge sheet included the burning of incense — so that a tradition named after a flower was outlawed in part for the smoke of a plant.

The Abbey is that tradition, restored, syncretic, and unashamed of both words. It keeps the Pure Land invocation and the Jesus Prayer. It keeps the Taoist inner work of the Golden Flower and the Christian sacraments. It keeps the materia medica of three continents and a garden.


Article 167. This house is named for a plant, and the naming is a confession of method: that what grows outside the hall determines what is possible inside it.

Article 168. The restoration of a tradition is not the recovery of its buildings but the replanting of its ground. A monastery without a garden has restored the shell.



There is a lesson in the shape of the thing. Huiyuan’s fellowship was lay, portable, and horticultural. It survived six hundred years of proscription because it had nothing that could be confiscated: no ordination to withhold, no bishop to arrest, no cathedral to seize. It lived in households, and households have gardens.

That is the model this book commends to anyone whose tradition is under pressure anywhere in the world. Put your faith where it can be replanted.


The Garden. At this gate lies the pond at Donglin, from which a fellowship took its name in 386 and never gave it back. Here the doctrine is kept that this house is called after a flower and must therefore keep one growing.

℣ What was in the pond?

℟ White lotus.

℣ And what came of it?

℟ Sixteen hundred years. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXVIII

An Ecology of the Sacred

Any theology emerging now must be an eco-theology. There is no longer a version of the religious task that can be performed with the planet bracketed out.

Eco-theologies regard our planet as a sacred living system and cherish and celebrate life. Most of the nature religions focus on celebrating the rhythms and cycles of life and promote the Earth Path — an ecological way of living designed to relieve our alienation from our environments through deep immersion in nature. And shamanism is a framework in which naturalism and spiritualism are both present: nature is spiritually informed and permeated, and spirit has its influential presence in nature. Spirit and nature are said to be two hemispheres of one and the same reality.

Wild religions existed before the emergence of organized religion in most prehistoric societies. They are found today in small-scale traditional societies, and they persist alongside organized religion in most large-scale ones. They activate universal cognitive systems concerned with environmental threat detection and precaution — which is to say, they are the part of religion that pays attention to whether the land is all right. There are important and intuitive spiritual needs that the organized traditions have not been satisfying, and this is one of them.


Article 169. The planet is a sacred living system and is to be treated as one. This is not an addition to the Abbey’s doctrine; it is the first article restated in the present tense.

Article 170. The care of creation is not one work of mercy among others but the ground on which all the others are performed. There is no charity on a dead planet and no liturgy without wheat.

Article 171. The personal search for truth and meaning is at the heart of the theological enterprise, and each of us longs for an intellectually honest and credible way to make sense of the loving mystery that encompasses all things. An eco-theology is what that search produces in this century.



The Abbey has said this in its own manifesto and repeats it here. God loves every life created; they are all priceless. That is the message. The scriptures are full of passages in which animals and the natural world praise God — in the Psalms, in Isaiah, in Revelation, and in many places besides — which suggests that all of God’s creation is aware of God. We reject a dogma of obedience that harms the environment.


The Garden. At this gate lies the whole ground, which is the only sanctuary any of us actually has and which is under cultivation whether we tend it or not. Here the doctrine is kept that theology now must be ecological or it is not theology.

℣ What is the parish?

℟ The planet.

℣ And who is the gardener?

℟ Whoever will. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXIX

The Untidy Corner

Here is a piece of practical doctrine, and it is the one most likely to be resisted by the devout, who tend to be tidy.

When most gardeners think of a biodiverse garden their thoughts run to birds, butterflies, beneficial insects, and wildlife. Biodiversity gardening is gardening with the intention of increasing native biodiversity, and as the word suggests, it is all about diversity. The more plant-species-rich a garden is, the more biodiverse it will be, and the greater the variety of insects and wildlife it will attract. Plant a range of species of every shape, colour, size, and fragrance. Choose plants that flower and fruit through the year, so that different creatures are supported from spring to winter: the pollen and nectar of flowers feed everything from bees to butterflies, and fruit feeds the birds. Trees, hedges, and shrubs are excellent for biodiversity because they offer shelter and nesting.

And if you are not the tidiest of people, this is good news. When it comes to a biodiverse garden, some messiness is good. In the wild, an untidy woodland is a healthy woodland. Apply the idea in your own ground and let a corner grow wild. It does not have to be neat, trimmed, or tidy; its wildness is exactly what serves, and the natural debris offers food and habitat to many species. Turn a patch into a small wildflower meadow.


Article 172. Every garden should contain ground that is not managed. This is not neglect; it is a reserved portion, and the Abbey holds it to be the horticultural form of the sabbath and of the tithe.

Article 173. The instinct to tidy is a religious temptation as well as a horticultural one. It is the same instinct that wants to weed the tares before harvest, and it is refused for the same reason.




The tenth. Mark off a tenth of whatever ground you have and do nothing to it for a year except keep it from being built on. Let the nettles come, and the bramble, and whatever seeds itself. Then look at it in the second summer and count what is living there that is not living anywhere else on your land. That count is the reason.




