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The event was scheduled only twelve days after 9-11: twelve days after 
four planes were used to attack Washington, D.C. and the World Trade 
Center in New York City. At Yankee Stadium, civic and political leaders, 
entertainment personalities, leaders of faith communities and a crowd of 
about 20,000 came together for “A Prayer Service for America.” This 
gathering was a three-hour interfaith wake that included a lot more than 
praying together. Among those present were Christian, Muslim, Jewish, 
Sikh, and Hindu faith leaders, Oprah Winfrey, Mayor Rudy Giuliani, Bill and 
Hillary Clinton, Bette Midler, Placido Domingo, and James Earl Jones. One 
of those who prayed was a pastor in the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 
the Rev. Dr. David Benke.

But this didn’t sit well with everyone within the Missouri Synod. Some 
expressed disapproval of Benke’s participation in the interfaith prayer 
service. Charges were brought against him for violating the church’s 
constitution: for mixing or blending faith traditions. One of Missouri’s vice 
presidents launched an investigation and suspended Benke from his position
as president of the Atlantic District. But after that, the church’s Committee
on Constitutional Matters found that Benke’s participation in the prayer 
service had been previously approved and Benke was reinstated.

Today's First Reading offers insight into a similar controversy in the early 
days of the church. Fundamentally, it addresses the same question – who’s 
in and who's out. We read that questions about this had begun arising in the
8th chapter of the book of Acts when the Holy Spirit was seen to be at work 
among the Samaritans.

Samaritans were Jews, but they had been ostracized for many years. After 
the fall of the Northern Kingdom to Assyria in 722 BCE, many of the 
Samaritans who had not been deported had married non-Jewish partners. 
Over two centuries later, Samaritans offered to help Judeans returning 
from Babylon rebuild the Temple. But they were turned down because they 
were viewed as less-than-pure Jews. So early on, this raised the question of
who was in and who was out. The Samaritans continued to be counted out, 
although we know that Jesus certainly interacted with them.

Also in Acts chapter 8, we read how the Spirit called Philip to baptize a 



eunuch from Ethiopia. Eunuchs were not permitted to participate in rituals 
in the Temple. So this again shows that the church was spreading beyond 
the boundaries of Judaism. The trend continues in chapter 9 with Paul’s 
conversion to Christianity. The Lord tells Ananias that Paul “is a chosen 
instrument of mine, to carry my name before the Gentiles,” (9:15) that is, 
to people who are not Jewish.

Then we come to chapter 10 and the conversion of Cornelius, a Gentile 
man, and yet another outsider. Peter's involvement with Cornelius now 
brings him into the middle of this growing controversy. Finally, there is 
Peter's vision of all manner of animals being lowered in a sheet – both clean
and unclean, according to Jewish dietary laws. Peter was commanded to 
“kill and eat.” Peter said, “No way, Lord!” It went against Peter’s entire 
nature to disobey the Jewish dietary laws. After all, he was a Jew and had 
been raised to respect his tradition. Of all people, Peter certainly did not 
have in mind instigating a paradigm shift. The book of Acts makes it clear 
that all of this was the agenda of the Holy Spirit, leading the church to 
welcome all people in the name of Jesus. A voice from heaven told Peter, 
“What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”

Of course, as Peter understood this voice, it was speaking of food. This was 
the subject under discussion: what to eat and what not to eat. But there 
are multiple layers to this pronouncement, and one of those involves with 
whom you eat. This was a criticism that Jesus also received: he ate with tax
collectors and sinners. When we think about the opposition to Pastor 
Benke’s participation in “The Prayer Service for America,” it again is the 
very same question that our First Reading raised: who’s in and who’s out?

Let’s not kid ourselves: there are no easy answers to these questions. The 
church has come up with different responses throughout its history. Until 
1970, no Lutheran denominations allowed women to become pastors. That 
was the year both the Lutheran Church in America and the American 
Lutheran Church, predecessor bodies of the ELCA, ordained their first 
women pastors. But until then, only men were ruled in as pastors, and all 
the women were ruled out. 

