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I have never been much of a fan of horror movies – at least not today’s horror 
movies.  I used to watch them all the time, but the problem today is just too much 
realism.  I much preferred the old movies of the Lon Chaney, Vincent Price era 
where the standard approach was to fade out just when something horrible was 
going to happen, and the rest was left to your imagination.  Today’s movies all 
struggle to out-do each other with the most horrific, in-your-face blood and gore.  
And I can do without that. 

One of the earliest movies in the realism genre was one you may remember, a 
1973 film called “The Exorcist.”  This was a movie, supposedly based on a true 
incident in the 1940’s, about a young girl who is possessed by a demon, the spirit 
of a centuries-old Sumerian demi-God.  I won’t go into detail, but most of the 
graphic horror in the movie comes from the fact that the indwelling evil spirit 
abuses the body of its young host in terrible and offensive ways.  The girl’s mother 
enlists the aid of two Catholic priests who invoke the power of Christ to rid her 
daughter of the demon.   

The movie came out when I was in college, and I still remember vividly the night I 
went to see it.  I actually had no particular interest in going, but one night my friend 
convinced me to go with her to the 10 pm show.   I have to say that I didn’t find the 
movie that scary, per se.  But it did find it unsettling.  I didn’t really believe it could 
happen, but then, I didn’t really believe it couldn’t happen, either.  Mostly, I left the 
theatre feeling uncertain and what I can best describe as a little vulnerable. 

Today we read a gospel story on a similar theme – the original “Exorcist,” perhaps.  
Like its more graphic 1973 counterpart it leaves us with a lot of questions about 
things like the human condition, the nature of sanity, and, of course, the existence 
of demons.  Like the movie, today’s reading also leaves us with a variety of 
feelings.   

Jesus and his disciples arrive in a region called Gerasenes, where they encounter 
a man who is possessed by an evil spirit.  Luke tells us that for a long time he has 
worn no clothes, and has left his home and gone to live among the tombs.  He 
howls as the demon torments him constantly.  The demoniac, this demon-
possessed man, is obviously an object of fear for the people of the city, because 
Luke says that they have tried repeatedly to bind him with chains and keep him 
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under guard, but he had always broken free.  Mark tells about the same encounter 
in his gospel, with a few differences.  One of Mark’s details that Luke has omitted 
emphasized how harmful the demon is to his host.  Mark’s account says evil spirit 
causes the demoniac to cut himself with stones. 

Seeing Jesus, the demoniac runs to him, and Jesus orders the evil spirits to depart 
from him.  In one of the odder aspects of this story, Jesus agrees to request of this 
legion of demons that he send them into a nearby herd of pigs that immediately 
rushed down a bank into the lake and drowned themselves.  The man, dressed 
and restored to his right mind went away and told all over town about all that Jesus 
had done for him. 

Are demons like the ones depicted in “The Exorcist” and today’s gospel lesson 
real?  Do evil spirits really possess people?  The people in Jesus’ time would 
certainly have believed in demons and demon possession.  But I would like to 
avoid the question entirely today.  And the reason is that I don’t believe that the 
message of this story is dependent on whether we choose to look at demons 
literally or figuratively. 

We all have demons in our lives.  They are those internal forces we all experience 
that work against God’s purpose for us both as individuals and as a community.  
Demons are all the powers that oppress and divide us.  They are the things that 
cause us to choose to behave in ways that hurt us.  Demons are very real, and 
they harmful, and they are legion.  They come in all shapes and sizes from serious 
things like substance addiction to what we would call relatively minor character 
flaws. They are behaviors and attitudes.  They are sometimes attachments we 
develop: to possessions, sex, our need for influence and power, our need for 
recognition, self-indulgence, our need to appear capable, smart and “in control,” 
our judgmentalism.  All you need to do is open the newspaper to see the demons 
like intolerance, bigotry, hatred, indifference to the pain of others, and greed at 
work in the world.  These things are all demons that beset us.  But all those 
powers ultimately have no real power over us if we can truly put ourselves in 
Christ’s hands. 

And that’s the problem, isn’t it?  One of the most oddly fascinating things about 
today’s reading is the way that the people respond to the discovery that the 
demoniac had been freed of his affliction.  Do you remember what the people did 
on seeing that Christ had to power to heal even this?  They asked Jesus to leave.  
Luke says that they were overcome with fear. 

