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Virtually Flowering
Rev. Joe Cleveland
June 14, 2020
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs

It is the plight of the Unitarian Universalist that we have to talk about flowers at 
least once a year.  There are worse things.

But sometimes it might not seem appropriate to talk about flowers.  The poet 
Hanif Abdurraqib went to a poetry reading shortly after the 2016 election.  He says,

the poet (who was black) was reading gorgeous poems, which had some 
consistent and exciting flower imagery. A woman (who was white) behind me—
who thought she was whispering to her neighbor—said ‘How can black people 
write about flowers at a time like this?’1

Abdurraqib describes his reaction to this white woman in these words: 
I thought it was so absurd in a way that didn’t make me angry but made me 
curious. What is the black poet to be writing about ‘at a time like this’ if not to 
dissect the attractiveness of a flower—that which can arrive beautiful and then 
slowly die right before our eyes? I thought flowers were the exact thing to write 
about at a time like this, so I began this series of poems, all with the same title.

In his book, A Fortune for Your Disaster,  he includes 13 poems with the title “How Can 2

Black People Write about Flowers at a Time Like This.”  Flowers in this series of poems 
are both beautiful and fragile and as likely to show up at funerals as at weddings, more 
likely, even.  Flowers call to mind for him the shortness of life as things that are “born 
dying” and that don’t last long after you pick them.  Flowers are about the way we 
connect with one another.  How we remember one another.  How we relate to one 
another.  A friend says “y’all better not come to my funeral / with that fake [stuff]” except he 
doesn’t say “stuff.”  He puts a carnation in his lapel, he backs up and runs over a 
neighbor’s peonies, he remembers hand-drawn daisies on a De La Soul album cover 
and how De La Soul said “D.A.I.S.Y. meant da inner soul, y’all”.  

“How can black people write about flowers at a time like this?”  I like how Hanif 
gets curious about that white women and what came out of her mouth.  Three and a 
half years ago, I went to Washington, D.C., for the Women’s March.  A friend of a 
person I was with found us en route to the march.  She was handing out “Black Lives 
Matter” wrist bands, she said, to every black person she saw, and she was so thrilled 
that she was giving them all away.  And away she went, white woman Black Lives 
Matter wrist band fairy to Black people.  Isn’t that curious?  And I was shaking my 
head.  She should be handing them out to the white people she saw. 
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When Lucille Clifton says:
call it our craziness even,
call it anything.
it is the life thing in us 
that will not let us die.3

I think she’s talking more about African Americans, about women, than she is talking 
about a white man like me as who that “us”, that “we” is in that poem.  The “we” are 
those whose lives our society puts at risk.

even in death’s hand
we fold the fingers up
and call them greens and 
grow on them,
we hum them and make music.

We are right to marvel at the persistence of life, of love, of resistance
we are lost from the field 
of flowers, we become
a field of flowers.

And in my mind’s eye I see all those people in Congress Park last week, the park full of 
people carrying signs of love and rage and grief and resistance and more love, and I see 
a field of flowers.  And it has to keep on in us, through us.

Every day, Lorraine Bates, a 70-year-old African American woman, walks with 
her walker the seven-tenths of a mile from her house to the City Hall of Petal, 
Mississippi.   Petal is 85% white and many people, white and black, are calling for the 4

Mayor, whom most of them know as their former high school social studies teacher—
they are calling for him to resign after things he said about George Floyd, which 
included: “If you can say you can’t breathe, you’re breathing.”  The Mayor of Petal says 
he regrets “being insensitive to a man’s death.”  And the people of Petal are protesting.  
The Mayor protests: 

“It’s easy to paint me as some uneducated bigot that doesn’t care about the lives 
of black people,” he said, adding that the perception was inaccurate. “You 
almost stereotype yourself as a racist when you say you’re not a racist, but what 
else can I say?”5
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The New York Times.  June 9, 2020.  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/09/us/george-floyd-protests-
petal-mississippi.html 
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What if he got curious about why he was so insensitive?  If he got curious, could he see 
his defensiveness?  Could he see how the culture of white supremacy is a pervasive, 
insidious thing, and may have even exerted some influence on him? Shaped the 
baseline assumptions he lives and feels and speaks from?

And Lorraine Bates rises up every day in Petal.  “As long as I’ve got my health 
and my strength, I’ll be out here every day,” she says.

“call it our craziness even,” Lucille Clifton says in her poem “roots.” “[It] is the 
life thing in us / that will not let us die.”   

In one of his “How Can Black People Write about Flowers at a Time Like This” 
poems, a man proclaims his talk is something 

them white folk shook the hills down 
for & now they can’t keep my seeds

out the air or earth
And I think this is some sort of moment.  The Black Lives Matter genie won’t get put 
back in the bottle.  Those seeds are flying now, more contagious than a novel 
coronavirus.  Lots of flowers are growing.  And even in their dying, will fling forth their 
seeds.  To use Lucille Clifton’s words again: 

call it our roots,
it is the light in us
it is the light of us
it is the light . . . 

It is your inner soul, y’all.  
Flowers are about the way we connect with one another.  How we remember one 

another.  How we relate to one another.  No matter how fleeting one flower might be, 
you are not one flower.  You are a full field and growing.  So it is. May it be so.


