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As Jesus was teaching, a leader of a synagogue came and knelt before Him. “My daughter just died,” he said, “but you can bring her back to like again if you just come and lay your hands on her.”  Then Jesus and his disciples got up and went with Him.  Just then a woman who had suffered for 12 years with constant bleeding came up behind Him and reached out and touched his robe, for she thought to herself, ‘If I can just touch the fringe of his robe, I can be healed.’  Jesus turned around and saw her there and said, “Daughter, be encouraged, your faith has healed you.” And at that moment, she was healed.
In the 9th Chapter of the Book of Matthew, we see this story of two very different people in two very different social standings, a leader of the synagogue, educated, religious and respected in society; and this woman who had been sick for 12 years, unclean, sick, limited to the fringes of society; two people in desperate situations but both believing in the potential of a proposition ‘if.’  Both of them clinging onto the hope that a cosmic cause and effect chain reaction could be set forth with the whisper of an ‘if.’ Both of them believing that when faith enters the equation, an ‘if’ can blow open the doors of heaven and the possibilities are endless. If you just, if I just.

Let’s focus on this woman for just a moment. For 12 years she has been bleeding. She is living under this Levitical law that pushes her to the fringes of society. She is unclean and untouchable. We discover in the Book of Leviticus exactly what her situation is. In Leviticus 15:25, we read this

If a woman has a flow of blood for many days that is unrelated to her menstrual period or if the blood continues beyond the normal period, she is ceremonially unclean. As during her menstrual period, the woman will be unclean as long as the discharge continues. Any bed she lies on and any object she sits on during that time will be unclean just as during her normal menstrual period. If any of you touch these things, you will be ceremonially unclean. You must wash your clothes and bathe yourself in water and you will remain unclean until evening.

You’ve got to love the Book of Leviticus!  If you wonder why we need to read the Book of Leviticus, it’s because we understand when we read it how desperate her situation was. This was totally and completely humiliating for her to walk around with this disease for 12 years. She was literally untouchable. Anything that she touched would be unclean. Anyone who touched her or touched anything that she had touched would be unclean.  She was isolated, excluded. No one wanted to be around her. No one wanted to touch her. She was in a desperate situation for 12 years, unclean. 

This had obvious relational ramifications, but let’s talk about her marriage for a moment. Many commentators believe that her husband would have divorced her in this situation. Some believe that she would have been compelled by society’s expectations to leave him. 12 years. There were obviously spiritual impacts. She couldn’t go to the temple. She couldn’t go to the synagogue. The person who needed the presence of God the most couldn’t get to Him.  Even worse is that in this culture, for her to have this kind of disease, society looked on her as having committed some terrible sin to have had this come on her.
There were financial implications. This story is told in all three of the synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke, and Mark tells us that she had gone to many doctors and those doctors had only made her worse. She had invested lots of time and money in seeking solutions for 12 years.
There were emotional issues that went along with this. The Talmud, which is the Jewish commentary on the first five books of the Bible, say that there were 11 different potential cures for this disease she had. One of the cures it mentioned was that if you would carry around the ashes of an ostrich egg in a linen bag in the summer and a cotton bag in the winter, you might be healed.  Another one of the cures that was mentioned was that if you could carry around a barley corn found in the dung of a white female donkey! Problem number one – let’s locate a white female donkey!  Problem number two – let’s locate a barley corn that just happens to be laying in the dung of that particular donkey! Who knows how many of these cures she tried. 12 years! Unclean, alone, isolated, desperate!
Two stories side by side occurring simultaneously in desperation. In fact, when the Biblical, ancient Bible commentators, the ones who were translating the Bible into Latin, when they commented on this particular account, they labeled these two stories Desperation is Extremists.  But one of the things that’s interesting about both of these people is that, in the midst of desperate circumstances, they were both determined to get to Jesus.

See, I’ve realized that our desperation can either propel us towards Christ or away from Him. Our desperation will send us looking for answers in all kinds of places. Desperation might send us into relationships. It might send us into alcohol. It might send us into our careers. It might send us into destructive habits and practices. It might send us into business or food. Sometimes it propels us into wanting to gather as much information as we can. If we get a bad diagnosis from the doctor, we are on WebMD downloading as much information as we can get because we are desperate for something, for anything, and we find that those places we go to in desperation leave us empty. But if our desperation will trigger in us a determination to get to Jesus, we find that it triggers a determination in Him to reach out to us, if, in desperate situations.

