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In the Victorian era of the 19th century 

in Europe and America, there was an 

elaborate language of flowers.  Using 

published flower directories called 

“floriographies,” a person could 

carefully put together an assortment of 
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flowers to convey a particular message.  

For instance, a bunch of pansies meant 

“thinking of you” while a spray of 

ambrosia signaled that the other 

person’s feelings of love were 

reciprocated.  Meanings of carnations 

depended on color, with yellow ones 

sending the message “you have 

disappointed me” and striped or 

variegated carnations meant either a 

straight-out “no” or a somewhat less 

negative “sorry I can’t be with you.” 

While today we don’t expect our flower 

bouquets to do that much 
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communication for us, it is still true that 

flowers can convey messages. Think 

about the occasions you’ve received 

flowers or maybe you received flowers 

for no reason. I occasionally take our 

flowers from Sunday service and 

deliver them to members and friends 

that are recovering, having a hard time, 

or just could use a pick me up.  I’ve 

been in a flower shop at times when 

another man has come in and asked for 

an apology bouquet, and gotten the 

question, “Exactly how bad were you?”  

I guess professional florists have 
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different levels of bouquets for different 

degrees of apology. I prefer chocolate 

cake apologies, but that’s just me.  I 

wish that weren’t true! 

There are the flowers presented at 

proms and flowers thrown at famous 

opera singers and ballet dancers and 

flowers given to moms and 

grandmothers on Mothers Day and 

flowers sent to loved ones in hospitals 

and flowers delivered when someone 

has died.  A parishioner came to see me 

a couple of weeks ago bringing a 

beautiful bouquet of flowers from her 
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garden.  Flowers say, I like you, I love 

you, I’m sorry, Congratulations, Thanks 

for everything, I hope you get better, I 

miss you, I honor and celebrate the life 

you lived.  They even say something 

like, “I don’t know what to say.”  So 

even though we in the 21st century 

don’t have books to tell us what each 

kind of flower explicitly means, flowers 

still communicate. 

In our religious movement, flowers are 

prominent in three notable ceremonies.  

There is the rose with thorns removed 

that is given to parents at the close of a 
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Baby Dedication & Naming ritual, to 

symbolize how parents wish to protect 

their babies from all that would harm 

them.  And there is the corresponding 

rose with thorns given to young people 

at their Coming-of-Age ceremony to 

show that the adults are ready to accept 

the young people into the adult 

community on their own terms, without 

trying to shelter them. 

The third important religious ritual in 

Unitarian Universalism is the Flower 

Communion, which has several layers 

of meaning.  We remember and honor 
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Norbert and Majia Capek, the 

courageous founders of Czech 

Unitarianism and heroes of the Nazi era.  

We follow their intention for the flower 

ceremony by lifting up the value of 

diversity in religious community, and 

the reminder that human life is both 

beautiful and fragile, like flowers.  As 

they did, we make the children of our 

community a central part of the 

ceremony, to recognize their role as the 

future of the church. 

But in every UU congregation that 

holds a Flower Communion, there are 
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also the more particular meanings.  For 

a congregation in a time of transition, 

the flowers are appropriate because 

flowers are themselves a transition in 

the life of a plant.  No matter how 

showy, flowers are not the end product 

of a plant; they are a way station to fruit 

and new seed.  So flowers are a good 

reminder that a period of change, 

however uncomfortable, is temporary, 

and then comes the time of fruit and 

harvest. 

There are some times when words 

cannot adequately capture meaning. 



 9

That becomes the time for symbolism, 

for ritual. I don’t think it is a 

coincidence that the Flower 

Communion is one of the very few 

rituals that most Unitarian Universalist 

congregations participate in annually. It 

is so simple – and yet expresses so 

much about who we are as a 

community.  A spray of many colors, 

textures, shapes and sizes mixed up 

together yet held collectively by a 

common container. “Rituals of 

communion in all their many forms 

share a power and blessedness that 
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transcends words yet reveal the truth of 

who we are. And that’s what we’re 

about today, noticing within a small 

ritual act something at the very core of 

our being, of what we are and what we 

can be.” 

We put our little flower in a vase, it gets 

mixed it up with flowers already placed 

there for those who are losers and have 

forgotten or missed the announcement, 

or are visiting us today - because that’s 

as it should be too - we always welcome 

new friends to join us. Then we pick a 

different flower chosen carefully and 
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brought by someone else and we take it 

home. It is so simple…But that’s the 

way it is, simple and complex at the 

same time. We are all mixed up 

together. With all of our diversity of 

thought and belief we find ourselves 

drawn together by the Unnamable 

Mystery. 

I have led the flower communion 

several times now. I love the celebration 

of the beauty inherent in diversity. Each 

time I participate I find myself at first 

simply marveling at the splendor of the 

bouquet and how the ritual binds us one 
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to another. As it goes one I begin to 

ponder the fact that UU congregations 

all across the continent and even 

throughout the world also celebrate the 

flower communion and I realize how 

amazing it is to be connected in this 

way to Unitarian Universalists 

worldwide. 

And then I consider that the flower 

communion has been celebrated by 

hundreds of congregations for over 

seventy years. And that this simple 

ritual was life sustaining for people in a 

Nazi concentration camp. When we take 
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a moment to contemplate all the people 

and all the history involved, this ritual 

becomes so much more than a flower 

exchange. It becomes a living vessel 

connecting us all through time. 

Fragile, strong, supple, tender, 

beautiful, various, hopeful, joyful – so 

are the flowers of our Flower 

Communion and so are all of us.  

Remember that, and treat each other 

accordingly. I leave you with the words 

of Reginald Zottoli, “ May the blessing 

of the flowers be upon you. May their 

beauty beckon to you each morning 



 14

And their loveliness lure you each day, 

And their tenderness caress you each 

night. May their delicate petals make 

you gentle, And their eyes make you 

aware. May their stems make you 

sturdy, And their reaching make you 

care.”   

May it be so. 


