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Is Babee is heaven? When our son Danny was five my mother, his beloved 

Babee, died suddenly. One day, while standing in the kitchen, he asked that 

question. “Is Babee in heaven?” I was a first semester seminarian, so naturally I 

launched into a completely honest and useless answer. “Well, nobody can really 

know what happens to us when we die. Some people think . . . blah, blah, blah.” I 

noticed his lower lip starting to tremble, and tears filled his eyes. “Mom, I need to 

know. Is Babee in heaven?” “Yes, of course she is.” 

 My answer was pastoral rather than theological, or metaphysical. (By 

the way, later this summer, on July 10
th

 to be exact, Worship Associate Cindy 

Cohen will be leading a service on a metaphysical approach to the big questions of 

life.) That may be the biggest problem we Unitarian Universalists face in bringing 

people into our religious fold.  Our answer to one of the most basic religious 

questions, “What happens when we die?” is, “We don’t know.”  

 We don’t know because it is unknowable. All answers to that question 

are situational, all answers are informed by culture and worldview and our most 

basic desires whether they be the desire for security or comfort or vengeance. All 

answers are subjective, even when we are unwilling to admit our subjectivity and 

helplessness in the face of the urgency of the question.  

 David Eagleman, the author of our reading this morning, is a 

neuroscientist. He knows something about the way the human brain works, and 

something about how the human heart works as well. His book, Sun: Forty Tales 

for the Afterlives, was written as fiction. But like all good fiction, it tells us truths 



about ourselves. The particular tale I chose to read to you is, at first read, an 

elaboration on Sartre’s statement that hell is other people. The poor Creator in the 

story wants only the best for her creations. So she bucks the standard trend, 

dispenses with hell completely, and saves all souls. (Later this summer, on August 

21 to be exact, I will be offering a sermon on universalism with a small u; that is, 

an exploration of the idea of universal salvation rather than an institutional history 

of the church that eventually took the name of the idea.) 

 Anyway, this poor Creator who thought she understood her human 

creation well enough to bless them, brings them all together in the afterlife. 

Heaven, filled with other people. And all of the people look around, and what they 

see is not just the people just like themselves, but all the different people they were 

forced to share their earthly life with. And they conclude, based on the presence of 

those other people, that they must be in hell. Hell is not other people. Hell is our 

projection of the worst case scenario we can imagine in the here and now. And so 

the people weep, and God weeps. 

 If the nature of the afterlife is defined by our worst fears and our 

deepest hopes, then I know what hell is. For us, people of faith: 

- who affirm the inherent worth and dignity of every person and recognize 

the synergy between our faith and the founding norms of this nation (E Pluribus 

Unum) 

-  who define right relations as those based on justice, equity and 

compassion 

- who place the right of conscience and the use of the democratic process at 

the heart of our ethical principles 

- whose mission is a world community with peace, liberty and justice for all 

. . .  



For us, hell is the 2016 election season. For Unitarian Universalists, a culture 

experiencing a renaissance of racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, and misogyny is 

the worst case scenario. A culture of meanness and partisanship, of mutual 

disrespect, of total absence of compassion for marginalized people and hungry 

children, of hysteria about bathrooms and indifference about real violence (sexual 

and otherwise) is hell on earth. 

 Welcome to hell. The question for us is, given that we are in UU hell, 

what are we going to do about it? The answer is both easy and obvious when you 

think about who we are. We are Unitarians who heed the guidance of reason and 

the results of science. We will engage in a reasoned analysis of the current 

situation and come up with some possible solutions. And we are Universalists who 

bring our big and loving hearts to all of human endeavor. We will, as the current 

UU Christian fellowship is fond of saying, we will ‘love the hell right out of this 

world.’ 

 So here is what I think is going on, at least partially. And for this 

analysis I am grateful to my fellow interim colleague, Rev. Ed Brock. His soon to 

be published book, Optimal Relationships, which I recently previewed at his 

request, talks a great deal about patterns of disconnection in human relationships. 

Ed draws from a number of theories of human nature and relationship, including 

family systems theory. I am going to quote somewhat extensively from his book 

here. 

