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Sermon for Pentecost 2C 2019 
Goodness is Stronger Even When All Hell is Breaking Loose 

 
 
Did you notice how many people  
were afraid in today’s gospel story?  
Certainly, the details of the possessed Gerasene man  
are rather frightening—  
A man who is out of his “right” mind,  
naked and living in tombs, 	
so enraged that he cannot be bound by chains for long. 
  
Isn’t it a strange thing that most of us enjoy scary stories? 	
We are always creating new monsters. 	
But why are we constantly on the look out 
for bigger, scarier things	that go bump in the night? 	
Why do we keep making up monsters  
so elaborate and extraordinary,  
so super-powered and immortal?  
Maybe one reason is we need our monsters  
to be as unlike ourselves as possible. 
 Perhaps this is so because it makes it possible  
for us to ignore the presence of the real monsters  
that possess us—from the inside out.  
 
Demon possession isn’t something  
we really talk about much less study any more—  
at least outside of a good campfire  
or pajama party story at midnight. 	
But we can’t escape talking about demon possession 	
after reading a text like today’s gospel lesson.  
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It is all too easy to dismiss this story,  
thinking that “demon possession”  
is a relic of the pre-scientific age  
when mental and physical illnesses  
were attributed to evil spirits.  
Actually, little is gained by trying to equate  
the demoniac’s condition with mental illness.  
The story is not primarily about a physical healing, 
though it is about healing and wholeness  
on a deeper dimension. 	
I want to suggest this story is best understood  
as a kind of parable about Jesus,  
God’s grace, and the restoration of not just one man’s— 
but all of humanity’s identity. 
  
In this story, Luke presents us with a truly frightening portrait  
of humanity	in bondage to evil.  
The demoniac’s response to Jesus  
is one of the more heartbreaking verses in scripture.  
When asked for his name, the man, 
or rather the demonic voices reply that he has none— 	
more accurately, they say that his name is “Legion”— 
that is, a multitude. 	
This man is oppressed by too many demons to count, 	
he has lost himself in the cacophony of their voices, 
and has even ceased to be a self,  
an individual, a person.  
And so, he spends his days raving alone, 	
living among tombstones, a danger to himself and others, 
alienated from his home, his community and even himself. 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A portrait of death in life. 	
His answer is truly tragic as it acknowledges  
that this man is no longer known by his name  
but by his infirmity, by the magnitude of his oppression.  
 
Most of us probably know what it is like to be labeled. 	
As kids, just as we traded scary stories, 	
labeling and name calling were traded even more frequently	
and, I’m sure you might agree,  
to a far more devastating result. 	
And, what is more, let’s confess that name calling and labeling 
are not confined to adolescence.  
Labels and name-calling as we grow older  
become more insidious, subtle and sinister.  
 
Names can hurt, because true or not,  
they have the power not just to describe but to define us.  
The names others call us,  
and the ones we sometimes call ourselves, 	
serve as the boundary markers of our imagination  
of who we think we are and what we think we can do.  
They become limiting factors,  
all too often reinforced by those around us.  
 
The names we bear create a self-fulfilling future 	
that can feel nearly impossible to transcend. 	
Which is why it is so heart-breaking  
to hear the man’s answer to Jesus.  
But the names and claims of the ungodly voices of this world  
do not have the last word.  
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Jesus’ healing in this story is akin  
to giving him a new name. 	
Jesus delivers this man from evil  
and restores him by claiming him as a beloved child of God, 
giving him a name and an identity by God.  
Jesus doesn't just cast out his demons;  
he doesn't just alleviate his condition,  
he gives him a new name  
and with it a new and open future.  
Which, naturally, is terrifying,  
if not for him then certainly for everyone around him. 
  
And, yet, what is it I wonder that causes such deep fear? 	
	
