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1 Kings 19:1-4, (5-7), 8-15a and Psalm 42 and 43   
Isaiah 65:1-9 and Psalm 22:19-28   
Galatians 3:23-29   
Luke 8:26-39
 

What links the texts this week? 

The deep and intimate spaces of our minds, hearts, guts, and spirits are held in the care of God. Whether 
we are yearning to feel God’s presence because the world’s grief overwhelms, or the oppressive  
narratives of systems and evil have turned us against ourselves, the Love of the Divine is never far off. Just 
as God’s promises of liberation point us toward the hope of collective freedom,  so too do God’s  
promises reach the innermost parts of our being. There is no seperating the personal and intimate from 
the instiutional and cosmic. From our inner lives to global infrastructures, God is with us. 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Come let us worship,  
for God is in our midst! 
 
The artists, the queer folks, the children, 
the workers, the water protectors, the mourners, 
the outraged, the caregivers, the organizers -- 
each, a glimpse of God. 
 
Amidst a world groaning with destruction, 
the Living God is our comfort and our hope. 
Not at a distance, but dwelling right here among us. 
The Spirit is poured out among the people.  

Opening Prayer

Holy Spirit, sometimes our hope diminishes like forests, like clean water supplies, like access to human 
rights. Sometimes our fears rise like ocean levels, like temperatures, like voices shouting. How we yearn for 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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compassion to infuse our waking days and our systems. How we dream of the demons of domination and 
violence to be forever banished. Bolster our hopes and comfort our fears, Oh God, that we might connect 
with our interdependent courage. Amen.
 
 
Invitation to offering

Poet, Khaled Mattawa, asks: “Now that we’ve come out of hiding, why would we live again in the tombs we’d 
made out of our souls?” May our souls be resurrected from any tombs we have made. May we co-create a 
world so safe and loving, that there be no reason to hide in fear. We gather our shared resources this day, that 
it may be so. 

Prayer of dedication
 
Living Christ, free our spirits of any kernel of revenge and cruelty. Direct us, instead, toward 
collective repair and right action. When we feel ourselves slipping into apathy and despair, place 
your hands on either side of our face and gaze upon us with your Connecting Love. Bless our 
offerings to our hard-earned hope toward everyday resurrection. Amen.
 
 
Benediction
 
Through the witnessing of beauty, may we encounter wonder.
Through the tenderness of kind relationships, may we experience care.
In our anger over injustice, may we connect with courageous action.
In all the ordinary aches and joys of being alive, the presence of God is with us.

 
 
 

SERMON PREP

Questions: 
 

•	 What is your community’s relationship to narratives around mental health? Is it commonly understood as 
strictly an individual problem? How is all of our ‘mental health’ related to collective realities and external 
narratives? 

•	 What kind of individual is most likely to be scapegoated as ‘a problem’ in your community as a way to 
cover over the communities discomfort? 

•	 When has your congregation acted in faithful exercise of the kind of power and authority Jesus models in 
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this text? 

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him) 

Cosmic - In Wretched of the Earth, French West Indian psychologist, Frantz Fanon, observes the causal relationship 
between colonial occupation and the emergence of various mental and behavioral disorders in colonized people. 
When foreign powers occupy a land, they force the native inhabitants to assimilate to the new dominating culture 
while demonizing the culture of the natives. This brutal coercion sends the colonized into an endless psychological 
war, constantly asking themselves, “Who am I in reality?” Fanon explains:

“When colonization remains unchallenged by armed resistance, when the sum of harmful stimulants exceeds a 
certain threshold, the colonized’s defenses collapse, and many of them end up in psychiatric institutions. In the 
calm of this period of triumphant colonization, a constant and considerable stream of mental symptoms are 
direct sequels of this oppression.”1

1st century Galileans found themselves in a similar situation under Roman occupation. The psychological effects of 
Roman oppression would have had numerous consequences, as each situation of colonization proves throughout 
history. New Testament scholar, John Dominic Crossan compares this story of demonic possession with a report 
from anthropologist, Barrie Reynolds, on the colonization of the Lunda-Luvale tribes in South central Africa by the 
British in the late 1800s. He observed that the tribes’ shamans had to exorcise a new and dangerous spirit that had 
possessed and tormented several people. They called this spirit “bindele,” which is the Luvale word for European.2

Jesus asks the tormented Gerasene’s name and he says, “Legion.” In the first century the word ‘legion’ referred 
to a fleet of Roman soldiers. Whether the man’s condition was supernatural or purely psychological is irrelevant, 
because the reality is that everyone in this story fully believed that Roman oppression and spiritual oppression 
were inextricably linked. From this view, Rome simply represented the latest physical manifestation of demonic 
powers that had oppressed the Jews for centuries. Sympathizing with the supernatural worldview of first century 
people, New Testament scholar, Richard Horsley, considers the practical function of a belief in demons, arguing, 
“Belief in demons at least allowed them not to blame only themselves … their misery and its symptoms were not 
comprehensible without the belief that superhuman, demonic forces were at work. In a sense such beliefs were 
also a ‘protest against distress.’”3

This story is a part of a string of stories in Luke’s gospel that exhibits Jesus’ authority over natural and supernatural 
forces, placed in between the story of Jesus calming a storm, and Jesus bringing a girl back to life.

