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  John 10:22–30 
“Now in Joppa there was a disciple whose name was Tabitha, which in Greek is 
Dorcas” 
It’s all about language at the moment. The papers and media seem to be full 
of debate about the term pakeha and whether it is racist or not. Tied up 
with this is a question of identity. How do we see ourselves? Who can name 
us? But then what do we call ourselves as a group of people from 
predominantly British extraction – NZ European? (Most of us see Britain as 
the country our lineages derive from.) Non-Maori? (I don’t want to be a 
non-anything!), tangata tiriti? Oops, there’s another Maori phrase. In the 
paper too was a story about a student at Northcote College who has created 
an app to give his teachers so that they could learn to pronounce his name 
correctly. It is Vinayakan, but a couple of the teachers shortened it to Vinnie 
as that was easier to say. He thought about it and realised he needed his 
identity stated clearly through his name – it had meaning but Vinnie did 
not. Think of your own name and the nicknames you might have had, or 
the shortenings, some of which were acceptable to you and others which 
were not. Our names, and our labels are very important to whom we are. 
Today’s story is about identity too! There was a disciple whose name was 
Tabitha, which in Greek is Dorcas. Tabitha is Aramaic from which is derived 
Hebrew. The nearest Hebrew word means “graceful or lovely.” In the 
Aramaic it means “gazelle, and graceful .” In the Greek it is Dorcas, which 
actually means “deer” but is easily used as the nearest equivalent to the 
Aramaic. It’s a small point I know, but it is a question of who defines us.  
Tabitha which is Aramaic is the language of a minority group. Joppa was a 
seaport in southern Palestine, and still is, and had been conquered over the 
centuries by all the major powers from Egypt through Assyrians, Persians, 
Alexander, to the Romans – then on into the modern period where the 
Mamluks, the Ottomans, the British and now Israel control the port and 
city. It was cosmopolitan and had a heterogeneous population, and still has, 
each group having their own languages as well as the language of the empire. 
In Tabitha’s case that language was Greek. That was the common language 

of the empire in that region. Who defines her? Tabitha is the Aramaic name 
that links her to her ancestors Abraham and Sarah who trusted God would 
lead them to new life, Moses and Miriam who led the people out of slavery, 
the prophets who proclaimed the justice and compassion of God. She was a 
follower of Jesus the Christ, who from this same prophetic lineage, was 
executed by the Roman empire yet became a source of resurrection life for 
all who believed. Dorcas is her Greek name, the lingua franca of the Roman 
Empire.  
She needed to establish a bicultural identity, as others do whenever they live 
in a dominating culture that continually privileges language, art, music, so 
how one is named is important in order to gain access and advantage. As 
Dorcas, she knows how to navigate in that world. She has used her tailoring 
skills to make a living in the economy of Roman control, but she has also 
resisted the social system of the empire and its exclusive domination by 
ministering to women routinely overlooked. It is clear that what she has 
done has clothed and protected particularly the widows and also the needy 
of the community. But, now Tabitha has died, and questions arise. If this 
disciple of resurrection life has died, what does that say about the 
resurrection itself? Is her stand in a Roman, patriarchal, dominated world 
for naught? Is there anyone who will stand up for the widows, poor, 
oppressed? In their grief, do these widows have any reason for hope or has 
hope died with the one they know as Dorcas? 
It is into this grief and despair that Peter enters. After clearing the room, 
Peter draws upon resurrection power, calling forth Tabitha to continue 
giving witness to resurrection compassion and resistance. “Tabitha, get up.” 
Peter also knows how to live a bicultural identity, travelling the roads made 
by empire when needed but also standing firm in the power of resurrection 
when required. Today is a day for standing firm in his identity, in Tabitha’s 
identity, in resurrection identity. There is no magic at work, but rather the 
simple power of resurrection life that refuses to be snuffed out by 
circumstances or oppressive systems. 
There is another word I haven’t touched on and that is the word Luke uses 
to describe her, ‘mathētria’. This is the only place where the feminine form 
of the Greek word for ‘disciple’ is used in the New Testament. In Luke’s 