The thing is, we get used to our calamities,  
to our pecking orders		
and systems of definition and discrimination. 	
The people were used to Legion. 	
(Notice that no one cried out for Jesus to heal him.) 	
They were used to his shackles,  
to his raving, to keeping guard on him. 	
He knew his place and they knew theirs— 	
or more accurately, they knew his place,  
out of sight, in the wilds, in the tombs. 	
Perhaps, they are alarmed because the social and moral order 	
to which they have become accustomed  
is utterly turned over. 	
Odd as it may sound, we often prefer  
the devil we know to the freedom we do not.  
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So, perhaps, it is Jesus’ ability to turn their world upside down 	
and create unforeseen and unexpected futures  
that terrifies them. 	
If he can do this to good old Legion, they think,  
what will he do to us?  
And before Jesus has a chance 
to shake their false sense of security from the dysfunctions  
they have learned to cope with 	
and banish their familiar  
and cherished demons of choice to oblivion,  
the frightened people ask Jesus to leave.  
 
Without a doubt we live in troubled, dysfunctional times. 	
Times when labels and name calling  
seem to dominate and rule every relationship. 	
There are certainly plenty of scary events  
and stories and rumors to go around, 	
and it’s easy to lose sight of the main thing. 	
It’s easy just to let the ungodly demonic voices  
continue to label, name and control. 	
It’s easy to let fear overwhelm us  
and forget who we are when all hell is breaking lose.  
 
But as people of God, we are called to look at life differently, 	
to see the world and its woes through a cross-shaped lens 	
that focuses our sight always on Jesus. 	
That means we have to keep our eyes on our Lord and remain 
connected to God and to one another in the Body of Christ.  
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Even so, I acknowledge it is too easy  
to become overwhelmed with fear. 	
Just ask the townspeople from the region of the Gerasene. 
They let fear get in the way of seeing the good  
that God was working right in front of their eyes. 	
They allowed fear to bind them  
and prevent them from seeing possibility  
and experiencing divine grace and mercy. 	
They couldn’t see that love is stronger  
and more powerful than hatred.  
Love is deeper than anger. 	
Love is more penetrating and wiser  
than any schemes for harm. 	
Love wins . . .  
because God is love . . .  
and God always has the last word. 
  
God is here— 
and it is the gracious power of the love of Christ  
that tumbles walls of fear— 
just as we sang in our gathering hymn.  
As the prophet Isaiah proclaimed long, long ago: 
God is ready to be sought out by those  
who don’t even know how to ask  
and found by those who do not how to seek him.  
 
Maybe this week we need to remind one another 	
of what it means to be good stewards of faith  
in times of trouble and tragedy.  
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How can we, as people of faith,  
change the narrative of woe 	
and shift the focus to love of God and love of neighbor—
without all the labeling and name-calling? 	
Can we stand as a counter-witness  
to the fear and hate that swirls around us daily?  
Can we be witnesses of love’s capacity to change everything?  
 
The apostle Paul would say a very emphatic “amen” to that. 
He reminded the Christians in Galatia,  
“for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God 
through faith.” 	
The distinctions and differences,  
the need for the disciplines of the law, are removed in Christ.  
We are clothed in the garment of God,  
putting on Christ in our baptism and made one—  
to paraphrase Paul,  
in Christ there is no longer black or white, straight or gay, 	
republican or democrat, rich or poor, East or West . . .  
 
Yes, God continues to reach out  
in the spirit of the words of the prophet Isaiah, 	
ready for us to be the fruit capable of being pressed  
into the wine of mercy and justice,  
waiting for us to be the blessing we are created to be 
in pouring ourselves out for the sake of others. 
  
In the wake of tragedy and in the midst of fear, 	
where do you see God doing a new thing  
through the people we least expect? 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Even when things seem so shaken up 	
and the swine of our self-interest and complacency 	
are hurled over the precipice of change, 	
even then we must be stewards of the gift of faith  
by keeping our eyes on the cross,  
by listening to that still, small voice of God,  
and by always, always pointing to Jesus.  
We can’t let the world be too much with us 	
or let fear blind our vision of grace and mercy.  
 
You and I are heirs of the promise,  
made new and clothed in divine love. 	
There is no need at all to capitulate  
to the woes and ways of the world 	
that seek to send Jesus packing  
and deny the basic goodness and dignity of all God’s children—
even the ones that make us squirm, even the ones we don’t like. 
  
We all need to be clothed in our right mind 	
and that means being clothed with the mind of Christ. 
  
So, let us go from here today  
with love written all over our faces. 	
Let that be what we show to the aching,  
worried, fearful, weary world.  
Let us be bearers of healing and hope. 	
Let us tell everyone in word and deed  
what God in Christ has done for us.  
 


