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 June 21, 2016 

 

  

Introduction (Joys and Concerns) 
  

  

Good Morning.  We have a convergence of a lot of lines of force on this day.  It is 

the Summer Solstice the longest day of the year, celebrated by the ancients for 

millennia, and by all of us todaY who are grateful for the life-giving warmth and 

light of the sun.  At Stonehenge and at Chaco Canyon, New Mexico and other 

sites, sunbeams appear through the rock at only this day of the year. Weather 

permitting, there will be a soltice walk at the Chatham Laybrinth at 5 PM, in 

Chase Park just beyond the windmill.  

  

It is Father’s day, where we remember the individual people who brought us into 

being and nurtured us as well as what Dylan Thomas called “the force which 

through the green fuse drives the flower,” the force of love.  Our fathers and 

mothers are the most immediate blood link to the whole human family going 

backwards in time for thousands of years. 

  

Two days ago was the hundred fiftieth anniversary of Juneteenth, the day in 1865, 

more than two months after Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, that the last African 

Americans in this country were told about the Emancipation Proclamation signed 

two and a half years earlier which meant they were free.  Think of that, you lived 

as a slave for two years longer than you had to, just because there was no internet 

to tell you instantly what was happening everywhere in the world. 

  

Closer to home, the UU Meeting House in Chatham holds our Annual Meeting 

today, a chance to take stock of where we are as a congregation. 

  

Today. as we often do in late June, we celebrate Flower Communion, a ritual 

exchange of beauty created by a man who became a Unitarian martyr for freedom 

of speech and freedom of thought in the mid Twentieth Century. 

  

Most of these, however, are not what weighs on my heart today.  My heart is 

heavy because of what one white man did in Charleston South Carolina four days 

ago.  Many of my UU colleagues have put thier planned services on hold to 

devote the whole service to this Charleston terrorist murder.  I respect that, but the 
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way I have always looked at theFlower Communion, it is about hope in the midst 

of despair, and I need the hope now more than ever, and I suspect some of you do 

too.  Emanuel AME Church, “Mother Emanuel” is on Calhoun St. right in the 

center of town; my daughter attended elementary school right across the street. 

 The place where Dwight and Alice Wilson usually stay on their vacations in 

Charleston is right around the block.  When I first heard the news reports, I felt 

that someone had given me a vicious kick in the gut.  

  

I will have more to say about the shooting in my homily, but right now I would 

like to read for you the names of nine beautiful people I never met, but whose 

lives were cut short at a prayer meeting at Mother Emanuel, and then I’ll ask for a 

moment of silence in their memory. 

  

Cynthia Hurd, 54; Susie Jackson, 87; Ethel Lance, 70; Rev. DePayne Middleton-

Doctor, 49; Hon. Rev. Clementa Pinckney, 41; Tywanza Sanders, 26; Rev. Daniel 

Simmons Sr., 74; Rev. Sharonda Singleton, 45; Myra Thompson, 59. 

  

Flower Communion: Introduction 
  

The Unitarian Universalist Flower Communion service which we are about to 

celebrate was originated in 1923 by Dr. Nobert Çapek [pronounced Chah-Peck], 

founder of the modem Unitarian movement in Czechoslovakia. On the last 

Sunday before the summer recess of the Unitarian church in Prague, all the 

children and adults participated in this colorful ritual, which gives concrete 

expression to the humanity-affirming principles of our liberal faith. When the 

Nazis took control of Prague in 1940, they found Dr. Çapek's gospel of the 

inherent worth and beauty of every human person to be-as Nazi court records 

show–  "...too dangerous to the Reich [for him] to be allowed to live." Dr. Çapek 

was sent to Dachau, where he was killed the next year during a Nazi "medical 

experiment." This gentle man suffered a cruel death, but his message of human 

hope and decency lives on through his Flower Communion, which is widely 

celebrated today. It is a noble and meaning-filled ritual we arc about to recreate. 

This service includes the original prayers of Dr. Çapek to help us remember the 

principles and dreams for which he died.  

  

The Consecration  

  

Whenever Dr. Çapek conducted his Flower Communion in Prague. he would say 

this blessing as he "consecrated" the flowers:  

  

Infinite Spirit of Life, we ask thy blessing on these, thy messengers of fellowship 

and love. May they remind us, amid diversities of knowledge and of gifts, to be 

one in desire and affection, and devotion to thy holy will. May they also remind 

us of the value of comradeship, of doing and sharing alike. May we cherish 

friendship as one of thy most precious gifts. May we not let awareness of 
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another's talents discourage us, or sully our relationship, but may we realize that, 

whatever we can do, great or small, the efforts of all of us are needed to do thy 

work in this world.  

  

Partaking of the Communion  
  

It is time now for us to share in the Flower Communion. I ask that as you each in 

turn approach the communion vase you do so quietly--reverently--with a sense of 

how important it is for each of us to address our world and one another with 

gentleness, justice, and love. I ask that you select a flower--different from the one 

you brought--that particularly appeals to you. As you take your chosen flower--

noting its particular shape and beauty--please remember to handle it carefully. It 

is a gift that someone else has brought to you. It represents that person's unique 

humanity, and therefore deserves your kindest touch. 

  

Homily 
  

With our flowers in hand, I want to call us all to think about hope amid hatred. 

 Norbert Capek was dangerous to the Nazi regime because he preached hope, he 

preached the inherent worth and dignity of all people.  That regime killed him, but 

history has the last word and history has repudiated the Nazi claim that some 

races are better than others.  That claim was at the foundation of the rebellion of 

southern states in this country a century earlier, a claim enshrined in the flag 

flown by that short-lived and racist regime.  History has repudiated that claim, 

and that repudiation was restated loudly and clearly in a mass rally two nights ago 

in Charleston, where Joe Riley, who became Mayor when I moved to Charleston 

in 1975 and is still the mayor of that fair city, proclaimed, “Our diversity is not a 

weakness. It's a wonderful strength. This disillusioned killer is on the wrong side 

of history. His ideas long discredited about racial superiority are in the dustbin of 

failed civilizations.”  Today at least 3000 people from all over South Carolina will 

make those words visible with a human chain across the footpath on the huge 

Ravenel bridge, which stretches two miles across the Cooper River. 