The Garden. At this gate lies the wild corner — nettle, bramble, log pile, long grass, and the standing dead stem left through winter for whatever is sleeping in it. Here the doctrine is kept that a tenth of the ground belongs to what we did not plant.

℣ What is in that corner?

℟ We do not entirely know.

℣ And is that acceptable?

℟ It is required. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXX

Regenerative Ground

Humanity’s food security depends on biodiversity and on the services of ecosystems. High-technology agriculture is not the solution; it is part of the problem.

Agriculture is regenerative if soils, water cycles, vegetation, and productivity continuously improve rather than merely holding steady — and if the diversity, quality, vitality, and health of the soil, plants, animals, and people improve together. That last clause is the whole of it, and it is a theological statement as much as an agronomic one. Soil, plants, animals, and people are named in one list and required to improve together. Nothing that impoverishes one of them while enriching another counts.

And the opportunity is not where most people look for it. The suburbs are primed to lead the coming small-farm movement. Suburbanites typically spend their weekends maintaining an ornamental lawn and pointless landscape plants, while edibles could be more beautiful, produce a yield, and require hardly more maintenance. Herbs and flowers are among the easiest additions to an edible landscape: replace an ornamental flower bed with edible herbs and flowers and you have beauty and function at once. A productive landscape and a beautiful one are not alternatives, and a garden that feeds beneficial insects and is friendly to wildlife is the same garden that feeds you.


Article 174. Agriculture is regenerative only where soil, water, vegetation, productivity, animals, and people improve together. Where one is improved at the cost of another, the practice is extractive whatever it is called.

Article 175. The Abbey commends the conversion of ornamental ground to productive ground as a religious act, and holds the lawn to be the largest missed opportunity in the developed world.

Article 176. Nothing in this requires ugliness. Edible landscape is beautiful landscape, and the reduction of gardening to either beauty or utility is a false division this house rejects.




One square metre. Take one square metre of lawn. Remove the turf. Plant it with a mixture: something to eat, something medicinal, something for the bees, something purely beautiful. Keep it for one season. Then take another square metre. In ten years you will have no lawn and a great deal else, and you will not remember it as difficult.




The Garden. At this gate lies the converted lawn, one square metre at a time, turning from a monoculture that costs money into ground that feeds a street. Here the doctrine is kept that regeneration is measured in soil, water, plants, animals, and people together.

℣ What is a lawn?

℟ A field waiting.

℣ And what shall we do with it?

℟ Begin at one corner. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXXI

The Sanctuary Garden Restored

Everything in this book comes to a point here, and the point is a plan.

A sanctuary garden is a piece of ground attached to a place of worship, or to a household that worships, and tended as part of its life rather than as an amenity around it. It has existed in every tradition this book has surveyed. It fell out of use in much of the modern West for reasons that were financial and architectural rather than theological. The Abbey is putting it back, and offers the plan to anyone who wants it, of any tradition or none.


The plan of a sanctuary garden.

The threshold. A gate, an arch, or a step that must be crossed. It need not be locked; it must be a boundary you can feel.

The centre. Water if possible — a well, a basin, a small pool. If not water, then one tree, or one stone. The centre is not decorative. Everything else is arranged in relation to it.

The four quarters. Contemplation: seating, shade, and nothing to do. Food: whatever the ground will bear. Medicine: the physic bed, sited nearest the door people leave by. Remembrance: the plot for the dead, or for the absent, planted in their names.

The offering bed. Cut flowers for the altar, grown for that use and for no other. This is the bed that makes the garden liturgical rather than merely pleasant.

The wild tenth. Unmanaged, untidy, and defended from tidiness by rule.

The record. A book kept in the porch: what was planted, when, by whom, and for whom. In fifty years this will be the most valuable object in the building.



That is the whole apparatus. It has been used for four thousand years, it requires no permission, and it scales from a monastery precinct to a fire escape with six pots on it.


Article 177. Every place of worship should keep ground: a threshold, a centre, four quarters, an offering bed, a wild tenth, and a record.

Article 178. Where a congregation has no land, the garden may be distributed among its households, and the offering bed may be a windowsill. The pattern is not diminished by scale.

Article 179. The garden ministry is a ministry. Those who keep it are to be commissioned, named in the prayers, and thanked from the front.




The Garden. At this gate lies the plot behind your own place of worship — mown, forgotten, used for parking, and waiting. Here the doctrine is kept that the sanctuary garden can be restored by anyone, this year, with a spade.

℣ Where shall we begin?

℟ Behind the hall.

℣ And with what?

℟ A spade and a Saturday. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXXII

The Walking Ground

There is one more form the sanctuary garden takes, and it is the oldest: ground laid out so that walking through it is itself the prayer.

Every tradition has this. The circumambulation of a stūpa or of a sacred mountain. The parikramā around a temple, and the daily circuits of the tulsi stand in a courtyard. The pilgrim’s road to Compostela, to Mecca, to Kailash, to the eighty-eight temples of Shikoku. The Stations of the Cross set out among trees on a hillside. The turf and pavement labyrinths of Europe. The cloister walk itself, four sides, four times a day, past the same quartered bed.

