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Hebrew Scripture: based on Psalm 30:1-5, 10-12  
 
We exalt you, LORD, because you pulled us up; LORD, our God, we cried out to you for help, and you healed 
us. We who are faithful to the LORD, sing praises to you; and give thanks to your holy name! Your anger lasts 
for only a second, but your favor lasts a lifetime. Weeping may stay all night, but by morning, joy! 
You changed our mourning into dancing. You took off our funeral clothes and dressed us up in joy so that 
the whole congregation might sing praises to you and never stop. LORD, our God, we will give thanks to you 
forever. 
 
A Reading from the Acts of the Apostles:  Acts 9:32-43   
 
32Now as Peter went here and there among all the believers, he came down also to the saints living in 
Lydda. 33There he found a man named Aeneas, who had been bedridden for eight years, for he was 
paralyzed. 34Peter said to him, “Aeneas, Jesus Christ heals you; get up and make your bed!” And immediately 
he got up. 35And all the residents of Lydda and Sharon saw him and turned to the Lord. 
 

36Now 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. 37At that time she became ill and died. When they had washed her, they laid 
her in a room upstairs. 38Since 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.” 39So Peter got up and went with them; 
and when 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. 40Peter 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. 41He gave her his hand and helped her up. Then calling the 
saints and widows, he showed her to be alive. 42This became known throughout Joppa, and many believed 
in the Lord. 43Meanwhile he stayed in Joppa for some time with a certain Simon, a tanner. 
 

Meditation:  Flexibility Not Formula 
 

The Book of the Acts of the Apostles was written by Luke and is his account of the development of 
the early church.  It has been chugging along since the first Pentecost with reports of the spread of the faith 
through the cities and towns of Israel.  Just before the events in our text came the story of Paul's famous 
conversion, knocked from the saddle on the road to Damascus, followed by his approach to the disciples—
who,  given Paul's history of persecuting and killing Christians, were afraid of him.  Reassured that his 
conversion was authentic by mutual friend and reliable disciple, Barnabas, the disciples accepted Paul into a 
leadership role and shipped him off to Tarsus to spread the Word.    

Immediately following our reading will come Peter's dream about purity laws and the conversion of 
the house of Cornelius.  Right in the middle of this broad sweep of the movement of Christianity through the 
ancient world, come two events that are not like the others.  These two events are clearly companion 
pieces, different than the surrounding materials.   

Since Jesus' death, preaching and establishing the nascent church had been the focus of Peter's 



 
ministry. He was literally "getting the Word out”—the story of Christ's/God's power over death and the 
hope we have in Christ, building community around that proclamation.   

Yet, our story departs from the agenda of growing the church for the other business of these two 
life-changing events—a healing and a resurrection.  While we tend to think of early authors as somehow 
primitive or unsophisticated, those who wrote the Scriptures we have inherited were quite talented authors 
with complex goals who possessed gifts for intricate storytelling. Therefore, it's unlikely Luke interrupted the 
flow of the story unknowingly or unintentionally.   What might it mean to encounter these two tales in the 
midst of the grand sweep of history? 

In one aspect, the fact that Peter, not Jesus, healed someone or raised them from the dead is not 
particularly remarkable. The Scriptures contain other reports of healings and even resurrections by people 
other than Jesus: the prophets Elijah, and Elisha and the Apostle Paul also raised someone from the dead.    

On the other hand, both are, of course, quite astounding.   For Aeneas and his family, the healing of 
his paralysis changed life immeasurably.  He might not have been literally dead, but he must have felt very 
much as though he had been resurrected.     

The raising of Tabitha had wider waves of impact, not just because of the literalness of Peter's 
bringing her back from the dead. This story is steeped in the pleas of the widowed community that Tabitha 
served.   Let's recall the extreme poverty and vulnerability of widows in that era.   Without husbands or 
sons, they had no means of support, visible or otherwise.  Tabitha was generous, providing the women with, 
among other things, clothes; clothing the poor having long been a strong biblical mandate which pre-dated 
Jesus. The hardship to be experienced by the community of widows as a result of Tabitha's death was 
emphasized by the women focusing not on personal grief, but by their showing Peter the examples of her 
work.  Their message to Peter was about the even greater vulnerability to come.  Peter's was a practical, if 
miraculous response of resurrection.   

… 
We have a healing and a resurrection, an interruption of business, if you will, both for Peter and for 

Luke.   Peter stopped for both needs; not rushing on or telling Aeneas' family there was a community of 
widows waiting for him.  When he arrived among the community of widows, he didn't preach the 
resurrection to ones who had recently lost one of their own to death.   Just as in the healing of Aeneas, 
Peter provided a practical response to immediate need.  Of course, Peter had not actually stopped 
preaching, nor had Luke.  His deeds still shouted still the Easter proclamation—“ Look!  The stone is rolled 
away! God is still breaking into the world.  Disease and death do not have the final word."  