“. . .  human beings are driven by two basic instincts in regard to 

relationships: the instinct for individuality (to grow a self) and the instinct for 

togetherness (to be with others). The optimal aim is to achieve both a high degree 

of individuality and a high degree of connection to others. This is a difficult 

balance to maintain.  We see that each of the patterns of disconnection reflect a 

certain type of failure to achieve or manage this balance, and attempt a way of 



‘resolving’ the challenges of relationships (being as much of a self as one can 

while being in relationships) by achieving a less difficult ‘solution’ that is in fact 

not a solution but a temporary quick fix that momentarily reduces anxiety but sets 

up problems for the future. The following are the ways each of the patterns of 

disconnection hope to manage or reduce the anxiety of being a self while being in 

relationships: 

Conflict is an attempt to deny or repress the self of others. (Parenthetically: 

Anybody else find themselves in surprising conflict with old friends and allies 

about who to support in the Presidential primary? Anybody else find themselves 

being painted as evil/satanic because of their choice?) 

Distance is the attempt to run away from what is believed to ‘cause’ anxiety 

and avoid altogether the challenges of a relationship.  (Let’s build a big wall!) 

A Triangle is the attempt to substitute a ‘stressful’ relationship for one more 

calm. The more stressful relationship can still be ‘present’ in the form of the person 

‘talked about.’    

Fusion is an attempt to repress or deny one’s own self and individuality.” 

(Again parenthetically: what better example of fusion than the specter of Fascism?) 

Ed’s list is longer, but you get the idea. He then goes on to say, “All of these 

patterns are in essence strategies to avoid the challenges and difficulties of being 

the self one truly is in a relationship where that right is extended to another under 

conditions of mutual respect and acceptance within a moral framework.    

What demarcates the beneficial from the destructive range of each behavior? 

Whenever the patterns become intense and repetitive, dominate human interaction 

and lead to the denigration of persons, they become destructive.”  

 So my diagnosis is that there is just way too much anxiety in the 

system, probably caused by the rapid rate of change in our modern world. For 

some, the thought of the first woman President following the first black President 



is just too much! Thus the resurgence of racism and sexism we have seen in the 

past decade. Thus the classic tactic of invoking the good old days, the Golden Age.  

 What are we to do? Optimal Relationships talks a great deal about 

this; about how to respond to an anxious system that is exhibiting symptoms of 

disconnection. First and most important is to remain firm in your core convictions. 

Don’t let anxiety or sabotage back you off. Continue to assert in as matter of fact a 

way as possible the things that you feel are important. Yes, we know it makes 

some people uncomfortable, but we believe with all our hearts that black lives 

matter. I have had some amazing phone conversations in the past two weeks. 

Conversations that often started with “They’re terrorists you know. They’re cop 

killers.” Many of these conversations ended with mutual best wishes and an 

acknowledgment that we are all struggling to make the world a better place.  

 These conversations also illustrated for me another point Ed Brock 

makes: it is essential to take responsibility for yourself and let go of the outcome 

for others. From that perspective I could listen to a wildly divergent point of view 

without judgement or anger or despair. I had no expectations for outcomes. It has 

been as simple as using I statements, something many of you have heard me 

advocate more than once. I believe, I have seen, my experience has taught me . . . 

 We all have to go out there in this hell-like election season and engage 

in conversations with people we don’t agree with. Not to convert them, just to hear 

them, and hope they will hear us as well. In that process lies the possibility of 

healing, of some reconciliation, of moving beyond partisanship to a mutual 

recognition of the common good. We are all citizens of this nation; we all have 

certain fundamental human needs; we all have hopes and dreams for our children 

and fears for ourselves. Don’t let that get lost in the buzz of anxiety.  

 In a recent op-ed column David Brooks wrote, “Rather than fighting 

endless losing battles over sexual identity, we need a better culture war. We need a 



new traditionalism. A tradition, whether it is Thanksgiving dinner, an annual 

family reunion or a burial ceremony, takes a physical activity and infuses it with 

enchantment. There’s a warmth to our traditions and rituals that is fueled by love 

and contact with the transcendent.” And that is where we UU’s can bring that big-

hearted universalist tradition into the picture. We know how to create rituals that 

are inclusive and restorative. When we stand with the Wilmington Peacekeepers or 

march with the Movement for a Culture of Peace, wearing our yellow Standing on 

the Side of Love t-shirts, we are engaging in love infused rituals. In more than one 

community, people have referred to the yellow t-shirted UU contingents as ‘the 

love people.’ 

