
Thank you for your prayers and support from afar while 
18 of us were at Passport Youth Camp in Greensboro, 
NC.

I agreed to preach today, the Sunday after a week 
at camp, because I’ve learned that camp actually fills 
me up and I typically get a lot of good ideas while I’m 
there. So, I thought, sure. No problem! I’d love to preach 
the Sunday after Passport. The challenge is having 
time to put those ideas on the page while at camp. 
And especially when I thought I’d have a little more 
time on Thursday afternoon, but what can I say? Our 
Volleyball team couldn’t lose! We had to keep playing 
other churches’ teams until we were in the quarter-
finals; then the semi finals; then the championship 
game, which we won!

So, if I say something  that doesn’t quite add up this 
morning, just bless my heart and say, “Well, at least 
they won the volleyball tournament.”

Each morning of camp begins with Morning Celebration 
– a gathering of all the campers, chaperons, and 
camp staff in the auditorium for silly songs, games, 
energizers/dances, and some challenges for thinking 
about the verse and theme of the day. To help us 
interpret the theme each morning, two Passport staff 
came out dressed as cheerleaders. Before I go any 
further, you need to know that the overall theme this 
year was Fearless: Fear less. Love More. We determined 
pretty quickly that these were not Cheer-leaders, they 
were Fear-leaders. They started each skit something 
like this: 

Ready?
Okay! 2-4-6-8, Fear is what we celebrate! 
Caution to the max! 
Safety to the end! Yaaaaay!
One would ask, “So, what did you hear while on 
safety patrol this morning?” 
“You won’t believe it when I  tell you this! I heard 

a couple of campers talking about raising their 
hand to ask their Bible Study leader a question.”
“Noooo! Say it ain’t so!”
Another day’s skit started with, “I heard a 
couple of campers talking about ‘friending the 
new kid’.”
This was followed by the danger-cheer:
D-A-N-G-E-R! Danger, Danger, Danger!

Their cheer and deliberation would be interrupted when 
Captain Fearless would swoop in with her bright yellow 
cape and mask. 

“Why so dreary dearies? Why so glum chums?” 
she would ask. 

Full of insecurity and the fear of embarrassment, they 
answered, “We can’t talk to the new kid! We don’t know 
them! They may not like us! They may not BE like us. 

Ewwwww!  Then what would we do? So embarrassing!” 
You could write the end of this skit, couldn’t you? And 
so could most of the campers in the audience, but 
they also completely identified with these nervous 
apprehensions. Captain Fearless would patiently 
answer, “Oh my dears, there’s nothing to fear! Greet 
the new kid with kindness. Expect to meet a friend! 
Give them a chance. Put yourself out there! Let God 
guide you!”

You might expect our Fear-leaders to have a sudden 
and dramatic change of heart with the encouragement 
of Captain Fearless, but instead, they hesitantly agreed 
that she was probably right and maybe they would 
try it. The scene would end with Captain Fearless 
announcing, “Until next time! dun duh duh duuuuuuh!” 
With these Fear-leaders, there will always be a next 
time.
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Our fears are not quickly or easily cajoled away by 
a friendly neighborhood super-hero, are they? No. 
These lessons of overcoming our fears are slowly 
learned. 

Today’s Gospel passage 
takes us back into Luke. The 
chapters leading up to this 
one aid our understanding, 
story by story, of the power 
that Jesus possesses. It’s in 
Luke chapter four, that we 
hear Jesus so clearly define his mission, his call to 
the poor, the captives, the blind, the oppressed. 

Today’s story is about a man who falls into most of 
those categories. And Jesus is in the mood to make 
a point. 

This is a creepy story. A naked man is shackled and 
living in the tombs on the outskirts of town. He is 
a danger to himself and others. The Fear-leaders in 
the town are cheering away, “D-A-N-G-E-R! Danger 
Danger Danger! Don’t talk to the naked guy!” For all 
practical purposes, that’s a pretty good rule. 

He is a danger to himself and others. He is outcast 
from the community for good reasons. He is as good 
as dead to the people who once upon a time loved 
and cared for him. He seems to be as inhuman as a 

person could be. He is as enslaved as one could be 
– not only by his shackles, but by the demons who 
have hijacked his body and his whole life. 

The Gerasenes have tried to lock him up with chains, 
but scripture says they are unable to fully restrain 
him. No one will get close enough to him. They won’t 
get too close for fear of a demonic force they cannot 
control. They have pushed him to the very edge of 
society. Out of sight, out of mind; as good as dead.

They have not solved the problem, but they have 
successfully brushed it far enough aside to establish 
peace… though it is uncertain peace. Dun duh duh 
duuuuhh! Until Next time! There will always be a next 
time with those fears we have suppressed rather 
than addressed. 