New Testament scholar, Gregory David Wiebe deciphers the militaristic undertones in the vocabulary of this story, 
revealing a deliberate lampooning of Roman imperial language:

The demon begs not to be dispatched (ἀποστείλῃ) out of the country, as though they were a troop appealing 
to their commanding officer. When Jesus permits the Legion to move into the swine, the word ἐπέτρεψεν is 
used, which, though rightly translated as permission, carries a well established association with the issuing of a 
military command, an order. When ὥρμησεν ἡ ἀγέλη down the steep cliff into the sea, it did what pigs have 

1	 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 2004), 182.
2	 John Dominc Crossan, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography (New York: HarperOne, 1994), 102.
3	 Richard A. Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of Violence (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 32-33.
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no business doing; on the contrary, ὥρμησεν is much more naturally used to describe the movement 
of troops rushing or charging into battle. Moreover, as has been well pointed out, the Galilean body of 
water is hardly a θάλασσα, a sea. Such language calls to mind rather the Reed Sea, suggesting in our own 
pericope the representation of the Egyptian armies drowning at the hands of God in their pursuit of the 
Israelites.4

The revelation within this story is that the apparent “eternal strength” of imperial powers is an illusion. Every 
empire is fragile, and its collapse is inevitable. Meanwhile, the kindom of God persists. The kindom lures 
us toward liberation, and one of the ways this happens is through reminders of the ephemeral nature of 
oppressive powers. Within all of us rests a cosmic authority that outlasts any earthly authority, and empowers 
us to build a new world. Jesus tapped into that authority, and we can too.

Structural - New Testament scholar, Luis Menéndez-Antuña draws parallels between the condition of the 
Gerasene and the condition of prisoners in solitary confinement, both experiencing a unique kind of torment 
in total isolation from society.5 Of the Gerasene, Menéndez-Antuña argues, “Anonymous, naked, homeless, out 
of the city, this persona not only lives with the dead but also experiences social death; that is, the Gerasene, 
having been severed from the domain of the political, is virtually dead to his community.”6

Those imprisoned in solitary confinement experience a similar kind of social death. Menéndez-Antuña 
describes this torment: “total isolation, lack of the experience of a shared world with other bodies, and 
dispossession of common participation in a horizon of meaning with other subjects, leads to a wavering of 
perceptual reality and, ultimately, to the ego’s collapse.”7 (652-653)

Menéndez-Antuña cites testimonies of those imprisoned in solitary confinement:

After twenty-three days of darkness, Abbott came unhinged, no longer able to identify with his own body 
and voice: “I heard someone screaming far way and it was me. I fell against the wall, and as if it were a 
catapult, was hurled across the cell to the opposite wall. Back and forth I reeled, from the door to the walls, 
screaming.”8

Melting, everything in the cell starts moving; everything gets darker, you feel you are losing your vision.9

I went to a standstill psychologically once—lapse of memory. I didn’t talk for 15 days. I couldn’t hear clearly. 
You can’t see—you’re blind—block everything out— disoriented, awareness is very bad. Did someone 
say he is coming out of it? I think what I’m saying is true—not sure. I think I was drooling—a complete 

4	 Gregory David Wiebe, “The Demonic Phenomena of Mark’s “Legion”: Evaluating Postcolonial Understandings of Demon  
Posssion,”  in Exegesis in the Making: Postcolonialism and New Testament Studies, ed. Anna Runesson (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 194.

5	 Luis Menéndez-Antuña. “Of Social Death and Solitary Confinement: The Political Life of a Gerasene (Luke 8:26–39).” Journal of Biblical Literature 138, no.  
(2019): 643-664. doi:10.1353/jbl.2019.0026.

6	 Menéndez-Antuña, Of Social Death, 644.

7	 Menéndez-Antuña, Of Social Death, 652-653.

8	 Jack Henry Abbot, In the Belly of the Beast: Letters from Prison (New York: Vintage, 1991), 27, quoted in Lisa Guenther, Solitary Confinement: Social 
Death and Its Afterlives (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 35.

