
1 
 

Flower Communion 

Delivered to the First Unitarian Church of Wilmington Delaware 

June 8, 2014 

By Rev. Dr. Joshua Snyder 

 

 One of the most informative relationships of my life was with 

my best friend Dan.  Dan and I met in fifth grade when we 

happened to be assigned seats next to each other.  Back in those 

days there was a whole crowd of us boys that hung out together.  

Fifth grade was the highest grade of the elementary school I 

attended, so we were sort of the big men on campus – such that it 

was.  Soon we found ourselves in Middle School, and a whole 

new big world.  Our group started to shrink, not due to any one 

falling out, but just started to gradually dwindle. 

 After a while of course Dan and I were in High School, and 

we noticed a somewhat curious phenomenon had occurred by 

then: our once large group had dwindled down to just the two of 

us!  Like I say, there is no juicy conflict that I can report.  Groups 

just do this; people filter in and they filter out.  It is a very natural, 

very human thing to do.  The result of this was that Dan and I 

became best friends.  And we have stayed best friends for pretty 

much the time since. 
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 High School is a crazy time of one’s life.  On the one hand 

you have older folks who think back to their younger days and pat 

high school kids on their heads and say, “Ah, these are the best 

years of your life!”  Of course what the adults fail to admit even to 

themselves is that this based on a pretty selective memory.  High 

School can be hell.  All the more important are groups like our 

youth group, and if you were here last Sunday for the Coming of 

Age service you saw how fantastic our youth are.  But not 

everyone has a group like that.  Dan and I just had each other.   

Fortunately for us we had a lot in common.  One of our most 

distinct interests that we both had, that seemingly few others did, 

was an interest in alternative rock and roll music.  I won’t regal 

you with the history of rock and roll in the late 80s and early 90s; 

but I could if you wanted me to!  I am talking about groups like the 

Pixies, Nine Inch Nails, Morrissey and the Cure.  Those were sort 

of our musical guiding lights back then.  We weren’t exactly Goth 

or Emo; we weren’t that hip unfortunately.  But we liked that kind 

of music.  And as the name implied, it truly was an alternative 

music scene to what was being played on the radio at the time.  It 

was a niche; a badge of honor to us, a symbol of our non-

conformity within a rather homogenous culture of small town 

Midwest. 
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Or at least it was.  After a certain point I noticed that Dan 

was less interested in our special alternative music scene and 

was listening more and more to the mainstream stuff that was on 

the radio.  I did not know it then, but music was shifting in such a 

way that what was once called “alternative” became “regular 

music.”  But it is hard to know that you are on the cutting edge of 

popular culture while it is happening.  All I saw was that Dan was 

selling out.  He was listening to REM and Nirvana!  That thing that 

was our thing, he was abandoning.  Or at least that it how I felt at 

the time. 

Now I share the following with the caveat and reminder that 

this was High School.  I would give Dan a hard time for listening 

to more mainstream music.  I didn’t shun him; I didn’t want to lose 

him as a friend.  Indeed, that was the very point.  I felt like he was 

drifting away, pushing me aside.  The kind of music we listened to 

was part of our mutual identity.  It was who we were, and to reject 

it felt like a personal rejection.  So I would tease him or make him 

feel guilty for abandoning our shared hobby of alternative music.  

Not something I am proud of, but it happened.  To his credit, Dan 

stayed with it; but I could tell his heart was no longer into 

alternative rock music. 

So often we enter into relationships with unrealistic 

expectations.  We want that other person to be just like us, to like 
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the same things we like, to dislike the same things we dislike.  We 

expect agreement at least on the big things, and in some cases 

even on the little things – like which kind of music you listen to.  

Where one goes, so goes the other.  Difference is not tolerated.  