telling of the whole story of Jesus and the early church he gives her a 
descriptor that has only been used in its masculine form ‘mathētes’. She is a 
woman of importance, of influence, and of position in the community at 
Joppa. A curious aside, for the first named female disciple, she doesn’t figure 
in the list of official saints but has her own day on October 25 in. Once 
again there is the question of who gives us identity. Nearly all the 
commentaries I have looked at have called her a widow among widows, and 
even Luke describes what she does as “doing good works” rather than 
“ministry” which he associates with the the other disciples. She has been 
known as Tabitha the widow, or the almsgiver, but it seems to me she is a 
successful business woman, not unlike Anna Stretton who established Dress 
for Success to help you women in need get the clothing they need to get a 
job. 
So the disciples there sent for Peter. Without telling him why, they requested 
his presence, “Please come to us right away!” What did he find upon arrival? 
A dead woman surrounded by mourning widows who—like the women 
who went to the tomb of Jesus—were preparing her for burial. Peter entered 
the room and knelt to pray. Then he told Tabitha to get up, and she did! 
Named in her mother tongue, she responds. 
The Spirit of God who raised Jesus from the dead brings back to life this 
faithful woman whose acts of compassion are central to the new reality of 
God’s reign. This is a strange turn of events according to our standards, but 
God has a different value system. It should not surprise us if we have been 
listening to Mary’s song about how God “lifted up the lowly”. 
I have known Tabithas in every church I have ever served. Like her they 
power except a deep and abiding commitment to give expression to God’s 
compassion for those in need. They too practicing their faith by serving 
others. Tabitha’s work is too important to die, and by empowering Peter to 
keep her alive, God affirms this life. The congregation in Joppa made a 
communal intercession for the healing of one of its members, hoping that 
her wholeness would come by reaching out to her with the spiritual 
resources at hand. 
Our congregations are drawn toward healing because brokenness is so much 
a part of our lives. We have all become ill and lost hope. We have all either 

stared into death’s eyes ourselves or done so alongside beloved family 
members and friends. As Christians today are more aware than ever of the 
power of holistic healing—the intersection of prayer, hopeful attitude, and 
the resources of medicine. We are more aware than ever that no one should 
face disease alone. Communities can be powerful healing partners in helping 
us overcome illness and brokenness through prayer and mutual support 
which complements medical treatment.This was true for Dorcas, and it 
remains true for us today. 
This congregation of resurrection hope had reason to believe in a God who 
transcends the categories of birth, life, and death. We do not know God’s 
will as it pertains to Tabitha or to our loved ones. A helpful distinction is 
between praying for a cure, which seems to dictate to God our desired 
outcome, and praying for healing, which can come in unexpected ways. 
God’s Spirit will bring healing that comes often surprises us and causes us to 
catch our collective breath. 
Communal healing requires that we overcome the intense privacy and 
individualism that are the cultural icons of our day. There is a tendency 
within all of us, when facing a crisis or catastrophe, to pull in, to draw in, to 
hunker down, to go private. Novelist and author Frederick Buechner writes, 
When it comes to putting broken lives back together—when it comes, in 
religious terms, to the saving of souls—the human best tends to be at odds 
with the holy best. To do for yourself the best that you have it in you to do
—to grit your teeth and clench your fists in order to survive the world at its 
harshest and worst—is, by that very act, to be unable to let something be 
done for you and in you that is more wonderful still. The trouble with 
steeling yourself against the harshness of reality is that the same steel that 
secures your life against being destroyed secures your life also against being 
opened up and transformed by the holy power that life itself comes from. 
The congregation at Joppa was vulnerable. Tabitha was a woman, a disciple, 
who helped support them in a system that discriminated against them. They 
could stand together, using all the tools and spiritual resources available to 
them—weeping together, hoping together, and celebrating together unafraid 
to wade into each other’s lives in transforming ways. These can be rare marks 
in twenty-first-century Christian communities.


