
Page 1 of 4 
 

Sermon 09-15/16-2018 

“Foreign Lands” - Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Luke 8:26-39 

 
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 demon 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, clothed and in his 

right mind. And … 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. 

 

1) 

Have you ever been somewhere where you felt uncomfortably out of place? Have 

you had that situation when you went to class and 5 minutes into the teacher’s talk 

you realize: I’m in the wrong room! 

 

For many of us sitting in a sanctuary/chapel in which mental health is the focus 

feels like sitting in the wrong room.  

Don’t get me wrong: I was humbled about how many of you have expressed 

your appreciation for us tackling this theme in worship. But that doesn’t change the 

fact that mental health is a bit of a foreign land to many of us – an area we don’t 

naturally feel drawn to.  

It is hard to think about the mental health of a family member, a friend or a 

neighbor. It is hard to think about one’s own mental health… it just is. Even today, 

when our society has recognize how common living with a mental illness is – it 

still is a subject we stigmatize – we’re embarking into a foreign land it feels. 

 

2) 

That is exactly what Jesus did when he encountered a man who was out of his 

mind. In our passage from the Bible today we hear how Jesus – surprisingly and 

without explanation – leaves Jewish territory and goes into foreign lands. 

Jesus leaves the holy land to go into completely unholy, secular lands that 

his contemporaries would consider “unclean.”  

And thank God he does it – because there is a person who bitterly needs 

Jesus. 
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I actually want to invite you to do the same. Go into the foreign land of this 

message series on mental health, but also go further: Go into the lands and areas of 

your life in which you encounter mental un-health and see how God is there and 

works toward healing. I believe God wants the members of his church to be there – 

just as he wanted to have his son there a long time ago… 

 

It’s a fascinating story. Jesus encounters a man [Matthew has two men] that is demon 

possessed. Let’s stop right there. What does that have to do with mental health? Isn’t 

it judgmental to associate a person who lives with a mental illness with demonic 

possession? Doesn’t that further stigmatize those of us who live with a mental 

disease? If you think that way I want to applaud you because you are on to something.  

 

Many of us know what it’s like to live with a mental disease but regardless of 

whether you currently do or not we have to understand one thing about the ancient 

world: being demon possessed and being mentally ill was the same thing. In fact, 

telling someone: “You’re out of your mind” was the same as saying “you are 

demon possessed.” Last Sunday we heard the story of Jesus being told that he was 

out of his mind. It was only logical that they would tell Jesus that he was possessed 

by a demon right after they called him out of his mind (see Mark 3:21).  

 

You may not care for the language of demonic possession. In the 21st century we 

take a very different approach to life – talking about demons is very foreign to us. 

But at the very same time I beg to differ: Depending on the severity of the mental 

illness that someone lives with, it may very well seem like a demon you have to 

deal with. In the same way as people feel that cancer, ALS or arthritis are terrible 

demons to live with.  

 I don’t want to trivialize the whole subject of demon-language. Think about 

what a demon is in the biblical context: A demon is evil, something that God 

doesn’t want in your life – right? Cancer, ALS, arthritis, mental un-health – it’s 

things God doesn’t want for you to suffer from. No reason to stigmatize it – it’s 

just the hardships we have to put up with in a world that according to the Bible is a 

world that’s not perfect. That’s why God sent his son into it – he would become 

stigmatized literally: At the end of his ministry he was stigmatized (literally 

meaning: “pierced”) to a cross to establish a way out for us in this fallen world. 

 

It is this stigmatized Jesus who encounters a man who is out of his mind and 

strikes up a conversation with him. 

In the conversation between Jesus and the man it is hard to catch who is talking: Is it 

the man or is it the demon inside him? They seem to take turns like in some sever 

cases of mental illness where the patient isn’t always in control of what he or she says.  

And you know what: to an extend you can even experience that without 

being severely mentally ill – we all can have days in which we do or say things that 

are totally out of character and where our inner demons seem to have gotten the 

better of us.  
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In any case, those demons in our story realize that in Jesus they met their match 

and beg him not to be casts out and thrown back into the abyss. In Jewish thought 

the abyss was a place where demons where held captive under the earth. Jesus 

casts them out into a herd of swine, an animal completely foreign for a Jew and 

unclean, and those swine, according to Mark’s gospel 2000 of them, rush down the 

shore and drown: the demons go down to the abyss after all! 

