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“God without Borders”
1 Kings 8:22-24, 41-43; Luke 7:1-10 May 29, 2016

It is a beautiful day. There is a steady buzz in the 
community - excitement all around. Crowds flood the 
streets and pathways eager to attend the big event. Never 
before in the city have so many people gathered in one 
place. No, I am not talking about the 100th running of the 
Indianapolis 500, but the dedication of Solomon’s Temple 
in Jerusalem.  

The Temple is an architectural marvel. For Israel of 
that day, it is an engineering and artistic achievement: the 
Temple mound, the courtyards, the outbuildings, the Holy 
Place and the Holy of Holies where the Ark of the Covenant 
rests. Everything about it points to the greatness of Israel’s 
God. On the day when King Solomon offers the prayer of 
dedication, the glory of the Lord, like a great cloud, fills the 
Temple. Solomon offers a prayer of adoration and petition 
to the Lord. He asks the Lord to hear the prayers of the 
people in all the difficult situations of life – famine, war, 
sin, drought and pestilence. In the midst of the prayer, he 
makes an astonishing petition. He asks the Lord to hear the 
prayers of foreigners - non Jews - who also pray to God out 
of their deep need.  

In a time when there is so much division in our country 
and world, so much speech that demeans the humanity and 
faith of those who are not like us, and so much violence 
perpetrated in the name of God from one religious group 
against another, Solomon’s prayer leads us to rethink our 
understanding of the particularity and the universality of 
God. As Christians, we have come to know who God is 
through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus and the 
inner testimony of the Holy Spirit in our hearts. As I said 
on Trinity Sunday, we believe that this is the nature of God 
in the very being of God: Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer.  
At the same time our faith leads us to understand that the 
God we know in Jesus is the one God of heaven and earth. 
The Lord is not the God of the Christian tribe, but the one 
universal God. Yet, there are many people of faith in the 
world who see their god as a kind of tribal deity who puts 
the needs and the well-being of their community above all 
other people and groups. We see how people use the name 
of God to justify just about anything as long as it advances 

their cause. We see how religious fanatics use religion to 
control their people and to destroy others outside of their 
narrow group. At times, we catch ourselves looking down 
on other religious traditions and even demeaning other 
Christians who do not believe and live as we do. We can 
even make the God of heaven and earth into a kind of tribal 
god to serve our own needs. 

Jonathan Sacks, who served as the Chief Rabbi of Great 
Britain, has written in his book, Not in God’s Name: 
Confronting Religious Violence, these words:

“Too often in the history of religion, people have 
killed in the name of the God of life, waged war in the 
name of the God of peace, hated in the name of the 
God of love and practiced cruelty in the name of the 
God of compassion. When this happens, God speaks, 
sometimes in a still, small voice almost inaudible 
beneath the clamor of those claiming to speak on his 
behalf. What he says at such times is: Not in My Name.”

If we know the God revealed in Jesus Christ, then we 
cannot use the name of God and the prayers we offer God 
as weapons against others who do not share our beliefs. 
The God of the Bible is the God who not only created 
the universe, but loves the whole of creation and all living 
things. God hears the prayers of all people who turn in faith 
to the Living God.

One day in the town of Capernaum, a Roman Centurion 
sent Jewish elders to Jesus to ask him to heal his beloved 
slave. The Centurion was not a Jew, but he had great respect 
for the Jewish faith and had even paid for the construction 
of the town Synagogue. As Jesus approached the 
Centurion’s home, other friends came with the Centurion’s 
message that he did not feel worthy to receive Jesus, but 
simply asked Jesus to say the healing word. He trusted that 
his servant would be healed. His own experience of having 
the authority to have his commands carried out led him to 
believe that Jesus only needed to speak the word and the 
healing would be accomplished. Jesus said, “I tell you, not 
even in Israel have I found such faith.”  The servant was 
healed by the word of Jesus. 

