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1 They came to the other side of the sea, to the 
region of the Gerasenes. 2 And when he had stepped 
out of the boat, immediately a man from the tombs 
with an unclean spirit met him. 3 He lived among 
the tombs, and no one could restrain him any more, 
even with a chain, 4 for he had often been restrained 
with shackles and chains, but the chains he 
wrenched apart, and the shackles he broke in pieces, 
and no one had the strength to subdue him. 5 Night 
and day among the tombs and on the mountains he 
was always howling and bruising himself with 
stones. 6 When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran 
and bowed down before him, 7 and he shouted at the 
top of his voice, “What have you to do with me, 
Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I adjure you by 
God, do not torment me.” 8 For he had said to him, 
“Come out of the man, you unclean spirit!” 9 Then 
Jesus asked him, “What is your name?” He replied, 
“My name is Legion, for we are many.” 10 He begged 
him earnestly not to send them out of the region. 11 
Now there on the hillside a great herd of swine was 
feeding, 12 and the unclean spirits begged him, 
“Send us into the swine; let us enter them.” 13 So he 
gave them permission. And the unclean spirits came 
out and entered the swine, and the herd, numbering 
about two thousand, stampeded down the steep 
bank into the sea and were drowned in the sea. 
 
14 The swineherds ran off and told it in the city and 
in the country. Then people came to see what it was 
that had happened. 15 They came to Jesus and saw 
the man possessed by demons sitting there, clothed 
and in his right mind, the very man who had had the 
legion, and they became frightened. 16 Those who 
had seen what had happened to the man possessed 
by demons and to the swine reported it. 17 Then 
they began to beg Jesus to leave their 
neighborhood. 18 As he was getting into the boat, 
the man who had been possessed by demons begged 
him that he might be with him. 19 But Jesus refused 
and said to him, “Go home to your own people, and 
tell them how much the Lord has done for you and 
what mercy he has shown you.” 20 And he went away 
and began to proclaim in the Decapolis how much 
Jesus had done for him, and everyone was amazed. 
(Mark 5:1-20, NRSV) 
 

 

 
I’d love to know, by a show of hands, how many here 
have called a customer service phone number, only to be 
caught in an endless loop of transfers and menus. 
 
I have a $100 gift card for a major grocery store that I 
was given years ago. I’ve tried it at every one of these 
stores I’ve entered on about 7 different occasions, but it 
never works. I’ve called several times, and the card is 
activated and fully loaded, so it should definitely work. 
I’ve called the number on the back of the card several 
times, but usually, I can’t get someone to answer.  
 
So, a couple weeks ago, on the first day of skiing of the 
season, I thought I’d try one more time. Perfect thing to 
do on a chairlift. I got someone to answer right away! 
But after some trouble-shooting, he couldn’t figure it 
out, and needed to send me to the “Customer Care” 
department. I was put on hold…for 52 minutes. Don’t 
worry, I did remember to get off the chairlift. I skied 
three runs with my poles in one hand and the phone up 
to my ear with the other not wanting to miss the call, 
then took a break for lunch. 
 
Finally, I reached someone who said I needed a 
replacement card, so they needed to transfer me to the 
“Gift Card” department. I waited on hold another 40 
minutes. I was transferred two more times, then 
someone came back on and asked if I wanted to 
continue to hold, or if I wanted the number so I could 
call myself at a less busy time. I said, “Sure”. I was done. 
As they are giving me the number, I’m thinking, “This 
number sounds really familiar.” As I hung up, I flipped 
over my card, and found it was the same number on the 
back of my card. I was back to where I started.  
 
Truth is, for most of us, these moments only account 
for small annoyances in our lives. But there are so many 
people whose lives are like this—a vicious circle, 
perpetuated by people with more power, to ignore their 
most basic needs—to segregate and marginalize them 
so that they don’t have to be dealt with face to face. 
Often, we would rather find ways to contribute to the 
general needs of the world than have to meet people 
and learn how our lives might be contributing to their 
suffering. 
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We took a dozen young people to the food bank on 
Tuesday, and SSIP set us up with all kinds of jobs—
sorting onions here, sorting eggs over there, stacking 
boxes, breaking down boxes. But most of the kids I 
talked to said their favorite task was walking with 
individuals to their cars, helping them with the food 
they were picking up.  
 
