The healing of a demon possessed man.

| wonder what do we make of today’s gospel reading? It seems to be just a straight forward
account of an encounter Jesus had with a demon possessed man. Apart from a brief exchange
between Jesus and the evil spirit there is no dialogue, so no sayings of Jesus to latch on to, no
parables. At the end Jesus just tells the man to go home and tell the people of his town how
much God has done for him.

It seems like this is a temporary diversion, an aside, if you like, having sailed across the lake,
having calmed the storm! Coming from Galilee, so they are not even in Jewish territory.

The outline of the encounter is

e Jesus steps ashore.

e Met by demon possessed man.

e Demons, called legion, beg not to be tortured.

e Jesus commands and allows demons to go into a herd of pigs.
e Pigsrush down a steep bank and drown.

e Incidentreported, people come to see.

e Find manin right mind and are overcome with fear.

e They ask Jesus to leave so he does.

End of encounter, no teaching off of the back of it. So, it is an isolated incident and not of central
importance to the gospel, or is it?

At first glance, this is about a miraculous healing and about God’s power overcoming and
freeing the man. The usually invisible becoming visible. I’'m guessing not many, if any, of us have
experience of, or have come across a demon possessed person or been involved in an
exorcism. Itis certainly beyond my experience. So, how relevant is this to us today. Some might
even say this is all just superstition and in our enlightened society demons are just the topic of
films and TV.

But | have stood here and quoted C S Lewis from his book The Screwtape letters (letters from a
senior devil to a junior devil) about the two equal and opposite errors into which we fall about
devils. Disbelief v unhealthy interest. That still holds good.

| think there is so much more to this.

The encounter is recorded in all three of the synoptic gospels; (Matthew 8 v28-34, Mark 5 v1-21
and Luke 8 v26-39) so it must be important and have things to say to different readers. However,
none of the accounts are quite the same.

Matthew records there were two demon possessed men who were so violent that no one could
pass that way. Who is to pass that way and to where?

Mark says that the man was unable to be subdued and he would cut himself with stones, why is
that? What usually happens when somebody is stoned and who would throw the stones? Also,
Mark tells us there were about 2000 pigs, that’s a lot of pigs! What or who do they represent?



Do all these different emphases that are in the different passages hinder or help, distract or
enrich? I’m on the side of enrich. There are many more strands than are immediately obvious
and the passages hinting at a much bigger picture.

So, the more | read the more questions | had; the more ways there were to look at this and not
so many straight forward answers, but | should have expected that. It reminded me of the scene
in the film Shrek where Shrek and Donkey are having a conversation and saying that Ogres are
like onions, they have layers.

Perhaps one relatively straight forward way to look at this, in the time we have available, is;
cause and effect, both on the individual and on the town where he lived.

Cause and effect, you know, is the relationship between two things when one thing makes
something else happen. For example, if we eat too much food and do not exercise, we gain
weight. Eating food without exercising is the “cause;” weight gain is the “effect.” There may be
multiple causes and multiple effects.

Think for a moment about what the demons in the Bible do. When you think about it, the
demons in the Bible consistently do three things:

1. They cause self-destructive behaviour in the person they are possessing. The man
cutting himself with stones.

2. They cause this person to feel trapped by their condition. Maybe, the man being chained
hand and foot.

3. And, finally, they separate that person from their family, friends and community. The
man being driven to a solitary place, in mark, amongst the tombs.

Now, even if you don’t buy into the whole demon possession thing there are other things that
have the same effect that happen around us every day of the week.

Take addiction, as one example. It’s always tempting to blame people who are struggling with
addictions and other destructive behaviours. Don’t they know what they are doing to
themselves and those they love?

Or take homelessness, a response might be why can’t they just get a place to rent or get a job
that pays enough rather than relying on handouts and benefits?

When you look at our world today, it is obvious that there are a lot of things holding us captive
and it is easy to blame individuals or small groups, to find scapegoats. You may want to reflect
on the biblical history of the scapegoat, in the well-thumbed book of Leviticus (Leviticus 16 v20-
22) and who was/is the ultimate scapegoat?

The things that hold us captive truly are legion. But here, of course, is the good news at the heart
of this story: Jesus came to free us from these things. Jesus came to free us from all of those
things that hurt us and separate us from one another. Jesus came to set us free from sin, death,
and the demons in our world.

The fact that Jesus frees and heals the individual is great and you, probably think, wow, but only
for a moment. We should celebrate, praise and give thanks when that happens.



But, what about the other half of this encounter, what does this healing mean to the town, to the
rest of the people, and why are they possessed with fear rather than celebrating with this man
being healed/released and now in his right mind?

Why was he chained hand and foot and kept under guard? Reading between the lines, this
situation had been going on for some time (many times it had seized him). Maybe, it was their
way of containing him so he doesn’t cause too much disruption to their town life. Was it that
their way of life, their careers, their possessions were more important than his mental and
spiritual health.

Or was it worse, that they had got numb to the reciprocal violence that was being used again
and again and this was the only solution for them? Did Jesus healing of the man, without
violence, reveal something within their town life that was wrong and they did not want to change
and so they were overcome with fear and asked him to leave? And he left! He was not welcome.
Was this a case of him shaking the dust off his feet? (Matthew 10 v 14-15). But holding out the
hope that they would listen to one of their own and understand what God was/is doing and to
change.

Richard Rohr has recently written a book, The Tears of Things; with a sub title of prophetic
wisdom for an age or outrage;

He has a chapter on the prophet Amos which is titled messenger to the collective. Amos was
around between 786 and 746 BC when Israel was at its height both territorially and most
prosperous. Many Israelites saw this as a sign of God’s special favour. But Amos saw their
society for what it was. He preached against their transgressions, their complacency, their
reliance on military might, their injustices in social dealing, their immorality and their shallow
piety. Their culture was wrong.

This made Amos really popular! God had/has a bias towards those at the bottom and Amos
shared that. This is rather the opposite for much of human history; sadly, including the history of
the church.

Richard Rohr comments that whilst Jesus healed individuals, such as the possessed man, you
need to ask the question why did he get there in the first place. It is probably the prevailing
culture that initially condemned him and so Jesus would also frequently critique the systems. |
wonder is it culture and systems that create the biggest evils like poverty, war and ecological
devastation?

Itis easy to blame individuals and convert them, send them to prison etc. but nothing will
change if you stop there. Good religion must also address the wider issues and make them
visible for people to see.

But at best we are conflicted or more likely captive and we need to make sure our focus is not
just on the individual. Richard Rohr gives examples of the contradictions that exist in our culture
which we need to be mindful of and perhaps speak against. So, | will share a few for reflection.

e Killing is wrong, but war is good and too easily justified.

e Envyis a capital sin, but advertising is our way of life.

e Prideis bad, but nationalism and patriotism are admirable.



The demons in the world today are still Legion. | believe that. But | also believe Christis Lord
over them all. We should celebrate and declare what God has done for me, for you. But also ask

that he open our eyes to the other ways he is working and to cut through the excuses we make
and are there. We have our part to play.

Amen.



