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A Meeting at the Edge 
 

More than once I’d made a trip down the dim hallway. Somewhere an argument 
was going on.  The TV in the common room was blaring a game show, and on my way,  
a thin older woman with a blank expression stood staring.  I entered the visiting room.  
Lucy (not her real name) greeted me hopefully, then sat with her hands clutched 
between her knees, and she rocked.  There wasn’t much in the room.  She’d brought a 
photo of her two adult children, and a small ceramic figure she’d finished that day. Both 
brought a human touch to the generic couch and pillows around us.  We’d met nine 
years ago on a 4th Wednesday night, when she was a guest at dinner served by 
Wasatch at the St. Vincent DePaul soup kitchen. But there in the Utah State Hospital, it 
seemed like that was light years ago. The seven intervening years of homelessness and 
misunderstanding and intolerance – and craziness (hers as well as mine) - so much had 
gone on to bring her to this place.  The 1980’s wallpaper in the room seemed to fit the 
mood, out of place and forgotten.  
 

When buzzed through the security doors for Lucy’s unit, I’d entered a confusing 
world where people bring the best they can offer, but are found lacking in their ability to 
navigate the light of “reality”. I don’t do well in this kind of serious darkness; where in 
their minds, people have lost their way, and where it’s hard to predict what might happen 
next. The United Methodist Bishop, the Rev. Dr. William Willimon, said in a sermon – the 
form of which inspired this one1 - “I don’t do well among the mentally ill, and fear I am a 
member of a religious community that doesn’t do well in this environment either. Most of 
our theology is best suited for brighter days. ‘Onward and upward!’” we tell ourselves. 
And owing to our discomfort, we leave behind those for whom the shadows lengthen on 
the edge of sanity. 
 

In 1981, Congress repealed the National Mental Health Systems Act, an Act that 
supported institutional care of mentally ill persons in the US. While the move intended to 
give patients a choice of treatment outside of mental institutions, and control over their 
own medication, it was in the end a prescription for some of the devastating social 
consequences we see around us daily. On the streets, sometimes in our own families, in 
shelters and emergency wards; we can’t avoid seeing frightened people who are 
disoriented and mentally confused and need help.  As sophisticated 21st century 
Presbyterian Christians we would clinically diagnose their conditions as PTSD, 
Schizophrenia, dissociative personality disordered, behaviorally addicted, and on.  But 
the unscientific reference to the experience of emotional distress and torment these 
people suffer might as well be described as being, ‘possessed by demons’. 

 
In today’s scripture, Jesus and friends set sail for the country of the Gerasenes.  

It’s a place across the water from Galilee; a Gentile - Pagan – territory. On arrival to the 
beach, Jesus walks up a path and meets a madman, a man on the fringe.  One who in a 
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wild-eyed frenzy has forcefully burst loose from his restraining chains.  Naked - probably 
really smelly - and too violent and terrifying to live among the people…. Banished from 
the town he prowls the hills like a restless animal and lives among the unclean, in the 
cemetery.  In the moment of their meeting, he is thrown to Jesus’ feet by an unseen 
force. And the ‘demons’ speak, shouting at the top of his/or their voice at Jesus. (In the 
presence of a troubled soul, it’s not at all hard to imagine what you’re hearing isn’t the 
voice of the one before you, but of some one or some thing else.) According to the story 
- raging at him - the demons recognize they’re threatened, and shriek out in fear and 
defensiveness, asking, “Jesus, Son of the Most High God what do you have to do with 
me?” The townspeople don’t have a clue who Jesus is, but they do.  
 

Jesus then asks the demons their name and learns, it’s ‘Legion’, because the 
man is tormented by many ills. It’s worth noting that this story is told also in the Gospels 
of Matthew and Mark where this man is referred to as ‘the Demoniac’. Yet in Luke, the 
Greek words used to describe the man distinctly refer to him as ‘the man with the 
demons’; suggesting that in Luke’s interpretation of the events, the man’s condition does 
not define who he is. By asking the demon’s name, perhaps Jesus too was attempting to 
distinguish for this demented man that who he was - in his humanity and how he was 
seen by God - was distinct from the ills that possessed him.  
 

According to the story, knowing their game is up; the demons beg Jesus not to 
send them to the unfathomable darkness, but to be cast into a herd of nearby pigs 
instead. A single word from Jesus sends the ostensible demons flying into the swine, 
and that sends the pigs hurtling over an embankment to be drowned in the lake. While 
the swineherds run to town in horror and disbelief, the man from whom the demons had 
gone - to everyone’s astonishment – sits calmed, clothed (likely overwhelmed), and as 
the scripture says, “In his right mind.” 
 

A man has been miraculously delivered of his demons, cured of debilitating and 
frightening illness.  It is a good and awesome thing! But not so fast, the Gerasene pork 
board protests. They’ve suffered a grave economic loss!  One man’s healing has come 
at a great cost to the community and they object.  The town’s people – more afraid of the 
Lord Jesus they don’t know than the devil they do, unfortunately beg Jesus to leave. 
The healed man understandably begs to go with Jesus, but the Lord says, ‘Return to 
your home now, and declare how much God has done for you.’  According to the Book 
of Acts (chapter 5), when one witnesses or benefits from a miracle, the proper response 
is to go and declare all God has done.  
 

The most reasoned explanation I found for the demons running into the pigs, and 
then into the sea came from Wm. Barclay, the Scottish theologian: He says, “Far too 
much has been made out of the pigs.” 2, They’re not after all the point of this story. 
Barclay’s thought was that Jesus perceived the man would never have believed he was 
cured unless he had proof; not unlike the blind man seeing, the deaf person hearing, the 
lame walking.  Nothing less than the visible departure of the demons would have 
convinced him. And since Jesus is quite capable of making that happen, he does.  
  

