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 As I mentioned a couple of weeks ago, the book of Acts was probably written by the 

same author who wrote the gospel of Luke. It’s the next volume, the rest of the story. And it 

chronicles the movement of the gospel out of Jerusalem into wider Judea and finally into the 

Roman Empire. A lot of the story centers around Paul, but Peter is also an important figure. So, 

for a while it sort of jumps back and forth between the two.  

 

 This chapter begins with Paul’s conversion, then jumps to Peter’s adventures first in 

Lydda and then in Joppa. We’re not sure why Peter goes to Lydda, it’s just on his way, but while 

he’s there he heals a man named Aeneus who has been paralyzed and bedridden for eight years. 

Lydda’s not a huge town, apparently, so word of this spreads pretty quickly and before we know 

it everyone in town is converted. 

 

 Most of the people who are healed in the gospels and in Acts are non-descript. We don’t 

learn anything much about them except that they’re afflicted in some way. That’s why Tabitha’s 

story is so unique. It doesn’t start with her affliction but with her role among the disciples of 

Joppa. This is someone who is central to the life of that community. She’s described as a disciple 

devoted to good works and acts of charity. But we’re left with the impression there may be more 

to it even than that. Could she have been a founder of that community? Maybe she was financing 

it from her own resources.  

 

 However broad her role was, when she died so suddenly, they were left in shock. We 

aren’t told why they went for Peter. Some scholars seem to think they expected him to bring her 

back, but there’s no reason why they would. Nothing Peter has done up to that point would 

indicate he was capable of that. I suspect they went because she meant so much to them. They 

wanted him to come and learn about her, to join them in grieving for her.  

 

 Healing stories in the gospels and in Acts serve several purposes. They’re layered and 

never intended to be taken only at face value. This story, at one level, underscores Peter’s 

growing authority; he now has the power even to restore the dead to the living. That’s important 

when it comes to establishing some kind of hierarchy within the church. But there seems to be 

more going on, even than that.  

 

 Peter doesn’t just swoop in and bring her back. Instead he learns about her from the other 

women whose lives she’s touched. Widows in the first century world were among the most 

vulnerable people in society. It may seem a little odd that they would need clothing, but there’s 

no reason to assume every woman knew how to make all her own clothes. Someone who was 

highly skilled at that was valued, but someone who did it for charity was indispensable.  

 

A person like that in our lives leaves a deep impression. They become a role model and a 

source of hope. Tabitha’s life affected every person in the community. And if someone like her 



could be taken so suddenly, what hope was there for the rest of them? Hope was draining away 

with Tabitha’s death. How could that be restored? 

 

I think that’s the central challenge for every Christian community. Where do we go to 

find hope when our circumstances leave us empty? Recently I’ve found myself struggling with 

that. Since October of last year we’ve been hit over and over by attacks on houses of worship. 

Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh, mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand, churches on 

Easter Sunday in Sri Lanka, and at the end of Passover, just a couple of weeks ago another attack 

on a synagogue outside San Diego. People of faith the targets of violence for no reason other 

than their faith. It’s hard to sustain hope in the face of so many losses.  

 

The answer Peter brings when he’s confronted with hopelessness in Joppa is life. He 

restores Tabitha and with her hope rises among them. He shows them that death is not the end 

and it must not be allowed to define them. It’s an extreme measure to take, but in those 

circumstances, with people at such a loss, it was the only way to show them what the gospel 

really means.  

 

We don’t need such extreme measures. We’ve come to learn that hope can rise in many 

ways among us. Even in the face of tragic losses such as those we’ve experienced these last 

months, hope rises when we stand together and join our sisters and brothers in the Jewish and 

Muslim communities to insist that violence will not divide us and death will not define us. Hope 

rises when we walk together this Thursday to the Al-Noor Mosque and join the community there 

in breaking the fast and joining in a shared commitment to unity. 

 

Hope rises when we gather our resources to provide all these common items needed by 

folks living in poverty in rural communities around us. This mountain of goods is a sign of hope, 

a way to bring life from death. Hope rises through the literal sewing of clothing that happens at 

Dress-a-Girl every month. Dresses and trousers are distributed to kids in need in refugee camps 

or impoverished communities in some of the poorest countries in the world, letting them know 

they aren’t forgotten; their lives matter and they’re more than their circumstances. Hope rises 

whenever we prepare and serve meals for folks at Friends of Night People; men, women and 

children in neighborhoods we visit every day.  

 

The point is hope rises through us. We are the world’s hope. That’s what Jesus is trying 

to teach his followers over and over. It’s what we do in this world that conveys, or obscures, the 

presence of God. Tabitha understood that, so she devoted her life to it. Peter finally got it, so he 

does everything he can to keep hope alive. And hope can rise through us. Our actions in the 

world make the difference. It’s what Judaism calls “tikkun olam:” repairing the world. By raising 

Tabitha, Peter repairs what’s broken among the Christians in Joppa. And Tabitha can then go on 

to devote herself again to repairing their world. And in the face of violence and poverty, fear and 

despair, we are called to repair what’s broken, to let hope rise with us. 

 

Amen 

  


