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Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Sixth Sunday 

after Pentecost.   Welcome to those of you in the sanctuary and those online.   

Let’s get this right out on the table—some pigs are going to suffer in the gospel story today 

because of an exorcism of demons Jesus does.   

Leaving aside the concept of demons for now, the treatment of the pigs is upsetting, and I 

believe it would have been so upsetting to Jesus that he never would have intended it.  He would 

have taken on suffering himself before hurting any living being unnecessarily.  He said in the 

sermon on the mount that God cared about sparrows and even grass, so of course Jesus would 

care about pigs.  He knew the oneness of all things, so his love was universal.   

He wanted all to feel included in the beloved community of God’s realm of love on earth, 

which is the point of the gospel story, and if Jesus were here today, he surely would have 

extended that welcome to the pigs.   

So our calling every time we meet is to make sure every person here feels valued and 

loved and cared for, both in person and on Zoom.  Please do so again today, and then go out and 

extend your love to others, including all creatures and all the earth! 

 

Call to Worship:  I know a fundamentalist woman whose tagline on social media says, 

“My vocation is to love people to Jesus and train them in his ways.”   

Loving people is great, but it was not the way of Jesus to love them so that they would 

focus on him.  He loved them so that they would go out and love as he loved.  He was not trying 

to build a mega-church, he was trying to build a movement to liberate people and establish a 

society that was compassionate, caring and inclusive of all.  He was not interested in people 

following his ways as if they were rules, but as the Spirit-led sacred way of love.   

Paul’s letter to the Galatians cries out, “For freedom, Christ has set us free.”  Paul says that 

if we are in Christ, we are a new creation, and it is no longer we who live but the Spirit of Christ 

who lives in and through us, and once that is the case, to our Christ-like heart and mind there is 
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no longer Jew or Greek or slave or free or male or female.  We see that all are one already—as 

Valerie Koar says, a stranger is a part of our self we do not yet know.  

All are included in the loving care of the Spirit that filled Jesus and fills this sanctuary. 

May we each feel its comfort as we worship together… 

 

Children’s Time:   Many of the rules when we are children are for our own safety.  I grew 

up in a town about the size of Norwich, and I was not allowed to cross the street by myself when I 

was little, but once my parents could trust me to stop and look and listen before I crossed, then I 

was released from that rule.  They knew I wanted what they wanted, I wanted to be safe and I 

knew how to be, so I was free.   

The Apostle Paul was a great spiritual teacher in our tradition, and he said that a similar 

thing happens in the spiritual life.  Before we are spiritually mature, full of the Spirit and one with 

Jesus, we need rules to help us stay on the spiritual path.  Some never grow out of that stage, but 

Paul saw that we are meant to mature and when we do we can relax about the rules because the 

same Spirit that was in Jesus fills us and we naturally want the same things Jesus did, we want 

what the rules would have told us to do, so we don’t need to worry about them.   

One of the changes that happens as we mature and fill with the Spirit of Christ is that we 

can identify ourselves as being one with people of all ages or genders or nations or religions or 

anything that makes us seem different.  Paul said “there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no 

longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female,” we are all one and part of one family of 

God.   

Once we can see that oneness, we no longer need golden rules to tell us to love our 

neighbor as our self, we naturally do, and our love naturally expands and expands to include more 

and more people and animals and everything on earth.   

This is what our hope is in church, that we will grow and mature and learn to open wide to 

the Spirit, and then we will naturally love more and more and see the true deep beauty of 

everyone and want to find our own special way to serve people and the earth.   

This is the secret that very few people know—if you want to follow Jesus and do what he 

did, it’s not rules that get you there, it’s growing to have his heart and his mind, to have the same 

Spirit, and the best thing we can do to grow into being like Jesus is what he did…pray all the 



What Have You to Do with Me? 3 

time, an opening of our hearts and listening with our minds kind of prayer. Let us pray together 

the Lord’s Prayer… 

 

Sermon:  What Have You to Do with Me? 

Today’s gospel story gives us a haunting representation of humanity.  It is an image as 

stark and disturbing as anything in Samuel Beckett’s play, Waiting for Godot.  In Luke, a 

deranged-looking man stands naked on the barren stage with broken chains and shackles dangling 

from his limbs.  The tombs of the dead where he lives are painted on the backdrop. 

Jesus enters the scene, speaks a healing word we do not hear, and the possessed man falls 

to the ground, crying out, “What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?  I 

beg you, do not torment me!” 

We are meant to identify with that disturbed man, we as a society and we individually.  

How many of us have some kind of demon that makes us do things we wish we wouldn’t, things 

we know are harmful yet we do them anyway?  How many of us dwell among the dead, living in 

the past, captive to people or events or influences that we cannot let go?  How many of us feel 

chained and shackled by internal or external forces in our lives?  How many of us live separated 

or excluded from whom, what or where we long to be?  