Something happens to our hearts, however small or big, 
the moment we encounter an individual in need, and we 
get to be a part of breaking down the walls that have 
prevented that person from relief. 
 
We enter the journey of Jesus today as he encounters a 
man among the tombs. We have been following Jesus as 
he meets a number of individuals in some unlikely 
places. But a case could be made for this particular spot 
to be the least likely of all. I’m imagining the disciples 
in the boat crossing the lake letting Jesus know that 
perhaps they have landed on the wrong beach. 
 
“Jesus, shouldn’t we pull up closer to town a little 
further down the shore?”  
“Jesus, this is a graveyard, next to land where herds of 
pigs are grazing. And, its Gentile territory at that? 
These are definitely not our people. You can’t be 
serious!”  
 
There is some debate about which nearest town this 
took place. Various translations record it differently. 
But most agree it happened in the area of the Decapolis, 
a group of 10 very Greek, very Gentile towns. Why 
would Jesus choose this corner of the world, this beach, 
this very disturbed person to encounter? As is usually 
the case, his friends could have given him a lot more 
reasons to avoid it than seek it out. 
 
Except, Jesus was about to reveal some important 
truths about himself— (1) his deep compassion for 
outcasts, (2) his incredible power over evil, and (3) his 
widening mission of offering himself beyond the Jewish 
people to the entire world. We could take three weeks 
of sermons and look at each one of these, but the whole 
picture can serve as one pointed encouragement for all 
of us. And that point is the essence of the Gospel:  
 
Namely, that Jesus uses unlikely people in unlikely 
places to carry the message of God’s love to every 
corner of the world. 
 
Inevitably, when almost any group of people read this 
passage, one question comes up: What about the pigs? 
People have questions about why these innocent 
animals become the recipients of these demons. One 
commentator talked about preaching this text in rural 
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Iowa in a pig farming community. The first comment 
from the farmers was, “Wait a minute! It doesn’t make 
sense. Pigs can swim!” And most of these farmers rallied 
around the fact that in healing this man, Jesus likely 
just destroyed the economic livelihood of several 
families. There are all kinds of fun we could have with 
this. But if we get stuck on some of these questions, we 
miss the point: The Kingdom of God doesn’t play by the 
rules of the world. 
 
The people of this town had this man right where they 
wanted him: in a place where they didn’t have to hear 
him, think about him, or smell him. They could ignore 
him, and justify it by saying that the town was safer as a 
result. 
 
Because of the demons, the people could no longer see 
the image of God in this man. But Jesus knew that all 
demons have precisely the same goal: to wreck the image 
of God in a person.1 The main offense of a demon is to 
make it impossible for others to recognize God’s image. 
Most of the people present that day, the disciples 
included, believed that his lifestyle, his actions, his place 
among the dead in the tombs made him unclean. He had 
sacrificed his “image of God” self. But Jesus knew that if 
hundreds of demons were attacking this man, then he 
must have a great capacity for shining God’s image 
especially bright. This is not the chance we normally 
give to people on the margins of our world. But 
perhaps, if we follow Jesus into the tombs, we will be 
called to consider this in a new way. 
 
It’s important to Jesus that he identifies the demons and 
can call them by name. What name does the man give? 
LEGION. Some helpful history here: A legion was a 
group of about 6,000 soldiers, soldiers that these people 
saw everyday as having an oppressive and 
dehumanizing presence in the area, to everyone, not 
just this man. This is what the people were ultimately 
hoping from a Messiah. What the people wanted was 
economic stability and a political rebellion. What they 
got was one man healed while the two bigger issues got 
worse. 
 
N.T. Wright says, “The big picture must never exclude the 
little picture. Wherever humans are in pain today – in other 
words, in every community in the world – the gentle healing 
message of Jesus needs to be applied, identifying with those in 
pain to bring God’s healing where it’s needed.” 2 
 
Unless Scripture’s record of this way of Jesus moves us 
to greater trust in the big picture and to greater 
compassion for the one, we will forever be frustrated by 
the slow, healing way of God. We will continue to try 
to take control of what we think God should be doing. 