Jesus comes into Gerasa, a Gentile area. All of Galilee 
is considered Gentile (non-Jewish), but the Gospel 
writers who tell of the Gerasene demoniac take extra 
care to clarify this is deep into Gentile territory. Yet 

Jewish people have settled 
here for reasons we will see 
later. 

When the man possessed 
by demons saw Jesus, he 
recognized him. He fell to 
Jesus’ feet and cried out at 

the top of his voice, “ What do you want from me, 
Son of the Most High God?” Then he begged Jesus 
not to torture him. Is this the man speaking or is it the 
demons?” He’s been this way for so long – his identity 
shackled by the evil spirits that possess him. Who 
could tell the difference anymore? 
His voice is their voice.
His eyes, their eyes.
His body, their body. 

Jesus cannot allow this man to continue this way – 
tormented, alone, feared, as good as dead. Before 
the man could address Jesus, Jesus had already 
commanded the evil spirit to come out (vs 29).

Now, Jesus asks the man’s name, but it’s the demons 
who reply, “Legion,” they say, “for we are many.” 

When the Legion occupying the man met Jesus it 
begged him not to cast them into the abyss. Instead, 
Jesus allowed Legion to enter into a herd of pigs. 
That there is a herd of swine nearby is a clue that 
this is Gentile territory. For the Jewish people of this 
area, pigs would have seemed a fitting destination for 
Legion. Ironically, Legion, thinking that it had avoided 
the abyss, is drowned by the herd as it charged down 
a steep cliff into a lake.1

Some of you are thinking, poor pigs! Where is eco-
friendly, green Jesus? This allowance seems callous 
toward the pigs’ plight. But I’m thinking, poor pig-
farmers! That’s a lot of bacon. That’s a lot of lost 
equity. 

It is the pig-farmers who witness the whole scene and 
rush into the townspeople to tell what has happened 
to their herd. Later, when they return with people 
from the city and countryside, they are astonished. 
They are stopped in their tracks. The newly liberated 
man is sitting at Jesus’ feet. He is calm and clothed 

He is a danger to himself 
and others. He is outcast 
from the community for 

good reasons. 

He’s been this way for so long 
– his identity shackled by the 
evil spirits that possess him.
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and in his right mind. 

What a stark contrast to the shackled, naked, 
wild, inhuman creature he was. This dramatic 
transformation has occurred as a result of meeting 
the man, Jesus, Son of the Most High God. And how 
did the townspeople react? 
“Wow!”
“Amazing!” 
“Gimme some of that Pentecostal power, Jesus! Lay 
it on us!”

No, that’s not what happened. 
They asked Jesus to leave. “Because they were 
overcome with fear.” (vs 37)

D-A-N-G-E-R! We’ll stay here. You go far… away!

Legion, says Ched Myers, had only one meaning in this 
social world order – a division of Roman soldiers, the 
occupying army.2 The region of Gerasa, the frontier 
of the Roman Empire, is the historical 
setting of a brutal attack mid-
first century toward the end of the 
Jewish revolt. A Roman General sent 
soldiers to retake Gerasa. A thousand 
Jewish young men were slaughtered. 
Their families imprisoned. Their city 
burned. Many of those buried in the 
Gerasene tombs were killed by the 
Roman legion.

So after hearing how the man was freed from his 
“Legion,” the people do not celebrate his good news. 
Instead they are shackled by their own overwhelming 
fear. And though Legion has been expelled from the 
demoniac, the memory of a legion still controls this 
community. Luke’s readers must have recognized 
what the demons’ name represented, then they made 
the association between demonic possession and 
brutal military occupation.3 In the healing of the man, 
Jesus reveals his power not only over the demons 
who belong in the abyss, but also over the empires 
of this world. That kind of life-giving, life-restoring 
power is fearsome. 

In one sense, the connection with Roman conquest 
makes this Gospel story even more troubling for the 
hearer. After Jesus breaks the chains of oppression, 
the people ask him to leave – revealing a preference 
for the demons they do know over the power they 
don’t yet understand. The shackles of an empire are 
more familiar than the freedom of God’s reign. 

In 1970, this body was born out of conflict. We 
separated ourselves, pulled ourselves out, of a  larger 
body because we could no longer be shackled by 
the prejudices of the privileged. Convictions and a 
hope of a more just community called us out to start 
a new congregation. “And we did it without even a 
paper-clip.” If you ask those who walked out of First 
Baptist Church that Sunday, that’s what they’ll tell 
you. Without even a paper clip, they walked out. 
They were afraid, but not overcome with fear. The 
opportunity to share God’s church with all people 
was a freedom worth whatever it cost.

So, when we find our identity and moral compass 
being squeezed by a larger body’s policies, or the 
laws and practices of our own government threaten 
the values we hold dear; will we allow the memory of 
legion (the conflict, the pain, the discomfort) to bind 
us to our fears or set us free? 

