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Chapter 10 

Considering the lilies: Christina Rossetti’s Ecological Jesus 

 

Emma Mason 

University of Warwick, UK  

 

Perhaps more than any of the countless biblical passages that Christina Rossetti habitually 

reworked in her verse and devotional prose, Matthew 6:28 was her favourite. Jesus’s words 

“Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin”, part of 

his Sermon on the Mount, served to remind Rossetti that she was one of a various divine 

creation that went beyond the human to embrace the other-than-human. Her understanding of 

this diverse creation interconnected in a divine kinship was modelled on the figure of Christ. 

Rossetti’s Jesus was not only God made flesh, but God made into all things, a composite of 

multiple species, beings, and substances. A Jewish human from Nazareth entwined with God 

and the Holy Spirit, Jesus was also an animal (“Behold the Lamb of God!” John 1:36), a plant 

(“I am the vine”, John 15:5), a grain (“I am the bread”, John 6:35), a rock (“the chief corner 

stone”, Eph. 2:20), a light (“I am the light of the world”, John 8:12) and water or wine (“If 

any man thirst, let him come unto me, and drink”, John 7:37). Rossetti followed Paul’s 

reading of Jesus as a divine body (1 Cor. 12:12) and perceived him as the embodiment of all 

things floral, faunal, mineral, elemental, and cosmic, an ecology in which creation is held in 

grace. A believer in “Prevenient Grace”, that which sustains life from its inception, Rossetti 

conceived of creation as always already graced (1892, 547). But while she recognized that 

the other-than-human remains firmly within this grace, the human was cut off from it and 

therefore Christ because of its behaviour towards the rest of creation. Rossetti’s work 

spotlights the other-than-human as comprising a perfected nature, an example of how to live 
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in a graced creation. The human might have access to such perfection through prayer, but 

tends towards a distracted and needless toiling and spinning on its attempted journey towards 

grace. The other-than-human, Rossetti shows, exemplifies graced behaviour in its essential 

interconnectedness with all of creation. 

 This chapter focuses specifically on Rossetti’s interest in the lily as a species Jesus 

instructs the human believer to “consider” and reflect upon. As an Anglo-Catholic, Rossetti 

understood creation as essentially entangled: the non-binary structure of the Trinitarian God 

implicitly suggested the ontological inseparability of things that remain both distinct from 

each other even as they are interconnected in the divine. The incarnational nature of God’s 

being in Jesus was also a reminder to Rossetti that all of creation is made of the divine, a 

belief that underlined her sense of the importance of all things, including plant life. In her 

chapter on “Green Things” for her study of the Benedicite, Seek and Find (1879), for 

example, she established the vegetal as a stay against the degradation of pollution, “fogs and 

clouds” and “combustible gases” (96). She argued that the “case” for the “study of ‘all green 

things’” was that in considering the lilies and their communal, joyful being, the human is 

engaged in “an exercise of thankfulness” that connects it back with creation (97). Now part of 

such thankful neighbourliness, the human is “weakened” from its egoic position over the 

other-than-human and in becoming part of a shared creation is simultaneously connected 

back to Christ. The chapter establishes Rossetti’s reading of Jesus’s lily as a model of non-

egoic thought and love, one that teaches the human how to act and be in relation to the 

creation of which it is part. It begins by linking religion and ecology through the figure of 

Rossetti and suggests that the Sermon on the Mount offered her a politics of ecological 

inclusion. By reworking Matthew 6:28 in poems like “They toil not, neither do they spin” and 

“Consider the lilies of the field”, she envisioned the lily as more than a symbol and granted it 

an agency to speak and act both reverently and relationally. In doing so, Rossetti anticipated 
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modern philosophers of plant consciousness and thinking in which the vegetal is elevated as 

that which perceives and moves in relation to its environment and those with whom it shares 

this space. The chapter concludes with reference to Rossetti’s Called to Be Saints: The Minor 

Festivals Devotionally Studied (1881) and Time Flies: A Reading Diary (1885) as texts that 

embrace plant thinking as an alternative to the calculative and possessive thinking of humans. 

Rossetti ultimately elevates Jesus as a being who is both human and lily, and who directs the 

former to consider the latter as an epitome of compassion and peace.  

