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The mentally ill:  some are relatives and friends, some are receiving outpatient or inpatient treatment, but many are homeless, living on the streets, and a huge number are in prison.  In the United States several hundred thousand mentally ill people are in prison, more than twice the number of patients in all the psychiatric hospitals in the United States combined.
The man in this morning’s Bible story is mentally ill and imprisoned, not in a jail cell but in a cemetery, in which he must endure his life sentence.  Though he can break the chains that shackle him, he cannot break loose from his mental illness, and he is not allowed to leave the cemetery.  Other people don’t want him around.  The mentally ill, they do not all share the same diagnosis, but all of them do share one thing in common:  the reaction of other people to them.  Still today the mentally ill are stigmatized.

Like the man in the Bible story, today’s mentally ill are named by what’s wrong with them, as if their whole identity has been usurped by their disease, as if they weren’t multidimensional human beings like all the rest of us.  But most people today don’t name them “demoniacs,” demon-possessed.  Most people today don’t believe in literal demons, like our ancient brothers and sisters did.
However, the word “demon” is still in our vocabulary.  We use it these days as a euphemism to describe those times when the behavior of us relatively sane people lapses into behavior that’s not okay, and we know it, but it feels like something has driven us into it, has taken control of our minds and of what comes out of our mouths, has driven us to behave in ways that we don’t like and which people around us don’t like either.  Our “demons:”  they may be personality quirks, just little personality quirks which usually lurk hidden inside of us, which usually we can keep hidden, but which occasionally come out screeching when, as we say, a certain button in us gets pushed.  Or our demons may not be small and only occasionally messing with us.  They may be those huge and very powerful addictions that wreak havoc in our lives, addictions to alcohol, drugs, food, sex, work, shopping, even an addiction to a certain relationship, other addictions, too, that can run and ruin lives.
Our demons, whatever they may be, when they take over, we get named by what’s wrong with us.  When our demons are in charge of us, it’s as if people can no longer see our real, multidimensional selves, can see only our “demon-possessed” selves, and they name us by what’s wrong with us.  And, when we get named like that, by the demons that are in control of us, people around us, even people who love us a lot, become wary of us.
They may not do to us what was done to the man in the story, may not cast us out to live howling among the tombs, shackled in chains and all alone in a dead place.  But people around us do step back; no longer do they treat us as someone they can trust, with whom they can be comfortable, and with whom they can enjoy the intimacy of a healthy relationship.


Our demons, they can foil our best attempts to make and maintain healthy relationships – at home, at work, at school, at church.  Bottom line, they can rob us of happiness, can keep us as if chained up in a dead place, not free to be happy in a full-of-live place.
It is true, of course, that no human being lives a rose garden life of pure, never interrupted happiness.  Even when our own internal demons are quiet, things can and do occur externally which smash happiness all to smithereerns.  But our internal demons are the much more frequent stumbling block to our happiness, at the root of a lot of human angst.

Yet, odd as it may be, sometimes we are loathe to get rid of our demons, loathe to change, to come back to our real selves and our own real names.  Maybe it’s because we’ve come to name ourselves by what’s wrong with us, to think of our demon-possessed selves as our real selves, such that if the demons were gone we’d sort of cease to exist, would be somebody we ourselves didn’t know.
Maybe sometimes we choose to live with the self we know, in the hell we know with the demons we know, rather than have to deal with all the unknowns associated with change.  Sometimes we settle for existence in the dead place, ignoring and perhaps rebuffing the possibility of coming back to our own names.
“What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?  I beg you, do not torment me.”  He’s saying, “Don’t torment my tormenters, just leave me be.”  Just leave me be – but Jesus refused to leave that man be.  And God does not just leave us be either.

That niggling on our minds that leads us to think sometimes about changing, that discomfort with our demon-possessed selves, that longing to be free, that longing to be happy, all of that is God persistently, oh so persistently working the coming back process in us.  Last Sunday I said that one of the reasons God is so persistent has to do with how much God loves us and cannot bear to see us settling into a dead place and making it our home.  But there’s a second reason for God’s persistence, too.  It has to do with a name that’s been woven into the name our parents gave us when we were born.  On the day of our baptism, in the creative waters of the font, the weaving together of our birth name and our baptized name happened.  We were named Christian, yes, and disciple, yes, but fundamentally we were named “angel.”

No, we are not named feathery beings with wings and harps.  Nor are we named pure goodness, as the word “angel” sometimes connotes.  We are named what the word “angel” really means:  “messenger.”  Each of us is named message-bearer, angel, carrying the message God so wants every human child young and old to hear, which is:  “I am.  I, God, exist.  I’m alive.  I’m living with you and I love you so much and I’m longing for you to love me back.  Come, precious child; come live in me as I live in you.  Discover love as your way of life, and therein discover what real joy is.”

That’s the message we angels are to carry.  And there are so very many people who need to hear it.  That ancient man, the one named “demoniac,” he could be a metaphor for the whole world.  This beautiful planet, with all its flora and fauna and people, this beautiful planet that God named “Good,” it’s been renamed by what’s wrong with it, as if possessed by the demons of hatred and violence and greed and dishonesty.  And so many of earth’s people have settled into it, think that the only way to live is howling around the tombs of hatred and violence and greed and dishonesty.  Has there ever been a time when the message of love and hope brought by angels is more needed?  But, see, we can’t bring that message if we ourselves are still shackled to a dead place of our own, if our own demons have turned our voice into a howl, a screech that cannot sing God’s own song.

Coming back to ourselves, coming back to our own names:  in part it has to do with God loving us so much and healing us for our own sake, for our own happiness.  But also that coming back has to do with our job as angels, a job we can’t do if we aren’t free of demons ourselves.  Now, don’t get me wrong:  I don’t think any human being ever lives totally free of demons.  But those demons that stick around, they can be shrunk to manageable size, so that we can control them instead of letting them control us.
There’s so much help available – psychiatrists, psychologists, psychiatric nurses, social workers, who I believe are agents of God’s own healing grace.  Trouble is, too often we don’t seek that help.  Instead, we keep ourselves shackled in the dead place.  We complain about it, say we hate it, say we want our lives to be different, say we want to change, insist that we’re praying for change, but that God isn’t listening to us.  Sad truth is, we aren’t listening to God, aren’t paying attention to that persistent nudging, aren’t opening ourselves to the sacred help we need.
Well, anyway, doing our job as angels, conveying the message we’ve been blessed to carry:  how do we do that?  We do it by doing what that man was told to do.
Jesus said to that man, “Go tell your own story; go tell your story about what God has done for you.”  He didn’t say, “Go convince everybody.”  He didn’t say, “Go lecture everybody about dogma and churchy stuff.”  He just said, “Go tell your own God story.”  Apparently, just telling our own story somehow conveys the message angels are sent to tell.  Apparently, just telling our own story somehow sparks hope in other people, blesses them with hope, the hope they need.  It’s as if a window in their soul opens to let fresh air in, that fresh air the very breathing of God, loving them into the coming back process.  Isn’t that amazing?
Coming back to our real selves, coming back to our own names, being set free from the control of our own demons, being set free to be angels in the world, bringing the sacred message, bringing the message that sparks hope in people, bringing the message of the holy One, simply by telling our own story:  isn’t that a miracle, thanks be to God?
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