9	 Stuart Grassian, “Psychopathological Effects of Solitary Confinement,” American Journal of Psychiatry 140 (November 1983): 1450–54, here 1452, quot-
ed in Guenther, Solitary Confinement, 145.
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standstill.10

… to be frightened of the world; to be walled off from it and harangued by voices; to see life as distorted 
faces and shapes and colors; to lose constancy and trust in one’s brain: for most the pain is beyond 
conveying.11

Common interpretations of this Scripture depict the Gerasene as a flat character, characterized by his violence 
and aggressiveness. Through this lens, it’s only after the exorcism that he is perceived as a sympathetic human 
being. But Jesus sympathizes with the Gerasene, even while he is tormented. The lens of the experience of 
those imprisoned in solitary confinement can help us begin to see the Gerasene the way Jesus saw him. “The 
Gerasene,” Menéndez-Antuña explains, “like prisoners subjected to solitary confinement, starts to recover 
his own identity at the moment he is allowed to enter into the political, that is, at the moment that his space 
becomes populated by other political animals.”12 After the Gerasene is “clothed and in his right mind” he can 
finally return home.

“What is your name?” Jesus asks, perhaps with an affectionate tenderness that the Gerasene hadn’t experienced 
in a very long time. The stories of Jesus’ exorcisms are stories of Jesus reaching out to those who are 
dehumanized, and rehumanizing them. Jesus seeks to free those who are tormented on the margins of society. 
Today’s disciples of Jesus are called to build relationships with those on the margins of today’s society, and 
struggle toward their liberation.

The powers that torment us today, such as the prison industrial complex, capitalism, white supremacy, and 
cisheteropatriarchy, may seem eternal on hopeless days, but they are fragile. The kindom of God is within us, 
empowering us to liberate ourselves from these systems of oppression.
 
(Inter)personal - The people of Gerasa attempted to solve their community’s problems by casting out 
individuals, such as the Gerasene in our story. This is a common occurrence. Communities avoid confronting their 
problems by scapegoating a person or a group of people and casting them out of the community. The problem 
may become hidden for a moment, but it doesn’t go away. And the scapegoating continues in a vicious cycle. 
Jesus finds the scapegoats and the outcasts and sides with them.

Who are the scapegoats and outcasts in your community? What individuals have been burdened with the blame 
for larger communal problems? The people of Gerasa were terrified at the sight of the Gerasene “clothed and 
in his right mind” at the feet of Jesus. The people that we struggle to love are the people that Jesus will call us 
toward, no matter how scary and uncomfortable it may be.

By confronting our scapegoating mechanisms we discover that many issues we assume are individual problems 
are actually community problems. For example, when someone behaves unpleasantly in a community we must 
seek to understand the cause of their behavior, and consider if there are community problems that are making 
the individual feel unsafe. Casting people out is too easy. It only hinders us from doing the necessary work of 

10	 Grassian, “Psychopathological Effects,” 1453, quoted in Guenther, Solitary Confinement, 215–16.

11	 Kay R. Jamison, An Unquiet Mind (New York: Knopf, 1995), 119.

12	 Menéndez-Antuña, Of Social Death, 664.
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confronting the root problems that are shared by our community.

Besides those we intentionally cast out, it’s also necessary for a community to consider who isn’t a part of 
the community, even if you would like them to be. Who isn’t showing up? Young people? Queer people? Black 
people? Indigenous people? Poor people? Disabled people? And if they’re not showing up, then why is that? 
What is it about the community that may not be as hospitable as we think it is?

Following Jesus requires us to go out to the margins of society and build relationships. We must move beyond 
the all-too-common Christian identity that rejects difference, and recover a Christian identity that consistently 
seeks new ways to embrace difference. We can’t be liberated otherwise.
 
 
 

Words for inspiration: 

Sometimes the stories we tell about how the world works, who the villains are, who the victims are, who 
abused and who didn’t, who the plot serves and who it kicks to the precipice, become so territorial and fixed 
- like a forest converted into a park, overlain with maps, signposts, and little histories entombed at the entranc-
es of its paths - that we fall trapped in the convenience of habit, impervious to the fact that even landscapes 
travel. The image freezes us, desensitizes us to little molecular happenings, the little exchanges here and there, 
the upending of long-established roles. In those moments when we refuse to budge, when we tell ourselves 
that justice demands that we stick to the stories we are used to we begin to eat up ourselves, to subjugate 
ourselves, to become the very thing we say the ‘other’ is. In those times, the thing to do - if we are so enabled 
and gifted by the agency of the trickster - might be to stay with the tensions of duplicity. The caricature is the 
image’s secret refusal to abide faithful to our conceptions of the world. 

- Bayo Akomolafe
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Commentaries Author 
 

Damon Garcia (he/him) is a writer, video essayist, and public theologian for a 
liberative Christianity. His work is inspired by liberation theology, decolonial 
theory, and anti-capitalist politics as he helps people unsettle and untangle 
the influence of Christian teachings developed to justify colonization. He is 
the author of The God Who Riots: Taking Back the Radical Jesus (Broadleaf 
Books, 2022). He lives in Santa Maria, California. Follow Damon’s work on 
Twitter @whoisdamon and at damongarcia.com
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