The critical reluctance to read Rossetti ecologically can be traced to both her place 

within Victorian studies and a more general hesitance to recognize an ecological agenda in 

Christian writing. As Jesse Oak Taylor suggests, Victorian studies came late to ecocriticism, 

a largely historicist field nervous of imposing present concerns on the past (2015, 877). Yet 

there is a clear historical dialogue between nineteenth-century industrial capitalism and a 

modern fossil fuel economy to which ecologists now attribute current environmental 

problems (cf. Parkins 2017).  As Taylor notes, the Victorians are as much part of the 

Anthropocene as the planet’s twenty-first century population, and motivated changes in 

industry, labour, and science, as well as aesthetics and religion. But where Victorianists have 

pursued ecocritical questions, Christianity has been excised from the debate as that which is 

perceived to refuse the material reality of nature by embracing it in a cosmic vision in which 

“earth” is left behind to prioritize “heaven”. Rossetti’s reading of Revelation makes clear the 

scriptural premise that the earth is not destroyed to give way to heaven at the end of time, but 

rather than heaven comes down to earth to transform it.  But the dominance of the view that 

Christianity is the “cause” of the modern ecological crisis, as Lynn White Jr.’s much-quoted 

1967 article asserts, still haunts ecocriticism. For White, Christianity is a dualistic system that 

produces a worldview in which nature is wire-cut from the human. White, in fact, nuanced 

his reading by concluding his analysis with a discussion of the now patron saint of ecology, 
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Francis of Assisi, a major influence on Rossetti (Mason 2018, 116–119). He could equally 

have concluded with reference to Rossetti, for whom the ecological was an urgent aspect of 

her faith. Her dedication to Anglo-Catholicism in particular was one in which she identified 

with a series of doctrinal and moral statements about the significance of the other-than-

human, embodied, alongside the human and the divine, in the figure of Christ. 

 Far from a poet who sought heaven at the expense of earthly existence, Rossetti 

explored a material and social nature through a focus on the specifics of the environment. She 

was as fascinated by the bracken and maidenhair ferns she collected in Derbyshire as she was 

by “galaxies” of “distinct luminaries”, “belts and atmospheres”, “interstellar spaces”, and the 

“force of suns and more than suns” (Rossetti 1879, 37; Rossetti 1881, 446). All material 

phenomenon, floral and cosmic alike, were “types”, symbols and shadows of “real things 

unseen”, as John Henry Newman noted, and her poetry praised an ecosystem that was 

inclusive of spirit and matter, grace and nature (Newman [1864] 1994, 37). As an Anglo-

Catholic, Rossetti believed that the physical forms that reveal the intangible content of faith 

are all sacred types. They help the believer comprehend the multiple forms God created over 

seven days, an event that Rossetti understood by equating the “days of creation not as days of 

twenty-four hours each, but as lapses of time by us unmeasured and immeasurable” (Rossetti 

1879, 87). As this event was ongoing, God’s creation comprised species both discovered, yet 

to be found, and still to evolve on this planet and others. For Rossetti “creation” was a 

process that developed over time towards the end of time. During this period of evolution, or 

‘probation’ as she called it, creation’s human and other-than-human members are called to 

receive grace through relationship with each other (Rossetti 1892, 374). At the end of “time”, 

creation would be restored as a “new” creation or New Jerusalem, in which God would enter 

into the world and pitch his tent with all things. Revelation was not a prophecy of destruction, 

then, but rather a promise to reveal a material reality in which all things participate equally. 
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Renewed and restored, the new creation promised in the Sermon on the Mount would 

promote “Absolute unanimity amongst all creatures”, Rossetti wrote, and evolve a “love of 

kindred” for the “whole human family” into an all-inclusive “fellow-creaturely sympathy” 

(Rossetti 1892, 185, 189, 201). 

