
 

 

It’s a privilege to preach at a service when a new priest is 

presiding for the first time. No pressure, Liz...  

So I looked with interest at the readings set for today.... 

 

Well, there’s lots about religion in the reading from Isaiah, 

but unfortunately, as the prophet tells them, it’s the wrong 

sort of religion. I hope that  Liz didn’t come back from her 

retreat saying to her family ‘Keep to yourself, do not come 

near me, for I am too holy for you.’  So we’ll leave that 

one. 

 

Galatians is more promising - it gives us a wonderful 

picture of the new inclusive community of Jesus - a 

community in which the old divisions between races and 

backgrounds and genders have been broken down. That 

vision is very important, especially when other visions 

seek to emphasise our divisions. We can thank God that 

those sharing ministry in our churches now reflect this 

inclusivity a little better.  

 

Otherwise perhaps there isn’t so much in that reading 

about priestly ministry. So we turn to today’s gospel 

reading - the very striking story of Jesus and the man in 

the country of the Gerasenes. When we think about this 

story we tend to focus on the detail about the pigs, going 

crazy and rushing headlong into the lake. I’m sure that one 

side or the other could use that in an argument about the 

EU referendum - but maybe we’ll avoid that. If instead 

you step back and look at the whole story I think there is 

something here about what it means to be a priest - 

because it is above all a story about the difference Jesus 

makes in our lives. 

 

The story begins with Jesus and the disciples crossing the 

Sea of Galilee. They leave their home base on the West 

side, and sail to the East - gentile territory, as we can tell 

by the presence of the pigs, unclean to Jews. 

 

As soon as they land, a man comes roaring up to Jesus. He 

is deranged and tormented. When we imagine his verbal 

assault on Jesus we are sadly reminded of the terrible 

assault on the MP Jo Cox, also, it seems likely, by 

someone suffering from mental health problems. 

 

One of the many striking things we have heard about Jo 

Cox in the last few days is how she gave herself to her 

community, to her constituents. She had only been their 

MP for a year and yet they had already taken her to their 

heart. She as so approachable, many people have said. 

Vvery sadly, it was that approachability which exposed 

her to danger. 

 

Jo Cox was apparently a fearless fighter for those in need. 

Jesus also walks into situations of danger for the good of 

others. This man has been isolated, shunned and 

sometimes chained up because of the frightening 

expressions of his inner turmoil. He lives among the 

tombs, naked and driven wild by his demons. 



 

 

 

Jesus meets him where he is - where he is physically, and 

mentally, and emotionally and spiritually. In this 

encounter we see Jesus coming to him in the extremity of 

his need. 

 

Jesus meets us all where we are - including when we are 

troubled, confused and isolated. Most of us are aware of 

parts of ourselves which we hate but we cannot escape - 

places within that we find it hard to face. Jesus is not 

afraid to confront those parts of us. 

 

Some of us have known times in our lives when we have 

felt broken and at the end of our tether. Maybe we have 

known Jesus coming to meet us at times like this and that 

has been a crucial point in our journey with him.  But it 

isn’t a one off - Jesus keeps coming to meet us where we 

are - physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually. 

Wherever we find ourselves he will come to meet us there. 

 

Having met the man in the story where he is, Jesus then 

helps him to discover who he really is. He says ‘What is 

your name?’ It’s a very humanising question - this is not 

just a person with problems - he is an individual. 

 

The man isn’t able yet to acknowledge this - he cannot 

give his own name. His head is filled with voices - a mob 

of angry tormentors - so he says his name is ‘Legion’.  

Jesus commands his tormentors to leave - and then we 

have the strange incident with the pigs. 

 

But in fact, dramatic as that description is, there is another 

scene which I find more striking. When the people come 

to find out what’s going on, what they see is this man - the 

wild, dangerous madman of the tombs - sitting quietly at 

the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his right mind. What a 

transformation! What a picture of the healing and freedom 

and new beginning that Jesus brings. 

 

This man has come to himself. He has discovered his true 

identity in his relationship with Jesus. That is our story 

too. When we sit at the feet of Jesus, we can find freedom 

from the inner tormentors that often drive us in our lives - 

sometimes into activities which harm us and others. We 

are able simply to be - to be ourselves with him. 

  

It reminds me of a scene in The Lord of the Rings, when 

after battling the deepest evil and escaping with their lives, 

Sam and Frodo awake in the Houses of Healing. A great 

shadow has departed, Gandalf tells them. And then he asks 

Sam ‘How do you feel?’ How do I feel?’ replies the 

simple hobbit Sam, “I feel like spring after winter, and sun 

on the leaves; and like trumpets and harps and all the 

songs I have ever heard!” 

 

We may not have had the experience of being so terribly 

tormented, although we may still have known our own 



 

 

dark times. We may not feel that sense of peace and 

renewal and closeness to our Lord very much of the time. 

But if we have experienced that closeness during our lives, 

and know in that encounter with Jesus some sense of the 

transformation that he brings, then that truth goes on living 

within us, drawing us back to him and to ourselves. 

 

Jesus meets us where we are, and he helps us to discover 

who we really are. But the story goes on. The man who 

has been healed wanted to stay with Jesus - 

understandably. He would have been happy to go on 

sitting at his feet. When Jesus was forced to leave that 

place, he wanted to get into the boat with the others. 

 

But in this case Jesus doesn’t say ‘Follow me’. Instead he 

tells the man ‘Return to your home and declare how much 

God has done for you.’ Now he calls him to be what he 

can become. His life has been transformed. But that is not 

enough. He has a job to do. 

 

Imagine how powerful it would be for this man - known to 

be broken, despised as a madman, feared for his violence - 

imagine the power of his living witness to the difference 

that God has made in his life through this man Jesus.  

 

This is the calling of a priest. We do not claim any special 

status or goodness. We are simply those who can say that 

we have encountered Jesus. He came to meet us where we 

were. He has helped us to discover who we really are. And 

he has called us to tell others about his transforming love. 

 

And of course that isn’t just our own calling. As priests we  

have a particular representative role. When we stand at the 

altar, for instance, we act as a focus, as it were, of the 

prayer of the whole people of God. And when we serve in 

the church and in the community as ‘public Christians’ we 

are called to make visible - in our stumbling and imperfect 

way - the calling of all the people of God. 

 

Because we are all called to be a priestly people - helping 

to connect people to God and God to people. Later on, in 

our prayer stations at the 11.15 service we’ll be making 

Lego bridges - because that is our calling - to be bridges 

over which God’s grace can travel. 

 

And we do this because like the man in the story, we have 

known how Jesus comes to meet us where we are - again 

and again. He helps us go on discovering who we are, with 

him. And he calls us to become who we can be - and to 

live our lives as a witness to his transforming love.  

 