2 Wright, N.T. Mark for Everyone. Pg. 57. 

https://enduringword.com/bible-commentary/mark-5/
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Today is the First Sunday in Advent. On this day, we 
light the first candle, the candle of hope. Part of our 
litany at the beginning was that we “cry out in hope”. 
Advent symbolizes the beginning of waiting. For what? 
For a baby—an unassuming and humble child, that 
would take center stage not for his strength and might, 
but for a power that comes from sacrifice and 
compassion. We celebrate and remember that the 
Kingdom of God comes in a way we would never 
expect. We’re invited to be a part of that.  
 
In the first few chapters of the Bible, a question comes 
up. God asks Cain where Abel is, whom Cain had just 
killed out of jealousy. Cain asks, “How should I know? 
Am I my brother’s keeper?”3 In a real sense, the story of 
Scripture points to a resounding, “Yes!”. The two 
greatest commandments are to love God and to love 
others. To go and find our brothers and sisters, in dark 
and messy places, and restore their image of God in the 
name of Christ! 
 
When we approach ministry to the world, we typically 
ask questions that sounds something like this: How can 
we build ourselves up so that we have something to give? 
What are our gifts, our resources, our programs, our 
buildings, that we can protect and grow, so that we can give 
out of our abundance? How can we overflow the goodness 
that God has given us into the lives of others? That sounds 
so good, so right, doesn’t it?  
 
But perhaps we should be asking, How can I serve out of 
my weakness, when I have nothing left to offer, riddled with 
addiction or poor health or lack of resources, to the point that 
I have not choice but to ask for help? We’re so concerned 
with getting ourselves in shape first. We’ve held those 
in need at arm’s distance. We’ve found ways to keep the 
idea of service front and center…as long as it doesn’t 
disturb our comfort or stability or the safety of our 
family or our community or our country. The essence of 
the Gospel asks us whether we’re ready for our world to 
be turned upside down for the healing of Jesus to really 
begin. 
 
A radio station this week said, “Playing the songs that 
give you that ‘camera-off’ kind of feeling.” That moment 
on a video call when you can turn your camera off and 
relax and hide and be just a little less invested in what’s 
going on. 
 
Unfortunately, for those of us that love that feeling, this 
passage is a “camera-back-on” kind of story. 
Fortunately, for many we often pass by, we might meet 
some new people and be changed forever. 
 
Jeff asked us to consider a question last week. What do 
you need to bring to Jesus? Again, it was someone, a 
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boy, possessed by a demon. A father is invited by Jesus 
to bring this boy to him. It is the thing that has kept 
him up at night. The suffering that he can’t ignore, 
right in front of him every day. Jesus asks him to have 
the faith to just bring the boy to himself. So we 
considered: Jesus is calling me to bring _____ to Jesus. 
 
Today I ask: To what or to whom does Jesus need 
to bring us? If we offered our hand to Jesus, where 
would he take us? What crazy or unexpected 
adventure would he begin? 
 
Some things we can’t ignore. Like a parent with a sick 
child, it tear at our hearts until they are well.  
 
But for some people, we have found ways to build walls 
and systems that keep us from having to face them or 
their demons. We would rather give money or design 
programs or teach classes about these problems rather 
than walk through the darkness or messiness with 
individuals that threaten the routines and comforts of 
our lives. We don’t want to be woken up at night by 
their cries. We certainly don’t want our pigs run off the 
cliff and drowned. But the Kingdom of God is at hand.  
 
A question to ask: Are there ways that you are 
contributing to the hiddenness of individuals or groups, 
barring them from access to certain privileges so that 
you can have yours? 
 
It’s a scary prayer to pray at the beginning of the 
Christmas season to say, “God, I’m ready for you to 
break down the walls I have built, overturn my life, and 
enter sacrificially into the life of another.” But isn’t this 
exactly what we’re preparing to remember in Advent? 
That God left the comfort of heaven and entered 
sacrificially into our lives, to walk through the darkness 
and messiness with you and me? 
 
