May 12, 2019

Acts 9:36-43

Handcrafted Christians
God wants us to offer simple good works of great value.

AT A GLANCE: 
A couple of generations ago, handmade items were common. With a Singer sewing machine, Mom could make just about anything. Today, however, handcrafted items, being so rare, are highly valued and prized possessions. These items are metaphors for acts of charity and kindness which the biblical character Dorcas demonstrates so well. 

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Coram Deo,” November 3, 2002. 

For an alternative idea pertaining to John 10:22-30, see “What the Sheep Saw.” 

One way to get this sermon off the ground is to adopt the pose of a storyteller: 
Good morning, boys and girls. 
A long time ago, let’s say 60 to 75 years ago and before that, most people — average folks — tried to avoid buying manufactured things at stores because they were so gosh-darn expensive. Instead, most everything was made at home.
Mom made the family’s clothes on a Singer sewing machine. Clothes were washed with a tub and a scrub board. If the clothes developed a tear, Mom sewed things back together.
And she even darned socks. To “darn” something means to stitch it back together again. If your socks got a hole in them, she didn’t throw them away; she darned them! Or, if they were too holey, she made a hook rug out of them and a pile of other useless socks.
So your family didn’t buy store-bought clothes. They were handmade.
Mom didn’t buy bread; she baked bread.
Mom didn’t buy bedspreads and blankets; she made quilts.
And Dad didn’t buy furniture; he made the kitchen table, sideboards and cupboards.
And if your family needed things that the family couldn’t provide, you didn’t go to the store; you went to your neighbors. Maybe you needed eggs; you went to the neighbor with laying hens. Maybe you needed plates and cups; you went to your potter.
Yes, sometimes you had to go to the store to buy things. But as much as possible, you made things yourself.

That was a long time ago. But about 1950 to 1960, a huge transition took place during which America started buying. So affluent did the Builder generation become that their children, the Baby Boomers, dropped out, tuned in and got high — rejecting materialism and the establishment it represented. 
Today, to make a long story short, a corporate policy of planned obsolescence has renewed interest in, and a demand for, handcrafted items.
In many cities around the world, one can find stores devoted to the sale of handmade items. There is a huge market for handcrafted items, especially if they’re creative and of high quality. 
These items may be expensive, but many people are willing to pay. 
Today, people will pay for mother-of-pearl earrings from Costa Rica, a man-purse made out of yak hair from Tibet, a teakwood jewelry box from Thailand, a didgeridoo made by an indigenous Australian, a quilt Grandma made, a hand-painted ceramic platter from Cappadocia, a leather purse from Florence or handmade Italian shoes.  
Perhaps you will buy pottery from a local potter, or commission a cabinetmaker to build new kitchen cabinets for you. 
People love this stuff.

And people loved this stuff 2,000 years ago. They loved Dorcas’ stuff.
Dorcas made handcrafted items. Of course, this was not so rare then. Yet, among the artisans of her day, she stood out. Her work was of great quality, and she worked on behalf of the poor. 
When death took her, the entire community realized that it had lost a valuable resource.          
What can we learn from this incident recorded for us in the book of Acts? Why is it included in the sacred canon of Scripture?

Some observations that may help answer these questions.
First, you got to love the response of the people she served. When Dorcas died, the community threw a fit. “All the widows stood … weeping and showing tunics and other clothing that Dorcas had made while she was with them” (v. 39). They had a hard time accepting that she was gone. So strong was this sentiment that when some disciples heard that Peter was nearby, they sent a message to him saying, “Please come to us without delay” (v. 38). 
When someone dies, you understand that — as much as you may mourn the loss — the deceased is not going to return. But this community dispatched messengers to the apostle Peter — who arrived, and — well, you know the rest of the story.
The response of the community to Dorcas’ death gives us pause. When we die, there will surely be a circle of friends and family who will miss us and mourn our absence. This is only natural, and may be primarily related to familial and relational bonds.
But will there be a wider circle in the community adversely affected by our absence because of the impact our lives and our ministry had on the community?
Perhaps this is too high of an expectation to have for everyone. Yet this story tightens the lens on the importance of living for the benefit of others and not for ourselves. The loss of Dorcas was devastating for those who had come to depend on her charity.