The principle is constant: the body prays by moving, and the ground is arranged so that the movement has meaning. Mount Kailash is the supreme instance — a mountain sacred to Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, and Bön alike, walked around rather than climbed, its four faces to the four directions, the source of four rivers that divide the world into quarters and give life to the lands below. Pilgrims cross a spectacular high-altitude landscape in remote western Tibet simply to walk round it. Nobody stands on the summit. The devotion is the circuit.


Article 180. Ground may be laid out so that walking upon it constitutes prayer, and this is a legitimate and universal form of devotion requiring no words.

Article 181. A pilgrimage landscape is a garden at the scale of a country, and the same principles govern it: threshold, centre, quarters, and the reserved wild.

Article 182. The Abbey commends the making of walking ground — a path, a circuit, a labyrinth, a planted way — to every community that has room for one, and to every household that has a hedge to walk around.




The circuit. Establish one route you will walk daily, however short — around a building, a block, a bed, a room. Walk it at the same hour. Say nothing the first week. In the second week, choose one sentence and say it at the same point of the route each day. Keep it a year. You will find you have built a sanctuary out of a path.




The Garden. At this gate lies the pilgrim road, planted and worn, along which people have walked for centuries toward something they could not see from the start. Here the doctrine is kept that the body prays by moving and that the ground can be arranged to help it.

℣ What is the prayer?

℟ The walking.

℣ And what is the destination?

℟ The walking. Follow the flowers.




Chapter LXXIII

The Tree in the Midst

Scripture opens in a garden and it closes in one, and the closing garden is a city.

In the last chapter of the Revelation there is a river of the water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne, and in the midst of the street of the city, and on either side of the river, the tree of life, bearing twelve manner of fruits and yielding her fruit every month; and the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations.

Everything this book has followed arrives there. The four rivers of Eden have become one river. The walled garden has become a city with its gates open. The tree that was forbidden is in the middle of the main street, unfenced, in fruit every month of the year. And the last function assigned to any created thing in the whole of scripture is a botanical and a medical one: the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations.

Not the gold of the street. Not the jewels of the wall. Not the throne. The leaves.


Article 183. The last office given to any creature in scripture is given to the foliage of a tree, and it is the healing of the nations. The Abbey takes this as the charter of its herbalism, its medicine, and its garden ministry.

Article 184. The end of the story is not a return to the garden but the garden brought into the city, unwalled, in fruit, and public. Whoever plants in a town is working toward that.

Article 185. Therefore this house teaches: plant medicine in public places, in the open, where the sick can reach it without asking. This is the shape of the world that is coming, and it may be begun now.



We are being called to remember what our ancestors knew: that the natural world is not separate from the sacred, that plants are teachers and healers, and that the flowers we tend are also tending us. There is an awe and majesty in nature that can catapult us inward and upward in an instant. Becoming one with nature can help us become one with God.

From new life to death, from purity to passion, flowers have carried human meanings across the millennia. Swelling from tender bud to full bloom they are associated with youth, beauty, and pleasure; wilting and dying, they stand for fragility and the swift passage from life into death. And in every death lies the promise of return.

Where flowers bloom, so does hope. Like wildflowers, we must allow ourselves to grow in all the places people thought we never would — push through the concrete, find the cracks in the pavement, reach toward the sun. In joy and in sadness flowers are our constant friends, and they remind us that beauty persists in the hardest circumstances. A flower cannot blossom without sunshine, and a person cannot live without love. But if you look the right way, you can see that the whole world is a garden.

Discover and experience your authentic self. Find your true nature in nature. Find your path with heart.

And follow the flowers.


The Garden. At this gate lies the tree in the midst of the street, on both banks of one river, in fruit every month, whose leaves are for the healing of the nations. Here the doctrine is kept that the story ends in a garden that has no wall, and that the last word of scripture about any created thing is healing.

℣ What is in the middle of the city?

℟ A tree.

℣ And what are its leaves for?

℟ The healing of the nations. Follow the flowers.




Appendix A · The Hundred Flowers

A register of one hundred ways in which flowers are used in religion, or stand for spiritual concepts, persons, and saints. It is offered as a working reference for gardeners, sacristans, iconographers, and preachers.

