
February 6, 2022 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

When many of his disciples heard it, they said, “This teaching is difficult; who can accept it?” 

 

Some days it is harder than others to hear a message. Some days it is harder than others to deliver 

one. This is one of those days for your preacher. There are times in life and ministry when I’ve 

just had to say, “Lord, what in the world is going on? Where are you going with this in my life?  

What is it that you want from me? I just can’t begin to understand your will or your ways.” 

 

How does a preacher begin to speak following an unexpected announcement? How does one 

even begin to speak to a scripture passage as descriptive as the one we just heard? Have you ever 

had those moments in your life when you’re just wondering what in the world God is saying to 

you as you journey through that moment? Discernment isn’t always the easiest work of a 

disciple, is it? Understanding isn’t always easy, is it? 

 

Several years ago, I was serving a church that had been looking at building a new church for 

over twenty years. For my first few years, there were loud voices of dissent even though they 

asked me to lead them to do that. In fact, those voices were so loud at times that I was ready to 

throw up my hands and give up. At one point, I did just that. I gave it over to God because the 

voices of dissent wouldn’t let us move, or so I thought. They said “No” to every iteration of a 

plan that we brought. 

 

A year had gone by when one day the Administrative Council chairperson asked me, “What are 

we going to do about that building project?” I thought to myself, “Where have you been? Didn’t 

you hear those voices?” That day, however, a few key leaders picked up the ball again and began 

the conversations. In no time at all, we called a church conference to present our plans. I thought 

for sure it was going to be a close vote. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t make it. I was certain that if 

it did pass, we’d be divided. That day, there were some loud voices that spoke against the 

project. 

 

Yet, there were a lot of voices of support. When the time for the vote came, only four or five 

voted against it and we went ahead with the building project. That day, I learned a difficult 
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teaching about discernment. The loudest voices are not always the majority. Sometimes folks 

think things are just fine and they don’t say much because they’re doing well. Discerning God’s 

will in the noise can be difficult until you pause long enough to listen through the noise to the 

hearts of people. 

 

Several years ago, in the spring of 2003, Bishop Linda Lee laid her hands on my head at my 

ordination in the chapel at Adrian College as she prayed, “Almighty God, pour upon Elbert Paul 

Dulworth your Holy Spirit for the office and work of an elder in Christ’s holy Church.” Then, 

looking me in the eyes, she said, “Elbert, take authority as an elder in the Church to preach the 

Word of God, to administer the Holy Sacraments, and to order the life of the Church in the name 

of the Creator, and of the Redeemer, and of the Sustainer.” 

 

Back then, I’m not so sure that I knew what the most difficult lessons might be in ministry or in 

life, but little did I know how much more discernment would become a way of life for me as a 

faithful follower of Jesus. Little did I know that sometimes discernment would be some of the 

hardest points of life. 

 

You see, throughout my ministry, my call has always been to embody God’s love and presence 

wherever I found myself so that my life pointed beyond myself to God in Jesus Christ. 

Sometimes figuring out what that looks like can be difficult in our lives. 

 

I was telling our confirmands the other week that our calling as clergy is to seek to embody the 

life that all Christians are called to live. Like most human beings, sometimes we do that better 

than others, but it’s what I want to do more than anything else in my life because it’s what God 

has called me to do. But just how do I know? 

 

Just how do we begin to understand or follow what God hopes for our lives? I don’t know—

maybe it’s easier for some than others. I know people who are always talking about exactly what 

God wants them to do. How many of you, however, are like me and you spend your time 

wondering, “So what is it you’re trying to say to me, Lord? What should I do?” I think there are 

more of you like me in that because that makes up the majority of pastoral care sessions. “Pastor, 

what do you think God wants me to do in this situation?” 

 

Sometimes I just want to say, “I don’t always know what God wants me to do in a given 

situation, but I’ll explore it with you.” It’s those moments that we spend in discernment, listening 

for that still, small voice inside of us or that speaks in the voices of others. I don’t know about 

you, but most of the time, I’d prefer the loud, audible voice. Hey, I’d take a burning bush. A cell 

phone call during church works, too. Yet, it’s not often that God speaks in those voices to us, is 

it? At least not often enough for me. Discernment has to be one of the most difficult teachings in 

faith because it requires just that, a little faith or an inner sense of peace that doesn’t always 

come so boldly for us. 

 

Certainly this pandemic that we’ve found ourselves in over the past two years has caused us to 

have some of those conversations of faith in our homes and in our lives about what is most 

important to us, hasn’t it? With people transitioning in their jobs and even changing careers in 
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this time at an ever-increasing rate, it seems like many people have been doing the work of 

discernment in one way or another. 

