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The story I just read to you, it’s dramatically eerie, isn’t it?  Here’s a man, a human being like you and me, who once upon a time was a precious newborn baby, then a toddler taking his first steps, a child who brought smiles to people around him.  But now, people who see him don’t smile.  They don’t want to see him at all, and few ever do, because he’s been cast out to live in the place of tombs, almost as invisible as the dead.  People, who once smiled seeing him, are now very much afraid of him and have not only cast him out but have chained him out there in the dead place.  If ever they speak of him, it’s a whispered, “What if he came back?”  No longer do they see him.  But Luke, the storyteller, shows him to us.


Luke takes us out there to that dead place and presents to us a pitiful man, a man demon-possessed, possessed not by just one demon but by many, a legion of demons, an invading army of demons that has over-powered every bit of this man’s humanity.  We see him, tearing off his clothes, a naked man howling.  We see him, breaking the iron chains people have placed around him, but unable to break the chains by which the demons hold him captive.  The demons are in complete control of him, even have control of his voice – shouting, growling, howling:  it’s like something in a Stephen King novel, isn’t it?


It’s an eerie story that Luke tells, and two thousand years ago, ears would hear it as an extremely frightening story.  Back then, people believed in the existence of literal demons; they’d hear this story as factual and therefore terrifying.  To be sure, they would hear it as a story with a happy ending – well, happy for everybody except the owners of the pigs.  But ancient ears would hear also in the story real evidence of something real, a terrifying reality:  demons.

With our modern day ears, though, we hear about a man who was severely mentally ill.  The whole demon thing rings of fantasy and fairy tales.  To us, demons belong in that box of imaginary scary things, alongside ogres and trolls and vampires and fire-breathing dragons and wicked old witches.  Our ancient ancestors believed in the existence of literal demons, but we know better than that.  Yet deep down we know that there’s a lot we don’t know, things which lie beyond the realm of human vision and reason and understanding.  Many centuries have come and gone since this story was first told, and most of us have dismissed any notion of literal demons, and rightly so.  Educated as we are about the line between fact and fantasy, and since we are relatively mature, and since most of us motivate around with a modicum of sanity, we’ve dismissed belief in the existence of literal demons.  Yet deep down we know there’s a lot we don’t know.

And most of us sense that no matter how many future centuries pass, no matter how long this planet lasts, there will always be the unknown, the mysterious and haunting unknown, that unknown which makes human beings uneasy, sometimes makes us afraid.  That fear of the unknown:  maybe it’s an innate characteristic of us homo-sapiens, part of our built in survival mechanism, to be wary of things we don’t know, can’t understand, the potential that they are dangerous.  Or maybe fear of the unknown isn’t an innate characteristic but a sort of archaic memory that’s been passed on to us by the telling of scary stories.  But, whatever its etiology, fear of the unknown lives on.
So, the eeriness in this story, even as we dismiss the notion of literal demons, still the eeriness confronts us with that mysterious unknown and may prompt in us feelings of discomfort, to say the least.  At the same time, though, there’s something compelling about this story, something that that sort of pulls us into the story unafraid, something which touches that deeply sacred place inside each of us, that sacred place where hope lives trusting God.  There’s something about that man’s return to health, his liberation from whatever it was that had taken control of him and had usurped his whole identity.  There’s something about his coming back, his coming back to his own real self, his coming back to his own real name.

Notice that in this story we never hear the name that his parents gave to him, to their precious child, the name by which he was called as he toddled around, taking his first steps, speaking his first words.  It’s as if he’s left that name far, far behind.  He has a different name now, having been named in a terrible way.  He’s been named by what’s wrong with him.  He’s named “demoniac.”  And notice this, too:  it isn’t only other people who named him by what was wrong with him.  Likewise he named himself:  Legion, that army of demons, a vessel of demons, of evil.  See, being named “demoniac” was to be named evil – not just unclean, though he was considered that, too, but the uncleanest of the unclean, his body claimed by evil, and therefore a man without hope, in this life or in the next.
Luke presents to us a man out there in the dead place, a man who personifies hopelessness, utter hopelessness, utter darkness, no glimmer of light, but a man in a prison of hopelessness, with no escape hatch, not ever.  What Luke is saying to us, I think, goes something like this.

“Look, here’s a man who was far worse off than any of you.  Yes, you have some ‘demons’ of your own, everybody does, maybe not full blown mental illness, but at least some personality quirks that drive you into wrong behaviors, demons that take control of your attitudes and of what comes out of your mouth and that force you into behaviors you don’t like and which people around you don’t like either, demons which disrupt your ability to have healthy relationships and a happy life.  You may even have some extraordinarily powerful demons that have taken control of your life, those addictions to alcohol, drugs, food, sex, work, even an addiction to a certain relationship, other addictions, too, that are running and ruining your life.  But your demons are as if nothing when compared to this man.  Yet look at what God did for him, how much more powerful God is than a whole legion of demons.  There’s hope for you!  You can come back to your real self; you can come back to your own name.”
Thing is, sometimes we don’t hear that good news as good news.  That old fear of the unknown rears up.  See, we may be living in a dead place, howling among the tombs, so to speak, our own demons messing with our very identity as a human being, messing up our lives, including our relationships with other people.  But that dead place has become a home place for us, familiar and known.  Moving out of it, changing – well, change always has unknowns attached to it.
Maybe the change will be good, but maybe it’ll bring a whole new set of things to struggle with – don’t know.  Maybe I could come back to my real self, could change, but what changes would happen in the me that I am now; who is my real self?  Don’t know.  And people who are close to me, how would they respond to the changed me?  Don’t know.  Too many unknowns, too scary, too discombobulating, so I guess I’ll just stay with what I know.
“What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?  I beg you, do not torment me.”  Do you hear what he’s saying; it’s outrageously self-defeating:  “Don’t torment my tormenters, just leave me be.”  Just leave me be – but Jesus refused to leave that man be.  And you know what?  God refuses to leave us be, too.  It may not happen to us as dramatically as it happened to that man, and we may resist it for a long time, but we’ll feel it, God not letting us be.  We’ll feel it, this persistent something tugging on us, a tugging that’s not brutal and yet is a bit painful, engendering in us a growing discomfort with what’s gone wrong in us, a growing dislike of being controlled by our demons, a growing longing to leave the dead place.  And, along with the tugging, there’s this whisper:  “Come back, child.  Come back to me and to your real self, my beloved child.  Come back to your own name, that precious child who brings a smile to others, beloved child of mine.”  But why this persistent tugging and whispering?
Why won’t God leave us be?  Well, one reason has to do with how much God loves us.  God loves us and cannot bear to see us howling around tombs.  God wants for us a home place that’s a full-of-life place, where we live our own names fully as the people we were created to be.  That’s one reason God won’t let us be, but keeps tugging and whispering to us.  But there’s another reason, too; we’ll be talking about that next Sunday.

For now, know this:  that persistent, oh so persistent, tugging and whispering, that feeling of discomfort with your own self, it may be a bit painful, but listen:  it’s grace coming to raise us up, to place us on God’s shoulders, to stand with God on mountains and with God to walk across stormy seas.  It’s grace coming to heal, to change us, to open us to see that we can be more than we think we can be, no longer to be stuck with being less than we can be, no longer to be named by what’s wrong with us, no longer to be named by our demons, no longer to live howling among the tombs.  Coming back:  it’s to live as our real selves, with our own real names, set free to sing, thanks be to God.
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