 For Rossetti, the end of time meant a shift from chronological time into a cyclical, 

aeonic time, an eternity in which there is no beginning or end, before or after. Her concern, 

then, was not that time would end, but that it would not, and that human action obstructed the 

flow of grace between things through which God might re-enter the world to initiate it into 

new life. She argued in The Face of the Deep that only grace could “expand” human life from 

its “concentrated” being into a state of “delighted welcome” of diverse and emergent others 

(1892, 185). The problem was how the human might access grace in relation to the other-

than-human at a time when the former appeared increasingly hostile to the latter. Rossetti 

found the answer in Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount, her reading of which is ecological in its 

presentation of Christianity as an argument for the entanglement of things in God as the basis 

of a material renewal of the earth. Her contribution to nineteenth-century ecological debate 

was to resituate this renewal in a theological and ethical framework in which grace, not 

capital or profit, keeps things in circulation with each other and so with Christ (see Tanner 

2005). As she wrote in her poem for The Face of the Deep, “Tune me, O Lord”, the faithful 

Christian desires to be tuned into a single “harmony” comprised of the combined notes of 

multiple beings that are sounded in “one full responsive vibrant chord” (ll. 1–2). In her note 

to the poem, Rossetti argued that the immortal state of the new creation is dependent not on 

the actions of the few in the future, but on the interdependence of human and the other-than-

human in the present joined in God’s “heart”. As a free gift that the believer is “free to accept 

or decline”, God’s grace is eternally available, and blocked only by its opposite: egoic self-

preoccupation in which the human is dominated by its own life and outcomes at the expense 
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of other things (Rossetti 1892, 489). This over-identification with self-centric emotion and 

behaviour was a symptom of a society that no longer functioned within grace for Rossetti. 

The alternative to this mindset was a non-egoic form of being, one she saw modelled in the 

unassuming existence of the lily. 

Rossetti read Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount as evidence of God’s indiscriminate and 

life-giving love for all the things of creation. But she also focused on his directive to 

“consider” the lily. As Richard Bauckham argues, the Sermon on the Mount is part of a 

tradition of wisdom instruction, and in it Jesus asked those present to “behold” the 

environment, not simply to reflect on it, but to attend and learn from it (2009, 81). The “lilies 

of the field”, like the “fowls of the air”, are examples of beings that teach through a 

connection with the world founded on their refusal to exploit the land that sustains them: they 

neither sow, reap, toil, or spin in relation to the earth (Matt. 6:26–33). By trusting God to 

provide them with everything they need, the lilies and birds remind humans that they are one 

species among many, all of which depend on God for sustenance. Bauckham also points out 

that the sermon betrays the way in which humans ignore their reliance on “the divine 

provision” of “the resources of creation” and instead become obsessively preoccupied with 

their own labour and capabilities to produce food (2009, 83). In contrast, the birds and lilies 

are more immediately reliant on God for whom all things are kin. In her poem, “They toil 

not, neither do they spin”, reprinted in Verses (1893) after first appearing in The Face of the 

Deep, Rossetti referred to God as the “Father of the fatherless” to underline the importance of 

this divine kinship. The poem’s narrator relates the message of the Sermon the Mount 

through a ternary God whose form as Father, Son, and Holy Ghost becomes “Father”, 

“Clother of the lily”, and “Feeder of the sparrow” (ll. 1–2). But while the other-than-human is 

commended for its closeness to God, the narrator castigates herself as an example of the 

human will to assume dominion over the rest of creation. This egoism is finally levelled in 
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the poem—it is physically “ploughed up” by God—in order that the human be brought back 

into relationship with grace. Echoing the Trinitarian focus of the ‘not quickly broken’ 

‘threefold cold’ of Ecclesiastes 4:12, Rossetti figures this relationship as binding and eternal: 

“As a captive in Thy cord, / Let that cord be love” (ll. 6–7). 

 Compelled into grace through God’s love, the narrator experiences what it feels like 

to be fully incorporated into creation. Rossetti returned often to the question of how to 

capture the feeling of entering grace by thinking non-egoically and finds a model in the lily. 

