25th April 2010
Naked Reality
Reading:  Mark 5: 1-20
The Healing of a Demon-possessed Man 

 1They went across the lake to the region of the Gerasenes. 2When Jesus got out of the boat, a man with an evil spirit came from the tombs to meet him. 3This man lived in the tombs, and no one could bind him any more, not even with a chain. 4For he had often been chained hand and foot, but he tore the chains apart and broke the irons on his feet. No one was strong enough to subdue him. 5Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones. 

 6When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and fell on his knees in front of him. 7He shouted at the top of his voice, "What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? Swear to God that you won't torture me!" 8For Jesus had said to him, "Come out of this man, you evil spirit!" 

 9Then Jesus asked him, "What is your name?" 

   "My name is Legion," he replied, "for we are many." 10And he begged Jesus again and again not to send them out of the area. 

 11A large herd of pigs was feeding on the nearby hillside. 12The demons begged Jesus, "Send us among the pigs; allow us to go into them." 13He gave them permission, and the evil spirits came out and went into the pigs. The herd, about two thousand in number, rushed down the steep bank into the lake and were drowned. 

 14Those tending the pigs ran off and reported this in the town and countryside, and the people went out to see what had happened. 15When they came to Jesus, they saw the man who had been possessed by the legion of demons, sitting there, dressed and in his right mind; and they were afraid. 16Those who had seen it told the people what had happened to the demon-possessed man—and told about the pigs as well. 17Then the people began to plead with Jesus to leave their region. 

 18As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon-possessed begged to go with him. 19Jesus did not let him, but said, "Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you." 20So the man went away and began to tell in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him. And all the people were amazed.
If we watch the telly for long enough it’s difficult to avoid what have come to be known as “reality” shows. They’ve only existed for about 20 years; but since then there’ve been over 200 series of them. In America there are 2 channels completely given over to them, 24 hours a day.  They all involve a group of people, often celebrities, being placed in unfamiliar surroundings and seeing how they cope. So, we have “Big Brother” where the contestants have to put up with being locked away in a house with a number of others who we know they will clash with. We also have “I’m a Celebrity. Get Me Out of Here” where the celebrities have to survive weeks in the jungle.

I see the latest new reality show “Involves contestants being forced to make their home on 1,000 tons of rotting household and construction waste. The group of 10, most of whom had been led to believe their exercise in eco-living was to take place in the tropics, were taken to a rubbish dump near Croydon to survive for 3 weeks. The first part of the series shows their dismay at their having been left equipped only with a sleeping bag, drinking can and one roll of lavatory paper each.”

A terrifying ordeal indeed but this is nothing compared with what we’re looking at this morning. Here we see 12 rugged, brave, young men who, in just 24 hours are twice put in serious danger of their lives. And, at the end of it, they are mentally and physically totally drained.  

Before our (New Testament) reading this morning we see the disciples fearing they’re about to die when a violent storm hits the  Lake of Galilee as they sail across. They’re terrified. But Jesus flattens the storm with one word. Not unnaturally the disciples are dumbstruck and then he rebukes them for their lack of faith. As they travelled on conversation must have been a bit sparse; fear of the storm being replaced by fear of their travelling companion. But there was a more frightening experience to come.

They all disembarked on the south eastern shore of the lake. Night had fallen. It was a desolate spot. In front of them were steep limestone hills, 700-800 feet high, and they led up to a plain called the Decapolis. This plain was the site of 10 towns inhabited by Greeks, not Jews. The soft limestone rocks in these steep hills were riddled with small caves which were used as graves; much easier to put a body in a cave and cover it over than to go to the trouble of digging a grave. So this place where they’d landed was a graveyard – an eerie place to be after dark with just the moon for light. 

The disciples must have been a bit spooked by this place, but what happened next must have had them desperate to jump back on the boat and sail away because suddenly a wild, naked man stood in their path, his outline etched in the moonlight. Many times the local people had tried to bind him with chains but he had the strength of 10 men and he’d always broken free. Night and day he’d scream out with a manic voice and cut himself with stones. And now he was on the move, sprinting towards Jesus and the disciples.
Jesus stood his ground. He knew that this man was possessed by demons and started to tell the evil spirits to leave. The wild man ran right up to him and threw himself at his feet. At the top of his voice he shouted “What do you want with me Jesus, Son of the Most High God? Swear to God that you won’t torture me!”
“What’s your name?” asked Jesus. 
A strange voice came from the man’s lips. “My name’s Legion” he replied, “because we are many”. (A legion in the Roman army consisted of 6,000 men).

Knowing that they’d met their match in Jesus the demons agreed to leave the man but begged not to be driven far away. Jesus sent them into a herd of pigs feeding nearby. They rushed down the steep slope and drowned in the lake. The man was free at last.

After the demons had drowned, Mark uses 3 wonderful words to describe the man’s state. He says he was sitting, clothed and sane.

In the previous months and years how many times had this man actually sat down and relaxed? – never. I know a man whose wife told me that, every day, for the first hour after coming home from work he used to stride about the dining room at home. He was so strung out by the pressure of the day that he couldn’t relax. He couldn’t sit down. This man called Legion had hundreds of demons in his head all talking to him, all driving him mad. But now, here he was, sitting down; and relaxed. What relief he must have felt. 

Secondly, he was now clothed. You remember that when Adam and Eve were thrown out of the Garden of Eden they immediately sewed clothes for themselves because they were ashamed of their nakedness. We are all like that. I have a recurring nightmare from which I wake up in a hot sweat. I dream that I’m preaching somewhere in the benefice. I’m in the middle of my sermon. I look down and realise I’m completely naked! Desperately embarrassing for me and not a pretty sight for you!

