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June 20, 2010
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

You are perhaps familiar with Thomas Kinkade, the self-proclaimed “Painter of Light”…fabulously wealthy from the sale of all those paintings of his:  cottages, homes – you know, the ones with all with lights shining brightly from every window.

Well, the painter of light has entered a dark period.  A couple of years ago he was successfully sued because of some of his risky financial dealings.  Earlier this month he filed for bankruptcy, and just recently he was arrested for “driving under the influence.”  The painter of light is encountering darkness.

And there’s darkness a-plenty in our Gospel story for today.  Landing on the opposite shore of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus steps out of his boat and encounters a wild man…possessed by demons, our story says, an unclean spirit.  Totally naked, living in a graveyard, at times shackled by the townspeople so that he wouldn’t injure himself or them, the man is shouting at the top of his lungs.  
Is this a story about mental illness?  Oftentimes that’s what we do with these gospel demon-possession stories….we translate them into 21st-century terms and we call it mental illness:  schizophrenia, multiple personalities (after all, didn’t the demons say they were “legion”…many?).

We’ve all known people – perhaps even in our own families – who have become enslaved by depression….or all sorts of other mental illness.  We’ve known of other kinds of possession as well:  people among us possessed by drugs, alcohol, gambling, sex, pornography.

So, yes, mental illness is part of the picture here.  But it is also what the story says it is:  it is evil.  It is darkness….or, “the dark side,” as we have come to call it ever since the  Star Wars movies.

Back in the 1990’s, when the novelist William Styron wrote about his crippling and almost suicidal depression, he titled his book, Darkness Visible:  A Memoir of Madness.
We all know about the darkness of our world.  Evil is a horrible reality.  The last century especially bore witness to the raw power of evil.  We saw death and genocide rampant in the gulags of the former Soviet Union….in China’s reeducation camps….in Hitler’s Germany….in Pol Pot’s Cambodia….among the Hutu and Tutsi of Rwanda….among the various ethnic clans of the former Yugoslavia.

We’ve used the word “demonic” to describe the many school shootings:  Columbine; Virginia Tech; the Amish schoolhouse in Pennsylvania; Kip Kunkel in Springfield, Oregon; Jonesboro, Arkansas; West Paducah, Kentucky.
In our Gospel story Jesus does battle with this darkness.  This is Jesus’ ministry at the fringes.  Gerasa is Gentile territory – non-Jewish – we know that for sure because they raise pigs, an unclean animal that no decent Jew would have anything to do with.  In this story Jesus goes to the most unclean of the unclean and Jesus cleanses!

The demon-possessed man is a Gentile… unclean!  He lives in a graveyard….whoever touches a grave shall be unclean, says Numbers chapter 19.  He lives cut off from the community around him…which was the fate of the unclean.  In this story Jesus goes to the most unclean of the unclean and Jesus cleanses!
A conversation begins between Jesus and these demons.  The demons in the man shout, “What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?”  The demons know whom they’re dealing with!  Jesus, the Son of God!  That’s more than even Jesus’ disciples know at this point in Luke’s story.
And Martin Luther loved to point that out:  faith is not believing that certain facts are true, Luther liked to say; even the demons, even the devil knows that Jesus is the Son of God.  But that’s not saving faith; saving faith is trusting in Jesus….faith is trust.

Jesus asks the demonic voice, “What is your name?”  “Legion,” is the answer.  A Roman legion had anywhere from 3,000 to 6,000 soldiers in it.  These demons in the man are many!

They are many in us, too, aren’t they?  There are many evil thoughts, evil impulses, evil shadows in our mind.  C.S. Lewis once said that we human beings are a “myriad of impulses, a cauldron of evil desires.”  Each one of us, I am guessing, knows the “can of worms” that lives within our own heart.
Confronted with this myriad of demons, Jesus does not retreat.  He is bound and determined to restore this man, to bring him back to wholeness.  The demons, however, want to bargain.

“Please don’t send us into the abyss,” they beg of Jesus.  The watery abyss, the chaos, the darkness, which God separated out at the time of creation, the evil which God did not choose for his good creation:  separating night from day, darkness from light, water from land.  “Please, not the abyss,” they beg…”but how about into these pigs?”
And, as one wry commentator has noted, this became the first case of deviled ham!  

The demons, the unclean spirits, entered the unclean animals, and the result is an unclean death.  The demons unleash the same destructive powers upon the pigs that have up to that point brought misery to the possessed man.  They rush off the cliff into the sea below and they drown.

