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Who remembers the story of Flower Communion and how it came to be a Unitarian
Universalist tradition?

Norbert Capek introduced the Flower Communion service to his Unitarian Congregation
in Prague on June 4, 1923.  He sought a service that would help hold the congregation together,
without upsetting them with memories of their recent history without religious freedom.1  The
congregation, in an effort to distance itself from past persecutions, had abandoned all ritual and
music.  Capek felt that these aspects of religious life were too important to be rid of entirely so
he developed the Flower Communion service.  Capek asked the congregation to bring flowers
from their gardens, or the roadside, they were collected together and blessed, and then all the
congregants left with a flower that came from another person.2

As a young man, Capek converted from his Catholic upbringing to Baptist and started
new congregations all over Central and Eastern Europe.  At the turn of the 20th century, Capek
was working for religious freedom in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which had a state controlled
Catholic faith.  Capek was a big supporter of the International Association for Religious Freedom
(IARF), founded in Boston in 1900 at an American Unitarian Association meeting.  Capek wrote
extensively about religious freedom and encouraged the IARF to do more work faster.  He came
to the United States to avoid persecution for his writings in 1914.  While in the US he left the
clergy and began attending a Unitarian church in New Jersey.  When he and his second wife
Maja returned to Europe after World War I, Capek began a Unitarian church in Prague in 1921.
Within twenty years it became the largest Unitarian church in the world with over 3,000
members.

Capek epitomized the early 20th century Unitarian individualist ideal.  He believed that
Unitarianism was an evolutionary way forward and that if people could only experience this
freedom, they would surely understand that it is the way of the future.  One of Capek’s
biographers wrote, “His was a sun-drenched, pre-Holocaust faith, one that sustained thousands of
his compatriots during the darkness of Nazi occupation.”  Capek himself wrote:

Strong is the [person] who is conscious of the fact that the divine seed in [them] wants to
manifest all the possibilities the great prophets and geniuses of [hu]mankind have brought
to light!  We light the spark of God within ourselves when we serve others and bring a bit
of glow and joy to other people’s lives.” 3

Capek studied science and early psychology, putting forth a thesis that is kind of '1990s-self-
help-book' sounding.  In his book Toward a Sunnier Shore, he suggests that to be happy, we must
act happy, or basically 'fake it till you make it.'4  Though of course he is not wrong that the
intention with which we engage with others influences our experience, in a post-modern world,
we tend to look toward less simple and straightforward theology and psychology.  We look at
systems, not just individuals, and recognize that there are multi-layered influences on our

1 http://www25.uua.org/uuhs/duub/articles/norbertcapek2.html - general bio of Capek
2   Seaburg, The Communion Book
3  Quoted in Norbert Fabian Capek: a Spiritual Journey Richard Henry, p179.
4 Ibid. 180
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feelings and behaviors in each moment.  Though it has always been around, we have named
corporate evil, and recognize it's effect on individuals in communities.  That said, it is also true
that seeking happiness, living with an open heart, building relationships can all help us to be
more joyful and “We light the spark of God within ourselves when we serve others and bring a
bit of glow and joy to other people’s lives.” 5

In the Flower Communion service we create something of beauty together, and we take
home some of that beauty.  There are so many symbols we could make of this, but today I invite
us to imagine all of the blooms representing our theological stories and history.  A daisy might
represent the faith of someone's upbringing.  Another might be someone's meditation practice.  A
Black-eyed Susan could be for the writing of William Ellery Channing, or Emerson or Margret
Fuller that spoke to us, or could be for the writing of William Ellery Channing, Emerson or
Margaret Fuller that made no sense to us.  A lupine could be for something in our tradition that
made us angry.  An iris could be for the time a poem about someone's spiritual journey made us
weep for joy.

Capek was an incredibly special minister and leader.  He grew Unitarianism in his
community, wrote many, many hymns, created the Flower Communion service, believed deeply
in religious freedom and faith, and died for that faith.  He also wrote some stuff that was kind of
hokey.  As I dug into Capek's work this week, I was reminded how important it is to practice
digging in to our history and tradition, our theologians and writers and to wrestle with their
stories, the parts that speak to us and the parts that don't.  We may not bring their work and lives
into our personal theologies, but as we consider what it means to be Unitarian Universalist, it is
so important to challenge ourselves with a full picture of what that might be so that we can better
understand each other, be a bouquet of identities and histories, and be beautiful together.  Our
histories are the roots we grow out of, some we will resonate with more than others.

There is a very sweet song by Bret Hesla called “Dazzling Bouquet.” The chorus of the
song goes like this: “Ours is the church where everybody’s welcome. I know it’s true cause I got
through the door. It’s a dazzling bouquet of every kind of flower. Jump in the vase, cause we’ve
got room for more.” This Flower Communion Sunday, as we come forward after a blessing in a
moment, we will choose blooms that speak to us, but let us also regard the beauty and variety of
the whole.

So may it be.  Amen.

5  Quoted in Norbert Fabian Capek: a Spiritual Journey Richard Henry, p179.
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