Like many educated women in this period, Rossetti was a gardener as well as amateur 

botanist, and even stayed with the established fern collector, Swynfen Jervis, at Darlaston 

Hall in Staffordshire during a time when “Pteridomania” or fern-fever was at its height 

(Mason 2018, 135–136). But Rossetti’s interest in the floral and vegetal went beyond finding 

in them symbols of emotions or virtues. As fellow beings in God’s creation, plants embodied 

a faithful mode of existence from which humans might take instruction. What it is like to be a 

lily is an experience made accessible precisely because its creator translates it for human 

understanding: “Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they 

spin: And yet I say unto you, That even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of 

these” (Matt. 6:25-29). Jesus does not ventriloquize the lily in his sermon: he instead asks his 

listener to attend to the way it develops and exists in its graced mode of existence. The lily 

undergoes the sacred work of growing into itself in order to find relation with the world 

around it rather than to labour for the sake of profit. As Felicia Hemans and John Keble both 

noted in their poems on lilies, the flower is aware of its “graced” being (Hemans 1872, 602), 

content in its lived relationship with God in the present and disinterested in “tomorrow’s 

light” (Keble 1829, 233). But Rossetti goes further in her recognition that plants have agency, 

consciousness, and faith. In her 1853 poem, “Consider the lilies of the field”, for example, 
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Rossetti defied the Aristotlean belief that plants are imperfect animals to present them as 

preachers to whom humans should attentively listen: 

 

Flowers preach to us if we will hear:— 

The rose saith in the dewy morn: 

I am most fair; 

Yet all my loveliness is born 

Upon a thorn. 

The poppy saith amid the corn: 

Let but my scarlet head appear 

And I am held in scorn; 

Yet juice of subtle virtue lies 

Within my cup of curious dyes. 

The lilies say: Behold how we 

Preach without words of purity. 

The violets whisper from the shade 

Which their own leaves have made: 

Men scent our fragrance on the air, 

Yet take no heed 

Of humble lessons we would read. 

 

But not alone the fairest flowers: 

The merest grass 

Along the roadside where we pass, 

Lichen and moss and sturdy weed, 
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Tell of His love who sends the dew, 

The rain and sunshine too, 

To nourish one small seed. 

 

While the flowers all speak here, Rossetti’s narrator suggests that their sermonizing is 

available only to those willing to “hear” them. She avoids classificatory language to allow the 

flowers a space in which they can articulate what they value—Jesus’s love that “sends the 

dew”, fairness, loveliness—and what they do not—judgement, pride, and those who refuse to 

attend to the “merest” and “small”. As Cynthia Scheinberg argues, the rose, poppy, lilies, 

violets, grass, lichen, moss, and weed are each allowed to “make an intricate statement of 

religious faith” because Rossetti assigns the flowers the authority to “preach” (2006, 172). 

Human readers of nature either misread this authority by holding it “in scorn” or simply 

choosing to “take no heed” of the “humble lessons” plants might offer. But Rossetti’s 

narrator does heed these lessons, and in doing so finds that the vegetal is aware of its own 

existence as a being that owns agency, it creates shades where it needs it, and fragrance to 

attract attention, and also consciousness, able to reflect on and think about its relation to 

environment and meteorology. 

 The lilies in particular embody, rather than describe, Jesus’s reading of them as 

spiritual guides. They collectively preach together “without words of purity”, a phrase that 

intimates their insight that their spiritual lesson cannot be given in language nor has anything 

to do with unreachable standards of moral or aesthetic “purity”. Rather the lilies demand the 

reader attends to them— “Behold how we / Preach” —to see into the way they perceive and 

think. While humans tend not to identify with plants as they do animals, the former 

physiologically more “other” and seemingly devoid of consciousness or memory, Rossetti 

anticipated a modern response to plant life as the basis of creation itself. As Matthew Hall 
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argues, earth itself is a “plantscape”: “Whether they walk in human transformed habitats or in 

wilderness, human beings are far more likely to encounter plants than any other type of living 

being … the bulk of the visible biomass on this plant is comprised of plants” (Hall 2011, 3). 

Many critics like Hall—Daniel Chamovitz (2012), Craig Holdrege (2013), Eduardo Kohn 

(2013), and Richard Mabey (2015), for example—argue for plant intelligence, thought, 

memory, communication, and cognition. They give a host of examples. Trees not only have 

the potential to combat climate change by soaking up floods and purifying city air, but they 

also use fungi to send out messages to other plants and trees about the possibility of aphid 

attacks thus functioning like “an organic internet”. Plants can also react to sounds and emit 

them meaningfully. The roots of young corn plants, for example, act acoustically as 

transmitters and receivers, and emit frequent clicking sounds while bending towards the 

source of sounds of particular frequencies (Mabey 2015, 336). Some plants also have a 

distinctly better memory than some animals, such as the mimosa pudica. The mimosa or 

“sensitive plant” folds up its leaves at night or if it is touched, establishing them as confirmed 

examples of plant sensibility in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. More recently, the 

Australian ecologist Monica Gagliano configured an experiment wherein she potted fifty-six 

mimosa plants and then rigged up a system to release the pots from a height of six inches 

every five seconds (in Mabey 2015, 332–333). Each training session involved sixty drops. 

