
New Way of Life

Acts 9:36-43; Psalm 23; Revelation 7:9-17; John 10:22-30

Last summer when I attended the General Council meeting in Newfoundland Labrador I got to

ride in a brand new super-jet. During our flight over Lake Superior the captain’s voice was heard from

the overhead speakers: “I am delighted to be your pilot today and the captain of this marvellous new

airplane on this memorable flight. I can tell you that the flight is going well. Nevertheless, I still have to

tell you about a minor problem that has occurred. Those passengers sitting on the right side can, if

they look out the window, see that the closest engine is vibrating slightly. That shouldn’t worry you,

because there are four engines, so you can feel perfectly safe. And we are flying at the unbelievable

altitude of 62,000 feet, at a speed of 1050 mph just as planned . . . But, if you are looking at that

engine, maybe you have noticed that the second engine is glowing, or more precisely, one could say

that it is burning. But that shouldn’t worry you either, since there are two more engines on the left

side, and the altitude and speed are still as planned . . . 

Those of you that are sitting on the left side also shouldn’t worry if you notice that one engine

that is supposed to be on the left side has been missing for about 10 minutes. But, I must ask for

your attention to one thing that seems to be a little more serious. Along the aisle, all the way through

the plane, a crack has appeared. Some of you are, I suppose, looking through the crack and seeing

the waves of Lake Superior. Those of you that have very good eyes may notice a small life boat on

those waves that has been thrown out of the plane. Well, ladies and gentlemen, your captain is

speaking to you from that life boat.”

Now by this point in the story you must assume that I am obviously telling you a joke simply

because a story like that one is just too far fetched to be real. Sometimes the stories we hear of the

early church make it difficult for us to believe that they really happened.
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It’s not every day that someone who is dead is brought back to life. Jesus Christ resuscitated

Lazarus and a couple of others, and now, in our reading from Acts today, Peter is out in the world

doing the same life-to-death move that Jesus once performed. That Jesus had power over death is

amazing testimony that he was more-than-human. He overflows with divine power, for who can bring

life out of death except the eternal God? 

I hope that you were here on Easter Sunday. It was great. Great music, a great congregation,

and (of course!) a great sermon. The size of the congregation is a little less this Sunday. We are four

Sundays into Eastertide. The church calls this period “The Great Fifty Days of Joy,” but it’s hard to

sustain that full-throated, excited Easter joy for too long. A sung “Hallelujah!” tends to be an

exclamation. How is it possible for us to keep the joyous Easter shout alive for more than a few

hours?

Perhaps those were the questions that gave rise to the Acts of the Apostles. Acts replaces the

usual Hebrew Scripture lesson during Eastertide. We think that Acts was written probably a hundred

years after the death and resurrection of Jesus. A hundred years is a long time. Perhaps the initial

zeal that the young church felt was diminishing as the population aged.

At Joppa there is an older woman, Tabitha, the only woman in the entire New Testament to

merit the feminine form of the word disciple. Her discipleship is in her “good works and

compassionate acts.” She has been caring for those whom no one else would care for, making

clothes. 

Tabitha becomes ill and dies. When Peter arrives at the scene of death, he is greeted by the

weeping widows who show him the clothing that Tabitha had made for them. With no one left to

protect them, to see to their needs, what will happen to these poor, vulnerable women? Tabitha their

protector is dead. Now these widows are as good as dead, too. The story thus opens with
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death—great, omnivorous death. Poor people, people who can’t get adequate health care, people

who are vulnerable to the elements, the voiceless, the powerless—these are all people enslaved by

death. This is the way most stories about the world’s poor end—in death.

In a poor urban neighbourhood a young man was shot dead. A reporter interviewing a

community organizer on the scene was told, “In this part of town, it’s either death by a bullet or death

due to drugs, cold weather, or despair. One way or the other, it’s death.” Similar to the outlook of

many young people I am sure, in attawapiskat. 

Surprise! Death will not have the final word. The story moves to a fresh affirmation of divine

power. Peter’s “Tabitha, get up!” reminds us of the way Jesus evoked dead Lazarus from the tomb

(John 11). Surprise! Jesus’ disciples have the same power over death that Jesus has. Jesus raised

Lazarus; Peter has raised Tabitha. Into regions of death, where people grieve, a word is spoken by

Peter, a word of life. If you thought Easter happened once back in April, think again. The Easter

commotion continues.

A politician in our neighbour to the south made an anti--Muslim statement in which he invoked

his Christian faith to condemn “American Muslims.” Some people grumbled. But one woman, a

clerical worker in a nearby office, sat down and wrote a letter to two of the Muslims that worked in her

own company. She said, in effect, “I want you to know that, as a Christian, I’m embarrassed by this

man’s statement. Not only is this hurtful to you and your faith, but it’s also a misrepresentation of the

Christian faith. The words and actions of Jesus Christ give absolutely NO justification for what this

politician said. I can’t take away the hurt and anger you must feel, but I will do what I can to express

my public disapproval of him and his words and to use every opportunity to counter his libel of our

faith. Now I know how you must feel when you see hateful Jihadists on TV using your beloved

religion to support their hurtful politics.”
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Hey, Tabitha lives!

Though Christians and Muslims understanding of God’s work in the world may be slightly

different, I am certain that we cannot worship the God who is Jesus Christ without also being under

compulsion to encounter and to embrace others. Love is actually movement toward the Other, doing

something for brothers and sisters, not just having the right slogan or attitude. As Bonhoeffer said,

love in action is so much more significant than “love in our dreams.” 

A group of church women in the southern states, who, during one of their countries wars to

end all wars in the Near East, wrote letters to mothers in Iraq, expressing their dismay at their

country’s actions, showing concern for the suffering that Iraqi mothers and their children were going

through. “We have no idea what difference our letters make,” said one, “but we’re fairly sure this is

what Christ expects and, if we do what we can do, he’ll take our offering and he’ll do the rest.” In

Canada, a group of grandmothers hears of the plight of African grandmothers who are trying to raise

their grandchild whose parents have died from HIV/AIDS and raise millions of dollars to support

them.

Tabitha lives!

There are a couple of older women who take a few dozen chocolate chip cookies out to the

local jail, hand them to people incarcerated there, and watch as those cookies are miraculously

transformed into an overflowing of God’s love and life even in that house of hate and death.

Tabitha lives!

Now many of you will walk out of here this morning, blink your eyes in the April sun, and things

may appear to you unchanged, fixed, just as they were last month. But this story, though difficult to

believe, teaches us to take a second look because God is making a way among those who thought

they were at a dead end. Locked doors are being opened. Those on the bottom are being raised up.
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May God give us eyes to see the joy of Easter continued, and in seeing, let us rush to be there as the

dead are raised to new life. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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