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Preface: The Flower Was There First
Before there was a creed there was a colour. Before there was a commandment there was a fragrance drifting across a hillside in the hour before dawn, and someone stopped walking.
That is the whole argument of this book, and everything that follows is its unfolding.
We are accustomed to telling the story of religion from the top down. A revelation is given. A prophet receives it. A law is written, a priesthood forms, a temple is raised, and at last, somewhere near the end of the list, somebody brings flowers to the altar as a decoration. The flowers arrive late in that telling, as ornament, as afterthought, as the pleasant surplus of a faith already established.
The evidence says otherwise. The flowers were there first.
They were there in the grave-pits of the earliest burials, laid beside bodies by hands that had no scripture. They were there on the water at Karnak when a priest lifted a blue lotus and understood that the sun does the every morning what the flower does — opens, shines, closes, returns. They were there at Lumbinī, at Enna, at Gethsemane, in the meadow where a girl was gathering narcissus when the ground opened. They were there on Vulture Peak when a teacher who had spoken for forty years said nothing at all and simply held up a flower.
And then something remarkable happened, over and over, in traditions that had never met one another and would not meet for a thousand years. The flower was given a name, and the name was holy. Or — and this is the stranger movement, the one this book exists to trace — the holy one was given a flower, and after long enough nobody could say which had come first, the saint or her blossom, the goddess or her bloom, the Name or the petal that carried it.
Mary is the Mystical Rose. But rosemary was already growing. Lakṣmī is Padmā, and padma is simply the Sanskrit for lotus, so that the goddess of abundance is called, in her own scriptures, by the name of a flower. Hyacinthus was a boy the god loved, and now he is a plant you can buy in a shop. The marigold in a churchyard border is Mary’s gold; the little blue flower on the bank is the Eyes of Mary; the herb by the kitchen door is the Virgin’s Humility. In Ottoman Turkish the tulip is lâle, and lâle is written with the same three letters as Allah, and both come to sixty-six.
None of this is coincidence and none of it is decoration. It is the oldest theological method in the world, still running, still generating names.
This volume is a companion to The Garden and the Altar, which followed religion into the ground — into the walled enclosure, the cloister garth, the physic bed, the consecrated field. This one follows religion into the name. Where that book asked what religion did with land, this one asks what religion did with the blossom, and what the blossom did back.
It is arranged as a litany, because a litany is what the material wanted to be. Ten books, each opening at the gate of a place where a flower was holy. Seventy-two chapters, each closing with a naming — the flower, the one whose name it bears, and the reason. Two hundred and sixteen articles of doctrine, which the Abbey holds and offers.
It ends where such a book has to end: with the mandala, which is the flower drawn as geometry, and with panentheism, which is the flower understood as cosmology. The universe is a blossom growing in the infinite, and every living thing is one of its petals. That is not a metaphor we invented. It is the conclusion that contemplatives on four continents reached independently, by sitting still in gardens and paying attention.
There is a saying carried in the tradition, attributed to the Buddha though it appears in no canon, which says that 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 only that whoever said it had been looking.
Look, then. The rest is commentary.
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How to Read This Book
This volume is built to be read in three ways at once, and the reader should feel free to use whichever is wanted on a given morning.
As a history. Read the prose straight through. It moves from the earliest naming to the latest, from the lotus tanks of the Nile to a garden planted in Massachusetts in 1932, and the chapters are ordered so that each one earns the next. Nothing here is invented. Where a tradition holds a thing, it is stated as the tradition holds it.
As a doctrine. Read only the jade-ruled panels. There are two hundred and sixteen numbered articles, and together they constitute the Abbey’s teaching on the flower — what it is, what it means, what is owed to it, and what may be concluded from it. They can be read in an hour and argued with for a year.
As a prayer. Read only the gold-bordered panels at the close of each chapter. Each one performs a naming: it says what the flower is called, and by whom, and why. Each ends with a versicle and a response, and the response is nearly always the same six words — The flower keeps the name. At the end of every book the response opens out into the title of the volume.

A note on the panels.

Portal — the navy-and-gold antiphon that opens each of the ten books, spoken at the gate of the place where that book’s flower was holy.

Doctrine — jade rule. The numbered articles. These are the Abbey’s own teaching and are meant to be quotable, arguable, and portable.

Naming — gold border. The chapter-closing litany. Seventy-two of them.

Apparatus — gold rule. Registers, dates, sources, and the plain factual notes that keep the devotional writing honest.

Practice — the things to actually do: what to plant, what to carry, what to say.



Before beginning.

Find one flower. Not a photograph and not a memory — one actual flower, in a pot or a verge or a jar on a table, within reach of where you are sitting now.

Read no further until you have it.

Everything in this book is a footnote to that.


Book I
The Naming
✦


At the gate of Gṛdhrakūṭa, the Vulture Peak.

Here a man who had taught for forty years came before an assembly that had come to hear him teach, and taught nothing. He raised a flower. He turned it a little in the light. He said no word at all.

One man in that assembly smiled.

℣ At this gate the sermon has no sentences.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter I
Religion Follows the Flowers
The title of this book is a claim, and the claim is stronger than it looks.
It does not merely say that religions use flowers. Everyone knows that. Walk into any place of worship on any continent and you will find cut stems in water somewhere near the holiest object in the room. That is not an argument; it is furniture.
The claim is that religion follows — that in case after case, across traditions with no contact, the flower arrives first and the theology arrives afterward to explain it. The blossom is not illustrating a doctrine already held. The blossom is the occasion of the doctrine. Something opened, someone was undone by it, and the words came later, walking behind.
Consider the order of events. A people living beside a river notice that a particular water-flower closes at dusk, sinks, and rises again at dawn with the sun. They do not first believe in resurrection and then choose a symbol for it. They watch the flower for a few thousand years, and out of that watching comes a god who is a child seated in a blue lotus, and out of that god comes a funerary literature about coming forth by day. The flower is upstream of the theology.
Or: a people in the Gangetic plain notice a plant rooted in filth that produces, on a stalk of remarkable length, a bloom on which no mud will stick. Water beads and rolls off it. The doctrine of purity-within-the-world does not descend from heaven and then look about for an image. The image is standing in the pond. The doctrine is the plant, thought about.
This is not a reduction of religion to botany. It is the opposite. It says that the sacred was legible in the world before it was legible in a book, and that human beings learned to read it by looking at the most extravagant, least useful, most gratuitous thing the world produces.
Because that is what a flower is. It is the part of the plant that is not doing the work. Roots feed, leaves manufacture, stems carry. The flower is the plant’s declaration, and it is expensive, and it is brief, and it exists to be seen. A creature that had to justify itself would not have made one. The flower is the universe’s proof that it is not merely running a business.
And so the first movement of religion is not obedience. It is astonishment — and the flower is astonishment’s most reliable trigger, available to the poor, requiring no priest, blooming in ditches.

Article 1. The flower precedes the doctrine. In the ordinary history of religions the blossom is present before the creed that interprets it, and the creed is best understood as the community’s attempt to say what the blossom did to it.

Article 2. This precedence is not a reduction. To say that theology follows the flower is to say that the world was already speaking, and that revelation found a listener before it found a scribe.

Article 3. The flower is the least utilitarian thing a living body makes. Its gratuity is its testimony. Where a tradition venerates the useless and the beautiful, it has understood something that a tradition of pure obligation has not.



The Naming. The flower held up on Vulture Peak, which the tradition does not name, because the whole point was that it did not have to be named to be understood.

℣ Before the law, the looking.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter II
Awe Before Law
Every religion that has lasted has two layers, and they are laid down in a fixed order.
Underneath is awe: the encounter, the shattering, the moment the ordinary world thins and something enormous shows through it. Rudolf Otto gave this the name it has kept — mysterium tremendum et fascinans, the mystery that terrifies and attracts in the same instant. Moses at the bush that burned and was not consumed. The prophets undone in the temple. The prince under the fig tree at Bodh Gayā. The Sufi seized in the middle of the marketplace.
On top of it is law: the codification, the rule, the calendar, the boundary. And law is not the enemy. Law is how awe survives its witnesses. Awe is volatile; it happens to one person on one afternoon and dies with them unless it is translated into something transmissible. The Decalogue, the Eightfold Path, the Sermon on the Mount, the Sharia’s ordering of a just society — each is an attempt to render an unrepeatable encounter into an inheritable practice. Law is fossilised awe, and fossils are precious, and fossils are also not alive.
The corruption comes when the order inverts. When the law is treated as the foundation rather than the deposit, religion becomes a system of compliance with nothing at its centre. The Hebrew prophets diagnosed this with fury: sacrifice offered punctually while justice went undone. Jesus made the same charge in a botanical register, reproaching the meticulous tithing of mint and dill and cumin while judgement and mercy and faith were neglected — a critique delivered, note, in the vocabulary of the herb garden.
This is where the flower does its most serious work, and why this book begins here rather than with a list of blossoms.
The flower cannot be commanded. It is not a duty, it does not require assent, and it is entirely unimpressed by orthodoxy. It simply opens, in front of the believer and the unbeliever alike, and whoever is paying attention is returned in an instant to the layer underneath the law. A person who has stopped in front of a flowering tree has, for that moment, the same religion as everyone else who has ever stopped in front of one.
That is why every tradition in this book reached for the blossom when it needed to say something about the beginning of faith rather than its administration. The flower is awe’s standing invitation, renewed annually, free of charge, in every climate that has soil.

Article 4. Awe is prior to law and law is answerable to it. A statute that no longer transmits the encounter which produced it has become an obstacle to the encounter.

Article 5. Law is not opposed to awe but is its memory. The Abbey honours law as it honours a reliquary — for what it carries, not for itself.

Article 6. The flower is the ordinary means by which awe is renewed in an ordinary life. It requires no clergy, no building, no literacy, and no permission. This is not a weakness of the flower but its clearest claim to being a means of grace.



The Naming. The burning bush, which is called in Hebrew sneh — a thorn-bush, the least of the flora, chosen so that no one could say the glory belonged to the plant.

℣ Take off your shoes; the ground is the point.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter III
The Flower Sermon
There is an account, carried in the Chan and Zen lineages and set down in China, of a teaching given without teaching.
The Buddha is on Gṛdhrakūṭa, Vulture Peak. A great assembly has gathered and is waiting for the discourse. He raises a flower and twirls it between his fingers. He says nothing. The assembly is baffled — all of it except Mahākāśyapa, who breaks into a smile. The Buddha then declares that he possesses the treasury of the true dharma eye, the subtle mind of nirvāṇa, the reality beyond form, and that he has now transmitted it to Mahākāśyapa.
In Chinese the episode is called niān huā wéi xiào, 拈花微笑 — “holding up the flower, a subtle smile.” It survives principally in the Sūtra in Which the Great Brahmā King Questions the Buddha to Resolve His Doubts, a text whose earliest known circulation is around 1036, and it stands as the sixth case of the Wúménguān, the Gateless Barrier, compiled in 1228. From it the Chan and Zen schools take their entire account of their own origin: a transmission outside the scriptures, not depending on words and letters.
The whole of it turns on the flower.
Not on a gesture in general. He did not raise a stone, a bowl, a hand. A stone would have taught duration; a hand would have taught the teacher. He raised the one object in the world that is already doing what he wanted done — being wholly itself, in the open, briefly, for no reason, complete.
The flower is a sermon that cannot be misquoted, because it contains no sentences to misquote. It cannot be made into a party. It cannot be defended in a council or imposed by a magistrate. It can only be seen or not seen, and Mahākāśyapa’s smile is simply the sound a person makes when they have seen it.
This is the deepest reason a book on sacred flowers is a book on religion itself rather than a study in symbolism. In the Flower Sermon the blossom is not standing for the teaching. It is the teaching, and the teaching’s content is that reality does not require an intermediary to be received.
Every tradition in the following pages has its own version of this moment, though most of them do not know they have it. The Hebrew prophet told to consider how the lilies of the field are clothed. The Sufi contemplating the tulip that bows its head in bloom. The Egyptian priest at the water’s edge before sunrise. Each is the same event: a person, a flower, and no words in between.

Article 7. The Flower Sermon is the charter text of this volume. It establishes that a flower may function not as the symbol of a teaching but as the teaching in its entirety.

Article 8. What is transmitted in the Flower Sermon is transmitted by recognition, not by instruction. The Abbey therefore holds that the deepest content of religion is not information and cannot be examined.

Article 9. A teaching that can be received in silence by one person can be received in silence by any person. The Flower Sermon is thus also a charter of religious liberty, since it locates the essential transaction outside any structure that could license or forbid it.



The Naming. The flower of Gṛdhrakūṭa, called in Chinese niān huā — “the held-up flower” — named for the gesture and not the species, because the species was never the point.

℣ He said nothing, and it was the longest sermon.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter IV
Why the Flower and Not the Stone
Religions have consecrated many things. Stones, springs, mountains, caves, animals, fire, bread, oil, breath. Why does the flower do a particular work that none of the others do?
Four properties, and they only occur together in the blossom.
It is brief. A stone teaches permanence, which is a comfort and a lie. A mountain teaches endurance, which is true and inhuman. The flower teaches the exact thing a mortal creature needs to learn, which is that something can be complete and short at the same time. The Japanese built an entire aesthetic theology on this and called it mono no aware — the ache in things that pass. Cherry blossom is holy in Shintō precisely because it will not last the week.
It is gratuitous. Bread is holy because it feeds; fire is holy because it warms; water is holy because we die without it. Each of these sacraments is entangled with need, and need is a poor teacher of love. The flower is holy for nothing. It withholds no service because it offers none. To love a flower is therefore practice in loving without transaction, which every mystical tradition names as the whole of the path.
It opens. This is the structural gift, and it is why the flower rather than the leaf or the fruit became the master image of consciousness on three continents independently. A flower is a thing that was closed and became open, in a movement that can be watched, at a speed the human eye can bear. No other object in nature so exactly models the interior event that religion is about. The chakras of the Indic traditions are lotuses. The mandala opens outward from a point. The soul, said the Christian mystics, opens toward God. Nobody had to be taught this metaphor. Everybody found it.
It is everywhere and free. The sacred stone must be visited; the sacred fire must be tended; the sacred text must be bought and read. The flower grows in the crack of a pavement in a city where you know no one. It is the only universally distributed sacrament, and it recognises no clergy, no class, and no border.
Put the four together and you have an object that is transient, useless, self-opening, and free — which is to say, an object that contradicts everything an empire values and confirms everything a contemplative values. It is not an accident that flowers cluster thickest in the religion of the poor, the mystic, and the woman, and thinnest in the religion of the treasury and the court.

Article 10. The flower’s fitness for sacred use rests on four properties held together: brevity, gratuity, self-opening, and free universal distribution. No other natural object holds all four.

Article 11. Because the flower is free and unpoliceable, it is the natural sacrament of traditions under pressure. Where a people are forbidden a temple, they are seldom forbidden a garden.

Article 12. The Abbey holds that gratuitous beauty is a category of revelation and not a decoration upon it, and that a theology with no account of beauty has an incomplete account of God.



The Naming. The cherry, called in Japanese sakura, whose whole holiness is that it will be gone in a week and comes back anyway.

℣ Brief, useless, opening, free.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter V
The Instinct to Name
Here is the phenomenon this book was written to account for.
Human beings do not merely admire flowers. They name them after the holy — compulsively, at scale, across every tradition, in vernaculars that no authority controlled. And the naming is not a poetic flourish applied by literary elites. It happens in kitchen gardens, in the speech of people who could not read, in the folk names that botany later had to gather up and translate into Latin.
The scale of it is easy to miss because the names have gone quiet. But consider a single field in a single country in a single century. Walking a hedgerow in medieval England you would pass Our Lady’s Mantle, Our Lady’s Bedstraw, Our Lady’s Smock, Our Lady’s Tears, Mary’s Gold, Mary’s Bitter Sorrow, the Virgin’s Humility, the Eyes of Mary, Mary’s Fingers, Mary’s Sword of Sorrow, the Herb of Grace, and the Virgin Flower. A single woman, dead more than a thousand years and eight hundred miles away, had been distributed across an entire flora — her hair, her eyes, her tears, her fingers, her clothing, her grief, and her gold, growing in the ditches of a wet island she never saw.
This is not symbolism. Symbolism is deliberate and literary. This is something more like devotion metabolising the landscape: a population that thought about a person so continuously that they began to recognise her in the vegetation, and then said so, and the saying stuck, and their grandchildren inherited a countryside that was legibly hers.
And it runs everywhere. In Sanskrit the goddess of fortune is simply called Padmā, Lotus. In Greek the boy is Hyacinthus and the flower is hyakinthos and nobody can now separate them. In Ottoman Turkish the tulip carries the letters of the divine Name. In Nahuatl, in Tamil, in Irish, in Japanese, the same instinct fires: this bloom belongs to that one.
Two things are worth saying about it immediately.
The first is that it is a theological act performed by amateurs. No council convened to decide that lady’s mantle belonged to Mary. The people who named it were not authorised and did not ask. Religion’s most widespread creative activity has always been conducted by the unlicensed.
The second is that it is durable in a way doctrine is not. Empires fell, languages shifted, the Reformation swept the images out of the churches — and the marigold is still called marigold. The name outlived the institution that made it thinkable. Flowers are where religions go to survive.

Article 13. The naming of flowers after holy persons is a spontaneous, unlicensed, and popular theological act. It is the largest body of religious composition ever produced, and almost none of it is signed.

Article 14. Where a devotion has distributed itself across a flora, that devotion has entered the ordinary speech of a people and will outlive the institution that taught it.

Article 15. The Abbey receives folk botanical names as a genuine deposit of tradition, on the same footing as liturgy, and holds that their loss is a loss of religious memory and not merely of quaintness.



The Naming. Alchemilla, called Our Lady’s Mantle for the way the cloak of leaves gathers a bead of water at the centre and holds it, all night, like something being kept.

℣ They named the whole hedgerow after her.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter VI
The Two Directions of the Name
The traffic runs both ways, and the two directions mean different things.
Direction one: religion names the flower. A holy person exists, and a plant is named after them. Marigold — Mary’s gold. Rosemary — folded, by folk etymology, into Mary’s rose, though the botanical Latin means dew of the sea. St John’s wort, cut at midsummer. Solomon’s seal. Aaron’s rod. Lady’s slipper, sprung where her foot touched. In this direction the flower is the recipient of the sacred. The holiness is prior, and the plant is honoured by association.
Direction two: the flower names religion. A plant exists, and the sacred is named after it. This is the rarer and much stranger movement, and it is the heart of this book’s argument.
The goddess of the Indian household is called Padmā, the Lotus, and Kamalā, the Lotus, and Padmāvatī, She of the Lotus — the flower is not her attribute, it is her name. The Bodhisattva of compassion holds the padma and is addressed in the most-recited mantra on earth as the Jewel in the Lotus. The great Buddhist scripture of East Asia is the Lotus Sūtra, and hundreds of millions of people have organised their inner lives around a text named for a water-plant. The rosary is a rosarium, a rose-garden, and the beads are a garden you can carry. Pure Land Buddhism sorts the reborn into nine grades of lotus blossom. The Abbey’s own lineage is the White Lotus Society, founded at a pond.
And the Egyptian god Nefertem, who stands at the origin of creation itself, is the lotus at the nostril of Ra — a deity who simply is a flower, before he is anything else.
When religion names a flower, it is being generous. When a flower names religion, something else has happened: the tradition has conceded that the blossom got there first and that no better word was available. You do not name your highest scripture after a lily unless the lily has already taught you something you could not have learned otherwise.
Track the second direction and you find the same conclusion in Egypt, India, China, Japan, Greece, Anatolia, and medieval Europe. Religion follows the flowers.

Article 16. Sacred botanical naming runs in two directions. In the first, a plant is honoured by a holy name. In the second, the holy is named after a plant.

Article 17. The second direction is evidentially decisive. A tradition that names its god, its scripture, its mantra, or its lineage after a flower has acknowledged the flower’s priority in its own vocabulary.

Article 18. Where both directions are found in one tradition, the tradition has completed the circuit, and the flower and the Name have become mutually interpreting. This is the mature form and is found in Marian Christianity, in Śrī Vidyā, in Pure Land Buddhism, and in Ottoman Sufism.



The Naming. The lotus, called in Sanskrit padma, which is also the name of the goddess, so that in her own hymns you cannot tell whether you are addressing a woman or a flower — and the tradition says you need not choose.

℣ Sometimes we named the flower.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter VII
What a Name Does
A name is not a label. This is the last thing to establish before the ten books begin, and it is the thing most likely to be misunderstood by a modern reader, who has been trained to think of names as arbitrary tags fastened to pre-existing objects.
In every tradition treated in this volume, naming is an act with consequences. In Genesis the first work given to the human being is not cultivation but nomenclature: the creature is set among the animals to say what they are, and what he calls them is what they are. In the Egyptian material a being without its true name is not fully in existence, and to know the name is to have access. In the Indic traditions the mantra is not a description of the deity but a mode of the deity’s presence. In the Chinese classic, the naming is where the ten thousand things begin.
So when a people call a flower Our Lady’s Tears, they are not filing it. They are doing something to the landscape and to themselves.
Three things happen at once.
The flower is drawn into the story. It stops being scenery. It now has a position in a narrative that includes the reader, and it can be encountered rather than merely observed. This is why a named flora is a devotional technology: a person walking through it is walking through a text.
The holy person is made local. Mary is no longer only in Nazareth and Ephesus and the stained glass. She is in the ditch behind the barn, in a form the walker meets on a Tuesday. Naming is how universal figures are naturalised into particular ground, and it is the mechanism by which every world religion actually became a world religion.
The namer is committed. You cannot call something the Herb of Grace and then be indifferent to it. The name creates an obligation. This is the quiet ethical engine underneath the whole botanical devotion of the medieval West and the whole sacred-grove tradition of Asia: what has been named cannot be casually destroyed.
That last point is where this book will eventually land. A civilisation that has forgotten the names of its flowers has not merely lost some vocabulary. It has lost the mechanism by which its landscape was morally protected — and it has lost it at precisely the moment it most needed it.

Article 19. To name is to establish relation. A named flower is no longer scenery and cannot be encountered indifferently.

Article 20. Naming localises the universal. Every world religion became a world religion by permitting its holy figures to be recognised in local ground, and botanical naming is the principal record of that permission.

Article 21. A name creates an obligation toward the thing named. The disappearance of sacred botanical names from a language is therefore an ecological event as well as a religious one.



The Naming. Ruta graveolens, called the Herb of Grace, sprinkled from the aspergillum at the door of the church, so that the same plant that bitters the tongue also opens the rite.

℣ We named them, and the naming bound us.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Book II
The Lotus and the Throne
✦


At the gate of the lotus tanks of Karnak.

Here, in the rectangular pools cut beside the temple, they grew the blue water-lily on purpose, so that the priests going down before dawn could watch the thing the sun was about to do, done first and smaller, on the water, by a flower.

℣ At this gate the sun rehearses.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter VIII
Nefertem: The Child in the Blue Lotus
Begin at the beginning, which in Egypt is a flower on black water.
Before the world there is Nun, the undifferentiated deep — no land, no light, no direction, nothing but water without a surface. Out of it rises a mound, and on the mound, or on the water itself, opens a lotus. And in the heart of the lotus sits a child, and the child is the sun.
The god is Nefertem. His name is written with the lotus; he is called the lotus at the nostril of Ra, the fragrance the sun god breathes. In the Memphite theology he is the son of Ptah and Sekhmet, third of that triad — creation, ferocity, and perfume. He is depicted as a young man with a lotus rising from his head, sometimes with two tall plumes standing from the blossom, sometimes as a child seated in the open flower itself.
Read that image for a moment before moving on, because it is one of the oldest theological propositions in the world and it is entirely constructed out of a plant.
It says: the origin of everything is not a command and not a war. It is an opening. Before there was anything to speak to, before there was a floor to stand on, before there was a first morning, there was a bloom coming up through black water and something small and radiant sitting in it.
The Egyptians got this from watching. Nymphaea caerulea, the blue water-lily of the Nile, opens in the morning and closes and withdraws below the water in the afternoon, and does it again tomorrow. It has a scent that carries. It grows out of mud that stinks, on water that in the flood season is thick and brown, and it produces a blue-and-gold flower which is one of the most refined objects in the natural world. A priesthood spending its life beside that river did not need to be told what resurrection would look like. It looked like that, every morning, on the water, for free.
And so the flower entered the funerary literature, and the deep hope of a civilisation was written in petals. Among the transformation spells of the Book of Coming Forth by Day is one for becoming a lotus — the dead person, in the perilous passage, takes the form of the flower that goes under at night and comes up at dawn. Not a bird, not a god, not a flame. A flower. Because a flower is the thing that has already solved the problem.
Tutankhamun was found with a garland. The blue lotus is on the pillars, on the cups, in the hands of the guests at the banquet, held to the nose, passed between them.

Article 22. The oldest surviving cosmogony that has come down to us intact begins with a flower opening on water, and its god is a lotus before he is anything else. Creation is described in the vocabulary of blossoming and not of construction.

Article 23. The lotus enters Egyptian funerary religion because it is observed to descend at evening and return at dawn. Resurrection was not first believed and then illustrated; it was first watched and then believed.

Article 24. Where a tradition names its god after a flower, as Egypt names Nefertem, the flower is prior in that tradition’s own vocabulary, and the Abbey takes such naming as testimony rather than as ornament.



The Naming. Nymphaea caerulea, the blue lotus of the Nile, called by the Egyptians the fragrance at the nostril of Ra — a god who is a scent, and the scent is a flower, and the flower is the morning.

