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I'm here to announce that, as of this Homily, I have officially come to the end of my long-running streak of
warm and fuzzy gospel stories! And honestly, I had been trying to find a way around this particular one. I
reasoned that Cathy and Patti have lots more experience dealing with tough gospel passages. Besides, I was
curious what they might have to say about lemming-swine running a muck. However, during our Liturgy
meeting, I misspoke and clearly committed myself to provide the homily for today! As much as I squirmed
after realizing my mistake, Cathy just kept encouraging me to take this one on and it became abundantly clear
that I was not intended to escape this gospel story. But, I really needed a fresh start, so I resorted to the
ancient tried and true approach of Lectio-Divina. I admit I had accumulated, over my lifetime, many irrational
and unresolved fears about this passage, or any having to do with demon possession and exorcism. In the
case of this troubling gospel, I pre-determined to bring all of my related fears, inner and outer, real and
imagined into the time of meditative listening. Acknowledging my fears at the onset was very helpful to the
process.
One of the foundational elements of Lectio-Divina is to pay close attention to the specific words and images
that shimmer with life for you in a scripture reading. The words and image that reliably grabs my attention is
this phrase, “When [the people] came to Jesus they found the man…sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in
his right mind.” What a lovely scene. After all the commotion and confusion we are led to the embodied
moral of the story. Jesus can heal anyone anywhere, including all of us. Jesus‘s focused intent in this story is
to restore his new friend to his right mind. Because in his right mind he is will able to accept being accepted,
he can receive being received, and welcome being welcomed.
However, everything about the Gerasenes (jera-scenes), both in country and city, is repeatedly described as
being the very opposite of what Jesus and the disciples had ever experienced. They were now totally in
‘Gentile Country’ which would have been considered a very unclean place. Historical Theologian, Diana ButlerBass, indicates the story takes place in a region called the Decapolis, an area to the east of the Sea of Galilee,
that was marked for its acculturation to Greek and Roman culture. Hellenized culture. Roman imperialism.
Temples, foreign gods. An outpost of the empire. Which brings us to a fork in the road regarding the
interpretation of this story. There are many reputable commentaries that focus on the political satire evident
in this story. A few scholars have specifically suggested that it is resistance satire. As John Dominic Crossan
suggests, it openly mocks “Roman imperialism as demonic possession,” and reveals what colonial domination
does to those it subjects to it’s political cruelty.
Today we could certainly go down that interpretive path, and perhaps we should in light of the similarities
between this story of liberation and the liberation of people of color from slavery in our own country. In
future, I hope to learn enough about the allegorical implications of political interpretation, but today I can only
speak about what I know, which means we’re taking the other fork in the road.
According to the Book of Numbers, which focuses on the cleanliness codes; everything about Ger’asa,
including the tombs, was as upside down and unclean a place as any good Jew could have the misfortune to
visit. Get too close to unclean and you become unclean. Yet, there is Jesus.

In his book, ‘Liberating the Gospels’, Bishop Spong identifies Luke’s purpose for including this powerful story in
his Gospel account. It is to reinterpret the Book of Numbers for the followers of Jesus' way because Numbers
focuses on rules relating to the ‘unclean’. He notes, “ For Luke’s purpose, Jesus had not only entered the
world of the ritually unclean, but he had also prevailed over it. The laws of the Torah now had found a new
fulfillment in Christ. This story is a beautiful example of how Luke lays out the contrasting, but parallel
pathways of the Book of Numbers on the one hand, and how Jesus relates to uncleanness and the purity
codes on the other.
Soon after the man’s healing we realize that fear is the dominant descriptor for this place and people. In this
upside down world, the inhabitants view the miraculous healing of one of their own not as good news but as
something to be feared. No one has stepped up to celebrate his liberation. Instead, everyone is gripped with
fear and wants to get rid of Jesus. The swine herders are afraid, and the swine are definitely afraid. Even the
demons are afraid! For me to see this, I could understand why I always felt so afraid hearing this story. It is all
about fear being the opposite of love.
Jesus responds graciously to the sick man who, interestingly, is the only one to greet him when he disembarks.
Jesus listens to the gruesome details of his life and wants to know his name. It is the man who responds,
Legion. I used to assume it was the demons talking, but now think it was the townspeople who gave him the
nickname ‘Legion’ because he acted so dangerously crazy they believed he was driven by many demons. So,
with overdue respect, I'm going to refer to the man Jesus healed as ‘Lee’.
Even when Jesus does engage the demons, he continues calmly in charge while the wheels of his healing mind
are turning. Jesus is, by nature, magnetically drawn to all in trouble or need. Healing of his new friend, Lee,
could also mean eventual deliverance for this community from the demons and fears that have tortured all of
them in some way for a very long time. Jesus has the wisdom to let the demons suggest their solution out of
fear of the abyss, where Jesus never threatened to send them. He grants them permission to proceed with
their own planned solution. But the demons hadn't calculated that the way they drove Jesus's new friend,
Lee, to madness is the same way they will drive the swine to their own destruction.
So we really have a lot of good news very wisely and compassionately accomplished here by our beloved
Christ. But instead of jubilation over the liberty brought to the captives, the opposite reaction of fear
occurs. It was as if they might have preferred he return to bondage.
[I feel I need to mention here my side-observation that the Gerasene’s reaction of fear closely resembles the
kind of fear with which some Americans have responded to the emancipation of African Americans freed from
the bonds of slavery. Today in this place, freed from fear, we joyously observe the 2nd annual national
holiday, Juneteenth Day and give thanks to liberating God at work in our midst.
Meanwhile, Jesus unruffled, has had enough of this opposite way of life. Their apparent work was now
complete resulting in a newly healed and commissioned disciple left behind to spread the good news
throughout a very fearful land. Jesus and the other disciples return to where things are right side up and
squeaky clean, but I have to wonder whatever happened to Lee and the Gerasenes.
One thing I discover using a Lectio-Divina approach is that my senses and visual imagination become fully
engaged. Beyond just reading about it, I can find myself planted in the middle of the action. This makes the
story more real to me and I am more likely to get the lesson and apply it to my days. In this case, I had an
important ‘aha’ moment. Like lighting a match in the dark to quickly view where I am before burning the tips
of my fingers.

The light reveals Jesus in a state of calm and compassionate authority. He is neither flummoxed nor afraid. In
the middle of a literal storm of demons and pervasive fears, Jesus masterfully handles it all in order to reach
his desired outcome, which is not the destruction of demonic swine. But, rather, the restoration of peace to
one troubled soul. Did you catch how Jesus tells Lee to go home and tell everyone about all the good things
God has done for him. In response, he goes about telling everybody all the good things Jesus did for him. That
is so sweet. I think we should all go and do likewise….after the service, that is.
Amen.

What is the difference between a Homily and a Sermon?
Homily: A religious discourse that is intended primarily for spiritual edification rather
than doctrinal instruction; a sermon.
Sermon: A talk on a religious or moral subject, especially one given during a church
service and based on a passage from the Bible.

