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In an old Peanuts cartoon, Charlie Brown stops by Lucy’s counseling booth. You remember the 

booths where she advertises “Psychiatric Help” for “5 cents”? Charlie Brown sits down in the 

empty chair and begins to pour his heart out to Lucy. He says, “I have deep feelings of 

depression… What can I do about this?” You can almost sense the desperation as poor Charlie 

Brown sits slouched in the chair at his wit’s end, not knowing what to do next. 

 

Lucy looks over the table at Charlie Brown and says, “Snap out of it!” She then holds out her 

hand and continues, “Five cents, please.”1 

 

In another similar cartoon, Lucy is again seated at her psychiatrist booth, but this time Schroeder, 

the piano playing love of her life, steps up to the booth talking about Beethoven. He says, “And 

then he wrote the great Ninth Symphony… But he was deaf! He never had a chance to hear it 

performed! Isn’t that terrible? That really depresses me...” 

 

Lucy looks over the counter at him with her sage advice, saying, “Try not to think about it...”  

Once again holding her hand out towards him, she says, “Five cents, please!” As Schroeder 

walks away, Lucy kicks back in her chair with her feet on the counter and says, “Some cases are 

relatively simple.”2 

 

There are times when she is seated at her infamous booth that Lucy has a bit of wit and wisdom 

to share with all of us as she diagnoses her friends and relatives. Today, however, she leaves me 

wondering if perhaps her response is the typical response that we have as a society towards 

mental health. “Snap out of it,” says Lucy to Charlie Brown. With Schroeder, it’s similar as she 

says, “Try not to think about it.” Is this not how we as a society, as a church community, and 

even as faithful individuals all too often approach mental health? We simplify the presenting 

issues, telling those who struggle that they “just need to snap out of it” or get their minds “off of 

it” and “think better thoughts.” 

 

The Rev. Dr. Sarah Griffith Lund, an ordained minister in the UCC and the Disciples of Christ 

Church as well as the vice president for seminary advancement at Christian Theological 

Seminary in Indianapolis, Indiana, assesses the Church’s typical response to mental health in a 

blog post about preaching around mental illness. She writes, “We know that one in five people 

will be impacted by personal experiences of mental health challenges in any given year. Despite 
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how common depression, anxiety, and other mental health challenges are, in the church we are 

often silent about this kind of suffering. Mental illness is known in the church as the ‘non-

casserole’ disease. The historic shame and stigma associated with mental illness creates real 

barriers to getting treatment because people keep silent for fear of being judged, rejected or 

abused.”3 

 

I would venture to say that this is not only true in the life of the Church, but also has been true in 

much of our society, as well. The words of Lucy to “Snap out of it” or to “Try not to think about 

it” come to us from a variety of sources in the world. For too many of us, we only go to see a 

counselor or a therapist if we are “really bad off.” Otherwise, we’ll try to handle it on our own.  

We fear what others think and how they will judge us. Will they think of us as “crazy” if we 

spend some time with a therapist, caring for our minds? Somehow it’s all right to visit the 

physician’s office to care for our bodies, but a therapist? 

 

I often think that it’s easier for us in the church and society to talk about many physical 

sicknesses and diseases than to talk about mental health because we’re able to see infected cells 

and physical illness. On the other hand, it’s much harder for us to grasp chemical imbalances or 

the mental and emotional impact of family, societal, and cultural systems. In addition to our 

fears, could it be that our own misunderstandings get in our way of addressing our own mental 

health, as well? 

 

I was hesitant to preach from our scripture lesson this week in the context of mental health and 

the faith community. In our past attempts to understand mental illness, preachers have, at times, 

joined with others as they inappropriately correlate mental illness with instances of demonic 

possession in the scriptures. Let me clear, I will not try to diagnose the Gerasene demoniac who 

appears to be a central character in today’s lesson from Luke. I’m not a clinical psychotherapist, 

psychologist, sociologist, or psychiatrist. I’m clear that diagnosing mental illness is not 

something that I have the experience or expertise to do. Do not leave here today saying, “Well, 

Pastor Elbert said that the demon-possessed guy in the scriptures really struggled from some sort 

of mental illness.” Such errant correlations have led to abusive faith practices such as exorcisms 

for the treatment of mental illness. 

 

On the other hand, I wonder if there is some bit of wisdom that might be gleaned for us from the 

lesson this morning, especially as we think about how the faith community deals with people 

whose struggles are different and outside of what we understand. Could shared circumstances 

give us an insight as to how we as a faith community, as the body of Christ, might play a 

supportive role in the journey towards healing and wholeness for others? 

 

In our scripture lesson this morning, Jesus has journeyed beyond the comforts of the Jewish 

inhabited lands of the Galilee to the opposite shore of the Gerasenes. The herd of pigs that we 

see in the middle of the story is evidence that Jesus is in Gentile territory, because swine were 

repugnant to any self-respecting Hebrew of the time. 

 

As he steps out of the boat, he is greeted by a man that Luke tells us “had demons.” He was 

naked and homeless. In fact, he lived among the tombs in one of the vilest of places. In addition 

to being a Gentile, he was unclean because of his constant contact with the dead in the 
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graveyard. Living among the tombs, he was like the “walking dead.” He had no life in him. He 

was unpredictable and cast out from among the living of the community. 

 

People had tried many times to keep this man under control. They bound him with chains and 

shackles and sent guards around him. Each time, however, he would break the chains and escape 

into the wilderness. It seems that on this day, he had returned yet again. 