℣ The world began as an opening.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter IX
The Sun on the Water
Push a little further into the Egyptian material, because it establishes the pattern that will repeat in India, in China, in Japan, and eventually in Europe, and it is easier to see here than anywhere else.
There are two water-flowers in Egyptian art and they do different work. The blue lotus, Nymphaea caerulea, is the fragrant one, narrow-petalled, opening at morning. The white, Nymphaea lotus, is broader and opens at night. Both are strictly speaking water-lilies rather than true lotus; the Indian Nelumbo nucifera, which is a genuine lotus and a different plant altogether, arrives in Egyptian art much later, carried west along the trade routes. The names have been tangled for two thousand years and the tangle is itself part of the story: the sacred flower travelled, and wherever it went the local blossom that most resembled it inherited the holiness.
What the Egyptians built out of their water-lily was a complete solar theology conducted in botanical terms.
The sun is born from the flower at the first morning. The sun is reborn from the flower every morning after. The dead person, needing to make the same journey, takes the same form. The flower is therefore not a symbol of the sun; it is the mechanism by which the sun’s daily miracle is made available to a human being. You cannot become the sun. You can become a lotus, and the lotus does what the sun does.
This is a piece of theological engineering of real subtlety and it is worth naming plainly, because it recurs. The flower functions as an intermediary of scale. The cosmic event is too large to be entered. The blossom performs the same event at a size a person can hold, in a duration a person can watch, at a distance a person can reach. Religion follows the flowers because the flowers are the only place the cosmic process is legible to a creature four feet from the ground.
Every later tradition rediscovers this. The Indic chakra is a lotus because consciousness opening is too large to picture and a flower opening is not. The mandala is a flower because the cosmos is not visible and a blossom is. The rose window is a flower because eternal light is an abstraction and coloured glass in the shape of petals is a Tuesday afternoon in Chartres.
The flower is the world’s scale model of itself.

Article 25. The flower functions in religion as an intermediary of scale: it performs the cosmic process at a magnitude a human being can perceive, in a duration a human being can attend to.

Article 26. This is the structural reason the blossom recurs independently across unconnected traditions. It is not diffusion and it is not coincidence. It is the same solution found repeatedly to the same problem.

Article 27. Where the sacred flower travelled, the nearest local blossom inherited its holiness. The Abbey holds that this substitution is legitimate and not a corruption, since the holiness attaches to what the flower does and not to its taxonomy.



The Naming. Nymphaea lotus, the white water-lily that opens after dark, called by the Egyptians the night-blooming one, kept for the half of the mystery that happens where no one is watching.

℣ Too large to enter, so it was made small.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter X
Brahmā on the Navel-Lotus
Now cross to India, where the same image arrives independently and is developed further than anywhere on earth.
Viṣṇu lies asleep on the cosmic waters, resting on the serpent Śeṣa, at the interval between world-ages when nothing exists. From his navel a lotus grows on a long stalk. It opens. Seated within it is Brahmā, four-faced, and Brahmā begins to make the world.
This is one of the most reproduced images in Indian art, and it is the same proposition as the Egyptian one, reached without contact: existence proceeds from a flower opening on dark water.
But the Indian development goes somewhere Egypt does not. The lotus is not merely where creation happens. The lotus becomes the seat — the thing you sit on if you are of a certain order of being. Lakṣmī stands on one. Sarasvatī sits on one. Brahmā emerges from one. The Buddha will be shown on one, and after him every Buddha, every bodhisattva, every Tārā, every Jina, until half the sacred art of Asia is figures on flowers.
Why a seat?
Because a throne answers the question what supports the holy, and the answer given here is remarkable. The holy is not supported by stone, by mountain, by the shoulders of the defeated, or by the wealth of the treasury. It is supported by a flower — which is to say, by something that grew, from mud, without violence, and will not last, and does not care.
The Sanskrit for lotus, padma, becomes one of the most productive words in the religious vocabulary of Asia. Padmāsana, the lotus posture, the way a body arranges itself to sit still. Padmapāṇi, Lotus-in-Hand, an epithet of Avalokiteśvara. Padmasambhava, Lotus-Born, the master who carried the dharma to Tibet. Padmā and Kamalā, names of the goddess. Sahasrāra, the thousand-petalled, the crown of the subtle body.
And the Bhagavad Gītā takes the flower and makes it an ethic. Act, it says, without attachment to the fruit of action — as the lotus leaf is not wetted by the water it lies on. The whole doctrine of engaged non-attachment, one of the great moral achievements of the Indian tradition, is delivered by pointing at a leaf and observing that water rolls off it.
That is religion following the flower with the plainest possible footwork. The plant does something. Somebody notices. An ethics is built.

Article 28. In the Indic cosmogony creation proceeds from a lotus opening on the cosmic waters. This is arrived at independently of Egypt, and the agreement of unconnected traditions on this image is treated by the Abbey as convergent testimony.

Article 29. The lotus throne answers the question of what supports the holy, and answers it with something that grew from mud, took no life, and will not last. This is a doctrine of power and the Abbey receives it as such.

Article 30. The ethic of non-attached action in the Bhagavad Gītā is derived by observation of a leaf that water will not wet. Moral teaching in the Indic tradition is here explicitly downstream of botanical observation.



The Naming. Nelumbo nucifera, called padma, on whose stalk from the navel of the sleeping god the maker of worlds sat down and began.

℣ From the sleeping one, a stalk; from the stalk, a flower; from the flower, everything.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XI
Padmā: The Goddess Whose Name Is the Flower
Lakṣmī is the goddess of fortune, abundance, beauty, and the well-run house. She is depicted standing or seated on a full-blown lotus, holding lotuses in two hands, with elephants pouring water over her. She is one of the most widely worshipped beings on earth.
And her names are the flower.
Padmā — Lotus. Kamalā — Lotus. Padmāvatī — She of the Lotus. Padmāsanā — Seated on the Lotus. Padmamālinī — Garlanded with Lotuses. Puṣkariṇī — She of the Lotus Pool. In the hymn of her hundred and eight names, and again in the thousand, the flower returns and returns until it is impossible to say whether the tradition is describing a goddess who likes lotuses or a lotus that has been recognised as a goddess.
This is the second direction of naming, running at full strength. The flower has not been honoured by association with the divine. The divine has been named after the flower, in the tradition’s own most solemn liturgical vocabulary, and no one thought this was a demotion.
The reason is that the lotus already carried everything the goddess means. It is generative — the seed-pod is a visible nursery of the next generation, which is why the flower is bound to fertility from Egypt to Japan. It is abundant — it fills a tank until you cannot see the water. It is beautiful without effort or defence. It is clean in dirty places. It is associated with water, and water is wealth in a monsoon civilisation. To say Padmā is to say all of that in two syllables, and no abstract noun could do the same work.
Beside her, Sarasvatī: goddess of speech, learning, music, and the arts, seated on a white lotus, holding the vīṇā. Her flower is white where Lakṣmī’s is red or gold, and the difference is doctrinal. Learning is the cool flower; fortune is the warm one.
And Brahmā rose from a lotus, and Viṣṇu is lotus-eyed and lotus-navelled, and Śiva receives the bilva leaf and the fierce white datura, and Gaṇeśa is given marigolds and dūrvā grass, and Kālī is given the red hibiscus which is the colour of what she is.
The pantheon is a flora. Walk an Indian temple market at dawn and you are walking a theology laid out in trays: this bloom for this god, that leaf for that one, priced by the handful, understood by everyone, requiring no explanation. It is the most complete surviving example of a religion in which the botanical vocabulary is not commentary on the faith but the medium in which the faith is conducted.

Article 31. In the naming of Lakṣmī the second direction is complete: the goddess bears the flower’s name in the tradition’s most solemn liturgical registers, and this is not felt as a diminishment.

Article 32. The assignment of specific flowers to specific deities constitutes a functioning theological grammar in which offerings are statements. The Abbey receives this as a model of embodied doctrine.

Article 33. Where the sacred vocabulary of a tradition is substantially botanical, the tradition has not decorated itself with nature but has elected nature as its language.



The Naming. The red lotus, called Padmā, which is the name of the flower and the name of the goddess, and the tradition has never troubled itself to separate them.

℣ Whom are you addressing — the woman or the bloom?

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XII
Seven Steps, Seven Lotuses
The tradition says that when the child was born in the grove at Lumbinī he took seven steps, and under each foot a lotus opened.
Nobody in the tradition thinks this is a horticultural report. That is not what the story is for. What the story is for is to say, at the very outset of a life, what kind of life it is going to be: this is the one under whose walking the ground blooms.
The birth itself is botanical from beginning to end. Māyā is travelling and stops in a grove of sāl trees. She reaches up for a branch — the gesture is fixed in the art, one arm raised, the hand among the leaves — and the child is born standing, in the open, among trees, with no roof. There is no building anywhere in the account.
And the whole life keeps to it. He renounces the palace and goes to the forest. He achieves awakening under a fig tree at Bodh Gayā, and the tree is thereafter the Bodhi tree, Ficus religiosa, and cuttings of it are among the most travelled plants in religious history — one carried to Sri Lanka in the third century BCE and still growing at Anurādhapura, which makes it a living participant in the event rather than a memorial of it. He teaches for forty years, much of it in a bamboo grove at Veḷuvana donated for the purpose. He holds up a flower on Vulture Peak. And he dies between two sāl trees, which the tradition says bloomed out of season and scattered their flowers on him.
Born under trees, awakened under a tree, taught in a grove, transmitted by a flower, died between two trees in blossom.
You could remove every building from the biography of the Buddha and lose nothing. You could not remove the plants.
This is why the lotus becomes the master image of the whole tradition. The doctrine that the awakened being is born of the world and lives in the world and is not defiled by the world — that they are in the water and do not get wet — is not an abstract proposition. It is a plant, held up, once, on a mountain, in silence, and understood.

Article 34. The life of the Buddha as the tradition transmits it is conducted entirely in the open among plants. No building is structurally necessary to the account, and the Abbey draws from this the principle that the essential religious transaction requires no architecture.

Article 35. The Bodhi tree at Anurādhapura, propagated from the tree of the awakening, is a living continuity rather than a monument. Where a tradition preserves a plant rather than a relic, it has preserved the event in the only form that goes on happening.

Article 36. The lotus doctrine — rooted in mud, unwetted by water, unstained by the world it grows in — is the tradition’s central ethical teaching, and it was arrived at by observation of the plant.



The Naming. Shorea robusta, the sāl tree, which held the branch she reached for at the birth and dropped its flowers out of season at the death, and so stands at both ends of the life.

℣ Under every step, an opening.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XIII
The Lotus Throne
Now look at what happened to the seat.
Once the lotus becomes the support of the holy, it spreads across Asia as a piece of visual grammar so pervasive that it stops being noticed. Every Buddha is on one. Every bodhisattva. Guanyin stands on one, Amitābha sits on one, Tārā’s foot rests on one, the Jina of the Jains is on one, the Hindu deity is on one, and in Tibet the master is on one and so is the practitioner in visualisation.
And the grammar is precise. The petals are counted. The blossom may be shown as a bud, half-open, fully open, or inverted — and in the doubled lotus base, the viśvapadma, petals turn both upward and downward at once, so that the seat opens toward the being above it and toward the world beneath it in the same gesture. That is a doctrine of compassion rendered as a flowerbed.
Consider what has been ruled out by choosing this seat.
The throne of a king is made of the materials that display expropriation: gold taken, ivory killed for, stone quarried by the unfree, cloth dyed at ruinous cost. Every royal seat in the ancient world is a summary of what was taken to make it. It is the point of the object.
The lotus throne takes nothing. Nobody was taxed for it. Nothing died. It grew in a village pond of its own accord, and it will be gone by autumn, and anybody at all may look at one this afternoon.
To seat the highest being in your cosmology on that is to make a claim about the nature of authority that is far more radical than any sermon against wealth. It says the thing that deserves reverence is supported by gratuity, and cannot be supported by anything else.
The Christian West made the same move once, decisively, and then largely forgot it. The image of Christ enthroned is imperial: the maiestas, the orb, the raised hand. But the image of the nativity is a feeding-trough in a shed, and the image of the entry is a borrowed donkey, and the crown at the end is thorns — a plant, worn, in mockery, and received. Different flora, same argument.

Article 37. The lotus throne is a doctrine of authority. By seating the highest being on a thing that was neither purchased, quarried, nor killed for, the tradition denies that legitimate reverence can rest on expropriation.

Article 38. The double lotus, whose petals open upward and downward together, is a rendering of compassion in botanical form: the seat receives from above and gives below in one gesture.

Article 39. The crown of thorns is the Western instance of the same doctrine. Where the sacred is crowned or seated with vegetation rather than with metal, the tradition has spoken against the throne even while depicting one.



The Naming. The viśvapadma, the doubled lotus of the pedestal, whose petals turn up toward the one seated and down toward the world in the same carving.

℣ What holds up the holy?

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XIV
The Blue Lotus of Wisdom
One more Asian flower before the book turns west, because it carries a distinction the tradition took great care over.
The utpala — the blue lotus, the night-flowering water-lily — is not the padma. In Buddhist iconography they are held by different beings and mean different things, and the difference is doctrinal.
Green Tārā holds the blue utpala. White Tārā holds it too, in white. Mañjuśrī, the bodhisattva of wisdom, is shown with the flaming sword in one hand and the blue lotus in the other, and on the blossom rests the Prajñāpāramitā, the scripture of the perfection of wisdom. The book sits on the flower. A tradition that wanted to say scripture is the highest thing would have put the flower on the book.
And the colours are a curriculum. White for purity of mind. Red for love and compassion. Blue for wisdom and the mastery of the spirit over the senses. Pink for the historical Buddha himself. Gold for enlightenment complete. A closed bud is the time before awakening; a full blossom is awakening; a bud is not a lesser flower but an earlier one, and the art shows both on the same stem because a community contains both.
Then there is the most-recited sentence on the planet. Oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ. The jewel in the lotus, or — reading the grammar as a vocative — an address to the Jewel-Lotus one. Whatever the syntax, the flower is in the sentence, at the centre, and it has been in the mouths of hundreds of millions of people for more than a thousand years, carved on stones, spun in cylinders, painted on cliffs, said under the breath on mountain paths.
There is no comparable case anywhere of a plant lodged so deeply in the daily speech of so many people for so long.
And this closes the argument of Book II. In Egypt the flower is the origin. In India it is the seat, the ethic, and the name of the goddess. In Buddhism it is the sermon, the throne, the curriculum of colour, and the syllables you say when there is nothing else to say. In none of these is it decoration. In all of them the doctrine came afterward, walking behind the blossom, trying to keep up.

Article 40. The distinction between padma and utpala is doctrinal and not merely botanical. Where a tradition maintains fine distinctions among sacred flowers, it is conducting theology in a botanical medium and must be read accordingly.

Article 41. In the iconography of Mañjuśrī the scripture rests upon the flower. The Abbey takes this arrangement as a statement of order: the text is supported by the reality, and not the reverse.

Article 42. The lotus embedded in the six syllables of the great mantra constitutes the widest and longest continuous liturgical use of a plant name in human history, and is the plainest available evidence for the thesis of this volume.



The Naming. The utpala, the blue lotus, on whose open blossom the Perfection of Wisdom is carried, so that in all the art of the north the book rests on the flower and never the flower on the book.

℣ The jewel is in the lotus.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Book III
The Rose and the Name
✦


At the gate of the north rose of Chartres.

Here a queen paid for a wheel of coloured glass forty feet across and set a woman at the centre of it with a child on her knee, and ringed her with prophets and kings, and scattered lilies through the quatrefoils so that the lily grows inside the rose.

℣ At this gate the wall became a flower.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter XV
Aphrodite’s Blood and the First Red Rose
Before the rose was Mary’s it was Aphrodite’s, and before it was Aphrodite’s it was simply the best-smelling thing in the eastern Mediterranean.
The Greek tradition gives the rose to the goddess of love by several routes, and they do not agree, which is how you can tell they are old. In one, the rose is white until Aphrodite runs to the dying Adonis and tears her feet on the thorns, and her blood colours the flower for ever. In another it is the blood of Adonis himself that does it. In a third the rose springs up where he fell, or where her tears fell, or from the sea-foam of her own birth alongside her.
They all say the same thing in different arrangements: the red rose is love and it is wounded. It is not sweetness. It is the flower of a goddess whose gift comes with a cost and whose myths are full of bleeding.
Rome inherited it and gave it to Venus, and then did something the Greeks had not. Rome made the rose political. Petals were strewn at triumphs. Rose-water ran in the fountains at imperial banquets. Nero is said to have spent a fortune on them at a single supper. The rosalia were festivals of the dead at which graves were decked with roses, and the practice was so widespread that people endowed it in their wills. The rose crossed from the temple to the tomb to the dinner table, and by the end of the empire it was the most heavily freighted flower in the West.
It also acquired a doctrine of secrecy. A rose hung above a table meant that what was said beneath it was not repeated — sub rosa, under the rose, a phrase still in use in English law and diplomacy two thousand years later. The Romans connected it to Cupid, who was said to have given a rose to the god of silence to buy his discretion about Venus’s affairs. A rose carved on a ceiling was a warning: this room keeps its own counsel.
Hold that thought. It matters for what the Church will do next.
Because when Christianity arrives, it faces the rose as a problem. Here is the flower of the goddess of erotic love, sprinkled at pagan feasts, laid on pagan graves, dedicated to Venus, and beloved of everyone. The early Christian writers were wary of it for exactly these reasons and for a long time preferred the lily.
And then the Church did not abolish the rose. It re-consecrated it, and gave it to a different woman.

Article 43. The rose enters the Western religious vocabulary as the flower of the goddess of love, and its earliest meanings are erotic, sacrificial, and funerary together. Later Christian use does not erase these; it inherits them.

Article 44. The reddening of the white rose by divine blood is a Mediterranean commonplace long before Christianity, and its later Christological use stands within an existing tradition rather than beginning one.

Article 45. The Abbey holds that the transfer of a flower from one tradition to another is a normal and legitimate movement, and that a devotion which cannot receive an inherited flower has confused purity with poverty.



The Naming. Rosa, called the flower of Aphrodite, reddened — the traditions differ — by her blood, or his, or her weeping, and in every version by something torn.

℣ The rose was always wounded.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XVI
Rosa Mystica
By the high Middle Ages the rose belongs to Mary so completely that the earlier ownership has to be looked up.
She is Rosa Mystica, the Mystical Rose. The title stands in the Litany of Loreto, the great Marian litany chanted at the Holy House at Loreto from at least the sixteenth century and given formal approval for the universal Church by Pope Sixtus V in the bull Reddituri of 11 July 1587 — at which point all other Marian litanies were suppressed for public use, so that this one text became the Church’s authorised inventory of what Mary is called. It has been added to since, by pope after pope, but Rosa Mystica has stood in it from the beginning.
She is also the rose without thorns. This is a doctrinal joke of some elegance. The medieval reading held that before the Fall the rose had no thorns and that thorns entered the world with sin; the thornless rose is therefore the woman conceived without it. The flower is doing dogmatic work — an entire position on original sin, compressed into a horticultural observation and portable enough to teach a child.
The colours divide the theology cleanly. The red rose is the blood of Christ and the charity of his mother and the martyrs’ witness. The white rose is her purity. The gold rose is glory — and the Golden Rose was for centuries an actual object, a worked gold ornament blessed by the pope on the fourth Sunday of Lent and sent to a sovereign, a shrine, or a city as the highest papal honour of its kind.
The rose is also her garden. The hortus conclusus, the enclosed garden of the Song of Songs — a garden shut up, a spring sealed — is read as her body, and it is painted a thousand times: a young woman on the grass inside a wattle fence, roses climbing behind her. The image is doing something delicate. It is not simply saying she is chaste. It is saying she is a place, a cultivated place, with a wall and a gate, in which something grows that could not grow outside.
And here the two directions of naming close on each other, which is why this chapter sits at the centre of the book.
Mary is named for the rose: Mystical Rose, Rose without Thorns, Rose of Sharon, Rosa Mundi. And the roses are named for her, in every hedgerow of Europe, in the folk speech of people who never read a litany. She gave her name to the flowers and the flower gave its name to her, and after four hundred years of that traffic there was no longer a way to think about one without the other.

Article 46. In the Litany of Loreto, approved for the universal Church in 1587, the Mystical Rose stands among the titles of the Virgin. A flower is thereby fixed in the authorised liturgical naming of the most venerated woman in Christendom.

Article 47. The thornless rose carries a complete dogmatic position in a single botanical observation. Where doctrine is compressed into a plant, it becomes teachable without literacy, and the Abbey regards this as a chief virtue of botanical theology.

Article 48. The enclosed garden read as the body of the Virgin unites the two great subjects of this series — the garden and the flower — and identifies the sanctuary garden as a Marian form.



The Naming. Rosa, called Rosa Mystica, the Mystical Rose, standing in the Litany of Loreto since before its approval in 1587 and never once removed.

℣ A rose, and no thorn on it.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XVII
The Rosary: A Garden on a String
The most widely practised devotion in the Western Church is named after a flower bed.
Rosarium is Latin for a rose garden. The word was used through the Middle Ages for anthologies — a rosarium of sayings, a gathering of the best blooms — and it settles, by the fifteenth century, on the string of beads and the cycle of prayers said upon it. To say the rosary is to walk a garden. Every Ave is a rose. The completed cycle is a chaplet, a corona, a crown of roses laid on the head of the woman who is herself a rose.
The imagery is not incidental decoration bolted on afterwards. It is the organising conceit, and the medieval preachers worked it hard. Legends multiplied of monks seen at prayer with roses falling from their mouths, of a garland forming in the air above a devout brother, of the Virgin gathering the flowers as they were made. In Dominican tradition the devotion is given to St Dominic by the Virgin herself, and the order carried it across Europe.
Look at what the object actually is. It is a portable garden. It has no walls, requires no land, costs almost nothing, and can be carried in a pocket by a person with nowhere to put a garden — a servant, a soldier, a prisoner, a woman who owns nothing. In an agrarian civilisation where the enclosed garden was a luxury of monasteries and the wealthy, the rosary distributed the garden to everyone. The poor could not have a hortus conclusus. They could have fifty-nine roses on a cord.
That is one of the great democratising inventions in the history of religion, and it was accomplished by a metaphor about flowers.
The same instinct runs elsewhere. The Muslim misbaḥa and the Hindu and Buddhist mālā are both, in name, garlands — a mālā is a wreath of flowers before it is a string of beads, and the rudrākṣa beads sacred to Śiva are literal seeds. Across three religious families the counting of prayer is imagined as the making of a flower chain, and the worshipper’s hands are doing what the temple garland-maker’s hands are doing, at the same speed, in the same rhythm, for the same reason.

Article 49. The rosary is a garden rendered portable. Its name, its imagery, and its structure are horticultural, and it functions to distribute to the landless a devotion otherwise dependent on land.

Article 50. Across the Christian, Islamic, and Indic traditions the counting of prayer is imagined as the making of a garland. The Abbey takes this triple independent convergence as evidence that flower-making and prayer-making are experienced as the same act.

Article 51. Where a devotion requires no property, no building, and no literacy, it will outlast the institutions that promote it. The rosary and the folk name are the two most durable religious artefacts in the Western record, and both are flowers.



The Naming. The rosary, from rosarium, a rose garden — a garden for people with no ground, carried in the pocket, worked with the thumb.

℣ Fifty roses, and a crown at the end of them.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XVIII
The Rose of the Prophet
Islam receives the rose and makes it the flower of the Prophet, and the tradition is fragrant in a very particular way.
The pious account holds that the rose sprang from a drop of the Prophet’s perspiration on the Night Journey, and the flower is therefore treated in devotional literature as carrying something of his presence. Rose-water is used to wash the Kaʿba. It is sprinkled at Mawlid gatherings, at weddings, at funerals. In Persian and Ottoman poetry the rose, gul, and the nightingale, bulbul, form the central image of the whole mystical tradition — the bird singing all night to a flower that cannot answer, which is the soul before God, and which is the most reproduced metaphor in Sufi verse.
But the flower that carries the deepest theological load in the Islamic world is not the rose. It is the tulip.
In Ottoman Turkish the tulip is lâle, written with the letters alif, lām, and hā. Those are the letters of Allāh. In the abjad system, which assigns numerical values to the Arabic letters, both words total sixty-six. And lâle reversed reads hilâl, the crescent — which also comes to sixty-six.
The consequence, in a tradition that does not depict the divine, is enormous. Here is a flower that carries the Name in its own spelling, without image, without idolatry, and without a word being said. It could be woven, tiled, embroidered, carved, and painted, and every literate believer would know what it was.
And so the Ottomans covered their world with tulips. The Rüstem Pasha Mosque in Istanbul, built by Sinan in 1563, carries some forty-one distinct tulip designs in its İznik tiles. Selim II is recorded ordering fifty thousand wild tulip bulbs for the palace gardens. Ebussuud Efendi, the empire’s chief jurist, bred them. There was a flower academy and there were competitions, and the varieties were given names like Light of Paradise and Rose of the Dawn and Fountain of Life. The years from 1718 to 1730 are still called Lâle Devri, the Tulip Era, in the standard periodisation of Ottoman history — a state’s whole cultural epoch named for a flower.
The mystics added one detail more, and it is the best of them. The tulip, when it is fully open, hangs its head. They said it was bowing.

Article 52. In the Ottoman tradition the tulip carries the divine Name in its own orthography and numerical value. A flower thereby functions as an aniconic vehicle of the Name in a tradition that forbids images, and the Abbey holds this to be among the most refined uses of botanical theology in any civilisation.

Article 53. The naming of an imperial epoch after a flower, as in the Lâle Devri, is the clearest demonstration that botanical devotion is not marginal to a civilisation’s self-understanding.

Article 54. The rose and the nightingale of the Persian and Ottoman mystics render the soul’s relation to God as song directed at a beauty that does not reply. The Abbey receives this as a true account of contemplative prayer.



The Naming. The tulip, called lâle, whose three letters are the three letters of the Name, and which comes to sixty-six as the Name comes to sixty-six, and which bows when it is fully open.

