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Sermon        Sunday 23 June 2019 

 

 

Lessons 1 Kings 19: 1 – 4, 8 – 15a   Galatians 3: 23 – 29 

    St Luke 8: 26 – 39 

 

 

Prayer of Illumination 

 

Let us pray. 

 

Soak us with Your Spirit, O God; saturate our thinking; deepen our awareness of Your 

Presence, our union, our oneness with You.   Bless our meditations with insight, wisdom and 

peace.   Amen. 

 

 

 

 

Jesus said, ‘What is your name?’   The man replied, ‘Legion.’   For a 

long time, in the territory of Gadara (in the country of the Gerasenes), 

a certain man lived among the tombs.   He wore no clothes, was 

possessed by an unclean spirit and, at times, had to be bound by 

chains and shackles.   One day, he encounters Jesus.   The demons 

beg Jesus not to cast them into the abyss but, rather, to permit them to 

enter into a herd of swine.   Jesus agrees.   They flee into the pigs and 

the pigs run violently down the steep slope into Lake Galilee, and are 

drowned.   What a dramatic story! 
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Some years ago, The Times carried an article written by the atheist 

Richard Dawkins.   In the article, Dawkins made a wide-ranging 

attack on a number of Bible stories.   He said: 

 

 Where was God in Noah’s flood?    He was systematically  

drowning the entire world, animal as well as human, as  

punishment for ‘sin.’   Where was God when Sodom and  

Gomorrah were consumed with fire and brimstone?    He was  

deliberately barbecuing the citizenry, lock, stock and barrel,  

as punishment for ‘sin.’ 

 

In bringing his article to a close, Dawkins turns his fire on people like 

me. 

You nice, middle-of-the-road theologians and clergymen,  

be-frocked and bleating in your pulpits….you worship a god- 

man who.....‘cast out devils.’   You even believe (or you don’t 

disabuse your flock when they believe) that Jesus cured a 

madman by causing the ‘devils’ in him to fly into a herd of pigs 

and stampede them over a cliff.   Charming story, well 

calculated to uplift and inspire the Sunday School and the Infant 

Bible Class. 

 

In his work, The Fifth Gospel, the Scottish poet, Edwin Morgan, re-

writes this story.   Listen to this: 

 

 (And Jesus crossed the lake and came ashore in the country  

of the Gadarenes.   And a schizophrenic who lived there among  

the tombs came wildly up to him.   His body was bleeding from  
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many wounds where he had slashed himself with stones, and  

broken chains hung jangling from his arms and legs.   He was so  

strong that no one could hold him.   He believed that he was  

inhabited by demons, who forced him to cry out, and run from  

place to place, day and night without rest.   And he threw  

himself at the feet of Jesus, and the voice of his demons  

begged Jesus not to torment them.   And Jesus said:  But what  

do you want me to do?   The demonic voice replied:  Send us  

into that huge herd of pigs feeding on the hillside.   But Jesus  

refused, and said:  Why should I kill two thousand pigs?   For  

being animals they would go frantic and rush headlong into the  

lake and be drowned.   Am I to bring these farmers and their  

families into destitution in order that you may sit clothed and in  

your right mind, sipping wine and paying your taxes?  Go  

back to the tombs and cry into the darkness; and men shall learn  

from you, and you from the wilderness.) 

 

 My yoke is not easy, and my burden is not light. 

 

In Morgan’s re-telling of the story, the man is sent back to the tombs 

and to the darkness.   And, says Morgan, men shall learn from you 

and you from the wilderness.   Perhaps motivated by a deep 

discomfort with the story of the Gadarene swine, Morgan suggests 

that our most profound encounters with God will be encounters in the 

darkness and in the wilderness; perhaps even our most disturbing 

experiences.   The wilderness is also a place of stillness, of silence.   

In the mystical tradition, it is said that ‘silence is not the absence of 

sound, but the absence of self’.   Spiritual silence is not the absence of 
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external sound, but internal sound.   ‘Darkness’ may mean the 

darkness of a sanctuary but it is primarily spiritual darkness.   The 

mystic Dionysius the Areopagite said that in prayer and in the 

maturing of the spiritual life we are led upwards, upwards above the 

senses and the activities of the intellect, into union with God.   We 

will, he said, be led upwards to the Ray of that divine Darkness which 

surpasses all existence.    