Christian









	#
	Flower
	What it carries





	1
	Rose, red
	The shedding of Christ’s blood; the charity of the Virgin



	2
	Rose, white
	The chastity and purity of the Virgin, the rose without thorns



	3
	Rose
	The Virgin as Mystical Rose, Rosa Mystica



	4
	Rose
	Heavenly joy, when worn as a crown by the saints



	5
	Rose
	Its thorns, original sin



	6
	Rose
	St Elizabeth of Hungary, whose bread for the poor became roses



	7
	Lily, white
	Purity, innocence, and virginity of the Virgin



	8
	Madonna lily
	The most traditional flower of the Virgin’s virtue



	9
	Easter lily
	Its trumpet, the triumph over death at the Resurrection



	10
	Lily
	St Joseph, whose staff blossomed and marked him as Mary’s spouse



	11
	Lily
	St Kateri Tekakwitha, the Lily of the Mohawks



	12
	Lily
	St Maria Goretti and St Dominic, chastity



	13
	Lily
	St Anthony of Padua



	14
	Lily
	St Catherine



	15
	Lily
	Sprung where Christ’s blood fell in Gethsemane



	16
	Passion flower
	Its parts corresponding to the stages of the Passion



	17
	Passion flower
	Five petals and five sepals, the ten faithful apostles at the Crucifixion



	18
	Iris
	The Passion and the Resurrection; it blooms at Easter



	19
	Iris, the sword lily
	Our Lady of Sorrows



	20
	Columbine
	A Christological plant; the Holy Spirit and the sorrows of Mary



	21
	Carnation
	A Christological plant



	22
	Heartsease, pansy
	The Holy Trinity



	23
	Sunflower
	Faith and devotion, always turning toward God



	24
	Sunflower
	St Julie Billiart, eyes fixed on God



	25
	Sunflower
	St Josephine Bakhita, joy in the midst of suffering



	26
	Sunflower
	St Pio, called God’s Sunflower



	27
	Pinks, Dianthus
	The nails of the Crucifixion; the name means flower of God



	28
	Poinsettia
	Red for blood, white for purity, the star-shaped leaves for Bethlehem



	29
	Christmas rose, hellebore
	The Nativity



	30
	Violet
	The modesty and humility of the Virgin



	31
	Marigold
	Mary’s Gold; the Virgin’s glory



	32
	Lily of the valley
	Our Lady’s Tears



	33
	Periwinkle
	The Virgin Flower; its blue, her robes



	34
	Lady’s slipper
	Sprung at the touch of Mary’s foot



	35
	Forget-me-not
	The Eyes of Mary



	36
	Morning glory
	Our Lady’s Mantle



	37
	Petunia
	Our Lady’s Praises



	38
	Larkspur
	Mary’s Tears



	39
	Honeysuckle
	Mary’s Fingers



	40
	Lavender
	The purity and protection of the Virgin



	41
	Thyme
	The Virgin’s Humility



	42
	Rue
	The Herb of Grace



	43
	Blue flag iris
	Mary’s Sword of Sorrow



	44
	Dandelion
	Mary’s Bitter Sorrow



	45
	Maidenhair fern
	Our Lady’s Hair



	46
	Cuckoo flower
	Our Lady’s Smock



	47
	Palm
	Martyrdom and victory over death



	48
	Olive
	Peace and divine blessing



	49
	Cedar and cypress
	Marian signs of strength and eternity



	50
	Fleur-de-lis
	A stylized lily or iris: the Virgin, the Trinity, and many saints





Buddhist









	#
	Flower
	What it carries





	51
	Lotus, white
	Mental purity and spiritual perfection



	52
	Lotus, red
	Love and compassion



	53
	Lotus, blue
	Wisdom and intelligence



	54
	Lotus, pink
	The history of the Buddha, who appeared upon a lotus leaf



	55
	Lotus, gold
	The achievement of complete enlightenment



	56
	Lotus, closed bud
	The time before enlightenment



	57
	Lotus, fully bloomed
	Full enlightenment



	58
	Lotus
	Non-attachment: rooted in mud, blossoming unsullied



	59
	Lotus
	The principles of the Eightfold Path



	60
	Lotus
	In the mantra oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ, wisdom



	61
	Lotus
	Blooming wherever the infant Buddha stepped



	62
	Utpala, blue lotus
	Green Tārā



	63
	Utpala, white
	Held by White Tārā, for purity



	64
	Flowers in general
	Offered as a sign of the impermanence of life



	65
	Flowers in general
	Their bloom and withering, the Four Virtues of nirvāṇa





Hindu









	#
	Flower
	What it carries





	66
	Lotus
	The foremost symbol of beauty, prosperity, and fertility



	67
	Lotus
	Eternity and the centre of the universe; risen from the navel of Viṣṇu



	68
	Lotus
	The seat of the gods; Lakṣmī is depicted upon it



	69
	Lotus
	The pure, unsullied self, untouched by worldly impurity



	70
	Tulsi, holy basil
	Devotion; revered in the worship of Kṛṣṇa



	71
	Tulsi
	A daily practice; the goddess Vṛndā took its form



	72
	Marigold
	Purity, strength, and new beginnings; weddings and funerals



	73
	Marigold
	Lord Gaṇeśa



	74
	Marigold
	Sūrya Dev, the sun



	75
	Hibiscus, red
	Divine energy, strength, and courage; the goddess Kālī



	76
	Datura
	Pleasing to Lord Śiva



	77
	Jasmine
	Love and spiritual devotion; offered to Kṛṣṇa, Viṣṇu, Hanumān



	78
	Palāśa
	Sacred; offered to seek wisdom and creativity