℣ The flower spelled it and said nothing.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XIX
The Rose Window
Stand in the north transept of Chartres and look up, and you are looking at the largest flower in medieval Europe.
The north rose was given by Blanche of Castile, queen consort of France and regent for her son, around 1230. At the centre is the Virgin enthroned with the child on her knee. Around her the design opens outward in rings — doves and angels, then twelve quatrefoils, then kings of Judah, then the minor prophets — and among them, again and again, the fleur-de-lis of France and the castle of Castile, because the queen paid for it and said so in glass.
Note what that means botanically. The window is a rose. Inside the rose are lilies. The most reproduced image in Gothic architecture is a flower containing another flower, both of them Marian, and the two together are also a political signature.
The rose window is the West’s mandala and nobody in the West called it that. It has everything the Sanskrit traditions specify: a centre occupied by the highest being, concentric circuits of subordinate figures, radial symmetry, a fixed number of divisions, and a function of drawing the eye inward from the periphery to the point. The geometry is constructed, not sketched — twelve equal divisions, interlocking stars, a system of proportion carried through the whole elevation of the building.
And it does one thing no Indian mandala does, because it could not. It is made of light. A painted mandala reflects; a rose window transmits. The sun goes through it and the colours land on the floor and move across the stone as the earth turns, so that the flower is different at Lauds and at Vespers and dead at midnight. It is a mandala with a diurnal cycle. It blooms and closes like the thing it is named after.
The name is not a modern art-historical coinage. These wheels were called roses in the Middle Ages, and the naming ran the way naming always runs in this book: someone looked at a wall opened into coloured light and reached, without hesitating, for the vocabulary of the garden. There was no other word that would do. Not wheel, not circle, not sun. Rose.
Architecture becoming flower. Two hundred tons of stone cut into petals so that the light could get in.

Article 55. The rose window is the Western mandala. It possesses a centre, concentric circuits, radial symmetry, and a centripetal function, and it was named for a flower by the people who built it.

Article 56. The rose window differs from the painted mandala in transmitting rather than reflecting light, and therefore possesses a daily cycle. The Abbey holds that this makes it the most exact architectural imitation of a flower ever achieved.

Article 57. In the north rose of Chartres the lily is set within the rose. Where two sacred flowers are combined in one work, the tradition is stating a relation between the doctrines they carry and not merely decorating.



The Naming. The rose window, which the masons called a rose because no other word in the language would do for a wall opened into coloured light.

℣ They cut the stone into petals to let the sun through.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XX
Three Saints and a Rose
The rose does not stop at the Virgin. It attaches to particular women with particular biographies, and each attachment adds a layer.
Elizabeth of Hungary was a landgravine who gave away the contents of her household to the poor at a time when this was regarded by her husband’s court as an embarrassment and possibly a theft. The legend says she was intercepted carrying bread out under her cloak, was challenged, opened the cloak — and it was full of roses. The story has travelled to other saints and other countries, but it belongs to her first in the popular imagination, and it is worth reading exactly. It is not a miracle of provision; nobody is fed by roses. It is a miracle of concealment, in which heaven takes the side of a woman evading an audit. The flower is complicity. That the Church chose to keep this story, and to make its emblem a lapful of roses, tells you what the popular devotion understood charity to be.
Rose of Lima took the name in religion and is the first canonised saint of the Americas. She lived in a hut in her parents’ garden in Peru, kept flowers, and refused a series of advantageous marriages with a determination her family found intolerable. She is a case of the name running the other way: she was not named for the flower by others, she took it, and then the whole hemisphere’s first sanctity was filed under a blossom.
Thérèse of Lisieux is the modern instance and the most consequential. She died at twenty-four in a Carmel in Normandy in 1897 having done nothing whatever that the world counts, and she is a Doctor of the Church. Her teaching, the little way, holds that ordinary hidden acts done with love are the whole of sanctity and that greatness is not required. She said she would spend her heaven doing good on earth and would let fall a shower of roses. And so she did — or so the devotion holds, and the number of people who report roses at the moment of a Thérèse novena is not small, and they are not, on the whole, people given to reporting things.
Three women, three roses. A charity that hides, a sanctity that refuses the world’s arrangements, and a holiness so small it is invisible. Each of them is given the flower of the goddess of love, and between them they redefine what the word love was going to mean in the West.

Article 58. The rose of Elizabeth of Hungary is a miracle of concealment rather than of provision. The tradition, in preserving it, has affirmed that charity may rightly evade the accounting of the powerful.

Article 59. In Rose of Lima the naming runs from the flower to the person by the person’s own choice. The Abbey notes that religious naming is frequently self-administered and holds such naming to be as valid as that conferred.

Article 60. The doctrine of the little way holds that hidden ordinary acts constitute the whole of sanctity. The Abbey receives it as the plainest statement of its own rule of life, and takes the shower of roses as its emblem.



The Naming. The rose of Thérèse, which she promised to let fall from heaven, and which is reported still by people who had not expected to be reporting anything.

℣ She was twenty-four and did nothing the world counts.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXI
The Rose at the End of All Things
The last thing the rose does in the Western tradition is become the shape of heaven itself, and once that is understood, Book III is finished.
Dante, at the summit of the Paradiso, sees the blessed arranged in a vast white rose, rank on rank of petals filled with the saints, opening around the light at the centre, with angels moving between the tiers like bees. It is the final image of the greatest poem of Christendom and it is a flower — not a city, not a throne room, not a court. A rose, seen from inside.
That image did not come from nowhere. It is the rose window, remembered. Dante had stood in churches where the wall opened into coloured light in concentric rings with the highest at the centre, and when he needed a shape for the completed universe he reached for the flower the masons had already built.
And it is the same shape as the mandala, and the same shape as the Sri Yantra with its two rings of petals, and the same shape as the thousand-petalled lotus at the crown of the subtle body, and the same shape as Borobudur seen from the air, and the same shape as an actual rose.
Four traditions, no contact, one geometry.
We will come back to this in Book IX and take it apart properly. For now, register only the fact, because the fact is the argument of this whole volume in miniature. When human beings on separate continents, in separate centuries, using separate vocabularies, tried to draw the structure of ultimate reality, they drew a flower. Every time. Without conferring.
They did not draw it because a doctrine told them to. There was no doctrine yet. They drew it because they had all been looking at the same thing growing in the ground, and it was the only object any of them had ever seen that was simultaneously one and many, centred and expanding, ordered and alive.
The rose is where the West arrived. The lotus is where the East arrived. They are the same arrival.

Article 61. At the summit of the Paradiso the blessed are arranged as a white rose. The final image of the central poem of Western Christendom is a flower seen from within.

Article 62. The celestial rose, the mandala, the Sri Yantra, the thousand-petalled lotus, and the stone terraces of Borobudur are one geometry reached independently by traditions without contact.

Article 63. The Abbey holds that this convergence is evidence and not coincidence: that the flower is the form in which ordered plenitude is actually perceptible, and that every tradition drawing ultimate reality has therefore drawn a blossom.



The Naming. The Rose of the Blessed, which is the last thing seen in the Paradiso, and is a rose window remembered, and is a lotus that had never heard of a lotus.

℣ East and West drew the same flower and did not compare notes.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Book IV
The Lily and the Annunciation
✦


At the gate of the hillside above Capernaum.

Here a teacher stopped a crowd that had come to be told what to do, and instead told them to look at something. Consider the lilies of the field, he said. They do not labour and they do not spin, and Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.

℣ At this gate the sermon is an instruction to look sideways.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXII
Shoshannah
The Hebrew word is shoshannah, and it is one of the most fertile words in the religious vocabulary of the West.
It is the word rendered lily in the English Bible, though what plant it named is genuinely open — a lily, a lotus, an iris, or the scarlet anemone that reddens the Galilean hills in spring. It stands in the Song of Songs, where the beloved is a lily among thorns and a rose of Sharon and a lily of the valleys, and where the lover pastures his flock among the lilies. It stands in Hosea, where God promises Israel that it shall blossom as the lily. It is worked into the capitals of the pillars of Solomon’s temple, which the account describes as lily-work, so that the two great columns at the entrance to the holiest building in Israel were topped with stone flowers.
And it became a name. Shoshannah is Susanna in Greek and Latin, Suzanne in French, Susan in English, and it has been carried by tens of millions of women who have no idea they are named after a flower in a love poem. In the same family stands Shushan — Susa, the Persian capital, the city of lilies, where the book of Esther opens.
This is the second direction of naming, running in Hebrew, and running so successfully that the flower disappeared into the population.
The Song of Songs deserves a moment on its own, because it is the strangest book in the canon and its strangeness is horticultural. It is a sequence of love poems between two people, with no mention of God, no law, no covenant, and no history, conducted almost entirely in a garden. It is full of vines, figs, pomegranates, henna, nard, saffron, calamus, cinnamon, myrrh, aloes, mandrakes, and lilies. And both Judaism and Christianity, faced with this frankly erotic pastoral, did not remove it. They read it as the highest thing in the canon — the love of God for Israel, of Christ for the Church, of the divine for the soul.
Which means that the mystical vocabulary of two religions, the language in which their contemplatives have described union with God for two thousand years, was taken wholesale out of a garden poem. Bernard of Clairvaux preached eighty-six sermons on it and did not get past the second chapter. John of the Cross wrote his greatest verse in its idiom. The Zohar mines it.
Religion follows the flowers. Here it followed them into the bedroom and stayed.

Article 64. The word shoshannah stands in the Hebrew scriptures for a flower whose identity is not fixed, and its instability is instructive: the holiness attaches to the blossom as such rather than to a species.

Article 65. The contemplative vocabulary of both Judaism and Christianity is drawn substantially from the Song of Songs, which is a garden poem. The language of union with God is therefore botanical and erotic in origin, and the Abbey declines to be embarrassed by either.

Article 66. The passage of shoshannah into the common personal name Susanna is a complete instance of the second direction: a flower has entered the naming of persons at a scale no deliberate programme could achieve.



The Naming. Shoshannah, the lily of the Song, which became Susanna and Suzanne and Susan, so that the flower is walking about in the population and answering to it.

℣ A lily among thorns.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXIII
Consider the Lilies
Of everything attributed to Jesus of Nazareth, the instruction to consider the lilies is the one that most resists being turned into a rule, and that is why it belongs at the centre of this book.
The setting is a discourse about anxiety. People are worried about food and clothing, which is to say about survival, which is to say about the thing there is most reason to worry about. And the answer given is not a promise, not a programme, and not a commandment. It is a redirection of the eyes. Look at the wild flowers on this hillside. They do no work of any kind. And yet the richest king this nation ever had, in the whole apparatus of his court, was not dressed like one of them.
Three things are happening in that sentence and they are worth separating.
The first is an argument from gratuity. The flowers are not being fed because they earned it. They are being clothed extravagantly, in a field, where most of them will be seen by nobody and burnt within the week. The economy being described is not one of desert. If the world spends this much on something that useless and that temporary, the anxious person has misjudged what kind of world they are in.
The second is a demotion of Solomon. Solomon is the summit of Israelite achievement — the temple, the wisdom, the wealth, the empire. And he is beaten, decisively and without effort, by a weed. This is a sentence about power delivered in the vocabulary of the roadside.
The third is the method itself. He does not say believe this. He says consider — observe, attend, look properly at a specific thing in front of you. The instruction is empirical. The lilies of the field are not an illustration of a doctrine held on other grounds. They are the evidence, and the audience is being told to go and check.
That is the Flower Sermon in Galilee, and neither tradition knew the other existed.
Both consist of a teacher, a flower, and the proposition that the deepest thing available cannot be handed over in a sentence but can be seen by anyone willing to stop. On Vulture Peak the teacher says nothing and one man smiles. On the hillside above the lake the teacher says six words and points, and everyone who has ever been afraid about money has had to deal with it since.

Article 67. The instruction to consider the lilies is empirical in form. It directs attention to an observable object and treats the object as evidence, not as illustration.

Article 68. The comparison of Solomon’s glory unfavourably with a wild flower is a doctrine of value delivered in botanical terms, and it holds that gratuitous beauty outranks accumulated magnificence.

Article 69. The hillside sermon and the Flower Sermon are the same event in two traditions with no contact between them: a teacher, a flower, and a transmission that cannot be reduced to instruction.



The Naming. The lilies of the field, which are probably the scarlet anemone of the Galilean spring, and which outdressed Solomon without trying and were burnt by Friday.

℣ They do not labour, and they are not afraid.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXIV
The Annunciation Lily
Walk through any European gallery and count the lilies. There will be hundreds, and nearly all of them are in the same room.
The Annunciation is the most painted scene in Western art after the Crucifixion, and it has a fixed vocabulary: an interior or a loggia, a woman with a book, an angel arriving from the left, a dove, and a white lily. The lily is in a vase on the floor between them, or in the angel’s hand, or growing in the garden through the arch. It is Lilium candidum, the Madonna lily, and it is there so consistently that its absence in a painting is a decision.
What is it doing?
The obvious answer is purity, and that is correct but thin. The lily is white, it is upright, and its whiteness in a scene about a virgin conception is not subtle. But the medieval reading is richer, and it turns on the flower’s structure. The Madonna lily has six white petals and a crown of golden anthers — the gold at the centre of the white — and the reading was that the whiteness is her body and the gold is the divinity now within it. The flower is a diagram of the doctrine being announced in the room.
There is more. The lily is the flower with the most conspicuous scent in the European garden, and scent is the sense associated throughout the tradition with the Spirit and with presence. A painted lily is a painter’s way of putting a smell into a picture. The room is full of something that cannot be depicted, and the lily says so.
And the flower is upright, which matters in an image where the woman is seated or kneeling and the angel has just landed. The lily is the vertical in the composition, standing between them where the message crosses, and painters used it that way deliberately: the stem is the axis of the picture.
By the fourteenth century the association is so fixed that the lily alone can stand for the whole event. A lily in a vase in the corner of an unrelated painting is a reference to the Annunciation. The flower has become a word.
And when the Angelus is rung three times a day across Christendom — dawn, noon, dusk — what is being commemorated is that moment, and the sound is going out over fields in which the same flower is growing wild.

Article 70. The Madonna lily in the Annunciation functions as a diagram of the doctrine announced: gold at the centre of white, divinity within the body.

Article 71. A painted flower is the visual tradition’s means of introducing scent, which cannot otherwise be depicted. The Abbey holds that the sacred use of fragrance and the sacred use of the blossom are one subject and not two.

Article 72. When a flower becomes capable of standing alone for an entire narrative, as the lily stands for the Annunciation, it has passed from symbol into vocabulary and functions as a word in a language.



The Naming. Lilium candidum, called the Madonna lily, six white petals and a crown of gold, standing upright between the angel and the woman in ten thousand paintings.

℣ The gold is at the centre of the white.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXV
Joseph’s Flowering Staff
There is a story the canon does not tell and the tradition would not let go of.
Mary is of age and must be given to a husband. The suitors are assembled and each is told to bring his staff and leave it in the temple overnight. In the morning one staff has flowered — and in some tellings a dove comes out of it — and the staff belongs to Joseph, who is old, and a carpenter, and had not expected to be chosen.
It comes from the Protevangelium of James, a second-century text outside the canon, and the Church never gave it scriptural status and never managed to be rid of it either. It is in the Golden Legend. It is on the west front of cathedrals. It is why every Joseph in Western art carries a lily, and why the flower is his attribute as certainly as the keys are Peter’s.
The story is a rewriting of an older one. In Numbers the tribal chiefs lay up their rods before the Lord, and Aaron’s rod alone buds, blossoms, and bears ripe almonds overnight, and the almond-flowering rod is the sign of the priesthood. The almond is the first tree to blossom in the Palestinian spring, before its own leaves, on apparently dead wood — which is why the Hebrew name puns on watching, and why Jeremiah sees an almond branch and is told that God is watching over his word to perform it.
So the pattern is fixed long before Joseph. Divine election is indicated by making dry wood flower. Not by lightning, not by a voice, not by lot. By blossom.
This is a specific and repeated theological instinct and it deserves naming. The tradition needed a sign that would mean chosen, and reached, again and again, for unseasonable flowering. Aaron’s rod. Joseph’s staff. The winter rose that opens at the Nativity. Glastonbury’s thorn, flowering at Christmas. The dry stick that blooms is Christendom’s standard grammar for God has decided.
And it always favours the wrong candidate. Aaron against the rebels. Joseph against younger men. The hellebore for a shepherd girl with nothing to give. The flowering of dead wood is the tradition’s way of saying that the choice has gone somewhere the assessors would not have put it.

Article 73. Unseasonable or impossible flowering is the standing sign of divine election in the Western tradition, from the rod of Aaron to the staff of Joseph to the Christmas rose.

Article 74. In every instance the sign favours the candidate the assembled judges would not have chosen. The Abbey therefore reads the flowering of dry wood as a doctrine about who is selected and not merely as a wonder.

Article 75. The almond, blossoming on bare wood before its own leaves, supplies the Hebrew prophets with their image of divine watchfulness. Where a prophetic vocabulary is botanical, its prophecies are to be read with the plant in view.



The Naming. The lily of Joseph, sprung overnight from a carpenter’s dry staff among the staffs of better men, which is why he carries one in every painting.

℣ The dead wood flowered and the judges were overruled.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXVI
The Fleur-de-Lis
A lily became a crown, and the crown outlived the kingdom.
The fleur-de-lis — the stylised three-part flower with a horizontal band, drawn as a lily and probably derived from an iris — is one of the most recognisable devices in the world. It is on the arms of France, on Florence, on Quebec, on New Orleans, on Bosnia, on scout badges and cathedral floors and the quatrefoils of the north rose at Chartres.
The legend runs that at the baptism of Clovis, the first Christian king of the Franks, an angel gave a lily, and the device passed from heaven into the arms of France. Historically the flower appears on French royal seals from the twelfth century, and the golden lilies on blue are fixed as the arms of the Capetian kings from then. But the legend is the point, not the chronology, because the legend says exactly what a legend is for: that this dynasty’s authority is a flower and the flower came from above.
The device is read three ways at once and all three were held together.
It is Marian: three petals, the Virgin’s flower, and the French crown’s peculiar and very heavy Marian devotion — Louis XIII consecrated the kingdom to her.
It is Trinitarian: three petals bound by one band, which is a doctrine you can stamp on a coin.
And it is royal: the lily as the flower of election, the one that flowered on Joseph’s staff and Aaron’s rod, now sewn on a banner.
Which is to say that a European monarchy conducted its entire self-understanding through a flower, for eight hundred years, and put it on everything it owned.
There is one detail worth keeping. Look at the Chartres north rose again. The window is a rose. Inside it are the fleurs-de-lis of France. A queen paying for the largest flower in her kingdom filled it with smaller flowers that were her family’s name. Lily inside rose inside stone. The whole medieval symbolic system in one wall, and it is entirely made of blossoms.

Article 76. The fleur-de-lis is a lily made into a crown, and it is read simultaneously as Marian, Trinitarian, and royal. Where a device carries three readings at once, its power lies in the fact that they need not be reconciled.

Article 77. A dynasty which locates its legitimacy in a flower given from heaven has adopted the grammar of the flowering rod: authority is not seized but conferred, and the sign of conferral is a blossom.

Article 78. The Abbey notes that heraldry is the last surviving mass literacy in botanical symbolism in the West, and that a population which can still read a fleur-de-lis retains a fragment of the older grammar.



The Naming. The fleur-de-lis, three petals under one band, given (they say) by an angel at a baptism, and stamped afterwards on everything a kingdom owned.

℣ Three petals, one band, one kingdom.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXVII
Our Lady’s Tears
The lily generates a family, and the family is a grief.
Lily of the valley, Convallaria majalis, is called Our Lady’s Tears, and the folk account is that it sprang where Mary’s tears fell at the cross. It is called May bells and ladder to heaven, and in France it is given on the first of May, and it is one of the most beloved small flowers in Europe. It is also violently toxic in every part, which the tradition knew perfectly well and which did not trouble the naming at all. A flower of the Mother of Sorrows is permitted to be dangerous.
The blue flag iris is Mary’s Sword of Sorrow, and here the naming is doing something precise. The iris has sword-shaped leaves — the genus takes its garden name, sword lily, from exactly that — and the prophecy given to Mary at the presentation was that a sword would pierce her own soul also. Someone looked at the leaves, remembered the sentence, and named the plant. That is theology performed by a person standing in a wet field.
Larkspur is Mary’s Tears. Dandelion is Mary’s Bitter Sorrow, for the bitterness of the leaf and the bitter herbs of the Passover. Forget-me-not is the Eyes of Mary. Honeysuckle is Mary’s Fingers. Maidenhair fern is Our Lady’s Hair. Lady’s mantle is her cloak; cuckoo flower is her smock; morning glory is her mantle; lady’s slipper sprang where her foot touched the ground.
Read that list as a whole and see what it is. It is not a set of comparisons. It is a body — hair, eyes, fingers, foot, clothing, tears — distributed across the vegetation of a continent by people who thought about her every day of their lives.
There is no equivalent anywhere. No other figure in any tradition has been dismembered into a flora with such tenderness. It happened because the devotion was overwhelmingly popular, overwhelmingly female, and conducted overwhelmingly out of doors by people who were working in the fields anyway and had a great deal of time to look at what was growing there.
And it is the largest anonymous devotional composition in the history of Christianity. Nobody signed it. Nobody was commissioned. It took four hundred years and it covered a continent, and Book VII will follow what happened to it.

Article 79. The Marian flower names of Europe do not constitute a set of comparisons but a distributed body: hair, eyes, fingers, foot, cloak, and tears, assigned across a flora by continuous popular devotion.

Article 80. This body of naming is the largest anonymous devotional composition in the Christian record. It was produced without commission, without authorship, and without permission, chiefly by working people out of doors.

Article 81. That a flower of the Mother of Sorrows may be toxic did not trouble those who named it. The Abbey takes this as evidence that the naming was theological rather than sentimental.



The Naming. Convallaria majalis, called Our Lady’s Tears, sprung where she wept at the foot of the cross, ringing all through May, and poisonous in every part.

℣ Her hair, her eyes, her fingers, her foot.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXVIII
The Lily and the Rose Together
Book III belonged to the rose and Book IV to the lily, and the tradition almost never separates them. They arrive as a pair, and the pair means something.
Walahfrid Strabo, writing his little poem on the garden at Reichenau in about 842 — four hundred and forty-four hexameters on twenty-three plants that he grew himself and weeded himself and complained about — finishes with the lily and the rose. He has spent the whole poem on sage and rue and horehound and gourds, and at the end he turns and names two flowers and says what they are for: the rose he gives to the martyrs, for blood, and the lily to the virgins, for faith held whole. It is the earliest garden poem of the medieval West and it ends on exactly the two flowers this volume has spent two books on.
Half a century earlier, the capitulary issued from the court of Charlemagne shortly after 794 — the Capitulare de Villis, an administrative document about the running of the royal estates — includes at chapter seventy a list of what is to be planted on every imperial property. It is a working list, some ninety-four species, mostly medicinal and culinary, entirely practical.
It opens with the lily and the rose.
Not garlic. Not onions. Not anything you could eat. The first two plants named in the agricultural legislation of the Frankish empire are the two flowers of Christian devotion, and the practical list follows behind them.
That is religion following the flowers all the way into statute. Somebody at that court, drafting an estate regulation, put the rose and the lily at the head of the schedule, and nobody struck them out, and the copy that survives in Wolfenbüttel still has them there.
Together the two flowers say the thing the tradition wanted to say about the whole shape of a life: that it consists of what is kept whole and what is poured out, purity and blood, the lily and the rose, and that a person needs both and a garden should contain both and a martyrology is mostly a record of the second.
They are also, and this is not incidental, the two most beautiful things it is easy to grow.

Article 82. The lily and the rose are transmitted as a pair, signifying integrity kept and life poured out. The Abbey holds that a spirituality possessing only one of the two is incomplete.

Article 83. The Capitulare de Villis, at chapter seventy, opens its schedule of required plantings with the lily and the rose before any food crop. Devotional botany here enters imperial administrative law.

Article 84. Walahfrid Strabo’s Hortulus, of about 842, closes its account of twenty-three garden plants by assigning the rose to the martyrs and the lily to those who keep faith whole. The Abbey receives this as the founding text of Western monastic horticulture.



The Naming. Lilium and Rosa, the two that head the list at chapter seventy, standing before the garlic and the onions in the agricultural law of an empire.

℣ What is kept whole, and what is poured out.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Book V
The Gods Who Became Flowers
✦


At the gate of the meadow of Enna.

Here, in the middle of Sicily, in a field the ancients called the navel of the island, a girl was gathering flowers with her companions and reached for one more — a narcissus of extraordinary beauty, put there on purpose — and the ground opened under her, and the world got winter.

℣ At this gate the flower is the bait.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXIX
Hyacinthus
The Greeks did something no other tradition did quite so systematically. They turned people into flowers.
Not symbolically. In the myths the transformation is literal and it is the ending of the story: the beloved dies, and the god, unable to restore the body, converts it into a plant, and the plant is still here. The metamorphosis is a form of preservation. It is the Greek answer to the problem of loss, and the answer is botanical.
Hyacinthus is the clearest case. He is a Spartan youth, beautiful, beloved of Apollo. They are throwing the discus. The discus strikes him — thrown by the god, or blown off course by the jealous west wind, depending on the version — and he dies in Apollo’s arms. The god cannot undo it. Death is outside his jurisdiction, and the myths are careful about this: Apollo is the god of healing and prophecy and the sun, and he cannot bring back one boy.
So from the blood he makes a flower, and on its petals he writes his own cry of grief — AI, AI, the Greek exclamation of mourning — so that the letters of the lament are marked on every bloom for ever.
That detail is the whole tradition in one gesture. A god, faced with an irreversible loss, does not restore and does not console. He inscribes. He writes his grief into a living thing that will come up again next year in the same place with the same mark on it. The flower becomes a text and the text is one word repeated, and the word is alas.
At Amyklai near Sparta they kept the Hyakinthia, a festival of several days that began in mourning and ended in celebration, at a shrine where the boy’s tomb was said to lie beneath the throne of Apollo. The city’s whole religious calendar contained a period of grief for a dead youth who was now a plant. This was not sentiment. It was civic religion, funded and legislated.
Botanists have argued for centuries about what the hyakinthos of the Greeks actually was — larkspur, iris, a martagon lily, or a species of Hyacinthus proper — and the argument is unresolvable and beside the point. What matters is that the Greeks looked at a spring flower with dark markings and read letters in it, and built a festival on the reading.

Article 85. In the Greek metamorphosis myths the conversion of a person into a flower is a form of preservation offered where restoration is impossible. It is the tradition’s answer to irreversible loss.

Article 86. Apollo writes his lament into the petals of the hyacinth. The flower thereby becomes a text, and the Abbey holds that the earliest scriptures of the Mediterranean are markings on plants read as writing.

Article 87. A civic festival organised around the mourning of a youth who has become a flower demonstrates that botanical metamorphosis was public religion and not private poetry.



The Naming. The hyacinth, on whose petals a god wrote the two letters of his grief, so that every spring the whole species says alas and means it.

