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Sermon on Matthew 8:28-34; 9:1

July 9th, 2023

By Fr. Terenti Wasielewski

    The gospel lesson that we read today is read multiple times per year at least two, sometimes three times depending on whether Easter is late or not. The miracle is important for us to read multiple times because it deals with demon possession. 
     Usually these days we make light of demonic possession, sometimes even dismissing this phenomenon on mental illness or even in some cases a teenage rite of passage. Certainly many of the cases are just that mental illness, but there are those for which mental illness is not the cause of unspeakable behavior. It is so complicated that many professionals have to be involved in determining whether someone is possessed. Not only is the bishop directly involved in these cases, but mental health professionals work together with the individual in determining whether or not the individual is possessed. If the person is determined to be possessed, only a qualified priest or bishop can deal with the possession and casting out the demon. 

     So what is the usual cause of such possession? It is rare, of course, but nonetheless some individuals are more susceptible. For some it is the influence or brainwashing through a cult. If someone has a weakness in their personality they can easily be manipulated by someone in a position of authority. The second is that drugs, alcohol, etc. allows the person to be unguarded. Often cults and substance abuse go hand in hand. When we are under the influence of a mind altering drug, we lose the ability to make rational decisions--the devil is then able to come into our soul without any resistance.
     However, in this gospel lesson, it is less likely that these men in the gospel lesson were part of cult or under substance influence.  They didn’t even appear to have some mental illness because they were able to discern that Christ was indeed the Messiah. This tells us that the demon is speaking through the possessed man. 

     We are not given any clue as to why they became possessed, rather the focus of the lesson is on how these men recognize that Christ is God and that they can be saved from a life of torment. This is the crux of the lesson because even though they have come under the control of an outside force (and it is so pervasive in their lives), they still can decipher that Christ is someone who can free them from their misery and shackled life .
      The second part of the lesson deals with the casting of the demons out of the men and into the swine. We are told that the demons enter the swine and cause the swine to jump into the lake and drown. So what is the point of this you might ask? Why did Christ have to kill the swine, particularly since it was an important food source for the people of the 
Gedarenes? Because he needed to show to the people of that area that he was more powerful than the devil. If he just cast them out they would have entered another human being and it would have indicated that he did not have power over the devil, but the fact that these demons were drowned indicated to the Gedarenes that he had not only the power to cast them out, but that he had the ability to destroy them from the face of the earth. 
     Even though he showed the people of the Gedarenes his power, they still demanded that he leave the town. Why is this you might ask? Was it because he eliminated their food source. It could be, but these people were scared beyond belief, they had not experienced anything like that before and they feared for their territory and their lives. You see, Christ was showing them transformation in their lives. They didn't want their lives uprooted. Change is the most difficult for us to deal with especially when we don't know what is going to happen. 
      It doesn't have to be a dramatic change like we see in this gospel lesson. Change is something we experience every day in our lives. When I was working at the library I too found it difficult to adapt to a new change. With the implementation of technology, it seemed like we were changing our workflow every time a new upgrade came out. When we repainted our church and replaced the walls with new traditional iconography, it was difficult for some to see the positive aspects of the new iconography. We become comfortable in our settings and find it difficult to adapt.
      This is why we cannot make changes in our Christian life. We become complacent in our routines and never think outside the box. A number of people have said to me the reason they don't like coming to confession is because they say the same old stuff, nothing changes. That shows to me that we have become comfortable in own existence. Some people do not see the need to change or correct their behaviors. Even though we acknowledge our ways to be wrong, we never make the effort to become a better Christian. When we come to church we hear the teachings contained in the epistles, gospels and sermons, yet it has no effect on us. 

      We cannot be like the Gadarene people and tell Christ to leave us, rather we must allow him to come inside us, to penetrate our hearts and our minds and only then will we be able to transform ourselves. Amen.