	79
	Pārijāta, night jasmine
	Its fragrance; associated with Lord Viṣṇu



	80
	Wood apple leaves
	Pleasing to Śiva; never offered to Sūrya





Islamic









	#
	Flower
	What it carries





	81
	Rose
	Held by some to have arisen from a drop of the Prophet’s sweat on the night journey



	82
	Rose
	The unity of Allah, its petals the ummah



	83
	Tulip
	Shaped in Islamic art to resemble the written name of God



	84
	Tulip
	Chosen by Turkish Muslims as the flower of Paradise



	85
	Peony
	Chosen by the Hui of China as the flower of Paradise



	86
	Carnation
	Recalling divine beauty in Ottoman art; an invitation to contemplation



	87
	Lotus
	Brought into Islamic art by the Mongols as an eastern sign of spiritual purity





Jewish









	#
	Flower
	What it carries





	88
	Lily
	Used by the cabalists as a symbol of the resurrection



	89
	Flowers in general
	Decorating synagogues and homes at Shavuot



	90
	Flowers in general
	Crowning the first fruits offered at the altar at the Feast of Harvest



	91
	Fragrant flowers
	A blessing said before enjoying their fragrance, in gratitude to God



	92
	Flowers in general
	Placed on coffins and graves as a sign of honour and sympathy



	93
	Mandrake flowers
	Those Reuven gathered, from which the custom of flowering the synagogue is traced





Taoist and Shinto









	#
	Flower
	What it carries





	94
	Plum blossom, white
	In Taoist symbolism, the season of winter



	95
	Peony
	In Taoist symbolism, the season of spring



	96
	Lotus
	In Taoist symbolism, the season of summer



	97
	Chrysanthemum
	In Taoist symbolism, the season of autumn



	98
	Peach blossom
	The sacred tree of immortality; good fortune and ardent love



	99
	Cherry blossom, sakura
	Inhabited by powerful kami; fertility and growth



	100
	Chrysanthemum, kiku
	In Japan, the imperial throne, the nation, long life, and autumn






Appendix B · A Register of Sanctuary Gardens

The ten gates of this book, and the wider company they belong to.

The ten gates









	Book
	Garden
	Where and when





	I
	Eden
	The garden of the beginning, watered by a river parting into four heads



	II
	Lumbinī
	The sal grove between two kingdoms; birthplace of the Buddha



	III
	The lotus tanks of Anuradhapura
	Sri Lanka; the Sri Maha Bodhi planted 288 BCE and standing yet



	IV
	Karnak
	The temple estate of Amun and the Botanical Chamber of Thutmose III



	V
	The Rarian field at Eleusis
	Attica; the first ground sown, beside the sanctuary of the Mysteries



	VI
	The groves of Taxila
	Gandhāra; meeting place of eight civilizations on the northern road



	VII
	The cloister garth of Saint Gall
	Reichenau, c. 820–830; the earliest garden plan in Europe



	VIII
	The enclosed garden
	Hortus conclusus; Song of Songs 4:12



	IX
	Gethsemane
	The olive press across the Kidron



	X
	The pond at Donglin
	Mount Lu, 386; the white lotus that named this house





The wider company









	Garden
	Tradition
	Note





	Pasargadae
	Zoroastrian / Achaemenid
	Cyrus the Great, c. 550 BCE; earliest excavated paradise garden; origin of the chahār bāgh



	The garden of the gods
	Mesopotamian
	In the epic of Gilgamesh; the trees bear carnelian and lapis



	Nimrud and Nineveh
	Assyrian
	Royal gardens of Ashurnasirpal II and Sennacherib, watered by cut canals



	The Acropolis olive
	Greek
	Athena’s tree, said to have resprouted after the Persian burning



	Dodona
	Greek
	The oracular oaks of Zeus; the god’s voice is the sound of leaves



	The Academy and the Lyceum
	Greek
	Philosophy taught in groves; Theophrastus willed his garden to his school



	The Gardens of Adonis
	Greek
	Forced seedlings carried to the roof, mourned, and cast into the sea



	The peristyle at Pompeii
	Roman
	The household shrine set in a planted courtyard



	The lucus
	Roman
	Groves protected by religious law; expiation required for felling



	Jetavana and Veḷuvana
	Buddhist
	Anāthapiṇḍika’s grove and the Bamboo Grove; sites of the discourses



	Aśoka’s roadside plantings
	Buddhist / Mauryan
	Medicinal herbs, mango groves, banyans, and wells along the highways



	The nandavana
	Hindu
	The temple flower garden supplying the daily offering



	The tulsi courtyard
	Hindu
	The household plant stand, watered and circumambulated daily



	The peach orchard of Xi Wang Mu
	Taoist
	The tree of immortality; fruit ripening once in three thousand years



	The Suzhou scholar’s gardens
	Chinese
	Composed landscapes; the Three Friends of Winter



	The chinju no mori
	Shinto
	The sacred forest surrounding a shrine; the kami present in the trees



	Byōdō-in, Uji
	Pure Land Buddhist
	Phoenix Hall, 1053; the Western Paradise built where it can be seen