When a political season approaches and our fiscal 
differences and social divisions are exacerbated by 

the pundits and correspondents; 
will we allow the memory of legion 
(stereotypes and soundbytes, divisive 
social media posts) to define us by 
our fears and labels or set us free to 
advanced citizenship and to elevate 
the conversation? 

When the cost of paperclips goes up 
and the cash flow in the summertime 

gets tight around here, will we allow the memory 
of legion (fear of loss, scarcity) to shackle us to our 
fears or set us free to be more faithful and creative 
with our resources? 

When there are major changes in pastoral leadership, 
when other voices fill the pulpit, when information 
is shared via new circuits; will we allow the memory 
of legion (anxiety in transition; frustration with slow 
processes) to hold us back or set us free to love and 
serve? 

This Jesus-story teaches and reminds us that 
accepting the freedom that Jesus brings to all will 
cost us our comfortable place of privilege. It may 
cost us the security of belonging where we’ve always 
found a home. The freedom that Jesus brings will 
most certainly ask us to lean into other ways of 
thinking, communicating, even listening and trusting 
other voices. 

The shackles of 
an empire are 
more familiar 

than the freedom 
of God’s reign. 
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This week at camp, I was reminded of a powerful 
scene in the musical Les Miserables. A scene from 
the cinematic version starring Hugh Jackman was 
shown to the camp on the last night. Jean Valjean 
is clothed in rags. His cloak is filthy. The hair on his 
head has been shaved with complete disregard for 
how it might look. Hair at various lengths. His face 
is gaunt with hunger. His eyes hollow. He makes his 
way into a church with intent to steal anything he can 
sell. But the Bishop finds him and welcomes him in 
for a meal at their small but elegant dining table and 
then gives him a bed to spend the night. But Valjean 
is restless and cannot sleep. The hospitality of the 
Bishop cannot quiet his demons. He steals away 
from his bed under cover of darkness and sneaks 
all the silver he can carry from the cabinets into his 
knapsack.  

The next day, French empirical soldiers bring Jean 
Valjean back to the Bishop to allow him to identify 
Valjean as the thief. The commander slams Valjean to 
his knees and beats him over the back. He says to the 
Bishop, “We caught this man with 
what I believe is your silver. He had 
the nerve to say you gave him all of 
this.” Without hesitation, the Bishop 
affirms the claim and then removing 
the stately silver candlesticks from 
the table says, “My friend you left 
so early this morning, before dawn, 
I was unable to give you these. 
Would you leave the best behind?” 

The Bishop turns to the commander and says, “I 
commend you for your duty sir. Go with God’s 
blessing and leave us.” Jean Valjean cannot believe 
the Bishop’s actions. The Bishop lifts Valjean to his 
feet, looking intently into his bloodied face and tells 
him to take the silver and use it to become an honest 
man. Become the person his soul has been saved to 
be.

Poet Marianne Williamson writes in the poem entitled, 
Our Greatest Fear:

We were born to make manifest the glory of 
God that is within us. 
It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. 
And as we let our own light shine, 
we unconsciously give other people permission 
to do the same.4

The Bishop’s revolutionary grace has the power to set 

Valjean upon a new trajectory of powerful love as a 
free person. Jesus’ revolutionary power to exorcise the 
demons that enslaved the Gerasene were eternally 
transforming. The man wanted to go with Jesus, but 
Jesus sent him back to his home to tell the story of 
what God had done for him. He must have been so 
afraid to return home – a place and people that had 
most certainly sent him away.

Jesus claims sovereignty not just over our souls, but 
over our lives here on earth. Can we submit ourselves 
to Jesus’ transforming power in our lives and risk 
where he may ask us to return? Can we allow Jesus’ 
power to set others free even when it costs us our 
place of privilege? Confronted with those ideas, we 
may be tempted to push Jesus away, to ask him 
to leave us alone, to take his revolutionary actions 
elsewhere! 

Paul wrote to the Christians in Galatia: “For all of you 
who were baptized into Christ… There is neither Jew 
nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, neither male nor 

female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus.” 

This is freedom in Christ. In fear, 
we are tempted to fall back on old 
allegiances and patterns of privilege 
rather than embrace the fearsome 
power of Jesus that liberates all of 
us. We are not free until we all are 
free. Amen.

BENEDICTION

May your struggles keep you near the Christ.
And may your troubles who that you need God.
May your battles end the way they should
And may your bad days prove that God is good.
May your whole life prove that God is good.5 
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Can we allow Jesus’ 
power to set others 
free even when it 
costs us our place 

of privilege?

Disclaimer: Other material and ideas in this sermon may be 
attributed to these sources plus others that have influenced my 
thinking as I prepared. 
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