One of the debasing things about the crucifixion was that, not only was Jesus tortured, spat upon and had nails driven into his hands and feet, but he was put up there naked on the Cross; what humiliation, what shame. When the man in our story realised he was naked he was also full of shame. A sign that he was becoming human again.
Mark also tells us that Legion was now sane. He was in his right mind. That’s what Jesus does for us when he touches our lives. Leo Tolstoy, the great Russian writer, said that when he became a Christian it was like walking down a road and turning around, everything that was on his right was now on his left. And everything that was on his left was now on his right. He saw the world in a totally different light. As we say now he’d done a “one eighty”. 
Any person who has experienced Jesus in their lives will have their views changed. Once, for instance, we may only have lived for material things and money. Now we think “How can I use my possessions for the benefit of those less fortunate than me?” The man healed of demons didn’t have any possessions but he knew he had a new master. His old masters had drowned in the lake. The new one was standing in front of him. Because of him he was sane. He was in his right mind. 

In our home groups, we’re starting a new series which has been put together by an organisation called “Natural Church Development”. The idea is to take a church, or benefice, like ours, look at it in detail to see its good points and bad. The object is to treat it as a living organism rather than just a lifeless organisation; to produce a healthy environment for people to grow as Christians and for people to feel loved. 

In the next few weeks in our home groups, and in the sermons, we are focussing on 8 areas of church life that, if worked upon, could make us a healthier fellowship. The first area comes under the rather daunting title of ‘empowering leadership’. 
Because I like word pictures, it’s helpful to me to think of this concept as a garden bed. This bed (our church) has been there a long time. There are some great plants in it; but it needs a rethink. It needs a fresh pair of eyes. 

Using this idea of the church being like a garden bed, it may have been well planned originally but plants could now be in the wrong place. A neighbour’s hedge may have grown, cutting out all the light and drying out the soil. Some plants which were prospering may now be suffering and have to be moved. All the soil may have to be improved by the encouragement of compost and manure. This will make all the plants happy, not only the existing ones but any new ones that arrive. Empowering leadership, the ability to see potential in the garden, or in the church or benefice, is the first step to health. 

The soil where I live is very alkaline which means I can’t grow rhododendrons and azaleas. They like acid soil and when I plant them their leaves go yellow and they won’t flower. Sue and I love those plants so we have prepared special raised beds full of acid soil for them. They really enjoy it and flower magnificently every year.

Empowering leadership means that we who make up the church will be equipped, supported, motivated and taught to grow to the spiritual potential God has for us. It may mean that we are moved to other areas in the church where we are better suited. It’s up to us to pray for wise leadership so that our potential will be fully realised and as a result we will bloom in whatever we do. 

 On Monday I half expect an email saying, “Having heard your sermon on Sunday we think your gifts are better suited elsewhere!”

Now how does this story of the demon possessed man help us understand empowering leadership? Jesus takes the most unlikely “plant” in the garden, Legion, and allows him to flower wonderfully.
Jesus knew that the local people in the Decapolis would want him to leave after they’d witnessed, what to them, was this scary supernatural act. It made them very uneasy indeed. The healed man desperately wanted to stay with his new master and his friends. In fact he begged Jesus to let him stay but he said “no”. He told him to go back to his family and tell them what had happened. Jesus had to go. Legion would stay and be his ambassador in the Decapolis. What a fabulous story he had to tell. 
Maybe I have an over-developed sense of imagination but I can see Legion going back to his home town and walking down the main street.  At a distance people see this figure coming. They recognise him – even with clothes on! They’re horrified. They grab their children and pull them inside, locking the doors behind them. Cats glimpse him and scamper up the nearest tree. Dogs sniff the wind. They run and cower, whimpering in a corner.  Legion is back in town! All is quiet as he walks up to his parents’ front door. He knocks. It opens 2 inches and he sees his mother’s face in the crack. What does she do? Does she let him in? She recognises her son but his wild-eyed look has gone and he’s properly dressed.

Well, we must assume the homecoming turned out OK. There is evidence of that because when Jesus next came back to the Decapolis there were 4,000 people to greet him. How many hundreds of them were there because of what Legion had told them? All because Jesus had shown “empowering leadership”. 

In our Old Testament reading we see another great example of this. Moses was up to his eyeballs in judging the people, showing them God’s laws. Every judgement fell on his shoulders. His father-in-law, Jethro, saw this and said “Moses, you’re crazy. You can’t advise on every case. Train others so that they can do it. If you delegate then you won’t have to wear yourself out and you’ll be able to concentrate on more important matters”. Wise words which Moses acted upon. By training and delegating he showed “empowering leadership” in making him go back home to tell his story. 
I sometimes wonder what happens to all those folks who appear on reality tv shows. Do they change or do they simply go back to their same old lives? I’m certain that Legion was changed for life. Against his immediate wishes he was given the job that was right for him. And, of course, we know what great things happened to the disciples. They were taught for 3 years by the most empowering leader there has ever been.

By definition, if we call ourselves Christians, a seed of change has been planted in our hearts. Are we prepared to continue to change, to be more like Christ?  Are we prepared to continue to change, because of the potential our leaders have seen in us? Are we prepared to continue to change, to be part of a beautiful garden, full of plants in the right place with good, well-watered soil at our feet? What a wonderful place in which to worship and what a wonderful place for new people to enter. 
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