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Have you ever been at the end of your rope?  My Mom used that saying from time to time when I was growing up, usually with reference to me or one of my two brothers.  Looking back I don’t really remember doing anything that would warrant such an extreme expression.  Sure we broke a few lamps and windows playing hockey in the basement, and we may have trampled the neighbors’ flower beds playing football, and then there was the time in 3rd grade when I stole chocolate bunnies from the local grocery store, but if you ask me Mom still should have had plenty of rope to work with. 

 When I think of a person who is at the end of their rope, I think of a person who has tried everything and nothing has worked.  Our economy has left many people at the end of their rope.  For some the problem is finding a job. You’ve sent out resumes by email, you’ve gone door to door, you’ve combed the papers and the Internet looking for job openings, and despite your best efforts you’re still out of work.  For some the problem is paying the bills.  You have a job, but making ends meet has become a losing proposition as your medical bills, education bills, and loan payments have grown faster than your income, and now you’re at the end of your rope.  For some the issue is a child.  He’s gotten involved with the wrong crowd; his grades have fallen off a cliff; he’s cutting classes; he’s using drugs; he shows no respect for you as parents or for his teachers.  You’ve tried being encouraging, you’ve tried to be understanding, you’ve tried coming down hard on him, you’ve tried taking him to counselors, and nothing has worked … you’re at the end of your rope.
And for some of you it’s your health.  You have been to doctor after doctor, gone through test after test, tried one treatment after another, and if anything you’re worse than when the symptoms first showed up a few years ago.  You’ve done so much research on your condition that you knew more about it than the last doctor you saw.  You’ve tried everything you know to try … you’re at the end of your rope.
Or maybe it’s not you that’s at the end of your rope; maybe it’s someone you love.  And while it’s not quite the same, that can be pretty frustrating too, can’t it, to have someone come to you who is at the end of their rope and there’s nothing you can do to help.  You can’t rescue their marriage.  You can’t diagnose their disease.  All you can do is to listen and to care and to pray, but frankly it doesn’t seem like enough.
It’s especially hard for those of you who are “fix it” types.  Do you know the type?  You tell some people your problem, and their very sincere and kind response is to say, “I’m so sorry; let me pray for you.”  You tell the “fix it” type your problem, and later that day you get an email from them with a six-step plan to fix your problem.  The “fix it” person can’t stand to just sit around and do nothing when he knows of a way to fix the problem.  And nothing frustrates the “fix it” personality like a problem that has run out of fixes.  

But there is good news for all of us who are at the end of our rope, for those of us with problems that have run out of fixes.  His name is Jesus, and he, the Bible assures us, knows how to save a life.  When we are at the end of our rope, Jesus can pull us through.  
When You’re At The End Of Your Rope
Our brief journey through the Gospel of Matthew takes us to two stories in Matthew 9 about two people who are at the end of their rope.  One is the father of a twelve year old girl who has just passed away.  He tried everything he could think of to help her, and it wasn’t enough, and now she’s dead.  The second is a woman who has been ill for twelve years, the entire life span of the girl who just passed away.  She has tried everything, been to every doctor, tried every treatment, and nothing has worked – she’s very much at the end of her rope.  Let me read you the introduction to their stories as Matthew records them for us:
While Jesus was saying this, a ruler came and knelt before him and said, “My daughter has just died.  But come and put your hand on her, and she will live.”  Jesus got up and went with him, and so did his disciples.