Many years ago, I heard the leader of a large Protestant 
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denomination in this country say that God does not hear the 
prayers of Jews. First of all I was shocked by the comment; 
then I was deeply troubled because it stood in direct 
contradiction to my understanding of the Bible; finally, I 
saw how dangerous his words were. When we start to believe 
that God shows partiality and that God rejects the faithful 
prayers of some peoples, then we begin to justify treating 
those people as less than human and not deserving of God’s 
care and attention, much less our care and compassion. The 
cries that go up to God from boats teeming with refugees, 
the prayers for peace that are lifted by both Palestinians and 
Jews, the pleas for help coming from an abused spouse in a 
violent home, the petitions for healing raised in a hospital 
room, and the demand for food from a starving people are 
all heard by God no matter what race, creed, or language. 
These are all beloved children of God. 

The Centurion was a man of great faith. He was also 
a man of great humility and confidence. He did not see 
himself as worthy of the attention of Jesus. Yet, he was 
confident that if Jesus spoke the word, his servant would 
be healed. Sometimes in our certainty that we are right 
about all things, we lack humility before God. Sometimes 
when we place too much confidence in ourselves, we make 
little room for confidence in God. Only when humility 
and confidence are linked in a person of faith can both be 
true: humility before God and confidence in the good and 
loving will of God. The opening words of our final hymn 
are a prayer to God that reflects this spirit of faith, humility 
and confidence:

“O God of every nation, 
Of every race and land,
Redeem the whole creation 
With Your almighty hand;
Where hate and fear divide us 
And bitter threats are hurled,
In love and mercy guide us 
And heal our strife-torn world.”

Only as we move forward in our understanding of what 
it means to worship and serve a God without borders can 
we imagine the world as God sees it. 

Our missionaries serve around the world in ministries of 
teaching, healing, administration, evangelism, agriculture 
and food relief. They work in many cultures among people 
of different faiths. As followers of Jesus, they serve with 
respect and humility alongside others and see each person 
as a child of God. They are confident in what God can do. 

Here at home, we cross what some would see as religious 
and cultural boundaries to build Habitat houses. It was 
our own Pastor David Berry who challenged the local 

community to build the first House of Abraham with Jews, 
Christians and Muslims working together. I find the mission 
statement of Habitat for Humanity to be quite interesting. 
It reads: “Seeking to put God’s love into action, Habitat 
for Humanity brings people together to build homes, 
communities and hope.” Their first mission principle is 
to demonstrate the love of Jesus Christ. It continues, “We 
undertake our work to demonstrate the love and teachings 
of Jesus, acting in all ways in accord with the belief that God’s 
love and grace abound for all, and that we must be “hands 
and feet” of that love and grace in our world … and that, in 
faith, respectful relationships can grow among all people.”   
Such a statement demonstrates the faith, humility and 
confidence that allows followers of Jesus to cross borders for 
the sake of the gospel. Habitat’s mission statement expresses 
both the particular and the universal nature of God. 

Over the past years we have worked with Jews, Sikhs, 
Muslims, Buddhists and others to eliminate hunger here 
in Indianapolis and in Kenya. More recently we have 
members who serve as leaders with the Center for Interfaith 
Cooperation. In all these ways we are creating understanding 
and building friendships with people whose faith and 
religious practices are different from our own.  

I will never forget the first Iftar we hosted with St. Luke’s 
UMC and the Indianapolis Hebrew Congregation. The Iftar 
is the evening fast-breaking meal eaten after sunset during 
the month of Ramadan. We met on a Sunday evening at the 
IHC Temple. The evening began with conversation about 
our different faith traditions. Then the Muslims went to pray 
in the synagogue before we all joined together for dinner. To 
eat with people of other faiths, to hear their stories, to get to 
know their families is a blessing that breaks down divisions, 
defeats ignorance, overcomes suspicions and builds bonds 
of spiritual fellowship. In a world where there is so much 
mistrust, hatred and fear, it is good to know that our God is 
a God without borders who hears and answers the prayers 
of all people. 

  


