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Luke 8:26-39 – Span 6-13, English 6-20-10 
 
     
26Then they arrived at the country of the Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee. 27As 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. 28When 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”— 29for 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.) 30Jesus then asked him, “What 
is your name?” He said, “Legion”; for many demons had entered him. 31They begged him not to 
order them to go back into the abyss. 32Now there on the hillside a large herd of swine was feeding; 
and the demons begged Jesus to let them enter these. So he gave them permission. 33Then 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. 34When the swineherds saw what had happened, they ran off and told it 
in the city and in the country. 35Then 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 they were afraid. 36Those who had seen it told them how the one 
who had been possessed by demons had been healed. 37Then all the people of the surrounding 
country of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave them; for they were seized with great fear. So he got 
into the boat and returned. 38The man from whom the demons had gone begged that he might be 
with him; but 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. 
 
Sometimes its tricky to find the action or drama in the text, sometimes the word that God has for us 
on a Sunday morning is subtle and subdued. And the preaching of the sermon is all about drawing 
the action out. 
 
That would not be the case this morning. This passage in Luke reads like a screenplay for a summer 
blockbuster action film – A wild man – buck naked -  ranting and raving in a grave yard, a herd of 
pigs hurtling down a cliff into the sea… The live action is matched by equally dramatic shifts in wild 
man’s inner landscape. 
 
I discovered an interesting 50/50 split in the materials that I read in preparation for this sermon. 
Some interpreted the man possessed with a legion of demons as Luke’s way of describing mental 
illness. Others took the demon possession as a spiritual hazard and tried to work out best practices 
for encountering demons.  
For me, the possession vs. mental health debate can distract us from the heart of this morning’s text 
– which for me is the healing and salvation that flows from our encounter with Jesus. And the 
surprising reverberation of fears that surround it. 
 
So Jesus and the disciples arrive to the country of Gerasenes – essentially the country located on the 
other side of the sea of Galilee from Israel. This cluster of 10 Greco-roman cities were not part of 
Israel, Jesus and the disciples were clearly on Gentile turf. As always in the Gospels, we need to say 
out loud that the whole region is under Roman occupation – gentiles and Jews alike in this part of the 
world have been absorbed into the Roman Empire.  
Remember the term Pax Romana from World History class? How the Roman empire achieved relative 
peace and stability in the western world for a little over 200 years. Well Pax Romana was an imposed 
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peace. The Romans utilized a strategy of deploying Legions – 5000-6000 Roman soldiers to occupy 
their territories and maintain the “peace.” 
Obviously adding 5000 soldiers into a region had a huge impact on the socio-political reality of the 
area, But the legions also impacted the local economy – they had to be housed, fed, supplied. 
So Jesus and the disciples have crossed the lake that marks the boundary between their home base 
and the neighboring country. We don’t know if they’d been there before or what stories they had 
heard about how dangerous or wild it was there.  
 
They sure got a heck of a welcoming. The first one to greet them as they step out of the boat is this 
troubled man. No clothes, no house, out of his mind, clearly agitated. Luke tells us that he was 
strong enough to break out of the chains and shackles  
– so I imagine the disciples were fearful as they watched this burley unkempt man approach. Maybe 
they considered getting back in the boat and push back into the sea.  
But Jesus engages the man, he calls the unclean spirit to come out of him. 
The man falls at  Jesus’ feet. Shouting. 
 
 – interesting, he names Jesus “son of the Most High God” – Just like the spirit in the slave girl from a 
few weeks ago, these spirits really know who Jesus is. 
Jesus asks him, what is your name? – Legion, they tell him. 
 
Legion – for many demons had entered him, Luke tells us. Legion is a word that carries two 
meanings  
– many, like describing a large group and  

- Legion the name used for those divisions in the Roman army of 5000 soldiers. Both meanings 
shed light for us on this man’s inner world. In a spiritual sense, he finds himself an unwilling 
host for so many demons, in a socio-political sense he has internalized the oppression that is 
crushing his community and now its crushing his soul. 