℣ He could not raise him, so he wrote on him.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXX
Narcissus
The most famous flower-death in the world is a story about looking, and it is usually told wrong.
Narcissus is beautiful and unmoved. He refuses everyone. The nymph Echo, who cannot speak except to repeat, loves him and is refused and wastes to a voice. Someone he has rejected prays that he may love and not obtain what he loves. Nemesis hears it. He comes to a clear pool and sees a face in the water and cannot leave it, and dies there, and where he lay there is a flower with a white ring and a golden cup, standing over the water and bending toward it.
The moralised version — vanity punished — is a late flattening. What the story actually turns on is more interesting and more painful. Narcissus is not admiring himself; for most of the account he does not know it is himself. He is in love with something he can see perfectly and cannot reach, that mirrors every gesture and gives nothing, that vanishes when he touches it and returns when he is still. He is not a narcissist in the modern sense. He is a man in love with an image.
Which is the exact predicament every contemplative tradition warns about, and it explains why the flower stayed sacred rather than becoming merely a cautionary emblem. The narcissus is the flower of the danger that lies closest to devotion itself: mistaking the reflection for the thing, the consolation for God, the image for the presence.
The Greeks associated the flower with the underworld and planted it on graves, and its heavy scent was thought to be narcotic — the name is linked in antiquity to narkē, numbness, the root that gives us narcotic, though the flower may well have named the drug rather than the reverse. It is the flower of Persephone, and it is the flower that was set in the meadow at Enna to draw her out.
So the narcissus carries three things at once: an underworld flower, a numbing flower, and a flower of fatal reflection. And it is also the daffodil in a February verge, one of the plainest and most cheerful sights in the northern year, sold in bunches in supermarkets, planted by councils.
That is the ordinary condition of the sacred flora. The deepest myth in Europe about the peril of the image is growing on a roundabout.

Article 88. The myth of Narcissus concerns love directed at an image that cannot be reached, and not vanity. The Abbey reads it as the tradition’s warning against mistaking the consolation for the presence.

Article 89. The narcissus is at once a flower of the underworld, a flower of numbness, and a flower of fatal reflection. Sacred flowers commonly hold several incompatible meanings at once, and this multiplicity is proper to them.

Article 90. The gravest myths of a civilisation persist in its most ordinary plantings. The Abbey holds that no flower is emptied of its meaning by being common, and that the roadside is a place of instruction.



The Naming. Narcissus, white ring and golden cup, standing over water and leaning toward it, named for numbness and planted on graves and sold now in bunches at the door of every shop in February.

℣ He loved what he could see and could not hold.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXXI
Crocus and the Saffron
Two lesser metamorphoses, and then the thing they made possible.
Crocus was a youth who loved the nymph Smilax. The versions vary — his love was unreturned, or the gods disapproved, or he simply wasted with longing — and the ending is the same. He is turned into the crocus, she into a bindweed. Two lovers converted into two plants, one of which is a spice and the other of which is a nuisance in a hedge, which is the sort of joke antiquity did not consider a joke.
The crocus matters because of what is inside it. Three red stigmas, which must be picked by hand, of which it takes something on the order of a hundred and fifty thousand flowers to make a kilogram of dried saffron. It is the most expensive agricultural product on earth and has been for four thousand years.
And it is everywhere in religion.
Saffron dyes the robes of Buddhist monks and Hindu ascetics, and saffron has become the standard English word for the colour of renunciation in South Asia. It is one of the aromatics of the Song of Songs, listed with spikenard and calamus and cinnamon in the garden of the beloved. It was strewn in Greek and Roman halls. It is used in the ritual cuisine of half a dozen traditions and in temple offerings across India. On Thera, in the Bronze Age frescoes at Akrotiri, women and a monkey are shown gathering crocus and presenting it to a seated goddess — one of the oldest surviving images of a religious act involving a flower anywhere in the world, on a wall preserved by the volcano that destroyed the island.
Consider what that means. The colour by which a billion people identify the renunciate — the visible sign of having given up property — comes from the most costly plant product in existence, harvested by hand from the sexual organs of a flower.
The tradition never seems to have found this contradictory, and it is not. The point of the saffron robe is not cheapness. It is that the renunciate wears something precious that was given, having no means to buy it, so that the poverty is real and the honour is real at once. The flower supplies both.

Article 91. Saffron, drawn by hand from the stigmas of the crocus, supplies the colour of renunciation across the Indic traditions. The visible sign of having given up property is derived from the costliest plant product on earth.

Article 92. This is not a contradiction. The renunciate wears what was given and could not be bought, so that both the poverty and the honour are real, and the flower supplies both at once.

Article 93. The Theran frescoes at Akrotiri, depicting the gathering and presentation of crocus to a seated goddess, are among the earliest surviving depictions of a religious act performed with flowers, and the Abbey holds them in the same regard as an early scripture.



The Naming. Crocus sativus, three red threads in a purple cup, which dyes the robe of everyone who has given away everything.

℣ The poorest garment is the dearest dye.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXXII
Adonis and the Anemone
Adonis is the beautiful youth loved by Aphrodite and killed by a boar while hunting, and from his blood springs the anemone — the wind-flower, so called because the wind opens it and the wind scatters it, and it is gone in a day.
The choice of plant is exact. Aphrodite is given a flower that will not last even the length of a season. The goddess of love is left with a bloom that a breeze destroys.
But Adonis is much more than a sad story, and this chapter is where the argument of Book V turns.
The name is Semitic — adon, lord — and the figure comes west from the Levant, kin to Tammuz of Mesopotamia and Dumuzi of Sumer, the shepherd-god whose descent is mourned by women at the gate. He is the dying-and-returning young god of the eastern Mediterranean, and the ritual attached to him is horticultural in the most literal possible way.
The Gardens of Adonis: at the festival, women planted quick-germinating seeds — lettuce, fennel, wheat, barley — in shallow potsherds and broken jars, set them on the flat roofs in the summer heat, and watered them. The seeds sprouted fast, the shoots came up pale and rootless, and within a week they withered in the sun. The women then took the dead gardens down and cast them into the sea or the springs, with lamentation.
That is a religion enacted entirely by growing something on purpose so that it will die on schedule.
It is one of the most sophisticated liturgical objects in the ancient world and it is made of dirt in a broken pot. The worshipper does not merely contemplate transience. She manufactures it, tends it, and destroys it, and grieves — a rehearsal of loss conducted with plants, annually, by women, on the roofs of ordinary houses.
Ezekiel, standing at the north gate of the temple in Jerusalem, sees women sitting there weeping for Tammuz, and reports it as an abomination. He was watching this. The gardens of the dying god had reached the temple gate, and one of the great prophets of Israel is a hostile eyewitness to the rite this chapter is about.

Article 94. The Gardens of Adonis constitute a liturgy in which transience is manufactured rather than merely contemplated: the worshipper raises a plant in order to grieve its death on a fixed day.

Article 95. This rite was conducted domestically, by women, without temple or priesthood, using broken vessels and common seed. The Abbey holds it as evidence that the most sophisticated religious instruments have often been the cheapest.

Article 96. The anemone, opened and scattered by the same wind, is given to the goddess of love as the flower of a beauty that cannot be kept. The Abbey receives this as a true and unconsoling teaching, and does not soften it.



The Naming. Anemone, the wind-flower, sprung from the blood of the hunted boy, opened by the wind and destroyed by the same wind before the week is out.

℣ She was given a flower that a breeze could end.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXXIII
Daphne and the Laurel
Apollo pursues the nymph Daphne. She does not want him. She runs, and she is losing, and she calls out to her father the river-god for help, and he answers by turning her into a tree.
Bark closes over her skin. Her hair becomes leaves, her arms branches, her feet root. Apollo arrives and embraces the trunk and feels the heart still beating under the bark, and — the detail that makes the story unbearable — declares that since she cannot be his wife she will be his tree, and takes the laurel as his own for ever.
That is the most morally complicated flower-myth in antiquity and it should not be smoothed over. The laurel crown worn by poets, by victors at the Pythian games, by generals in triumph, by emperors, by every laureate since — a wreath cut from a woman who became a tree in order not to be caught, and was then claimed by the pursuer anyway.
The Greeks knew what they were saying. The tradition kept the story with the escape and the appropriation both in it, and did not resolve them, and every subsequent culture that has crowned an achiever with laurel has been quoting a text about a woman refusing a god.
What Book V is establishing, across these seven chapters, is a proposition that the Christian and Indic materials state differently.
In the Greek myths, the flower is what is left of a person. It is a residue of a life that ended badly. Hyacinthus, Narcissus, Crocus, Adonis, Daphne, Clytie — every one of them is a loss, and the plant is the trace. Which is why the Greek sacred flora is so melancholy, and why walking through a Mediterranean spring, if you know the stories, is walking through a field of consequences.
And it is a doctrine, though the Greeks did not put it as one. It says that grief becomes vegetation. That what is lost enters the ground and comes back as something that opens. That the dead are not gone but converted, and that the conversion is downward into soil and upward into blossom.
Every gardener who has planted something for someone who died knows this doctrine without having read a word of Ovid.

Article 97. In the Greek material the flower is the residue of a person and the trace of a loss. The sacred flora of the Mediterranean is therefore a record of grief and is to be read as one.

Article 98. The laurel is taken by the pursuer from the woman who escaped him, and the tradition preserved both the escape and the appropriation without resolving them. The Abbey declines to resolve them either, and notes that every laurel crown since quotes a refusal.

Article 99. The conversion of the dead into vegetation is the oldest consolation available to a human being and requires no doctrine to transmit it. Every person who has planted something in memory has performed it.



The Naming. Laurus nobilis, the laurel, which was a woman who did not want him, and which he wore afterward, and which every victor and every poet has worn since.

℣ The heart was still beating under the bark.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXXIV
Clytie and the Turning Flower
Clytie loved Helios, the sun, and he did not love her back. She sat on the bare ground for nine days without eating or drinking, watching him cross the sky, turning her face to follow him. And she took root where she sat, and became a flower that turns its head all day to follow the sun.
The Greeks meant the heliotrope. The story attached itself in later centuries to the sunflower, which is a New World plant and could not have been known to Ovid — a good example of a myth outliving its species and simply moving into a better one when the trade routes brought it.
And the moment it moved in, Christianity took it.
The sunflower becomes, in the emblem books of the Renaissance and after, the standard image of the soul in devotion: the face that turns always toward the light, that cannot help turning, that has no other business. St Julie Billiart used it to teach her sisters to keep their eyes on God. Padre Pio is called God’s Sunflower. Josephine Bakhita, born in Darfur, enslaved as a child, freed and canonised, is given it for the persistence of her joy.
Look at what has happened across those two paragraphs.
A Greek myth about a woman destroyed by unreciprocated love became a Christian doctrine about the soul’s constancy toward God — and in the transfer, the tragedy was converted into a virtue without changing a single physical detail. The flower still turns. The love is still unreturned in any ordinary sense. What changed is the reading of what it means to spend your life facing something that does not face you back.
That is the transfer this whole volume is about, performed in a single plant, in the open, over about fifteen hundred years.
And the flower did the work. Nobody argued a population into it. A plant with a conspicuous habit of turning was standing in the field, and two religions in succession looked at it and each said that is what we are, and each was right.

Article 100. The heliotrope of Clytie and the sunflower of Christian devotion are the same reading of the same habit, transferred between traditions and between species without alteration of the plant.

Article 101. In the transfer a myth of destructive love became a doctrine of faithful attention, and nothing physical was changed. The Abbey holds that the meanings of a sacred flower are genuinely plural and that a later tradition does not falsify an earlier one by finding a different truth in the same plant.

Article 102. Where a myth outlives the species that carried it, it will migrate to the nearest plant that performs the same action. The holiness attaches to the behaviour and not to the taxonomy.



The Naming. The sunflower, called God’s Sunflower for the friar and the flower of joy for the woman who was sold as a child, and before either of them a nymph who sat down and did not get up.

℣ It turns because it cannot do otherwise.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXXV
Persephone’s Narcissus
Return to the gate where this book opened, because the myth at Enna is the one that organises the whole Greek flora and gives the West its harvest religion.
Persephone is gathering flowers in the meadow with her companions — roses, crocuses, violets, irises, hyacinths, and one narcissus of extraordinary beauty, which the account says was put there deliberately as a snare. She reaches for it. The earth gapes. Hades comes up with his horses and takes her down.
Demeter, her mother, searches and does not find her, and in her grief withholds the harvest. Nothing grows. The human race begins to die, and the gods, who need the sacrifices, negotiate. Persephone is returned — but she has eaten pomegranate seeds in the underworld, and what has eaten there belongs there. So she is divided: some months below, some above, for ever. And that is winter, and that is spring, and that is why the year has a shape.
Everything in that story is botanical. The bait is a flower. The captivity is sealed by a fruit. The consequence is agricultural. The resolution is a calendar.
And the mysteries that grew from it — celebrated at Eleusis for something close to two thousand years, the longest-running continuous rite in the Western record, initiating tens of thousands of people including Roman emperors and the great philosophers, under an oath of secrecy that essentially held — were agricultural mysteries. The candidates walked out from Athens along the sacred way. They fasted, and drank a barley preparation, and something was done and something was shown in the dark of the hall, and the ancient sources agree it changed how people felt about dying, and they will not say what it was.
The one thing repeatedly hinted at is that the culminating revelation involved the display of a cut ear of grain, in silence.
That is the Flower Sermon, in Attica, five centuries earlier, before an initiated crowd of thousands. A plant held up. No explanation. And people went home unafraid.

Article 103. The myth of Persephone is botanical throughout: a flower is the snare, a fruit is the seal, the consequence is agricultural, and the resolution is the calendar of the year.

Article 104. The Eleusinian rite is the longest continuously observed initiation in the Western record and its subject was the seed. Where a civilisation’s deepest mystery concerns a plant, its religion has followed the flowers to the end.

Article 105. The tradition that the culminating revelation at Eleusis was a cut ear of grain displayed in silence places it beside the Flower Sermon. The Abbey holds that the two are the same act, performed in Attica and on Vulture Peak, without contact.



The Naming. The narcissus of Enna, the one flower too many, planted in the meadow as a snare — for which the world pays every winter and is repaid every spring.

℣ She reached for one more and the ground opened.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Book VI
The Saints and Their Flowers
✦


At the gate of the garden of Saint Fiacre at Breuil.

Here an Irishman who wanted to be left alone was given as much land as he could clear in a day, and cleared an impossible amount of it, and grew vegetables and herbs for the poor and the sick until they would not leave him alone, and he became the patron of every gardener in Christendom.

℣ At this gate the hermit failed to be a hermit.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXXVI
The Hagiographic Garden
By the late Middle Ages nearly every saint of consequence in the Western Church has a plant.
This was not planned. There was no committee. It accumulated the way languages accumulate — by use, by story, by the practical need of illiterate congregations to tell one figure from another in a painted window. If you cannot read the label under the statue, you need the man with the lily and the man with the keys and the woman with the roses to be distinguishable at forty feet in poor light.
So the attributes hardened. Joseph carries a lily. Anthony of Padua carries a lily. Dominic carries a lily and a dog. Catherine of Siena carries a lily. Dorothy carries a basket. Elizabeth of Hungary carries roses in her lap. Rose of Lima carries roses. Thérèse carries roses. The martyrs carry palms. Patrick holds a shamrock. Boniface stands beside a felled oak.
And the effect, over four centuries, was to construct an entire calendar in vegetation.
The saints’ days are spread across the year, and each has a flower, and each flower has a season — and the two schedules were made to agree. In practice this produced something remarkable: a liturgical year that a person could read directly off the hedgerow. St George’s day and the primrose. Midsummer and St John’s wort, cut on the eve. Michaelmas and the aster, which is still called the Michaelmas daisy in English and flowers exactly then. The Christmas rose, the hellebore, which opens in the dead of the year. Lady Day and the daffodil. Candlemas and the snowdrop, which is still called the Candlemas bell.
That is a functioning calendar for a population that could not read one. It required no almanac, no clerk, and no church bell. It was written in the ground and it renewed itself annually without maintenance.
Consider the sophistication of that as an information system, and consider what was lost when it went.
The medieval European peasant knew, at any point in the year, where they stood in the story of salvation, because the plants told them. Modern people, incomparably better informed about everything else, generally do not know what is flowering this week. The old system was less accurate about the world and much better at situating a person inside it.

Article 106. The saints’ attributes hardened into a fixed botanical vocabulary because congregations who could not read required a visual language, and the language they were given was made of plants.

Article 107. The liturgical calendar and the flowering calendar were brought into agreement, producing a devotional year readable directly from the hedgerow without literacy, clergy, or instrument.

Article 108. The Abbey holds this to have been an information system of high sophistication and low cost, self-renewing and unmaintained, and regards its disappearance as a genuine impoverishment rather than a matter of nostalgia.



The Naming. Aster amellus and its kin, called the Michaelmas daisy, which opens at the end of September and tells an unlettered parish exactly where it is standing in the year.

℣ Read the year off the bank.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXXVII
Dorothy’s Basket
Dorothy of Caesarea in Cappadocia was tried, tortured, and beheaded in the persecution under Diocletian, and on the way to her execution a lawyer named Theophilus called out to her in mockery: since she was going to the garden of her bridegroom, would she send him back some fruit and roses.
It was February.
She said she would. She knelt at the block and prayed, and a child appeared beside Theophilus carrying a basket with three roses and three apples in it, and said they were from the garden she had promised. Theophilus, who had made the joke, was converted on the spot, and was tortured and killed for it.
This story is a small masterpiece and it is worth reading closely, because it is doing something the tradition rarely does so cleanly.
The mockery is specifically horticultural. Theophilus is not sneering at doctrine. He is sneering at seasonality — everyone knows there are no roses in February, and paradise is therefore a fiction, and the joke works because it is unanswerable by argument. He has made the strongest available case against the resurrection in eleven words, using a fact about gardening.
And the answer, when it comes, is not an argument either. It is a basket. Three roses and three apples, out of season, delivered.
The tradition here is doing what it has been doing since Vulture Peak. Faced with a question that cannot be settled by speech, it produces a flower and puts it in the objector’s hands.
Note also that the answer is domestic. It is not thunder or an earthquake or an angel with a sword. It is fruit and flowers, in a basket, carried by a child, which is exactly how produce actually arrives at a door. The miracle is shaped like an ordinary Tuesday delivery.
Dorothy became the patron of gardeners, florists, brides, and brewers. Her feast is the sixth of February — in the northern hemisphere, the very dead of the year, when nothing whatever is in bloom, which is the point of putting it there.

Article 109. The mockery of Theophilus is an argument from seasonality against the possibility of paradise, and it is unanswerable by speech. The tradition answers it with a basket, and the Abbey takes this as the model for its own apologetics.

Article 110. The out-of-season flower is the standing sign in Western hagiography that the order of the world is not closed. It appears wherever the tradition wishes to say that what everyone knows to be impossible has occurred.

Article 111. The feast of Dorothy falls in the deadest week of the northern year. The Abbey holds that liturgical calendars are argued as much by their placement as by their content.



The Naming. The roses of Dorothy, three of them, with three apples, delivered by a child in February to the man who had said there would be none.

℣ There are no roses in February.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXXVIII
Fiacre, Gardener of Christendom
An Irish monk came to Gaul in the seventh century looking for solitude and asked the bishop of Meaux for a patch of woodland where he could live alone.
The bishop, in the manner of bishops, made him an offer with a catch: he could have as much ground as he could turn in a single day. The account says Fiacre took his staff and drew it along the earth, and trees fell and brambles pulled themselves up and the soil opened behind him, and by evening he had an enclosure far larger than anyone had intended to give.
He built an oratory, a cell, and a hospice, and he planted. Vegetables and herbs, chiefly — food and medicine, in that order. And people came, because they were sick, and he treated them, and more came, and the solitary hermitage became one of the busiest healing sites in Gaul. He is said to have kept a stone by the door where the sick sat, and the stone is still shown.
He died about the year 670 and became the patron saint of gardeners across Europe — of France above all, where the market gardeners of Paris kept his feast and where, by a further turn, the four-wheeled cabs that stood for hire outside the Hôtel de Saint-Fiacre took his name, so that a French taxi was called a fiacre for three hundred years because of an Irish hermit’s vegetable patch.
Two things in this life are worth extracting.
The first is that the garden defeated the solitude, and the tradition treats this as a success rather than a failure. Fiacre wanted to be alone with God and instead spent thirty years growing food for strangers. The hagiographers do not present this as an interruption of his vocation. They present it as the vocation arriving in a form he had not expected. Everyone who has ever tried to keep a contemplative life while other people needed things will recognise the shape.
The second is that his ground was medicinal before it was decorative. The monastic garden of the West begins here and in a hundred places like it — as a pharmacy. The flowers came later, and when they came they came as medicine that happened to be beautiful, and the two categories were never properly separated again. This is the direct ancestry of the Abbey’s own herbal work, and it is why a book about sacred flowers cannot be kept apart from a book about healing.

Article 112. The garden of Fiacre defeated his solitude, and the tradition records this as vocation rather than failure. The Abbey holds that a contemplative life interrupted by the needs of the sick has not been interrupted.

Article 113. The monastic garden of the West begins as a pharmacy. Beauty and medicine were never separated in it, and the Abbey declines to separate them now.

Article 114. Where a saint’s name passes into the ordinary commercial speech of a people, as Fiacre’s passed to the hired carriages of Paris, the devotion has entered the language and will outlive its own explanation.



The Naming. The garden at Breuil, turned in one day with a staff, planted for food and medicine, which made a hermit into the patron of every gardener in Christendom.

℣ He asked for solitude and was given customers.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XXXIX
The Shamrock and the Oak
Two conversions, two plants, opposite methods — and between them they define the whole range of what religion can do when it arrives somewhere that already has a religion.
Patrick and the shamrock. The account, which is late and which the historians will not vouch for, says that Patrick, explaining the Trinity to a people who found three-in-one implausible, bent down and picked a shamrock: three leaves, one plant. And Ireland understood.
Whether or not it happened, the method is real and it is everywhere in successful mission. You do not import a proof. You look at the ground you are standing on and find the doctrine already growing there. The shamrock was in Irish fields before Patrick, and the number three was in Irish religion before Patrick — triple goddesses, triple formulas, a Celtic imagination saturated with threeness. He did not overwrite it. He picked something up and said, in effect: you already know this, look.
Boniface and the oak. At Geismar in Hesse in the early eighth century, Boniface took an axe to the oak sacred to Thor, in front of the people who venerated it, and felled it, and built a chapel from the timber. The tree did not defend itself and the god did not intervene, and the Hessians drew the conclusion Boniface intended.
This is the other method. Not recognition but confrontation: the demonstration that the old holy thing is only wood.
Both worked. Ireland was converted and stayed converted; Germany was converted and stayed converted. But the two methods left completely different landscapes behind them, and this is the point.
Where the shamrock method was used, the old sacred flora survived inside the new religion, renamed. The holy wells kept their offerings and acquired saints. The mounds and thorns stayed dangerous. Ireland to this day is thick with Christian botanical devotion that is visibly older than Christianity, and nobody minds.
Where the axe was used, a break was made — and something was lost that could not be recovered, and the felled tree became a permanent argument in Western Christianity between those who thought the axe was the gospel and those who thought it was the tragedy.
The Abbey’s own tradition is unambiguous about which of the two it descends from. The White Lotus method is Patrick’s. You do not arrive with an axe. You arrive, and you look at what is growing, and you say: this is already yours and it is already true.

Article 115. Successful mission has proceeded by two methods: recognition, which finds the doctrine already present in the local ground, and confrontation, which destroys the local holy object to demonstrate its emptiness.

Article 116. Recognition leaves the older sacred flora alive inside the newer religion; confrontation does not. The Abbey holds that what is destroyed by the axe is not the error but the memory, and that the loss is permanent.

Article 117. The Abbey stands in the tradition of the shamrock and not of the axe. It arrives where a thing is already growing and holds that it was always true, and it does not require anyone to cut anything down in order to be received.



The Naming. Trifolium, the shamrock, picked up off the ground of a country that already knew the answer, and held out flat on a palm as the whole of the argument.

℣ Three leaves, one plant, and no one had to lose anything.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XL
The Palm of the Martyrs
There is one plant that means only one thing in Christian art, and it means it with absolute consistency across fifteen centuries: the palm.
If a figure in a window or on a panel carries a palm frond, that figure was killed for the faith. It is not a hint. It is a statement of fact, and it is the single most reliable piece of visual vocabulary in the entire Western tradition.
The palm arrives from two directions at once. From the Greco-Roman world it is the victor’s branch, given at the games — a symbol of winning, straightforwardly. And from Jerusalem it is the branch cut and strewn before a man riding into the city on a borrowed donkey, six days before he was executed.
Christianity fused them and produced something neither parent had. The palm of the martyrs is a victory branch given to the defeated. Every one of the people carrying it in the art was arrested, tried, and killed. They lost — publicly, painfully, and often in front of crowds who came to watch. And the tradition hands each of them the branch of the winner and says: this is what the outcome actually was.
That is not a consolation. It is a claim about which court’s verdict counts, and it was made by a persecuted minority against an empire, in the empire’s own iconographic language, using the empire’s own symbol of victory. There is no more concentrated act of subversion in the history of religious art, and it was carried out with a leaf.
The same instinct runs through the whole martyrological flora. The rose is given for blood. The crown of thorns is a crown, ironically imposed and devoutly received. The lily is given for what could not be taken. The olive is given for the peace that the killing did not disturb.
And on Palm Sunday, once a year, everyone in the church is handed one. In the north, where palms do not grow, it is willow, or box, or yew — the local substitute, which is another instance of the rule established in Book II: the holiness follows the gesture, not the species. Whatever is green and to hand becomes the palm for that Sunday, and the whole congregation is briefly holding the emblem of people who were killed.

Article 118. The palm of the martyrs is the victor’s branch conferred upon the defeated, and it constitutes a claim about which verdict is final. It was made by a persecuted community in the iconographic language of the power persecuting it.

Article 119. Where palms do not grow the tradition substitutes willow, box, or yew without loss. The Abbey affirms as a general rule that sacred botany permits local substitution, since holiness attaches to the act and not to the species.

Article 120. The distribution of branches to an entire congregation once a year places the emblem of the killed into every hand present. The Abbey holds that this is the most democratic moment in the Western liturgical calendar.



