
Proper 16 B   August 23, 2015                “When Offended” 

The Rev. Deborah Woolsey          Church of the Good Shepherd, Athens, Ohio 

 

 

I know a man who is kind, generous, and can be imaginative and innovative. 
He has started several businesses, and seems to enjoy the process of creating 
something new. At the same time, he has a deep and abiding love and respect for 
tradition. Perhaps his love of tradition is how he stays grounded so that he can be 
innovative and creative. 

 This man joined the Episcopal Church when he married his wife, nearly 50 
years ago. He was drawn to Episcopal Church not only because his wife had been 
a member her entire life, but because he loved its beauty and tradition. He was 
an active member of his local Episcopal parish, attending worship every week, 
donating his services as plumber whenever needed, and even serving on Vestry. 
His wife sang in the choir, and when their first born came along, he was more 
than happy to sit with their daughter in the worship service because he wanted 
her to feel welcome and part of the church even at her young age. 

 This guy sounds like an exceptional church member, doesn’t he? Eager to 
learn, quick to serve, dedicated, generous with his time and money. He might be 
used as an example of faith we might all aspire to. However, things aren’t always 
that simple. We all know that life, and even faith, isn’t that straight forward. 
Situations can change, sometimes faster than people. There are times when we 
all are challenged: in relationships, in school or work, and even in matters of faith. 
And when we are challenged, we all are free to respond differently. 

 Not long after this man joined the Episcopal Church, the church entered a 
phase of change, as a result of many of its time honored traditions being 
challenged. Worship style was one challenge, as leaders in the church decided 
altars need to move so priests can celebrate Holy Eucharist facing people instead 
of facing away from people. The language of the Book of Common Prayer was 
changed to reflect a more modern dialect. All these changes the man begrudging 
went along with. Maybe in part because he understood the changes, or at least 
understood the questions that led to the changes. But another change put him 
over the edge, one he just could not accept. 



 It was a monumental change for the church in the late 1970’s, when the 
General Convention of the Episcopal Church voted to approve the ordination of 
women to the priesthood. This man, like many others, found this change 
offensive to his way of understanding and participating in the church. It was a 
change he was not ready for. It was a theology he was not ready to consider. He 
was not ready to ask himself why a priest being a woman challenged him, what 
about it he found offensive, and why he believed in maintaining a male only 
priesthood. 

 Because he wasn’t able or willing to explore his own belief, he felt he had 
to leave the church, because he couldn’t go along with where the church was 
going. 

 He is not alone. Many others have left the church over the same issue. Or 
the ordination of homosexual and transgendered persons. Others have left 
because at one time or another they have encountered a parish that was not 
accepting of these changes. Leaving seems to be a common response when a 
person isn’t ready to endure persevering through the challenge facing their 
beliefs. 

 This might sound like a sad way to begin a sermon, but just as there really 
are no happy endings, because nothing really ends, this man’s story is not over 
yet. However the leaving part certainly reminds me of what we heard in our 
Gospel this morning.  

 Our long exploration of John’s Bread of Life discourse is nearly over, where 
Jesus has been explaining who he is using this often difficult and challenging to 
understand terminology of bread and blood, spirit and flesh, life and everlasting 
life. Today we heard how these words were received by some of his disciples, and 
notice the author of John used the word “disciples” indicating these weren’t just 
members of the crowd, these were people who in some way had made a 
commitment to follow and learn from Jesus. We heard they were uneasy about 
what Jesus said, and Jesus picked up on their discomfort and asked them if they 
were offended. 

 We might wonder, listening in and reading this thousands of years later 
what the big deal was, because it might sound like pretty basic Eucharistic 
theology to us. We hear similar terms in our Eucharistic prayers every week. We 
have heard of the mystery of the bread made flesh and wine made blood and 
contemplate what that means for us as individuals and as a parish.  But 



remember, Jesus’ listeners, and John’s audience were not modern Episcopalians. 
Scholars tell us John’s Gospel was written during a time when early Christians 
were being asked to leave the synagogues they had been attending their entire 
lives. Their beliefs were beginning to be seen as a threat, and many felt 
resentment at being asked to leave. Others were checking out or exploring this 
new understanding of God that Jesus brought, and many just weren’t ready for 
what he was saying. Jesus was referring to himself as the long awaited Messiah, 
but his interpretation of who that Messiah is and what the Messiah does did not 
fit with the expectations of the religious at the time. Instead of going to war and 
defeating the political forces of Rome, Jesus talked about and showed us a 
Messiah who defeated whatever was getting in the way of all of us having a closer 
relationship with God.  

