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I’m not usually a fan of Mother’s Day sermons. In my experience they usually come across 
as saccharine and a little shallow. Mother’s Day can be a difficult day for many women, for 
a variety of reasons. Also, Mother’s Day isn’t actually a church holiday. However, this year 
the stars seemed to align with this beautiful nugget of scripture from Acts about the raising 
of Tabitha.  One of our many foremothers of the faith.   
 
Joppa has lost one of the pillars of its congregation. We all know what that feels like. 
Tabitha was considered a saint. A widow herself, her ministry was to serve among other 
widows, making them articles of clothing as she supported them with love and devotion. 
Remember this is a time women when were not valued by the culture at large, and widows 
had no one to stand up for them, so they lived on the margins of society.  
 
But Tabitha was also as disciple. In fact, in describing her, Luke, who is the author of Acts, 
uses the feminine for disciple in the Greek. In addition to using her Greek name of Dorcas, 
he refers to her Aramaic name of Tabitha which implies that she was known in both 
communities.  
 
Her death was devasting to the Joppa faith community. One commentator surmised 
“perhaps her importance to the congregation in Joppa explains why it sends two witnesses 
of her demise to Peter, with the extraordinary appeal to come without delay.”  
“The widows of her congregation cry out to Peter, showing him the clothes she made for 
them. They are actually wearing the clothes made for them by Tabitha, who also 
distributed them among the most needy in the community in keeping with the community’s 
principle of shared goods.”   
 
It’s quite a dramatic and emotional scene. Tabitha is integral to the survival of these 
women and to the ministry of this congregation, to the work of Christ. She is a voice and 
embodiment of Christ’s love and compassion, openness and acceptance.  
Through Peter, Tabitha is raised by the same Spirit of God that raised Jesus. He brings 
back to life this faithful woman whose acts of compassion are central to the new reality of 
God’s reign, God’s kingdom on earth. Tabitha’s work is too important to die. The voices of 
anguish were heard and healing took place.  
 
Tabitha is not alone as a woman disciple active in establishing, financing and working in 
the early Christian church.  Paul introduces us to apostle and minister Phoebe, a deacon 
and leader who carried Paul’s letters to the church in Rome and most likely stayed to give 
commentary on the letters and taught preached; and Priscilla a house church leader and 
teacher; Junia who was prominent among the apostles. Her courageous leadership landed 
her in jail along with her husband and Paul. And there are many more women, mothers of 
the faith whose voices were central to the life and work of these new faith communities that 



were turning the culture upside down. They were diverse, welcoming and open and 
inclusive as they preached the word of Christ, of love and compassion and equality.  
These women were walking in the footsteps of the women around Jesus. The female 
disciples that were such an important part of supporting him and sharing his ministry.  
Mary and Martha were his chosen family, Mary Magdalene,  his trusted friend,  the 
woman at the well who first spread the good news of his message of new life, followers 
Joanna and Susanna who kept his ministry going.  
 
It was his women followers who stayed with him at the cross. And in both accounts of his 
resurrection it was women to whom he appeared.  He was including women in a way that 
had never been done before – as equals.   In referencing the importance of the female 
leadership of the early church Mimi Haddad, writes “given the patriarchy of the first 
century, you would hardly expect to see so many women cited for their hard labor and 
leadership in the church. Rather than silencing these women, Paul acknowledges their 
voices, leadership and service.” 
So, What Happened?  
 
Remember the early church was very counter cultural. It was a threat to the status quo. It 
was becoming seriously disruptive and disturbing to many. As time went on those who 
became a part of the church but wanted it to fit with the culture more, wrote letters 
attributed to Paul, but weren’t from his pen, that began to silence women’s voices and the 
message of inclusivity. By the fourth century the church that had originally been this 
struggling, organic, counter cultural, egalitarian and inclusive movement was the official 
church of the Roman empire. Powerful and patriarchal and controlling. Whenever there is 
a marriage of church and state, forming a theocracy, it’s a dangerous and oppressive thing. 
And to be honest, the reformation did little to change the situation for the voices of women, 
the poor, the oppressed and the marginalized.  
 
It took literally hundreds of years for the voices of our mothers to begin to be heard and 
recognized again in the church. Even though it has been the work of women – our mothers, 
grandmothers, great grandmothers that has been the back bone of the church’s survival.  
In 1991 I was living with my husband in central Illinois. I was the Associate Dir for 
Spiritual and Social Dev. of an inner - city Christian center. I was considered a home 
missionary by the American Baptist Churches. Bill was associate pastor of Westminster 
Presb. Church. I was happily preparing for my ordination having just graduated from 
McCormick Theological Seminary – my father was preaching my ordination sermon and 
giving me the charge. My sister, also a minister, was set to do the ordination prayer. The 
choir was a combination of the Presbyterian church choir and the choir of the American 
Baptist church ordaining me.  
 
The assistant pastor of that church was also on the board of directors of the Christian 
center where I was serving.  About a week or two before my ordination service he told me 
he wanted to take me to lunch. I thought “How nice!”  I assumed that it was a celebratory 
lunch of my upcoming ordination. I was wrong. We got to the restaurant and after 
ordering our food he told me that he could not participate in my ordination service because 



it would be one thing if I was always going to be a missionary or in Christian education – 
he couldn’t take the chance I might actually preach from the pulpit. I was speechless.  
 
I don’t know exactly what the risk was he thought he was taking. To my knowledge no 
church I have preached in has been damaged or rocked by the wrath of God. I know we 
need some critical work done on the roof and steeple but, I really don’t think that is on me.  
 
But, in all seriousness, his intent or hope was the need to silence my voice. It was about 
control and power. This notion that women’s voices can’t be trusted. Of course, I was 
ordained and I have enjoyed almost 30 years of ministry. 
 
Now my experience was nearly 30 years ago and we certainly strive to be an inclusive and 
egalitarian church -though we do sometimes miss the mark. But many churches still are 
not. And our culture is struggling to keep the voices of women heard and trusted. Nothing 
has made this clearer to me than the “me too” movement and the distrust with which some 
women victims’ stories are heard and the healing is denied them.  
We are still seeing the effects of the dangers of the marriage of religion and government 
with powerful influence of the conservative evangelical church on our current 
administration in attempts to control not only women’s voices and decisions and futures.  
We seek it in attempts to control the voices, decisions and futures of immigrants, people of 
color, LGTBQ folks, Native Americans – it’s a far cry from the movement begun by Jesus 
and shared and nurtured by our mothers of the early church.  
 
In the Gospel of John, Jesus says to his demanding inquirers that he has already told them 
who he is but they do not believe him. They want someone with an important title and fail 
to see his ministry and relationships which is what defines him to his true followers. As one 
commentator puts it “Jesus role and identity cannot be reduced to a title, instead, his role 
and identity must be experienced.”  The mothers of our faith were among those who 
followed Jesus and experienced his works, heard his message and shared his good news of 
love, acceptance and inclusion.  As we read their stories and hear their voices in scripture 
let us honor them by continuing their work – the work of Jesus Christ our Shepherd – 
bringing about a renewal of the movement that was so revolutionary where pain is heard 
and healed,  where judgement is met with acceptance, violence with peace and control and 
power are surrendered to equality and cooperation.  
 
As Tabitha’s work on behalf of Christ was too important to die – so is ours.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