The Naming. The palm, which is the winner’s branch, given in every painting to the people who were arrested, tried, and executed, on the grounds that the verdict was wrong.

℣ They lost, and here is the crown.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XLI
Francis, and the Preaching to What Grows
Francis of Assisi did something no one in the Western Church had done at that scale, and the whole later theology of nature in Christianity runs out of it.
He addressed creation as kin. Not as scenery, not as a lesson-book, and not as property. In the Canticle he composes near the end of his life, the sun is his brother, the moon and stars are his sisters, wind and air and water and fire are brothers and sisters, and the earth is his sister and his mother, who sustains and governs and brings forth various fruit with coloured flowers and herbs. Death, when it comes, is a sister too.
The theological move is precise and it is enormous. Kinship language belongs to persons. To call the earth sister is to place her inside the family of moral obligation, and once she is inside it you cannot treat her as material. Every subsequent Christian ecology is a footnote to that decision, and the encyclical of 2015 that took its title from the Canticle’s opening words made the debt explicit.
The stories about him carry it further than the Canticle does. He preached to birds and they stayed to listen. He asked the brother gardener not to plant the whole plot with vegetables but to leave part of the ground for flowers, so that they would preach in their season to everyone who saw them, and to leave a border for sweet-smelling herbs, so that whoever came would be moved to praise. He would not let the brother who cut firewood fell a whole tree, so that it could sprout again.
That instruction about the garden is the sentence this book has been circling from the first page.
Leave part of the ground for flowers, because they preach.
Not because they are pleasant. Not because the guest house needs cut stems on the table. Because they preach — because a flower does the same work as a friar in a marketplace, in its season, to anyone who passes, without needing to be ordained, and it does it better and for longer and for nothing.
Every claim in this volume is contained in that instruction. Francis had read the ground. He knew that religion follows the flowers because he had watched it happen in his own body, and he ordered the garden accordingly.

Article 121. In the Canticle of Francis, creation is addressed with kinship language. This places the natural world inside the family of moral obligation and forbids its treatment as mere material.

Article 122. Francis instructed that part of the monastic ground be reserved for flowers on the explicit grounds that they preach. The Abbey holds this to be the plainest statement in the Western tradition that the blossom performs the office of proclamation.

Article 123. A flower preaches without ordination, in its season, to anyone passing, for nothing. The Abbey therefore reserves ground for flowers as a liturgical obligation and not as amenity.



The Naming. The border Francis reserved at the edge of the vegetable ground, planted with flowers and sweet herbs so that they might preach in their season to whoever came.

℣ Leave part of the ground for flowers.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XLII
Hildegard and the Greenness
A generation before Francis, an abbess on the Rhine invented a theological term out of a colour, and it is the single most useful word this book has to offer.
Hildegard of Bingen — Benedictine, composer, visionary, physician, author of two substantial works of natural medicine — uses throughout her writing the Latin word viriditas. It means greenness, greening, the green power. She uses it constantly and she uses it as a technical term, and it is not a metaphor.
Viriditas is the animating moisture and vitality that runs through creation: the sap in the stem, the green in the leaf, the fertility of a field, the health of a body, the freshness of a soul, and the creative power of God — all of these, held as one thing, under one word. A dry soul and a wilting plant have the same disorder. A person restored to health and a field coming back after drought have received the same gift.
The refusal to divide there is the whole contribution.
Western thought spent the following centuries carefully separating the categories Hildegard had fused: spirit from matter, health from holiness, the biological from the divine. She had no interest in the separation because she was a working physician and a working abbess and a working composer, and in her experience the same thing that made a person well made a field green and made a soul capable of prayer, and there was no reason to call it three different things.
For the Abbey, viriditas is the term that connects this volume to the medical library that stands beside it. The herbal work and the devotional work are not two enterprises that happen to share a shelf. They are one thing, described at different magnifications, and Hildegard gave it a name eight hundred years ago.
She also said that God had arranged all creation so that every created thing has some relation to every other, and that the human being stands in the midst of it as a work within a work. That is a panentheist sentence written by a Benedictine abbess in the twelfth century, and Book X will show that she was not alone.

Article 124. Viriditas, the greening power named by Hildegard of Bingen, denotes as one thing the sap in the plant, the health of the body, the fertility of the field, the freshness of the soul, and the creative power of God.

Article 125. The Abbey adopts viriditas as the connecting term between its devotional and its medical work, and holds that these constitute one enterprise described at two magnifications.

Article 126. Hildegard’s account of every created thing standing in relation to every other, with the human being placed within it as a work inside a work, is a panentheist proposition stated in the twelfth century within full ecclesial standing.



The Naming. Viriditas, the greenness — which is the sap, and the health, and the wet field, and the living soul, and the making power of God, and which she declined to call four different things.

℣ The same green in the leaf and in the soul.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Book VII
The Lexicon of Our Lady
✦


At the gate of the Mary Garden at Woods Hole.

Here, on a spit of Massachusetts sand beside a church tower, a woman in 1932 planted a small enclosed garden containing nothing but plants that had once been named for the Mother of God, because she had found the names in an old list and could not bear that nobody was growing them any more.

℣ At this gate a language was replanted.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter XLIII
A Woman Described Entirely in Flowers
No figure in the history of religion has been named into the vegetation of a continent as thoroughly as the Virgin Mary, and the fact deserves to be stated at full strength before it is examined.
Across medieval and early modern Europe, in England, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Ireland, Poland, and beyond, working people gave her name to somewhere between several hundred and — on the fullest reckonings assembled in the twentieth century — well over a thousand plants. Not by translation from a single source. Independently, in a dozen vernaculars, over four centuries, with the same result each time.
Set the English names out in a row and look at what is being described.
Our Lady’s Hair. The Eyes of Mary. Mary’s Fingers. Our Lady’s Thumb. Our Lady’s Cushion. Our Lady’s Bedstraw. Our Lady’s Mantle. Our Lady’s Smock. Our Lady’s Slipper. Our Lady’s Girdle. Our Lady’s Tears. Mary’s Bitter Sorrow. Mary’s Sword of Sorrow. Mary’s Gold. Our Lady’s Milk-Drops. Our Lady’s Candles. Our Lady’s Keys. The Virgin’s Bower. Virgin’s Humility. Our Lady’s Praises.
That is a person. Head to foot — hair, eyes, hands, thumb, waist, feet, shoes — plus her clothing, her bed, her jewellery, her tools, her house, her grief, her milk, and her gold. A continent’s flora was read as an inventory of one woman’s body and belongings.
Nothing comparable exists for Christ, whose plants are relatively few and mostly Passion-related. Nothing comparable exists for any saint. Nothing comparable exists, so far as this volume can establish, for any figure in any tradition anywhere on earth.
Why her?
Three reasons, and they compound.
She was the accessible one. The theology of the period made God remote and Christ the judge, and left the Mother as the one you could actually address about a sick child. Devotion goes where it is welcome.
She was the woman’s figure, and it was overwhelmingly women who worked the ground close to the house — the herb patch, the kitchen garden, the hedge, the verge on the way to the well. The naming happened where the walking happened, and the walking was theirs.
And she was already botanical before Europe got hold of her. The Song of Songs supplied her whole vocabulary in advance: the enclosed garden, the sealed fountain, the lily among thorns, the rose of Sharon, the spices. The Church read that book as being about her, and then a continent went out and found it growing.

Article 127. The Virgin Mary has been named into the flora of Europe more extensively than any other figure in any tradition, across a dozen vernaculars, over four centuries, independently.

Article 128. The naming describes a complete person: body, clothing, possessions, grief, and gold. The Abbey holds that this constitutes an act of theological composition of the first rank, performed anonymously and without permission.

Article 129. The devotion concentrated where access was easiest and where the ground was worked. It is therefore chiefly the work of women, close to the house, on ordinary land, and the Abbey names this as its origin rather than treating it as an accident of transmission.



The Naming. Calendula officinalis, called Mary’s Gold, which is her wealth, and which is the flower a household could actually afford to give her.

℣ Her hair, her eyes, her hands, her shoes, her grief, her gold.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XLIV
The Lexicon
Take the lexicon apart and it turns out to be organised. Not by design, but by the logic of resemblance, and the logic is consistent enough to be set out.
Named for a part of her body. Maidenhair fern is Our Lady’s Hair, for the fine black stalks. Forget-me-not is the Eyes of Mary, for the blue. Honeysuckle and foxglove are Mary’s Fingers, for the tubes that a hand slides into. Lungwort, spotted with white, is Our Lady’s Milk-Drops, and the legend says the milk fell on the leaves during the flight into Egypt.
Named for her clothing. Lady’s mantle is the cloak, for the way the pleated leaf falls. Cuckoo flower is Our Lady’s Smock, blooming when the shifts were laid out to bleach. Lady’s slipper is her shoe, and sprang where her foot touched. Morning glory is Our Lady’s Mantle in another county. Bindweed is her nightcap. Every county disagreed slightly with the next and nobody minded.
Named for her grief. Lily of the valley is Our Lady’s Tears. Larkspur is Mary’s Tears. Dandelion, for the bitter leaf, is Mary’s Bitter Sorrow. Blue flag iris, for the blade of its leaf, is Mary’s Sword of Sorrow. Anemone, blooming in Passiontide, is her sorrow again.
Named for her virtues. Violet is her modesty, low and scented and hidden under leaves. Thyme is the Virgin’s Humility. Lavender is her purity, and it was laid in church linen, so that a whole tradition of what a church smells like comes from a Marian plant.
Named for her household. Lady’s bedstraw is the straw of the manger, and the legend says it had no scent until she lay on it. Cowslip is Our Lady’s Keys, for the bunch of hanging flowers, and she is the keeper of the keys of heaven’s gate in the folk imagination whatever the theologians said about Peter. Rosemary is where she dried the washing on the flight into Egypt, which is why the flowers are blue.
Look at the last one for a moment. A refugee woman, on the road, with an infant, spreading wet clothes on a bush to dry — and the bush is honoured for ever because she used it.
That is the sensibility of the whole lexicon in a single name. It is not grand. It is a woman doing laundry in difficult circumstances, and the vegetation of Europe noticing.

Article 130. The Marian lexicon organises by resemblance into five classes: parts of the body, articles of clothing, occasions of grief, virtues, and objects of the household. The classification was never decreed and emerged from use.

Article 131. Regional disagreement in the lexicon is normal and was not felt as error. The Abbey holds that a devotional vocabulary permitting local variation is stronger than one enforced centrally, and receives all recorded variants as valid.

Article 132. The characteristic register of the lexicon is domestic and difficult: laundry on a bush, straw in a stall, milk on a leaf, keys on a ring. The Abbey holds that this register is the tradition’s real Christology of the Mother and outranks the courtly one.



The Naming. Rosmarinus officinalis, called rosemary, on which she spread the washing on the road out of Egypt, and whose flowers have been blue ever since.

℣ She was a refugee and did the laundry on a bush.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XLV
The Herbs of Grace
There is a subdivision of the lexicon that belongs to the Abbey particularly, because it is where devotion and medicine are the same word.
Rue is the Herb of Grace. It is intensely bitter, it was strewn against plague, and it was — and in some places still is — the plant bound to the aspergillum for the sprinkling of holy water at the beginning of the rite. So the same plant that opens the liturgy is also the one you took for cramps and put in the sickroom against contagion, and the name it carries is the name of the thing the liturgy is for.
Angelica is named for the archangel, who was said to have revealed it in a plague year as a remedy. It flowers around the feast of Michael. It is a working carminative and a working expectorant, still in the dispensatories, and its name is an angel’s.
St John’s wort is cut on the eve of Midsummer, hung over the door against harm, and is one of the best-attested nervine and vulnerary herbs in the European tradition — the red oil pressed from the flowers was called the blood of the Baptist, for the colour, and used on wounds.
Lady’s mantle — Alchemilla — was called that by the alchemists, who gathered the drop of water held in the centre of the leaf overnight and considered it the purest water obtainable. It is a working astringent for the womb, and it carries her name, and the alchemists’ name, and the same plant answers to both.
Costmary, Mary’s balsam, was put in Bibles as a bookmark and is still called Bible leaf.
Notice what this list is. These are not flowers that were admired and then given a pious name. These are the working pharmacopoeia of the medieval household — the things you actually reached for when someone was ill — and they were given the highest names available.
That tells you what the people naming them believed about medicine. A plant that healed was not a mechanism. It was a mercy, and a mercy has a source, and the source has a name, and so the plant took it.
This is precisely the position the Abbey holds and has held throughout its herbal work. The plant is a means. What comes through it is not.

Article 133. The working medicinal plants of the European household bear the highest sacred names available: the Herb of Grace, the archangel’s root, the Baptist’s blood, Our Lady’s mantle.

Article 134. This naming records a conviction that healing is a mercy and not a mechanism. The Abbey holds that conviction, and holds further that it is entirely compatible with knowing exactly how a plant works.

Article 135. Rue is bound both to the sprinkling of holy water and to the sickroom. Where one plant serves the liturgy and the pharmacy at once, the tradition has declined to divide worship from healing, and the Abbey follows it.



The Naming. Ruta graveolens, the Herb of Grace, bitter on the tongue, hung against contagion, and dipped in the water at the door of the church to begin the rite.

℣ The same plant opens the liturgy and treats the cramp.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XLVI
The Great Unnaming
And then it was taken away, in most of northern Europe, in about a century, and the manner of its going is one of the more instructive episodes in this book.
The Reformation’s campaign against images and against the cult of the saints was not directed at plants. Nobody legislated about the marigold. But the effect on the botanical lexicon was severe and it was structural, and it happened in three ways.
First, the devotional context was removed. The names had been sustained by a daily practice — the Angelus, the rosary, the Marian feasts, the May crowning, the shrine on the road. Take out the practice and the names lose the thing that kept renewing them. A name for a plant survives only as long as people have a reason to say it.
Second, the naming was actively edited. Across Protestant Europe, Our Lady’s was quietly clipped to Lady’s, and the possessive was left dangling with no one to own it. Our Lady’s Mantle becomes lady’s mantle. Our Lady’s Smock becomes lady’s smock. Our Lady’s Slipper becomes lady’s slipper. The plant survives, the name survives, and the person disappears — and four hundred years later a gardener uses the word every week without any idea that there was ever a Lady.
Third, the emerging science of botany replaced the whole system. Linnaean binomial nomenclature is a magnificent instrument and this volume uses it constantly, but it was designed to do a different job, and it displaced the vernacular in every learned context. A plant that had been Our Lady’s Tears in nine languages became Convallaria majalis everywhere, which is precise, portable, and silent.
The result is a landscape that still carries the names and can no longer read them.
This is not an argument against the Reformation, and it is not an argument against Linnaeus. It is an observation about how religious memory is actually stored and actually lost. It is not stored chiefly in books, which are preserved. It is stored in ordinary speech, which is not preserved, and which erodes without anyone deciding.
And there is a lesson in the survivors. What made it through? Marigold, because the name had fused into one word and could not be clipped. Rosemary, because it looked like a botanical name already. St John’s wort, because midsummer was too strong a festival to suppress. The names that survived are the ones that had stopped looking like devotion.

Article 136. The Marian botanical lexicon was lost chiefly by the removal of the practice that renewed it, and secondarily by editing and by the rise of binomial nomenclature. No decree was required.

Article 137. The clipping of Our Lady’s to Lady’s across northern Europe preserved the name and removed the person. The Abbey identifies this as the characteristic form of religious forgetting: the vocabulary is retained and the referent is dropped.

Article 138. Religious memory is stored in ordinary speech rather than in books, and ordinary speech is not archived. The Abbey therefore treats the recording of vernacular sacred names as a conservation duty of the same order as the preservation of manuscripts.



The Naming. Alchemilla mollis, called lady’s mantle — formerly Our Lady’s Mantle — from which the possessive was clipped, so that the cloak remains and the woman is gone.

℣ Whose mantle? They stopped saying.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XLVII
Woods Hole, 1932
The recovery began on a sandy point in Massachusetts, and it began because one woman went looking for a list.
Frances Crane Lillie was living at Woods Hole, where her husband directed the marine biological laboratory. She was a convert, and a person of independent means and considerable determination, and she had come across references to the medieval practice of naming plants for the Virgin. She wanted to see one growing.
There was, so far as she could find, no such garden anywhere in the world. The English ones — the small enclosed plots recorded at monastic houses, including a garden maintained at Norwich Priory in the fifteenth century where the accounts note payment for the upkeep of St Mary’s garden — had gone with the monasteries. The names survived only scattered through old herbals and folklore collections and philological notes.
So she had the research done. Winifred Jelliffe Emerson went through the sources and assembled the plant lists, matching folk names to living species. The original plan ran to sixty-one plants. The garden was planted in 1932 beside St Joseph’s Church at Woods Hole, in the shadow of the Angelus Tower, and by the final planting in 1937 it held forty-eight.
It is a small garden. You could walk it in three minutes.
And it is the point at which a dead language started being spoken again. From Woods Hole the idea travelled: in 1951 two men in Philadelphia, John Stokes and Edward McTague, founded Mary’s Gardens as an organisation to research the names systematically and to supply seed and plans to anyone who wanted one. They compiled lists running into many hundreds of plant names in a dozen languages, distributed them for decades, and effectively saved the lexicon from disappearing into footnotes.
There is a shape to this that is worth naming, because it is the shape of every revival in this book.
The institution did not do it. No bishop commissioned the Woods Hole garden and no council resolved to recover the names. A woman read something, could not let it go, hired a researcher, bought some plants, and put them in the ground next to a church — and the thing came back.
Which is exactly how it was made in the first place. The lexicon was built by unlicensed people naming what they saw, and it was recovered by an unlicensed woman planting what she had read. Religion follows the flowers, and it does so principally through the hands of people nobody appointed.

Article 139. The recovery of the Marian botanical lexicon began with a single garden planted at Woods Hole in 1932 and completed in 1937, holding forty-eight of an originally researched sixty-one plants.

Article 140. The recovery was undertaken by private persons without institutional commission, as the original naming had been. The Abbey holds that both the making and the saving of popular devotion are the work of the unlicensed.

Article 141. A garden is the only medium in which a botanical lexicon can be genuinely restored, since the names live by use and use requires the plants. The Abbey therefore treats planting as an act of textual preservation.



The Naming. The Mary Garden at Woods Hole, forty-eight plants on a spit of sand under a bell tower, which is the place a language came back.

℣ She could not bear that no one was growing them.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XLVIII
Vice Versa: The Names That Went the Other Way
Now turn the traffic around, because this book promised both directions and the reverse flow is larger than most readers expect.
Religions and movements named after flowers. The Abbey’s own lineage is the White Lotus Society, founded by Huiyuan at Donglin on Mount Lu in 386, and named for the pond. The great Mahāyāna scripture of East Asia is the Lotus Sūtra, and the Japanese school built entirely on it takes the flower into the daily practice of millions. Rosicrucian is rose and cross. The Rosary is a rose garden. The Golden Flower of the Taoist inner alchemical tradition — from which this Abbey takes its second name — is a flower that is not a flower, the light gathered and turned inward until it blossoms in the body.
Places named for sacred flowers. Shushan, the city of lilies. Anurādhapura, whose lotus tanks were cut for the temple. Kannon-ji, Hana-no-Miyako, and a hundred Japanese temple names built on blossom. Sharon, and its rose. Gulistan and Golestan across the Persian world — the rose garden, and the title of one of the great books of Persian literature.
Persons named for sacred flowers, at scale. Susanna, Suzanne, Susan — the lily. Rosa, Rose, Rosanna, Rosario. Lily, Lilian, Lilith’s unrelated homophone, Liliana. Violet, Iris, Jasmine, Yasmin, Yasmina, Zahra — which is blossoming, and is the epithet of Fāṭima az-Zahrā. Padma, Padmini, Kamala, Kamal. Lotus and Renge. Sakura. Nilüfer, which is the water-lily, and Gül, which is the rose, and Lâle, which is the tulip that carries the Name.
Say those aloud and register the scale. Hundreds of millions of living people are walking around named after a sacred flower, in every major language family, and almost none of them think of it that way.
Feasts named for flowers. Hanami. The Hyakinthia. The Rosalia. Vesak, at which the monument is circled with flowers. The floral carpets of Corpus Christi that still close the streets of towns in Italy and Spain and Poland every June.
The traffic runs both ways and it never stopped running. It is running now, in maternity wards, in every country in the world, all day.

Article 142. Lineages, scriptures, schools, cities, feasts, and persons have been named after sacred flowers in every major language family, and the practice is continuous and current.

Article 143. The naming of persons after sacred flowers is the largest surviving instance of botanical devotion, and it persists in populations that have lost the devotion entirely. The Abbey holds that the name outlives the belief and may in time restore it.

Article 144. Where a tradition names its own lineage after a flower, as the White Lotus Society is named for the pond at Donglin, the flower has become constitutive rather than emblematic, and the Abbey so regards its own name.



The Naming. The White Lotus of the pond at Donglin, which gave its name to a society in 386 and to everything that has descended from it, including this book.

℣ We are named after a pond.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter XLIX
What the Latin Kept
One last turn, and it is the pleasing one.
The binomial nomenclature that displaced the vernacular did not, in fact, sweep the sacred away. Look properly at a modern plant list and the old religion is standing all over it, in Latin and Greek, fully preserved, and every botanist in the world says it aloud a hundred times a week without noticing.
Artemisia — the whole vast genus of mugwort and wormwood and southernwood — is Artemis. The virgin huntress of the Greeks holds title to one of the most important medicinal genera on earth, and her plants are still used, everywhere, for exactly the purposes she was petitioned about.
Iris is the goddess of the rainbow and the messenger between heaven and earth. Narcissus is the boy. Hyacinthus is the boy. Adonis is a genus — the pheasant’s-eye, red-flowered, and the botanists gave it his name because of the blood. Daphne is a genus, small and fragrant and highly toxic, and she is still refusing to be caught. Centaurea is Chiron the centaur, who taught medicine. Achillea, the yarrow, is Achilles, who used it on wounds at Troy. Paeonia is Paion, physician of the gods. Nymphaea is the nymphs. Aphrodite’s doves are in Columbine, which is a dove. Veronica carries the veil. Angelica is the archangel. Verbena was the sacred branch carried by the Roman priests. Salvia is salvation’s own root, the saving herb.
And Nelumbo nucifera, the sacred lotus, keeps its Sinhalese name.
So the great secular renaming of nature turns out to have been conducted almost entirely in the vocabulary of the gods. The eighteenth century put the pantheon into the permanent scientific record and did not remark on it, and it is now unremovable, because the rules of botanical nomenclature give priority to the earliest valid publication and there is no mechanism for embarrassment.
The flowers kept the names. They always do. That is what this book is called.

Article 145. Binomial nomenclature preserved the classical sacred names wholesale. Artemis, Iris, Adonis, Daphne, Achilles, Chiron, Paion, and the nymphs stand in the permanent scientific record of the plant kingdom.

Article 146. The rules of botanical priority make these names effectively unremovable. The Abbey observes that the most secular naming system ever devised has become the most durable reliquary of the older religion.

Article 147. The Abbey holds, as the summary teaching of this book, that names given to flowers outlast the institutions, the languages, and the beliefs that gave them, and that the flora of the earth is therefore the longest-running record of human devotion in existence.



The Naming. Artemisia, Iris, Adonis, Daphne, Achillea, Paeonia — the gods of a dead religion, standing in the permanent scientific record, said aloud every day by people who do not know they are saying them.

℣ They renamed the world and used the old gods to do it.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Book VIII
The Kami, the Immortals, and the Bodhisattvas
✦


At the gate of the Chinju no Mori, the shrine forest at Ise.

Here the holiest place in the country is a wooden building among cryptomeria, rebuilt from new timber every twenty years so that it is always both ancient and new, and the forest is not the setting of the shrine. The forest is part of the shrine.

℣ At this gate the trees are inside the sanctuary, not around it.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter L
Guanyin’s Willow
The most widely venerated figure in East Asia holds a willow branch and a vase, and the two objects together are a complete theology of mercy.
Avalokiteśvara — Guanyin in China, Kannon in Japan, Chenrezig in Tibet — is the bodhisattva who hears the cries of the world. In the northern iconography the willow branch is dipped in the vase of pure sweet dew and the dew is sprinkled on the suffering.
Willow, not oak. Willow, not pine. The choice is the doctrine.
Willow bends. It is the softest of the useful trees, it grows where the ground is wet and unstable, and it will not stand against a wind — it goes with it and comes back. In the Chinese tradition it is the emblem of yielding strength, of what survives by not resisting, and it is also the branch of parting, broken and given at the roadside to someone leaving. Guanyin sprinkles mercy with the tree of yielding and the tree of farewell.
And willow is medicine. The bark has been used for pain and fever across Eurasia for millennia — a practice that eventually gave the modern world its most-used drug. So the branch in the hand of the compassionate one is also the branch you would actually be given if you were in pain, in any village, in most of the world, for most of history.
The vase holds amṛta, the sweet dew, the nectar of deathlessness. And the gesture — dip, and sprinkle — is the same gesture the Christian priest makes with the aspergillum and the branch of rue or hyssop at the door of the church.
Two traditions on opposite sides of Asia arrived at the identical liturgical action: take a plant, wet it, and shake the water over the people.
Nobody transmitted this. It is what hands do.
Guanyin is also shown on a lotus, and holding a lotus, and in the Chinese material with a white lily, and with bamboo behind her, and standing in a grove. Her whole visual field is vegetation. She is the figure to whom the largest number of human beings have addressed the largest number of desperate requests, and she is depicted, always, among plants.

Article 148. The willow in the hand of Avalokiteśvara is chosen for its yielding, its association with parting, and its use in medicine. The instrument of mercy is the plant that does not resist and that treats pain.

Article 149. The dipping of a branch in water and the sprinkling of that water over an assembly is performed independently in the Buddhist and Christian liturgies. The Abbey holds this convergence to be evidence that certain sacred actions are native to the body rather than transmitted.

Article 150. The figure to whom the greatest number of petitions have been addressed in human history is depicted invariably among plants. The Abbey takes this as the plainest testimony that mercy is imagined vegetally.



The Naming. The willow branch of Guanyin, dipped in the vase of sweet dew — the tree that bends, the tree of goodbye, and the bark you would actually be given for the pain.

