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This April I decided, on a whim, to explore the entirety of John Darnielle’s work in 

music and literature.  When his name was referenced in another of my favorite 

books on theology and religion, I simply thought “I need to learn more about this 

guy.”  So I spent a little over a month reading his three novels and almost 

exclusively listening to his band The Mountain Goats.  I believe taking time to dive 

into the specific life and work of someone who catches your attention is a 

worthwhile experience.  With every book or song or Wikipedia page or YouTube 

video I viewed, I was drawn deeper into the stories that shaped his life and work.  

And it was always new questions that drew me further and further into this story 

and work.  

 

A similar line of asking questions will take us deeper into the story of Peter in 

Lydda and Joppa (that is how my NRSV Bible titles this story).  In fact one simple 

question will turn this published title on its head: Who is this story about?  What if 

this story is less about Peter and more about Tabitha? What if we let ourselves be 

drawn into not only Tabitha’s story but the widows of Joppa?  What if today – 

Good Shepherd Sunday – where many of the liturgical texts focus on Jesus as the 

Good Shepherd who guides us and takes care his people, we also remembered the 

marginal status of shepherds in the times of the early church?  Our imaginations 

might draw together the God taking the image of a poor shepherd and the plight of 

the marginalized widows of Joppa.  

 

It was to these women on the fringes of society that Tabitha was called. Theologian 

Willie James Jennings writes that “Widows, that group of people vulnerable in 

ancient and current times, made vulnerable by deaths sting, have always been a 

special concern for God and here for Tabitha as well.” 1  She was devoted – a 

posture that carries empathy, steadfastness, affection.  Can you imagine her 

affection toward these women who would show up to her door, seeking a sense of 

security, healing, relief?  The sense of welcome and hospitality she cultivated in 

this ministry of Joppa jumps out at us in the middle of the story, though we may 

miss it if we’re too eager to get to Peter’s miracle.  

 

When Peter answers the call of a couple other disciples, he finally arrives in the 

room where Tabitha’s body lay lifeless, only to be greeted by the grief of ALL the 



widows of her community, holding the garments she made for them.  If we linger 

here for a moment, can we see the stories these articles – these artifacts – of 

clothing carry?  Perhaps one tunic holds the story of a widow with only the 

clothing on her back to her name, receives a garment blessed by the work of the 

hands of Tabitha.  A blanket gifted to one who can’t seem to keep both the cold of 

the night and loneliness at bay.  With each garment foisted before Peter, there lies a 

story of shame and healing, loss and hope, grief and joy.  

 

In her book This Here Flesh, Cole Arthur Riley muses that in the story of Genesis 

chapter three, God kneels and makes clothing for Adam and Eve. “In the garden, 

when shame had replaced Eve’s and Adam’s dignity, God became a seamstress.” 2   

In the time following Jesus’s resurrection, when shame stole the dignity of the 

widows of Joppa, Tabitha became a seamstress.  We would do well to remember 

that resurrection was happening before Peter ever stepped foot in Joppa.  

 

But now she is gone.  The harsh sting of death is returning to these women who 

had found some shred of their dignity in the devotion of this garment-crafting 

disciple of Jesus.  What fear there must be in this moment – not only a familiar 

sense of loss, but the weight of vulnerability returning with a renewed pressure.  

Surely these women are not only weeping for Tabitha – they are also weeping for 

themselves.  But it is into moments like these, where it seems like there is no way 

forward or the way forward has been stolen, that the living God shows up.  

 

Today is Confirmation Sunday, and over the years here at Westminster 

confirmands have had an opportunity to share their public statements of faith with 

their peers and Elders.  It’s remarkable that the statements we’ve heard over the 

years have very often included or centered around stories of “death’s sting”:  

Losing a loved one or friend, pain of divorce or family conflict, the experience of 

being bullied.  Though the stories, outcomes and conclusions may not all be the 

same, these same youth also share how God somehow has shown up within or even 

despite these stories.  Showing up in the comfort of church community.  Showing 

up in the affirming reminders of their belovedness.  Showing up through a sense of 

calling.  Showing up in those who reflect the same devotion and compassion as 

Tabitha.  

 

Tabitha – whose life and ministry seem to be all for naught. But as we return to the 

scene, Peter sends everyone out of the room and calls Tabitha by name - “Get up”.  

And by the breath of the Spirit Tabitha lives, takes Peter by the hand, and is shown 

to all the disciples and widows there.  In the spirit of the resurrected Jesus, she is 

given back to her community – back to the lives of the vulnerable. God’s 

resurrection power returns us to one another,  

 



We would do well to not mistake this miracle as though everything is back up and 

running as usual – just a bit of magical handiwork. Because Tabitha is raised from 

the dead, these widows are certainly not alone.  But also, if death has lost its sting, 

then things need not be the way they’ve always been.  Reality is no longer bound 

to the world as we’ve ordered and created it – with it’s hierarchies and orderings 

that we’ve believed to be immutable.  Reality is bound to God’s promise of all 

things being made new 3.  Can you feel the questions creeping in: must the 

vulnerable be bound to lives of perpetual insecurity?  Is it possible to be a widow 

and prosperous rather than poor?  Is it possible that women’s lives and bodies 

might exist free from hierarchies that predominantly benefit men?  Is it possible 

that our wounds might not harden our hearts but make us more tender towards one 

another?  What does God’s realized promise look like in a world ordered in such a 

way as ours? 

 

 “I do not celebrate crumbs when I know of the bread that has been promised me”4  

Cole Arthur Riley continues with hopeful defiance.  We don’t know what 

happened with the widows after Tabitha was raised from the dead – that’s where 

we leave this part of the story.  
 

But perhaps they have caught a glimpse of the bread promised them. Perhaps we’re 

able to catch a glimpse of what God has promised – that death will not have the 

final word. That God – like a seamstress in Joppa – is ministering to the wounded 

places in our stories. May we see it, feel it, and know it to be so. Amen. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 James Jennings, Willie, Acts, pg. 100 
2 Riley, Cole Arthur, This Here Flesh, pg. 14 
3 Inspired by Heidi A. Peterson’s reflections on the story of Tabitha: 

https://www.christiancentury.org/article//clothed-compassion  
4 Riley, Cole Arthur, This Here Flesh, pg. 123 
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