I’ve discovered reading Scripture that God has habits. There are habits that God has that we can see over and over again. One of the habits that I see Jesus having is that He is just determined to reach out to people who are desperate for Him. The story of the four men who carried their friend on the mat and lowered him through the roof, and Jesus looked at their faith and healed the man. Desperate determination! The Gentile woman who has the daughter possessed by the demon and she wants Jesus to cast the demon out and Jesus says, ‘I have only come for the children of Israel,’ and she says, ‘But even the dogs get the scraps from the table,’ and Jesus said, ‘I have not seen this kind of faith in all of Israel.’  Desperate determination!  It’s like the tax collector who scrambles up in a tree just to get a glimpse of Jesus only to find that Jesus is sitting at his table for lunch. Desperate determination! From blind Bartemaus at the gate of Jericho to the woman who is sitting surrounded by men holding stones, to Jesus telling stories about a widow who will not leave the judge alone until he acts on her behalf. Jesus just seems to be a sucker for desperate determination. He can’t resist it when people are desperate and determined, it causes Him to rush to their side.

When we come to the end of ourselves, we find Christ and there the possibilities are absolutely endless. Where does our desperation drive us?

Now, as a leader, I don’t want anybody to know I’m desperate.  I have a hard time even admitting to myself that I’m desperate because I feel like somehow that causes me to lose credibility or to lose some of my ability. I don’t want anybody to know I’m desperate. But one of the things I’ve found is that sometimes God teaches me lessons. I’d love for God to teach me lessons in very important and urgent and serious circumstances, or in very spiritual environments, but I have found that sometimes God teaches me the most important lessons in the dumb stuff that happens in my life. And because we are at Ebenezers this weekend and this is actually the last time that we’ll actually be right here and the screen shot is here, I’m going to tell a little story that is related to this particular site.

