SERMON

This morning, I want to ask 2 questions ... so it should be a short one ... however, to do that I want us to jump inside the skin of the story, and see what it is has to show us and teach us.  
We begin with a man – a man possessed by demons.  We find him naked, out of home and living alone and isolated in a tomb – that is a place of death.  He is living as a complete outcast.  It couldn’t be painted any more clearly ... what we are dealing with here, is not merely a man with an affliction, but a completely dehumanized person.

However, there’s more to this man’s story that we need to be aware of.  He was “a man of the city” (v.26) – not just a random living on the outskirts of the city (Remember – the author of Luke is a Richard Galbraith like story teller).  And at the end Jesus sends him where?  “Home” (v.39) ... so we can assume that he must have had one.  This man used to be accepted ... he should have belonged.  This man had been driven out of home – disallowed a place in his city.  No home ... no community. 

I can relate to this man.  I too have demons! 

Growing up, I just so badly wanted to impress my parents!  But as a young kid, I never really could to a level I wanted to.  And as an oldest I had to compete for attention.  You know me and attention – I don’t share it easily.  Essentially, I inherited a voice that still says “Matt, that was good, ... but ...” 

It’s a voice that is still with me.  Nothing I do is ever good enough.  I try to earn, deserve and prove. I am a perpetual earner and deserver.  It’s like I am always at an audition.  And I think too ... that’s grown to become a genuine fear of not being enough, and of people not liking me for who I am!

It means that vulnerability isn’t easy for me and means that despite the fact that I think what I offer people in terms of care is sufficient, (i.e. I should be able to belong!) I always carry a nagging sense that I’m not enough ... and am often unable to hear easily, that I belong ... as I am! 

That is my experience as the demoniac.

My first question: What are our demons?

· What are the voices we encounter, that derail a sense of home or belonging?  That make us feel like we don’t have a place in the city?

· What voices drive us towards isolation – away from community?

· What, in us, (be it our attitudes or behaviors), drive us towards places of death ... instead of places of life?

· What are the voices which don’t let us acknowledge that we are loved – that we belong?  The voices of contradiction in us.

· Which voices keep us under guard ... and bound? 

What are our demons?

I’m really interested in how Jesus deals with demons – with voices of death – with the voices of isolation and un-worth.  He does the same thing here, he does with whenever he deals with demons – he names them.  He exposes them – exposes them for what they were.  That’s the Christ way of dealing with evil – not by attacking it, but by naming it for what it is.  In modern psychology terms, we might call it “becoming awareness of it” or “bringing it to consciousness.”

But I tell ya, that can be so hard to do.  To name those demons ... ouch!  To face those voices, man! ... and to befriend them can be so painful and so humiliating.

I feel regularly the Demoniac’s pain in the face of Jesus offer of freedom:

“What do you want with me, Jesus?” (v.28 NIV)

My un-freedom seems so much easier to deal with at times – rather than facing the humiliation and pain of naming my demons!  However, part of faith – being in relationship with God and taking up the call to transformation, part of the reality of being in community, and so much of being in intimate, loving relationships ... means we must face and name our demons.  Befriend them.  

I think I am beginning to do that.  I am much more gentle with myself, and can laugh at myself more now.  I love the picture of the Demoniac as he experiences that freedom and that liberation. 

“they found the man from whom the demons had gone sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his right mind.” (v.35)

A sense of peace and balance, and right mind.  Our right mind, is the invitation to a place where we can more easily know or experience that we belong – that we are loved as we are – that we are held and known.  I reckon that the gospel! 

Time to reflect on ‘What are your demons?” (Song: Safety of Distance- Lior)

- - - - - - - - - - 

2nd Question

The gospel writers, are true artists – they would have made excellent magicians – that have such brilliant slight of hand.  The create a focus in one place, whilst the action, the real nub, is happening elsewhere.  
In my Bible, this story was labeled, ‘The healing of the Demoniac’.  It therefore becomes easy to focus primarily on the man and his story of healing, and yet there is another player in this story who gets off the hook a bit, but is perhaps the larger focus ... at least for me.   

