
1	
	

The Mothers Who Never Leave Us 
Acts 9:36-43 

 

 Last weekend, Wendy and I indulged ourselves with a brief two-night 

stay at the pleasantly serene Inn at Grace Winery in Glen Mills, 

Pennsylvania, south of Philly.  Given the relentless rain throughout the 

weekend, our outside activities were somewhat limited, so we spent 

Saturday at Winterthur, the grand estate of Henry Francis du Pont, known 

mainly for its large collection of Americana, as well as its botanical beauty 

and naturalistic gardens.  We were fortunate that for a few hours midday 

the rain let up and we were able to explore the spring explosion of blossoms 

amidst broken clouds and warm sunlight—the azaleas and rhododendrons 

on full display, with a abundance of other flowering trees and plants in 

bloom, painting this pastoral landscape in Delaware with a breathtaking 

spectrum of springtime color. 

 But with intermittent rain, we headed indoors to the residence itself 

(a mere cottage of 250+ rooms), plus museums, library, and 

research/educational center.  The nine-story mansion was indeed 

impressive, though it seemed more like an opulent old resort hotel than a 

family home.  What piqued our interest, however, was the temporary 

exhibit containing the costumes from the first season of “The Crown”—the 

popular Netflix series about the British royal family which Wendy and I 

have watched and enjoyed.  Though it’s been awhile since we finished 

season two (the downside of binge-watching), the exhibit displayed the 

costumes worn by the actors (mainly by Claire Foy, portraying the young 

Queen Elizabeth II) alongside photos of the Queen herself wearing the 

original outfits from which the costumes were derived.  I found it quite 

interesting studying the side-by-side comparisons of the young queen and 
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the actress portraying her, noting, of course, that the Netflix version made 

her appear far more attractive than did the actual family genes and 

photographs (perhaps, a wise and calculated move by the producers for 

attaining a royal blessing on the series).  

In any case, it struck me once again how long dear old Lizzie has worn 

the crown (her regal role has lasted longer than my entire earthly existence) 

and how much history the queen has personally witnessed or been a part of, 

not to mention overseeing the cultural changes that have adjusted protocol 

and expectations for the royal family.  Who could have imagined back in 

1953 that she would live long enough to see a future great-grandson (Archie 

Harrison Mountbatten-Windsor) of both mixed race and nationality and 

that he would be embraced by the House of Windsor as representative of 

the new royalty (it’s a whole different era from the century before when 

King Edward and Wallis Simpson fell in love!)?  Likewise, who would have 

guessed that this inexperienced and emotionally reserved 25-year-old 

young woman would eventually evolve into the esteemed Grande Dame of 

merry, old England?    

Longevity, of course, has a lot to do with it.  At 93, Queen Elizabeth’s 

life spans from the waning days of the British colonial empire to its present 

disintegration under Brexit, a poignant symbol of a dying civilization and a 

mother-figure for those who would be lost without the Crown.  When the 

day arrives when her life eventually comes to its close, it will bring about a 

strange, unsettling grief for those who have never known a head of state 

apart from her.  She is the matriarch of British civilization around the 

world.   

While thinking of matriarchs, on a much less prodigious scale, my 

own mother, who turned 90 on Valentine’s Day, has become an “accidental” 
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matriarch of our extended family.  For one thing, she never believed she’d 

live this long.  Her mother died unexpectedly around the age of fifty, which 

left an indelible mark on my mother’s adolescent soul.  Through her early 

marriage and parenting years, my mother earnestly believed she would 

experience a similar fate as her mother.  So, in light of her own 

circumstances, she wanted her children to be grown and on their own by 

the time she turned fifty (she had all four of us within a month and a half).  

Taking nothing to chance, she taught us all the skills related to domestic 

chores and responsibility—how to cook, clean, and do laundry (clearly with 

the intent to make us independent or perhaps more marketable).  She was 

preparing us for life, in case she wouldn’t be around for us.   

Yet, as it turned out, my mother’s life extended well beyond her 

premonition, nearly doubling her mother’s age, suggesting to me that the 

haunting sense she lived with may have been due to her sense of loss.  

