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PENTECOST IV SER​​MON
Pr Fred S. Opalinski

I wonder how the film industry would rate today’s gospel reading. We’ve got a frightful, demon-possessed, naked man living in a cemetery. Terror, violence, nudity—all in a day’s work for Jesus.

Luke tells the story so vividly! Jesus ventures into Gentile territory—across Lake Galilee—for the one and only time in the gospel. Last week, you’ll remember, we had a ‘woman of the city’ crashing a dinner party. Today, it’s a ‘man of the city’ raging among the tombstones.

This guy must have had some reputation! Luke writes that people tried chaining him to the stones, but he was strong enough to break the chains. You can imagine that this demoniac was the butt of jokes and also the scapegoat for anything awful that took place: scary noises, missing crops or animals, nightmares…blame the crazy guy in the cemetery!

That’s what makes this opening scene such a surprise. Here in the Gentile land, the demons who posses him recognize Jesus, and even call him “Son of the Most High God.” Jesus seems unphased by it, and simply asks the demon for his name. “We are Legion,” he replies.

It could simply have meant ‘many’, since a legion was about 6,000 soldiers. It could also have been a jab at the Romans, the enemy with all the legions. A modern equivalent might be “My name’s Al Qaeda,” with an appropriate chuckle from the audience.

But demons were no laughing matter. Throughout the New Testament, we see them devastating lives: causing seizures and handicaps, raging wildly, involved in sorcery, violence and other anti-social behavior.

Modern science might call this guy’s symptoms schizophrenia, or bi-polar disorder, paranoia, or epilepsy. There are also those who grapple with the ‘demons’ of alcoholism, drug addiction, depression, Alzheimer’s, homelessness, and more. Medicines and therapy can get a handle on some, but not all of those things. We know this: Lives are ruined by the millions, however one might label the affliction.

Once they give Jesus their name, the demons realize the power he has over them, and it’s then they who start trembling. “Don’t send us into the abyss,” they plead (whatever that means!). So, instead, Jesus sends them into a nearby herd of pigs. Given the Jewish aversion to swine, this may have seemed like joke #2. “The great legions want to become pigs. Mighty Rome: oink! oink!”

And for a grand finale, Jesus sends the whole herd over the cliff and into the sea below. (We were once on a boat trip on Lake Galilee, and the guide pointed to a white-streaked cliff on the far shore, saying, “That’s where the pigs took their dive.” Mark Allen Powell, Bible study leader at the synod assembly, called this story the first mention of deviled ham—water-packed (!).

But, the drowning pigs are not really the finale. Here’s where the story really gets interesting, I think! The swineherds, deprived of their livelihood, go to town to tell what’s happened. And when the people come out to see, they find the demoniac in his right mind, clothed and sitting at Jesus’ feet. Jesus had power over the hordes of demons. With a word, he did in a whole Legion of them. He restored the village nutcase to health. You’d think everyone would have been thrilled.

But Luke tells us that, instead, they were afraid, and that ‘all the people’ asked Jesus leave, for ‘they were seized with great fear.’ Some may have been upset by the disruption of the pork market. But, more widely, they may have been spooked by the display of such power: to heal, yes, but more, the power to change lives so radically.

I wonder, how does that grab you? “Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest,” we often pray at meal time. But are we really ready for what his visit can mean…unleashing the power of God in our lives and homes?! The former demoniac wanted to follow Jesus. He was obviously taken by his power and wanted to hear more of his teaching. But Jesus even turned that wish on its head as Jesus said, “Stay here instead. You can follow me by telling others about that God has done for you.” And, in the final twist, Luke writes that he went throughout the city declaring what Jesus had done for him.

The risen jesus has power over the demons, the beasties, the destructive and alienating forces in the world. He also has power of the elements in each of us that deny God’s goodness and love.

But hear the warning: Invite him into your life to take care of one things or another, and be ready for an extreme make-over! Like politics, I think that faith is also always local. Although “God so loved the world,’ that he sent Jesus to save it, he does so one person at a time: touching us with grace, forming us in community, proclaiming his life-saving message, sending us out to tell others. Encountering Jesus, “Son of the Most High God,” is not like a visit to a tailor ship: take it in a little here; out a bit there. With Jesus, it’s a total redo, top to bottom, inside out!

With the infusion of the Holy Spirit, our demons are flushed down the drain. We are bathed clean and clothed in righteousness, carried from death to new life. Hear the words of our liturgy as if for the first time: 

· “By grace you are saved. Your sins are forgiven.”

· “This is my body, given for you; my blood, shed for you.”

· “Go in peace. Serve the Lord.”

Each time we gather here, it is to be touched by Jesus, Son of God. With a word, he makes us whole. And with the Spirit’s power, he sends us out to spread the good news to others, so that they may come and experience him. 

Martin Luther captures it so wonderfully in the 3rd stanza of his great ‘battle hymn’, “A Mighty Fortress”:


And though the world with devils filled



should threaten to undo us,


We will not fear, for God has willed



his truth to triumph through us.


Let this world’s tyrant rage! In battle we’ll engage!


His might is doomed to fail; God’s judgment must prevail!



One little world subdues him.”
 

Those demons may well be legion. But, take heart in Christ, dear friends! Thank God!! And tell others!!!

Amen.
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