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John 10:22-30, Acts 9:36-43 

Jesus was in Jerusalem at the time of the Festival of Dedication, which we know as Hanukkah. You 

might remember that it celebrates the victory of the Maccabees over Antiochus IV, who had oppressed 

the country and desecrated the temple. At the end of the war, they needed 8 days of burning oil in a 

particular way in the temple to purify it, but they only had enough for one. But the miracle was that the oil 

lasted the entire time! It was and still is a festival of joy and light. It turns out that in John’s gospel, Jesus’ 

story is in the context of festivals and religious traditions, implying that the center of God’s activity has 

shifted from the temple and its works to the Messiah and his work. We’ll say more about that later, but at 

this festival, there was much thought about kings, and the way they were created. After the Maccabean 

victory with its liberation and reconsecration of the Temple, which was a close as you could come to 

doing again what David and Solomon had done, Judas Maccabeus was crowned king, even though he 

was not a descendent of David, and the dynasty reigned for a hundred years. So here was Jesus, in this 

season, talking about the good shepherd, the real shepherd, a strong image in Israel’s collective 

memory, and about the king who would come and show up the others as thieves and bandits. There is 

no doubt that his message was controversial. And the attacks on him were increasing; we see one 

example in this passage. 

The religious authorities finally ask him a point blank question—“Quit beating around  the bush and tell 

us plainly if you are the Messiah!” Jesus says that he has told them before, and they have not heard 

him. Their elitism has made them unable to hear him. In fact, his words have not been all that clear up to 

this point on the subject, but his deeds, his works, have been quite clear and consistent and are the 

message that indicates who he is. His final remark is, “The Father and I are one.” In this particular case, 

the words used here do not indicate “we are the same being” as other passages do but are a claim to a 

unity of purpose. Jesus and God are united in the work that they do—it is impossible to distinguish 

Jesus’ work from God’s work because Jesus does the work of the Father. 

To go back to the shepherd analogy, Jesus is the good shepherd, the authentic bearer of God’s caring 

authority. And it is the unity of hearing and doing that binds the sheep of Jesus’s fold to him. Do you 

remember those analogy tests we took in high school? A is to B as C is to D? Those could get so very 

complicated! Well in this case, it’s an easy one—in the unity of purpose, the ideal connections would be 

that  

Jesus’ followers: Jesus: Jesus: Father 

That is, our purpose is to be the same as Jesus’ purpose; our works are to be like Jesus’ works. And if 

that sounds hard, Jesus assures us that the bond between the sheep and shepherd is unbreakable—no 

one can snatch us from the shepherd’s hands! And to jump into another analogy, that confidence 

enables us to become the hands of Christ in the world. 

What does that look like? We have seen what Jesus did—he gave sight to the blind, he healed, he fed 

people, he listened, he paid attention to the most vulnerable among us, providing abundant life, 

providing eternity in the now. We are called to do the same, and we see a wonderful example of a 

response to Jesus’ call in our Acts passage. 

This story is about a woman named Tabitha or Dorcas (depending on whether you speak Aramaic or 

Greek), a name meaning “gazelle.” (One of my resources called this the “Lady Lazarus story.”) Tabitha 

is identified as a disciple. This is the one and only place in the New Testament in which the feminine 

form of the word “disciple” is used, which speaks to the esteem with which she was held. She was a 



seamstress and a widow. Remember that in that time, widows were among the disenfranchised, the 

vulnerable. There was no social security, and they rarely had advocates. They were considered 

expendable by society. But Tabitha must have had some resources and she had found a ministry—she 

made high quality garments and gave them to the other widows in the area. She was doing God’s work! 

We are told that she was “devoted to good works and acts of charity” and since we are given her name 

in Greek as well as in Aramaic, it can be inferred that she was known well beyond her immediate 

neighborhood for her works of kindness. Well, she got sick and died. The other disciples of Joppa, and 

note that these would have been men, sent for Peter. They didn’t give Peter a reason for the request, 

but there must have been a great deal of trust between them, because Peter dropped everything and 

went. The whole sending for and traveling back would have taken some time, even though they probably 

hurried, because it was 10-11 miles one way, and they traveled on foot. This was a congregation in pain 

but also full of hope, and they were reaching out to the best resources they knew about. When Peter 

arrived, the other widows were there, mourning. They showed Peter the clothes that Tabitha had made 

for them, indications of her caring work. He asked to be left alone, and he prayed. Then he said, 

“Tabitha, get up.” And she opened her eyes, saw Peter, and sat up! They rejoined the others and there 

was much rejoicing. It’s an uplifting story! But what do we take from this? We certainly have prayed for 

people who are ill or dying without this same happy ending. Barbara Brown Taylor talks about St. 

