
 1 

June 23, 2019 

Second Sunday of Pentecost 

Luke 8:26-39 

Rev. Chip 
 
 

 

I think I have shared with you before that my father was a deputy sheriff when I was growing up. And 

that my family used to move into the county jail when the sheriff and his family were away. The 

sheriff’s office and his family’s living quarters were on the first floor of the building. The jail was in the 

back. As I have said previously, it wasn’t exactly Mayberry, but it was a lot more casual than today. 

Most of the prisoners were people awaiting trial or serving short sentences for petty crimes. Some of 

them helped prepare meals for the others. The men were housed in a group cell on one side of the jail 

and the women were kept in a separate group cell across from them. Next to the cell where the women 

were kept was a cell that was, without a doubt, the scariest place in the jail.  

 

Because there was absolutely nothing in it. No bed or chair or sink or toilet or window. Just bare gray 

walls with a recessed light well out of reach in the ceiling and a drain in the center of the floor. It was 

closed off from the rest of the jail by a solid steel door that had a small, narrow window for observation. 

I remember asking my dad about it and him taking me down to show it to me one day. I remember him 

asking me if I wanted to experience what it like to be in there. And, of course, I foolishly said yes. I was 

only in there a minute or two, but I have to tell you that the sense of isolation I felt was intense and 

immediate. 

 

That was one of the places where society isolated the people who were possessed by demons in those 

days. People who were so tormented or violent that they were a danger to themselves and others were 

kept in that cell. Without anything that could be used to harm themselves or others. Including clothing 

and personal care items. Just the person left alone to wrestle with his or her demons. Closed off from the 

world. It sounds cruel, but the truth is our jails are still being used as mental health facilities today. 

 

Today we understand that such destructive behaviors are caused by a variety of life experiences and 

diseases. The unfortunate things people do to themselves. The traumatic experiences that leave people 

with deep emotional scars. Or the effects of chronic physical or mental illnesses. But in times past 

possession by evil beings was considered the cause of violent or other uncontrolled behaviors. We have 

at least one example of probable epilepsy in the Gospels in addition to this story of demonic possession 

today. Regardless of how we might think differently about the causes today, we know the effects can be 

the same. Self-defeating behavior that leads to unfulfilled lives. And in more extreme cases self-

destructive behavior that leads to increasing isolation from family and society. And often with more 

serious consequences.   

 

The man that Jesus meets just as he steps off the boat is clearly an example of a more serious situation. 

Unable to control himself or willing to be controlled by others he is naked and homeless. He is an 

outcast from society who lives among the dead. He is self-destructive in the extreme. We learn just how 

self-destructive when we see what happens to the pigs. We might think of him as one of the homeless 

people who inhabit our city. One who has been banned from the shelters and service agencies because of 
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the inability to control his or her anger. We tend to fear them just as the people in today’s story fear the 

man that greets Jesus. And to isolate them by treating them as invisible. 

 

It is noteworthy that Jesus has taken his disciples on a voyage across the Sea of Galilee and disembarked 

outside Israel. You might say that Jesus has led his disciples outside their comfort zone. And what 

happens? Are they met by the Mayor and town council bearing the key to the city? No! They are met by 

a naked, wild man whose intent is impossible to know. They have stepped out into the unknown and 

their worst fears have been confirmed. But Jesus is not afraid of the man and engages him directly. It 

seems that Jesus understands what troubles the man immediately. Even as the man is approaching him 

shouting, Jesus is telling the demon it is time to leave.  

 

What follows is an exchange of questions in which the demons yield to Jesus authority. It is Jesus’ 

question to the man and the demon’s response that grant Jesus the authority to expel the demons. But it 

is the demon’s question of Jesus that is left hanging in the air unanswered. A question, like so many 

others posed in the Gospels that is there for us to consider. “What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of 

the Most High God?” In the end the demons are driven from the man and destroyed by their own 

request. The man is found by the town’s people calm and clothed sitting at Jesus’ feet. He wants to go 

off with Jesus. But Jesus leaves him behind as a witness of God’s mercy.  

 

One wonders what Jesus disciples must have been thinking at this point. They have just seen him calm a 

storm on the Sea of Galilee with a word. Now they have witnessed him calming the spirit of an 

incredibly violent man. It’s like Jesus has taken his disciples on a mission trip with lots of teachable 

moments. We are left to wonder what the disciples think about all this. But we know what the people of 

the village are thinking.  

 

They are as afraid of Jesus as they were of the possessed man. And they want him to go away. They 

must realize that like the demon possessed man, Jesus cannot be contained. His love cannot be bound up 

and reserved for the select few. No. Jesus’ love is for all. For the Jew and the foreigner. For the naked 

and violent and the clothed and peaceful. For those driven to the edges of the community and those at 

the center of it. And here’s the thing. He has left his home territory and brought his message of love for 

all to a foreign land. And his authority has come with him. Just jumped right across the border like there 

was no border there at all. And that’s why the people want him to leave. His authority is without limit. 

And Jesus’s love has consequences. When he heals the possessed man, he upsets the accepted social 

arrangement and restores the man to society. But the impact is also felt in the economic sphere. And that 

makes him one scary guy that the people don’t want around anymore.   

 

But that’s the way it is with Jesus. When he comes to town, bringing his healing love, the effect radiates 

outward from him. It spreads into all aspects of communal life. That’s’ why the demon’s question for 

Jesus is so important. “What have you to do with me, Jesus, son of the Most High God?” Jesus’ 

unspoken response is of course, healing. That’s what I have to do with you. But we are still left to 

ponder that question for ourselves. And it’s a great question. A particularly good question to ask the 

mirror when you’re brushing your teeth or shaving or what you do in the mirror. You should try it some 

time. Because, let’s face it, we all have a demon or two locked away in the backroom somewhere. But 

beware. The answer can change you and everything around you.  

 

Amen.    