Second, the Bible says she was “devoted to good works and acts of charity” (v. 36). The actual expression is πλήρης ἔργων ἀγαθῶν, or “full of good works.” The Greek word pleres is often used to describe individuals as “full of the Holy Spirit.” In Matthew’s account of the feeding of the 5,000, the disciples collected “twelve baskets full” (14:20) after the crowd dispersed. Same word: pleres.
The word is translated in various places as abounding (1), filled (1), full (12) and mature (1). Someone who is pleres is “full, abounding in, complete or completely occupied with.” So, the NRSV’s “devoted” is not a bad translation, but it doesn’t supply the extraordinary sense in which good works and acts of charity were absolutely Dorcas’ life. She did not dabble in good works. They were not a hobby of hers. They were not a compartment in an otherwise busy life.
Good works were her life. She had no room for anything else because it was overflowing with her “good works and acts of charity.” It was her totality. Good works were what Dorcas was all about.
We cannot, then, resist the temptation to use her life as a template or gold standard by which to measure our own. Are we all called to be Dorcases? 
Perhaps not. But we are called to be Dorcas-like. After all, the apostle Paul says to the Ephesian church, “For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life” (2:10, emphasis added).
The Bible is rather clear: Our way of life is to be good works. 
And Dorcas is the exemple par excellence.

A third little point: In this story, we never hear anything from Dorcas herself. Luke tells her story for her. She is full of good works. She dies — perhaps suddenly. Peter restores her to life. She sits up, Peter “shows her to be alive” (v. 41) and she resumes her work.
For Dorcas, good works were not about her. She wasn’t interested in establishing a nonprofit foundation — although there’s nothing wrong with that. She didn’t train volunteers or have apprentices. Nothing wrong with that either.
She’s just a simple woman who knows what she’s good at. She desires no more. She does her thing: good works and acts of charity.
And, by the way, she’s the first woman in the New Testament to be called a disciple (v. 36), and this disciple was a person whose vocation was to make handcrafted items for the widows and the needy.
Fourth, Luke shares this anecdote perhaps to point out how the mandate of Acts 1:8 was already being fulfilled. The gospel clearly had extended from Jerusalem, not only into Samaria (see 8:25), but now to the coastal regions. The Pentecostal fire was spreading and would soon be out of control!
Fifth, take a look at Peter for just a moment. The message he receives is: “Please come without delay.” This is Peter’s first pastoral call. 
Yes, he and John had an encounter with a crippled beggar, according to Acts 3. But bringing someone back to life? This is his first 911 call!
Honestly, it’s no doubt true that many people fear being asked to “come without delay!” What would we say to the person in the hospital, to the family in the throes of grief or to the inmate in the prison who asked us to “come without delay”?
These are good questions, but the work to which God calls us is not always so dramatic. It’s more likely to involve simply being a person who does good in every action and gesture of his or her life. It’s more likely to be simple thoughtfulness — something that comes as naturally as second nature or instinct — the instinct born of the Holy Spirit.
Yes, the grief counseling, the hospital calls and the prison visits are important and vital. But fundamentally, we’re called to be “full of” —  overflowing with good works. We need not fear a call to “come without delay,” because when that call comes, we are simply being asked to come and be who we are!
Finally, Dorcas herself, like us, was a piece of work! We are God’s handiwork. We are handcrafted by God so that we might fulfill our vocation: good works.
Will our good works consist of sewing and knitting? Maybe, but probably not.
But we’re called to good works.
What, then, are the good works that God would like us to be doing?
Something to think about as we move into a new week.
Dan L. Flanagan, James E. Graeser Jr., Timothy Merrill, Richard Osborne, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· We are the handiwork of God, or God’s work of art.
· Dorcas as an example of how different parts of the body of Christ work harmoniously for the benefit of the whole
· The place good works have in the life of the Christian
· Can you be a Christian without good works?

Participation Pointer:
Designate this Sunday as a Sunday for people who sew. Invite people to bring handmade things that were knitted, crocheted, stitched, embroidered, etc. Call it Sewing Sunday or  Sewing and Reaping Sunday. Or Dorcas Day. Whatever. Then have a sale and donate the proceeds to a local children’s charity or homeless shelter so that the skill of the sewers might benefit the needy, even as in “Dorcas’ Day.”

[No sources. DELETE THIS BRACKETED NOTE. For data entry purposes only]

Animating Illustrations

[Dorcas] stands … for all those unsung heroines who have got on with what they can do best and have done it to the glory of God. Had it not been for Peter, she might never have made it into the pages of the New Testament, and we have to assume that there were dozens in the early years, and thousands in later years, who, like her, lived their lives in faith and hope, bearing the sorrows of life no doubt as well as celebrating its joys, and finding in the small acts of service to others a fulfilment of the gospel within their own sphere, using traditional skills to the glory of God. Luke is right to draw our eyes down to the small-scale and immediate, in case we should ever forget that these are the people who form the heart of the church, while the apostles and evangelists go about making important decisions, getting locked up, stoned or shipwrecked, preaching great sermons, writing great letters, and generally being great and good all over the place. I am privileged to know plenty of Dorcases. The day before I wrote this I met one whose speciality is chocolate truffles. When I meet such people I greet them as what they are, the beating heart of the people of God.
—N.T. Wright, Acts for Everyone, Part 1: Chapters 1-12 (SPCK, 2008), 154-55.

