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21st April 2013 

Acts 9.36-43
Celebrating Life
Walking along Hill Avenue on my way to church last Monday morning I passed two men talking on the street corner and caught just a snippet of their conversation – as you do!  In true British form they were discussing the weather and one said to the other ‘I think everyone has just been waiting for it.’  After the coldest April day on record he was referring, I think, to the returning warmth – Monday being the warmest day since last September.

And the longer days alongside the returning warmth brings spring and nature’s miracle, which seems to come fresh to us every year, of new life and fresh beginnings.

In the northern hemisphere we are fortunate, I think, that all of this coincides with the season of Easter – the season of life.

And the lectionary today takes us to another story all about life - Tabitha’s resurrection.

Tabitha is a significant New Testament character because she is actually named as a disciple of Christ. Like many societies before and since the Greco-Roman world often failed to record the contribution of women in their community.  But not here in Acts 9 – Tabitha is named and it reads rather beautifully: In Joppa there was a disciple named Tabitha (in Greek, Dorcas, meaning Gazelle) 

Sometimes you just have to say a person’s name and those around you smile.  I know it can work the other way too!

I just get the impression that in the Joppa church Tabitha was much loved – sort of person who gets 100% at an Elder’s election!

Indeed this is what Acts 9 says of her – that she filled her days with acts of kindness and charity.  What a wonderful tribute to her that she filled her days with kindness. What a great way to live life.

In one of the churches I’ve served there was a long standing meeting – rather like our Hands Together Life and Faith Group – called the Dorcas Society.  And these ladies made things for overseas aid agencies.  It was a society of practical, down to earth kindness – The Dorcas Society.


Maybe a male New Testament equivalent to Tabitha, or Dorcas. would have been Barnabas, sometimes referred to as the son of encouragement.

Every church needs Tabithas and Barnabases.  That ministry of encouragement is one of the most important in our life together.

Once read a throw away sentence in a former Cabinet Minister’s obituary and it said something like: he constantly left little notes expressing his gratitude on the desks of his staff.  This politician had been responsible for affairs of State – I think for a time he was Northern Ireland Secretary, yet it was all underpinned with an appreciation of the team around him.

Today we have been commissioning Elders – perhaps I could say this to them – be a Tabitha, be a Barnabas – a person of kindness and encouragement.

Well Tabitha, Dorcas dies.  Everyone seems devastated – indeed rather than anoint her body for burial, as if putting off the end, the widows of the village simply wash it and lay it out in an upper room.

So far in Acts 9 Paul has taken centre stage but now the focus is changed to Peter.  He’s just ten miles away from Joppa so they send for him.  

Upon his arrival something heart-warming happens.  He’s taken to see Tabitha and the widows who she has so generously helped bring out the clothes she has made for them and they show them to Peter – a wonderful human touch in this narrative.

In this atmosphere of love and grief Peter prays and, Luke records, Tabitha’s breathing returns.  

We’ve met these stories before in the bible.  Similar moments came in the ministry of Elijah and Elisha and of course with Jesus – the most similar being that of Jairus’ daughter.

These resurrections seem to me, to be special rather than routine.  Something out of the ordinary breaks in and touches our rational and well-ordered understanding of life.  
In this broad brush stroke the message being proclaimed by Luke in Acts is that Peter is continuing the life-giving mission of Jesus.  So everything about today’s narrative points to Jesus rather than Peter – Tabitha is a disciple of Christ’s and Peter prays to Christ.

As the New Testament progresses and the church matures the emphasis begins to change and a new reality soon hits the believers.  They are persecuted and many will die because of their allegiance to Jesus Christ.  In his letters Paul encourages them to stand firm with the assurance that the crucified, suffering God stands alongside them and shares their struggles no matter what.  Against this reality St John in today’s reading from Revelation has a vision of martyrs singing God’s praise in heaven.

So, very occasionally,  - as in Acts 9 - the bible speaks of a resurrection as it were in real time, here and now.  

More often, maybe, we are used to thinking of resurrection in that technical sense of being a future reality – a promised hope.

Yet, the paradox is this: something of the resurrection is for today – for our experience here and now.  The life of God is at the centre of what we believe about resurrection yet it’s that same life that touches our world every single day – its rhythm and flow makes everything possible.  

For Easter Morning disciples the resurrection is a longed for hope and a lived out reality at one and the same time.

So, in our 21st century world what does today’s story from the 1st century say to us?

Well one of Christ’s most memorable self-descriptions goes: I am The Way, The Truth and The Life.

On another occasion he says to his listeners: I have come to bring you life in all its fullness – abundant life.

The Christian message simply pulsates with life.

We want to become increasingly aware of the value of our Inner Life. For the spiritual longings of our hearts makes us the people we are.  Prayer and stillness, even silence, helps many people become aware of the whisper of God’s call and daily companionship. 

And these deep convictions and stirrings from within give us the energy and vision for our Outer Life. How does that Iona hymn describe the ministry of Jesus? It talks of the one who gave the crowd food as well as preaching.  Life in all its fullness is a phrase which, for Christ’s followers, must surely be grounded in the reality of the present.  The green leaflet the Partnership in Mission Group has produced for us this month talks about just that.  It addresses myths about poverty in the UK and alerts us to opportunities to support Christian Aid, particularly throughout May.



A few weeks ago I spent a morning at The Chiltern Child Contact Centre and saw firsthand how providing a safe and welcoming space for estranged parents to meet up with their children brings a new sense of life and hope into desperately sad situations.  

Celebrating an inner life, an outer life – and, of course, from this morning’s narrative, the Future Life.

In St Paul’s last week, speaking at Lady Thatcher’s service, the Bishop of London said Christian funerals are essentially about hope. Hope in Jesus Christ and his resurrection.  Hope that he travels with us to the next part of our journey.  Hope that death is not the end.  

We lament whenever we experience a denial of life.  Whether that’s watching TV reports about Syrian refugees, the Boston bombings or personal sadness closer to home.

And we rejoice at every fresh or faithful expression of life.  The spring buds on our garden trees, a blossoming relationship, the steadfastness of old friends encouraging us through tough times, the work of Christian Aid bringing life before death. 

The Revd Dick Shepherd was, as many of you know, Vicar of St Martin in the Fields. He broadcast the very first church service on the BBC.  He was a man who knew personal fragility but during his time at St Martin’s he helped the church to reach out and offer hope to those in need in central London. He wanted faith to enhance life.  When he died in 1937 the BBC announcer said it was if the news of his passing made the temperature drop in Trafalgar Square. What a wonderful epitaph.

In this season of resurrection may we – you and I, disciples of the risen Christ – may we be warm-hearted people with a faith that celebrates and values life.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