It was November of 2004, we had purchased this property and we were looking forward to breaking ground a week later to build Ebenezers Coffee House. It had been raining all day and at the time, my husband Ryan and I lived next door upstairs. So I was walking down 2nd Street from the Senate, I was working in the Senate at the time so I was wearing heels and I’ve got the briefcase and it had been raining all day and I get to about the place where the driveway and the sidewalk met and I’ve never known exactly how to explain this or describe it, but as I stepped in that place, the ground just opened up and I literally fell through the bricks in the sidewalk.  Just to be clear, there wasn’t a hole there that I walked into. There was no hole there. When I stepped foot there, it just crumbled away and I fell down what was about a 7 foot sink hole!  My first thought was, ‘Ok, I am being swept into a sewage drain or a storm water conveyance mechanism, because that’s happened to me before too! But finally the movement stopped and I found myself just sitting in the bottom of this sink hole and I’m thinking to myself, ‘Oh, this is terrible! I’m at the corner of 2nd and F Street during rush hour traffic and people are going to see me and I don’t want any help. I want to get out of this by myself.’ So I can reach the top of the sidewalk if I jump. So I jumped and grabbed onto the brick and I was going to hoist myself out, only the bricks just caved in on top of me.  There is no stability. And Ryan and I had been doing a little bit of rock climbing so I was feeling pretty good about my skills there, so I proceed to try to find a foothold but my foot goes straight through the mud. It was eroding so badly, there was absolutely no stability and the bricks were falling in and I was afraid I was going to bury myself alive! So, I was thinking, ‘I’m at the corner of 2nd and F Street during rush hour, someone has seen this and someone will be coming over momentarily.’  But no one was coming and I decided I needed to call Ryan, so in this sinkhole, I unzip my briefcase and pull my cell phone out and get Ryan’s voicemail. I just said, ‘Hey, honey could you give me a call when you get a chance, thanks, bye.’  So here I am in a sinkhole, seven feet down at the corner of 2nd and F Street during rush hour and I’m thinking to myself, ‘No one has seen this evidently, I’m going to have to call out for help.’  Now, I’m guessing if you’ve ever had to call out for help in a moment of panic, instinct takes over and it comes out of you very naturally and organically.  But when you have to make a premeditated decision to yell for help, it is really uncomfortable! So I would find myself getting as far as ‘He…’ and then just breaking into laughter!  It was so funny and so ridiculous that I could not bring myself to say ‘Help,’ so then I just started saying, ‘Hey! Anybody up there? Hello!’  And it built and built and I was getting so frustrated that no one was coming. I’m at the corner of 2nd and F Street during rush hour traffic and no one is coming! By this time, I was screaming hey and no one was coming. So I took my phone back out, I’m going to call my mother. My mother lives in Mobile, Alabama!  I don’t know what she’s going to do but sometimes you just have to call your mom!  Oh wait! I forgot one part of this story. At one point, right after the help thing didn’t work, I realized my umbrella is still there, so I take the umbrella handle and start shaking it.  I’m at the corner of 2nd and F Street during rush hour!  So, then a shadow comes over the hole and this guy is peering in and he says, ‘Are you ok?’  I said, ‘Yeah, I just fell in this whole.’  He said, ‘Well this is the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen!’  So I gave him the summary of what I had already tried and he realized that there was no stability and structural integrity of the soil was really not good and we debated what to do and he finally said, ‘Can I ask you a personal question?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ He said, ‘How much do you weigh?’  I told him and I can’t explain this part of the story to you either but he grabbed my hand and literally popped me out of this 7 foot sinkhole. Then we were just standing there wondering what to do. About this time, Ryan walks up. His side of the story is even funnier than mine but I’ll let him tell it later. 
So, here are some lessons I learned from the sinkhole story. Number one, sometimes life crumbles underneath you and puts you in a posture of desperation. Number two, sometimes we are required to engage the help of one who is bigger and stronger than we are. Third, sometimes we have to confess things that we really don’t want to confess!  Like how much we weight totally soaked and covered in mud in a trench coat! And fourth, I learned that sometimes we just have to receive from somebody else that we can do for ourselves.
I mentioned a moment ago that God has habits, that there are things God does over and over in Scripture that we see part of his character and his heart and his way as they are revealed in the way that He approaches people in very similar ways. I would say that the first case of a story of desperate determination and how God responds to that that we see in Scripture goes all the way back to the story of Jacob. Jacob lived a life determined to deceive anyone and everyone that he could. And we come to a moment in Jacob’s life where he has been living apart from his family for 20 years and now he is going back home and for the first time, he is going to see the man that used to call him brother and now calls him thief. He is going to meet the man from whom he stole a blessing and a birthright. We pick up his story in Genesis Chapter 32. It says

During the night, Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two servant wives, and his 11 sons and crossed the river with them.  After taking them to the other side, he sent over all of his possessions. This left Jacob all alone in the camp and a man came and wrestled with him until the dawn began to break. When the man saw that he could not win the match, he touched Jacob’s hip and wrenched it out of its socket. Then the man said, ‘Let me go, for the dawn is breaking.’ But Jacob said, ‘I will not let you go unless you bless me.’  ‘What is your name?’ the man asked. He replied, ‘Jacob.’  ‘Your name will no longer be Jacob,’ the man told him. ‘From now on, you will be called Israel because you have fought with God and with men and have won.’  ‘Please tell me your name,’ Jacob said. ‘Why do you want to know my name?’ the man replied. Then he blessed Jacob there. Jacob named the place Peniel which means space of God, for he said, ‘I have seen God face to face, yet my life has been spared.’

This story reflects some of the ‘ifs’ that are found in many of our hearts. If we could see God face to face. If we could just touch God. If we could speak to God. If we could spend this kind of time with God. What we find is that before we get to the ‘ifs’ what God will do, there are ‘ifs’ that we do. If we posture, if we engage, if we confess. 
One of the things I’ve learned is that posture goes a long way to being a place where our desperation draws the heart of God. The leader of the synagogue knelt. The woman who had been bleeding for 12 years crawled to Jesus’ feet. Jacob found a place of solitude. What brings us to desperate places?  For some of us, life has just dunked us in the middle of desperation. Teenagers, who, despite our best efforts and best prayers to walk in the ways of God, have turned around and walked away from Him. A checkbook that speaks prophetically of coming financial ruin. Sickness that has paralyzed our dreams of the future. A marriage that is on the brink of disaster. Prayers that you have lifted that your house would be filled with the cries and the laughter or children are met with the response of cold stone silence. Desperation. Sometimes life just drops us to places of desperation. Sometimes the foundations of our lives crumble beneath our feet. A synagogue leader with a dead child. A woman who had been living in spiritual and emotional and physical isolation and exile for 12 years. Life had dropped them to their knees in desperation. 