##

Good knitting requires the yarn to be held with just the right amount of tension. Too tight and the pattern is drawn together, uneven and difficult to work. Too loose and the form is lost, unwieldy and distorted. I’ve found that when I get too uptight or become too relaxed, both my knitting and my spirit can be pulled off kilter. Knitting has helped me develop greater patience, concentration and self-discipline — all characteristics of a healthy spiritual life.
Like life, knitting requires risk. The working stitches must be kept close to the edge of the needle. It’s easy to drop stitches, so I have learned to be vigilant and attentive to whatever I am working on.
While it’s nice to have a completed piece, for me the greatest pleasure comes in the knitting itself and the connection it gives me to the God who delights in creative activity. In fact, Psalm 139:13-14 tells us that God knits: “You knit me in the darkness of my mother’s womb; I am fearfully, wonderfully made.”
We may scientifically refer to the yarn as DNA, but when God knits over a nine-month period, the outcome is unique, to be treasured. God works with respect, intention and attention, ever patient and exacting. In a sense, the knitting continues even after birth as the Spirit refines the design, guiding us along the pathways of our lives. When we make mistakes, God helps us unravel, start over and move on.
—Marianne Antczak, “The spirituality of knitting,” U.S. Catholic, January 2015, 47-48. uscatholic.org. Retrieved November 21, 2018.

##

It’s cold out. It’s winter. My children are both napping. I do what I always do to reconnect with myself and God: I sew. I’m sewing. I love sewing. I live to sew.
Instead of deep cleaning the kitchen or bathrooms, calling my sisters on the phone or sitting online pinning things to my fantasy life (i.e., clean and organized) on Pinterest, I’m sitting in an old office chair, huddled over yards of fabric and muttering to myself while ripping out a seam gone awry.
When I sit down at my sewing machine, frowning slightly at my troublesome project at hand, or flicking through my fabrics for the right one, I’m sitting down inside myself. I’m opening my hands and waiting for God.
And he comes for a visit, as he always is poised to do, just awaiting our invitation. And the repetition of the needle up down up down mimics the steady beating of my lub-dub heart as it simply sits in him.
—Nell, writing on the Mothering Spirit blog, 2013 motheringspirit.com. Retrieved November 21, 2018.

##

If you lose yourself in your work, you find who you are. If you express the best you have in you in your work, it is more than just the best you have in you that you are expressing.
—Frederick Buechner, Whistling in the Dark: An ABC Theologized (Harper & Row, 1988), 113.

##

Love is creative. It does not flow along the easy paths, spending itself in the attractive. It cuts new channels, goes where it is needed.
—Evelyn Underhill, The Life of the Spirit and the Life of To-day (Dutton, 1922), 294.

##

It all began with one woman selling textiles from the trunk of her car. Her name was Edna Ruth Byler — wife, mother and unexpected entrepreneur.
As a volunteer living in Akron, Pennsylvania, in the 1940s, Byler became known in the Mennonite community for her warm hospitality, creative spirit and cinnamon rolls.
In 1946, when Byler traveled with her husband to Puerto Rico, she met women in La Plata Valley who were struggling to feed their children. Having lived through hard times herself during the Depression, she knew the face of poverty. She also knew the importance of dignity and people wanting a way to help themselves.
Byler was moved to do something. She saw the pieces of fine embroidery the women of La Plata created, but had no place to sell. If she, an American, was so struck by these unique textiles, perhaps other Americans would also appreciate their beauty. With no clear plan but a sense of purpose, Byler brought the pieces home and began to sell to friends and neighbors.
By the 1950s, she was driving her Chevy II packed with global needlework to women’s sewing circles and parties of interested friends across the country. She shared the stories of the makers, describing how each purchase meant that a woman gained economic independence and a chance to give her family a brighter future.
It was a simple idea. But a pioneering one that would launch Ten Thousand Villages and blossom into a global fair trade movement.
—From the Ten Thousand Villages website. tenthousandvillages.com. Retrieved November 21, 2018.