There are moments when we intentionally change our 
minds about another human being. Moments when we 
choose to see the image of God in another. You know 
what’s interesting? (Laura Anderson pointed this out to 
me.) The heading of this story in every Bible translation 
I found called this the story of “The Demoniac” or “The 
Demon-Possessed Man.” Rather than, “The Former 
Demoniac” or “The Transformed Man.” At the end of 
the story, this man is in his right mind and spreading 
the good news of Jesus. His message isn’t a teaching 
series or tracts to hand-out or any kind of evangelism 
door-to-door plan. The message is his changed life. He 
is credited as being the first missionary to the Gentile 
people. He sends this man who was a threat to others 
and to himself only moments ago to show and give 
thanks for what Jesus did. And he’s wildly successful at 
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it! Even the disciples needed more time before they 
were ready! 
 
When we change the titles and names we give to 
people, guess who changes most in that moment? 
 
We do. 
 
The title of this message is, Who Are You Now?  We 
might be surprised at who we become when we choose 
to see the image of God in another person. Many of us 
have experienced this, or we’ve seen this in a friend in 
this church. 
 
During a sermon last Easter Sunrise, I mentioned an 
autobiography by Anthony Ray Hinton, a man who was 
arrested and sentenced to death for a crime he didn’t 
commit. He was eventually released in 2015, after 30 
years on death row.4 Anthony Ray Hinton was a man of 
faith and hope, but understandably angry and confused 
and resentful. For three years, he hadn’t said a single 
word except to those that visited him faithfully every 
week. He refused to respond to guards or other inmates 
for those entire three years. But something broke his 
silence. One night, he was awakened by the sound of 
crying. More like wailing. It was saying “Please God, 
help me. I can’t take it anymore.” Deep sobbing from 
the gut. 
 
His first response was to ignore it. It’s not my problem. 
It’s everyone for themselves in here. But it was too 
disturbing and too loud. So he paced the floors hoping it 
would stop. Eventually it did. 
 
Then the man stopped crying and there was a silence 
that was louder than any noise I’d ever heard. What if 
this man took his own life and I did nothing about it. 
Wouldn’t that be a choice? Ray had spent the last three 
years thinking about the people that put him there and 
wanting them dead and thinking about taking my own 
life. 
 
But here’s what he realized, in his words: “Despair was 
a choice. Hatred was a choice. Anger was a choice. I still 
had a choice, and that knowledge rocked me….I could 
choose to hang on and not give up. Hope was a choice. 
And more than anything else, love was a choice. 
Compassion was a choice. 
 
Hey! I walked up to my cell door and yelled toward the 
crying man. Are you all right over there? Nothing but 
silence. Hey. Are you okay? I asked again. 
NO.  
 
Is something wrong? Do you need me to call for an officer or 
something? NO, HE JUST LEFT. 

                                                           
4 Hinton, Anthony. The Sun Does Shine. 

Okay, then. I stood at the bars. I didn’t know what to 
say or what to do. It was weird to hear my own voice on 
the row. For three years, I had only spoken during 
visits. I wondered if the man was as surprised as I was 
to hear me speak. 
 
Hey man, whatever it is, it’s gonna be all right. Its gonna be 
okay. I waited. It had to be another 5 minutes before he 
spoke.  
I JUST GOT WORD THAT MY MOM DIED.  
 
I can’t describe what it’s like to have your heart break 
open. But in that moment, my felt my heart break wide 
open, and I wasn’t a convicted killer on death row. I was 
Anthony Ray Hinton from Praco. I was my momma’s 
son. 
 
I’m sorry man, I really am. Others started chiming in. God 
may sit high, but he looks low. He looks down here in this pit. 
You got to believe it. (There were “Amens” from around 
the row) 
For the next two hours he told story after story about 
his mom. 
He didn’t even know his name at that point. 
 
I wondered why the cries of another human being, 
whether its a baby, or a woman in grief, or a man in 
pain can touch us in ways we don’t expect. I wasn’t 
expecting to have my heart break that night. I wasn’t 
expecting to end three years of silence. It was a 
revelation to realize I wasn’t the only one on death row. 
I was born with the same gift we’re all born with…the 
impulse to reach out and lessen the suffering of another 
human being. It was a gift. And we each had a choice 
whether to use this gift or not. 
  
Perhaps in the next sermon, I’ll let you know who this 
fellow inmate turned out to be. That was all kinds of 
interesting to me. Or, get a head start and read the 
book. Let’s just say for now, it was the least likely 
person you might expect.  
 
