
A Sermon by Robert W. Prim

4th Sunday of Easter; April 21st, 2013

Acts 9:36-43

“Noted for Grace and Gentleness”

~~~~~~~~

*For the past two Sundays we have focused our attention on a 

major theme of the Christian story – redemption.  We have 

reminded ourselves that Jesus came in his life, death, and 

resurrection with a word of peace and forgiveness.  To Thomas 

and Peter and the early disciples who had failed Jesus in his 

darkest hours, Jesus came among them and spoke of peace, 

forgiveness and grace.  

*Today we turn to another important theme in the Christian 

story – service.  This reading from Acts is told, one could 

presume, to buttress the leadership and ministry of Peter.  Peter 

performed a mighty work in the name of Jesus, which is an 

amazing thing given the depths to which Peter had descended. 

But this sermon will not focus on Peter.  This sermon will focus 

on another disciple.

Listen for the Word of God in Acts 9: 36-43.

Now in Joppa there was a disciple whose name was Tabitha,  

which in Greek is Dorcas.  She was devoted to good works and 

acts of charity.  At that time she became ill and died.  When they  

had washed her, they laid her in a room upstairs.  Since Lydda 

was near Joppa, the disciples, who heard that Peter was there,  

sent two men to him with the request, “Please come to us  

without delay.”  So Peter got up and went with them; and when 
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he arrived, they took him to the room upstairs.  All the widows 

stood beside him, weeping and showing tunics and other 

clothing that Dorcas had made while she was with them.  Peter  

put all of them outside, and then he knelt down and prayed.  He 

turned to the body and said, “Tabitha, get up.”  Then she 

opened her eyes, and seeing Peter, she sat up.  He gave her his  

hand and helped her up.  Then calling the saints and widows, he 

showed her to be alive.  This became known throughout Joppa,  

and many believed in the Lord.  Meanwhile he stayed in Joppa 

for some time with a certain Simon, a tanner. 

The Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.  

~~~~~~~~

For the crossword and Scrabble players among us –  and this is a 

huge score in Scrabble –  this seven letter word is the common 

name for any of 16 species of small antelope, ranging from rich 

brown to gray to white in color, with a streak of white or red on 

the side of the face.  Horns are generally present in both the 

male and female, and curved forward, and usually ringed from 

base to tip...so, do you have it?  

I’ll give you one more clue, a harder one –  this seven letter 

word is also the meaning of the name of the only woman in the 

Bible who is referred to as a “disciple” of Jesus.  Got it?  

The seven letter word is gazelle.  The name Tabitha, which is 

Dorcas in Greek, means gazelle.  In fact, one of the most 

common gazelles in northern Africa is the Dorcas Gazelle.  I 

suppose the Dorcas Gazelle is the gazelle of gazelles.  But in my 

reading for this sermon, a line about gazelles ties into our 
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Scripture for this morning –  the encyclopedia article I used for 

this sermon said – The gazelle is noted for its grace and 

gentleness (Encarta).

~~~~~~~~

The Gazelle, Tabitha, who lived in Joppa, was also noted for her 

grace and gentleness.  The Scripture tells us that Gazelle was 

devoted to good works and acts of charity. And when she died 

there was great mourning and upheaval in the life of the church 

there in Joppa.  The death of the Gazelle was so traumatic to that 

early Christian community that the disciples sent for the most 

known leader of the church, Peter, to come and help handle the 

situation.  Peter came, and when he arrived the many widows 

who had come to mourn Gazelle’s death showed Peter the tunics 

and other clothing that she had made for them.  This death was a 

real blow to the community of faith at Joppa.  To lose this 

woman who made people feel loved, cared for, empowered was 

hard for this early Christian community to bear.  Peter, showing 

signs of insightful leadership, came to offer his faithful help.

We do not know much about Tabitha, the Gazelle.  We do not 

know the details of how she built her faith community of 

widows, but we do know that she was devoted to good works 

and charity among a people –  widows –  for whom society 

cared little.  To be a widow unconnected to any man –  husband, 

son, brother, father –  was to be without much in the way of 

resources.  As Elisabeth Schuessler Fiorenza has noted, “in the 

first century –  as today –  the majority of the poor and starving 

were women, especially those women who had no male agencies 

that might have enabled them to share in the wealth of the 
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patriarchal system” (as quoted in Willimon, Acts, page 85).

Tabitha reached into that powerless humanity with a helping 

hand and brought forth a dynamic community of Christian 

disciples that had the attention of the whole church.  How did 

she do it?  How did the Gazelle build her community of grace 

and gentleness among the powerless and forgotten, among the 

widows?

As those widows were showing Peter the tunics that Tabitha had 

made for them, I bet they were remembering how she knew 

them by name and knew their needs.  That was probably how 

the Gazelle started this powerful community –  by learning the 

names and needs of the people society had left behind.  Tabitha 

empowered people by caring about them, by offering them the 

warmth of a blanket or tunic.  Maybe those tunics became 

symbols of the warmth and embrace of a loving God that no one 

can snatch out of God’s loving hands (John10:29).  Tabitha 

built an important witness to God’s love for all people by 

knowing and loving the widows.

