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Acts 9:36-43; Psalm 23, John 10:22-30

As many of you know, we moved here from East Anglia.  There are many differences between Cambridgeshire and Hampshire, but perhaps the most obvious is the landscape.  In E. Anglia the greatest altitude you are likely to reach is a bridge over a river or a railway line.  The view is huge, but it is almost entirely sky.  In Hampshire you are rather like the Grand Old Duke of York, either at the top of a hill, the bottom of a hill, or part way up or down.  And what I’ve discovered here is that view is ever-changing.  At the bottom of the hill the view is immediate and small scale and particular; at the top of the hill the view can be expansive and breath-taking leading the eye to contemplate the wider world beyond – or at least the Isle of Wight!

One of the joys of St Luke’s writing in both his Gospel and his book of the Acts of the Apostles which we read in these weeks following Easter, is that he keeps these two views, local and universal, ever in mind and he can lead us from one to another in just a few, skilful strides.  So last week we heard the story of Paul’s earth-shattering, world-changing conversion, and now Luke plunges us into an intimate, domestic scene in an upstairs room of a poor home, filled with the knitting and sewing that had occupied the good lady who had just died.  The home was in the village of Joppa on the coast north-west of Jerusalem, not far from modern day Tel-Aviv, and Peter and the other disciples were staying about 10 miles away at the village of Lydda.  We’re hearing here about real people, in particular place, at a definite time.  This is a story of God at work in real lives, as relevant to the Hampshire hills in 2010 as to the Joppa coast line in AD 34.

The episode is in many ways a strange one.  Why did Dorcas’ friends seek out the disciples?  They didn’t actually ask Peter to try to raise her to life again, they may have wished him to pray with them, or perhaps conduct a funeral?  Was this an occasion of a busy leader not listening to what was required and thinking that he knew best?  I think not!  I wonder if this miracle sounded at all familiar to you?  It’s very similar to a miracle Jesus performed for the 12-year-old daughter of Jairus, the leader of the synagogue, who had died.  In performing this miracle, Peter was demonstrating that the life-giving power of Jesus was every bit as evident and active in the world now as it was when Jesus was physically present.  The power of the Holy Spirit was, as Jesus had promised, filling the faithful with Jesus’ own life-giving touch.  Not every sick person was healed, or dead person brought back to life, but the instance of Dorcas was a sign, just as Jesus’ own miracles were signs, of the greater life-giving purposes of God, through Jesus, for his world.  If I can put it this way, it doesn’t matter that not everyone was healed or brought back to life, because ultimately death is the gateway to a perfect existence with God, but the fact that some were provided opportunities both for them and for those who witnessed and heard of it, to delve deeper into the life-giving, life-affirming, life-fulfilling impulse of God in our lives.

Peter’s astonishing discovery in Joppa was that the view after Jesus’ death was no longer local, no longer confined to the bottom of the hill, it was the glorious panorama at the summit: a global view.  As a member of the family of the Risen Christ, it certainly wasn’t ‘life as normal’ any more, it was life in the kingdom of God, drenched with the grace and power of God, and charged with the universal task of God.  Dorcas’ rising to new life was a sign of God’s kingdom breaking into the local and connecting it to the greater perspective.  Dorcas is otherwise unknown, but the point is that the unknown and local have a place and a role in the kingdom of God, equal to the high profile and dramatic people such as Peter and Paul.  Now that’s the kind of kingdom I’d like to belong to!

Dorcas stands for all those unsung heroines, and heroes, who have got on with what they do best and have done it to the glory of God.  Had it not been for Peter she would never have made it into the pages of the New Testament, and we have to assume that there were dozens in the early years and thousands, millions in the later years who, like her, lived their lives in faith and hope, bearing the sorrows of life as well as celebrating its joys, and finding in the small acts of service to others a fulfilment of the gospel within their own sphere, using their skills to the glory of God.  Luke is right to draw our eyes down to the small-scale and immediate, in case we should ever forget that these are the people who form the heartbeat, the pulse, of the church, while the apostles and evangelists go about making important decisions, getting locked up, stoned and shipwrecked, preaching great sermons, writing great letters and generally being great and good all over the place.  What do they do it for, if not for the faithful witnesses who tend the harvest of God’s kingdom in fertile plains at the bottom of the hill?  We are privileged to have plenty of Dorcas’ in our midst in this community.  On Tuesday at a funeral in Tichborne we will be celebrating the life of one Margery Mansbridge, a local lady who faithfully served God through her love for others and her service to the church, throughout her life.  A lady who had known appalling tragedy in her life, and yet who never gave in to bitterness, but exuded the joy that only Christ can give.

We should also take note that the group Peter visited in Joppa was essentially a group of widows.  We read elsewhere in Acts that widows were beginning to form an important group within the life of the early church.  There is something poignant about this group, who by definition were all carrying one of life’s largest forms of grief, becoming recognized and acknowledged as having, not merely a claim on the general resources of the church, but also a significant contribution to make.  These widows were evidently the clothing manufacturers of their community in a time long before mass-produced clothing.  These were ordinary people, doing ordinary things, without particular recognition and with very low status, but they are part of the story of the topsy-turvey kingdom of God in which status means nothing and faithfulness means everything.  These ordinary people of limited means were not ‘ordinary’ to God, their lives were not limited in God’s salvation purposes.  When we tell the story of the great sweep of God’s purposes in history there are, at every point, the Dorcases and the Margerys who smile out of the page at us and remind us what life in Christ is really all about.  May God bless them and fill us with the joy of the Risen Christ.  Amen.