It’s the people!  The swineherds and the towns people.  What do we know of them from the story?  

· They are dibba dobbers!  They run back to the city after the healing (v.44)

· The demoniac was kept him under guard and bound with chains and shackles.  We can assume that was by the people (v.29)  They had been unable to accept and house this man.  Instead he was driven to the wild – or to “places of isolation”. (NIV)

· They want to kick Jesus out!  Why?  Because they lose their pigs.  (v.37)

Did anyone comment on the pigs when they reflected their thoughts on this passage?  There’s certainly some absurdity to it. This was Jesus way of preventing the spread of swine flu in early biblical times.  

· The first sign of pig flu is that you come out in nasty rashers.  
· Just phoned the NHS swine flu helpline and all I got was crackling.

· The only known cure for Swine Flu has been found to be the liberal application of oinkment. 
· My friend says he’s got swine flu, but I think he's telling porkies.   
Josh has already mentioned about the value of pigs to a small community in Papua New Guinea.  Like those villages, these pigs were the economy of the small village – they were their livelihood.  The towns people of the story would have depended on them for money and security.  It’s what they profit from. i.e. they benefit form it and get something out of it!!

And so ... as Jesus reaches out to a completely dehumanized man left on the fringes, offering a desperately needed freedom, a path of restoration, liberation to a place of well-being ... the towns people have what reaction?  

they found the man from whom the demons had gone sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his right mind. And they were afraid. 

37Then all the people of the surrounding country of the Gerasenes* asked Jesus* to leave them; for they were seized with great fear.
The people care more for their pigs, than the person!

· Alyssa ... 

I cared more for the pigs, than the person.  More for my own sense of rightness, and what I could get out of it, than the person’s well being.  Cared more about the threat she was to my faith, than the invitation she was offering me of a deeper friendship and dialogue.  I cared more about convincing her, have her become like me, than her best interests, than hearing her pain & her story, and being challenged and opened up by her questions & experience.

What are our pigs?  

The things which get in the way of us offering grace, understanding and hospitality?  The things we are too invested in – that we fear losing, and in turn, prevent us from offering the love of Jesus – or partnering with the healing of Jesus.  

· Loz/Listen: When I ask you to listen to me ... ??

Story:

One day, my sister came to me needing to talk ... and she was lucky because I was studying youth ministry, so I knew everything she needed to hear!!  I remember her sharing honestly and vulnerably about what was going on for her.  My response was to fill the beautiful space she’d created between us with words of advice.  I remember seeing the colour drop from her face, and that she closed down and sort of walked away.  The next morning, I awoke with a note next to my bed which read this:

When I ask you to listen to me  
And you start giving me advice, 
You have not done what I asked. 
When I ask you to listen to me 
And you begin to tell me ‘why’ I shouldn’t feel that way, 
You are trampling on my feelings. 
When I ask you to listen to me 
And you feel you have to do something to  
solve my problems, 
You have failed me, strange as that may seem. 
Listen! All I ask is that you listen; 
Not talk, nor do – just hear me. 
I still have that note!  I cared more for the pigs, for feeling like I was wise and insightful and that I knew what she needed to hear, than her! ... and what she needed at that time.

What are your pigs?

It might be:

· A sense of rightness – pride and arrogance

· Money or life-style or possessions

· Busyness – the need to be succeeding and accomplishing lots!

· Your image – and fearing looking as though you are messy and don’t have it together

· Having the answers – a feeling of knowing what others need!

· Being overwhelmed with it hurting too much, or being too hard – the cost just being too great

· It might be our need for others to believe in God the way we do

· It could be laziness, or self-imposed ignorance 

· It might just be a dogged need to feel or be important 

We have so many pigs ... I have so many pigs, which prevent me from getting anywhere near the fringes.  Anywhere near those who most need it ... but might cost me something to reach out to and include.  If we don’t get passed our pigs, the demoniac remains on the fringes as an outcast.  The world needs us to get passed our pigs.

What are your pigs?  What are the things we care more for than love and justice?  What do you love ... more than love itself!