The list of demons that plague us are, indeed, legion, both in our society and in our hearts 

and minds.  Mental illness is epidemic, depression and anxiety and despair diminish the lives of 

tens of millions, especially children and youth.  Addictions possess us, addictions to drugs and 

alcohol, to gambling and shopping, to over-eating or unhealthy relationships.  President George 

W. Bush knew addiction first hand, and said famously that our society is addicted to fossil fuels.   

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. identified racism, materialism and militarism as the 

giant triplet demons of America. 

Anger can be a demon, as can guilt.  Another terrible demon is the neurotic need to live up 

to impossible standards in order to prove worthiness or win approval.  Obsessive desire can be a 

demon, or bitter discontent. 

Few of us are free of demons.  You can see where Beckett and other modern artists get 

their bleak view of humanity.  If you do not believe that anything like God exists, if you do not 
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believe that a Spirit flows through the universe that has the power to save us and restore us to 

sanity, then it is easy to conclude that life is meaningless and absurd.   

Demons are by definition more powerful than we are.  If we cannot count on a higher 

power to help us defeat our demons, then we seem born to live and die in torment, with no relief, 

no hope.  Who would not despair at that? 

One of the most insidious things about demons is that they convince us that we cannot live 

without them.    We can feel paralyzing anxiety if we get serious about confronting our demons.  

That is why the man in today’s story said to Jesus, “I beg you, do not torment me!” 

If the voice of the demon in us says, “What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most 

High?” the answer is, “Nothing.”  Jesus has nothing to do with demons other than to banish them.  

But if we ask that question out of our true selves, the answer is different.  When our deepest, 

truest self asks, “What have you to do with me?” the answer is, “Everything.” 

Possessed by our demons we are separated and excluded, but Paul understood that Christ 

showed the way to freedom and inclusion.  Faith is the word Paul uses in Galatians to mean the 

connection between our true self and our higher power.  Try to forget your prior understanding of 

what faith is, and imagine faith as a door by which we enter our right mind and through which we 

receive the Spirit’s gifts of peace and self-control and love.  We enter the reality of God’s realm 

where we are no longer isolated by our demons or divided by ethnic, economic or gender 

differences, no longer Jew or Greek or slave or free or male or female.   

We become like individual spokes of the same wheel, all looking to the one hub, all united 

in that center.  We all come from God and dwell in God and return to God.  The Spirit of God that 

was in Jesus is the source of our individual identity and of our common unity.  Faith is the word 

for the relationship to our higher power that changes every other relationship.  

The man was standing in chains, naked, deranged and alone in the first scene.  After the 

life-changing faith connection to a higher power, in the next scene he is sitting at the feet of Jesus, 

clothed and in his right mind.   

Then the people of that country come running onstage.  They still have the comfort of their 

own demons.  They do not want Jesus meddling with their proud false-self identities, their 

cherished prejudices and divisions that prop up their illusion of separation.  They do not want to 

be put in their right minds and have to be one with people who scare or repulse them.  They reject 
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faith, cut themselves off from the higher power that threatens their status, and ask Jesus to leave 

the country. 

As Jesus leaves, the healed man asks if he can come with him.  Jesus was always saying, 

“Follow me,” but this time he says no.  He sends the man out to be a witness of freedom and 

oneness within a possessed and divided country.   

A spoke looks inward to the hub, but it also looks outward to the circle of the world.  It 

stands between and holds the two together.  

So the final scene of the play shows the man going off stage proclaiming before all the 

people, “Jesus has restored me to my right mind, my true identity.  Everything I am has to do with 

him.” 

Perhaps the greatest sources of healing for demons in our lifetime are 12 Step groups like 

Alcoholics Anonymous.  The last two steps seem as if they were taken straight from today’s 

story.  Step eleven talks about improving our conscious connection with our higher power.  That 

is the spoke looking to the hub. 

Then Step twelve says, having had a spiritual awakening as a result of these Steps, we will 

carry the message to other people with demons like ours, and model these principles in all that we 

do.  That is the spoke reaching to the outside world, connecting others to the hub while being true 

to its true self in all it does. 

Our journey to liberation and inclusion begins by asking, “What have you to do with me, 

Jesus?”  And the journey leads to the point where we are restored to our right mind, reconnected 

to God, the world and our true self, and we can answer that question, “Everything.  Everything I 

am has to do with the Spirit that filled Jesus.” 

Let us pray together in silence, looking to the hub, increasing our conscious connection to 

the Spirit, and opening ourselves to be led out to the circle of the world… 

 

Haiku by Mel Goertz: 

                     A veil parts 

        and something as common as bark 

                               reveals its beauty. 