Some of us are a little bit more like Jacob. We are wealthy. We are healthy. Our resume looks good and everything about life seems good. And for us, we have to drop to our knees in desperation because we fail to see the depravity of our own lives. Sometimes we have to remember that by fueling desperation in our lives. 

I’ve found that observing Lent, just having a season where we identify with the trials and sufferings of Christ brings me to places of desperation. Fasting brings me to places of desperation. Confession brings me to places of desperation. 

We are all desperate people whether we realize it because of the circumstances of life or we fail to see it because this cloud of everything’s ok, this veil of everything is alright has been dropped in front of our faces and we’ve believed it.  

If we posture, it triggers a God habit of rushing to our sides. Posturing is the place of our desperation and then if we engage is the action of determination.  There comes a point where we’ve got to reach out and engage. The woman reached out and touched Jesus’ robe. What I love about this story is that she had been living in exile for 12 years, she couldn’t touch anybody or touch anything, yet she was so determined to get to Jesus that she was plowing her way through people, touching anybody and everybody in her path to get to Jesus. And she wasn’t concerned about offending Jesus. Jesus was a holy man. He was a Rabbi. He was a teacher and she was taking her impure-self right up into his presence and touching Him. What Leviticus says is that anything she touched would be unclean, but she didn’t worry about who she was going to touch. She didn’t worry about who she was going to offend. She was determined to engage with Jesus!  What I love about the way the gospel of Mark tells this story, it says that when Jesus noticed that someone had touched Him and felt the power go out of Him, it says He asks who touched me and then it says He kept on looking.  The gospel of Mark says Jesus kept looking around to see who had done it. There was something about her desperation and determination that triggered determination in Jesus.

We find Jacob wrestling with God. He just wrestled with God. It is interesting to me that God often shows up to us in a manner that we will recognize and understand. To Abraham, the travel, He showed up as a nomad. To Joshua the warrior, He showed up as a warrior. And to Jacob, who had been wrestling with people his entire life, He showed up as a wrestler. 
What do we need to wrestle with God about? We can be bold in this. I think sometimes we are afraid that God is going to be offended by our questions or offended by our doubts. I think if our doubts lead us to places of desperate determination, God honors that. Our doubts can be the very thing that triggers spiritual growth in us. I mean, Thomas doubted and who was the first person Jesus went to? He went to Thomas. We think, is it really worth it if I give my life to God? We think about things like why does a good God allow bad things to happen to good people. And we think about things like I know God has a plan for my life, but I have a plan for my life. How can I trust if his plan is better than mine? I don’t think God is scared of those questions. If those questions come from a place of desperation that causes us to be determined to engage with Jesus, it will lead us to places of change.

I think it is ok to be desperate and I think it is ok to be determined and I think it is ok to be bold in our desperation and bold in our determination. If we engage in the action of determine, if we posture ourselves, we put ourselves in a position of recognizing we need Jesus in our lives. If we put ourselves in a place of engaging, of reaching out, of not being scared who we offend, if we engage Christ, we are able to touch Him. Then if we confess, desperation leads to confession. We have to confess the reality of our situation. See, one of the things that I’ve learned is that when we come face to face with Christ, we also come face to face with who we really are.  Sometimes that is not a good thing to see.  

When the man is wrestling with Jacob, he says, ‘What is your name?’ And that question hit Jacob at his most vulnerable spot because the name Jacob meant deceiver, and Jacob had lived up to that name his entire life. So here he is wrestling with God and they begin to engage in conversation and the man asks, ‘What is your name?’ And he has to face the very thing, he has to speak out the thing that says exactly who he is. This is Jacob, the deceiver.