Just then a woman who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak.  She said to herself, “If I only touch his cloak, I will be healed.”  (Matthew 9:18-21)
This same story is also recorded in Mark 5 and in Luke 8, and in those companion accounts we learn a few additional details.  The father of the twelve year old girl goes by the name of Jairus, and he holds a fairly important office in his community, that of leader of the synagogue.  The synagogue was something like our church; it was the place that the Jewish people of that community would gather on the Sabbath to worship.  It would have been Jairus’ job to supervise the worship services, to care for the ancient scrolls containing the Hebrew Scriptures, to run the daily school, to keep the congregation faithful to the Law, to distribute alms, to oversee the care of the building, and to find rabbis to teach on the Sabbath.  In other words, Jairus had devoted his entire life to serving God.  Jairus, I’m sure, was honored to be one of God’s chosen people, but along with being chosen came a significant amount of work and sacrifice.
One of my favorite classic movies is “Fiddler on the Roof.”  Do you remember some of Tevye’s lines in that movie?  When Tevye complains about being poor, his friend tells him, “Money is the world’s curse.”  To which Tevye replies, “May the Lord smite me with it, and may I never recover.”  Tevye would not have been a good synagogue leader; he clearly didn’t have a firm recollection of the Hebrew Scriptures.  In one scene Tevye says, “As Abraham said, ‘I am a stranger in a strange land …’” To which his friend Mendel replies, “Moses said that.”  Then Tevye says, “Ah, well, as King David said, ‘I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.’” To which Mendel replies, “That was also Moses.”  Tevye then sums it up with this comment: “For a man who was slow of speech, Moses sure talked a lot.”  But my favorite Tevye comment comes when Tevye is talking to God.  Things are not going well for Tevye; he is at the end of his rope.  And so Tevye says this to God: “I know, I know – we are your chosen people.  But once in awhile, can’t you choose someone else?”
And I imagine that’s how Jairus felt about being one of God’s chosen people. I can imagine Jairus saying to God, “God, I have given my life to serving you.  I fast, I pray, I study your Scriptures, I teach the Scriptures, I care for your house, I care for the poor – I have done everything you’ve asked me to do.  And now this … my daughter.  God, she was only twelve.  She did nothing to deserve this.  And you’ve taken her away from me.  I know I am one of your chosen people, but if this is what it means to be chosen, can’t you please choose someone else?” 
Clearly Jairus is at the end of his rope.  And so, we learn, is this woman, who has suffered from a bleeding disorder for twelve years.  Mark’s account fills us in on some details about this woman: “And a woman was there who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years.  She had suffered a great deal under the care of many doctors and had spent all she had, yet instead of getting better she grew worse.”  (Mark 5:25-26)  That’s quite an indictment of the medical care this woman received.  Not only did she suffer from her bleeding, but Mark tells us she “suffered a great deal under the care of many doctors.”  The doctors, such as they were in those days, took her money in exchange for cures that not only didn’t help her, but made her condition worse.

The Talmud is a collection of ancient rabbinic writings.  The Talmud contains eleven suggested cures for this woman’s condition.  Some were legitimate treatments, while others – such as carrying the ashes of an ostrich egg in a linen cloth – were mere superstitions.  But my guess is that this woman tried them all.  And none of them worked.
Now we need to understand something more to appreciate this woman’s plight.  We can appreciate at least intellectually the discomfort of being unable to stop the bleeding.  We can imagine that this must have left her drained physically.  But what we don’t immediately appreciate is the disruption this condition would have had on her life.  Under the law, which you can read for yourself in Leviticus 15:25-33, this condition would have caused the woman to be in a state of perpetual ceremonial uncleanness.  That meant, for example, that she could never have been to Jairus’ synagogue to worship; for twelve years she had been excluded from all synagogues.  And since she was unclean, anything and anyone she touched would be unclean, which meant that she was not allowed to touch anyone.  Under the law she was not allowed to touch her husband, if she had one.  Under the law she was not allowed to hug her children, if she had any.  Similar to the plight of the lepers, she was cut off from all human contact by this disease.  
And so we can imagine that after twelve years of this, she was at the end of her rope.  There were no more doctors to go to.  There were no more treatments to try.  She had no money.  She was ostracized from her community, cut off from human touch.  Hers is a problem no one can fix.

