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You know, he used to go around nekkid all the time. Not naked (without clothes), but nekkid (without clothes and up to something). Jesus meets this man on the other side of the Sea of Galilee. As Jesus steps out of his boat and onto the beach, up comes this man who is nekkid, lives in the cemetery, and has demons. Everyone knows that this man has demons. In fact, he has many. The man says his name is Legion, which is a Roman military word for about 6,000 soldiers.  The demons are many--thousands.

Demons! Now isn’t that a primitive word? I bet if you went to your doctor this week and said you were not feeling well, the doctor would say either a virus or bacteria or blood pressure or love or golf or something scientific was affecting your health. I imagine she would prescribe some medication. If, however, you went to the doctor and after a thorough exam she said, “Uhmm. It’s a demon. You need to be exorcised!” “Did you say exercised?” “No, I said exorcised.” What would you do? I imagine you’d find another doctor.


You don’t believe in demons? Well, you and I may say we don’t believe in demons, but our language betrays us. The word lunatic comes from the word luna--moon--and means “someone struck by the moon.” We look at our horoscopes and wonder how the movement of the stars will affect our day. It lingers in our language when we say, “I don't know what got into me.” What got into you? We say it to the doctor, “I just don't feel like myself today.” Well, why not?  Has some outside force come into you and taken over your life? 


We don't believe in demons today? Well, believe in them or not, we know them. We know about demons. I know we are supposed to be modern, scientific folk who believe in infections and psychological diagnoses more than in demons. When you or someone you love, however, is in the grip of an addiction, even though doctors may call it a disease and psychiatrists label it a personality disorder, it feels demonic. Just talk to someone who lives with an alcoholic and ask if they know about demons that come in and take over a person and change that loved one. Just look at the language we use for alcohol. We call it “spirits” or “demon drink.” We say that someone is “driving under the influence.” We may not believe in demons today, but we know them. In Jesus’ time they fought demons. And so do we, no matter what we call them. 


This nekkid, homeless man flashes Jesus in the cemetery. Oh, the townspeople have tried to contain him. They have constrained him but chains, ropes and strong men cannot subdue him. At least when he stays in the graveyard, they know where he is. Can you imagine a citizen wandering through the graveyard at night, falling by accident into a grave and hearing a voice from behind him, “You'll never get out of here,” but I bet he does!

Why does he live among the tombs? Perhaps that is far from where the rest of the people travel. Perhaps this Geresene demoniac lost his family to death and is so overcome with grief that he wanders among the tombs. Since the text does not tell us, we don't know why. He doesn’t give Jesus his name, but describes himself as “thousands.” He is pulled in a thousand different directions and has no control over his life. Do you know about being pulled in a thousand different directions by unseen forces? So does he. 

We don’t know why he stays in the graveyard among the tombs. Jesus doesn't ask Why? either. Jesus isn’t as concerned with our past as he is with our future. Jesus commands these evil spirits to come out and stop pulling him in thousands of directions. The demons, however, beg, “Pleeease Jesus, do not to send us into the abyss! (the underworld of evil forces) but please send us instead into this herd of pigs--perfectly good pigs.” This same story is found in Matthew and Mark as well, and Mark tells us in 5:13 that the herd numbered about 2,000. That’s a lot of pork! Jesus consents and sends them into the pigs, only to watch them stampede (with the demons now) into the watery abyss. Thus Jesus dupes the demons and saves the man.

What do you think is the headline in the Gerasene paper that day? “Prized pigs destroyed by guest preacher.” That’s how the media covers religious events. Here is the man sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and his right mind (8:35) and the report is about perfectly good pigs who cannot swim. What is the town’s response?

Luke tells us twice: And they were afraid (8:35) and They were seized with great fear . . . . (8:37). I find it interesting that the cured man had been controlled by something outside of him--demons--and now the town is controlled by some force beyond themselves--fear. Afraid of this stranger who has power over demonic forces, they ask Jesus to leave the way he came. Why?


Well, for one thing, Jesus personifies change. They don’t like having Legion around, but they have managed all of these years. They sound like the woman whose husband thought he was a chicken. “Don’t you want him cured?” someone asked. “Well,” she said, “All the pecking the ground doesn’t bother me much and heaven knows we can use the eggs.”



