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“The Ties That Bind” 

Text: Acts 9:36-43 

 

 

In the world of fiction, we get caught up in the triumphs of heroines. More often than male 

heroes, they are complex characters who juggle challenges of familial life and relationships 

alongside the conflicts of their main story. With so much to overcome, their victories seem larger 

than life. Katniss Everdeen isn’t just trying to lead the rebellion to defeat evil President Snow, 

she is dealing with the loss of her father, her mother’s depression, and trying to protect her 

younger sister from certain death in the Hunger Games. In The Handmaid’s Tale, we see Offred 

struggling against the totalitarian theocracy in Gilead alongside her complicated feelings about 

her husband, Luke and their daughter, Hannah. She has several opportunities to escape to 

freedom but is compelled to stay under the regime because of a desire to rescue Hannah. 

 

These heroines are complicated characters that reflect the lives of women we know. We may not 

be fighting against totalitarian governments on the scale of these stories, but women have long 

been on the front lines of justice and inclusion, yielding a unique power to affect change in the 

world. We all know women who are resolute and consistent volunteers, juggling multiple 

responsibilities. We’ve heard stories of women whose insight bore significant non-profit 

institutions that assist with all manner of needs for those on the margins of society. Women most 

often serve at the center of care for all those in need. 

 

This week I asked my Facebook friends for stories about women who care. I heard from a Polish 

friend about the tireless work of her countrywomen to welcome and care for Ukrainian refugees 

starting a new life in Poland. I heard about an organization in Indianapolis called the Rent Tent, 

where women are empowered to enter sacred space with one another and to learn about their 

divine feminine energy. I heard about a book study circle that created a supportive place to land 

when a friend’s husband left her. The power of women to make the world a better place is often 

discounted, but it often ignites healing in spaces where the world has left things broken. 

 

Our Scripture for today highlights a woman who cared for those in her midst. Tabitha was a 

woman of means in the cosmopolitan coastal city of Joppa. It is likely because of her 

relationships in commerce that she was known by both an Aramaic name, Tabitha, and a Greek 

name, Dorcas. Tabitha was also named as a disciple, meaning that she may have studied 

alongside Jesus himself. Tabitha was the only woman in the New Testament to be described by 

this word, reminding us that women did serve valuable roles in Jesus’ inner circle. 

Unfortunately, too many are left out of the stories in the Gospels or confined to the periphery.  

 



We are told that Tabitha was “devoted to good works and acts of charity.” No matter if she was 

physically there with Jesus or not, her life of service embodied the care to the marginalized that 

Jesus prized most.  Tabitha had a special affection for the care of widows and it’s possible that 

she may have been one herself. 

 

In first-century Palestine, widows weren’t simply women who had lost their husbands. They 

were vulnerable to poverty. Widows who didn’t have grown male children to support them were 

at risk for maltreatment. Their economic future was uncertain and without help many died. 

Widows often had to sell themselves or their children into debt slavery to survive. Some turned 

to prostitution to make ends meet. Seeing this dire need, the early Christian church was a haven 

for widows, providing housing and other economic support. In fact, the role of deacon was 

created in Acts 6 specifically to address the needs of widows. 

 

Tabitha’s ministry to the widows was impactful. When she died, they were overcome with grief 

and called for Peter to come and heal her. Though Peter happened to be close by, calling for him 

to minister to her would be like us calling the president of the Council of Bishops to come when 

one of our most honored members died. It was a highly unusual circumstance, but Peter came, 

nonetheless. 

 

When Peter arrived, the widows were overcome with grief and showed Peter many examples of 

the fine clothing Tabitha made for them. They couldn’t help but share the importance of her 

ministry and the need for her to return to it. Peter then asked everyone to leave and knelt to pray. 

We don’t know the content of Peter’s prayer, only what he said next—“Tabitha, get up.”  

 

Tabitha was remarkable. She was one of only two people resurrected in the book of Acts. 

Tabitha’s life was clearly valuable and significant enough for Luke to record in Acts. As a result, 

you might call her a woman of valor. 

 

In her book, A Year of Biblical Womanhood, the late Rachel Held Evans teaches us the meaning 

of “woman of valor.”  The Hebrew term for woman of valor is eshet chayil. It comes from the 

text of Proverbs 31, which extolls the virtues of an industrious wife. In my experience, the text of 

Proverbs 31 has been used as a prescription—a list of attributes for women to attain. It is a 

laundry list of somewhat unattainable goals, of which most women fail to achieve even a few. 

This experience often leads to shame and guilt, but Held Evans posits that this is not the true 

intent of the text. 