℣ Mercy is sprinkled with a soft branch.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LI
The Bodhisattvas and Their Flowers
The assignment of flowers to the great bodhisattvas is precise, and reading it is like reading a curriculum.
Tārā holds the utpala, the blue night-lotus. Green Tārā, the swift one, has one foot already down off the seat, mid-rise, in the act of coming — and the blossom she holds is the one that opens in the dark. That is deliberate. The rescuer who arrives at night carries the flower that works at night.
White Tārā holds it in white, for purity, and has seven eyes — in her hands, her feet, her forehead — so that she can see suffering from every direction at once.
Samantabhadra, the bodhisattva of practice and of vows carried through, is shown on an elephant and with the white lotus, and his vow is famously endless: to go on making the offering in every world, without ceasing, for as long as there are beings. The flower of unwearied continuation is the one that comes back every year without being asked.
Kṣitigarbha, who has vowed not to depart until the hells are empty, is given the lotus, the pine, and the chrysanthemum — and the chrysanthemum is the flower of the last month, blooming after the frosts have taken everything else. It is the flower that is still standing when the garden has finished. That is the correct flower for a being who has undertaken to remain after everyone else has gone.
Mañjuśrī, wisdom, holds the blue lotus with the Prajñāpāramitā resting on it, and the flaming sword that cuts through confusion.
Set them out together and you have a course of study conducted in blossoms. Swift help is a night-flower. Endless practice is a perennial. Refusal to abandon is a chrysanthemum after the frost. Wisdom is a book on a flower and a sword in the other hand.
And it is teachable to a child in an afternoon, and memorable for life, and it survives translation into any language because the flowers are real objects and the doctrines are not.
This is what a mature botanical theology looks like. Not decoration, not allegory imposed after the fact, but a set of doctrinal distinctions assigned to a set of plants whose actual behaviour carries the distinction. Change the flower and you would change the teaching.

Article 151. The flowers assigned to the great bodhisattvas carry doctrinal distinctions that correspond to the actual behaviour of the plants: the night-flower for swift rescue, the perennial for unwearied practice, the chrysanthemum after frost for the vow to remain.

Article 152. Such a system is teachable without literacy, memorable for life, and survives translation, because the flowers are real objects and the doctrines are not. The Abbey holds this to be the chief practical argument for botanical theology.

Article 153. Where changing the flower would change the teaching, the flower is constitutive of the doctrine and not illustrative of it. This is the test the Abbey applies in distinguishing genuine botanical theology from ornament.



The Naming. The chrysanthemum of Kṣitigarbha, which opens after the frost has taken everything else, and is still standing in the empty garden, which is exactly what he undertook to do.

℣ Still there when the rest has gone.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LII
The Nine Grades of Lotus
Pure Land Buddhism is the largest devotional movement in East Asian history, and its architecture is entirely floral.
The practitioner calls on Amitābha, the Buddha of Infinite Light, and is reborn in Sukhāvatī, the Land of Bliss in the west — a realm described in the sūtras in extraordinary sensory detail. There are lakes of the seven jewels, with lotuses in them the size of chariot wheels, blue lotuses shining blue, yellow shining yellow, red shining red, white shining white. There are jewelled trees in rows, and jewelled nets, and when the wind moves through the trees they sound like a hundred thousand instruments played at once, and everyone who hears it thinks spontaneously of the Buddha, the dharma, and the community.
And there are birds, singing the dharma continuously; and the sūtra pauses to explain that these are not birds born from bad karma, since that realm has none, but are produced by Amitābha in order that the teaching should be heard as birdsong.
That last detail is worth a moment. Paradise is a place where the doctrine is delivered by wildlife, in the trees, all day, to everyone, whether or not they were listening.
The most consequential feature for practice is the nine grades. Those reborn in the Pure Land arrive within lotus buds, and the grade of the rebirth determines how long the bud remains closed before it opens. The highest arrive and the flower opens at once, and they see the Buddha immediately. The lowest — those who did great harm and called on the Name once, at the very end, in terror — arrive in a closed bud that remains shut for a very long time, in a state the texts describe without much sympathy but without any suggestion that they are lost.
Consider that. The tradition’s model of purgation is a closed flower. Not a fire, not a prison, not a debt. You are inside a bud, in a paradise, and you will open when you are ready, and the fact that it will take twelve great kalpas is not a punishment. It is a maturation.
There is no gentler soteriology anywhere on earth, and it is made of a plant.
The Abbey’s own house holds this in aspect, alongside the traditions it stands with — and it holds the image of the closed bud as the most humane account of the delay in becoming that any tradition has produced.

Article 154. The Pure Land is described in the sūtras as a place where the teaching is delivered continuously by birdsong through jewelled trees, to all present, without requirement of attention.

Article 155. The nine grades of lotus render purgation as a closed bud that opens when ripe. The Abbey holds this to be the most humane available account of the delay between arrival and readiness, and receives it in aspect.

Article 156. In this account no soul is discarded and none is punished; the difference between the highest and the lowest is duration inside a flower. The Abbey holds that a doctrine of the afterlife built from a bud is structurally incapable of cruelty.



The Naming. The nine grades of lotus, in which the worst arrive inside a closed bud and wait, in paradise, until they are ready to open.

℣ Not a fire. A flower, still shut.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LIII
The Peaches of the Queen Mother
Cross into the Daoist material, where the sacred plant is not a flower of contemplation but a fruit of duration, and where immortality is agricultural.
Xiwangmu, the Queen Mother of the West, keeps a garden on Kunlun, and in it grows the peach tree of immortality. The tree flowers once in three thousand years and fruits once in three thousand more, and the ripening is an event: the immortals are summoned, the banquet is laid, and whoever eats gains an age of the world. The most-loved comic novel in Chinese literature turns on a monkey who was left in charge of that orchard and ate the entire crop.
Around this cluster the whole Daoist sacred flora, and it is organised on a different principle from anything in this book so far.
Where the Buddhist flora is about seeing and the Christian flora is about meaning, the Daoist flora is about lasting. Pine, for immortality — evergreen, resinous, growing on rock where nothing else will. Cypress, for eternal life, planted at tombs. Bamboo, for integrity: hollow inside, which is emptiness, and it bends in the typhoon and does not break. Plum, which flowers in the snow before its own leaves and is therefore the emblem of the endurance that produces beauty out of a bad season. Chrysanthemum, for longevity and for autumn. Lingzhi, the bracket fungus, the mushroom of immortality, carried in the hands of the immortals in every painting. Ginseng, whose root is shaped like a person. Goji, astragalus, schisandra — the great tonic materia medica of the Chinese tradition, which is a pharmacology of duration.
Here is what makes this section indispensable to the Abbey’s work.
In the Daoist system the sacred plant and the medicinal plant are identical, without remainder. There is no separate category of devotional flora. The plants that appear in the paintings of the immortals are the plants in the tonic formulas, prescribed by practitioners today, purchased in any herb shop in any Chinatown on earth. Lingzhi is in the painting and in the decoction. Ginseng is in the myth and in the cup.
No other tradition has kept the two so completely fused. The West separated devotion from pharmacy at the Reformation and again at the Enlightenment. China never did, and the consequence is that the Daoist sacred flora is the only one in this volume that is still fully operational as both.

Article 157. The Daoist sacred flora is organised on the principle of duration rather than of vision or of meaning: what is holy is what lasts, what is evergreen, what flowers out of season, and what extends life.

Article 158. In the Daoist system the sacred plant and the medicinal plant are the same plant without remainder. The Abbey holds this to be the only fully intact fusion of devotion and pharmacy surviving in a living tradition, and takes it as a model.

Article 159. The plum, flowering in snow before its own leaves, and the bamboo, hollow within and bending in the storm, constitute a complete teaching on endurance and emptiness delivered by two plants and requiring no commentary.



The Naming. The peach of Kunlun, which flowers once in three thousand years and fruits once in three thousand more, and which a monkey ate the whole of.

℣ What lasts is what is holy.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LIV
The Three Friends of Winter
Take the three of them together — pine, bamboo, plum — because as a set they are one of the great achievements of religious art, and they were composed as a set.
Suihan sanyou, the Three Friends of Winter: the three plants that do not surrender when the year does. Pine stays green. Bamboo stays green and bends. Plum flowers in the snow. They appear together in Chinese, Korean, Japanese, and Vietnamese painting, on porcelain, on lacquer, on textiles, on scholars’ desks, in gardens laid out to contain all three, for something close to a thousand years.
And the set is a moral proposition with three terms, which is why it has lasted.
Pine is constancy that does not change. It is the same in July and January. This is the virtue of the person who is simply reliable, and it is the least dramatic of the three and possibly the rarest.
Bamboo is constancy that changes shape. It survives by yielding — it goes flat in the typhoon and stands up afterwards — and it is hollow, which the tradition reads both as humility and as the emptiness of the awakened mind. This is the virtue of the person who bends and does not break, and it is the specifically Daoist and Chan contribution.
Plum is constancy that produces. It does not merely survive the winter; it flowers in it, on bare black wood, in the cold, when there is no reason to and no audience. This is the virtue of the person who makes something beautiful in a bad year.
Endure without changing, endure by changing, and endure by creating. That is a complete ethic of adversity, held in three plants, learnable by looking at a painted scroll, and it has been the household moral instruction of a quarter of humanity for a millennium.
It also transferred. Zen took the plum as the emblem of awakening after hardship, and the bamboo as emptiness, and the pine as constancy in practice, and built an entire aesthetic on the three. The tea room, the rock garden, the single branch in the alcove — all of it descends from the decision that a plant in winter is a teaching.

Article 160. The Three Friends of Winter constitute a complete ethic of adversity in three terms: endurance without change, endurance by yielding, and endurance that creates.

Article 161. This teaching is transmitted by painting and by planting rather than by text, and has functioned as household moral instruction across East Asia for approximately a thousand years. The Abbey holds it to be among the most successful pieces of religious pedagogy ever devised.

Article 162. The plum flowering on bare wood in the snow, without audience and without season, is received by the Abbey as the emblem of work done faithfully in a bad year.



The Naming. Pine, bamboo, plum — the Three Friends of Winter, which stay green, and bend, and flower in the snow, and between them say everything that needs saying about a hard year.

℣ Endure, yield, and still make something.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LV
The Princess Who Blossoms
In the Japanese account there is a kami whose name is a blossom, and the story attached to her is the most direct statement in any tradition of what a flower costs.
Konohanasakuya-hime — the name means roughly the princess who makes the trees bloom — is the kami of Mount Fuji and of the cherry blossom. The heavenly grandson Ninigi comes down and sees her and asks for her. Her father is delighted and sends both daughters: Konohanasakuya-hime, who is beautiful, and her elder sister Iwanaga-hime, whose name means rock-long, the princess of enduring stone, and who is not.
Ninigi sends the rock-sister back and keeps the blossom-sister.
And the father, grieved, explains what has been done. Had he taken the daughter of rock, the lives of his descendants would have been long and unshakable as stone. Because he took the daughter of blossom, they will be brilliant and brief, flowering and falling, like the flowers of the trees.
And that, the account says, is why the emperors — and by extension every human being — do not live for ever.
It is one of the most economical explanations of mortality ever composed, and it does not blame anyone for a sin. Nobody disobeyed. There is no fruit and no serpent and no fall. A man was offered permanence or beauty, and chose beauty, and the consequence is death, and the consequence is also cherry blossom.
Read against the Genesis account it is startlingly gentle. In one, mortality enters through transgression. In the other it enters through a preference — an understandable one, one that most people reading this would make.
And the whole Japanese aesthetic follows from it. Hanami, flower-viewing, when the entire country goes outside for a week to sit under trees that are about to drop everything. Mono no aware, the ache in passing things. The single branch in the alcove. The petal on the surface of the tea.
A civilisation looked at a falling blossom, understood that it had chosen this, and decided to sit under it anyway with food and company and to call the week holy.

Article 163. In the Japanese account mortality enters not through transgression but through a preference for beauty over permanence, offered as a genuine choice and freely made.

Article 164. The Abbey receives this as a true account and notes that it assigns no guilt. Where a tradition explains death without blame, its consolations are available to those who cannot accept a doctrine of inherited fault.

Article 165. Hanami, the public viewing of blossom about to fall, is the ritual acceptance of that choice. The Abbey holds the deliberate celebration of what is ending to be a religious act of the first order.



The Naming. The cherry, whose kami is Konohanasakuya-hime, chosen over her sister the rock — which is why we are beautiful and why we do not last.

℣ He was offered stone and took the blossom.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LVI
The Sakaki and the Rice
Close Book VIII at Ise, where the vegetation is not in the sanctuary but is the sanctuary.
Shintō’s principal sacred plant is sakaki, Cleyera japonica, an unremarkable evergreen shrub with small white flowers and glossy leaves. Branches of it are used in nearly every rite: set on the altar, waved in purification, offered as tamagushi with paper streamers attached, planted around shrines. In the great myth, when Amaterasu hides in the cave and the world goes dark, it is a sakaki tree that the gods set up outside and hang with the mirror and the jewels to lure her out. The instrument that brings back the sun is a tree with things hung on it.
And rice. Rice in Shintō is not merely a crop; it is the substance in which the relation between the kami and the people is conducted. Rice is offered. Rice becomes sake and the sake is offered and drunk. The straw is twisted into shimenawa, the great rope that marks a boundary as sacred — so that the thing separating holy ground from ordinary ground, in tens of thousands of shrines, is a rope made of rice straw. Inari, whose shrines outnumber all others in Japan, is the kami of rice, and the emperor’s most solemn annual duty is agricultural.
And then there is the Chinju no Mori, the shrine forest. Every shrine of consequence has one, and it is not landscaping. The trees are the shrine’s body. Because Japanese shrines have been protected continuously for centuries while the land around them was cleared, farmed, and built over, these forests have become — accidentally, and then deliberately — the country’s most significant refuges of original vegetation. Botanists study them because they are the only places where the pre-agricultural forest still stands.
Religion followed the flowers, and in doing so it accidentally became the last conservation programme of an entire archipelago.
That is where this volume’s ecological argument is going, and it will be picked up at the end. Note here only the mechanism, because it is exact and it is repeatable: a thing is named holy; naming creates obligation; obligation prevents felling; and eight hundred years later the biologists arrive and find the last intact stand of the original forest inside the fence.

Article 166. In Shintō the boundary between sacred and ordinary ground is marked by a rope of rice straw. The Abbey observes that the demarcation of holiness is here performed by an agricultural product and by nothing else.

Article 167. The shrine forests of Japan, protected continuously because they were named holy, now constitute the principal surviving refuges of the original vegetation of the archipelago.

Article 168. The mechanism is exact and repeatable: naming confers holiness, holiness creates obligation, obligation prevents destruction, and the named ground survives. The Abbey holds this to be the strongest practical argument for sacred botany that exists.



The Naming. Cleyera japonica, the sakaki, hung with a mirror and jewels outside a cave to bring the sun back out — and standing now in the last forests in Japan that were never cut.

℣ They called it holy, and so it is still standing.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Book IX
The Mandala Is the Flower
✦


At the gate of Borobudur, on the Kedu plain.

Here two million blocks of andesite were laid up into nine stacked terraces, six square and three round, and no one standing on it can see what it is. Only from above does the mountain resolve into what it always was: a flower, opened in stone, on a plain, facing the sky.

℣ At this gate you must rise to see the shape you are standing in.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter LVII
The Seed and the Bindu
Every flower begins as a point, and so does every mandala, and the two traditions that noticed this were four thousand miles apart.
Inside a seed is the whole plant. Not a plan for the plant, not an instruction toward the plant — the plant, present in a form too small and too dense to be read. Roots, stem, leaf, flower, fragrance, and the seeds of the next generation are all in there, folded, in the dark, in a thing you could lose in the grass.
At the centre of a mandala is the bindu: a single dimensionless point, the origin, the place from which the figure is generated and to which it returns. It is not a small part of the mandala. It is the whole mandala, uncounted.
These are the same proposition. The infinite is contained in the infinitesimal. The cosmos is present at the point. Everything that will unfold is already there before anything has unfolded.
And it is not a metaphor imposed on the seed by the geometers. It is the reverse, and this is the whole burden of Book IX. Nobody could have invented the bindu without having first watched something grow out of nothing. The geometry is downstream. Human beings had been putting seeds in the ground for ten thousand years before anyone drew a diagram, and when they finally drew one they drew what they had been watching.
Look at how the vocabulary is shared and it becomes hard to miss. In Sanskrit the seed-syllable of a mantra — the single sound that contains the whole deity, uttered before any expansion — is bīja, which is simply the word for a seed. Not like a seed. A seed. The technical term for the compressed form of a deity in the most refined esoteric practice of the Indian tradition is a farming word.
The Gospel does the same and does it more plainly. The kingdom is like a mustard seed, the smallest of seeds, that becomes a tree the birds nest in. The word of God is seed sown on four kinds of ground. Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; if it dies it bears much fruit — which is a doctrine of resurrection stated entirely in agricultural terms and offered without further explanation, as though everyone present would obviously understand it, which they did, because they were farmers.
The point and the seed. Draw one and plant the other, and you have described the same event.

Article 169. The bindu of the mandala and the seed of the plant are the same proposition: the whole is present at the point, folded, before anything has unfolded.

Article 170. The technical vocabulary of the most refined esoteric practice in the Indian tradition is agricultural. The seed-syllable is called a seed, and the Abbey holds that the geometry is derived from the observation and not the reverse.

Article 171. The Gospel states its doctrine of resurrection agriculturally and without explanation, on the assumption that an audience of farmers requires none. Where a teaching is offered without commentary, its terms were already understood.



The Naming. The bīja, the seed-syllable, which is called a seed because it is one — the whole deity, folded, before a single line has been drawn.

℣ The infinite, in something you could lose in the grass.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LVIII
The Flower as Living Mandala
Take a flower apart and you find every formal property the mandala manuals specify. This is not analogy. It is measurement.
A centre. The receptacle, the disc, the boss of anthers — a definite middle from which everything else is reckoned. Every mandala has one and it is always occupied by the highest term.
Radial symmetry. Petals arranged around the centre at equal angles. The technical botanical word for the common form is actinomorphic, from the Greek for a ray: a flower built like radiating light.
A fixed count. Flowers do not have arbitrary numbers of petals. Monocots run in threes and sixes, eudicots in fours and fives. The lily has six, the iris three plus three, the buttercup five, the mustard four. Mandalas likewise are built on fixed divisions and the number is doctrinal — eight petals, sixteen, thirty-two, a thousand.
Concentric zones. Sepals outside, then petals, then stamens, then carpels: rings in a fixed order from the periphery inward, each with a different function, each more essential than the last, with the reproductive centre innermost and most protected. That is precisely the structure of a Tibetan mandala, whose outer rings are protective and whose innermost chamber holds the deity.
Gates. Many flowers present nectar guides — lines, patches, and ultraviolet patterns invisible to us and blazing to a bee — that funnel the pollinator inward along a fixed path. The mandala has four gates on its cardinal sides, and the practitioner enters by one and proceeds inward. In both cases: a marked route from the outside to the centre, provided for a visitor.
Spiral generation. In the composite flowers — the sunflower and its enormous family — the florets are arranged in interlocking spirals whose counts are consecutive Fibonacci numbers, because that arrangement packs the most seeds into the least area. Sacred geometry has spent a great deal of time on exactly this proportion.
Six formal properties, all of them present in a daisy.
The conclusion is not that flowers are secretly mystical diagrams. It is the other way round, and it is more interesting. The mandala is a drawing of a flower, made by people who had spent their lives among flowers, formalising a structure they had already seen ten thousand times.
The universe builds its ordered plenitude in one shape, and a flower is the smallest instance of that shape a human being can hold.

Article 172. A flower possesses every formal property required of a mandala: a centre, radial symmetry, a fixed count, concentric functional zones, marked gates for the visitor, and spiral generation.

Article 173. The mandala is therefore a drawing of a flower, formalised by people who had watched flowers all their lives. The Abbey holds this to be a matter of derivation and not of resemblance.

Article 174. The nectar guide and the mandala gate perform the same office: a marked route provided for a visitor from the periphery to the centre. Where a form and its imitation agree in function as well as structure, the imitation was deliberate.



The Naming. The daisy, whose name is the day’s eye, actinomorphic, ringed and centred and spiralling in Fibonacci — a complete mandala, growing in a lawn, mown weekly.

℣ Six properties, and all of them in a weed.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LIX
The Sri Yantra
The most sophisticated sacred diagram in the world has two rings of lotus petals around it, and it could not be what it is without them.
The Sri Yantra, the Śrī Cakra, belongs to the Śrī Vidyā tradition and is the instrument of the goddess Lalitā Tripurasundarī. Its structure, from the centre outward:
The bindu, the point.
Nine interlocking triangles, four pointing up for Śiva and five pointing down for Śakti, all sharing one centre. Their intersections generate forty-three smaller triangles, arranged in concentric tiers. Getting the nine to interlock correctly is a genuinely difficult geometrical problem — the lines must meet at shared triple points, and there is no simple closed-form solution; mathematicians have published on it in the modern period and drawing it by eye does not work.
Then a ring of eight lotus petals.
Then a ring of sixteen lotus petals.
Then three circles.
Then the bhūpura, the earth-citadel: a square enclosure with a gated opening on each of the four sides.
Read that construction from the outside in and it is a temple, and it is also a garden, and it is also a flower. You enter through a gate in a wall. You pass the outer ring of petals, then the inner ring, then the geometry, then the point.
And note what has been done with the lotus. The two petal-rings stand between the enclosing world and the interior geometry. They are the transition. Everything outside them is the world of walls and directions; everything inside them is the interior architecture of the divine. The flower is the threshold — the layer you pass through in order to stop being outside.
That is exactly the office the flower performs in every tradition in this book. It is what stands at the boundary. It is at the door of the church, on the altar, at the gate of the shrine, on the grave, in the hand of the bride, on the coffin. The flower is where you cross.
The Śrī Vidyā tradition simply drew it, and put the petals in the correct place, and counted them.
And when the same figure is built in three dimensions it becomes the Mahāmeru: a stepped pyramid rising in tiers to a point, which reveals that the flat diagram was always a plan view of a mountain seen from above.
Hold that thought for one chapter.

Article 175. In the Sri Yantra the two rings of lotus petals stand between the enclosing square of the world and the interior geometry of the divine. The flower is the threshold and not the ornament.

Article 176. This is the flower’s universal office. It stands at the door, the altar, the gate, the grave, and the hand of the bride, and in every case marks the point of crossing. The Abbey holds that flowers are placed at thresholds because a flower is what a threshold is.

Article 177. The three-dimensional form of the Sri Yantra is a stepped mountain rising to a point, showing the plane diagram to be a plan view seen from above.



The Naming. The eight petals and the sixteen, which stand in the Sri Yantra between the square of the world and the geometry of the god, so that you pass through the flower to get in.

℣ The flower is where you cross.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LX
Borobudur: The Lotus in Stone
Now the mountain.
On the Kedu plain in central Java, under the Śailendra kings, from about 780 into the middle of the ninth century, a monument was built out of some two million blocks of stone. Nine stacked platforms: six square, three circular, and a great sealed stūpa at the summit. Two thousand six hundred and seventy-two relief panels, running for something close to two kilometres, carrying the life of the Buddha, the Jātaka tales, and the pilgrimage of Sudhana from the Gaṇḍavyūha Sūtra. Five hundred and four Buddha figures. On the three round terraces at the top, seventy-two perforated stone stūpas, each with a seated Buddha inside, visible through the lattice, not quite touchable.
The pilgrim enters at the base and walks clockwise, level by level, reading the reliefs, rising. The hidden base is Kāmadhātu, the realm of desire. The square terraces are Rūpadhātu, the realm of form, where four hundred and thirty-two Buddhas sit in open niches, their hand-gestures changing with the compass direction. The three circular terraces are Arūpadhātu, the formless — no reliefs at all, no narrative, nothing to read, only the bells of stone and the sky.
And nobody walking it can see what it is. From the ground it is a stepped hill. Only from above does it resolve.
From above, it is a mandala. Square outer courses, circular inner courses, radial symmetry, a fixed count, concentric zones of decreasing narrative and increasing silence, and a single point at the centre — a sealed stūpa containing nothing accessible.
Which is to say, from above it is a flower: an open blossom of dark stone, four hundred feet across, lying on a green plain with volcanoes behind it, its outer petals covered in stories and its inner petals bare.
The builders knew. They could not fly, and they knew anyway, because they were not copying an aerial view. They were building a lotus the way you would build one — from the outside in, ring by ring, narrowing, with the essential thing at the middle and unreachable.
And they made the pilgrim walk it. You do not look at Borobudur. You perform it, over several kilometres, on foot, in the heat, moving inward and upward through decreasing narrative until there is nothing left to read.
That is the deepest thing this book can say about the mandala and the flower together. A flower is not a picture of opening. A flower is opening, performed. Borobudur is not a picture of the path. It is the path, laid out in stone, so that the body does what the doctrine describes.

Article 178. Borobudur is a mandala executed in stone, resolving into a flower only when seen from above, and its builders constructed it from the outside inward as a flower is constructed.

Article 179. The monument requires the pilgrim to walk it rather than view it, so that the body performs the doctrine over several kilometres. The Abbey holds that this is the fullest realisation of botanical theology in architecture anywhere on earth.

Article 180. The narrative decreases as the pilgrim rises and ceases entirely on the formless terraces. Where a structure removes its own text at the summit, it has stated that the final teaching is not verbal, and stands with the Flower Sermon.



The Naming. Borobudur, which is a lotus four hundred feet across, lying open on a plain, whose outer petals carry every story and whose inner petals carry none.

