
July 11, 2011 

To the members of council, 

As you recall from our previous meeting, a member of the congregation expressed his concern about the flag’s 

removal from the sanctuary and requested that it be replaced.  There was discussion on the matter of the flag’s 

placement within the church and it was decided that a decision would be made by the council at July’s meeting. 

Since that time, I understand that others have inquired about the matter.  While no one has spoken directly to me, I 

have been informed similar concerns regarding the flag’s placement have been shared with other members of 

council.  There may be others yet of whom I am unaware.  It is likely that one or more of these individuals will be in 

attendance at the meeting, in order to be a part of the discussion.  I appreciate their communication and willingness 

for conversation. 

This is an emotional topic, tapping into what is central to some individuals.  It deals with issues of identity and 

tradition, and depending on the discernment of the council, it may be a matter of change which can be painful, as 

with change comes loss of the familiar. 

It is also important to acknowledge that, as this was an issue in the recent past – and, as I understand it, went 

unresolved – there is an added layer of anxiety.  While this is about a valued symbol of freedom/honor/sacrifice/etc. 

to some, it is also an issue about control.  It is important that we bear this in mind. 

Given that last point, I believe that my role in the discussion should be limited.  This ought to be a decision by the 

council, not just by the pastor.  That said, as it pertains to the matter of worship, spirituality and theology, I hope and 

trust that the position and perspective of the leadership of the wider church, as well as that of what I bring as your 

called pastor, be considered.  

I have struggled with how best to address what I believe to be an important matter of faith and Christian expression.  

Admittedly, I have not handled it as best as I might have, and for that I apologize.  In prior conversations, you have 

heard my recommendation that the sanctuary not be the place where we display the American flag.  I have wrestled 

tremendously with balancing my own feelings on this with what my responsibility as your pastor is or ought to be.  

After much time in prayer and consideration, I feel that as your called spiritual leader and teacher, I owe it to this 

congregation to affirm that recommendation and do what I am able to help us move in this direction in a way that is 

loving and faithful to who we are together as Christians.   

I believe the decision before us is first and foremost about Christ’s Church.  This is not about my own, nor any others’ 

feelings or relationship to the flag.  With sincere respect to veterans, civic servants, and others for whom the 

American flag bears great and genuine importance, this decision is not about such individuals or institutions.  Our 

discernment of whether or not the American flag (or any such national symbol) be present in our sanctuary is about 

Christ.  It is about who we are as Christ’s Church and how we represent the body of our Lord Jesus Christ.  I would ask 

and expect that our faithful and prayerful conversations of discernment hold to that.  

As this has been a difficult and ongoing conversation for congregations within the ELCA for several years, the ELCA 

Churchwide leadership has produced a statement on this matter that I believe is helpful to the discussion.  Much of 

the thinking behind my pastoral/theological concerns for the American flag being displayed in the sanctuary is 

succinctly and respectfully articulated here.  I commend it to your reading in preparation for the meeting.  You may 

find the article at http://www.elca.org/Growing-In-Faith/Worship/Learning-Center/FAQs/Flags.aspx (see attached) 

In addition to the ELCA statement, I offer this: While I acknowledge and respect the freedom, unity and sacrifice that 

the American flag represents to this country and its citizens, it does not represent the freedom, unity and sacrifice of 

the cross.  It is a noble thing to offer one’s life for one’s country and the ideals for which it stands in service to the 
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military or governing bodies of one’s nation, yet Jesus’ sacrifice is of a very different sort.  Jesus is not a soldier, nor 

was he serving or defending any one nation.  Rather, by his unjust execution upon the cross as the incarnate God, and 

by his resurrection by the power of the Holy Spirit, he sets free from sin, brokenness and death all humanity, and 

unites us as one people of God.  As a symbol of an earthly nation, the flag represents the temporal, particular, and 

broken, while the cross (bearing as a symbol, the saving power of the resurrected Jesus Christ) represents the eternal, 

the universal and the whole/perfect.  I say this with no disrespect to the United States, the flag, or those who serve 

under it.  I say it only to clarify the vast difference between the flag’s representation and that of our Christian 

symbols. 

It is true that many congregations in this country have displayed an American flag in their sanctuaries for many 

decades.  However, the era of immigrant churches (who might have worshiped in other languages, or come from 

countries with which the USA was in conflict) feeling a need for expressing loyalty to their new nation while gathering 

for worship, and that of congregations belonging to a society that primarily identified itself as being Christian or 

Church-centered, is over.  Displaying an American flag in worship may have made sense 50-100 years ago, just as 

religious symbols in public buildings (courthouses, schools, etc.) may have once made sense.  Needless to say, our 

context has changed.   

Many congregations across the denominational spectrum continue this tradition of displaying a national flag and 

singing patriotic songs during worship for what could be any number reasons.  As is evident in the leadership and 

suggestions within the ELCA statement, we as the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America have decided to shift away 

from such practices, as they by definition do not pertain to our identity and life as Christians. 

It is also true that the civic and political freedom we enjoy as Americans (for which the flag is a symbol) allows us to 

worship as we wish and as we are able.  We are fortunate to enjoy such freedom and should certainly be grateful for 

those who secured it.  That said, we do not worship as Christians because of that freedom.  Indeed, as our faith is 

genuine, we, like countless Christians before us and many of our sisters and brothers around the world today, would 

worship the risen Christ despite political risk to ourselves, our families and communities.  We would do so, knowing 

the ultimate protection and the freedom of God’s grace.  That is the power and the hope of Christ.  That is who we 

are and who we gather in this sanctuary to be.  That is the promise we are called to share with the world. 

I leave the council with that, and trust in your leadership and that of the Holy Spirit to guide this congregation in 

discerning what is best for us as Christ’s Church.  I thank you for considering the recommendation of the ELCA and for 

taking the time to understand why this is an important issue for me as your pastor.  I hope that I have been clear that 

this is not about me having a difference of opinion and wanting to have my way.  I love this congregation for all that it 

is, and it is in such love that I feel compelled to lead us, and the ministry we share with all of God’s people, toward a 

life of worship and service to the gospel that is ever more complete in the universal, eternal promise of grace in our 

Redeeming Christ Jesus. 

I also appreciate that this is a difficult and emotional decision.  While I believe it is important for this to be a decision 

of the council, know that I am here to serve and participate in its discernment and communication in whatever way 

you feel is necessary and/or helpful.   

Again, I thank you for your faithful leadership, your understanding, and for your love in Christ.  You and this 

congregation are a blessing. 

Grace and Peace, 

Pastor Peder 