 

As Jesus taught his disciples in our scripture lesson today, they, too, found it hard to discern what 

in the world he was trying to say to them. In fact, we don’t use this passage very often because it 

sounds cannibalistic. Okay, so we hear, “I’m the bread of heaven,” and we’re all right with that, 

but it’s the “if you don’t eat my flesh and drink my blood, you have no life in you” part that 

makes us unsure what our response should be. Right? 

 

For these Jewish disciples of Jesus, there were all sorts of rules about not eating the blood of an 

animal. Animals offered up to God had to have blood drained out of them. To this very day, 

kosher meat means that even the animal was slaughtered in such a way as to allow it to be bled.  

You see, for the Jewish worldview, blood was the life force within any living creature. To 

consume blood of an animal was to take in its very life. To consume the blood and flesh of a 

human was to take one’s life into you. How could Jesus be asking this of them? This teaching is 

too difficult to accept. The only life they should take in would be God’s. Oh, wait, but that’s 

exactly what Jesus is getting at here, isn’t he? 

 

To participate in the life of Christ, to follow Jesus, means to take the whole of his life into us in 

order that we might find the life that is truly life. “This teaching is difficult; who can accept it?” 

ask the disciples. Perhaps, it’s our question, too, when we come to those difficult discerning 

moments of our faith. How do we accept this, O Lord? How do we know whether you’re really 

in this moment with us or not? How do we know that we’re not just ingesting a life that is not 

life for us? How do we know when we’re partaking of the life that is truly life? How do we know 

when we’re really following what God wants in our lives? 

 

In my own life, this year has given me some time to get back to what has been truly important to 

me, sometimes as a result of the pandemic and even as a result of my own health scare this past 

summer. I’ve remembered that after Jesus, my family remains at the top of my list, then serving 

the local church. And in my call, I remembered that my mission has always been to make God’s 

love and presence as real as my home church did for me so many years ago when they took in a 

little boy who came to church all by himself. My calling has always been to help bring people 

together; to be a bridge between people so that they could see the God who is in our midst more 

clearly when we’re focused on loving one another and the world around us. 

 

As we finished our Christmas celebrations, I took some intentional time to discern what God 

might be speaking to me over the past year as I thought about how I was doing in keeping God, 

family, and serving in perspective. I realized with so many others that I’m better at some 

priorities than others. I also realized that sometimes the Church has mission-oriented needs and 

priorities beyond my own. My tendency is to just give it all for the church, but you know it’s not 

long before you realize things are amiss. 

 

I prayed about what it might be like to stay another year to see what it’s like as we exit a 

pandemic. We’ve done some amazing things together these past two years. But I also knew that 

timing is of the essence for the Bishop when considering appointments to Birmingham. So, I 

fearfully picked up the phone to call him in that time between Christmas and the start of the new 
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year. When he answered, I wasn’t so sure how to tell him, but I shared what I’ve enjoyed most 

and what I was discerning. And in that moment, I asked him for a change of appointment this 

year, knowing that it would be critical for Birmingham to have a new senior pastor earlier rather 

than later in the process. I also shared that news with the SPRC, who is required to hold it in 

confidence because we all find out around the same time whether the Bishop will honor that 

request. 

 

How does one reach a decision of discernment? How does one begin to understand any more 

than the disciples who gathered with Jesus that day as he shared with them what it meant for him 

to be the bread of heaven and for them to eat and drink of the cup? How do we do the hardest 

things in our faith when we don’t seem to understand? 

 

We don’t fully understand this sacrament of holy communion or the grace revealed therein. We 

simply come and participate; we take in bread and cup that we might discover the fullness of life 

in the one who gave his life to us. 

 

I still prefer phone calls and burning bushes to the hard work of discernment, but somehow I’ve 

discovered God more often than not in the small steps of faith that often feel like giant leaps in 

the moment. And I’ve also realized that sometimes when we step, it’s not about knowing that 

we’re stepping right into the path that God has for us, but rather stepping into the path, trusting 

that God is with us anyways. And isn’t that the truth we celebrate at this table? “This teaching is 

difficult; who can accept it?” Sometimes we just do it, even when we don’t get it…until we do, 

by the grace of God. 

 

American singer-songwriter Carrie Newcomer has a song entitled, “You Can Do This Hard 

Thing.” Her words have spoke so much to me in recent weeks. I hope the words of the last stanza 

also speak to you: 

Here we stand breathless 

And pressed in hard times. 

Hearts hung like laundry 

On backyard clothes lines. 

Impossible just takes 

A little more time. 

From the muddy ground 

Comes a green volunteer. 

In a place we thought 

Barren, new life appears. 

Morning will come whistling 

Some comforting tune, For you. 

You can do this hard thing. 

You can do this hard thing. 

It’s not easy I know, But 

I believe that it’s so. 

You can do this hard thing.  


