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If we are not careful we will read right past the woman in the book of Acts, Chapter Nine, and dwell instead on the man found there, Peter. After all, he is the center of the story of what happens one day long ago in the seaside city of Joppa. But the woman who appears there deserves our attention.

Dorcas is her name, at least in the Greek. People call her Tabitha, in the more common Aramaic. The fact that she has a name at all is significant; we have seen how many anonymous women inhabit the pages of scripture. From the perspective of Luke, who we think wrote the book of Acts, the point of even mentioning Dorcas is to highlight the healing power of Peter. At this point in the book of Acts, attention has turned from Paul to Peter – and Luke wants us to “get it” that Peter is significant. Yet here, in these few lines we catch a glimpse of the early church and of another of its leaders – a woman.

Notice how the account begins: “Now in Joppa,” the text says, “there was a disciple whose name was Tabitha, which in Greek is Dorcas.” (Acts 9:36) A disciple. Here the author uses the word in its feminine form – the only time in the Bible when a woman bears the title, disciple. Hint number one that Dorcas is someone special.

The story takes place in Joppa, an important coastal city on the Mediterranean. Today it is called Jaffa, now part of the modern Israeli city of Tel Aviv. Dorcas lives in Joppa. Ten miles away in the town of Lydda, Peter has just healed a paralyzed man. The storyteller wants us to see how well-known and weighty Peter has become; in fact, what we learn here is how important and influential Dorcas is. She is known not only in Joppa but in the surrounding area. Even Peter recognizes how essential Dorcas is to the young Christian community in Palestine. He leaves Lydda immediately when he hears about her death and goes quickly down to Joppa. Hint number two that Dorcas is extraordinary.

Why is Dorcas so prominent in Joppa? We are told, simply, that she is known for being exceedingly generous and hard working for the less fortunate. One translation of the text says that Dorcas is “always doing good and helping the poor.” (Acts 9:36; NIV) 

When Peter gets to Joppa, they have already washed the body and are preparing it for burial. The corpse is laid out upstairs, presumably in the home belonging to Dorcas. Hint number three that Dorcas is unique: she is a woman of means living in a house that has at least two floors. 

It seems plausible that Dorcas has a husband, which would account for what appears to be her affluence – but we do not learn her marital status, and it is immaterial. The widows of Joppa clearly admire Dorcas; they are the ones who send two men up to Lydda for help from Peter. When he enters the upper room, grief overcomes the women gathered there. They weep over her body and show Peter the various pieces of clothing that Dorcas had made for them - coats, robes, tunics, and other garments.

Dorcas knew what everybody else in that time and place knew: women whose husbands have died are among the poorest of the poor. Widows are cut off from support. They live at the mercy of the community. They glean the fields after the harvest to pick up leftovers for their meals. But at least in Joppa they are well-clothed, thanks to Dorcas. She was a woman who served the poor.

The longest-running ministry of Westminster Church is our Social Service group. Beginning in 1859, only two years after this congregation started, a group of women has met weekly to sew and knit and repair clothing for people in need. They have been an unofficial Dorcas Society for more than a century and a half, and today they still meet. Every Wednesday morning they knit caps and mittens for those who come to FEAST. They create items of clothing for babies born to low-income mothers at Hennepin County Medical Center. They sew tote bags for the walkers of low income seniors. They make blankets and other items for distribution around the world through Presbyterian global mission.  

Dorcas would be pleased.

The women of the Social Service group, like the women of ancient Joppa, have figured out that being followers of Jesus leads to serving the poor. There is a direct connection. Women have been doing that in the Christian Church since the earliest days, most often quietly, in the background, on a Wednesday morning when no one else is watching. They are the heartbeat of the body of Christ, extending love to those on the margins. Westminster’s history is replete with examples of how the women have led this congregation in reaching out to the vulnerable around us. 

In 1892, for instance, at another time of recession and high unemployment in our land, especially among immigrants, the women of Westminster approached the Session, the all-male board of elders, for financial support for immigrant families living in the Flats, down by the river. The men of the Session, in their wisdom, concluded that the church did not have the money to help. Undaunted, the women organized among themselves and convinced the new minister, the Rev. Pleasant Hunter, to join them in making a special appeal directly to individual members of the church. The money was soon forthcoming, and the poor immigrants received much-needed assistance.

Dorcas and women like her in the Church over the centuries concluded that to live faithfully as the people of God, means to live generously toward those whom Jesus called “the least of these, my brothers and sisters.” 

