“Your Name is What?”

Luke 8: 26-36

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. Amen

Gregory Maguire’s novel, Wicked the Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West concludes with an anonymous couple reflecting upon the death of the witch, “And there the wicked witch stayed for a good long time.” And did she ever come out?” Not yet.” They knew what we have learned: never totally vanquished evil remains, invisible perhaps but always awaiting still another vehicle for expression be it a witch or an ordinary mortal. 

Of course Maguire’s work and the 100 year old novel it is based upon, The Wonderful World of Oz by Bauman, are works of fiction. These novels allow us to flirt with the idea of evil spirits. We like imaginary tales about good and evil. Consider the Tampa Tribune headline yesterday, “Muggles accepted into Hogwarts!” The Universal Studio extravaganza celebrating the world of Harry Potter this weekend is very good evidence of the way we acknowledge and wonder about evil.

But we are not in Orlando. We have come to church today and gather in this sanctuary to pray God’s Word for us. Today the eighth chapter of the Gospel of Luke brings us face to face with real evil – not a figment of our imagination but a fact of our life. This is a very disturbing story about a young Gentile man so overwhelmed by evil spirits that he lives among the tombs – it is as if he were dead. He has been driven to distraction and lost not just his mind but also his identity.

There is power in a name. The ancients believed that if you knew the name of a supernatural power you would have a distinct advantage and if you knew the name of a mortal you could actually influence the person’s behavior. Moses understood this. Remember Exodus 3:13 when he stands before the burning bush and says to God, “If I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?” God said to Moses, “I am who am.” Moses now had what h needed to approach Pharaoh from a position of power.

Jesus asks the man at the tomb, what is your name? He replies, Legion. Legion? This is not a proper name. It is a technical military term that refers to a division of the Roman army: from 3 to 6,000 foot soldiers and 3 to 700 cavalry. The word can also mean a multitude so we could say that this person is the first documented case of multiple personalities.

The man has completely lost his own identity just as we lose ourselves when overwhelmed with evil. I am not suggesting that any of us are possessed by 6,000 terrors of evil but I do think that this story gives us an opportunity to reflect upon how a bad spirit can invade our hearts from time to time and overshadow our goodness and steal our identity as a child of God.

Isn’t it odd that as Jesus disembarks from the boat that sailed from Capernaum across the Sea of Galilee on this, his one and only voyage into Gentile territory, it is the evil spirits that recognize him? They call him by name, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?

The evil spirits recognizes Jesus and hold an unprecedented conversation with him that neither Mark nor Matthew mention in their respective accounts. The demons respect the authority of God. They know what they are not: good and where they belong: the abyss. So they call him by name converse, accept his dominion and plead for mercy, “Don’t send us to the abyss!”

The abyss that the evil spirits fear is a very particular place: a bottomless pit of water reserved for God’s enemies the netherworld abode of the dead. We learn of it in the very first verse of the bible, Genesis 1: 1-4a, “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was …a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters, and God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good.”

Evil remained in the depths of the sea called the abyss but it is under the domain of God and in chapter 8 Jesus asserts his dominion over evil – casting the evil spirits into pigs, an unclean animal, and ultimately into the sea. Water has always been the antidote for evil: from this story to Dorothy throwing water on the wicked witch to dunking witches in water in Salem Massachusetts.

So too in baptism: The renunciations are the prelude to baptism.  We know them well, we renounce evil and its power in the world, turn to Jesus Christ and accept him as our Lord and Savior and promise to be his faithful disciple. All three promises are sealed in the water of baptism as we are lifted to new life in Christ claimed and protected in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.

A poignant moment in every baptism occurs when the minister asks, what is the Christian name of this child? In that moment we honor the solemnity of God’s call to each of us, by name. And it remains so even when we are overwhelmed by evil that we forget we have a name. Jesus exorcised many demons from the man that day but his most essential work was restoring the man to himself: he sat clothed and in his right mind at Jesus feet.

Restored and renewed. We seek to be restored and renewed, as well. Years ago the Roman Catholic theologian and Pastor Henri Nouwen preached at the Crystal Cathedral in California. He spoke to the heart of this affluent Reformed protestant congregation. He said we usually define ourselves by our success: our salary, our awards, our home, cars, things. But he offered them the transformative word of God in one sentence. You are not what you earn, win, wear, buy, or influence: “You are the beloved of God.” He offered them a way to reclaim their identity in Christ.

Luke offers us a complementary lesson to Nouwen’s. Evil things happen, bad feelings grow like tumors, losses mount, but Jesus tells us today that we are not the evil that surrounds us and seeps into our heats. We do not have to be defined by the evil we do or the evil that is done to us. Jesus gives us another choice and as the story ends we see the options more clearly.

First the spectators: “Then all the people of the surrounding country of the Gerasenes* asked Jesus* to leave them; for they were seized with great fear.” Afraid of healing? Why would they choose to have this man stay in the hell he was living? For the same reason we sometimes stay with the grudge we carry or the resentment we have nurtured: change is scary we lose something.

C. S. Lewis sums it up in the book The Great Divorce, “Milton was right, the choice of every lost soul can be expressed in the words, ‘Better to reign in hell than serve in heaven.’ There is always something they insist on keeping, even at the price of misery. We see it easily enough in a child that would sooner miss its play and its supper than say it was sorry and be friends.”

So the people made their choice. The new disciple on the other hand asked to join Jesus. Surprisingly, Jesus said, no ‘Return to your home, and declare how much God has done for you.’ So he went away, proclaiming throughout the city how much Jesus had done for him.”

One commentator observes that this man becomes the very first missionary to the Gentiles. Jesus asked him to tell people who he became in Christ. His true identity remains a mystery but one could say he became the first Christian. 

Let Us Pray

Heavenly Father, give us faith to trust your son to heal whatever hurts or pains overwhelm us. Grant us courage to be like the man we studied this morning that we may go where you send us to proclaim all you have done for us.  Amen.

The Rev. Elizabeth Kuehl
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