℣ From the ground, a hill. From above, a flower.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXI
The Sand Mandala
The Tibetan tradition makes the argument in the other direction, and makes it more sharply than anyone.
A sand mandala is constructed over days or weeks by monks working with metal funnels called chak-pur, tapping coloured sand grain by grain onto a marked ground. The geometry is exact and prescribed; nothing is improvised. The finished work is intricate beyond ordinary patience, saturated in colour, and covered in lotus petals — the palaces of the deities sit on lotus thrones, the rings are petal rings, the whole is a garden of blossoms drawn in dust.
It is consecrated. Rites are performed. People come.
And then it is destroyed. The monks cut the surface with a vajra, sweep the sand together into a heap of undifferentiated grey, put it in a vessel, carry it in procession, and pour it into running water.
Every treatment of this ceremony explains it as a teaching on impermanence, and that is right, but it is only half of what is happening. Consider it against everything Book IX has established.
The mandala is a flower. A flower blooms and is destroyed. Not damaged — completed. The destruction of the sand mandala is not the ruin of the work. It is the work finishing the way its subject finishes. A mandala that lasted would be a bad mandala, in the way that a plastic flower is a bad flower: correct in every feature and wrong in the only one that matters.
And the sand goes into the river. Which is exactly what happens to petals, and it is exactly what the women of the Adonis gardens did with their withered pots on the roofs of Alexandria and Athens two thousand years earlier, and neither knew the other existed.
Set the two ends of Book IX side by side.
Borobudur is a flower made permanent — two million blocks, a millennium, and it is still there. The sand mandala is a flower made honest — perfect, brief, and swept into water in an afternoon.
Both are correct, and the tradition needs both, because a flower is a thing that is simultaneously an image of eternity and an image of what does not last, and no single object can be both. So two objects were made.

Article 181. The destruction of the sand mandala is not the ruin of the work but its completion, since the work’s subject is a flower and a flower is completed by ending.

Article 182. The dispersal of the sand into running water and the casting of the withered Gardens of Adonis into the sea are the same act, performed by unconnected traditions two thousand years apart.

Article 183. Borobudur and the sand mandala are complementary and both are required: the flower is at once an image of eternal order and an image of what does not last, and no single object can hold both. The Abbey keeps both.



The Naming. The sand mandala, a garden of petals laid grain by grain over weeks, cut with a vajra, swept into grey, and poured into the river the same afternoon.

℣ It was finished when it was gone.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXII
The Rose Window Again
The West built mandalas for three hundred years and never used the word, and the reason it never used the word is that it already had one.
Book III set the north rose of Chartres at the gate. Return to it now with the vocabulary of Book IX in hand, and check it item by item against the specification.
A centre occupied by the highest term. The Virgin enthroned with the child, at the exact middle.
Concentric circuits of subordinate figures in fixed order. Doves and angels, then twelve quatrefoils, then kings, then the minor prophets — each ring further from the centre and lower in the hierarchy.
Radial symmetry on a fixed count. Twelve divisions, constructed geometrically, related by proportion to the elevation of the entire building.
A square or gated enclosure. The masonry frame, the tracery, and beneath it the five lancets which function as the approach.
A centripetal function. The eye is drawn from the periphery inward. This is what the design is for.
Every specification met. The rose window is a mandala by any definition the Sanskrit manuals would recognise, and it was arrived at independently by masons in the Île-de-France who had never heard of a maṇḍala and would not have known what to do with the word.
And when they needed to name what they had made, they did not call it a wheel or a disc or a sun. They called it a rose.
Which is the single most important piece of evidence in this book, and it is worth saying slowly.
Two civilisations, without contact, produced the same diagram of ultimate reality — a centred, ringed, radially symmetric, gated figure drawing the attention inward. One of them called it a circle, which is what maṇḍala means, and drew lotus petals on it in two rings. The other called it a rose, and set lilies in it.
Neither borrowed. Both named it after a flower.
They named it after a flower because that is what it is, and because in both civilisations the only thing anyone had ever seen that was centred, ringed, ordered, gated, and alive was a blossom — and when you have built one out of stone and glass, or drawn one in coloured sand, the word arrives on its own and there is no arguing with it.

Article 184. The rose window satisfies every formal specification of the mandala and was arrived at independently by builders with no knowledge of the Sanskrit tradition.

Article 185. Both civilisations, on naming the figure, named it after a flower — one as a circle ringed with lotus petals, the other as a rose. The Abbey holds this double independent naming to be the decisive evidence of the thesis of this volume.

Article 186. Where two traditions without contact produce the same form and reach for the same class of name, the form was not invented by either. It was observed by both, in the ground, and copied.



The Naming. The rose window, which meets every specification of the mandala and was named by masons who had never heard the word — and who reached, without hesitating, for the name of a flower.

℣ Two civilisations drew it and both called it a blossom.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXIII
The Body as Mandala
And then the traditions turned the diagram inward and found the same flower in the body.
In the subtle anatomy of the Indic traditions the energy centres of the body are cakras — wheels — and they are described, universally and without exception, as lotuses. Not wheels with spokes. Flowers with petals, and the petals are counted.
Four petals at the base. Six at the sacral. Ten at the navel. Twelve at the heart. Sixteen at the throat. Two at the brow. And at the crown, the Sahasrāra: the thousand-petalled lotus, which is not a literal count but the traditional figure for a plenitude past counting.
The whole subtle body is therefore a stem with flowers arranged along it at intervals — which is, botanically, an accurate description of a great many plants, and it cannot be an accident that the tradition which produced this image lived among such plants.
And the language of practice is horticultural throughout. The centres open. They are closed, or blocked, or blooming. Energy rises through the stem. The crown blossoms. Nobody in that tradition ever said a chakra was switched on.
The same instinct appears in the Chinese inner alchemical material, from which this Abbey takes half of its name. The Golden Flower is what forms when the light of awareness is turned back on itself and gathered rather than spent outward — a blossom that is not a blossom, opening in a body, cultivated by attention over years the way a plant is cultivated by water over seasons. The whole tradition speaks of planting, nourishing, the field, the seed, the sprout, ripening.
And the Christian mystics, without any of this apparatus, land in the same vocabulary because there is nowhere else to land. The ground of the soul. The seed of the Word. The garden enclosed. The soul as a garden the divine gardener tends, weeds, waters, and finally causes to bloom — which is Teresa of Ávila’s whole architecture of prayer, laid out as four ways of getting water to a garden.
Four traditions. One body. One image. The human being is a stem with a flower at the top, and the whole business of the spiritual life is getting it to open.

Article 187. The energy centres of the Indic subtle body are described universally as lotuses with counted petals, so that the subtle body is a stem bearing flowers at intervals.

Article 188. The language of contemplative practice is horticultural in every tradition examined: opening, blooming, rising, planting, nourishing, ripening, weeding, and watering. The Abbey holds that no other vocabulary has ever been found adequate.

Article 189. The Golden Flower of the inner alchemical tradition, from which this Abbey takes its name, is the blossom formed when awareness is turned back and gathered rather than spent, and it is cultivated as a plant is cultivated, over years, by attention.



The Naming. The Sahasrāra, the thousand-petalled, which is not a count but the word for more than can be counted, standing at the top of the stem that is a person.

℣ A stem, with flowers along it, and one at the crown.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXIV
The Flower of Life
One figure remains, and it is the most widely reproduced sacred pattern now living, and it too is named after a flower.
The Flower of Life is a lattice of overlapping circles of equal radius, each centred on the circumference of its neighbours, generating a field of six-petalled rosettes extending outward in hexagonal symmetry. It is a construction of the simplest possible kind — anyone with a compass can build it, and it requires no arithmetic — and it is very old. Rosettes of this family are incised on stone in Egypt, at Assyrian sites, in Roman mosaic, in Islamic geometric ornament, in Gothic tracery, and in Chinese and Japanese decorative work, in each case arrived at by someone with a compass finding out what circles do.
What the figure demonstrates is one thing, and it is the thing this whole book has been circling.
Repeat one simple operation with total consistency and plenitude results — not monotony, but a field of complex, ordered, unforced beauty in which every part is generated by the same rule and no part is arbitrary. Unity produces diversity without ceasing to be unity. And the shape it produces, when you draw it, is petals. Not squares, not stars. Petals, six around one, without anybody deciding.
That is a proposition about the structure of reality, obtained without instruments, without doctrine, and without literacy, by anyone in any century who sat down with a pair of compasses and kept going.
And it is also, at the level of physics, a fair description of what happens: repeated simple rules, applied consistently, generating hexagonal packings, spiral phyllotaxis, the branching of rivers, the branching of lungs, the arrangement of florets in the head of a sunflower — order arising everywhere from repetition, and arriving over and over at the same forms.
The tradition looked at the pattern that emerged from the compass, looked at the pattern in the seedhead, saw that they were the same pattern, and named the one after the other.
Which closes Book IX and opens Book X. If the geometry of the cosmos and the geometry of the blossom are one geometry — and eight chapters of evidence say they are — then the flower is not a symbol of the universe.
It is a sample of it.

Article 190. The Flower of Life demonstrates that one simple operation repeated with consistency yields ordered plenitude, and that the form it yields is petals.

Article 191. The same forms arise in phyllotaxis, in hexagonal packing, and in branching systems throughout the natural world. Order from repetition arrives repeatedly at the shape of a flower.

Article 192. The Abbey therefore holds that the flower is not a symbol of the universe but a sample of it, and that in contemplating a blossom one is contemplating the actual structure of what is, at a scale the eye can hold.



The Naming. The Flower of Life, six petals around one, which anybody with a compass discovers and nobody invents, cut into stone in Egypt and Assyria and Rome and the mosques and the cathedrals by people who had each just found out what circles do.

℣ Not a picture of the world. A piece of it.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Book X
The Infinite Flower
✦


At the gate of the White Lotus pond at Donglin, on Mount Lu.

Here in 386 a monk named Huiyuan gathered a company before an image and a pond, and they bound themselves by a vow to seek rebirth in the Land of Bliss together, and they took their name from the flower that was growing in the water in front of them. Everything in this house descends from that pond.

℣ At this gate the lineage is named after what was floating there.

℟ And the flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXV
The Flower in the Garden of God
Ten books have established a fact and the fact now requires a doctrine.
The fact is that traditions with no contact, in every inhabited region, over four thousand years, have used the flower to say the same three things: that the origin is an opening, that the structure of reality is centred and radiant and plural, and that the individual life is a brief opening within a larger one that does not end.
The doctrine that fits this is panentheism, and the Abbey holds it.
The word is Greek and it means all-in-God. It holds that everything that exists exists within the divine, and that the divine is not exhausted by everything that exists. Creation is not separate from God, and creation is not identical with God. It is within God, as a flower is within a garden — really there, really itself, really distinct, and at no point outside.
Two errors are being avoided at once, and they are the two errors available.
The first is the doctrine of the absent God: a maker who built a machine and withdrew, leaving matter to run on its own, disenchanted, morally inert, and available for use. That position cannot survive contact with this book’s evidence. A universe from which God has withdrawn does not produce ten thousand independent traditions all reporting the same thing about blossoms.
The second is the collapse into identity: the claim that the world simply is God without remainder. That position cannot survive contact with the contemplatives, who report unanimously that the source exceeds what it produces — that the garden is more than the flowers, that there is always more, that the further in you go the less it is finished.
Panentheism holds the two facts the mystics actually report: that everything is drenched in the divine, and that the divine is not used up by everything.
And the flower is the natural image of it, which is why every panentheist writer in every tradition has reached for one. The flower is genuinely itself — it has a species, a season, a location, a life of its own that is not the garden’s. And it is at no point separable from the ground, the water, the light, and the whole system that is producing it. Cut it and it is still a flower for a few days, and then it is not.
The garden is not the sum of its flowers. And no flower is outside it.

Article 193. The Abbey holds panentheism: that all things exist within the divine, and that the divine is not exhausted by all things.

Article 194. This position avoids the two available errors — the absent maker of a disenchanted world, and the collapse of God into the sum of what exists — and it is the position that accords with what contemplatives across traditions actually report.

Article 195. The flower is the proper image of this doctrine because it is genuinely distinct and at no point separable. The Abbey holds that the relation of the blossom to the garden is the closest available analogy to the relation of the creature to God.



The Naming. The flower in the garden — really itself, really distinct, and not for one instant outside the ground that is making it.

℣ Within, and not identical.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXVI
The Flower and the Gardener
Pantheism says the garden is God. Panentheism says the garden is in God. The distinction is not a technicality and this chapter exists to hold it open, because everything the Abbey teaches depends on it.
Here is the test. A pantheist and a panentheist walk into a garden and are asked whether the gardener exists.
The pantheist says: the gardener is the garden. There is nothing over and above the flowers, the soil, the water, the light. Divinity is the totality, and to speak of a gardener is to add a person to a system that requires none.
The panentheist says: the flowers are in the garden and the garden is being tended. There is something the garden is for, and something it is toward, and the tending is not a fifth element alongside soil and water but the reason there is a garden and not a wilderness.
The difference shows up immediately in three places.
In prayer. You cannot address a totality. You can address a gardener. Every tradition that actually prays — as against contemplating — presupposes something that can be spoken to. Pantheism has no grammar for the second person, and the mystics of every tradition insist on the second person even after they have said everything about unity.
In love. A totality cannot love. It can only contain. The whole force of the devotional traditions surveyed in this volume — the rose given to a woman, the flower to the bodhisattva, the petals scattered before the image, the bowing tulip — is that the relation runs in both directions. The gardener wants the flower. That is not a claim pantheism can make.
In evil. If the garden is God, then the blight is God, and the drought is God, and the thing that eats the seedling is God, and there is nothing to be said. Panentheism can say that the garden is unfinished, that the gardener is at work in it, and that what is wrong is really wrong — which is the only position that permits both worship and resistance.
The mystics of the traditions in this book almost always end up here, whatever they started as, and they end up here because it is where the actual experience points. There is an intimacy that swallows every distinction, and there is a more that is not swallowed.
The best relationship, as the old teachers said, has a gardener and a flower. The gardener tends with patient hands. The flower blooms in response to the tending.
Neither one is the other. Neither one is complete alone.

Article 196. Pantheism identifies the divine with the totality; panentheism holds the totality within a divine that exceeds it. The Abbey holds the second and regards the distinction as load-bearing.

Article 197. The distinction shows in prayer, which requires a second person; in love, which requires that the relation run both ways; and in evil, which requires that what is wrong be really wrong. The Abbey holds that only panentheism permits worship and resistance together.

Article 198. The relation of the gardener and the flower — tending and response, distinct and incomplete apart — is the Abbey’s governing image of the relation between God and the creature.



The Naming. The gardener and the flower, which are two, and neither of which is anything much without the other.

℣ The garden is more than the flowers in it.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXVII
The Flower Contains the Cloud
The Buddhist tradition arrives at the same place by a different road, and refuses the theistic vocabulary the whole way, and its refusal is instructive rather than an obstacle.
The doctrine is dependent origination: nothing arises independently, everything arises in relation, and there is no thing anywhere that has its own separate self-standing existence. The modern Vietnamese Zen tradition gave this the English name interbeing, and taught it, characteristically, with a flower.
Look at a blossom closely enough and you will find in it the cloud, because without rain there is no flower. And the sun, because without light there is no flower. And the soil, and the minerals in the soil, and the rock those minerals were ground from, and the bodies of everything that has ever died on that ground. And the insect that carried the pollen, and the plant it came from, and every generation of that plant back to the first. And the farmer, and the farmer’s parents, and their food. A flower is not a thing with a boundary. It is a temporary knot in a system that has no edges, and if you removed everything from it that was not itself, there would be nothing left.
Now set that beside Article 193 and notice how close they are.
Panentheism says: nothing is outside God. Interbeing says: nothing is outside the web of arising. Neither permits a genuinely separate object. Neither permits a self that stands on its own. Both are reached by contemplation and both are illustrated with a flower, because the flower is the object on which the demonstration works best.
They differ, and the Abbey does not paper over the difference. Interbeing declines to name the whole, and holds that naming it as a person adds an error. Panentheism names it and holds that declining to name it loses the second person, the relation, and the love.
But observe what they agree on, which is not small: that the appearance of separation is the fundamental mistake; that the individual is real but not independent; that the correct response to this discovery is compassion, since if nothing is separate then nothing is genuinely other; and that the whole thing can be shown to a beginner by putting a flower on the table and asking what is in it.
The Abbey receives the Pure Land and the Zen traditions in aspect, as its house has always done, and it holds this teaching without equating it to its own. Two roads, one country. The flower on the table is the same flower.

Article 199. The doctrine of dependent origination, taught as interbeing, holds that a flower contains the cloud, the sun, the soil, the pollinator, and the dead, and that nothing remains if what is not itself is removed.

Article 200. This account and the Abbey’s panentheism agree that separation is the fundamental error, that the individual is real but not independent, and that the proper response is compassion, since nothing is genuinely other.

Article 201. They differ in that one names the whole and one declines to. The Abbey names it, receives the other in aspect without equating the two, and observes that both demonstrate the teaching with the same object on the same table.



The Naming. The flower with the cloud in it, and the sun in it, and the rock in it, and everything that ever died on that ground in it — and nothing left over that is only the flower.

℣ Take out what is not itself.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXVIII
Tat Tvam Asi
The Upaniṣadic tradition puts it in three words and they are among the most consequential three words ever spoken.
Tat tvam asi. You are That.
The context in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad is a father teaching a son, and the teaching is conducted — inevitably, by now — with plants and water. He has the boy bring the fruit of a nyagrodha tree and break it open. What do you see? Very small seeds. Break one. What do you see? Nothing. And the father says that from that nothing which cannot be seen, the great tree stands. That subtlety is the self of all this. That is the real. That is what you are.
Then he has him put salt in water overnight and taste it in the morning at the top, the middle, the bottom — and it is salt everywhere and visible nowhere.
Two teaching aids: a seed too small to see, and salt dissolved past finding. Both are demonstrations that the essential thing is present throughout and locatable nowhere, which is the exact structure of the panentheist claim.
And then the identification. You are That. The self at the root of you and the reality at the root of everything are not two.
Every tradition in this book has to deal with what that means for the individual, and the fear is always the same one: that unity annihilates the particular, that the flower dissolves into the garden, that awakening is a kind of erasure.
The flower answers it, and the answer runs through all ten books.
A petal is not less itself for belonging to a blossom. It is a petal because of the blossom; outside it, it is debris. A wave is not diminished by the ocean; without the ocean there is no wave at all. A note in a chord is not effaced by the chord — it is audible as itself precisely there, and alone it is merely a sound.
The awakened person, in the accounts we actually have from every tradition, does not become less particular. They become notoriously and specifically themselves — more recognisable, not less; funnier, blunter, more local, more attached to their own garden and their own weather and their own people.
Union is not subtraction. The flower does not vanish into the garden. It finally succeeds at being a flower.

Article 202. The Upaniṣadic teaching is conducted with an invisible seed and dissolved salt, both demonstrating that the essential is present throughout and locatable nowhere. This is the structure of the panentheist claim stated in the sixth century before the common era.

Article 203. The Abbey denies that union annihilates the particular. A petal is a petal by belonging to the blossom, and is debris outside it; the wave requires the ocean to be a wave at all.

Article 204. In the accounts the traditions actually preserve, awakened persons become more particular and not less. The Abbey holds this as evidence and teaches that the end of the path is to succeed at being what one is.



The Naming. The seed in the fig, too small to see, out of which the tree stands — which the father broke open in front of the boy and said: that is what you are.

℣ Not less yourself. Finally yourself.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXIX
The Tao Flowering
The Chinese tradition arrives with the least machinery and possibly the clearest statement.
The Tao that can be named is not the constant Tao — so the first move is a refusal to fix the term. From the nameless comes the named; from the one, two; from two, three; from three, the ten thousand things. The many proceed from the one by a generation that is not manufacture. Nothing is assembled. Things arise, the way vegetation arises, without being pushed.
And the ethical consequence is wu wei — acting without forcing, which is the most misunderstood term in Chinese thought. It does not mean doing nothing. It means acting in the manner of a growing thing: at the right time, without strain, in the direction the situation is already going, and stopping when it is done.
The classic states this agriculturally over and over. The sage is like water. The sage is like an uncarved block. A tree that fills the arms grows from a shoot the width of a hair. Govern a great state as you would cook a small fish — which is to say, do not keep turning it over.
Nothing here is unfamiliar to any gardener. You cannot make a plant grow. You can water it, and site it well, and keep the slugs off, and then you have to wait, and the waiting is not a failure of activity. It is the activity. A gardener who forces gets nothing; a gardener who does not act at all gets nothing; and between these there is a way of working with a process that has its own agenda, and every religious tradition on earth has eventually described the spiritual life in exactly those terms because there is no better description available.
And so the Golden Flower — the inner light gathered and turned back until it blossoms — is cultivated, not built. The instructions in that tradition read like horticulture because they are: prepare the ground, plant, do not dig it up to check, protect it from what would eat it, wait through a season in which nothing appears to happen, and it will open when it opens.
The Tao flowers into the ten thousand things. The practitioner flowers into what they already were. And in neither case did anybody make anything happen.

Article 205. The Daoist account holds that the many arise from the one by generation rather than manufacture, in the manner of vegetation, and the Abbey receives this as its account of creation’s mode.

Article 206. Wu wei is acting in the manner of a growing thing: timely, unforced, in the direction already present, and ceasing when complete. The Abbey holds it to be the correct description of both cultivation and prayer.

Article 207. The instructions of the inner alchemical tradition are horticultural in form — prepare, plant, protect, wait, and do not dig it up to check — and the Abbey teaches them as written.



The Naming. The Golden Flower, which is not a flower, which opens in a body when the light is turned back, and which cannot be hurried by anybody for any reason.

℣ You cannot make a plant grow.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXX
The Ground of the Soul
The Christian mystics reach the same country by their own road, and they reach it in the language of soil.
Meister Eckhart, preaching in Cologne and Strasbourg to Dominican nuns in the fourteenth century, speaks constantly of the grunt — the ground of the soul, the place in a person where God and the self are not two. And he speaks of the seed: that the seed of God is in us, and that a pear seed grows into a pear tree and a nut seed into a nut tree, and the seed of God into God. He was investigated for sentences of this kind and some were condemned after his death, and he has never stopped being read.
Teresa of Ávila lays out the entire progress of prayer as four ways of getting water to a garden. First you haul it from the well by hand, which is exhausting and yields little. Then you use a windlass and a chain, which is easier. Then you divert a stream through it, which is easier still. And finally it rains, and you do nothing at all, and everything is watered. That is a complete map of the contemplative life, drawn by a Spanish nun in the sixteenth century, and it is a manual of irrigation.
John of the Cross writes his greatest verse in the vocabulary of the Song of Songs — the beloved among the lilies, the garden at night, the flowering hillside — and his prose commentaries are on his own poems, so that the doctrine of union in the Carmelite tradition is officially a commentary on a garden poem.
Nicholas of Cusa, a cardinal, holds that God is the enfolding of all things and their unfolding — complicatio and explicatio — and that the creature is God’s unfolding without ceasing to be creature. That is panentheism stated by a prince of the Church in the fifteenth century, in the vocabulary of a bud and a bloom.
And Julian of Norwich, shown all that is made in the size of a hazelnut in the palm of her hand, and wondering why it did not simply fall apart, and being told that it lasts because it is loved.
Five contemplatives, three centuries, no coordination, all of them writing in the language of ground, seed, water, garden, enfolding, and fruit — and none of them had to be told to. They wrote in that language because it was the only one that fit what had happened to them.
This is the Abbey’s own inheritance from the West, and it stands beside the inheritance from the East without contradiction, because both are describing the same country and both had to borrow their maps from a garden.

Article 208. The Christian contemplative tradition describes union in the vocabulary of soil, seed, water, and garden, and did so independently in several countries and centuries. The Abbey holds that this vocabulary was adopted because no other was found adequate.

Article 209. Nicholas of Cusa’s account of God as the enfolding and unfolding of all things is a panentheist statement made within full ecclesial standing, in the vocabulary of a bud and a bloom.

Article 210. Julian of Norwich is shown all that is made in the size of a hazelnut and told that it endures because it is loved. The Abbey holds this to be the shortest complete statement of its doctrine of creation.



The Naming. The hazelnut in Julian’s palm, which was everything that is made, and which lasted only because it was loved and for no other reason at all.

℣ Why does it not fall apart?

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXXI
The Doctrine of the Abbey
Everything in this volume gathers here, and it can be said in one page.
Religion follows the flowers. The blossom precedes the creed. Awe precedes law. What the traditions of the world hold about origin, order, mortality, and union was learned by watching things open in the ground, and the doctrines were written afterward by people trying to say what they had seen.
The naming is a sacrament of relation. To call a flower by a holy name is to draw it into the story, to localise the universal, and to bind oneself. The flora of the earth carries the longest continuous record of human devotion in existence, and most of it was composed by people whose names are gone.
The flower is a threshold. It stands at the door, the altar, the gate, the grave, and the bride’s hand, in every tradition, because a flower is what a crossing looks like.
The mandala is the flower. The diagram of ultimate reality was drawn independently by unconnected civilisations and every one of them named it after a blossom, because a blossom is the only object in ordinary experience that is centred, ringed, ordered, gated, plural, and alive.
The world is within God and God is not exhausted by the world. The garden is real and really distinct and never for one instant outside the ground that makes it. There is a gardener. The relation runs both ways. What is wrong is really wrong and is being worked on.
Therefore: reverence is owed to what grows, not because it is useful and not because it is ours, but because it is where the sacred has been most reliably legible to the most people for the longest time, without clergy, without buildings, without literacy, and without cost.
And therefore: the destruction of a flora is a theological event. When a species goes, a name goes, and when a name goes a piece of the record goes, and when enough of the record goes a people loses the mechanism by which it knew where it stood in the year and what it owed to the ground. The shrine forests of Japan survived because they were named holy. That is not a quaint fact. It is the working demonstration of the only conservation method that has ever operated at scale across millennia, and it cost nothing and required no enforcement.
The Abbey therefore keeps a garden, and names what is in it, and holds that this is not adjacent to its religion but is a considerable part of what its religion is.

We hold that the flower came first and the doctrine came after.

We hold that awe is the ground of law and law is answerable to it.

We hold that to name a thing is to bind oneself to it.

We hold that the blossom stands at every threshold because a blossom is what a threshold is.

We hold that the mandala is the flower, drawn by everyone, everywhere, without conferring.

We hold that all things are within God, and that God is not used up by all things.

We hold that there is a gardener, and that the tending is mutual.

We hold that reverence is owed to what grows.

We hold that the world is a single flower opening, and that we are in it and of it and not observing it from anywhere else.

And we follow the flowers.



The Naming. The garden of this house, and everything named in it, which is not adjacent to the religion but is a considerable part of what the religion is.