 

What do we learn about mental disease from such a wild story? 

 

3) I believe we can learn three things… 

 

3.1) It’s about breaking isolation 

Where did it say the man with the severe mental illness lived? “In the tombs.” How 

many people do you know who live among tombs? Not many, huh! The man’s 

mental illness drove him into isolation. Isn’t that what we experience even today: 

the more unhealthy our mind is, the harder it is for us to connect with other people, 

live with them and interact with them? That’s what the demon of mental un-health 

does to us.  

But God does not agree with that! He loves those that live with mental un-

health, he goes after them, he sent his son right there where no one else wanted to go. 

That’s where God sends his church (= you) – to those who live with mental 

illness because the people of the church are called to understand that mental illness 

is not a stigma but something that deserves to be engaged with! Jesus set an 

example for you and me. We are invited – tasked – to go into foreign land and be 

where we may not be comfortable but can offer help just because we are willing to 

break the chains of isolation of a person. 

You realize that if you live with a mental disease you are even better equipped 

to reach out to someone who also does because you know a bit about what it’s like. 

  

3.2) It’s about trusting Christ’s power 

The second thing we can learn from Jesus is how to do that. First we might be 

tempted to say we can’t learn anything from Jesus because he is way too sovereign 

compared to what we can do. He just plays those demons and they don’t stand a 

chance against him. 

 Well, you and I must feel at a loss here. We can’t walk up to a person 

struggling with their mental health and cast their illness into hell. Right? But here 

is my question:  

Do you believe, that Jesus is indeed the power in this world against which no 

mental illness can stand? Do you believe that Jesus rescues even from conditions 

like mental unhealthy? 

 

Trust Jesus when you dare to go into foreign lands to break the isolation of people 

living with mental illness. Don’t trust your skill, trust Christ (...). Be reasonable about 

it, don’t expose yourself to danger – the man in our story beat some people up (…).  
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You can break someone’s isolation without exposing yourself to danger. Think of 

the many communication avenues we have these days to break isolation. Though, a 

certain risk will always be involved and that brings us to the third thing I believe 

we can learn… 

 

3.3) It’s about costliness 

It cost the people of Gerasene 2000 pigs to have that man healed. They were not 

happy about that. That’s a lot of revenue that went down the abyss. 2000 pigs!  

 

Maybe that’s a hint that bringing healing is a costly matter. You have to wonder 

what Jesus was thinking. He could have just sent those demons straight into the 

abyss without using the swine. [We know it wasn’t Jesus’ way of telling us that swine are bad animals because he 

himself declared all foods to be clean – even though he probably never ate pork.] 

 

Healing that man was costly – in the same way as it is costly for our society to 

bring healing to people living with mental illness today.  

 

You are this society. I want to ask you: be part of a society that is willing to bring 

healing even when it’s costly. 

  

- This may mean you have to be willing to put up with those taxes that it takes 

to pay for government services that attempt to heal mental illness (Appleton 

examples: police, property tax for schools employing counselors, county services…). 

- That may mean you have to be willing to support non-government agencies 

that bring hope and healing to those suffering from mental disease (e.g. 

Samaritan counseling services, Prevent Suicide Fox Cities or NAMI). 

 

4) 

But the greatest work that you can do is probably still to be part of and shape a 

society in which you take a stand as a follower of Jesus who is willing to go into 

the foreign land of people living with mental illness.  

In the vast majority of situations the cases won’t be near as severe as that of 

our demoniac from today’s Bible story.  

In the vast majority you will have an opportunity to engage with one of the 

65 million Americans that live with mental illness in ways that breaks their 

isolation and works toward healing. 

 

The man in our story was healed because Jesus went into foreign lands. Look at the 

result: This man became the first missionary to the Gentiles. Everybody deserves to 

be healed, everybody is precious and has enormous potential to give to this world.  

Are you willing to go into that foreign land? What good will come out of your 

journey? I’m excited to find out. Amen. 
After Moments of Reflection: But what when you don’t get cured? What if you have to live with mental 

illness and it never goes away? That’s what we will talk about next weekend. > suicide prevention  


