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Freedom in Christ, Freedom for All

Today we hear one of our more familiar, if not most confounding, Gospel stories, with our
Gerasene Demoniac. As Jesus enters the country of the Gerasenes, a gentile territory, he is
greeted by a naked, screaming, raving lunatic, to put it lightly. And, as he is wailing and carrying
on, he approaches Jesus "What have you to do with me... Son of the Most High God? I beg you,
do not torment me". As Jesus sees, acknowledges and approaches the man who has, assuredly
and obviously been tormented for too long, He asks him the most humane and dignified of
questions, “What is your name?” To which the man replies, "Legion", for we are told “many
demons had entered him.” The same demons, whom we hear begging  “[Jesus] not to order them
to go back into the abyss.” While this story may appear not only problematic to our modern day
ears (as we now have knowledge and support surrounding mental health, which appears to be a
factor in our narrative), but more so inconsequential, we would be remiss to simply disregard this
passage. We may not be raving lunatics yelling and screaming, chained outside the city walls
(unless you’re my husband watching a state vs carolina game). But, whether we acknowledge it
or not, and I sure know I would rather NOT, we are all tormented by invisible forces that keep us
from living life to the fullest and keep us from participating in beloved community. Because, at
the heart of our story is the truth of the desperate need in our own lives and world to hear our
name, and be saved from our demons.

Today, June 19th, we celebrate and recognize Juneteenth. A day that until two years ago when it
became a nationally instituted holiday, I (am embarrassed to admit) was more or less unaware of.
While this is not correct or good, it is not all that surprising. Because, Juneteenth has had a
painful, and often unspoken, history, like many other things in relation to slavery in this county.
As the celebration associated with this day in African American Communities has for far too
long been denied, discouraged, and at one time even punished. Forcing African Americans to
take the joy of their freedom and the celebration of this day into the privacy of their own homes.
Suprisingly enough, Juneteenth is actually the oldest nationally celebrated commemoration of the
ending of slavery in our United States. As it marks the date when news of the Emancipation
Proclamation finally reached Galveston, TX freeing the over 250,000 slaves in that state on June
19, 1865, over two years after the original proclamation was signed.

After Jesus freed the Gerasene man from the legion of demons, releasing them into the herd of
swine who inevitably plunged themselves to their own watery grave, “the people came out to see
what had happened.” And, “When they came to Jesus, they found the man... sitting at [his feet],
clothed and in his right mind.” We are told, in response, “they were afraid.” Which at first sight,
like our Gerasene Demoniac, seems insane. A member of their community, previously tormented
and riddled with pain, has now been healed and freed from his intolerable former condition. In
reality though it’s probably a fairly sane response. The Demoniac may have been freed from the



demons, but it came at a price. A sacrifice of the swine who were someone's dinner, someone's
livelihood, someone's future. More so, this man who has been for so long suppressed and
overrun by demons, forced to the restraints of chains, separated from his beloved community,
both for his own protection and the protection of others, is now the one who is being
commissioned by the Messiah to offer the message of hope, grace, and love. In this light it is
really no surprise that the  Gerasenes response is one of disdain and displeasure, its all too much,
too much sacrifice, too much change, too much insanity.

Today, our June 19th commemoration of the infamous Juneteenth day of Freedom is a Nationally
recognized day. In some areas even a week or a month, marked by picnics, parades, singing,
dancing, motivational speakers, historical remembrances, and overall joyous celebration. And, I
think it is truly beautiful that June 19th is the day that was chosen to mark and celebrate this
historical moment in our country. Because, while it could have been January 1, 1863, the day the
proclamation was signed, it wasn’t until everyone had the chance to participate in that freedom
that all could be considered free and all could rejoice in the celebration. I heard it best summed
up by a Professor from the Havard Kennedy School, Khalil Gibran Muhammad, who said, “ this
is everyone's holiday. The very notion of freedom itself, of freedom delayed, of freedom aborted,
and of freedom that is fragile is one that we ought to all remind ourselves as much as possible is
one that has to be fought for and to be vigilant guardians of.”

Today, as we see the Gerasene Demoniac freed from the domination of the legion of demons that
had tormented his life. His community overcome by fear of who could do such a thing, and more
so what the opportunity of this healing and freedom means for them and their community. And,
finally Jesus’ commission of that same demoniac to now become the first disciple amongst them,
called to reach out in love, we are reminded of the hard work we too are called to as disciples of
Christ. The work that we hear in our baptismal covenant. As we are recognized by name, to
renounce Satan, evil powers, and sinful desires. As we are invited to turn to Christ, to trust in his
grace and love, and to obey him as Lord. Spreading the Good News of Christ, as we break bread
in fellowship, love our neighbor as ourself, and finally (and most notably) strive for justice and
peace, respecting the dignity of every human being. This is our story and our song, as members
of the Episcopal Branch of the Jesus Movement. The good news is that, like at our baptism and
in our story today, we can find our freedom as we are called by name. As we see our humanity
being honored, and as we are reminded that we are ALL beloved children of God, worthy of
dignity and respect. But, it is only in as much as we are able to do it unto others, that we can
truly rejoice in the freedom of Christ. Like Juneteenth, the joy and celebration of freedom is only
found in and as much as we are all able to share in it together. This is the insanity of the Christian
hope we share in, this is the unbelievable Gospel work we are called to, and this is the
unfathomable love of Christ that together we can make known and we can make real. Amen.