But the demon-possessed man is healed!  He is cleansed!  Notice how the story contrasts his healing with his original condition:

· Before he was naked; now he is clothed.

· Before he lived among the tombs; now he is sent back home.

· Before he fell down and shouted; now he is sitting at the feet of Jesus – which, by the way, is the posture of a disciple!

· Before the demons controlled him; now he is in his right mind.

· Before he was shackled; now he is free.

· Before he lived by himself; now he rejoins his community.

Whenever Jesus confronts and defeats demons in the Gospel stories, it is always a fore-shadowing of Jesus’ great victory over death and evil which he won on the cross and at the empty tomb.  It is the same victory which we rehearse at every baptism… remember?

· Do you renounce the devil and all the forces that defy God?  I renounce them.
· Do you renounce the powers of this world that rebel against God?  I renounce them.
· Do you renounce the ways of sin that draw you from God?  I renounce them.
A man has been miraculously delivered of his demons!  Praise God!  Well, not so quickly.  Not all are praising God.  Not the Gerasene County Pork Producers Association.  They are not so happy.  They have suffered a devastating loss.  

How big a loss?  Well, let’s put it in 21st-century terms.  My cousin Steve is a hog farmer back in Iowa.  July hog futures are now selling at 78 cents a pound.  Say you’ve got a 300-pound pig, that’s 234 bucks per pig.  Mark’s gospel tells us there were 2,000 pigs.  Do the math:  $468,000!  Nearly a half-million dollar loss!  That would put my cousin out of business.

Do you suppose there’s a word to us here?  We who are now living in the midst of this Great Recession…worst one since the early 1980’s?  Some of you have experienced this Great Recession most directly – and most painfully – in the loss of your job.  Almost all of us, I am willing to bet, have experienced some fear:  Is my job safe?  Will my pension plan ever recover enough so that I can retire?  Will I ever be able to sell my house?
Our Gospel story says:  Then all of the people of the surrounding country of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave them; for they were seized with great fear.  And so Jesus gets back in the boat and prepares to leave.  Is Jesus giving up on them?  Does he give up on us in our fears?
The Gerasenes, out of their great fear, have given up on Jesus.  Is Jesus giving up on them?  Not so fast!  Our story is not yet over.

The healed man – now clothed, now in his right mind, now sitting at Jesus’ feet in the posture of a disciple – the healed man wants to follow Jesus.  He wants to become the 13th disciple.  He wants to go and be with the man who healed him.  He wants to go with his new teacher and Lord and learn more about the Kingdom of God.  He’s ready to follow Jesus.  “Look, there’s room in the boat, Jesus.”  This man is ready to leave without looking back.  There’s no one to say good-by to.
But Jesus says, No.  Oh, he’s certainly not rejecting the man.  Nor is he rejecting the townspeople!  Jesus has a different plan in mind.  “Return to your home,” Jesus says to the now-healed man, “Return to your home and declare how much God has done for you.”

Do we see what’s going on here?  This is not just the story of one man’s healing….it’s also the story of his calling.  And in this case, following Jesus, being a disciple, involves staying rather than leaving.
“I even have a first appointment all lined up for you,” Jesus says from the boat.  “Look behind you.  Your congregation is standing right there behind you….all those people trapped in their fears!  So, go and tell….go and tell how much God has done for you.”

Now….isn’t that the calling which Jesus has for each one of us?  “Go and tell how much God has done for you!”  You don’t have to go to Africa, you don’t have to catch the next plane for China….you don’t even have to go to Wyoming!  Stay where you are, stay at home, and tell how much God has done for you!
The good news of our Gospel story today is that Jesus is out there …..working at the fringes of our world, working at the fringes of our lives….and he sends us out there, too.  Out where people are cast in their torment, that shadowy place where people are in bondage to a whole host of enslaving demons.  

And we all know how the story will end:  Jesus’ death and resurrection have pronounced the final word of judgment on evil.  Oh, the struggle is not completely over yet….but we do know how it will end.

In his most famous hymn, Martin Luther told us how it would end:

Though hordes of devils fill the land

All threatening to devour us,

We tremble not, unmoved we stand;

They cannot overpower us.

Let this world’s tyrant rage;

In battle we’ll engage!

His might is doomed to fail;

God’s judgment must prevail!

One little word subdues him. 