This dynamic is called enmeshment.  Enmeshment is when two 

people or parties are so intimate, so intertwined that they can’t tell 

where one begins and the other ends.  While enmeshment may 

sound good at first, and may even feel good when you are in it; 

eventually it stops working for one of the two parties.  It literally is 

dysfunctional – enmeshment doesn’t function.  If the other person 

in the relationship differs from the other even slightly, the reaction 

is anger, shame, and even aggression or violence and abuse.  It 

never got that far with Dan and me, of course.  But I have to admit 

that I was very afraid of losing him as a friend and being alone.  

And so he and I were enmeshed. 

Enmeshment is not a healthy way to be in relationship.  

Obliterating your identity to merge with another is not realistic and 

ultimately undesirable.  Dan wanted to grow and change and try 

other kinds of music, but I felt too threatened by his desire to be 

different.  I equated difference around music with the end of our 

friendship.  It is a silly thing to say out loud, but in High School 

that is what I felt.  While the triggering issue may change for 

different people, the dynamic is the same in all enmeshed 
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relationships.  The assumption is: If you differ with me, then we 

can’t me in relationship anymore.   

Enmeshment isn’t just for individual relationships either.  

Whole institutions, nations, government, and cultures can get 

enmeshed with each other.  It certainly happens in religion.  Think 

about what a creed is, for example.  A creed is a set of beliefs, 

certainly.  But they are a set of beliefs designed to serve a 

specific purpose.  Creeds were developed in the early church as a 

litmus test.  They started saying “I believe…” in the worship 

service because it kept out the people who were heretics.  Or at 

least it forced any would be heretics to remember and recite the 

“correct” set of beliefs.  If you didn’t believe in the Nicene Creed 

or the Apostolic Creed or the Westminster Confession or the Book 

of Discipline; you were out.  Creeds were designed to be 

gatekeepers of the faith.  Believe in these things, or at least say 

you believe in these things, and you are in the church.  Refuse, or 

deny those beliefs, and you are out; what is known as 

excommunication. 

Consider creeds through the lens of the relational dynamic of 

enmeshment.  Remember if you are enmeshed with someone 

and they disagree over music, or what they want to do or say or 

believe, then the relationship ends.  Creeds are an extension of 

this.  Believe what the rest of us believe or you are out.  It is not a 
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particularly mature way of being in relationship with each other as 

a religious community.  You can alienate people pretty quickly by 

putting up such restrictions and requirements to being in 

community. 

So perhaps you can imagine, then, the attitude of early 

Unitarian churches.  Take all of the people who were rejected by 

the church for believing in something other than what is explicitly 

stated in the Nicene Creed, and you basically have early Unitarian 

theology.  It is the opposite of the Nicene Creed.  God, Jesus and 

the Holy Spirit were separate beings, and Jesus was a human 

being, according to the Unitarians.  But you see you can’t just 

start up a new church with a new creed that is the opposite of the 

one that rejected you.  Eventually someone would come along 

and disagree with this new Unitarian creed that you invented, and 

you would have to kick them out of your church too.  It 

perpetuates the same immature dynamic of enmeshment. 

So the Unitarians sought to be in relationship with each other 

in their churches in a different way.  Norbert Chapek was the 

minister of the Unitarian Church in Prague Czechoslovakia prior 

to and during World War Two.  He faced this dilemma head on 

because his church was filled with former Catholics.  Most of them 

had left the Catholic Church, or were forced to leave, because 

they no longer believed in those creeds.  However, people missed 
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the ritual of their former church; particularly the ritual of 

communion.  Communion represented the unity of the gathered 

community.  It made everyone “One in the body of Christ” as the 

Mass stated it.  That was a powerful symbolic affirmation.  Unity 

and intimacy feel good – we need to feel connected to each other.  

There is nothing wrong with that in moderation.  Brotherhood and 

sisterhood are important to all religions, including ours.  But the 

challenge before Chapek was to have that feeling of unity and 

brotherhood or sisterhood, without tipping over into enmeshment.  

That we assert our unity so strongly that we lose our individuality.  

The eucharist, for all of its emotional power, did that in his view.  