##

The craftsman brings the entirety of his skill to every aspect of a project, regardless of its publicity. A medieval artisan sculpting a gargoyle to be placed in the greatest heights of a cathedral and tucked behind a pillar, brought the same care and attention to detail as his colleague creating the most visible components. Nobody would know if corners were cut, but approaching work with dignity requires nothing less than the highest level of attention brought to every aspect of a project. Does this mean locking into a mindset of perfection-driven procrastination? No. It means taking seriously the old adage, “You are who you are when nobody is watching.”
Modern knowledge workers may feel separated from the artisans of times past, but no matter the actual medium in which we work, whether aged oak or PHP, we can still cultivate a craft mentality. Attention to detail, complete immersion and understanding of the tools of the trade, and a respect for every phase of the project are as open to programmers creating enterprise software as they are sculptors making gargoyles for cathedrals.
—Sam Spurlin, “The modern craftsman’s guide: Work with dignity,” 99u blog. 99u.adobe.com. Retrieved November 21, 2018.

Commentary
Acts 9:36-43
If the diminutive anecdote about Tabitha is read in isolation, it may be merely viewed as a self-contained narrative aside with little relationship to the book of Acts. It is an “abrupt and discontinuous ... insertion into the narrative,” as William H. Willimon observes (Acts [Int; Atlanta: John Knox, 1988], 84-85). However, Tabitha’s story underscores Luke’s deftness as a writer because it demonstrates his ability to weave together a variety of accounts as he narrates the geographic expansion of the gospel. To be sure, Peter’s willingness to travel to Joppa honors the directive that he and the other apostles had received from Jesus: “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea, and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (1:8). And even though God’s purposes might not be perceived directly or seem as all that extraordinary, Tabitha’s story indicates that they were being accomplished.
Immediately prior to Peter’s arrival in Joppa, Luke tells us that despite threats by the Hellenists to kill Saul, “the church throughout Judea, Galilee, and Samaria had peace and was built up” (vv. 29, 31a). In addition, the church “increased in numbers,” a result that is repeated in Lydda when “all the residents ... turned to the Lord” after Peter healed Aeneas who had been paralyzed for eight years (vv. 31b-35).
Meanwhile, in Joppa, “a disciple whose name was Tabitha, which in Greek is Dorcas ... became ill and died” (vv. 36-37). Her name means “gazelle” in both Aramaic and Greek, and conjures up images of a nimble, swift and light-footed creature. Although there is no way to determine whether Tabitha’s physical features reflected her given name, her devotion to “good works and acts of charity” certainly points to someone who was willing and prepared to serve the needs of others with dispatch. Another fascinating tidbit about Tabitha is that she is the only woman in Acts who is explicitly called a “disciple [μαθήτρια].” (The HarperCollins Study Bible, ed. Wayne A. Meeks, ed.; [New York: HarperCollins, 1993], 2076, ftn. 9.36, also mentions that “the feminine noun for disciple appears nowhere else in the NT.”)
After her death, some disciples “washed her ... [and] ... laid her in a room upstairs” (v. 37). Washing Tabitha’s body was a customary Jewish burial practice, but taking her upstairs rather than placing the body in a tomb was atypical. By convention, the remains of the deceased were to be buried by sundown if possible. (See “Burial Practices, Jewish” in Dictionary of New Testament Background [Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2000], 173-75.) Beyond that, this departure from strict Jewish burial tradition signals a measure of faith — although it’s necessary to read further to fathom why they might have delayed her interment.
Luke discloses the magnitude of their faith when he continues his narration: “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’” (v. 38). Given the short distance and having heard what Peter did for Aeneas, sending envoys to Lydda is understandable. Although Luke does not openly state the intentions of these ambassadors or those they represent, it seems plausible that the disciples in Joppa believed that if Peter came, he would be able to resurrect Tabitha. Why else would they have placed her body in an upstairs room instead of a tomb?
Besides the reports they had received about Peter and his miraculous deed, their decision to summon him was perhaps further bolstered by their recollection of several legendary stories. Indeed, if the prophets Elijah and Elisha had each revived a son, and Jesus himself was able to bring the widow’s son at Nain and Jairus’ daughter back to life — not to mention Lazarus — it’s not unreasonable to believe that Peter — who had healed Aeneas — might be able to perform a similar feat (cf. 1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:18-37; Luke 7:11-17; 8:40-42, 49-56; John 11:1-44).
On one hand, Luke’s narration is abridged (e.g., the only comment from the envoys reported by him is, “Please come to us without delay”), which leaves gaping holes in the narrative. Still, it seems safe to assume that these messengers would have told Peter about Tabitha’s passing. On the other hand, the succinctness adds to the story’s urgency, which becomes even more pronounced in Luke’s next observation, that once Peter heard of her death, he “got up and went with them; and when he arrived, they took him to the room upstairs” (v. 39a). 
It’s also important to note that even if they traveled by foot, the round trip could have been completed within one day, since the distance between Lydda and Joppa is only about 10 miles. (Both cities are located northwest of Jerusalem with Joppa located on the Mediterranean coast.) Thus, if Peter had been delayed or chosen to postpone his departure, the disciples from Joppa could have easily returned and informed the others so that they could proceed with her funeral and adhere to customary burial practices.
Immediately upon entering the house where the disciples had laid Tabitha’s body, “all the widows stood beside [Peter], weeping and showing tunics and other clothing that Dorcas had made while she was with them” (v. 39b). Although Luke had previously described her as one who was “devoted to good works and acts of charity,” only here does he specifically tell us that she was a seamstress who cared for widows in her community.
In a manner reminiscent of the resurrections performed by Elijah, Elisha and Jesus to some extent, “Peter put all of them outside.” After he prayed, Peter “turned to the body and said, ‘Tabitha, get up.’ Then she opened her eyes, and seeing Peter, she sat up” (v. 40). Then Peter took her by the hand, and after he had called “the saints and widows, he showed her to be alive” (v. 41). 
One fascinating aspect of Tabitha’s resurrection is the response by the people of Joppa. After Peter had healed Aeneas, Luke reports that “all the residents of Lydda ... turned to the Lord” (v. 35, emphasis added). In contrast, once news of Tabitha’s revivification spread to the residents of Joppa, Luke notes, “many believed in the Lord” (emphasis added). Given the rarity of the miracle, it’s easy to imagine that the whole region would have come to faith. Yet the implausibility of her resurrection may in fact explain its limited effect — it’s not uncommon to hear reports of people’s being healed or recovering from an illness — but a person returning from the dead is not only improbable, it’s also incredible.
While the anecdote about Tabitha closes uneventfully — “Meanwhile [Peter] stayed in Joppa for some time with a certain Simon, a tanner” (v. 43) — the story of the gospel’s advance has taken one more step forward. God has brought Peter to Joppa by means of Tabitha’s death so that not only Jews but also Gentiles may soon hear God’s good news.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:	Acts 9:36-43
Prior to your conversation, gather scraps of fabric from the tailors/seamstresses in your congregation. Then, bring the scraps and display them for the children to see. Ask the children if they have any thoughts about how these pieces can be used. Possible answers here might be for doll clothes, to make small stuffed toys or perhaps to use as a patch for a hole in an otherwise useful piece of clothing. What would happen if these pieces of fabric were put together? Show them a quilt and the small pieces of fabric that were sewn together to make something useful and beautiful. Point out the pieces of fabric that are small and might otherwise be thrown away. Give the children an example of a “crazy quilt” or show them pictures of one if you do not have the real thing. (Just Google “crazy quilt” for a variety of examples.) Notice the buttons or pieces of ribbon on the quilt. Once again random items are used to make something lovely. Sometimes we don’t think that what we have to offer is very much or very good. But when we offer what we have –– like our loose change from a purchase, clothes we have outgrown or canned goods for a homeless shelter –– we are making someone’s life more beautiful, like the patchwork quilt.