  

“Hope,” said Emily Dickinson, “is the thing with feathers.”  Today, let it be the 

thing with petals which you hold in your hand. 

  

In February, 2009, on Charles Darwin’s two hundredth birthday, cell biologist and 

Religious Naturalist Ursula Goodenough gave the Fleck Lecture on “Darwin and 

the Sacred.”  At the question and answer session afterwards, I asked a question 

about whether the universe had a purpose, to which Dr. Goodenough replied that 

Darwin considered that that question was blowing in the wind. Gene Pickett then 

interjected, “But the purpose of a flower is to bloom, is that not...?” to which Dr. 

Goodenough, the cell biologist, replied “Oh, the purpose of a flower is to .... make 

nookie.  No, flowers are reproductive organs, and the purpose of the rest of the 

plant is to get the flower going.  That’s one way of looking at life.” 



 

 

-4- 

  

  

The flower is part of the reproductive system of the plant, and you and I and the 

bees and other insects are all part of that system.   We all know that attraction, 

love, is what makes human reproduction work; none of us would be sitting here 

on this Father’s Day if our parents hadn’t been attracted to one another.  But it is 

humbling and grand to contemplate that the attractiveness of the flower is what 

makes plant life possible. 

  

The flower makes nookie, the nookie makes more plants, more plants make more 

flowers.  Life goes on in a grand march, and will go on long after we are gone. 

  

Seamus Heaney writes 

  

 History says, Don't hope on this side of the grave 

.But then, once in a lifetime 

the longed for tidal wave 

of justice can rise up, 

and hope and history rhyme. 

  

A horrible act, with a horrible motive, was committed.  The racism which many 

choose to ignore in American life was once again laid bare on the surface staring 

us in the face.  A suspect is in custody, and will be duly charged with murder; the 

wheels of justice, for once, are doing their job.  But instead of a tidal wave of 

justice, what has arisen is a tidal wave of revulsion against the ideas which drove 

this killer, and a call for the racist flag to come down from the state capitol 

grounds.  That affirmation of the values of equality on which this nation was 

founded and toward the realization of which it moves, ever so haltingly, is 

gratifying, and a basis for hope. 

  

Yet that is not the most striking thing to come out of the events of this week.  The 

Bible lesson being taught at Mother Emanuel on Wednesday night was Mark 

4:16-20, the parable of the sower and the seeds.  Some of the seeds fell on rocky 

ground and did not grow.  Some were choked by weeds, and yet some fell on 

fertile ground and grew and blossomed.  Jesus intended for the seeds to represent 

his teachings, the most important of which had to do with loving your enemies 

and prayng for those who persecute you.  

  

This most important, most difficult, most precious seed fell on fertile ground 

among the congregation at Mother Emanuel.  For at the first court appearance of 

the shooting suspects, the nearest kinfolk of the people he murdered offered – 

forgiveness.  This actual following of the clear teaching of Jesus of Nazareth is so 

unusual in this America, which some claim to be a Christian country, that it made 

the lead story in the New York Times the next morning. 
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“You took something very precious away from me,” said Nadine Collier, 

daughter of 70-year-old Ethel Lance, her voice rising in anguish.  “I will never 

talk to her ever again.  I will never be able to hold her again.  But I forgive you. 

 And have mercy on your soul.” 

  

Some seeds fall on rocky ground, some are choked by weeds, but some fall on 

fertile ground and grow into flowers like the ones you hold in your hands.  If there 

is hope, it is that we can break out of the cycle of retribution and recrimination. 

 Hope is the thing with petals. 

  

  

The Communion Prayer  

  

Listen now to Dr.  Çapek's Flower Communion prayer:  

  

In the name of Providence, which implants in the seed the future of the tree and in 

the hearts of men [and women] the longing for people living in [human] love; in 

the name of the highest. in whom we move and who makes the mother and father, 

the brother and sister what they are; in the name of sages and great religious 

leaders, who sacrificed their lives to hasten the coming of [peace and justice]--let 

us renew our resolution--sincerely to be real brothers and sisters regardless of any 

kind of bar which estranges one from another. In this holy resolution may we be 

strengthened, knowing that we are God's family, that one spirit, the spirit of love, 

unites us, and [may we] endeavor for a more perfect and more joyful life. Amen.  

  

Closing Words  

  

Just before he was put to death in Dachau, Dr. Çapek wrote this prayer, reflecting 

on his own life and the state of his spirit:  

   

It is worthwhile to live and fight courageously for sacred ideals. Oh blow ye evil 

winds into my body's fire; my soul you'll never unravel. Even though 

disappointed a thousand times or fallen in the fight and everything would 

worthless seem, I have lived amidst eternity. Be grateful, my soul, My life was 

worth living. He who was pressed from all sides but remained victorious in spirit 

is welcomed into the choir of heroes. He who overcame the fetters giving wing to 

the mind is entering into the golden age of the victorious.  

  

Benediction 

  

Hear the words of Charleston Mayor Joe Riley: 

  

 "We don't want to live in a country where you need a security guard for Bible 

study. 
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 We must continue to love one another and work together 

  

"If that young man thought he was going to divide this community or divide this 

country with his racial hatred we are here today, from all across America, to 

resoundingly say he miserably failed. He failed because in our broken hearts we 

realize we love each other more." 

  