 

Instead of a list of goals achieved only by some superheroine, what if we took this poem as a 

blessing never meant to be earned, but rather, praise given unconditionally? In practical use, 

Jewish husbands memorize Proverbs 31 so they can sing it over their wives at the Sabbath meal. 

Women are honored not because of what they do or don’t do. It is an opportunity to praise the 

wife for blessing the family with their energy and creativity. I would add that any woman, 

regardless of their status as a wife or mother, can bless world with their energy and creativity. 

 

Tabitha was truly an eshet chayil, a woman of valor. Her caring service to a marginalized 

community created an opportunity for that group of widows to care for her in return. The work 

she did for the widows placed her in relationship with them. They desired to do what they could 



to return the favor. We don’t live in a vacuum where our good works disconnect us from the 

receivers. In the best of worlds, these ties of love and ministry bind us to one another and provide 

opportunities for givers and receivers to switch roles. 

 

Our congregation, when operating in its most healthy state, ought to be a community of care for 

all who participate in it. When one part of the body is hurting, others minister to their needs. 

When there are needs for programs and services, we offer our gifts and talents to one another. 

We are dependent on one another rather than independent consumers who simply have chosen 

this church for worship. We are bound to each other because none of us can do all of it alone. 

Some days the usual givers need to receive, and this provides the chance receivers often need to 

step up and do some giving of their own. 

 

Both giving and receiving requires us to be vulnerable. The congregation at Joppa reached out in 

their need and experienced miraculous resurrection. In this continuing Easter season, I wonder 

where you might need to seek resurrection in your life. Oftentimes we givers need to spend time 

receiving to see God do a new thing. And those who stand on the sidelines need to get in the 

game to experience life to the full. I encourage you to look for places among our church family 

where you can step out of your comfort zone and see where God will take you. You never know 

what person of valor you might become when you lean into the gifts God has given you! 

 

I didn’t want to end the sermon today without addressing the elephant on the calendar. Today is 

Mother’s Day, but I have reservations with celebrating it in a traditional way in the church. I 

grew up in a congregation where mothers and grandmothers stood along the sides of the 

sanctuary, counted off, and took home a geranium each year. I watched my Aunt Joyce excluded 

from that ritual annually, despite the mothering role she had in the lives of my cousins, brother, 

and myself. She also mothered countless students in her role as a teacher. I never spoke to her 

about how she felt at that time, but I imagine it may have been a painful reminder of a cultural 

ideal she never achieved. 

 

Beyond those women who mother in other ways, but may feel excluded on this day, the role of 

mother carries much baggage. For some, their relationships with their mothers are solid and 

healthy; a testament to all we hope that role can contain. Others have mothers who abused them. 

Some have recently lost their mother and grief rises anew today. Some may have chosen not to 

become a mother. Others may have the desire to mother, but biology or circumstance may have 

prevented it. Most of us have something that twinges inside us when we observe the 

commercialized version of this day. 

 

For all of you who carry sadness, anger, and frustration on this day, I see you. I see your grief 

and pain and shame. So today, rather than honoring mothers only, I want to honor the spirit of 

mothering itself. No matter your gender identity or age, you can mother. That mothering spirit is 

characteristic of the God who is described as a mother hen, drawing her chicks to herself.  

 

Today, we honor the godly characteristics of all those who mother via mentoring, teaching, 

caring, and nurturing. You may do so with people or pets. It doesn’t matter. It is still a reflection 

of a God who loves with unconditional regard for all. 

 



That spirit is the same as eschet chayil, a woman of valor. May we all be known like Tabitha, as 

named disciples, followers of Jesus, caring for the marginalized. May we all nurture and love 

those in our care. May we welcome with open arms all that need our love. May we also orient 

ourselves to receiving care when we are also in need. In doing all these things, we demonstrate 

the love and care of God to the world.  

 

I’d like to close today with a poem by Alberto Rios, entitled, “When Giving is All We Have:” 

 

We give because someone gave to us.  

We give because nobody gave to us. 

 

We give because giving has changed us. 

We give because giving could have changed us. 

 

We have been better for it, 

We have been wounded by it – 

 

Giving has many faces: It is loud and quiet, 

Big, though small, diamond in wood-nails. 

 

Its story is old, the plot worn and the pages too, 

But we read this book, anyway, over and again: 

 

Giving is, first and every time, hand to hand, 

Mine to yours, yours to mine. 

 

You gave me blue and I gave you yellow. 

Together we are simple green. You gave me 

 

What you did not have, and I gave you 

What I had to give – together, we made 

 

Something greater from the difference. 

 

Let us go forward today, giving our lives as people of valor, honoring the gifts that each of us 

brings, reflecting the beauty that God already sees in us all. You are all eshet chayil. May it be 

so. 