But what could there possibly be to fear?  Here was a gentle and holy man, a man 
of compassion; clearly someone with extraordinary power to heal and to transform.  
The miracle of transformation that he had wrought in the life of the demoniac was 
there for everyone to see.  But the fact is that transformation isn’t everyone’s cup 
of tea. 
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One of the primary human defense mechanisms is, very simply, preserving the 
status quo.  It’s true in individuals, and families, and whole communities.  We 
protect ourselves by a commitment to keeping to routines, and preserving each 
person’s current role in the order of things.  We see this a lot in churches.  Have 
you ever heard anyone say, “But, we’ve always done it this way!” 

We keep things the way they are; we keep people, even ourselves, in the boxes 
where we’ve decided that they belong.  Even if the result is a set of circumstances 
or a pattern of living that isn’t that great, or doesn’t bring much joy, or is even 
harmful or destructive, at least it’s known, it’s predictable. And while it may not 
necessarily be pleasant, it’s safe – or at least it feels that way, because it enables 
us to believe that life is orderly and neat.  We’ll put up with a whole lot of demons 
to maintain the illusion that we are in control. 

Paul uses a wonderful metaphor for the transformation Christ can effect in his 
letter to the Galatians today.  He talks about “putting on Christ.”  Just the same 
way that we have to change our clothes if what we’re wearing becomes dirty, or 
we decide that what we’re wearing isn’t quite right for us, being a Christian – 
having the mind in us that was in Christ – means changing.  There’s no way 
around it.  And change is hard. 

I think that there might be another reason why the people were upset and fearful.  
The people in Gerasenes had, for years, been devoting their communal attention 
to the problem of the demoniac.  And it’s often very convenient for us to have 
people around us who have “issues” that we can focus on.  Because without them, 
we would find ourselves in the uncomfortable position of having to focus on our 
own issues.  Faced with the realization of what it might mean in our lives to have 
Jesus around, it’s often so much easier to ask him to sail on.  But notice 
something striking.  At the end of the story there are only two people who aren’t 
afraid.  One is Jesus.  The other is the man whom Jesus has transformed. 

There’s a wonderful old Cherokee legend that describes perfectly the struggle that 
we all face.  It’s a parable told by a Cherokee elder, teaching his grandchildren 
about life.  He said to them, “A fight is going on inside me… it is a terrible fight 
between two wolves.  One wolf represents fear, anger, envy, sorrow, regret, 
greed, arrogance, hatefulness, and lies.  The other stands for joy, peace, love, 
hope, humbleness, kindness, friendship, generosity, faith, and truth.  This same 
fight is going on inside of you, and inside every other person, too.”  The children 
thought about it for a minute.  Then one child asked his grandfather, “Which wolf 
will win?”  The Cherokee elder replied, “The one you feed.” 

Neither Jesus nor Paul ever uses the image of wolves fighting for supremacy to 
describe our human condition.  But both talk about a conflict between the desires 
of the body, or the flesh, and the desires of the Spirit.  We could say that there is a 
battle going on between our two natures.  One of them is the image of God, the 
nature that Christ made possible for us on the cross.  It’s the nature that stands for 
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joy, peace, love, hope, humbleness, kindness, friendship, generosity, faith, and 
truth.  It’s the nature that stands for life -- authentic life.  The other nature 
represents our demons: our fear, anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, 
hatefulness, and lies – a whole legion of things.   

Today’s gospel lesson suggests a clear choice for us.  But it’s not just a choice 
that presents itself for our consideration today.  Whether we have ever been 
acutely aware of it or not, it’s a choice we have already been making for our whole 
lives, in ways large and small.  We constantly are choosing between the things 
God longs for us to possess, and all the things that possess us.  By God’s grace 
(and only by God’s grace), we can decide to nourish those aspects of ourselves 
that are Christ-affirming and life-affirming.  We can run to Christ, just as the 
demoniac did, we can accept the gift of lives transformed, and go into the world 
without fear, proclaiming how much Christ has done for us. 

Or, we can just go on feeding the demons. 