All the plants started by shutting their leaves while falling, but many started to reopen after 

four or five descents having learned the drop and jolt stimulus was one they could safely 

ignore. The plants were not fatigued—when manually shaken, their leaves immediately 

closed. But put through the drop test again, none of them opened. Gagliano repeated the 

experiment with the same plants after one week and then one month and the plants had 

“remembered” what they had learned. Similar experiments on bees suggest they forget what 

they have learned within forty-eight hours. 
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Perhaps the most useful source for reflecting on how the lilies consider their world, 

however, is Michael Marder’s Plant-Thinking: A Philosophy of Vegetal Life (2013). Marder’s 

insight is that plant thinking is non-ideational: plants, he argues, have non-intentional 

consciousness in which they think, not about themselves, but outward in multiple directions 

at once. The mimosa, for example, responds to touch or absence of light because it stores 

nonrepresentational memories. Where humans remember what has appeared in the light, 

plants keep the memory of light itself. “Plant-thinking” thinks with rather than for or about. 

As Marder states: “Plant-thinking neither grasps its object—it has none!—nor impassively 

freezes in sheer inaction but instead operates by the multiplication of extensions, by 

contiguity with and by a meticulously adumbrated exposure to that which is materially 

thought in it” (2013, 159). In other words, plants respond to their environment relationally 

rather than appropriatively: they perceive and move without ego or identity and always grow 

towards the other. Embedded in an interconnected biosphere, plants think with the 

environment, and act in relation to the changes around them as part of a mutual cultivation. 

They depend on one another for nourishment, but do not indiscriminately consume whatever 

is around them, taking and giving only what is needed. The existence of vegetal life in a 

slow, hospitable, botanical time is violated by human time because of its dependence on the 

“temporality of capital” (Marder 2013, 183) or, as Jesus described it, toiling and spinning. 

Like Jesus’s command to “consider” the lilies, Marder’s moral imperative that humans can 

benefit from reflecting on how the vegetal thinks also includes within it a concern for beings 

who signify as insignificant, passive, and without value in a logic of profit and excess. As he 

argues in Through Vegetal Being: Two Philosophical Perspectives (2016), co-written with 

Luce Irigaray, the non-egoic and receptive thinking of the plant offers a way to explore plant 

being and becoming as the ground of “loving encounter” with the other-than-human world 
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(2016, 198–199). It is this loving encounter that Rossetti explores as one initiated and secured 

by the figure of Christ. 

The legacy of the disconnect between religion and ecology means that not everyone is 

as subtle as Marder when it comes to exploring plant being. Stefano Mancuso and Alessandra 

Viola, for example, begin their book Brilliant Green: The Surprising History and Science of 

Plant Intelligence with a chapter called “Plants and the Great Monotheistic Religions”, in 

which Noah is castigated for not taking any plants on the ark. Mancuso and Viola write: “All 

three of the Abrahamic religions have implicitly failed to recognize that plants are living 

beings, in effect grouping them with inanimate objects” (2015, 3–4). During “the Inquisiton”, 

they add, “plants believed to be used in potions by women accused of witchcraft—garlic, 

parsley, and fennel—were put on trial along with the witches!” (5) But their insistence that 

religion completely ignores “the vital quality of the plant world in general” (4) contradicts the 

agency a plant must be given to be put on trial, and even their own account of Genesis reveals 

that plants are central to Genesis, the olive branch and grape vine both associated with the 

value of rebirth and life. Mancuso and Viola’s confused and biblically oblivious account is 

typical of modern commentaries on plants and marks a striking shift in attitude from their 

nineteenth-century predecessors. Many of Rossetti’s contemporaries not only valued plant 

life as inherently graced but acknowledged it as the foundation of creation. J. H. Balfour 