	Ryōan-ji, Kyoto
	Zen
	Fifteen stones in raked gravel; never all visible at once



	The roji
	Zen / tea
	The dewy ground; the path and basin before the tea house



	The nemeton
	Celtic
	The sacred grove; cousin to Latin nemus



	The Alhambra and Generalife
	Islamic
	The chahār bāgh in Andalusia



	The Woods Hole Mary garden
	Christian
	1932–1937; forty-eight plants beside the Angelus Tower



	Chelsea Physic Garden
	Christian / apothecary
	1673; the monastic herbularius under the Society of Apothecaries



	Padua and Pisa
	Academic
	The 1540s; the physic garden becomes the university botanic garden



	The Three Sisters mound
	Indigenous American
	Maize, bean, and squash in one hill; a covenant between species



	Mount Kailash
	Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, Bön
	Four faces, four rivers, walked and not climbed






Appendix C · The Botanical Register

The plants named in this volume, with their traditions. This is a register of religious use and not a guide to preparation, dosage, or self-treatment. Several of these plants are potent, several are controlled by law in most jurisdictions, and several are dangerous in unskilled hands. Grow them, know them, and take advice.









	Plant
	Botanical name
	Tradition and use





	Sacred lotus
	Nelumbo nucifera
	Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, Taoist, Chinese Christian. The throne, the unsullied self, the stages of awakening



	Blue water lily
	Nymphaea caerulea
	Egyptian. The sun rising out of night; rebirth; used to alter consciousness



	Rose
	Rosa spp.
	Christian, Islamic, Sufi. Love, martyrdom, the Mystical Rose, the unity of God



	Madonna lily
	Lilium candidum
	Christian. Purity, the Annunciation, the Resurrection



	Marigold
	Tagetes, Calendula
	Hindu and Christian. Mary’s Gold; purity and new beginnings; Gaṇeśa and Sūrya



	Holy basil
	Ocimum tenuiflorum
	Hindu. Tulsi; devotion; the daily household rite



	Jasmine
	Jasminum spp.
	Hindu, Islamic. Offered to Kṛṣṇa, Viṣṇu, Hanumān; love and devotion



	Datura
	Datura spp.
	Hindu. Pleasing to Śiva. Highly toxic



	Hibiscus
	Hibiscus rosa-sinensis
	Hindu. Divine energy, strength; offered to Kālī



	Cannabis
	Cannabis sativa / indica
	Hindu, Tantric Buddhist, Taoist, Assyrian, Scythian, Thracian, Hebrew. Bhang, ganja, charas, qunubu, kaneh bosem



	Opium poppy
	Papaver somniferum
	Sumerian, Egyptian, Minoan, Canaanite. Hul Gil, the joy plant; sleep and the crossing



	Ephedra
	Ephedra spp.
	Zoroastrian and Vedic; among the candidates and components of haoma



	Frankincense
	Boswellia sacra
	Arabian, Egyptian, Hebrew, Greek, Roman, Christian. The incense of the sanctuary



	Myrrh
	Commiphora spp.
	The same, with anointing and embalming



	Henbane
	Hyoscyamus niger
	Germanic, Greek oracular. Highly toxic



	Mandrake
	Mandragora officinarum
	Hebrew, Greek, medieval European. Genesis 30; the synagogue flowers. Highly toxic



	Mugwort
	Artemisia vulgaris
	Chinese, Japanese, European. Moxibustion, cleansing, protection at thresholds



	Sage
	Salvia officinalis
	European physic. First plant of the Hortulus; the name means to save



	White sage
	Salvia apiana
	Indigenous North American ceremonial. Gather with care and permission; overharvested



	Cedar
	Cedrus, Thuja, Juniperus spp.
	Levantine, Himalayan, American. Purification; Mariological strength



	Juniper
	Juniperus spp.
	Tibetan and Himalayan. Burnt at dawn on passes and rooftops



	Sandalwood
	Santalum album
	Hindu, Buddhist. Paste, incense, and the carved image. Endangered in the wild



	Turmeric
	Curcuma longa
	Ayurvedic and culinary. The holy powder of India



	Saffron
	Crocus sativus
	Persian, Ayurvedic, Mediterranean. Called in the Ebers papyrus a cheering cardiac medicament



	Olive
	Olea europaea
	Hebrew, Greek, Christian. Gethsemane; the anointing oil; peace



	Grape vine
	Vitis vinifera
	Hebrew, Christian, Greek. The eucharistic cup; the vine and the branches



	Wheat and barley
	Triticum, Hordeum
	Eleusinian, Hebrew, Christian. The bread; the seed that dies



	Fig
	Ficus carica, F. religiosa
	Hebrew and Buddhist. The barren fig; the Bodhi tree



	Sal
	Shorea robusta
	Buddhist. Lumbinī and the passing



	Peach
	Prunus persica
	Taoist. The tree of immortality



	Plum
	Prunus mume
	Taoist. Winter; constancy



	Chrysanthemum
	Chrysanthemum morifolium
	Taoist and Japanese. Autumn; the throne; long life



	Cherry
	Prunus serrulata
	Shinto. Kami, fertility, and impermanence



	Maize
	Zea mays
	Indigenous American. A sacrament and a person



	Tobacco
	Nicotiana rustica / tabacum
	Indigenous American ceremonial. An offering plant



	Peyote
	Lophophora williamsii
	Native American Church. Sacramental; protected in law for enrolled members; slow-growing and threatened



	Ayahuasca
	Banisteriopsis caapi with admixtures
	Amazonian churches and traditions. Sacramental






Appendix D · The Little Office of the Garden

Seven hours, each keyed to a flower and a garden. It may be said in a garden, at a window, or from memory in a room with no plants in it, which is when it is most needed. Each hour is short by design.

