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 Luke 8:26-39 
Then they arrived at the country of the Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee. 
As he stepped out on land, a man of the city who had demons met him. For a long 
time he had worn no clothes, and he did not live in a house but in the tombs. 
When he saw Jesus, he fell down before him and shouted at the top of his voice, 
"What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, do 
not torment me"-- for Jesus had commanded the unclean spirit to come out of the 
man. (For many times it had seized him; he was kept under guard and bound with 
chains and shackles, but he would break the bonds and be driven by the demon into 
the wilds.)  Jesus then asked him, "What is your name?" He said, "Legion"; for 
many demons had entered him. They begged him not to order them to go back into 
the abyss. Now there on the hillside a large herd of swine was feeding; and the 
demons begged Jesus to let them enter these. So he gave them permission. Then 
the demons came out of the man and entered the swine, and the herd rushed down 
the steep bank into the lake and was drowned. When the swineherds saw what had 
happened, they ran off and told it in the city and in the country. Then people came 
out to see what had happened, and when they came to Jesus, they found the man 
from whom the demons had gone sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his 
right mind. And they were afraid. Those who had seen it told them how the one 
who had been possessed by demons had been healed. Then all the people of the 
surrounding country of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave them; for they were 
seized with great fear. So he got into the boat and returned. The man from whom 
the demons had gone begged that he might be with him; but Jesus sent him away, 
saying,  "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. 

What does it mean to have freedom in Christ? That is what our readings from 
Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians and Luke’s Gospel are all about. That is the 
significance of us being ‘justified by faith’ and not some prescribed rules and 
regulations; and, that is the significance of the man from the city whose demons 
are removed by Jesus so that he is no longer a captive of his mental illness. 
Indeed in a few days as we celebrate Canada Day, the deepest question we can ask, 
is what does it mean to be free? I think we all know the answer to that question 
when we think about being citizens of a democratic country like Canada or the 
United States. We have freedom to choose. No one can tell us what we must 
choose or who we must choose. There are some limitations, of course, like income 
and physical capability for example. But, we consider ourselves to be free relative 
to most people of the world. 
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Freedom means different things to different people. Beth Ashley writes a 
remembrance that she calls: ‘When we’re alone, we can dance’. She writes:  
“The little cruise ship was crowded with people, many of them retired, all of them 
off for three days of pleasure. Ahead of me in the carpeted passageway was a tiny 
woman in brown polyester slacks, her shoulders hunched, her white hair cut in a 
short, straight bob. From the ship’s intercom came a familiar tune – ‘Begin the 
Beguine,’ by Artie Shaw. And suddenly, a wonderful thing happened. The woman, 
unaware that anyone was behind her, began to shimmy and shake. She snapped 
her fingers. She swiveled her hips. She did a quick and graceful Lindy step-back, 
shuffle, slide. Then, as she reached the door to the dining salon, she paused, 
assembled her dignity, and stepped soberly through. She became a hunched old 
lady again.  
She continues: That visual fragment has returned to my mind many times. I think of 
it now as I reach another birthday – and an age where most people would not 
believe that I still shimmy, too. Younger people think folks of my years are beyond 
music, romance, dancing, or dreams. They see us as age has shaped us: 
camouflaged by wrinkles, with thick waists and graying hair. They do not see all 
the other people who live inside. We present a certain face to the world because 
custom indicates it. We are the wise old codgers, the dignified matrons. We have 
no leeway to act our other selves – or use our other selves.” 
I am sure we all feel like that. What people see is not always who we are. And, 
deep down, we have an extraordinary sense of freedom that is just waiting to come 
out. 
I think that is the essence of what freedom in Christ is. In our seeking to be 
spiritual, we want to express who and what we are. And, to express ourselves, we 
need to be in a dialogue with someone outside of us. Someone who can see and 
hear and appreciate us. And affirm us. The great strength of our Christian faith is 
that the dialogue is with God who helps us to see who we are and what we can be. 
Paul’s letter to the Galatians and Luke’s gospel is a 2000-year-old exposition of 
freedom with a reminder that it is Jesus who liberated us.  
But, elsewhere in Paul’s Epistle to the Galations, he also talks about the hazards of 
freedom. 
First, freedom may turn out to be more difficult than slavery. But, Paul uses an 
illustration that is well known to those who work with prisoners. There is a good 
chance that, like the long-term prisoner who is finally set free and finds it difficult 
to shake the habits of servitude - like him, we, in Paul’s words, may actually 
“submit again to a yoke of slavery”. If you are an addict you will know what that 
means, whether it is alcohol, drugs, work, coffee or sex. It is difficult to shut down 



Pentecost 5 Year C St. Stephen the Martyr Church, Burnaby 

Page 3 of 4 

our learned ways of seeing and doing things when we are liberated from them. 
Freedom brings new responsibilities. Whereas formerly our choices may have been 
made for us, we now find they are ours – and ours alone – to make. We only need 
to think of our first time living on our own away from home to remember what it 
was like. We only need to think of our church. For too long we have simply waited 
for people to come to us on a Sunday morning rather than, as some now realize, 
that we have to look to our neighbourhoods to see what God is up to, and exchange 
stories with others about what is meaningful in our lives; Introducing God’s love 
through ourselves. That is what it means when we say we are a ‘missional’ people. 
Second, there is the danger that freedom may destroy a sense of community. Paul 
cautions the Galatians not to allow freedom to become ‘an opportunity for self-
indulgence’. Luke writes that the leaders of the Garasenes told Jesus to go away 
because they feared his power to heal and that he might take away their ability to 
make money.  After all, Jesus commanded the swine to take the demons and drown 
themselves in the lake.  Instead, we are called, as Christians, to a life of loving 
service for others. If we sink into self-indulgence and individualism, we might well 
devour ourselves in our conflict with each other. Some of you might remember the 
Irish nursery rhyme: 
 ‘There once were two cats of Kilkenny; each thought there was one cat too many; 
so they fought and they fit, they scratched and they bit; Til, excepting their nails 
and the tips of the tails; Instead of two cats, there weren’t any!’ 
More likely, Paul and Luke are warning us against an overly individualistic 
interpretation of freedom. The tendency of the flesh in this sense would be the 
tendency to pursue our own needs and desires, oblivious to the common good. This 
was a real issue in the early churches to whom Luke writes his gospel and Paul 
writes his letters.  In those cases, freedom becomes the relentless pursuit of the 
individual with no moral commitment to others, and eventually becomes inhumane 
and self-destructive. We are reminded that freedom can be abused and become a 
cover for our own evil desires. 
For Luke and for Paul, freedom exists where the Spirit is. The Spirit - that presence 
of God in our lives - provides the norm by which we live. Their statement to us in 
our faith-community of St. Stephen the Martyr is, to ‘be guided by the Spirit’. 
Canon Herbert O’Driscoll writes, in his commentary on today’s readings:  
“I am reminded of a statement by Jean Vanier in one of his many books. He points 
out that it is easy to make our quest for healing a perpetual one. He suggests that 
there comes a time when we have to ask ourselves a question: “What have I been 
healed for? What task has God for me to carry out in response for grace received?” 
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And I’d like to add to that: and when we are guided by the Spirit of God to carry 
out that task – who knows – we might just break out of our usual guarded selves – 
and do a little shimmy and shake – and come a little closer to knowing who we are! 

- The Reverend Gary Hamblin 
- Sources: Fred B. Craddock et. al., Preaching Through the Christian Year; 
Herbert O’Driscoll, The Word Among Us;  William Bausch, A World of Stories. 


