
Confronting the “Other”

 Kings 19:1-4, (5-7), 8-15a; Psalm 42; Galatians 3:23-29; Luke 8:26-39

No one likes to think that they’d be the one standing against a great movement in history.

Good luck finding the person saying that they’d be the one in Birmingham in 1963 standing up for

civic order, cosigning the letter asking Martin Luther King Jr. to agitate somewhere else, defending

the policeman after they’d brutalized nonviolent protesters. The lyrics of “Ah Holy Jesus” waits until

the end of the second verse to remind the singer that it is the singer’s own sin that crucified Christ,

because no one wants to think that they’d be the capricious onlooker who could say “Hosanna” as

Christ returns to Jerusalem and demand Barabbas instead of Jesus in the same week. We flatter

ourselves that our moral commitments are perfectly focus-group tested, but you’ll be hard-pressed to

find the Southern preacher who will admit that his pulpit would not have been the beacon of

abolitionism in the red-necked South, that more likely than not he, too, would have swallowed the evil

arguments for the moral propriety of chattel slavery and endorsed the system as long as the tithes

kept coming in.

And yet, if we’re honest, we realize that most folks most of the time have no desire to upset

the apple cart but would much rather go along to get along. If we’re honest, we realize that we’re no

different, that all too often the “courage” we summon when the costs are low and we’re with a

sympathetic audience, or when we can hide behind a computer screen, is sorely lacking when we’re

in person and our supposed moral standards vanish as we seek not to offend.

When we read the story of the Gerasene demoniac, we’d like to think that we can identify with

Jesus—or at least the disciples—in this story. We’re on the side of liberation, of inclusion, of

wholeness. We’re prepared with our word before the powers that be as we condemn the materialism

and consumerism and social media (on social media), as we lament late capitalism and globalism
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and the bourgeois.

If we were not Jesus but rather one of the demoniac’s Gerasene neighbours, we’d like to hope

that we would have caught the warning signs that augured his slide out of the community before a full

legion of demons had taken possession. Surely we’d have taken decisive action when the young

man before us, once so full of promise, now appeared despondent and alone, tormented by inner

demons. We wouldn’t be the ones who passed on by as he fell further and further away, as he was

radicalized over the internet, as he fell under the sway of deceivers, as he became unable to hide his

addiction, his mental illness, his shame. We would recognize the travesty, which is a man cast out of

the community, wandering around naked and hollering unintelligibly in the graveyard outside the city.

But what the story of the Gerasenes tells us is that we’re not much like that at all.

No, like them, we’re entirely capable of seeing a man possessed by a legion of demons as a

problem to be solved by chains, by removing him from the city, by excising this open sore from the

political body. Like the Gerasenes, instead of seeing in the naked and troubled man our common

humanity, we see a nameless subhuman. After all, we all act as though humanity consists of

autonomy, as if now that our basic needs are satisfied, we can join the French philospher Laplace in

no longer having need of a God-hypothesis. It is hard, disquieting work to see, in the contorted face

of one so possessed by demons that he seems no longer to have an identity apart from that which

torments him, the same humanity as in the photogenic and well--functioning, the well-adjusted, and

the upwardly mobile people of the world.

What’s much more comfortable are the same “othering” rituals practised since time

immemorial. Unable to foster group cohesion any other way, chants of scapegoating—whether “Lock

Her Up!” or “Collusion with the Russians!”—bring us together. The Gerasenes might not have much

in common, but none of them wants to be like him. The naked, despised, possessed. The firmly,
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definitively, cathartically “other.” In cracking jokes and in placing him on the prayer request list, the

community can define itself in terms of what it is not.

So now, when our Gospel lesson picks up, everyone is comfortable with the arrangements the

way they are. The Gerasenes live in town; Legion lives in the unnamed man who lives among the

tombs. The graveyard is a perfect place to chain the possessed man: what better way to keep him

out of sight than by placing him with the other impossible possibility? There’s no one they despise

more, no one that they’d rather not be more, than the dead, than the demoniac. These two terrifying

possibilities—that one day you will die, that your grasp on sanity and keeping up the pretenses is as

fragile as his was before he snapped—fit perfectly together in the world image of Gerasene polite

society.

Of course, Jesus has no interest in playing by the tidy rules of polite society.

When Jesus makes his first appearance in a land predominantly inhabited by Gentiles, the

moment he steps on shore the demoniac rushes to meet him. The politics of the area may be a little

different from those of Galilee and Jerusalem, but one thing is clearly the same: Jesus’s struggle is

not primarily with local government or zoning ordinances. He isn’t “fighting against human enemies

but against rulers, authorities, forces of cosmic darkness, and spiritual powers of evil in the heavens”

(Eph 6:12). Jesus resisted the wiles of the devil in the wilderness and ever since has been

demonstrating his authority over the enemy’s occupying forces, casting out demons left and right. For

a few chapters his confrontations with the demonic are so regular that his naysayers start claiming

that Jesus’s own authority is diabolical; Jesus has to explain that it is “by the power of God” that

God’s kingdom has come, that he has come to overpower the forces of wickedness and reclaim his

kingdom (Luke 11:20-22).