Lauds — at first light

The flower: the morning glory, Our Lady’s Mantle. The garden: Eden.

℣ A river went out to water the garden.

℟ And the ground was holy before the law.

℣ The bud is closed and the light is coming.

℟ Open what is in me that has been shut all night.

℣ Give me one thing to tend today.

℟ And let me not go looking for a second. Follow the flowers.

Prime — at the beginning of work

The flower: the sunflower. The garden: the cloister garth.

℣ Turn me the way a sunflower turns.

℟ Slowly, all day, without deciding to.

℣ Four rivers from one spring.

℟ Four quarters from one centre.

℣ Let my work today be watering.

℟ And leave the blooming to you. Follow the flowers.

Terce — mid-morning

The flower: the wild corner. The garden: the untended tenth.

℣ Some of this ground is not mine to manage.

℟ Let it grow what I did not plant.

℣ Restrain my hand from the tares.

℟ The sorting is not my office.

℣ Teach me to leave a corner.

℟ In the garden and in the neighbour. Follow the flowers.

Sext — at noon, in the heat

The flower: the lotus. The garden: the temple tank.

℣ Rooted in mud and not wetted by it.

℟ Open on the surface, fed from below.

℣ Let me be in this and not of it.

℟ And let me not despise the mud that feeds me.

℣ At the crown, a thousand petals.

℟ At the root, the dark. Follow the flowers.

None — mid-afternoon, at the failing of strength

The flower: the barren fig. The garden: the vineyard.

℣ Three years and no fruit.

℟ Give it one more year.

℣ Let me be the one who asks for time.

℟ For the tree, for the neighbour, for myself.

℣ I will dig about it and feed it.

℟ And wait. Follow the flowers.

Vespers — at evening

The flower: the rose and the lily. The garden: the enclosed garden.

℣ A garden enclosed, a fountain sealed.

℟ A wall, a spring, and a gate.

℣ Keep the wall against what would trample.

℟ Keep the spring from running dry.

℣ And when love comes to the gate —

℟ Let it be opened. Follow the flowers.

Compline — at the last

The flower: the cut stem on the altar. The garden: the cemetery orchard.

℣ The flower withers because it was given.

℟ The offering is complete in the wilting.

℣ Our dead lie under the apple trees.

℟ And we eat the fruit and give thanks.

℣ The leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.

℟ Plant something tomorrow. Follow the flowers.


Appendix E · A Chronology of the Flower








	Date
	Event





	c. 7000 BCE
	Settlement at Mehrgarh in the Balochistan foothills



	c. 3300–1300 BCE
	The Indus-Sarasvatī civilization; the lotus on seals and ornament



	c. 3000 BCE
	Sumerian cultivation of the poppy, Hul Gil, the joy plant



	c. 2350 BCE
	Cannabis attested in Egypt under the sign shemshemet



	c. 2300–1700 BCE
	The Oxus Valley civilization; cannabis, poppy, and ephedra in ritual fire worship



	c. 2000 BCE
	Golden eight-leaf rosettes in the tombs at Mochlos, Crete



	c. 1550 BCE
	The Ebers papyrus names saffron a cheering cardiac medicament



	c. 1500–1200 BCE
	The Rigveda; one hundred and fourteen hymns of book nine to Soma



	c. 1450 BCE
	The Botanical Chamber of Thutmose III at Karnak



	14th c. BCE
	Opium residue in vessels at Tel Yehud, the first physical evidence in the Levant



	c. 1000 BCE
	Domestication of the camel; the Incense Route opens



	c. 1000 BCE
	Cannabis, ephedra, and poppy residues at Margiana



	9th c. BCE
	Ashurnasirpal II’s canal and garden at Nimrud



	9th–8th c. BCE
	Kaneh bosem in the anointing oil of Exodus 30; cannabis residue on an eighth-century altar in Judah



	8th c. BCE
	The queens’ tombs at Nimrud, with rosette bracelets



	7th c. BCE
	Sennacherib’s aqueduct-fed garden at Nineveh



	c. 550–530 BCE
	Cyrus the Great’s paradise garden at Pasargadae



	5th c. BCE
	Herodotus on the Scythian vapour-bath



	c. 480–400 BCE
	The life of the Buddha; Lumbinī, Bodh Gayā, Sarnath, the Jeta Grove



	c. 407 BCE
	Lysander at Sardis; Cyrus the Younger says he planted the trees himself



