Torment
Punchline:  Demons are in the world all around us.  Maybe not in the same form they took in the bible but in mental and emotional disorders.  Instead of judging and separating ourselves from the demon possessed, we are called to acknowledge, name, and confront the demons.

<Slide>

In our text this morning, the Gerasene man is possessed by many demons, is naked, and lives out in the tombs, near a herd of pigs.  When Jesus approaches him, he falls down before him and shouts “What have you do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?  I beg you, do not torment me.”  Now, when I read this at first, I thought that it was the demons who were speaking and they were begging Jesus not to torment them – that would make sense since the later ask him not to send them into the abyss.  However, later in the story, the demons speak independently of the man when they ask permission to enter the pigs, so this is actually the man asking Jesus not to torment him, not the demons.  So why would the man ask Jesus not to torment him?  Especially given that he knew that Jesus was the Son of the Most High God – what assumptions and expectations did he have about his interaction with Jesus?

I was reading a book the other day about Bill W., the man who founded Alcoholics Anonymous.  Back when he was a raging drunk and completely destroying his life but before he figured out how to recover from his alcoholism, he said that he would go in and out of treatment centers, “sanitariums” as they were called, normal hospitals, and mental hospitals and he said he met a lot of good intentioned people who were trying to help, but simply did not understand the disease of alcoholism.  People would tell him that he just needed to grow a spine.  His friends and family would threaten him.  The nurses would coerce him.  Doctors would give him electroshock treatments or awful medicine.  Religious people would try to scare him straight.  Psychiatrists would try to analyze him – and the result was not that he gave up drinking…maybe it would help for a week or two, but he’d always go back to the bottle – the result was that he’d just feel even worse when he inevitably went back.  Even though all these people had good intentions, they tormented him.  He became a problem to many and a project, but he completely lost his humanity in the eyes of most.
I imagine this demon possessed man in Luke: all he’s known his whole life was that every “righteous” man, every religious authority, every person who meant well actually ended up tormenting him – they shackled him, they put him under guard, I’m sure they tried to exorcize the demons with all kinds of weird rituals and rites.  But their good intentions, their attempts to remove the demons failed, caused him pain, and dehumanized him.  In fact, he became so inhuman, that he didn’t even have a name anymore.  People just called him “Legion.”  And so when he sees the Son of God walking towards him I bet he was thinking, “This is the most righteous person I have ever met, the most righteous person I will ever meet…he is going to torment me the most of all.”

But in the story in Luke, what does Jesus do?  Notice that in this version of the story, Jesus doesn’t even cast out the demon.  He commands the demon to come out, but they don’t immediately come out.  Eventually the demons leave on their own.  What did Jesus do?  

First he asks and listens.  He brings dignity and humanity back to the man. In contrast to the many people in the town who have told the man what to do or tried some magic ritual on the man, Jesus stopped to get to know him.  Instead of telling him what to do, instead of seeing him as a problem to be solved, Jesus talked with the man.  Notice that the first question he asked wasn’t “What can I do for you?”  or  “What’s your problem?” but “What is your name?”
Secondly, he distinguishes between the man and the demon.  The man says, his name is Legion, but Jesus knows that the man has an identity separate from the demons.   He acknowledges that the man is demon possessed, but that there is a lot of good that can be saved within the man.  Notice that at this point he stops talking to the man and starts talking to the demons.  Jesus recognizes and acknowledges that the man and the demons are two distinct beings.

And so finally, after all these years of being labeled, marginalized, shunned, and turned into a pet project, Jesus gives this man his dignity and humanity back and what happens?  The demons leave voluntarily.  The demons actually ask the Jesus for permission to leave.  Jesus did not bring an artifact or ritual to do the exorcism, Jesus did not overpower the demon with a show of force, Jesus restored this man’s humanity and dignity and the demon knew they could not stay.
In our society today, in many ways, we torment and dehumanize those who are possessed by the demons of addiction, depression, abuse, and mental illness.  The demons in our world may not look the same as they do in the bible, but make no mistake – they are still many.  In our world, we don’t send them to the tombs, we send them to Lancaster Avenue.  Society tells them they are just too weak willed or worse – that they are hopeless or broken or perverted.  Society tells people who have been abused to just forget what happened and move on with life.  Society tells people sufferings from depression are told they just need to stop focusing on the negative.  Society tells the poor to just get an education and get a job, when in fact many of them suffer from grave mental disorders.  We come up with solutions that we think will help them, without actually getting to know them.    How often have our good intentions -  as individuals, as members of a family and a church, and as members of society – actually been torment for those who suffer from these demons?

And when they don’t get they’re act together, we label them and send them away.  They are no longer people but “drug addicts,” “homeless,” “drunkards,” “crazies,” “hobos,” “sex offenders” as if these demons were the only part of their personality.  We tell people in our society that seeking help for these types of issues is a sign of weakness - that going to a 12 step group, or needing to see a therapist, or needing to take anti-depressants is only for “messed up people” – and that “normal men” or “normal women” or “real Christians” can just get their act together.

God calls us to restore dignity and humanity to the marginalized people in our world.  God calls us to ask and listen to each person and hear their individual story before we jump to conclusion.  God calls us to distinguish between the demon and the person, always remembering that regardless of the situation or the sin, regardless of how healthy or how sick, within every person is God’s image and God’s child.  By restoring their dignity and humanity we give people permission to seek help - to find ways to confront their demons with boldness and courage, rather than with fear and shame.  And when the demons see that faith, boldness and courage – they leave.  

Brothers and sisters, as disciples, we are called to cast out all demons that possess God’s people.  When we use Jesus’ model of restoring dignity and humanity and we will see the true power of Jesus’ name.
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