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Jesus then asked him, "What is your name?" He said, "Legion"; for many demons had entered him.  

 

This morning, I want to talk about demons. 

 

This exchange between Jesus and the man known to us by tradition as the “Gerasene demoniac” is 

significant for a couple of reasons. The gospels have many incidents of Jesus casting out demons from 

people; at the tail end of last week’s gospel, for example, we heard that one of several women who 

accompanied him and his disciples on their travels and who provided for them financially was Mary 

Magdalene, “from whom seven demons had gone out”. But this man was afflicted, not with one demon, 

or seven, or even a dozen, but with so many that those demons identified themselves with a term used by 

the Roman imperial army to designate a unit of up to 6000 fighting men: a legion. They terrorized him, 

and they terrorized those around him. He could not be restrained; this legion of demons gave the man 

superhuman strength sufficient to break any bonds the people could put him in. He was forced, to live in 

the cemetery among the graves, which would have added an additional layer of uncleanness to an 

already unclean individual, one who was both shunned and feared by the society and community that he 

should have been a part of. 

 

The exchange is significant for another reason. In that culture, it was believed that the power to use a 

name was the power to control it. And that is exactly what happens. Once named, the demons fall under 

Jesus’ control; he allows them to enter the herd of swine and then to destroy themselves by running 

down the bank and into the sea. So that brief exchange between Jesus and the possessed man tells us two 

very important things: it tells us the scope of the man’s misery and suffering, and it gives those demons, 

the source of that suffering, a name: Legion.  

 

This morning, I want to talk about demons. 

 

Because we, too, have demons and they are legion. They terrorize us. They lashed out yet again last 

weekend at the Pulse Nightclub in Orlando, creating yet another situation of the kind that has become all 

too tragically common in the United States. This time the victims were targeted because of their sexual 

orientation; in addition, most of them were persons of color, primarily Latino/a, so they were people 

who have experienced discrimination on more than one level. They were killed for no other reason than 

for being who they were, the people God created and gifted them to be. The terrible incident in Orlando 

has become the 134
th
 mass shooting so far this year (a mass shooting is defined as one producing four or 

more casualties). Let that sink in: 2016 isn’t even half over – that’s fewer than 183 days – and we’ve had 

134 mass shootings. Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. Lord, have mercy. 

 

As these shootings have become more and more common, so has the worn-out and too-easily spoken 

phrase “Our thoughts and prayers are with the victims and their families”. Lately, though, we’ve been 

hearing something else: “Thoughts and prayers are not enough,” a response of frustration to the idea that 

there is nothing more we can or perhaps are willing do. We’ve heard that response from the President 

and from politicians;  

from newspaper columnists and newscasters (even the satirical ones on Comedy Central!); we’ve heard 

it from the proverbial man – or woman – in the street.  



 

Today you’re going to hear it from me. And if you think that “prayer is not enough” is a strange thing 

for a priest to be saying, please consider that the vast majority of gospel texts do not feature Jesus 

praying; they show him in action, teaching and preaching prophetically, healing and working miracles 

that restore people to wholeness, showing compassion to the least of these, naming the demons that 

afflict people, and always, always speaking truth to power. That last, in particular, is what got him 

crucified. As followers of The Way, as people of the Jesus Movement, a hallmark of Presiding Bishop 

Curry’s ministry and leadership, we are called to those same actions and ministries in Jesus’ name. 

Yes, by all means pray – but never think that prayer alone is our only option.  

 

Because though it may be tempting to think we are powerless against these demons, in truth we are not.  

Naming them gives us power over them. Naming them allows us to know, to admit, what we’re dealing 

with. So let us do that; let us name the demons of homophobia, racism, Islamaphobia, xenophobia.  

Let us name the demon of badly regulated or unregulated gun sales, the availability of military grade 

weapons to civilians who cannot possibly need them for any good or justifiable reason. Let’s identify the 

demons of fear and hate, always a toxic partnership; and let’s have the courage to admit that for decades, 

centuries in fact, the Christian church has been guilty, not just of discriminating against, but of 

condemning LGBTQ persons. That’s been true even of churches that now welcome and support them. 

And the church has often marginalized races and ethnicities that differ from the dominant culture. 

And while we’re identifying our demons, let us stand in opposition to those who feed hate and fear by 

consistently and irrationally demonizing the “other”, whether that other is of a different race, or gender 

identity, or political party, or religion, or sexual orientation, or nationality. These others are children of 

God. They are the neighbors whom Christ commands us to love as we love ourselves.  

That is gospel truth. That is foundational to our Baptismal Covenant.  That is the way of Jesus. 

 

And that is the Good News; Good News that we Christians have been given to share and to live into.  

This Good News proclaims that our world can be healed and its demons driven out. That is the Good 

News, and it’s not naïve to say it because God has promised that the restoration and re-creation of the 

world will happen. That is the Good News, and it’s ours to proclaim in word and action. In his pastoral 

message following the Orlando massacre, Bishop Lee urges us to put our prayer into action, and to 

 “…continue to work for sensible regulation of the sale of automatic weapons. …[to] work for the 

dignity of all God’s children. …[and to] put our trust in the cross of Christ - death is not the final 

word.”
1
 As Bishop Lee suggests, visit the website of Bishops United Against Gun Violence 

(www.bishopsunitedagainstgunviolence.org). They are a group of Episcopal bishops who came together 

last summer at General Convention as a witness following the massacre at Mother Emmanuel Church in 

Charleston. Their work is ongoing.I echo our bishop’s words this morning, and encourage you to speak 

out, and speak up. Because we are the Jesus Movement – we are a people who trust in the promise of 

the God who created, redeems, and sustains us. We are a people of faith, hope, and love. And love will 

always have the final world. Thanks be to God. 
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