The moment he allowed his heart to break, Anthony 
Ray Hinton became a different person. 
 
But we’ve become pretty good at keeping the walls up, 
and holding on to our silence, so that we don’t disturb 
our lives too much.  
 
In the new Black Panther movie that just came out, 
there was a great quote: 
“Only the most broken people can be great leaders”5  
 
It was true for the man Jesus heals in this story. Jesus 
knew the depth of his brokenness, then trusted his 
leadership to share the Gospel. It’s true of you and I 

5 From Black Panther: Wakanda Forever, 2022. 
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when we allow ourselves to be broken. It was MOST 
true of Jesus, who even then, knew he would be fully 
broken for us. 
 
Anthony Ray Hinton talks about the power of choice. It 
was a choice for Jesus to show up in this unlikely place 
with this unlikely man, and to offer him a healing that 
would disrupt that world in that place. Every day, we, 
too, have the power of choice. 
 
If we’re honest, most of the small decisions (and big 
ones) center around how we can protect our schedule, 
our money, and our reputation. We want to make sure 
the lives we have built are not disrupted. But I believe 
that miracles and laughter and full lives of deep joy are 
in store for us if we are always wondering if the Gospel 
might just be breaking in to shake things up a bit.  
 
I was watching a movie the other day with my 
daughter, a kind I had never seen before. It was an 
interactive movie. It was like the old “Choose Your Own 
Adventure” books that I had as a kid. At several points 
throughout the movie, you had to decide what plot-line 
the movie should take, and see what happens till the 
next choice.  
 
I have this idea that they should have these in theaters 
with little electronic voting buttons at every seat, and 
the entire theater votes on what the characters should 
do to continue the story. Then, you’d have to go back 
and see the movie several times to see various endings. 
It’ll probably happen someday. Just remember you 
heard me suggest it first. 
 
But it gave me this image of a church family. Brothers 
and sisters following Christ together, in life groups, in 
families, in youth groups, prayer partners, mission 
teams, all with choices to make. What if we began to see 
each decision through a lens of restoring the image of 
God in others at all cost instead of just protection of 
what we have? What if we allowed Jesus to take us to 
places that broke society’s rules an challenged our 
comfort? 
 
This Christmas the youth groups are going to be 
invited into the $50 challenge. Each group gets $50 to 
serve others. The only rule is that it can’t just be given 
to an organization. It has to be turned into a gift, and 
given face to face in some way. 
 
What will it take for us to break our silence? What will 
it take for us to remove the chains and the distance from 
those that are suffering in our world. It’s not just one 
choice. It will be a series of little choices along the way. 
There may be choices we can make together. 
 
Today I ask again: To what or to whom does Jesus 
need to bring us? If we offered our hand to Jesus, 

where would he take us? What unexpected 
adventure might Jesus begin in us? 
 
Amen. 
 
 

“The Next Step” 
A Resource for Life Groups and/or 

Personal Application 
 

1. Read Mark 5:1-20. There are many unanswered 
questions here. Make a list of some of these 
questions (together, if you’re part of a Life Group). 

  
  
 2. Which of these questions leaves you most unsettled 

and why?  
  
  
 3. This is one of the only times when Jesus does not 

heal someone on the first try (v. 8). Why? What do 
you think is the significance of this two-part healing 
in the context of this story? 

  
  
 4. Who are the people in your world or in our world 

that this man represents? Who are the people we 
have preferred to keep out of sight and out of mind? 

  
  
 5. Jesus sent this man back home to tell others what 

Jesus had done in his life (vv. 18-20). Jesus did not 
send his own disciples out to preach until later. 
What did this man have that the disciples did not 
yet have?  

  
  
 6. Is it possible that Jesus has called you to a person, 

place, or situation, but you’re afraid of the 
disruption to your life? Prayerfully consider if Jesus 
is saying, “Go with me to ____.” Share with others 
some of these possible leadings.  

  
  
 7. What is Jesus teaching you here?  How do you want 

to respond?   
 
  

“Table to Table” 
For Kids & Adults to Answer Together 

 
Make a list with your family of places that are scary to 
go. Are any of these places that Jesus might want us to 
go and be a light? 
  