This is a story meant to be told - and gladly received - by people who suffer from 
‘demons’ of confusion and despair.  It affirms Jesus’ presence with all of us in our dis-
ease, and his power over darkness.  Amen? Yet, in the end, is this a tale simply 
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depicting a battle between the forces of evil and the more powerful good of God?  Was it 
a demonstration of the supernatural power of God poured into this man to cast out his 
confusion – so that we would believe Jesus was the Messiah? What’s the ‘so what?’ for 
us this morning? How does it relate to today? A, B, C – all of the above? 
 

The world is no longer a place where seas split and donkeys talk, and where 
water turns into wine. Now, instead of instantaneous miracles, we live mostly in an age 
when God’s presence and healing touch are made known much more ploddingly… 
though our hands, our prayers, through medicine and healing therapies. In the Hebrew 
world view of the first century, human beings were seen as a ‘psych-somatic’ unity, an 
indivisible unity of body and soul whereby if something goes wrong with either, the other 
is affected, and vice versa. Some suggest in today’s scripture story that indivisible unity 
is addressed. It was Jesus’ humanity that first touched the man’s soul and invited him 
into a safe place – a place where God’s love for the man could be heard. And it was then 
– once the man was in this space - that Jesus’ divinity could offer a cure to the ails of his 
mind and body.   

 
Whether you believe this story is a myth, or the true account of an instantaneous 

miracle, the fact is, Jesus lovingly approached this man and in the moment of 
relationship connection, created between the two a space where healing could occur. 
None of us can walk up to a person suffering from PTSD or schizophrenia, and shout, 
“Be cured in the name of Jesus!” and have the voices or darkness cease. It takes a 
whole lot more than that. Talk to professionals in the mental health treatment field, Tom 
and they will say relationship nearly always comes first, before a healing modality is 
offered. I believe Jesus still heals today, and it comes through a sometimes exhausting 
combination of means – be it drug regimes or talk or other therapy.  But first, those 
things are all delivered by human beings who affirm the dignity and humanity of the 
other, and then reach out to the edge to meet them.   
 

I will never forget the most beneficial insult I’ve ever received. On a flight, the 
man sitting next to me - on learning I was a pastor - proceeded to tell me he didn’t “do 
the Sunday thing” – but went to REAL church at the VFW Hall on Wednesday nights.  
He meant AA meetings, because, in his words, ‘That’s where Jesus shows up.’ I’ve 
benefitted from puzzling over that remark ever since. “Because that’s where Jesus 
shows up.  Mr. Rogers – the Rev. Fred Rogers, once said, “The holiest space in our 
lives is the space between us and another person.” Think about it – “The holiest space in 
our lives is the space between us and another person.” A place where God can be 
revealed, where love can be part of the work of healing; this is the safe and encouraging 
place we may offer another person.  Be it your child, your spouse, a friend, a co-worker, 
someone you meet on the street or in the grocery check out line…..  
 

Granted you and I – excluding the priceless psychologists and doctors and social 
workers, among us – don’t necessarily have the skills or prescribing authority to offer  
relief to those tormented by demons of mental illness. But I can assure you that in an  
exchange between two human beings giving dignity and being present to affirm the 
humanity of another – (not just the disease or the demon captive within) there Jesus and 
his healing - manifest in so many ways - at least has a chance to show up!  

 
Most of us already know that working with a “crazy” person, isn’t pretty or easy, 

or rewarding in any sense of ever seeing a cure. And it is often a totally thankless, 
exasperating task. But in the gospels, Jesus does not forsake, but seeks out men and 



women who are on the edge of light. As those who embrace his way, we can do no less. 
What this means for you …I don’t know. Is it an attitude adjustment when you see a not 
well person panhandling on the street?  Is it a deep deep breath when your borderline 
personality daughter in law tells another lie – that she sincerely believes is the truth? Is it 
volunteering at a homeless shelter or serving at the soup kitchen with an eye to affirming 
God’s love for all people – even there?  We all need to know God’s love and regard for 
us – and those on the edges whose ills may be a cruel trick of DNA, or a chemical 
imbalance, or due to horrible experiences or the inescapable grip of addiction, their need 
may be even more profound.  
 

In the hospital, Lucy was never really angry at how people had treated her: she 
thought those who threw rocks at her, and stole the car where she slept, who called her 
names and drove her to Mesquite and just dropped her there… she thought they were 
just ignorant. And the ones, who for good reason, banned her from coming into their 
grocery stores, restaurants and public spaces – because she chose to not address her 
incontinence - she thought they just didn’t like her.  She didn’t experience an 
instantaneous healing, but what happened was miraculous nonetheless 

 
it came out of the most unlikely collection of folks who offered her dignity and 

kindness as they could; the Relief Society president who left coffee and cigarettes on her 
porch for her for over a year, a judge in Heber who ordered a psych evaluation in lieu of 
jail time, surgeons who operated five hours on Lucy for free, lawyers who protected her 
rights, social workers and police who patiently wept with and tolerated her. A psychiatrist 
who made a life-saving diagnosis of an illness now ‘managed’ with a once a day drug.  
Today she is, ‘in her right mind’, and has been reunited with her family. She’s proud of 
her beautiful new smile, and is simply eager to love.  

  
I pray that each of us is embraced in relationships with people who can affirm our 

humanity and our dignity, and God’s love for us. And that we find ways to share this light 
with those on the edge.  

 
So be it. Amen.  

 