Because, I’m told, she is very much like her mother, it’s made me wonder if, 

on a subconscious level, her present longevity isn’t merely due to good 

fortune, but that it also serves to extend the meaning of her own mother’s 

life—imagining and honoring the years that were denied her.  We human 

beings are complex creatures and sometimes the intimate and relational 

ties that bind us to our mothers are stronger and more influential than we 

may ever realize.   

This may be true not only with our birth mothers, but other mother-

figures as well, such as a stepmother, foster mother, a male mother-figure, 

family matriarchs, or respected mentors—those who play a crucial and, 

hopefully, sustaining role in the formation of who we are, individually and 

collectively.  Aside from childhood, mother-figures loom large throughout 

our adult years, particularly as roles and relationships evolve and change—
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sometimes in very positive, helpful ways, or sometimes through demanding 

or emotionally-draining circumstances.  Male or female, it’s not uncommon 

to compare ourselves to our mothers—either to express what is shared in 

common, or to critique or contrast ourselves with them; sometimes 

mothers can be our best friends, sometimes we are driven away from them 

for what they’re like or what they say.  In any case, more often than not, our 

mothers set a standard by which we measure our own personal self-esteem, 

success, or shortcomings, for better or for worse.   

The classic image of a mother-figure—one that still is largely 

accurate—is of the one person in life who will never give up on us, who will 

never leave us, deny, or abandon us, regardless of where we may find 

ourselves.  A mothering love very well might be the closest example we 

humans experience of unvarnished, unconditional love.  That’s not always 

true, of course, but in most circumstances it probably is.  Male or female, 

mother-figures who invest a great deal of their love and attention in their 

children feel inherently responsible for their welfare, regardless of the age; 

you can tell, because they are reluctant, if not disappointed, to be left out of 

the picture.  Many mothers want to be an integral part of their children’s 

lives—some might call it, an “emotional symbiosis”—as the meaning and 

self-esteem mother-figures derive in life can be directly tied to being loved 

and appreciated by their children.  Their interest comes naturally because 

they are often the fiercest protectors and advocates for their sons or 

daughters; even when expressing tough love mothers will be the ones most 

likely to keep checking in to see how they’re doing.   

Because of their unique role, mothers (or mother-like figures) may 

turn into spiritual matriarchs with a perspective and influence that gives 

them an esteemed status in a family or community that usually rises above 
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their human flaws or character.  Spiritual matriarchs have a special role, 

insofar as they are revered, in effect, for being wise, broadly loving, if not 

for being everyone’s “grandmother”.  Matriarchs are “old souls” who have 

experienced much in life and, as a result, possess a mature perspective and 

understanding of how life unfolds, so they can provide a steadying hand 

and outlook; they are wise enough to know what’s important and what isn’t.   

Spiritual matriarchs attain their status, in part due to age, but mainly 

because they represent something larger than the person, i.e., the history of 

a family or tribal group, a community or nation, embodying in many ways 

what’s cherished or loved.  Spiritual matriarchs aren’t necessarily dominant 

personalities as much as they are influential upon others around them.  

Likewise, they don’t necessarily rule a family or tribe in the traditional 

sense, as they are more like shepherds that guide.  There’s a sense that, 

literally or figuratively, everyone finds their origin in them—biologically or 

spiritually each one’s identity is dependent upon, if not rooted in them—in 

some way emerging from them.  A matriarch has room in her heart for 

many people and expresses love with kindness and merciful care.  As a 

result, even when a matriarch passes on, her mothering presence never 

really leaves anyone.  She is always remembered and revered.  She still 

remains central to their lives. 

Our text from Acts 9, presents an image of one, who I believe may 

have been a spiritual matriarch to her community.  Luke presents her name 

as Tabitha, though I’m going to refer to her by her other name, Dorcas, for 

reasons I’ll explain momentarily.  Dorcas was evidently a well-known 

mother-figure to the community in Joppa, which is better known today as 

the modern city of Jaffa in Israel.  It’s likely that she was the founder and 

leader of the church in Joppa.  For one thing, Dorcas was described as a 
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disciple of Jesus, indicating she had a recognized role as a spiritual leader.  

She was a respected spiritual authority among those who gathered there.  