Worship Resources

Calls to Worship — General 
Leader: O Lord, you are our Shepherd.
People: We shall not want for what we need.
Leader: You make us to lie down in green pastures;
People: You lead us beside still waters.
Leader: You restore our souls.
People: You lead us in paths of righteousness.
Leader: Even though we walk through the darkest valleys,
People: We fear no evil because you are with us.
Leader: Your rod and staff comfort us.
People: You prepare a table before us.
Leader: You anoint us with oil; our cup overflows.
All: Surely, goodness and mercy shall follow us all the days of our lives, and we shall dwell in the house of the Lord our whole lives long.
Leader: Let us worship the Lord, our Shepherd.

Invocations — General 
O great Shepherd of the sheep, we come before you today longing for guidance, for rest and for healing. We acknowledge that like sheep, we are prone to go our own way, to wander off and lose our bearings. You have brought us here together to worship you. We are within your gates. We rejoice and are glad. We praise you for the power of your presence among us. Quiet our hearts, calm our troubled spirits. Remind us to listen, for we gather in the spirit of expectancy, eager to hear your voice. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
You have heard the good news: in Christ you are a new creation. Go forth then from this place as a people of faith to serve others as Dorcas did with your good works and acts of charity. May you know that the love of God and the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ are with you — always. Amen.

Hymns
He Touched Me
There Is a Balm in Gilead
Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us

Praise 
The Steadfast Love of the Lord
He Has Made Me Glad
We Worship and Adore You
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
[bookmark: _GoBack]Fourth Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 9:36-43*
Psalm 23*
Revelation 7:9-17*
John 10:22-30*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