Luke sat those two stories together without other comment.  If we are tempted to think either Peter 
or Luke would have argued that ministry to a community is of greater worth than to an individual 
household, we'd be hard-pressed to find that assumption demonstrated in the text.   Even as in other places, 
Luke will report how many were baptized on a given day, this passage reminds us ministry is not actually 
about the numbers.  Let's also remember that immediately following these episodes both Peter and Luke 
hurtled back to the work of proclaiming the good news and through that action, establishing the church.  

With this small vignette from the life of the early church, as well as from its place in the sweep of 
the history, Luke highlights some necessary characteristics of the work of the church: 

1)  Both the preaching and the healing are not directed toward the community of apostles or early 
believers.  Our eyes, our work and our prayers are directed outward to communities unserved, people in 
need of something physical or spiritual.  While we indeed form important community, it is for the making of 
disciples who serve, heal and preach hope in the world, not to create a cocoon of self-care.    

2) Ministry is not one thing or another; not word or deed, but word and deed.   Word does not mean 
just talk, but the enthusiastic excitement of people steeped in hope offering that great spiritual gift to a 
world in need.   If anyone can consider the news of the world, the despair of drug addiction and death, the 
inanimate wrath of wildfires and the devastation of a pandemic, the refugee crisis in Europe and around the 
world, wars that never end, just tour the world seeking different venues and economic crises that threaten 
everyone—and not see a world in desperate need of hope—well, I just don't know what to say.  Offering 



 
hope is as important as any physical healing we might do.  

When it comes to deeds, like Peter, we, too, must proclaim that whatever feats and wonders we 
perform, that God has done it, not us.  It is not simply a matter of appropriate humility but is also a means of 
proclaiming the hope we have in God.  We don't trade belief for a cure or service (nor did Peter, you will 
note).  If we say why and how we do what we do, simply as a point of information, like those early disciples, 
we will discover people come to have faith because of what they see in us or experience through us.    

Unfortunately, Scripture continues its pesky habit of not providing a formula for when to do what.   
It is left to the discernment of the faithful, as it was left to Peter, to determine when to preach the word, 
build community, heal the sick and serve the poor and how to balance that work—which does not mean 
giving equal emphasis to all or necessarily doing it all at the same time. That is a recipe for exhaustion, 
burnout and poor mental health.  Nor is ministry to be all discernment, all the time with no action.  
Discernment is hard work, but we are not excused from it because it is hard.  It is necessary, and it calls for 
spiritual flexibility.  

All the evidence points to the fact that the mainline church, as a whole, has lost its balance.  It has 
become focused on itself more than responsiveness to the world.  Too often, we buy into a public 
perception that causes us, too, to devalue our role as spiritual nurturers and guides in the world (which is a 
far different thing than being moralists.)   We are part of that Church in the world.    

We might be surprised at how like the world in which those early disciples functioned, is the world 
in which we function.  Therefore, the tasks before us may be accomplished differently, but the goals remain 
remarkably the same.  In this and every age, ministry demands that the body of Christ be God-focused, 
world-aware, creative, flexible and responsive to ever changing circumstances.  We need to be mobile of 
spirit and ministry, not necessarily abandoning tradition, but retooling it for a new day every day.  Like those 
early disciples, we need to go to where the world is, not wait for it to come to us here.  It is a frightening 
thing to contemplate changing what we do and going out into the world.   The only thing I can imagine that 
would be more frightening is not doing it.   But our faith, our Lord and God require our practical response to 
current realities.  

We prepare ourselves to do what we care called to do by remembering the word we preach, the 
hope we bear, is not just for others but for us: 

Friends.  Hear the Good news!  Christ is alive!  Disease and death do not have the final word and 
hope brings joy, life and vision.   Let us dare to live in the hope of the good news we proclaim.    
 
Prayer for Others and Ourselves 
 
Compassionate God:  We draw near to you in prayer and aware of all that we have, all that we need.  We 
pray with attention to your work for healing and wholeness and to the brokenness in us and in your 
creation. 
 
We are thankful for the gift of faith, which deepens our joy in the blessings of life and sustains our trust in 
times of challenge.    
 
In silence we lift the blessings and challenges of our week to you… 
 
We are thankful for the communities of faith in the world, for the nurture of mutual regard and respect.  We 
are aware of the challenges facing all people of faith, seeking the handholds of tradition while being able to 
reach toward a new and hopeful future in a changing world 
 
In silence we give thanks for all those who do your healing reconciling work in the world and pray for our 
ability to respond to the needs of all who turn toward you 
 



 
We are grateful for all those who do your healing, reconciling work with the hungry and homeless, with 
those who are sick and those who are mourning, for the cleaners of water and the restorers of the earth, for 
the makers of peace and the bringers of justice 
 
In silence we raise the fulfillment of your purposes for all of creation 
 
We pray with these words and in the service of your son, his hands and feet now in the world, we join our 
voices in the prayer he taught us— 

 
  The Lord’s Prayer 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, 
thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day, our daily bread.  
Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors  
and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, 
for thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen. 

 
 