 This may have been how Jesus was offensive, even to some of his own 
disciples, he challenged a deeply honored tradition. Jesus wasn’t just a teacher, 
he wasn’t just a healer, he wasn’t just a storyteller; he was and is the Messiah, the 
restorer of our relationship with God. This is what he means when he talks about 
everlasting life, it is life lived with God, the way God calls us to live, and it isn’t an 
easy way to live. It is a way of life that embraces forgiveness not anger, embodies 
abundance not scarcity, worship of God not of anything or anyone else and 
expresses love not fear. Not just saying these things, but living them. 

 Perhaps because some were not ready to really explore or participate in the 
life Jesus was showing, teaching, and bringing, they found what he was saying 
offensive. The word translated as offense in Greek means “stumbling block”, or 
something that gets in the way. Jesus words were a stumbling block to some 
disciples believing him, so they turned back, literally they went back to where 
they came from. 

 As I said, this turning back continues even today. People, good, well-
meaning, dedicated people turn back because of stumbling blocks. Notice Jesus 
didn’t run after the folks who left, he let them go. He didn’t change his message 
to make it easier, but I wonder if that made it hard for him. And I have a hard time 
not hearing emotion in Jesus’ voice when we heard the part in our Gospel when 
he turned to the twelve and asked if they were going to leave too. 

  And that brings us back to the man who left the church because he was not 
ready to face the ordination of women to the priesthood. Because God might let 
us walk away when we aren’t ready, but that doesn’t mean God has given up on 
us. Remember, this man has a daughter, the one he sat with in worship services 



when she was just a baby. This man’s wife and children still attended church after 
he left, his wife continued to attend even though she disagreed with the 
ordination of women, but for their children it was not a stumbling block to their 
faith. It turns out, this little girl grew up in the church, and she was called to the 
priesthood. Her answering God’s call meant the man had to face that same 
challenge once again, only now it was much, much closer to his heart because it 
was about more than the church, it was also about someone he loves. This man 
can be stubborn, and he doesn’t change his beliefs easily. So he resolved he 
would not attend his daughter’s ordination to the deaconate, which is part of the 
church’s long process of ordination to the priesthood. That is until a wise woman 
challenged the man to consider there was something more important than his 
belief in an exclusively male priesthood: his relationship with his daughter. He 
needed to go, this wise woman said, not for any other reason than love; he loves 
his daughter and that love is more important than his belief.  

 So he went. And as the bishop laid hands on his daughter the man 
discovered something else: God is more powerful than any of our beliefs or what 
we think we know. And that is how my father came to embrace the ordination of 
women to the priesthood and experienced some healing in his relationship with 
God. He was at my priesting ordination and has been one of my biggest 
supporters ever since. His return to the church does not look like it did before, but 
a lot of healing has happened for him and his faith is deeper and stronger today. 
For me, this is an example of everlasting life, or what we might call resurrection 
life, which is what Jesus came to bring us. 

 I share that story because sometimes those things that can offend, that are 
stumbling blocks to a deeper faith, don’t have to be the end of anybody’s faith 
story. Sometimes those same stumbling blocks might also be opportunities to 
grow in our faith, even if we don’t change, they can be opportunities for us to 
explore our beliefs and our relationship with God.  

 While my father returned to faith, many others do not. A recent study has 
been published stating that one reason many people leave the church, not just 
the Episcopal Church, is because no one in their churches were able to help them 
through a situation or question that challenged their faith. I wonder if there might 
be something in that for us today. A calling maybe. In talking with a few college 
students at OU, I’ve heard a similar story, that what they learn in class sometimes 
challenges their faith, or that they are teased or belittled for having faith. And 
they feel alone, that they have no one to help them through a challenge like that. 



What if we at Church of the Good Shepherd could find a way to offer our 
community a place and a people who are not afraid to face challenges with those 
encountering stumbling blocks, not equipped with easy answers but with hearts 
and minds open to listening? Maybe we might think about, pray about, and 
consider how we could create and offer a safe place for anyone to ask questions, 
to explore those stumbling blocks without judgement, but instead with supportive 
love. I do not know how that might look for us, but I do believe we have the gifts 
to be a place where God can transform stumbling blocks of faith into stories of 
everlasting life. 