Nicholas of Cusa, a fifteenth century German cleric, who wrote a book called On Learned Ignorance. He 

says there are three kinds of ignorance that show up in those who seek God. 

1. There are those who do not know that they do not know. They think they know all there is to know 

about God. 

2. There are those who know that they do not know but who think they ought to know and keep 

trying to remedy that. 

3. There are those who know that they do not know, and they receive this learned ignorance as a 

gift from God. It relieves them from the burden of thinking they have to know everything God 

knows. It frees them to live in a state of perpetual wonder. It saves them from ruling out new life 

for themselves and those they love on the grounds that they know how things work and life like 

that isn’t possible. Just as they do not know where the wind comes from or where it goes, and 

they can live with that because they trust that God does. 

Tabitha’s community in Joppa must have been people with the third kind of ignorance. They wouldn’t 

have sent for Peter at all if they hadn’t already let go of what they thought they knew about life and 

death. Jesus had already messed that info up. When Peter brought their friend back to life, it reinforced 

their ignorance in the best possible way. Praise God! We don’t know how things work! 

What if Peter had come out of Tabitha’s room and said, “I’m so sorry; she’s gone”? That same ignorance 

might have served them well anyway: We don’t know how things work. But God does, so let’s do what 

we know how to do—let’s get Peter some food, say our prayers, and tell stories about Tabitha all night 

long while we wait to see who God will raise up in this community next. 

Isn’t that how it works? If we are people who don’t know how things work but trust that God does, we 

can say odd things like, “We look for the resurrection of the dead and life of the world to come.” 

I think that in this story, part of what Luke was trying to show was that the God who created the world 

and raised Jesus from the dead is still active in the world, bringing healing to the diseased, hope to 

those in despair, and life where death seems to reign. God is still working to restore this broken world, 

and God wants to work through each and all of us. I know that this is hard to believe when we see what 

is happening in Ukraine and other places, but we also see God at work in healing ways. 

As I read this story, I couldn’t help thinking about another Tabitha—Tabby Hoelscher, who was a 

member of this church. Like Tabitha from Joppa, Tabby was one of the mothers of our faith. We still 



have the Tabby Hoelscher Mitten Tree around Christmas, when we collect hats, mittens, scarves to 

send to others in the Presbytery where those things are needed. I thought today was a good day to 

reflect on those women who have led us with their witness to God’s love and God’s work. You probably 

have a list of your own, but here are a few of the saints of GCCP, “mothers of our faith” if you will: 

• Eleanor Walter 

• Ruth Martin 

• Dorothy Johnson 

• Sandy Bayes 

• Bev Zeller 

• Mary Fran Smith 

• Shirley Philley 

• Jeanne Davis 

• Jean Wiggins 

• Virginia Fansher 

• Hilda Martin 

• Martha Nelson 

• Catherine Olson 

• Sally Ambrosius 

• Joyce Haller 

• Janet Hoelscher 

• Inez Sharpe 

And I am sure there are many more. I’m sure each of you could tell stories about some of these 

wonderful women. These are a few of the people we have learned about God from—in small groups for 

both support and study, by watching them act out their faith in so many ways, by listening to their 

questions, by just breathing in their collective wisdom. They have been witnesses to God’s love and 

care. They have shown us what God’s work looks like and what it means to be part of the body of Christ. 

So today we celebrate these, our “foremothers,” as well as the many I have not named aloud. 

Tabitha, like the women of GCCP, was an unsung heroine, who did what she did best and did it to the 

glory of God. But I want you to remember that Tabitha was an ordinary person, just like you and I are. 

And like us, she was part of Jesus’ flock. And as Karen told us a couple of months ago, the shepherd 

knows each of his sheep individually. NT Wright says, “ordinary people are not ordinary to God.” God 

recognizes the uniqueness in each of us and the potential.  

So today, I have at least three things that I am grateful for: 

1. I am grateful to be part of that “locked-in flock” and to be cared for by the good shepherd. 

2. I am grateful for our ancestors of faith, who helped illuminate our path. 

3. I am grateful for not always knowing how things work, so that I can look forward with wonder and 

expectation. 

Many of you know that I used to be a college professor. I usually ended my classes with an assignment, 

so here it is for today: 

I encourage you to take some time today to think about not just the mothers of your family, but the faith-

mothers of GCCP—tell some of your favorite stories of them. They are part of our faith-DNA. And see 

where that leads you in terms of the unity of purpose we share with our good shepherd. Where and how 

do we, might we continue that work? 