She was also known for her charity work and goodness; in their grief, the 

other women noted how she wove tunics, or provided for people in need, 

among other things for which she was beloved.  So, we can well imagine, 

when she died it left a tremendous void, their grief was deeply felt; they had 

lost one who likely was at the center of their lives.  That often is the effect 

that spiritual mothers have upon those around them.  They are integral to 

our sense of wellbeing; they are the ones we turn to in a time of crisis or 

need.  We are at a loss without them. 

In those days, disease and death were typically viewed as spiritual 

conditions, i.e., as indicating when the spirit of God was no longer present 

in a person’s body.  So, rather than merely accept that their beloved Dorcas 

had left them, they sent for the Apostle Peter who was traveling nearby—

Peter being one of the leaders of the Jesus movement and viewed as a direct 

spiritual descendent from the Lord.  Perhaps, his prayers would overrule 

death and restore her spirit.  So, he was brought into the house to where 

Dorcas was lying before burial, and after hearing their stories and 

lamentations, Peter asked them all to leave the room.  This is when we 

come to recognize this as not a story about Peter, as much as it was about 

Jesus.  Let me explain. 

In Luke 8 there’s a story derived from Mark’s gospel (ch. 5) that is a 

direct parallel to this episode in Acts.  It’s when Jesus is called to the home 

of Jairus, the leader of the synagogue, but by the time he arrived the 

daughter had died.  In that instance, Jesus asks everyone to leave the room 

and then prays over the child, saying, Talitha cum, Aramaic for, “little girl, 

get up!”.  This story of Jesus restoring the life of the girl became a hallmark 
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of his spiritual power and authority and, I believe, the basis for the 

disciples’ ministry as well.   

Where this shows up in this parallel account is that “Tabitha” is set up 

as a play on words—a reflection of this restoring power of Jesus: Talitha 

cum.  The play on words is that Talitha and Tabitha are very similar and 

that Tabitha and Dorcas both mean “to leap up like a gazelle”—suggestive of 

this rising from death and a metaphor of when the Spirit of God returns to 

those whom God loves. 

 What underlies both these stories was Jesus’s own undying love for 

those he healed and helped and restored in a variety of ways.  His was an 

unconditional, mothering love from God that was restorative and resilient 

against all the destructive forces of life that claim God’s children, which 

Jairus’s daughter and Dorcas represent in their respective accounts.  This 

story of Dorcas, this beloved matriarch, is representative of that eternal 

mothering love of God continuing on through the Apostles and beyond, 

who keep this restorative spirit alive in all who express such love to others.  

Such self-giving mothering love appeals to and addresses the fundamental 

need of every human life.   

As we know, no human being has entered this world apart from a 

mother’s womb.  That’s how we are made; that’s how we find life.  No one 

has ever first breathed the breath of life apart from when they emerged 

from within a mother’s body.  The heartbeat of the mother is what a fetus 

first hears.  Maternal life is an essential experience of human existence.   

Yet, another is this: the creative, restorative, and sustaining power of 

life is closely, intimately tied to a mothering love, even when that love 

comes from one who may not have given birth to us, but instead gave life to 

us at some point along our journey.  This attentive, often affectionate, care 
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is what allows us to relax, to rest for a while, to find ourselves and our 

spiritual center—a mothering love that reflects the image of God and the 

divine spirit of life.   

It is this mothering love that will never let us go nor leave us for as 

long as we live.  It is a presence of God that isn’t dependent on the character 

or condition of our birth mothers, but more on the resilience of love in life, 

through whomever we receive it.  A mothering love is so organic to us, so 

compelling to our spirits, so beneficial to our souls—to human life and 

wellbeing—that when it is not experienced in one person or place, it will be 

found in another through the course of life.  It’s the power of mothering 

love that nurtures and guides us from the womb to the tomb—a love that 

we, in turn, provide to another as we have received it along our way.   

Of all the types of love we encounter through the course of our days, 

the one that matters most is this kind of love that sustains the divine 

impression on our souls.  It is this gift, this eternal reality, this divine and 

human blessing that we honor on Mother’s Day—an assurance that love in 

its self-giving nurturing expression will never, ever leave us alone. 

       
The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 

      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      12 May 2019 

 