℣ Ask us what we believe; we will take you outside.

℟ The flower keeps the name.


Chapter LXXII
The Eternal Blossom
The universe is a single infinite flower and every living thing is one of its petals, opening for ever toward the light of the source from which all things arise.
That sentence is either the last line of a devotional book or it is a description, and this volume has spent seventy-two chapters arguing that it is a description.
Here is what it means in plain terms.
You are not looking at the world. The idea that there is a person in here and a world out there, and that the person examines the world from a position outside it, is the one persistent error that every tradition in this book identifies and none of them can quite dislodge. You are not an observer of the garden. You grew in it, out of it, from its materials, and you will go back into it, and the atoms currently arranged as your hands were arranged otherwise before and will be arranged otherwise again.
Which means that when you look at a flower, the universe is looking at a flower. There is no other way to describe what is happening. The arrangement of matter that constitutes a human being is the arrangement in which this system became able to notice itself — and noticing is what a human being is for, and it is why the whole species keeps stopping in front of blossoms without being able to explain why.
That is why the traditions converged. It was not cultural diffusion and it was not coincidence. Ten thousand groups of people, in every climate, looked at the most gratuitous object their environment produced, felt something they could not account for, and set about accounting for it — and they arrived at the same answers because they were all looking at the same thing and all made of the same thing.
So: the seed becomes the flower, because what was folded unfolds.
The point becomes the cosmos, because unity does not stay still.
And the individual becomes one with the whole, not by being erased but by finally noticing what was true the entire time.
Every sunrise is a petal opening. Every act of mercy is a blossom appearing where there was bare wood. Every awakened person is a garden that came back after a hard winter, and every hard winter ends, and the almond flowers before its own leaves, in the cold, on dead-looking wood, which is how the prophets knew that God was watching.
The book ends where it began, on a hillside, with an instruction that is not a doctrine.
Go and look.
There is one within reach of where you are sitting. There always is. That is the whole point of the arrangement.

Article 211. The distinction between an observer and an observed world is the persistent error identified by every tradition in this volume. The Abbey holds that there is no position outside the garden from which it might be examined.

Article 212. In the human being the system became able to notice itself. The Abbey holds that noticing is the proper work of a person, and that the universal human impulse to stop in front of a flower is that work occurring without instruction.

Article 213. The convergence of unconnected traditions upon the flower is explained neither by diffusion nor by coincidence, but by the fact that all of them were looking at the same thing and were made of the same thing.

Article 214. The seed becomes the flower because what was folded unfolds; the point becomes the cosmos because unity does not remain still; and the individual becomes one with the whole by noticing what was already the case.

Article 215. The Abbey teaches that mercy shown where there was no reason for it is the human equivalent of blossom on dead wood, and that both are signs of the same thing.

Article 216. The final instruction of this volume is not a doctrine and cannot be one. It is: go and look. There is a flower within reach of wherever you are, and the arrangement of the world has seen to it that this is almost always true.



The Naming. The eternal blossom, which is the universe, of which you are a petal, opening — and which is also the small ordinary thing growing within a short walk of the chair you are sitting in.

℣ We are not watching the garden.

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Appendix A
The Register of Names
A working register of the direct associations between religious and mythological figures and the plants that carry their names or stand as their attributes. It is a beginning and not a completion; a full register would run to several thousand entries across the world’s traditions.
Christianity — Scripture








	Plant
	Figure
	Association





	White lily
	The Virgin Mary
	Purity; the Annunciation



	White rose
	The Virgin Mary
	Purity



	Red rose
	The Virgin Mary
	Compassion and sorrow



	Rose, general
	The Virgin Mary
	Rosa Mystica, the Mystical Rose



	Blue iris
	The Virgin Mary
	The Seven Sorrows; the sword



	Lily of the valley
	The Virgin Mary
	Humility; Our Lady’s Tears



	Violet
	The Virgin Mary
	Modesty



	Rosemary
	The Virgin Mary
	The flight into Egypt



	Myrtle
	The Virgin Mary
	Marriage and joy



	Enclosed garden
	The Virgin Mary
	Hortus conclusus; the Song of Songs



	Olive
	Jesus Christ
	Peace; the Mount of Olives



	Grapevine
	Jesus Christ
	The true vine



	Wheat
	Jesus Christ
	The Eucharist



	Palm
	Jesus Christ
	The entry into Jerusalem



	Hyssop
	Jesus Christ
	The Crucifixion



	Mustard
	Jesus Christ
	Faith; the kingdom



	Fig
	Jesus Christ
	Spiritual fruitfulness



	Thorn
	Jesus Christ
	The crown



	Passionflower
	Jesus Christ
	The instruments of the Passion



	Lily
	Jesus Christ
	The lilies of the field



	Cedar
	Solomon
	The Temple



	Lily-work
	Solomon
	The capitals of the pillars



	Shoshannah
	The Song of Songs
	The beloved; the lily among thorns



	Cedar
	Noah
	The ark



	Olive
	Noah
	The dove’s branch



	Almond
	Aaron
	The flowering rod



	Almond
	Jeremiah
	Divine watchfulness



	Acacia
	Moses
	The Ark of the Covenant



	Burning bush
	Moses
	Divine revelation



	Juniper
	Elijah
	Rest in the wilderness



	Gourd
	Jonah
	The mercy of God



	Sycamore
	Zacchaeus
	Conversion



	Spikenard
	Mary of Bethany
	The anointing



	Frankincense
	The Magi
	Worship



	Myrrh
	The Magi
	Burial and sacrifice



	Aloe
	Joseph of Arimathea
	The burial of Christ



	Mandrake
	Reuben
	The synagogue flowers of Shavuot




Christianity — Saints








	Plant
	Saint
	Association





	Lily
	Joseph
	The flowering staff



	Lily
	Anthony of Padua
	Purity



	Lily
	Catherine of Siena
	Chastity



	Lily
	Dominic
	Chastity



	Lily
	Maria Goretti
	Chastity



	Lily
	Kateri Tekakwitha
	The Lily of the Mohawks



	Rose
	Thérèse of Lisieux
	The shower of roses



	Rose
	Elizabeth of Hungary
	The miracle of roses



	Rose
	Rose of Lima
	Namesake; first saint of the Americas



	Rose and apple
	Dorothy of Caesarea
	The basket in February



	Shamrock
	Patrick
	The Trinity



	Oak
	Boniface
	The felling at Geismar



	Vegetables and herbs
	Fiacre
	The garden at Breuil



	Sunflower
	Julie Billiart
	Eyes fixed on God



	Sunflower
	Pio of Pietrelcina
	God’s Sunflower



	Sunflower
	Josephine Bakhita
	Joy under suffering



	Viriditas
	Hildegard of Bingen
	The greening power



	All creation
	Francis of Assisi
	The Canticle; the reserved flower border



	Garden and water
	Teresa of Ávila
	The four waters of prayer



	Lilies at night
	John of the Cross
	The Spiritual Canticle



	Hazelnut
	Julian of Norwich
	All that is made



	Palm
	The martyrs
	Victory over death




Greek



	Plant
	Figure





	Laurel
	Apollo; Daphne



	Hyacinth
	Apollo; Hyacinthus



	Cypress
	Apollo; Cyparissus



	Sunflower / heliotrope
	Helios; Clytie



	Oak
	Zeus (Dodona)



	Olive
	Athena



	Myrtle
	Aphrodite



	Rose
	Aphrodite



	Anemone
	Aphrodite; Adonis



	Apple
	Aphrodite; Eris



	Pomegranate
	Persephone



	Narcissus
	Persephone; Narcissus



	Crocus
	Crocus and Smilax



	Iris
	Iris



	Vine, ivy, pine
	Dionysus



	Wheat and barley
	Demeter



	Poppy
	Demeter



	Mint
	Minthe; Hades



	Asphodel
	The dead



	Silphium
	Cyrene; lost to antiquity




Roman



	Plant
	Figure





	Laurel
	Apollo



	Oak
	Jupiter



	Olive
	Minerva



	Myrtle and rose
	Venus



	Cypress
	Pluto



	Wheat
	Ceres



	Vine and ivy
	Bacchus



	Verbena
	The fetiales; the sacred branch



	Rose
	Sub rosa; silence




Norse and Celtic



	Plant
	Figure





	Ash
	Odin; Yggdrasil



	Mistletoe
	Baldr



	Rowan
	Thor; protection



	Oak
	Thor; the Druids



	Apple
	Iðunn; Avalon



	Yew
	Ullr; the churchyard



	Hazel
	Wisdom



	Hawthorn
	The fairy realm



	Holly
	The Holly King



	Ivy
	Eternal life



	Birch
	Renewal



	Elder
	The Sacred Mother




Egyptian



	Plant
	Figure





	Blue lotus
	Nefertem; Ra



	Blue lotus
	The transformation of the dead



	Papyrus
	Thoth; Lower Egypt



	Sycamore
	Hathor



	Acacia
	Osiris



	Date palm
	Isis



	Persea
	Renewal; the ished tree




Hindu



	Plant
	Figure





	Lotus (padma)
	Lakṣmī — Padmā, Kamalā, Padmāvatī



	Lotus
	Brahmā, from the navel of Viṣṇu



	White lotus
	Sarasvatī



	Tulsī
	Viṣṇu; Kṛṣṇa



	Bilva
	Śiva



	Datura
	Śiva



	Cannabis (bhang)
	Śiva



	Rudrākṣa
	Śiva



	Kadamba
	Kṛṣṇa



	Jasmine
	Kṛṣṇa; Viṣṇu; Hanuman



	Champaka
	Viṣṇu



	Parijāta
	Viṣṇu



	Red hibiscus
	Kālī



	Marigold
	Gaṇeśa; Sūrya



	Dūrvā grass
	Gaṇeśa



	Palāśa
	Wisdom and creativity



	Aśoka
	Kāma



	Mango and banana
	Auspicious ceremony




Buddhist



	Plant
	Figure





	Bodhi tree (Ficus religiosa)
	Gautama Buddha; the awakening



	Sāl tree (Shorea robusta)
	The birth and the Parinirvāṇa



	Bamboo
	Veḷuvana; the teaching grove



	Lotus, pink
	The historical Buddha



	Lotus, white
	Purity of mind



	Lotus, red
	Love and compassion



	Lotus, blue (utpala)
	Wisdom



	Lotus, gold
	Complete enlightenment



	Utpala
	Green Tārā; White Tārā



	Blue lotus with book
	Mañjuśrī



	Willow and vase
	Avalokiteśvara / Guanyin



	White lotus
	Samantabhadra



	Chrysanthemum
	Kṣitigarbha



	Nine grades of lotus
	Amitābha; the Pure Land



	Jewel trees
	Sukhāvatī



	Plum blossom
	Awakening after hardship (Zen)



	Bamboo
	Emptiness (Zen)



	Cherry blossom
	Impermanence (Zen)



	Camellia
	Sudden enlightenment (Zen)




Daoist



	Plant
	Figure





	Peach of immortality
	Xiwangmu, Queen Mother of the West



	Lingzhi mushroom
	The immortals



	Ginseng
	Vitality



	Pine
	Immortality



	Cypress
	Eternal life



	Bamboo
	Integrity



	Plum blossom
	Endurance



	Chrysanthemum
	Longevity



	Lotus
	He Xiangu



	Ginkgo
	Longevity



	Astragalus, goji, schisandra
	The tonic materia medica



	Golden Flower
	The inner light gathered




Shintō







	Plant
	Figure





	Sakaki (Cleyera japonica)
	The principal shrine offering; Amaterasu



	Cherry blossom
	Konohanasakuya-hime



	Rice
	Inari Ōkami; Toyouke-Ōmikami



	Rice straw (shimenawa)
	The boundary of sacred ground



	Cryptomeria
	The shrine avenue



	Camphor
	Susanoo



	Chrysanthemum
	The imperial throne



	Plum blossom
	Perseverance



	Medicinal herbs
	Ōkuninushi



	Chinju no Mori
	The shrine forest




Islamic



	Plant
	Association





	Rose
	The Prophet; the Night Journey



	Rose and nightingale
	The soul before God



	Tulip (lâle)
	The divine Name; abjad sixty-six



	Carnation
	Divine beauty



	Peony
	Paradise, among Hui Chinese Muslims



	Lotus
	Sidrat al-Muntahā; spiritual purity in later art



	The four gardens
	Jannah; the paradise garden




Indigenous North America



	Plant
	Association





	White sage
	Purification



	Sweetgrass
	Prayer; braided offering



	Cedar
	Blessing of sacred space



	Tobacco
	Offering and covenant



	Juniper
	Purification



	Corn
	Sustenance and ceremony



	Sunflower
	The sun; abundance



	Cottonwood, willow
	Ceremonial structures




Appendix B
The Marian Lexicon
A selection from the folk botanical names given to the Virgin Mary in the vernaculars of Europe. The full recorded lexicon runs to many hundreds of names in a dozen languages. Regional variation is normal; where two counties disagree, both are given.
The body



	Name
	Plant





	Our Lady’s Hair
	Maidenhair fern (Adiantum)



	The Eyes of Mary
	Forget-me-not (Myosotis)



	Mary’s Fingers
	Honeysuckle; foxglove



	Our Lady’s Thumb
	Redshank (Persicaria)



	Our Lady’s Milk-Drops
	Lungwort (Pulmonaria)



	Our Lady’s Slipper
	Lady’s slipper orchid (Cypripedium)



	Mary’s Hand
	Early purple orchid




The clothing



	Name
	Plant





	Our Lady’s Mantle
	Lady’s mantle (Alchemilla); also morning glory



	Our Lady’s Smock
	Cuckoo flower (Cardamine pratensis)



	Our Lady’s Girdle
	Bindweed; dodder



	Our Lady’s Nightcap
	Bindweed (Convolvulus)



	Our Lady’s Cushion
	Thrift (Armeria); saxifrage



	Our Lady’s Bedstraw
	Galium verum



	The Virgin’s Bower
	Clematis




The sorrows



	Name
	Plant





	Our Lady’s Tears
	Lily of the valley (Convallaria majalis)



	Mary’s Tears
	Larkspur



	Mary’s Bitter Sorrow
	Dandelion



	Mary’s Sword of Sorrow
	Blue flag iris



	Mary’s Sorrow
	Anemone; the Passiontide flower




The virtues



	Name
	Plant





	Virgin’s Humility
	Thyme



	Mary’s Modesty
	Violet



	Mary’s Purity
	Lavender; white lily



	Herb of Grace
	Rue (Ruta graveolens)



	Our Lady’s Praises
	Petunia




The household and the glory



	Name
	Plant





	Mary’s Gold
	Marigold (Calendula officinalis)



	Our Lady’s Keys
	Cowslip (Primula veris)



	Our Lady’s Candles
	Mullein (Verbascum)



	Mary’s Rose
	Rosemary (Salvia rosmarinus)



	Mary’s Balsam / Bible Leaf
	Costmary (Tanacetum balsamita)



	The Virgin Flower
	Periwinkle (Vinca)



	Rosa Mystica
	The rose



	Rose without Thorns
	The rose



	Christmas Rose
	Hellebore (Helleborus niger)




Appendix C
The Metamorphoses
Persons converted into plants in the Greek and Roman tradition, with what the conversion was for.









	Plant
	Person
	Cause
	What the plant preserves





	Hyacinth
	Hyacinthus
	Killed by the discus of Apollo
	The god’s cry of grief, written on the petals



	Narcissus
	Narcissus
	Died gazing at his reflection
	The peril of the image



	Laurel
	Daphne
	Fled Apollo and was transformed by her father
	A refusal, worn afterward as a crown



	Cypress
	Cyparissus
	Killed a tame stag and would not be consoled
	Perpetual mourning; planted at tombs



	Anemone
	Adonis
	Killed by a boar
	Beauty that a breeze destroys



	Crocus
	Crocus
	Love unfulfilled
	The dye of renunciation



	Bindweed
	Smilax
	Beloved of Crocus
	The one that was not made precious



	Heliotrope
	Clytie
	Unreturned love of Helios
	The face that cannot stop turning



	Mint
	Minthe
	Rival of Persephone
	Fragrance released only by crushing



	Lotus tree
	Lotis
	Fled Priapus
	Refuge taken in vegetation



	Poplar
	The Heliades
	Wept for Phaethon
	Amber, said to be their tears



	Reed
	Syrinx
	Fled Pan
	The pipes, and all music made from them



	Myrrh tree
	Myrrha
	Transgression and grief
	The resin burned in every temple in the Near East



	Aloe and asphodel
	The dead, generally
	—
	The meadows of the underworld




Appendix D
The Litany of the Flowering Name
For use in the choir, in a garden, or alone. The response is given after each invocation. The final section may be said standing.

℣ Flower of the first morning, opened on the black water,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Lotus at the nostril of the sun,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Lotus from the navel of the sleeping god,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Seat of the goddess, whose name is the flower,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Seven lotuses under the feet of the child,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Flower held up on Vulture Peak and not explained,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Blue lotus that carries the book of wisdom,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Willow branch dipped in the vase of sweet dew,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Closed bud in the Land of Bliss, that opens when it is ready,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Peach of the Queen Mother, flowering once in three thousand years,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Pine that stays green, bamboo that bends, plum that flowers in the snow,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Cherry chosen over the rock, for which we are brief,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Sakaki hung with a mirror to bring the sun out of the cave,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Narcissus of the meadow, one flower too many,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Grain of Eleusis, held up in silence,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Hyacinth with the lament written on it,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Laurel that was a woman who said no,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Anemone of the wind, and of the blood,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Crocus of three red threads, that clothes the poor in gold,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Lily of the field, that outdressed Solomon,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Lily of the angel’s greeting, gold at the heart of the white,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Lily of the dry staff, that overruled the judges,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Almond that flowers on bare wood, sign that God is watching,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Rose that was reddened by something torn,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Mystical Rose, rose without a thorn,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Rose garden carried in the pocket of the landless,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Rose in the basket, delivered in February,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Roses in the cloak of the woman evading the audit,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Shower of roses promised by the one who did nothing the world counts,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Tulip that spells the Name and bows when it is open,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Palm of the winner, given to the executed,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Crown of thorns, received,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Shamrock picked up off the ground of a country that already knew,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Border reserved at the edge of the vegetable ground, because they preach,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Greenness in the sap and the field and the body and the soul,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Rosemary of the washing on the road out of Egypt,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Marigold that was her gold, and the gold a household could afford,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Mantle from which the possessive was clipped,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Forty-eight plants on a spit of sand, where the language came back,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Bindu, seed, point, and beginning,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Eight petals and sixteen, standing at the threshold,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Lotus of stone four hundred feet across, that must be walked,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Garden of coloured sand, poured into the river the same afternoon,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Wall of stone cut into petals to let the sun through,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Thousand-petalled, at the top of the stem that is a person,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Six petals around one, that anyone with a compass discovers,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Hazelnut in the palm, that lasts because it is loved,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Golden Flower, that cannot be hurried,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Blossom on dead wood, where there was no reason for it,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

℣ Flower within reach of wherever you are sitting,

℟ The flower keeps the name.

Standing:

℣ For the ones who named them and left no names of their own,

℟ Religion follows the flowers.

℣ For the ground, and what is in it, and what is coming up out of it,

℟ Religion follows the flowers.

℣ For the whole of it, opening,

℟ Religion follows the flowers.


Appendix E
A Chronology of the Sacred Flower







	Date
	Event





	c. 3000 BCE onward
	The blue water-lily (Nymphaea caerulea) in Egyptian ritual, art, and funerary practice



	c. 1600 BCE
	The crocus-gatherers of Akrotiri, on Thera, painted presenting flowers to a seated goddess



	c. 1500 BCE onward
	The Eleusinian Mysteries at Eleusis; the rite continues for close to two millennia



	c. 1200–600 BCE
	The Vedic and Upaniṣadic material; Tat tvam asi in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad



	c. 950 BCE (traditional)
	The lily-work capitals of Solomon’s Temple



	c. 563–483 BCE (traditional)
	The birth at Lumbinī among sāl trees; the awakening at Bodh Gayā; the Parinirvāṇa between two sāl trees



	c. 550 BCE
	Pasargadae: the earliest excavated Persian pairidaēza, the walled garden that gives Europe the word paradise



	c. 288 BCE (traditional)
	A cutting of the Bodhi tree planted at Anurādhapura, Sri Lanka; still growing



	c. 400 BCE – 200 CE
	The Bhagavad Gītā: act as the lotus leaf is unwetted by water



	c. 6th–3rd c. BCE
	The Song of Songs; the garden becomes the vocabulary of union



	c. 30 CE
	Consider the lilies of the field



	1st c. CE
	The Roman Rosalia: graves decked with roses, endowed by will



	c. 150 CE
	The Protevangelium of James: the flowering staff of Joseph



	c. 300 CE
	The martyrdom of Dorothy at Caesarea; the roses in February



	386
	Huiyuan founds the White Lotus Society at Donglin on Mount Lu



	c. 600–670
	Saint Fiacre plants his garden and hospice at Breuil near Meaux



	c. 780–835
	Borobudur is raised on the Kedu plain in Java



	after 794
	The Capitulare de Villis, chapter 70, heads its schedule of required plantings with the lily and the rose



	c. 820–830
	The Plan of St Gall drawn at Reichenau: cloister garth, kitchen garden, and infirmary herbularius



	c. 842
	Walahfrid Strabo’s Hortulus: 444 hexameters on 23 plants, closing with the rose and the lily



	8th c.
	Boniface fells the oak at Geismar



	c. 1098–1179
	Hildegard of Bingen; viriditas



	c. 1225–1226
	The Canticle of Brother Sun; the reserved flower border at the edge of the vegetable ground



	c. 1230
	The north rose of Chartres, given by Blanche of Castile



	c. 1036 / 1228
	The Flower Sermon recorded; Case 6 of the Wúménguān



	c. 1260–1328
	Meister Eckhart; the ground of the soul and the seed of God



	c. 1320
	Dante completes the Paradiso; the blessed as a white rose



	c. 1373
	Julian of Norwich is shown all that is made, the size of a hazelnut



	15th c.
	A garden of St Mary maintained at Norwich Priory



	1515–1582
	Teresa of Ávila; the four waters of the garden of prayer



	1531 onward
	The Litany of Loreto chanted publicly at the Holy House



	1563
	Sinan completes the Rüstem Pasha Mosque, İznik tiles carrying some forty-one tulip designs



	1587
	Sixtus V approves the Litany of Loreto by the bull Reddituri, 11 July; Rosa Mystica stands in it



	1718–1730
	The Lâle Devri, the Tulip Era of the Ottoman court



	1753 onward
	Linnaean binomial nomenclature fixes the classical gods in the permanent botanical record



	16th–18th c.
	The great unnaming: Our Lady’s clipped to Lady’s across northern Europe



	1897
	Thérèse of Lisieux dies at Lisieux, promising a shower of roses



	1932
	Frances Crane Lillie plants the Mary Garden at Woods Hole, Massachusetts



	1937
	The Woods Hole planting completed at 48 plants of an originally researched 61



	1951
	Mary’s Gardens founded at Philadelphia; the lexicon researched and distributed



	1991
	Borobudur inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site



	2011
	The Persian Garden inscribed by UNESCO



	Continuing
	The naming of children after sacred flowers, in every language family, daily




Appendix F
Names and Terms
abjad — The system assigning numerical values to the letters of the Arabic alphabet. Lâle (tulip), Allāh, and hilâl (crescent) each total sixty-six.
actinomorphic — Of a flower: radially symmetric, built like radiating light. The commonest floral form, and the mandala’s structural requirement.
amṛta — The nectar of deathlessness; the sweet dew in the vase of Avalokiteśvara.
bhūpura — The square gated enclosure at the outer edge of a yantra; the earth-citadel.
bīja — Seed; and the seed-syllable of a mantra, the compressed form containing the whole.
bindu — The dimensionless point at the centre of a mandala or yantra; the origin.
Chinju no Mori — The shrine forest of a Shintō sanctuary; now the principal refuge of Japan’s original vegetation.
complicatio / explicatio — Enfolding and unfolding; Nicholas of Cusa’s terms for the relation of God to creation.
hanami — Flower-viewing; the Japanese practice of gathering under blossom about to fall.
hortus conclusus — The enclosed garden of the Song of Songs, read as the body of the Virgin.
Lâle Devri — The Tulip Era, 1718–1730, in Ottoman periodisation.
mālā — A garland; and a string of prayer beads. The same word for both.
maṇḍala — Circle; a centred, ringed, gated diagram of the cosmos and of consciousness.
mono no aware — The ache in passing things; the Japanese aesthetic of transience.
niān huā wéi xiào (拈花微笑) — “Holding up the flower, a subtle smile”; the Flower Sermon.
padma — Lotus (Nelumbo nucifera); and a name of the goddess Lakṣmī.
pairidaēza — Avestan, “walled around”; through Greek parádeisos and Latin paradisus, the ancestor of paradise.
panentheism — All-in-God: the doctrine that all things exist within the divine and that the divine is not exhausted by them. Distinguished from pantheism, which identifies the two.
rosarium — A rose garden; and, from the fifteenth century, the rosary.
Sahasrāra — The thousand-petalled lotus at the crown of the subtle body.
sakaki (Cleyera japonica) — The principal sacred evergreen of Shintō ritual.
shimenawa — The rope of rice straw marking the boundary of sacred ground.
shoshannah — Hebrew, lily or lotus; the flower of the Song of Songs, and the ancestor of the name Susanna.
Śrī Yantra — The diagram of the Śrī Vidyā tradition: bindu, nine interlocking triangles generating forty-three, two rings of lotus petals (eight and sixteen), three circles, and the gated earth-citadel.
suihan sanyou — The Three Friends of Winter: pine, bamboo, and plum.
Sukhāvatī — The Land of Bliss; the western Pure Land of Amitābha, with its nine grades of lotus.
Tat tvam asi — “You are That”; the great saying of the Chāndogya Upaniṣad.
utpala — The blue night-lotus; the flower of wisdom, held by Tārā and Mañjuśrī.
viriditas — Greenness, the greening power; Hildegard of Bingen’s term for the vitality running as one thing through sap, health, fertility, soul, and the creative power of God.
viśvapadma — The doubled lotus pedestal, whose petals open upward and downward together.
wu wei — Acting without forcing; action in the manner of a growing thing.
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