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“Where have all the flowers gone, long time passing? 
Where have all the flowers gone, long time ago? 

Where have all the flowers gone? 
Young girls have picked them everyone. 

Oh, when will they ever learn? 
Oh, when will they ever learn.” – Pete Seeger 

 

The first three verses of this song were written by Pete Seeger in 1955. Seeger 

was an American folk singer and writer, political activist and a champion for 

cleaning up the environment. He passed away in 2014 at the age of 94, but not 

before he made an indelible footprint on the anti-establishment scene of the 

Sixties. 

 
In fact, he was one of the singers that helped make famous the uniting anthem of 

the civil rights movement, “We Shall Overcome.” Long considered to have its root 

in Gospel music, it is one of the most famous protest songs ever written along 

with, “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” 

 

Seeger’s inspiration for this song was a Russian, four-volume novel about the 

Cossacks who settled along the Don River in the Ukraine. In the book, the 

Cossacks sing one of their folk songs about girls picking flowers, men picking 

girls, men going off to war, men dying at war and their graves covered by flowers.  

The author, Mikhail Aleksandrovich Sholokhow, wrote, “And Quiet Flows the 

Don” to elucidate the cycle of war and suffering.  

 

The Cossack’s folk song began to hold significance for Seeger when the United 

States was firmly entrenched in the Vietnam War. Opposition against US 

involvement in Vietnam was escalating and thousands were beginning to view 

the war as a no-win situation. Besides, the country had just emerged from the 

throes of World War II and they didn’t want that cycle of war and peace to begin 

again. Hadn’t the United States learned its lesson? 
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The Israelites were a difficult, demanding and defiant group. In the Book of 

Judges, their plight of apostasy is chronicled over more than a hundred years. 

Here’s the cycle of insubordination to God: Disobedience-> Repentance -> 

Forgiveness -> Deliverance. -> Disobedience. 

 

First, they disobey God, falling into sin and idolizing other gods. They end up in 

some sticky situations where they undergo trials and tribulations. Ah! Then they 

remember the God who has been faithful to them and cry out in misery for his 

help. God forgives them and sends a Judge (one from each of the 12 tribes) to 

deliver them. That’s the pattern for12 times. When will they ever learn? 

 

That particular line of the song reminds me of things my Mom used to say. “How 

many times do I have to tell you? Don’t make me tell you again. I am not going to 

tell you again.  I told you so. Why do you always have to learn the hard way? I 

hope you learned your lesson.” To ‘learn a lesson’ in the idiomatic sense means 

not doing something again since it brought you problems in the past – that you 

should remember. In other words, you’re supposed to learn from making 

mistakes. I can’t help but imagine that God might have shook his head in disbelief 

as he uttered some of these same truisms when it came to the errant Israelites. 

 

I often think about the number of times as a daughter, wife, mother, sister, aunt, 

grandmother, friend, student and employee I experienced cycles of conflict and 

resolution. Naturally, some conflicts were easier than others. For example, 

conflicts with my daughters over what to wear to school. That resolution was a 

no-brainer. “Change your clothes. I’m the mom and I said so.” (At least that 

worked for a while.) Many conflicts required more complex resolutions, 

sometimes involving other people such as clergy, classmates and co-workers. 

What was the common thread weaving through these experiences? 

Rebelliousness, disobedience and many self-willed individuals, including me. 
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At one time I thought this song was about the earth’s disappearing ozone layer 

that would eventually kill all living things, including plants and trees and 

flowers. Now that I’ve discovered its origin and connotation, I’m embarrassed at 

having thought that. The heart and soul of Seeger’s lament is an expression of 

sorrow over mankind’s failure to learn from its mistakes.  He grieved over the 

cost of lessons not learned and the lives that were lost because of it. I have also 

grieved over my own cycle of rebelliousness and disobedience. Because of my 

faith that gives way to confession and forgiveness.  

 

The cycle of war and peace has run its course on this planet thousands of times. 

There have been bilateral treaties, multilateral treaties, pacts and agreements. 

Some lasted only a few minutes; others disintegrated over a century or two and 

eventually resulted in renewed and sometimes escalated conflict. The one and 

only agreement that resolves my conflict is the unconditional covenant, the New 

Covenant that God made with mankind – the promise of his forgiveness and the 

free gift of salvation through Jesus Christ. Somewhere along the way I think I 

learned my lesson…the hard way. 

 