In the United States, the very first woman pastor was ordained by Free Will 
Baptists one hundred and fifty-five years before a Lutheran woman. 
Especially since 1970, the floodgates have opened. But there are still plenty
of denominations that do not ordain women, and the Roman Catholic 



Church does not normally ordain married men. Since nearly all groups who 
identify as Christian trust in the power of the Holy Spirit, they are engaged 
in trying to discern the will of the Spirit. So even though most all of us 
believe in one Holy Spirit, our discernment of the Spirit’s leading in our 
lives has given us different answers at different times.

Yet another challenge communities of faith have faced is who is in and who 
is out in regard to our acceptance of our LGBTQ sisters and brothers. Until 
nearly ten years ago, LGBTQ people were not allowed to be pastors in the 
ELCA unless they were celibate. But at our Churchwide Assembly in 2009, 
that restriction was lifted. In part, we decided to recognize something that 
was obvious; namely, that LGBTQ folks in committed relationships were 
already serving as pastors in our congregations. Even when ELCA synods 
removed these pastors and congregations from their rosters, many of the 
congregations continued to provide support to the ELCA. So even though the
ELCA had ruled them out, these congregations and their pastors continued 
to behave as though they were included. Their charity in spite of being 
excluded eventually won the day. Essentially, the ELCA followed the advice 
Peter received, “What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” 
Peter decided, “If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when 
we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?”

Tomorrow, some of us will attend an iftar dinner at St. Andrew with our 
Muslim friends from Atlantic Institute. Our Companions in Christ class will 
set up the tables and provide the beverages, but Atlantic Institute will 
provide the program and the food. Since they are Muslims, they do not 
share our faith in Jesus Christ as the second person of the Trinity and the 
world’s Savior. But does that mean we can’t share table fellowship and 
prayer together? For some people it might imply that, but for those of us 
who are coming tomorrow and for others too, probably not. Each of us has 
to listen for the Spirit’s voice and respond as we see fit. A good bit of soul-
searching may be involved.

Whom do you exclude in your heart and your life? What behavior do you 
believe excludes people from God’s love?

Corrie ten Boom struggled with similar questions. She and her sister, Betsie,
helped Jewish people escape the Holocaust by hiding them in their home 
during World War II. Eventually the Nazis discovered what they were doing. 
Corrie and Betsie became prisoners in a concentration camp: Betsie ended 



up dying there. In The Hiding Place, Corrie wrote:

“It was at a church service in Munich that I saw him: the former SS man who
had stood guard at the shower room door in the processing center at 
Ravensbruck. He was the first of our actual jailers that I had seen since that
time. And suddenly, it was all there – the room full of mocking men, the 
heaps of clothing, Betsie’s pain-blanched face. He came up to me as the 
church was emptying, beaming and bowing. He said, ‘How grateful I am for 
your message, Fraulein, to think that – as you say – he has washed my sins 
away!’ His hand was thrust out to shake mine. And I, who had preached so 
often to the people in Bloemendaal the need to forgive, kept my hand at 
my side. Even as the angry, vengeful thoughts boiled through me I saw the 
sin of them. Jesus Christ had died for this man. Was I going to ask for more?
Lord Jesus, I prayed, forgive me, and help me to forgive him. I tried to 
smile; I struggled to raise my hand; I could not. I felt nothing, not the 
slightest spark of warmth or charity.

“And so again I breathed a silent prayer: Jesus, I cannot forgive him. Give 
me your forgiveness.

“As I took his hand, the most incredible thing happened. From my shoulder 
along my arm and through my hand a current seemed to pass from me to 
him. While in my heart sprang a love for this stranger that almost 
overwhelmed me.

“And so I discovered that it is not on our forgiveness any more than our 
goodness that the world’s healing hinges, but on his. When he tells us to 
love our enemies he gives – along with the command – the love itself.”1

As Jesus taught his disciples in today’s Gospel, “Just as I have loved you, 
you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are 
my disciples, if you have love for one another.”

So who’s in and who’s out? Corrie ten Boom took the guard’s hand not 
because she loved him or even thought she could love him, but because she 
knew Jesus did. Sometimes that’s all we can do – and it is enough.

1 Inge Danaher, www.humiliationstudies.org/documents/DanaherCorrieTenBoomsStory.pdf.