Jesus Pulls Us Through
But do you remember what the woman said to herself?  When the woman sees Jesus she says, “If I only touch his cloak, I will be healed.” (Matthew 9:21)  Now why would she say that? Why would she think that merely touching this man’s cloak will solve her problem when she has tried every possible remedy for her disease and none of them have worked?
At first blush this seems like a belief in magic or superstition.  If you’re a sports fan, you know all about superstition.  Superstitions are funny enough when it’s the players who practice them.  Michael Jordan, for example, as a professional basketball player always wore his University of North Carolina gym shorts under his uniform, because those were the shorts he wore when he won the national championship and he believed they brought him good luck.  Baseball players are probably the most superstitious.  You’ll notice, for example, that most players are very careful not to step on the baselines when they run on or off the field, thinking it will bring them bad luck.  But it’s we fans who take the cake when it comes to superstitions.  Have you ever been watching your team on TV, and they were doing poorly, so you switched the chair you were sitting in and suddenly they started doing better?  And for the rest of the game you didn’t move from that chair, because you believed if you did it would be your fault if your team lost the game.  Do you ever wear your lucky jersey when you watch the Sharks play?  Why?  Because you have this sense that your jersey has some sort of magical powers that helps the Sharks win.
So is that what’s going on with this woman?  Is she so desperate that she has resorted to believing that there’s some sort of magical healing power in Jesus’ clothes?  Actually that’s not what’s going on at all; let me try to help us make sense of what in reality is an act of true faith.

In Jesus’ day it was common for the men to wear what we call today a prayer shawl.  It was a cloak, and on the edge of the cloak were tassels.  Listen to what the Bible says about tassels in the book of Numbers: “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Speak to the Israelites and say to them: “Throughout the generations to come you are to make tassels on the corners of your garments, with a blue cord on each tassel.  You will have these tassels to look at and so you will remember all the commands of the Lord, that you may obey them …”’”  (Numbers 15:37-39)   Deuteronomy 22:12 simply gives this command: “Make tassels on the four corners of the cloak you wear.”
Now there was a belief among the Jews of that time about a special healing power that would be present in the tassels of the cloak worn by the Messiah.  In Malachi 4 the Bible, in reference to the promised Messiah, says there will be “healing in his wings.”  Many of the rabbis interpreted that phrase to mean that there would be healing in the tassels worn by the Messiah.  The rabbis also based this belief on this verse in Zechariah: “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘In those days ten men from all languages and nations will take firm hold of one Jew by the hem of his robe and say, “Let us go with you, because we have heard that God is with you.”’” (Zechariah 8:23)  

So here’s what’s going on in the mind of this woman, this woman who is understandably at the end of her rope.  She believes that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah promised by the Hebrew Scriptures.  She has heard enough and seen enough to convince her of this truth.  She has reached this conclusion, by the way, way before most other people.  These events are recorded in Matthew 9.  It’s not until some time later, in Matthew 16, that Peter, who spent three years traveling with Jesus, finally came to the conclusion that Jesus was the Messiah.  This woman already believes that.  And as an act of faith, she reaches out her hand through the crowd and – for just a fleeting moment – grabs on to the tassels on Jesus’ robe, believing with all her heart that there is healing in his wings.
Matthew then writes this: “Jesus turned and saw her. ‘Take heart, daughter,’ he said, ‘your faith has healed you.’  And the woman was healed from that moment.”  (Matthew 9:22)  When this woman was at the end of her rope, Jesus pulled her through.  When no doctor was able to help her, Jesus was able to heal her.  And notice what else Jesus does for her, this woman who must have been starved for affection after having been cut off from her community for twelve years – Jesus calls her “daughter.”  This is the only woman Jesus ever refers to with this endearing term.  Jesus sees her not just as a problem to be fixed, but as a person to be loved.
The Bible never mentions this woman again, but there is a fair bit of tradition that she and Jesus meet again.  According to tradition this woman’s name was Veronica, the woman it is said who walked the road to the cross with Jesus, the woman who wiped the sweat and blood from his forehead as he carried the cross to Calvary.  Jesus stopped her bleeding and, tradition says, she mopped the blood from Jesus’ head.
Meanwhile, there’s the matter of Jairus’ daughter – his dead daughter.  When we talk about being at the end of our rope, we mean that we’re hanging on for dear life.  Jairus didn’t even have that.  He was past the end of his rope.  But as one author has written, the cross of Jesus teaches us this – sometimes God comes through even after we’re dead.  And that’s what Jairus was hoping Jesus could do for him.  Here’s the text:

When Jesus entered the ruler’s house and saw the flute players and the noisy crowd, he said, “Go away.  The girl is not dead but asleep.”  But they laughed at him.  After the crowd had been put outside, he went in and took the girl by the hand, and she got up.  News of this spread through all that region.  (Matthew 9:23-26)  
I’ve always wondered how the people in the crowd felt after Jesus raised Jairus’ daughter from the dead.  They must have laughed pretty heartily for Matthew to make note of it in his Gospel.  They didn’t just sort of smile to themselves when Jesus said, “The girl is not dead but asleep.”  And they didn’t laugh the good-natured laugh of a person who just heard a good joke. They must have laughed the way you laugh at someone you think is really a fool.  They must have laughed the way you laugh when you’re making fun of someone.  And then, while they’re still laughing and making jokes and talking about how crazy Jesus is, out walks the girl who just moments before was very much dead.
By the way, if you’re wondering why there are flute players at the scene when a girl has just died, they would have been there as professional mourners.  Their role was to help the family to grieve and to call the community’s attention to their loss.  But they aren’t needed once Jesus arrives, because Jesus knows how to save a life, even after that life has been lost.

It is a sick feeling to be at the end of your rope.  But sometimes the end of the rope is the place we meet Jesus, the Jesus who can pull us through.  On the night of December 7, 1946 when Stuart Luhan was awakened by loud noises in the hall of his hotel, he jumped out of bed and threw open his door to investigate.  The smoke pouring through the corridors and the frantic shouts of the hotel guests made it clear that his hotel was on fire.  Luhan ran back into his room and slammed the door shut to keep out the suffocating smoke.  His fear notched up further when he remembered that he was on the tenth floor of the hotel.  He couldn’t jump; he couldn’t get out through the hallway.  There was no way out.
Luhan then did the only thing he could think of to do – he got down on his knees and began to pray.  After a few minutes of very intense prayer, Luhan noticed that he was feeling calmer, more composed.  And then he had a very clear sense that God was telling him to put on his clothes and to begin to make a rope out of the sheets and blankets in his room.  Luhan remembers thinking that it seemed foolish to make that rope when he was ten stories high, but he did it anyway.

Once he finished making the rope Luhan did what he thought was the logical next step – he secured the rope and then started to throw the other end out the window.  But then Luhan got another clear message, which he attributed to God.  God told him, he said, not to throw the rope out just yet.  So Luhan waited, even as the smoke began to pour under his door and into his room.

Finally Luhan got a clear signal from God to go ahead.  As he climbed out the window he spotted a fireman extending a ladder to the 8th floor, which was as far as the ladder would reach.  To make things even more challenging, the ladder was positioned one room to the right and a bit short of where Luhan’s rope was.  Luhan climbed down to the end of his rope, and then, with his adrenaline pumping like it never had, Luhan swung the rope back and forth, let go of the rope and dropped into the fireman’s arms.
When he looked back toward his room, Luhan realized why he needed to wait before he had thrown his makeshift rope out the window.  His rope of sheets and blankets had quickly been devoured by the flames snaking out the windows.  Had he thrown out the rope when he first wanted to, it would have burned up before the fireman had the opportunity to reach him and to save his life.

Life is scary at the end of the rope.  Some of you are experiencing that today, and for the rest of us, our time is coming.  But there is good news.  We might run out of rope, but Jesus will never run out on us.  He promises to be there to catch us, to rescue us, to save us.  That is, after all, what the name Jesus means – “Savior.”  And sometimes we don’t discover that for ourselves until we let go of the rope and find ourselves in Jesus’ arms.  Sometimes the end of the rope is the place we meet Jesus.  When you’re at the end of your rope, Jesus will pull you through.
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