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“We have, I fear, confused power with greatness” (Stewart L. Udall 1920 - 2010). 

++++++++++++++++++ 
Our morning’s lesson offers us a basic biblical insight—so obvious that we often neglect to 

think about it. Professor Richard Rohrbaugh puts it this way: 

We must begin, therefore, with a plain fact we have rarely allowed ourselves to 
acknowledge: no biblical writer had modern Americans in mind when he wrote. The 
converse is likewise true: all too few Americans have ancient Palestinian peasants in mind 
when they read the Bible. As the psalmist (137:4) noted long ago, trying to sing the Lord’s 
song in a strange land can be exceedingly difficult. Although our circumstances may be less 
traumatic than those of the psalmist, the Bible is now being subjected to conditions its 
authors not only did not anticipate, but probably could not have understood had they 
tried. Reading the Bible in this strange land to which it was never addressed can be difficult 
indeed . . . .  A Mediterranean Bible and the Western world have less in common than we 
have heretofore perceived.  

 
Hear the lesson and keep the distance between Jesus and us in mind: 

 
[26] Then they arrived at the country of the Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee. [27] As 
he stepped out on land, a man of the city who had demons met him. For a long time he had 
worn no clothes, and he did not live in a house but in the tombs. [28] When he saw Jesus, 
he fell down before him and shouted at the top of his voice, “What have you to do with 
me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, do not torment me” [29] for Jesus had 
commanded the unclean spirit to come out of the man. (For many times it had seized him; 
he was kept under guard and bound with chains and shackles, but he would break the 
bonds and be driven by the demon into the wilds.) [30] Jesus then asked him, “What is 
your name?” He said, “Legion;” for many demons had entered him. [31] They begged him 
not to order them to go back into the abyss. 
 
[32] Now there on the hillside a large herd of swine was feeding; and the demons begged 
Jesus to let them enter these. So he gave them permission. [33] Then the demons came out 
of the man and entered the swine, and the herd rushed down the steep bank into the lake 
and was drowned.  
 
[34] When the swineherds saw what had happened, they ran off and told it in the city and 
in the country. [35] Then people came out to see what had happened, and when they came 
to Jesus, they found the man from whom the demons had gone sitting at the feet of Jesus, 
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clothed and in his right mind. And they were afraid. [36] Those who had seen it told them 
how the one who had been possessed by demons had been healed. [37] Then all the 
people of the surrounding country of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave them; for they 
were seized with great fear. So he got into the boat and returned. [38] The man from 
whom the demons had gone begged that he might be with him; but Jesus sent him away, 
saying, [39] “Return to your home, and declare how much God has done for you.” So he 
went away, proclaiming throughout the city how much Jesus had done for him (Luke 8:26-
39). 

 
We need to elevate the social distance between the Bible and us. Can we think deeply 

about this? Over the last several weeks, I have listened to several “so called” biblical 

interpreters on television try to jam what the Bible said and what it means into our social 

circumstance that evolved over 2000 years or more. They have tried to explain a woman’s 

social location by speaking out of both sides of their mouths. On the one hand, they have 

suggested that the Bible says a woman’s place is in the home and, at the same time, suggesting 

that woman have all the societal rights and privileges that any other citizen has. It is important 

to state up front that the scripture speaks a specific word to specific people located in a specific 

social circumstance. What this means is that the Bible can apparently originally not protest 

against the institution of slavery and yet not support it today. Slavery was an ancient institution 

that no one bothered to question. It was a given in life then, but now all that has changed. We 

look at people in a different way than did those who wrote the Bible.  We should not castigate 

the provincial way biblical writers looked at their world—it was the only world they had. 

Saying this, it means that the Bible needs to be interpreted for our world today—a world 

that has moved beyond one tribe going to war with another over grazing rights. Rather, we live 

in a world in which India or Pakistan or North Korea could conceivably blow-up Texas—and by 

accident. The foundational principles that the Bible lays down are standards of conduct by 

which we all may live and thrive. While there may be no straight across the board analogies—
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like slavery is okay or women should be abused because the Bible says it is the way God wants 

it—we still can look under the social structures of the first century to see the ideals that people 

can live by in this century with grace. 

