Of Pigs and People
We spend a lot of time talking about Jesus’ miracles and today is going to be no exception. But I want to encourage you to look at the miracle in a different way. We always remember that Jesus sacrificed himself for us on the cross and we are eager to remember that he was resurrected on the third day. That information of course is life changing for us because now forgiveness exists where only condemnation was before. With something that big before us we often forget that Jesus changed the way that his followers engaged life. When Jesus touched a person he was reaching into their lives to unleash previously untapped potential in those who believed in him. With Jesus as their leader the disciples began to live the impossible. 
They were like us in the beginning. They would look at a difficult situation and they would shake their heads and say, it’s a shame that something can’t be done about this but it is a big problem; Too big for me. There is no way that I am going to be able to make a difference. They knew they were created for more than this fatalistic approach to life but they did not know how to access a different kind of life. As Jesus was among them and teaching them he demonstrated a way of living that began to turn the world upside down.
But it is so easy just to give up. It seems so much easier to just say, this is the way the world is or this is the way my life is and then quite looking for the turn, quit looking for the way that I need to be different if something about my world is going to change for the better. We quit looking for the kingdom of God to come near to our world and turn it inside out.

The people in our gospel story today had done just that. There was a man in their town that had gone out of his mind. It wasn’t that he was just a little eccentric, doing weird things here and there, he was totally out of his mind. He wore no clothing and did not live in a house but found himself living out among the tombs. Like a modern horror movie, in those days it was believed that the cemetery was haunted by evil spirits. This guy was out of his mind, and seemed to have many evil spirits in him, so that is where he lived. The villagers had done their best to try and restrain him but they could not. They had tied him up and he would break the restraints. He was a part of their world they didn’t think could be changed, so they resigned themselves to it. He is evil, lost, and broken and there is nothing we can do about it.
But these people did not know about or believe in the power of God to alter their situation. They did not know about or believe in Jesus the traveling teacher and healer who brought God’s kingdom into being on earth. They were gentiles; pagans who worshiped pagan gods but knew nothing of the God of creation. 

But that day their world was turned upside down. Jesus stepped ashore after crossing the lake from Galilee, and as he did the crazy guy who lived in the tombs came up to him. Right off the bat Jesus saw potential in this man, whom everyone else considered a lost cause. How often do we look at a person and think, they have no potential? Jesus calls us to a different way of looking at the world. He saw lots of potential. He commanded the evil spirit to come out of the man. The man fell on his knees and cried out, "What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, don't torture me!" 
This is where this things gets a little scary because we learn that the demons that inhabit this man are named “Legion” and that they don’t want to be sent to a place of torment but want to be allowed to escape into a heard of pigs nearby. Jesus agrees and the pigs take off in a stampede and end up running off a steep bank into the lake and drowning themselves. Those who had seen this happening ran to the town and surrounding area telling what they had seen. Because of them many people came to see for themselves and they found the man who had been demon-possessed sitting next to Jesus clothed and in his right mind. And it says they were afraid, because of what they saw. 

We might expect it to say they were upset about their pigs. We might expect that it was their local chapter of P.E.T.A. that showed up to demonstrate against this person who sent the innocent pigs to their death. Or we might expect the pig farmers to be in an outrage because they had lost so much money. But they weren’t. They were overwhelmed and afraid because what they thought was impossible had been done right in front of them. They were afraid because something powerful had touched their mundane existence and because they knew little or nothing of God they didn’t know how to interpret this great event. They were scared!
So how should we interpret this story that is told about Jesus in three of the four gospels? First, the pigs have little to do with the story. It is interesting to me that Americans reading this are drawn to the issue of the pigs and the pig farmers. Either they were animals who were treated abusively or at the very least it was a great economic waste. But to those who wrote the story the pigs would not have feelings and would count for nothing especially compared to the knowledge that a person who was beyond help was transformed. Pigs to a Jew were unclean and not fit to eat so they would have counted a man’s life, even if he was a gentile, as much more important than a pig. 
That should tell us something about ourselves that we as a culture are more tuned to the economic loss and to the abuse of animals than we are to the needs of a man who has lost his mind. 