These people don’t like having Legion around, but they have managed all of these years. Legion is relegated to the tombstones, he is outside of the community, and they feel bothered but safe. Now all of that is changed. They are going to have to deal with this man again. They can't locate the demonic of their community in him alone. He now refuses to be a symptom of the failure of any community to deal with those who do not fit in or conform or believe like everyone else. Life has changed there in the country of the Gerasenes, and they just don’t like it, so they ask Jesus to leave. 

They are responding as every social group responds, whether a club, a family or a congregation. We like to name the symptom as the main problem and then relegate the symptom to the outer edges of our community. And, like every community I know, this group would rather deal with the problems they do know rather than deal with the new that comes with change in their community. As much as a church says, “We need to change if we are going to survive!” we are afraid of the very change we request. When Jesus comes to town, he personifies change, and that doesn’t sit well with all of us who prefer the status quo. They, and we, ask this change agent to go away and leave us alone. 


I can see another reason why they ask Jesus to leave. Pork, politics and Jesus just don’t mix well. A herd of pigs is a financial investment. Someone just lost a bundle of money. For some reason, pigs and money go together. We begin with a piggy-bank and later in life we “bring home the bacon” and “live high on the hog.” Sometimes we go “hog wild” and “pig out.” Even in the life of the church, the term “steward” traces back to the medieval English “sty-ward”—and, you guessed it, means “a pig-keeper.” When Jesus gets involved with the way Christians spend money in a capitalistic economy, I guarantee that we will ask him to leave.

No wonder that as Jesus steps back into that boat to sail across the Sea of Galilee and gets the heck out of Dodge, he hears one more voice. This formerly nekkid, homeless, demonized man has been sitting clothed and in his right mind at the feet of Jesus. Not the demons, but the man himself, this time begs Jesus, “Let me go with you and be your disciple wherever you go.” 


And Jesus says, “No.” Jesus says, “Return to your home and declare how much God has done for you.” (8:39). Which would have been easier--leaving town with Jesus or staying there at home and facing those people with great memories of your former life? Going on a mission trip to Western North Carolina or inviting to worship those high school friends who partied with you this weekend? Confessing to a bunch of strangers at a twelve-step meeting, “I am an addict!” or asking forgiveness from your family after you have begun the recovery from your addiction? You know and I know that it’s easier to leave than to face those who know you and remember your demons. Jesus says, “Return to your home and declare how much God has done for you.”

In a former church Richard heard the call to preach. He had grown up in that area, played college ball there and as an adult played league softball. He was an angry young man. During softball games he would cuss the umpires and other players. If the umpire made a call he didn’t like, Richard would go after him with his fists after the game. Then Richard started following Jesus, heard the call to preach, and started our church softball team. (Ben, I don’t know all these events are related, but you probably do.) Richard served as the captain and I was the pitcher. The first time the ump called him out, we all held our breath. Richard paused, bristled, and his red hair stood on end. Then he smiled, congratulated “blue” and walked away. On the softball diamond Richard “Returned to his home and declared how much Jesus had done for him.”

Luke, as you know, wrote not only this gospel account but also the missionary activity as recorded in the book of Acts. According to Luke, who was the first missionary for Jesus to those who were not Jews? Stephen? No. Peter? No. Paul? No. Jesus’ first missionary beyond the boundaries of Judaism was a man who never left home--who proclaimed throughout the whole city how much Jesus had done for him. 


What an unlikely candidate this fellow is. He used to go around nekkid all the time, you know. He used to flash them with his private parts. But thanks to the grace of God and some perfectly good pigs, now he flashes us with a smile and a question, “May I tell you how much Jesus has done for me?” It’s a call story after all. It’s a story about being a disciple--about being a missionary in your own home town. Jesus calls Legion in the Gesarenes and he calls you and me here in Vienna: “Return to your home and declare how much God has done for you.” So tell them, tell them here in Vienna how Jesus has helped you with your demons. 
HYMN No. 222 Christ Is Risen! Shout Hosanna!