Jesus and his disciples arrive in Gerasa, a city some 20 miles east of the Jordan—in Gentile 

territory. Ancient ideas of dementia or other forms of mental illness were very different from 

ours: 

(1)  demons were spirits of an evil kind, thought to do battle, as a “legion” (v. 30), with God and 
God’s supporters; 
(2)   people thought demons invades human bodies and personalities, causing mental or 
physical) illness. The demons literally took control of people;  
(3) “the wilds” (v. 29, the desert) were the abode of demons and destructive forces;  
(4)  “the abyss” was the realm of Satan and home to demons. People who had been deprived 
of their liberty (e.g. prisoners) lost the capacity to wear clothes.  
“Tombs” were ritually unclean places.  Jesus has power over evil forces (“fell down,” v. 28; 
“commanded,” v. 29).  There were also Roman legions.  “Swine” was a symbol pagan religion 
and of Roman rule:  even they are subject to Jesus’ authority.  Perhaps Luke is predicting the fall 
of Rome.  The man not only sits “at Jesus’ feet” (v. 35), as disciples did, but becomes a 
missionary to fellow Gentiles (v. 39).  This is a story of transformation; so dramatic is the change 
in the man that the people are “seized with . . . fear:” they can’t handle it. 
 
What does Luke mean by “had been healed” (v. 36) or saved? Look at the changes in the man’s 
life:  
1.  from outside the city to inside it;  
2.  from living in tombs and being driven into the desert to living in a house;  
3.  from nakedness to clothed; and  
4.  from being demented to being of sound mind. 
 
 Now here is my question about the healing or exorcism: why did the people not rejoice? 

Here was obviously a very scary fellow. Luke tells us he is unclothed, lives in tombs, and “was 

kept under guard and bound with chains and shackles, but he would break the bonds and be 

driven by the demon into the wilds.” This is a kind of person who would strike terror into every 

mother in “the country of the Gerasenes.” If my “neighborhood watch group” got together, 



4 
 

then we would do everything in our power to protect our neighborhood from such a person. 

Who could sleep with such a person hanging around the street corner? 

 Despite this, notice how the people react when they see this formerly naked, bound, 

crazed man who now, as Luke tells it “They found the man from whom the demons had gone 

sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his right mind. And they were afraid.” Why did they 

not rejoice and why were they afraid? I want to propose two answers to this question. 

 First, “the powers that be” saw a herd of swine go into the lake and, perhaps, counted their 

economic losses. For some people, if an activity does not make money, we do not reckon it to 

be a “worthwhile” activity. One only looks at the relative pay scales of university coaches 

compared to top-notch English teachers to get my point here. We pay for what we value. 

It remains the case to this day that a community becomes very much involved when the 
impact of Jesus Christ affects the economy. And the gospel does stir the economy, because 
healings, conversions, and the embrace of Christian ethics radically influence getting and 
spending. The Gerasene people are not praising God that God healed the man; they are 
counting the cost and find it too much.” 
 

 Second, to answer the question, “Why did they not rejoice and why were they afraid?” we 

can look to the nature of their fear. Their fear evokes a recognition of a power present which 

was greater than the power of the evil spirits evokes. In the case of the Gadarene demoniac, 

the people knew the locus of the evil, knew where the man lived, and devoted considerable 

time and expense trying to guard and to control him (v. 29). A community thus learns to live 

with demonic forces, isolating and partially controlling them. If it is not “spiritualizing” the story 

too much to say so, this partially successful balance of tolerance and management of the 

demonic among them also allowed the people to keep attention of their own lives . . . .  Even 

when it is for good, power that we can neither calculate nor manage is frightening. What will 
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God do next in our community? People who understand this fear are best prepared to 

understand the running fear created by Easter. 

Faith is one of the only things that God has given us to overcome our distrust of others 

which make us so economically crazy. Faith also serves to help us overcome the fear that we 

and we alone must provide for our own needs. The human quandary reminds me of the African 

impala. It can jump to a height of over ten feet and cover a distance of greater than 30 feet. Yet 

zoos can keep these magnificent creatures in an enclosure with a 3-foot wall. The animals will 

not jump if they cannot see where their feet will fall. Faith is the ability to trust what we cannot 

see, and faith frees us from the flimsy enclosures of life that allows fear to entrap us. When 

God’s power heals someone, may we rejoice and be glad—not cower in fear of a power we 

don’t understand. This is what we, and Kierkegaard, call the “leap of faith.” 

David Mosser, SUMC, Salado, TX 76571 