 

We can depend on Richard Dawkins to distort the faith but we are 

faced with defending a story of demons and suicidal swine.   Is 

Dawkins right?   Do we believe in such ‘evil nonsense?’    

 

You can relax:  you don’t need to.   The story of the Gerasene 

demoniac and the suicidal swine is not what it seems or, put another 

way, the story is not to be read as a verbatim record of a historical 

event.   A literal supernatural reading of such texts is a violation of the 

original intent of the gospel writers.   Morgan’s point is a good one:  

what would happen to the farmers and their children if their entire 

livestock were to leap into the lake?    This is not a story about the 
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supernatural powers of Jesus:  it is a story about personal encounter 

with Jesus and political, economic and spiritual liberation.    

 

The faith narrative is set in a territory called Gadara, which is situated 

on the east side of Lake Galilee.   The man in the story is called 

‘Legion’, which is an unusual name.   The pigs or swine are 

‘commanded’ by Jesus and they ‘charge’ into the lake.   Strong 

military imagery is used in this story.   Is there an association being 

made between demonic power, on the one hand, and the extreme acts 

of oppression by the Roman army on the other?     

 

The Gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke in which this story appears 

were written around AD70 and AD90.   In AD70, the Romans razed 

Jerusalem to the ground.   The Romans crushed the Jewish revolt and 

destroyed the Temple.   The dwelling-place of Yahweh had been 

reduced to rubble.   For the Jews, it was as if the nation’s soul had 

been ripped out.   The Roman legion which led the destruction of 

Jerusalem was called The Tenth Fretensis.   In the time of Jesus, the 

territory of Gadara or Geresenes was occupied and policed by the 
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Roman legion the Tenth Fretensis.   One might say that this legion 

was among the most hated in Jewish history.   It was from the Mount 

of Olives that the Tenth Fretensis led the attack on Jerusalem.   Its 

symbol was a wild boar or pig.   No Jew could have heard the story of 

Jesus and the pigs and not thought of the Roman legion called The 

Tenth Fretensis.   This seemingly superstitious story is about finding 

faith, sanity, dignity and hope in a politically dangerous environment.    

 

Yesterday the BBC reported that for the past two weeks millions of 

protestors in Hong Kong have been on the streets singing a Christian 

hymn.   ‘Hallelujah to the Lord!’ is a one line unofficial anthem of the 

crowds.   They are protesting against a controversial proposed law 

that would allow people accused of crimes in China to be extradited 

to the mainland.   The protestors believe that political and religious 

freedom is at stake.   In Hong Kong, religious gatherings are allowed; 

so, singing the hymns prevents the police from arresting the 

protestors.   Before the hymn caught on, police fired tear gas and 

rubber bullets.   China does pressurise people to join state-sanctioned 

churches, which have state-approved priests.   On Friday last, 
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thousands of protestors surrounded the police headquarters singing, 

‘Hallelujah to the Lord!   The protestors hope that the song will have 

a calming effect on the police and diffuse tensions.   In Hong Kong, 

the name of God is invoked in a politically dangerous environment. 

 

The story of the Geresene demoniac is also about personal encounter 

with Jesus.   Legion lived among the tombs; a symbol of spiritual 

death.   Encountering Jesus may be in the richness of silence or a life 

well-lived.    Author and monk, Martin McGee said of his childhood 

that he found ‘absorbing faith [to be as easy] as the fields absorbed 

the plentiful showers of rain.’   For Martin, it had been four or five 

different priests who had shown him the ‘attractiveness of the Gospel 

message and made Christianity credible.’   He writes, ‘For the 

Gospels to come alive all that is required is that there be one person 

who is Christ-like.’   Of his ‘conversion’ experience, he recalls a 

sermon on what St Paul meant by ‘charity’: 

 

 One Sunday morning in my first year at boarding school  

I heard a homily which explained St Paul’s understanding  

of charity as patience, kindness and so on, a way of living  

which tried to put other people first in the nitty-gritty of daily  



 8 

life.   My eyes were opened and I understood for the 

 first time that this was what it meant to be a Christian. 

 

Encountering God in the bliss of silent meditation, or seeing the 

Divine in a person of faith, dignity, stature and decency, or singing 

hymns in a politically-charged environment are all examples of the 

story of Legion; of finding faith in the midst of life’s turmoil and 

complexities.   Amen. 

 

 

 


