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The Power of an Easter Faith

Acts 9:36-43
          While I was in seminary, I had an opportunity to work as a volunteer at a free clinic for the poor and marginalized in Putnam County, Tennessee.  It seemed as though a group of doctors at the hospital in Cookeville, had gotten the permission of the hospital to open a free clinic to provide care for some of the people of the community, who did not have insurance.  They had proposed the idea of helping the poor through this free clinic in an attempt to keep non-emergent health care needs out of the emergency room and to lessen the burden on taxpayers.  They were able to get donations from pharmaceutical companies and they found doctors who volunteered their time on Saturday mornings.  It was a wonderful way of helping individuals and families with no health care and very limited financial resources.
          When we lived in Memphis, I taught school with a woman whose family made the decision, a few years back, to move into a poor neighborhood in Memphis as a part of their ministry among the poor in Midtown.  Several families made the decision to move into a declining neighborhood to try to help revitalize the community.  They established some businesses and have tried to revitalize churches in the community.  They bought homes and even started a neighborhood garden, so that they could share fresh fruits and vegetables with their new neighbors.  These families decided that the best way to live out God’s command to minister to the least of our society was to live among the poor and try to help one another to make a better life.
          You may not remember much about Tabitha, the Aramaic form of the Greek name Dorcas, but she was a faithful and devoted disciple of Jesus Christ.  As a matter of fact, she is the only woman in the New Testament who is described using the female form of the noun for disciple.  That is pretty amazing, given the time in which she lived.  What is more amazing is the way that she ministered to the marginalized, disenfranchised widows of Joppa.  Tabitha saw that there was a need to provide for the widows of her community, so she made their clothing and helped to provide for their earthly needs.  As a matter of fact, she was so diligent in caring for the widows of Joppa, that when she died, those widows were especially grieved, because they were literally afraid that no one else in their community would show the same kind of care and concern for them that Tabitha had shown.  
          I imagine that it must have been something like the poor and leprous people of Calcutta, India must have felt when they heard that Mother Teresa had died.  She had been their champion for many years.  She reached out to them in love, when no one else was willing to help them.  She had devoted her life to caring for the forgotten ones of Calcutta.  How could they help but grieve the loss of their friend, but more importantly who might be willing to carry on her work after she was gone?
          After Tabitha was dead and her body was prepared and laid in an upstairs room, the disciples of Joppa, sent two men to Lydda to bring Peter without delay.  Now, Luke does not tell us what those disciples hoped to accomplish by sending for Peter.  It may have been that they needed encouragement from one they saw as being a little closer to God, or perhaps they thought he could help them to figure out who might take Tabitha’s place in the valuable ministry which she performed.  Who knows, because they knew the stories of Jesus raising folks from the dead, and because they believed in the power of Christ’s own resurrection, perhaps they secretly hoped for a miracle of their own.  We will never know what they were thinking, but Luke does tell us that Peter went with them to Joppa.  When he got there, they took him to the upper room where Tabitha’s body was lying in state.  The widows of Joppa were there weeping and as he stood there, they showed him the beautiful clothing which Tabitha had made for them and they told him about her ministry to them.
          Having heard the stories of her vital ministry, Peter asked the widows to leave the room.  He knelt beside Tabitha’s body and prayed, then he looked at the body and said, “Tabitha, get up.”  She did and he helped her up, then he called in the widows and saints and they saw her alive again.  Luke says that this became known throughout Joppa and many believed in the Lord as a result of Tabitha’s story.
          I don’t think I have to tell you that as a congregation this church has been through a grieving process, because many people who were an active part of this congregation have moved on to other places of service.  Some of them left because they moved with jobs.  Some of them left because they felt a sense of calling to another area of service.  We may never know why some of our church family left, but the reasons for leaving do not change the fact that they have all been losses.  We have grieved because losing a part of our church family is very much like a death in the family.  It has been a painfully, difficult thing.   As a matter of fact, after the initial shock of several families leaving, we have had the continued pain of other departures that have been more gradual.  It is still painful.  Many of those who are no longer with us filled important roles of service in our community of faith.  We can either be like those widows of Joppa and stand around weeping about our loss, wondering who will ever be able to fill the shoes of those who have gone, or we can put our faith in the God of Easter resurrections.  We serve a God who has always been in the business of bringing life from death.  We serve a God who does some of his best work when things look the most bleak and dismal.  The disciples in Joppa knew that Peter could help them to find a way to carry on even after the loss of their beloved Tabitha.  
          I am here to tell you that I believe that St. Timothy Cumberland Presbyterian Church has a lot of life left in her.  I believe that God can resurrect this church from the heartache and pain that we have endured in recent years, to continue to be a thriving and faithful witness in this Mid-Cities area of North Texas.  I firmly believe that we are budding with new life, but in order to bloom fully, we must plant our faith firmly in the Easter story.  We must place our trust in Christ alone.  We must commit ourselves to discipleship in Christ Jesus our Risen Savior.  
          I realize that some of you who are here today may not have a clue what I am talking about.  You were not here as members of this church, some of whom had been members for many years, decided that it was time for them to find another place to serve God.  The truth of the matter is that there were likely a lot of people in Joppa who had never heard of Tabitha and knew nothing about her ministry in that community.  Just as there are people in the Mid-Cities who have never heard of St. Timothy Cumberland Presbyterian Church or who have never heard of Cumberland Presbyterians.  Knowing our nearly 40 years of ministry in this community is not the point.  What we want is for people to come here and feel the presence of God in this place!  What we need is to shine with the light of God’s love all around this area.  What we need is to be instruments of God’s grace and reconciliation.  If we can do those things, then this place will be like Joppa!  Luke says that those who heard what happened in the faith community in Joppa came to know and to understand the power of the Easter story.  
          My challenge for each of us today is to be in prayer for God’s direction as we move forward into the future that God has for us as a community of faith.  Pray that God will show each of us how God wants to use us to accomplish his purposes here.  Pray that we can be a community where the power of the resurrection story will be so great that others will be drawn to Christ through our witness in this community.
          And to our God who makes resurrection a reality, be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.