Westminster is an historic church with a prominent profile. People know us because of our magnificent facility and its unique downtown location. They know us because of our music and because of our art, from the iconic Granlund sculpture on Nicollet Mall to the treasures within. They know us because of our Minnesota Public Radio broadcast of the Westminster Town Hall Forum. They know us because of our association with business, corporate, political and civic leaders in this town since Minneapolis began. The denomination knows us because of our size and influence, not to mention our ability to host a national General Assembly, which we will do again this coming July, the 3rd through the 10th. 

All of that is well and good, but do we not hope, most of all, that this congregation will be known as Dorcas was known: as a community of faith committed to serve the poor in the name of Jesus? Is that not the “telling presence” we seek to have in this world? Is not our deepest desire as a church to be part of the unfolding of God’s goodness on this earth, for us and for our families, yes, but also for the world around us?

Last December Westminster and other houses of worship involved in Downtown Congregations to End Homelessness, or DCEH, invited the business community, through the Downtown Council, to join in helping 150 people leave emergency shelter and move into permanent housing. We announced a goal of $350,000, which would pay for 10 new case managers to work with people in the Currie Avenue overflow shelter downtown. Each case manager can work with 15 persons in helping them find a place to live; the state provides ongoing funding for the managers once the individuals are housed.  

To date, the partnership has raised over $320,000. We have not quite reached Westminster’s share of that, which is $20,000. We are about $2,000 short of the goal. This is the first such effort in our city that has been truly interfaith; two mosques are contributing, as well as Temple Israel, the Unitarians, and Catholics and Protestants. The business community is doing its part, as well.

Two new case managers are already on the job, three more start next week, and two others are being interviewed. Dozens of those without homes, people we see on the streets downtown, will soon be in their own apartments, with state-funded on-going supportive services. 

Again, Dorcas would be pleased. This is the work of the faith community. 

But it does not stop there. 

Volunteers from DCEH advocate at the Capitol for policies that move us in the direction of a more just society. Westminster’s Session occasionally – and very carefully – takes positions on public policy that reflect our commitment to the values of our faith. Our “telling presence” has been heard in the civic arena.

Some of you may be aware of the controversy sparked this past week by commentator Glenn Beck in his remarks about social justice in churches. He said that when churches talk about “social justice” they are actually using code words for something sinister. We do not need to get hysterical, or worse, sanctimonious and holier-than-thou in our response. After all, Beck’s shtick is to provoke and enflame. But what he said would be easy to ignore if not for the fact that millions of Americans listen to him every week. Beck urged people to check their church’s website to see if the words “social justice” appear there, and if they are, to “run as fast as you can” from the church. 

Let me save you the trouble; you do not have to go to our website to see Westminster’s commitment to social justice – which, if they are “code words” for anything, it would be biblical justice. Biblical justice is in the very fiber of our faith. We do not subscribe to the notion that our faith stops at simple acts of charity. Like the women of scripture who stand up for the poor, we, too, respond to human need; but biblical justice – the Hebrew concept here is tzedakah, or righteousness – biblical justice requires us to do more: to work for a world where oppression and poverty and injustice are not the norm for anyone. God mandates this of us in the pages of both the older and newer testaments. 

Westminster’s mission statement says, “The mission of Westminster Presbyterian Church is,” first, “to proclaim and celebrate the Good News of Jesus Christ,” and then, “to gather as a community to worship God, to nourish personal faith, (and) to work for love and justice.”

We did not invent these values. In the response to this week’s hullabaloo, leaders from the Southern Baptist Convention to the Roman Catholic Church to the National Council of Churches have all reaffirmed the Biblical commandment to seek justice.

I do not fear an exodus of people from Westminster over these issues; I doubt that anyone will “run” from this church over a read of scripture that leads us to seek justice. Sometimes we disagree on particular matters, but we have not hidden our commitments, which I believe we share. This latest controversy, if anything, merely serves as a reminder for us to reiterate where we stand. Social justice is not “a perversion of the gospel,” as has been claimed. On the contrary, pursuing justice is at the heart of what it means to follow Jesus. 

The first commandment is to love God, the second is like it: to love our neighbor as ourselves. 

In scripture, the mandate to seek justice is clearest when the Bible speaks of those with the least viable means of support. Scripture always speaks of three particular groups whose welfare will be the measure of our faithfulness: resident aliens – or undocumented immigrants in today’s lexicon; orphans; and, widows – widows like those in Joppa whom Dorcas served. 

It is good the story in Chapter Nine of the book of Acts has a happy ending – that Peter is able to resuscitate Dorcas. 

But even more importantly, we are grateful for the selfless, loving witness of the disciple Dorcas, and of women like her through the ages, that teaches us that faithful living begins with serving the poor.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; 
Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; 
Render to no person evil for evil. 
Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; 
Heal the afflicted. 
Honor all people, 
Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
“The Woman Who Served the Poor”


Psalm 33; Acts 9:36-42
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