(1857), William Groser (1888), and George Henslow (1895) all engage with plants in relation 

to their sacred, biblical, etymological, and botanic meanings. Rossetti’s own contribution to 

the field, Young Plants and Polished Corners (1876), is at once theological and botanical, 

influenced as it was by Richard Phillips (1810) and Peter Parley (1839). Later titled Called to 

Be Saints, Rossetti’s “devotional reading-book for the red-letter Saints’ Days” (Kooistra 

2002, 143–144) works through the minor festivals of the Church Calendar by bringing 
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together sacred text, prayer, hagiography and a flower chosen from those in bloom on the 

relevant feast day, but retains enough detail to pass as botany on first glance. 

 In writing a book that would teach the reader about both plants and their divine 

meaning, Rossetti embraced plant thinking as an alternative to a thinking based on ego and 

self-righteousness. By disavowing a form of strong thinking for one of weakness, she 

positioned herself on the side of those without power, particularly those who are part of her 

community. For example, Rossetti did not explicitly champion her charity work with “fallen 

women” at the St Mary Magdalene Penitentiary in Highgate in Called to Be Saints, but her 

repeated use of a language of flowers used to describe female sexuality in the period 

implicitly includes them in her narrative. In doing so she not only avoided the charge of pride 

for her good works, but also connected her fellow sisters to the saints by referring to both in 

relation to local flora and fauna. For Rossetti did not imagine the saints through the flora of 

Palestine, but rather in relation to the plants she observed her around her neighbourhood in 

Highgate and Regent’s Park, London, and on her travels to Staffordshire, Hastings, Brighton, 

and Birchington-on-Sea: daisies, ivy, holly, mistletoe, St John’s wort, chickweed, gorse, 

snowdrops, violets, wood sorrel, cowslips, honeysuckle, rushes, harebells, ferns, marigolds, 

and blackberries. She wrote: “I even think that a flower familiar to the eye and dear to the 

heart may often succeed in conveying a more pointed lesson than could be understood from 

another more remote if more eloquent. ‘Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow’” 

(1881, xviii). In exploring the makeup and specificity of these local flowers, she aimed to 

create the kind of intimacy and attention Jesus invited in his Sermon, one that requires the 

human to relinquish control over creation and become immersed within it. Finally, Rossetti 

recognized that Jesus even modelled this immersion in his own plant-like being, one emptied 

of ego and always on the side of the weak. In her entry for “December 25. Christmas Day” in 
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Time Flies: A Reading Diary (1885), Rossetti imagined Jesus as a lily from the moment of 

his birth: 

 

A baby is a harmless thing, 

     And wins our hearts with one accord, 

And Flower of babies was their King 

     Jesus Christ our Lord: 

Lily of lilies He 

Upon His Mother’s knee; 

Rose of roses, soon to be 

Crowned with thorns on leafless tree. (Rossetti, 1885, 248) 

 

Mary is more usually associated with lilies and roses— “I am the Rose of Sharon, the lily of 

the valleys” (Song of Songs 2:1) —and Rossetti often cited the two flowers in her Marian 

poems. But Jesus is not compared to the lily and rose here: he is not like them, but rather is 

them: “Lily of lilies He”, “Rose of roses, soon to be”. Jesus is one with these flowers because 

he is part of an interconnected fabric of creation, communal and reciprocal. This cosmic unity 

is not a blurring of species and beings, but rather a coordinated mutualism in which all things 

have subjectivity and independence while being simultaneously connected to everything else. 

Difference between things—humans, lilies, roses, thorns—allow for relationship and 

communion, but Jesus’s sameness with all of these things grants them significance and being. 

But there is also something specific about his association with a self that has subjectivity 

without ego, one that replaces the “I think” with a holistic and participatory immanence. 

While the poem ends with an image of thorny crucifixion, the narrator’s focus on the living 

Jesus figures him as a lily whose actions should be considered and reflected on. Her 
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ecological Jesus is, like the lily, entangled with all things and so embodies a patient, gradual, 

and gentle reality that encourages “an exercise of thankfulness” in God’s divine ecology 

(Rossetti 1879, 97).  
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