 

As I read the story, I wondered if his life experience was not too unlike those who struggle with 

mental health today. Think for a moment about the loneliness of this man’s life, cast out from the 

rest of society, having to face his struggles alone. Is this not also a common dilemma for those 

who struggle on the journey towards mental health? It is often a lonely road for them, as well.  

Too often, it feels like one must make the journey alone, rather than in the community of faith.  

Even in their own families and among their own communities, life can be lonely for those who 

struggle with illnesses about which we are often reluctant to speak. 

 

When Jesus asks the demon within the man for a name, he said that his name was “Legion” for 

they were many. The number simply indicates the heaviness of the burden that this man bears in 

his life. When we speak of those with mental illnesses like depression, anxiety, and a variety of 

other disorders, it seems like a weighty burden, as well, that comes at them from a variety of 

angles and affects the entirety of one’s life. 

 

The story comes to what seems to be an amazing conclusion when Jesus eventually heals the 

man by casting Legion into a herd of swine that all run off and drown themselves in the sea.  

While this might seem like a lot of profit lost for the swineherds, it’s not so offensive to the 

Jewish ears that are listening to the story in Luke’s gospel. 

 

On the other hand, what strikes me is how the story continues for this man. When the community 

comes out to see what had happened, they find that the man is “sitting at the feet of Jesus” 

somewhat like Mary and others who have experienced God’s grace in him. He is no longer 

naked, but clothed. Finally, Luke notes that he is “in his right mind.” All of this should be cause 

for celebration, right? The one who was once afflicted is now healed. It’s time to welcome him 

back to the community. 

 

Yet, Luke tells us that the people of the community “were afraid.” Before he was well, they were 

“afraid” of him. Now that he has been healed, they remain “afraid.” It’s almost as if the 

community doesn’t know what do about this poor guy. 

 

How well do we as a community of faith, as the body of Christ, walk the journey towards healing 

with those who struggle with the pain and isolation of depression, anxiety, alcoholism, addiction, 

and many other types of mental illness? Are we reluctant to enter into relationship or dialogue?  

Do we avoid the topic whenever it’s discussed? I’ve known pastors who’ve refused to allow 

youth leaders to talk about mental health because they were afraid that if someone talked about 

depression, suddenly depression might become an issue in the flock. 

 

It’s no wonder that the man who is healed in this story turns back and wants to leave town with 

Jesus. The community still doesn’t seem to understand his life. Jesus, however, says to him, 
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“Return to your home and declare how much god has done for you.” So the man goes back to his 

city, telling the story of what Jesus had done for him. 

 

Perhaps a part of the healing process is our willingness as the body of Christ to journey with 

people towards healing and wholeness in body, mind, soul, and spirit. Margaret Kornfeld in her 

book, Cultivating Wholeness: A Guide to Care and Counseling in Faith Communities, talks 

about how the faith community is like the soil that helps to nurture and grow healthy individuals.  

Envisioning the impact that the Church, or faith communities, can have on individuals in the 

healing process, she notes, “As we begin to sense the implications of our interconnectedness to 

each other, we can become overwhelmed.”4 

 

In other words, it’s easy for us to wonder what we could ever do to help someone on the journey 

towards healing and wholeness, especially when we don’t fully understand or grasp all that is 

involved. We wonder how we might ever make a difference. Kornfeld says, however, that, 

“…we are helped by the observations of meteorologists who note the ‘Butterfly Effect’—the 

flutter of butterfly wings in one part of the world can create vibrations that in turn cause massive 

weather changes in another part of the world. One small movement can create great change.  

Communities need to be reminded that small just actions can contribute to big changes in the 

entire system.”5 

 

Several years ago as young guy right out of college, I remember riding the El on my way home 

from seminary to catch an early train in downtown Chicago. It was winter and it was cold 

outside.  In the winter, homeless people will often jump on the El in order to stay warm through 

the night.  If you know the right stops, you could ride all night long for just about $1.50, I think. 

 

Sometimes those who struggle with homelessness also struggle with varying degrees of physical, 

mental, emotional, and spiritual health, as well. As I was riding, a man jumped on the train. It 

looked like he was riding the trains through the night. It wasn’t long before he was running up 

and down the aisle speaking at no one and shouting from time to time. 

 

Being a young guy who grew up in the suburbs of Detroit and didn’t have to ride public 

transportation to stay warm in the winter, I was a little concerned for my own safety. I huddled 

my bag closer to myself. I tried not to make eye contact. Then, I bowed my head and began to 

pray. I prayed that I’d be safe on the train that day. I don’t quite remember, but I wouldn’t be 

surprised if I prayed that he might step off the train so that I could get safely to where I was 

going. 

 

During my prayer, however, I paused for just a moment. Sometimes a moment is all God needs.  

In the midst of my very selfish prayer for my own safety, I began to think about this homeless 

guy who clearly was afflicted in ways that I couldn’t understand. It was almost as if God was 

speaking to me, saying, “Why are you praying for yourself when he needs your prayers and 

compassion more?” In that moment, I began to see his life and his needs differently, even when I 

didn’t completely understand. 

 

Jesus sends the man back to the community of faith to proclaim what God has done for him. 

Who might Jesus be sending our way this day, that we might join them in the journey towards 
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healing and wholeness that is found in the community of faith? How might we help others find 

the courage to speak about and the resources to discover their path towards healing? How might 

we walk with our sisters and brothers, that together we might remember the strength of God’s 

grace that comes in community? 
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