Second, while it might have been an economic hardship for the pig farmers, the people of that area did not complain about that. They were amazed at what had happened to this man. 
Some bible scholars believe that the pigs provide a way for Jesus to trap the demons and destroy them rather than just send then into the abyss. The demons thought they were going to just go into the pigs and live a leisurely life. But the pigs stampeded killing themselves and putting an end to the demons also. It shows the power of God to toy with and destroy entities which work to hurt the people God loves. The demons declare Jesus to be “Son of the Most High God” and in this Jesus demonstrates that he is the mighty one who can take out demons with a word.
But leaving the pigs alone in this I think we sometimes approach God with the same trepidation that the townspeople have. God is so mysterious and we try so hard to live so that we understand what is going on around us and are in control of everything, that when we encounter a God we cannot predict and control we are scared. It is hard to accept that God’s kingdom does in fact connect with, and impact, our world. It is hard to accept that God wants to work through us to totally turn our world upside down. We cannot see how we alone could do anything to change our world and we don’t really believe that God can and will. We are afraid. I think this is part of why Jesus sent those demons into the pigs and then sent the pigs to their death. He did it to make what was happening in front of these people real and believable. The whole story is so outlandish that either it is totally made up or what they were seeing before their eyes was true. God was with them in the flesh. He washed a man clean and put new clothes on him and sat him down to teach him of the truth of the kingdom of God. 
That leads us then to the last item we need to take from this story. At the end of the story Jesus is leaving because the towns-people are afraid of him. The man who had been healed begs to be able to follow Jesus and go back across the lake with him. Now, remember there were many other people who were following Jesus around so adding one more would not have made that much difference. But what Jesus did was so much more important to us. He tells the man to “return home and tell how much God has done for you”. Remember that this guy was a pagan who lived among pagans. They were gentiles who worshipped many other god’s. Besides that, this person had only recently been mentally challenged. The town’s people thought he was nuts, he probably had thought he was nuts, and he had done nothing useful in a long time. But Jesus is declaring his worth by asking him to do something so much harder than just following Him around the country watching him teach. He sends this very unlikely fellow as a missionary to the gentiles in his town. It was going to be hard to get anyone to listen to him. It was going to be hard even for this man to turn himself around and begin to make a living, but Jesus declares that he has the potential to remind others that the kingdom of the most high God had come near to them, and he was the proof. 
Let’s kind of narrow this story down now and try to bring it to a place where it points at each of us individually. If you relate to the towns people here there are two things for you to consider. 1) If you are now following Jesus do you shy away from God’s power when it is demonstrated? Do you avoid worship services, or small groups, or retreats, because you are afraid of what you might find if you were to go deeper in your relationship with Jesus? If you do you are not alone. Many people are OK being followers of Jesus but they like to keep it simple and on the surface because they don’t want to get into all the messy stuff that goes on when God’s power and presence are revealed. What about you?

2) Are you looking at people who have no relationship with God through the eyes of Jesus? His vision will always see the great potential that is within each person to reach beyond who and what they are and to do something for the kingdom that will be extraordinary. This man in the story, had been out of his mind; but when he became himself again he had a whole new story to tell. His history was changed by one encounter with the power and majesty of God. Sometimes we could be helpful in transforming someone’s world but we are blinded by who they are right now. We need to learn to see beyond and to recognize potential. 

Finally, this story has a missionary ending. This man’s world was changed not so that he personally would just have a better life. Now that is an important and worthy outcome of this whole thing but that is not the point. The point is that Jesus has planned that each person who follows him would not then just sit back and do nothing but focus on themselves. He send us out on a mission. He says to each of us, to you, “return home and tell how much God has done for you”. How many people have you told? And what God has done for you does not need to be all that incredible and amazing and out of the ordinary, it just has to be real. But we are given this gift not to sit on it but to tell it to other people. 
I want to challenge you over the next couple of weeks. We are coming up on our Annual Block Party. This is a bridge event when people who are far from God can be invited to come and experience our church community in a non-threatening way, hoping that they will want to come and seek a deeper relationship with Jesus also. I want to challenge each of you to invite several unchurched people you know to the Block Party. When they come introduce them around at the party and tell them what God has done for you through this church. Then invite them to attend church with you so that at some point they might have something to tell you about what God has done in their life.

Let us pray.
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