I want to unpack that internalized oppression a bit – it’s a common dynamic, but its seldom that we 
open it up to the light of day and exam it.  
 
All of us move and breathe in a social and political reality. All of us have a gender, an ethnicity, a 
country of origin, a primary language, all those things add up to a location in that social reality. Now 
those locations are in flux, and there are so many variables, but let’s keep it simple for the purposes 
of this sermon.  
This crazy man has been a member of a cultural group that has been invaded and occupied by the 
Romans. Now, in his hometown, he has to speak Latin instead of his mother tongue, in school he has 
to study Roman history instead of the history of his people. Suddenly Romans are considered 
smarter, brighter than everyone else, they are understood to be more deserving of the best food, the 
best housing – The social/political narrative is that Romans are just more amazing human beings 
than anyone else.  
Now of course this isn’t true, what is true is that the Roman’s had more military might and that 
bought them a position of privilege. We know that every human being God creates is equally 
deserving of good food, secure housing and quality education.  
BUT here comes the internalized oppression. This wild man, possessed by a legion, has taken this 
external social/political situation and internalized it as his truth about who he is.  

� Its like the woman who has been told that God created women to submit to men, coming 
to believe that she deserves it when her husband hits her. She goes crazy trying to hide 
the bruises on her arms and her heart. 
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� Its like the boy who’s dad was born in Guatemala and moved to LA watching his teachers 
favor students with light skin, coming to believe he’ll never be smart enough so he starts 
gangbanging like its his destiny. 

 
 

� Its like the young lesbian who slits her wrists trying to end the pain of her parent’s 
rejection of her sexual orientation, believing its better to die than to face her parent’s 
disappointment in who God created her to be. 

 
When we bring the external lies of our society into our heart as truth, we go crazy. And it feels like 
there is no path of return. But Jesus meets us in those dark, terrifying places. Just like he met the 
man by the side of the lake. 
Jesus meets us and the man with compassion – IN the text today we read that Jesus brokers an exit 
strategy and the demons leave the man and enter the large herd of swine.  
This is an ironic twist in the story. Its likely that the large herd of swine was there as part of the food 
supply for the Roman Legion of soldiers. So here is Jesus, sending the very thing that had been the 
source of oppression in this man, into the food chain for those very oppressors. But the pigs have 
another plan and instead of continuing to graze calmly on the hillside, they rush down the steep bank 
into the lake and drown. 
Another local small business bite the dust. The swineherders couldn’t believe their eyes. They rush 
into town to tell everyone they meet what had happened.  
With the demons, the swine and the swineherders gone, I imagine the lakeshore was considerably 
more serene. Jesus and the disciples get the man cleaned up, in a fresh change of clothes. Free from 
the inner turbulence, he is able to sit calmly at the feet of Jesus, along with the other disciples and 
take in the teaching that Jesus has for them. He has truly been healed. 
 
We need to take note that in the Greek word for healing, now Greek is the  the language Luke used 
to write his Gospel, in the Greek the word for healing carries two meanings – healing and salvation. 
That richer meaning makes a lot of sense here – that man was healed and saved that day. Healed of 
his mental turmoil and saved from a life of isolation and torment. 
When the towns people returned, they saw the man whom they had known as crazy and troubled 
and dangerous, sitting clean, and whole, and calm at Jesus’ feet. From the comfort of being 2000 
away from that moment, we want those townspeople to rejoice, to embrace their son and brother 
and friend as one who had at long last been restored to them. We want them to celebrate the 
wonderful thing that Jesus has done.  
But that’s not their reaction, instead of welcoming him, they are terrified! Its like seeing the wild 
gang banger with 18th street tattoos wrapping up his forearm serving up lattes at Starbucks. We find 
our selves a little on edge. 
Luke tells us the townspeople are seized with great fear”. They are still afraid of the man, but they 
are even more afraid of Jesus.  
Who can blame them really. They aren’t working from that pastel picture of Jesus’ serene and 
glowing face that hung on the wall of all of our Sunday school rooms.  
These folks have witnessed A LOT – years of trying to figure out how to live with this man, his  
seizures, chaining him up, trying to keep their kids safe, guarding him, watching him break free, then 
watching Jesus call out a few words and suddenly their whole livelihood is plunging to the sea in a 
thundering act of self destruction. What are they going to say when the Roman Commander of the 
Legion comes next week to pick up his order of swine? 
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This Jesus is no benign do-gooder, this Jesus is as wild and terrifying to them as the man had been 
carousing in the graveyard and they want no part of him. So they ask him to leave. 
Jesus agrees and the disciples and him pile back into the boat.  
 