 In a few moments we will enact just such a ritual: the Flower 

Communion, a ritual created in an anxiety filled time and place – Nazi occupied 

Czechoslovakia. The Flower Communion was originally an act of defiance, a ritual 

so counter-cultural as to be dangerous. Yet it survived, and we survived, and here 

we are, living through a season of hell not nearly as bad as that one. But hellish 

none the less. So let’s move from sermon to ritual, and engage once again in a 

death defying act of outrageous love. (Would one of the ushers please fetch the 

children from the Youth Activity Center to they can participate in Flower 

Communion?) 

Hymn* #64 Oh, Give Us Pleasure in the Flowers Today 

Unison Prayer #723  

Just before World War II in Czechoslovakia there was a minister named 

Norbert Capek. That was a pretty terrible time in history; the Nazis were slowly 

taking over many of the countries in Europe, and the people in Czechoslovakia 

were afraid. Dr. Capek wanted to give people hope, so he and his wife Maya 

founded the first Unitarian church in Czechoslovakia.   



Dr. and Mrs. Capek were especially fond of children. They thought about 

ways to show the children that even in the middle of wars and terrible times, it was 

important to believe in love, to act in friendship and good will, and to help one 

another. So they invented the Flower Communion as a way to celebrate all of those 

things. The Flower Communion reminded people that you can have beauty and 

sharing in spite of the fear The Flower Communion kept the ideas of love and 

peace alive in people’s minds and hearts. 

Unfortunately, the Nazis came to power in Czechoslovakia. They didn’t 

want anybody to talk about sharing and helping each other – they wanted to get rid 

of people who kept alive in their hearts such dangerous ideas as human love and 

tolerance and freedom. Maya was in America at the time, so she was saved. But 

Dr. Capek was arrested and sent to the concentration camp at Dachau, where he 

died.  But his idea, the Flower Communion, lives on in our Unitarian Universalist 

churches all these years later.  

We celebrate the flower communion as a way to remind ourselves about 

how important it is for us to keep alive the memory of powerful ideas, to remind 

ourselves to be surprised by beauty, and to remember to take leaps of faith during 

hard times. Most importantly, we remember that the forces of life can overcome 

the forces of death –  like they did at the gates of Dachau.  Please turn once again 

to the back of your hymnal to Unison Prayer #724, the prayer Dr. Capek wrote for 

Flower Communion.  

Unison Prayer #724 

In a minute, you will be able to come up and choose your own special 

flower. Remember that this flower is a gift from somebody else in this room. Let 

your heart feel grateful for that gift. Don’t worry – if you didn’t bring a flower, 

somebody brought an extra one for you.  Everybody is invited to participate in our 

flower communion. Scott will play some music while you come up for your 



flowers. Please walk up in silence, choose your flower, and return to your seat in 

silence. We will begin with the back row.  If you would like us to bring a flower to 

you, please raise your hand. 

Benediction by Lynn Ungar Would you all please stand and hold your 

flowers high above your heads?  Look around at the wonderful colors and shapes 

of these gifts we have given each other. As you are looking around hear these 

words of blessing from my colleague Rev. Lynn Ungar. 

“What a gathering – the purple tongues of iris licking out at spikes of lupine, 

the orange crepe skirts of poppies lifting over butter cup and daisy. 

Who can be grim in the face of such abundance?  

There is nothing to compare, no need for beauty to compete. 

The voluptuous rhododendron and the plain grass are equally filled with 

themselves, equally declare the miracles of color and form. 

This is what community looks like – this vibrant jostle, stem by stem 

declaring the marvelous joining. 

This is the face of communion, the incarnation once more gracefully 

resurrected from winter. 

Hold these things together in your sight – purple, crimson, magenta, blue.  

You will be feasting on this long after the flowers are gone.” 