~~~~~~~~

Years ago Mother Teresa wrote a little book called A Gift for  

God: Prayers and Meditations, and in that book she has this 

entry – 

   The sisters are doing the small things in New York – 

helping the children, visiting the lonely, the sick, the 

unwanted.  We know now that being unwanted is the  

greatest disease of all.  That is the poverty we find around 

us here.  In one of the houses where the Sisters visit, a  
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woman living alone was dead many days before she was 

found, and she was found because her body had begun to 

decompose.  The people around her did not know her 

name.  When someone told me that the Sisters had not  

started any big work, that they were doing small things 

quietly, I said that even if they helped only one person, that  

was all right; Jesus would have died for one person, for  

one sinner (pages 61-62).

To build a powerful faith community like the one Gazelle built, 

we must be in tune with each other’s names and needs, and we 

must be in tune with the names and needs of those without voice 

and power in our community, our society, our world.  We must 

embody and proclaim the love of Jesus for every person.

~~~~~~~~

Tabitha was a powerful leader of her community of faith 

because she did not let society set the agenda for her outreach. 

Tabitha let Jesus set the agenda, and the agenda was to love 

those who needed love.  It was not important if the people about 

whom she cared were movers and shakers –  what mattered was 

that they were human beings in need.  Tabitha, the Gazelle, built 

a subculture of grace and gentleness based on the love of God 

embodied in Jesus who saw everyone as a part of God’s family. 

In the church of Jesus Christ, grace and gentleness, kindness and 

compassion are strengths, not weaknesses.  

~~~~~~~~

We don’t know for sure but in all likelihood Tabitha was a 

widow herself.  She knew the pain and suffering experienced by 

that group of people.  She knew what it meant to be powerless in 
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society, but she also knew what it meant to be loved by God and 

Jesus; so, she set about doing the work of sharing that sense of 

being loved and belonging.  In doing so, she strengthened the 

community of faith in Joppa and she became an instrument of 

God’s peace.  Tabitha became a steward of human broken-ness 

by sharing her broken self and the love of God with others.

~~~~~~~~

In 1987, Jack Richmond was driving a forklift at work when the 

vehicle overturned onto him, crushing his leg below the knee. 

His daughter, Reagan, was just 2 months old at the time.

"Initially when they told me I would lose my leg, I was in denial 

and disbelief and kind of like, 'What, why? Can't you fix it?' " 

Jack tells Reagan in a visit to StoryCorps in Knoxville, Tenn. 

"But it just couldn't be saved."

"And you had a brand new daughter — me," says Reagan, now 

25. "What were you thinking?"

"I thought about you a lot," Jack says. "Sometimes I worried 

about how you would feel growing up with a father who had an 

artificial leg."

"I always thought it was pretty cool," she says. "I didn't really 

know any different."

Having a young family motivated him to "get up and get going," 

says Jack, now 57. Two months after the accident, he went back 

to the hospital. "I said, well, you know, 'I want to talk to other 

amputees and tell them it'll be OK.' And they said, 'Well ... that's 

a nice idea and we appreciate it but, you know, you're really not 
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trained as a counselor or anything like that and we can't just let 

you come in and just talk to patients,' " Jack recalls.

But as he was leaving the hospital, the chaplain, who 

remembered Jack, approached him to ask why he was visiting. 

When Jack told him his idea, the chaplain asked him to come 

back on Saturday.

"And I said, 'OK,' not knowing really what was gonna happen," 

Jack says. "He trained me as a volunteer chaplain and he gave 

me a badge and said, 'Now you can go talk to everyone in the 

hospital.' "

Jack remembers a young patient who, like Jack, had lost his leg 

below the knee. "I came in and just started talking to him and 

said, 'You're gonna get through this. You're gonna survive.' And 

he just started turning red in the face. He says, 'Look, I'm tired 

of you people coming in here and telling me that I'm gonna be 

OK.' "

That's when Jack realized he was wearing long pants. The young 

man had no idea he was an amputee. "So I put my leg over on 

the side of his bed, pulled my pants leg up and I said, 'About two 

years ago, I was in a room across the hall.'

"He didn't say anything else, but the tears just started rolling 

down his face. And he thanked me and I left."

Jack became a marathon runner after losing his leg. He ran the 

Boston Marathon in 2001. Now, he works for a company that 

designs and tests prosthetic limbs.

"My whole life growing up, I saw you always helping other 
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people," Reagan says. "I know that you're not very boastful 

about it, but I guess it's really taught me a lot. So, thank you."

"You know, you are truly blessed when God gives you the 

opportunity to help someone else," Jack says. "That's our 

purpose in life." (NPR, April 19, 2013, Morning Edition)

~~~~~~~~

When Peter arrived at the house where Tabitha had died he knelt 

down and prayed.  He turned to the body and said, “Tabitha, get 

up.”  Then she opened her eyes, and seeing Peter, she sat up.  He 

gave her his hand and helped her up.

God through Jesus is about the work 

of raising up communities of grace and gentleness.  

We have been offered God’s hand 

and we have been invited to “Get Up!”  

May we rise up like new born gazelles 

to answer the Shepherd’s call.  

Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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