The man from whom the demons had gone begs to go with them. He’s afraid to stay. What if the 
demons come back? What if his community continues to reject him? Of course he wants to go with 
Jesus!  
 
Its our nature to imagine that we are saved from something – from disease, from danger...that the 
salvation/healing that comes our way will pluck us out of danger and plunk us down on a new plane, 
in a new reality free from what had been causing us harm in the first place. 
 
Surprisingly Jesus turns down this particular disciple. “Return home and declare how much God has 
done for you” he tells him. 
Jesus is inviting him to return to his community and live out this healing/salvation with them. 
 
Because at the core of it healing and salvation are functions of community. Just as we bear witness 
to one another’s suffering and pain and sickness, so to do we witness each other’s healing and 
salvation.   
When a toddler who is just learning to walk, takes a few steps and then tumbles to the ground, there 
is almost always a pause while the youngster looks around and when they find a witness, when they 
realize that someone is watching, then they burst into tears.  
 
Its not like they are milking their injury for attention. The tears go deeper than that. As human 
beings we are hard wired for community, we are hard wired to seek each other’s company, to seek 
protection together, to break bread together. And when we are wounded, we seek healing in 
community. The toddler is wanting to attend to her pain in the company of others, and the tears are 
the first step in that process. 
 
The changes that attend healing and salvation can be startling, even terrifying. Just ask the 
community members – obviously the man had been a substantial threat to them all these years of his 
possession, but it was the healed version of the man that really unhinged them.  
They had grown comfortable with the “work arounds” avoiding the cemetery, dropping food off at 
the edge of town, teaching their children to run away from him – while his presence was threatening, 
it had become manageable. What did not feel manageable was this new world order, the wild man 
clean and civilized, and livestock plunging over cliffs. His healing restored him to them as a 
community and they weren’t willing to accept it. 
Maybe that is part of what motivated the man’s pleas to get in the boat with Jesus and the disciples 
and sail away across the Sea. Maybe he was afraid of the changes as well, wondering if his new 
found serenity was going to be short-lived. 
Healing can be disruptive. As a community we are called to make space for healing for the new 
reality.  

� When the young lesbian comes to know herself as a beloved daughter of God, as she lives 
into the relationships with other women, her parents have to make space for her girlfriends 
at the family Christmas celebration. 
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� When the young man realizes that he bears the very image of God and stops gang-banging 
and we need to give him a job and a path to his future. When he starts his work at 
Starbucks, serving up lattes, we need to tip him and ignore the tattoos. 

� When the woman comes to believe that God would never bless a beating and leaves her 
abusive husband, we need to protect her from his rage and his efforts to control her. 

 
As a community, we are continually called to make room for the new healing that emerges as people 
encounter the truth of who they are in God. The healing radiates from the personal epicenters, into 
so many assumptions, and stereo types. The healing calls forth change and new life in all of us. 
 
That’s what I think was behind Jesus’ sending this man back to live with his people. I think Jesus 
wanted the healing & salvation to spread out from the epicenter of this changed man into the whole 
of the community. 
The truth is each of us, in some way, is the man, clean and clothed and sane, sitting at Jesus’ feet. 
And each of us, in some way, are part of the community, begging for Jesus to leave, freaked out by 
the healing that has just unfolded.  
But either way, we go with Jesus’ blessing to live together, in community, to work out what it means 
to be God’s people in this place. 
AMEN. 
 