You know what ... it’s not only for those on the fringes.  WE need to get passed our pigs for our sake too!  For our own conversion.  I think one of my fattest pigs for me – is comfort and control.  I naturally gravitate to like-minded people – people who agree with me, think like me, see the world like me, have a similar sense of humour to me, people who make me feel like I’m safe and in control.  That’s who I naturally move towards!

Yet what I really need ... I need community – not uniformity.

I think we all need community ... and not uniformity.  

“You have to leave the world where you have everything under control, where everybody likes you, and head into a world where you are poor and powerless.  And there you’ll be converted despite yourself.”  - Richard Rohr; Simplicity

We need diversity ... we need those different from ourselves.  They highlight the bits in our hearts which are hard, they expose the judgments and narrow mindedness of our thoughts, they show us in a way a sermon never can, the parts of us which need to move, be opened up, be expanded.  Others – are true gifts!  As we near those we fear, we see cracks in our heart that must break open to let in the light of the love of God.  You see, when we are loving as we should, we get to meet our demons – which is why you can’t talk about pigs without talking about demons.  

I want you to think of someone who really gets your goat – who get the blood pumping, who you struggle to include or love.  What is it about the person, and what does it show you that you need to see?  What is their invitation?

“The people we go to convert, end up converting us ... if we really have the freedom to take up their pain.” - Richard Rohr; Simplicity

If I fail to, you know what happens?  I miss out on being converted – on growth, on discovering a depth of Christ not previously encountered.

If we fail to, you know what happens?

We become a church more content on creating clones, than offering Christ.  

We will find we need to defend against threats of difference, than searching for points of connection.  

We will find ourselves embarking on convert-sations – rather than conversations.

“You must have the freedom to recognize me where you didn’t expect me; otherwise you aren’t free” - Richard Rohr; Simplicity

You know what I’d like to see here TLC?  We’ve talked about getting a community development worker in our Mission Statement, and to make TLC a hub of community – a gathering place.  

Here’s what I’d like to see: People within the community, putting up their hand to offer safe places of exchange, mutuality and rough and tumble companioning in community.  That is the place of conversion ... NOT just for the other, but for us.

Imagine if we said, “I like snooker so I am going to be available to open up a safe space around that.”  ... “I like cooking, so I will meet and gather freely around that.”
Places of mutual conversion – where we are willing to enter as empty.  Not taking on the posture of God, but being empty, open and ready – because in those places Christ will be our teacher.  

And so I leave you with 2 questions:

· What are your demons?  The voices in you of death, isolation and un-worth ... which need to be named ... 

· And what are your pigs?  What keeps you from reaching out in love to the fringes – to the places of mess, diversity, difference – to the other, who needs your love and will offer you a gift of your own conversion in return?

PRAYER:

Lord, help me to see.  Let me see and name my demons ... and help me see the pigs ... what I really love more than love itself.  



‘LISTEN’
When I ask you to listen to me  
And you start giving me advice, 
You have not done what I asked. 
When I ask you to listen to me 
And you begin to tell me ‘why’ I shouldn’t feel that way, 
You are trampling on my feelings. 
When I ask you to listen to me 
And you feel you have to do something to  
solve my problems, 
You have failed me, strange as that may seem. 
Listen! All I ask is that you listen; 
Not talk, nor do – just hear me. 
And I can do for myself – I’m not helpless 
Maybe discouraged and faltering, but not helpless. 
When you do something for me, that I can  
and need to do for myself, 
You contribute to my fear and weakness. 
But when you accept as a simple fact that I do feel what I feel, 
No matter how irrational 
Then I quit trying to convince you 
And can get about the business of understanding 
What’s behind this irrational feeling. 
When that’s clear, 
The answers are obvious and I don’t need advice. 
Irrational feelings make sense when we  
Understand what’s behind them. 
Perhaps that’s why prayer works sometimes for  
some people; 
because God is mute, and doesn’t give  
advice to try to ‘fix’ things, 
He/She  just listens, and lets you work it out  
for yourself. 
So please listen, and just hear me, and if you  
want to talk, 
Wait a minute for your turn, 
And I’ll listen to you. 
- Annonymous 

