Wanting What You Got

1) Joppa – Near Jerusalem.  Very Jewish. <Map>
2) Three characters in this story: <slide>
a. Peter – fisherman

b. Tabitha – a woman disciple

c. Simon – tanner (Dealt with dead animals, blood, entrails.  Unclean)

3) This was the lectionary text this week and when I read it, I really wrestled with the fact that Peter resurrected someone:

a. I’m okay with Jesus being resurrected – since he was the son of God

b. I’m okay with Jesus resurrecting people – since he was the son of God

=> but Peter!?!  He’s just a fisherman!  How did he get this power?

Some people suggest that it was because of his close relationship with Jesus that he inherited the power to resurrect people, but that seems little too much like magic to me.  Don’t we all have the same gift of the Holy Spirit?

Some people suggest that it was just a symbolic or metaphorical resurrection, that what’s important in the story was Tabitha’s legacy and that she lived on in the hearts of the people she touched.  While I agree that’s true, the story says he took her by the hand, helped her stand, and called the saints and widows and showed her to be alive.  The author was pretty emphatic that she was raised in the flesh.

So I spent all week wondering – How come Peter had the power of resurrection?  Why does it seem like Peter, a regular old fisherman, who sinned and repented and sinned again, and who lived and died like every other human being…got the power to tell a dead woman to get up and she got up?  Or perhaps we might instead ask, “Why did God grant Peter’s prayer to raise Tabitha?”  How many people have prayed that God bring their loved ones back to life and yet God never does?  And how come we don’t have this power?  Imagine what good we could do if we could bring back people from the dead!  Imagine what how many people we could tell the good news to!  Imagine the kind of ministry and the kind of impact we could have on the world!  Why Peter and why not us?

The sad part is, I never really figured out an answer to this question.  I still have no idea why God decided to send Peter to raise Tabitha, but God didn’t decide to raise any of the millions of other people who have died.

But I did realize something, looking at all three characters in the story.  To quote a song, “It’s not about getting what you want; it’s about wanting what you got.”  <click> Tabitha didn’t have the power to raise the dead, but she still made a huge impact.  You can see it in the mourning of the widows, in the legacy she was known for, and in the clothes and blankets she made – Tabitha did not spend time worrying about what she couldn’t do, she took what she had and she used it for God.  Simon the Tanner, an outcast of society, didn’t worry about why Peter could raise the dead and he could not.  He had a spare room and he offered it to Peter to stay.  And Peter did not wonder why he was the one responsible for such a power: If people were going to be waking him up and bothering him in the middle of the night to come and ask him to bring back their friends.  He didn’t resent the fact that these two men just came and found him and, without asking him if he was busy or doing anything, demanded that he come immediately.  Think of all the other prophets in the bible who resisted God’s call for them…and yet, Peter does not.


All three characters did what they could with what they had.  Instead of wasting their time and energy thinking about what could have been or should have been or might have been; they focused on what was.

<slide>


When we look at our lives, what do we focus on?  The world around us is created to make us think about everything but the present.  Advertising tells us what life could be like, if only we’d buy this product.  Politicians tell us how bad things will be if we elect the other candidate.  Even religious media like the Left Behind books tell us about what might happen or could happen or will happen.  There is so much pressure from the world to fear the future, to compare ourselves to others, to be unsatisfied with life the way it is.  And yet, in this story, all three characters…all with reasons to complain and reasons to feel like they got the short end of the stick…find joy in doing what they can with what they have.


And what about our church.  How much time and energy do we spend, as a church, thinking about what could have been, what used to be, what we need but don’t have, or what other churches are doing?  When we look at our church, do we fear the future?  Do we compare ourselves to others?  Are we unsatisfied?  And how much time and energy do we spend living in the present serving the community with what we’ve got?


Now I know it’s easy for me to stand up here and say, “Be satisfied with what you have.”  “It’s not about getting what you want.  It’s about wanting what you got.”  “Live in the present.”  But that’s easier said than done, right?  Satisfaction isn’t something that we can just decide.  Fear and regret are things we can just turn off.  How do we get to a place where we want what we’ve got?


Again, if we look at the story, we find the answer: service.  All three characters in the story – Tabitha, Peter, and Simon – used what they had in service to others.  They found their satisfaction in life by using what they had, not for themselves, but for God and for their fellow humans.  And this is the paradox of human nature, but the bible is very clear about it: “If you want to be satisfied with what you have, give it away.  <Slide>  If you try to keep things for yourself, you will never be satisfied.”  It is in our service that God’s miracles and God’s promises come true.  It is in our service that we find satisfaction and contentment.  It is in our service that we realize all that we do have and we stop needing to compare.  It is in our service that our fear or future and regret of the past give way to living in the present.  It is in our service, whether we have the power of resurrection or whether we’re making blankets that we find we don’t have to get what we want because we already want what we’ve got.


Brothers and sisters, if you are anxious about getting the bills paid…donate.  If you don’t have enough time to do everything you have to do…volunteer.  If you wonder why someone has something you don’t have…give.  Live in the present.  Want what you’ve got.  Jesus put it best when he said, “those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life will save it.”
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