So Chapek needed a ritual that did something else. 

It was with this intention that Norbert Chapek created the 

flower communion ritual.  The story goes that one spring he was 

walking through a field of flowers wrestling with this problem.  He 

wanted some ritual that expressed the congregation’s unity, while 

at the same time allowing for their individuality to shine through as 

well.  A field of flowers, or a bouquet of flowers, is an excellent 

symbol for the kind of community that Chapek envisioned.  Each 

flower on their own is beautiful and fragrant.  It is the stuff of 

poetry.  Bring flowers together in an arrangement and their beauty 

is only enhanced. 
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Of course it isn’t communion unless you get something.  

Annie Dillard observed that the eucharist is the only time during 

the Mass when someone gives you something.  Certainly they 

ask something from you when the plate makes its way down the 

pew.  But in communion you receive something, bread and wine, 

or in Chapek’s case, a flower.  Again Chapek wanted a ritual that 

reflected the mutuality and interdependence that each person in 

the congregation shared together.  Being a member of a Unitarian 

Church was not a passive thing.  It entails give and take.  So 

instead of passively receiving a host, the participants both give 

and receive flowers as part of the flower communion service.  

Each person here, whether you are a member of this church or a 

first time visitor, you bring something to this congregation.  You 

are a precious beautiful being whose worth is beyond measure.  

That is what the flower you brought to church today represents. 

But as I said, it isn’t communion unless you get something 

too.  The church exists to give something to people; be they 

members or not.  You might receive all kinds of things such as 

support from friends and strangers during difficult times, you 

might be challenged by something you hear from the pulpit or in a 

class or small group, your children get a safe space to ask their 

questions about life and religion and what happens when their 

gerbil died.  Or it might be something more humble – a 
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community, a new idea, a renewed sense of being on a fulfilling 

spiritual path.  Those are the flowers you receive from this 

congregation.  Maybe it is from someone you know or can 

identify; maybe it is from someone you have never met.  It is most 

likely that you don’t know the identity of the person who brought 

the flower you are taking home with you.  But their gifts are yours. 

A healthy relationship, between individuals or between 

members of a religious community, is a slippery balance between 

coming together united around common values and allowing the 

other person room to be who they are as their imperfect wonderful 

selves.  It is a challenging balance to strike that is for sure, but it 

is also the healthiest and the most mature way to be in 

relationship with each other.  We call this ever tilting, ever 

changing dance between unity and individuality a covenant.  A 

covenant is a relationship built not on the creedal threat of 

“believe like I do or else” but rather on promises – the assurance 

that just because we may differ over a few things does not mean 

that we do not love each other.  It makes room for each of us to 

express ourselves, to be the beautiful flowers we are, without 

sacrificing that uniqueness to the whole.  Covenant means we 

have the assurance and trust that even if we disagree with each 

other, we will come back together and remain in relationship.  

Church is where we learn how to be in that kind of mature 



10 
 

relationship with other people.  If someone is trying to mold you 

according to their vision or their unrealistic expectation of who you 

should be, then they are not acting according to a covenant.  

Their creedal demands upon you come from their own insecurities 

and fear.  Enmeshment is a dangerous extreme, and rightly 

avoided in healthy congregations. 

How wonderful it is to be the inheritors of Chapek’s flower 

communion!  It is little wonder that the ritual he began in Prague 

at the middle of the twentieth century persists in nearly every 

Unitarian Universalist congregation today.  What I didn’t 

understand in High School, when I was afraid that my friend Dan 

would stop being my friend because we were different, was that 

we learn as much from our differences as we do from our 

commonalities. Differences are what make the other person 

interesting and fun.  Commonalities can make us feel supported, 

but they can also be boring.  A healthy relationship involves both.   

May we never stop trying to find the balance between our 

unity and our individuality in our congregation.  For when we get 

that balance right, there is nothing more beautiful in the world.  

Not even a flower.  Amen Blessed Be. 