When that woman reached out and touched Jesus’ robe, He said, ‘Who did this?’ The Scripture says that she came and she knelt before Him and said that she was the one who had touched Him. She had to own what she had done. This is a very bad situation for her. She has just touched all these people and touched this very holy man, rendering all of them unclean. But she had to own who she was and she had to own her circumstance. She had to own the situation. She had to confess. Jacob had to confess his name. I did it.  Desperation will lead us to places of confession.  What do we need to confess? What do we need to own? What do we need to claim? What do we need to recognize and realize? What do we need to wake up to? 

Also, realize that Jesus is the safest place to confess.  Desperation leads to confession.

What we find is that when we name things, when we confess things, when we name who we are and when we name our situation and our circumstances in the presence of God, He brings his perspective to it.  And that’s what happens if we receive.

Jesus just seems to have this habit, He really like to nickname people. Abram become Abraham, and Simon becomes Peter. We see this throughout Scripture where God gives people new names. As God is wrestling with Jacob and He says, ‘What is your name?’ And Jacob says, ‘My name is Jacob,’ or ‘My name is deceiver,’ then God says your name is no longer Jacob, but your name will be Israel, which means God saves or God perseveres.  In a moment, God changes Jacob to the core. His very name is changed. The very essence of his character is changed because he is postured and he is engage and wrestled and because he has confessed, God steps in and changes everything. To the woman who reached out and touched Jesus’ robe. Jesus turns around and says, ‘Daughter, be encouraged.’  To this woman who had lived in social exile, away from her family and away from her friends and from everyone who is important to her, for a woman who is in relational exile, Jesus goes and grabs the most intimate relational name that He can give to her when He says, ‘Daughter.’ This is the only place in Scripture that we find Jesus referring to a woman by the name ‘daughter.’   This isn’t a matter of her impurity tarnishing his purity, this is a matter of his purity erasing her impurity and that is the gospel! That is what the gospel is about!  If we are postured in a place of desperation and we are willing to engage Christ and confess, He will step in to give us everything that we will ever need. He will change us to the very core of who we are.

Let God name you.

There is this interesting collision that happens when the certainty of despair of our circumstances collides with humble confidence in the character of God and everything changes.
What if? If you will lay your hand on her, she will be well. If I can just touch the hem of his robe, I could be healed. What if? What are we desperate for? And when we want God to be part of the equation, is it that we want God to be involved in our lives or we want God to give us advice about our lives? 

What do we, as a church, need to be desperate for? What do we need to be determined to get to Jesus about? What if we were so desperate for a move of God that we were willing to go anywhere and do anything to be part of it? What if we were willing to be a people that worked with excellence and honor one another? What if we really believe that Jesus was right when He said that those who want to be first must be the ones to serve everyone else?  

Some of you are here tonight and your desperation has led you to all kinds of places and none of them have worked. Some of them may have worked for a little while, but you are in a place of desperation now. You find it in Christ. You find the solution in Christ. I want to invite you today to run to the cross. The cross is the most powerful and clear example of how Jesus is willing to meet us at the place of desperation. Jesus was determined to go to the cross in order to be in a place that He could engage our desperation and change it and rename us and reshape us and reform us.
So if you are here today and you need to spend some time there, you need God to name you and you need God to make some changes in your life, I encourage you, don’t leave without talking to a campus pastor or without talking to someone here. Be desperate and be determined. It triggers something in the heart of Jesus and causes Him to rush to our sides.

God, thank You for these stories that give us pictures of who You are, your ways, your character, your habits. God, if we are desperate, we know that we can see You move and see You move in expected ways. So God I pray tonight that those here who know they are desperate because life has dropped them to a place of desperation, I pray that You would meet them. I pray that when they turn around they would see You standing right there with them.  God, for those of us who have lost sight of how desperate we really are and how desperate our situation really is, I pray that You would lead us into places and into spiritual disciplines and into conversations and into prayers that help us see our own hearts and how desperate we really are for You. God, I pray tonight that we would trigger that God habit of rushing to the sides of people who, in desperate determination, are willing to risk looking to You, who have the courage and the confidence to look to You. Holy Spirit, I pray that You would just come, come and trigger something new in our lives. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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