Jesus shows up in the land of the Gerasenes and sees the man through the legion of demons
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who rule him. Though his demons have so displaced his former identity that he calls himself Legion,

Jesus separates him from his demons, and after a bit of quick negotiating, the man is still nameless

but free, free indeed. The man who had been possessed with enough demons to drown a herd of

pigs—demons powerful enough that no chain, no shackle, no clothing could hold him down—this

man is now free! Free to rejoin the community that abandoned him, free in his right mind, free from

torment and evil, free to claim once more an identity other than his Legion, free to be a person in

relation to other people instead of the demons within, free to be himself.

When his neighbours hear about the commotion and come running, his freedom is exactly

what scares them. They’re not angry about the pig carcasses floating around the Sea of Galilee.

They’re not overjoyed to be able to welcome their friend back into the community as a new man, set

free by grace. They’re not nervous. They’re “overcome with fear” (Luke 8:37). Instead of welcoming in

Jesus and thanking him, instead of throwing a parade and having a feast, instead of opening their

arms wide and bringing out the finest robes, they request that Jesus leave immediately, that, being

not from around here, he make haste and return to wherever it is he calls home. He needn’t even go

home so long as he doesn’t stay around any longer, stirring things up where he is unwelcome.

Why are they so afraid? Why is Jesus so unwelcome? Why does the freedom of their

neighbour terrify them so much?

Could it be that this man’s freedom comes as an unpleasant revelation to the Gerasenes of

how tied up they all were in keeping him unfree, of how much the community was defined by the

demoniac as “the Other,” as no longer one of them? I can’t imagine that the Demoniac Guards Union

is going to be happy that its members are now out of work. The maker of the shackles is going to

have to find something else to do with himself, now that Legion won’t be busting out of his chains.

This man—whom they had been so willing to ignore, so content to shame for contending with his

4Confronting Other.ser.wpd



demons in public, so quick to pass judgment on and gossip about—is now able to be in the Us

instead of the Them and must be addressed as Thou instead of It. His personhood is reasserted, and

their complicity in his depersonalization, in his exclusion, is thereby judged and found wanting.

The Gerasenes are now going to have to find a new, constructive identity for themselves. No

longer can they define themselves as not like the demoniac, as not possessed by demons. No longer

can they be the community that’s not like the conservatives or not like the liberals, that’s not

fundamentalist or evangelical or liberal or backwards or forward-looking, that’s not charismatic, not

contemporary, not traditional, not boring, not your grandma’s church.

Finding a positive identity is difficult, and like the Gerasenes, it scares us. When Jesus breaks

down our ability to treat folks as objects instead of people, when Jesus shows us that he came to

save all, it can be scary. When our way of life is built on “othering” and all of a sudden Jesus reveals

that the other was one of us all along, we can be “overcome with fear.”

Jesus breaks down those Us or Them, In or Out ways of seeing the world and, in inaugurating

his kingdom, announces that “you are all God’s children through faith in Christ Jesus. All of you who

were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek; there

is neither slave nor free; nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal

3:26-28). In Christ and in his kingdom, we are led into meeting the other as a fellow person, as made

in the image of God, as beloved of God. Their dignity cannot be ignored or cast aside for pragmatic

or constitutional purposes: we are all one in Christ.

How do we live into this new identity especially on a weekend that we celebrate Indigenous

Peoples day and have a Pride Parade? What do we do, having been set free by and for Christ?

Follow the example of the still unnamed Gerasene demoniac. His identity is no longer determined by

the demons who once possessed him, who named him Legion, so he pleads with Jesus that he can

5Confronting Other.ser.wpd



stay with Jesus, that he can go where Jesus goes, that he can be with the man who set him free, that

he can leave behind his old life, his people, his history and start anew with Jesus wherever Jesus

goes. But his wish is not granted. No, Jesus tells the man instead, “Return home and tell the story of

what God has done for you.” And he does: “he went throughout the city proclaiming what Jesus had

done for him.” He runs to the seashore without a name and ruled by demons; he runs away from the

seashore without a demon and incorporated into the reign of God. He knows nothing but Christ in

whom he abides, in whom his identity is determined. He shares not the ontological argument for the

existence of God—at least not at first; he tells everyone the good news of what God has done for

him. He tells them that he was dead in sin, under the reign of the powers of this world, until Jesus

came along and set him free. He narrates his life for them, and it is a narrative that would be

impossible, unintelligible, inconceivable if Jesus were not Lord. He doesn’t need to def ine himself

against anyone else, to cast anyone out of the circle of moral concern, because his identity isn’t

grounded in “othering” but in Jesus including him in God’s kingdom.

Narratives and identities of “othering” cannot stand, cannot last because on the last day, when

Christ comes again, when Christ wakes up the dead, when graveyards are places of new life, no one

will be on the outside of the reign of God. God will be all in all, and we will all be one in Christ. On

that day, there will be no more exclusion, no more “othering,” no more depersonalization, no one left

to cast out and define against because the communion of saints will be perfected as all are united in

enjoying each other and God forever. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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