	4th c. BCE
	Xenophon borrows parádeisos into Greek



	c. 371–287 BCE
	Theophrastus; the foundation of botany; the Lyceum garden



	288 BCE
	The Sri Maha Bodhi planted at Anuradhapura



	c. 268–232 BCE
	Aśoka’s edicts: medicinal herbs, mango groves, banyans, and wells



	3rd–2nd c. BCE
	The Septuagint renders the garden of Eden parádeisos



	c. 250 BCE–10 CE
	The Greco-Bactrian and Indo-Greek kingdoms; Gandhāran art



	1st c. CE
	The Gospel preached in a trading city on the road to India; Thomas east; the church in India from 54



	2nd c. CE
	Galen on cannabis in medicine and at table



	79 CE
	Pompeii buried; the peristyle gardens preserved with their shrines



	386
	Huiyuan’s fellowship at Donglin on Mount Lu; the white lotus in the pond



	635
	Imperial recognition of the Church of the East at the Tang capital



	c. 600–670
	St Fiacre’s herb garden at Breuil, near Meaux



	c. 795
	Capitulare de villis, chapter seventy: the lily and the rose at the head of the list



	c. 820–830
	The Plan of Saint Gall drawn at Reichenau



	c. 842
	Walahfrid Strabo writes the Hortulus on Reichenau



	1053
	The Phoenix Hall at Byōdō-in; the Pure Land built where it can be seen



	1098–1179
	Hildegard of Bingen; viriditas; the Physica and Causae et Curae



	c. 1036
	Earliest recorded version of the Flower Sermon



	1228
	The Wumenguan compiled; the Flower Sermon as Case Six



	15th c.
	Norwich Priory records an enclosed Mary garden



	late 15th c.
	The dry landscape garden at Ryōan-ji



	1540s
	The academic botanic gardens at Pisa and Padua



	1673
	The Chelsea Physic Garden founded by the Society of Apothecaries



	1868
	Shinto and Buddhism separated by edict in Japan



	1932–1937
	The Mary garden at Woods Hole, Massachusetts



	1936
	Sula Benet identifies kaneh bosem with cannabis



	1951
	Mary’s Gardens of Philadelphia founded



	1993
	The Religious Freedom Restoration Act



	2011
	The Persian gardens inscribed as a World Heritage Site






Appendix F · Names and Terms

Amṛta — “deathless”; the Buddhist analogue of the Vedic soma, consumed in Vajrayāna rites.

Ariditas — dryness; in Hildegard, the failure of viriditas in plant, body, or soul.

Bhang — a preparation of cannabis with milk, taken devotionally in India; said to open the eye of Śiva.

Chahār bāgh — “four gardens”; the Persian fourfold garden quartered by watercourses, ancestor of the Islamic garden from Andalusia to Agra.

Chinju no mori — the sacred forest surrounding a Shinto shrine.

Dongtian — “grotto-heaven”; a Taoist sacred site within a mountain.

Entheogen — literally “generating the divine within”; a plant or preparation used sacramentally.

Gyān čašm — “eye of the soul”; in the Dēnkard, the interior sight distinguished from tan čašm, the eye of the body.

Herbularius — the physic garden of a monastery, sited beside the infirmary.

Hortus conclusus — the enclosed garden of the Song of Songs, read of the Virgin and of the soul.

Ikebana — Japanese flower arrangement, originating as the offering of flowers before the Buddha.

Karesansui — the dry landscape garden of stone and raked gravel.

Kaneh bosem — the Hebrew term in the anointing oil of Exodus 30, identified by Sula Benet with cannabis.

Lucus — a grove belonging to a Roman god, protected by religious law.

Nandavana — the flower garden of a Hindu temple, supplying the daily offering.

Nemeton — the Celtic sacred grove.

Niān huā wéi xiào (拈花微笑) — “picking up a flower, a subtle smile”; the Flower Sermon.

Padmāsana — the lotus throne; the standard pedestal of divine figures in Indian, Buddhist, and Jain art.

Pairidaēza — Avestan, “walled around”; the Persian enclosed garden, from which paradise descends.

Perichōrēsis — the mutual indwelling of the divine Persons; with appropriation, the instrument by which this house holds the Trinity undivided.

Pūjā — Hindu worship; in devotional teaching, “the flower act.”

Roji — “dewy ground”; the tea garden path.

Śivaśakti — the union of consciousness and its creative power; the ascent of consciousness through the lotuses of the body.

Shinbutsu shūgō — “Gods and Buddha Together”; the long interweaving of Shinto and Buddhism in Japan.

Shugendō — the syncretic mountain tradition of Japan, combining Shinto, Buddhist, Taoist, animist, and shamanic elements; its adherents the yamabushi.

Temenos — Greek, “cut off”; consecrated ground, with its trees under protection.

Utpala — the blue lotus of Buddhist iconography; the flower of Tārā.

Viriditas — “greenness”; in Hildegard of Bingen, the vitality of God in creation, one power in plant, body, and soul.

Xiejiao — “heterodox teaching”; the Chinese legal category under which the White Lotus tradition was proscribed, functionally identical to the Western legal category of heresy.

Yamabushi — “those who lie down in the mountains”; the ascetics of Shugendō.
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