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Alone in a Crowd 
Preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
 March 11, 2018 

Fourth Sunday in Lent 
 
For reflection "Ah, you who join house to house, who add field to field, until there is room for no one but 
you, and you are left to live alone in the midst of the land!"      Isaiah 5.8 
                             
Hebrew Scripture: Psalm 26:1-6 adapted  
The LORD is our light and salvation; whom shall we fear?  
The LORD is the stronghold of our lives; of whom shall we be afraid?  
When evildoers assail us — our adversaries and foes— they shall stumble and fall.  
Though an army encamp against us, our hearts shall not fear; 
though war rise up against us, yet we will be confident.  
One thing we asked of the LORD, that we will seek after:  
to live in the house of the LORD all the days of our lives,  
to behold the beauty of the LORD, and to inquire in his temple.  
For he will hide us in his shelter in the day of trouble;  
he will conceal us under the cover of his tent; 
he will set us high on a rock.  
Now our heads are lifted up above our enemies all around 
and we will offer sacrifices in the Lord's house with shouts of joy; 
we will sing and make melody to the LORD.  
 
Gospel Reading:  Matthew 8:28-34 
When he came to the other side, to the country of the Gadarenes, two demoniacs coming out of the 
tombs met him. They were so fierce that no one could pass that way. Suddenly they shouted, “What 
have you to do with us, Son of God? Have you come here to torment us before the time?” Now a large 
herd of swine was feeding at some distance from them. The demons begged him, “If you cast us out, 
send us into the herd of swine.” And he said to them, “Go!” So they came out and entered the swine; 
and suddenly, the whole herd rushed down the steep bank into the sea and perished in the water.  The 
swineherds ran off, and on going into the town, they told the whole story about what had happened to 
the demoniacs. Then the whole town came out to meet Jesus; and when they saw him, they begged him 
to leave their neighborhood. 
 
Sermon:  Alone in a Crowd 

This morning's text offers us a fun and complex tale, with lots of opportunities for reflection.   
The story from the gospel of Matthew also appears also in Mark and in Luke.  In those versions, there 
are considerably more details about the state of the one possessed by demons —and in them, there is 
only one such person, but in most other particulars the stories are the same.    Those details are 
intriguing.    

While the city names vary, all the towns are in Gentile territory, making this one of the rare 
times and the only time in Matthew that Jesus performs a healing or exorcism in a gentile community.   
We don't have to know the first century geography of Israel to know that.  The fact that he is in a 
community that keeps pigs is a dead giveaway.   
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These men, who are possessed by demons, likely meaning they were mentally ill, are frightening 
to the people.  They are forbidden the community of the healthy and live in a cemetery.   In other 
versions, the gospel writers go to great lengths to describe the danger they present and the ends to 
which the people go to contain that danger.  Regardless of the people's efforts, it remains too 
dangerous to use the road passing by the cemetery.  

Then, there are the demons.  The demons recognize Jesus, and know that he has the power to 
cast them out.   It's unclear whether people then believed that if demons were cast out without a new 
host, they were utterly defeated, or if they could roam about, host-free until they found new victims.  
Either way, oddly, though, the demons ask Jesus for a favor.  "Don't just cast us out.  Send us into the 
pigs."  Even more oddly, Jesus grants the demons the requested favor and casts them out into the pigs – 
who, startled, rush into the sea, resulting in what one of my colleagues refers to as the biggest deviled 
ham delivery in history.  

This story would have been told with great hilarity in Jewish communities.  One of my professors 
spoke of the stories told around fires before it was all written down and supposed that "Tell the one 
about the pigs" would have been a frequent request.   There is a lot of homiletical meat on those bones 
and it isn't all pork. 

I have always been intrigued by the end of the story.  "Then the whole town came out to meet 
Jesus; and when they saw him, they begged him to leave their neighborhood." 
 Maybe they were worried that someone with that much personal power would use that power 
to overcome them, to rule their city or their lives.  They were in gentile, Roman-ruled territory, and 
more likely, on the whole, to be Roman citizens.  Even a low-key "invasion" by a powerful and 
charismatic individual had war and disruption of life written all over it.  They wanted him out of the 
neighborhood before any of those possible disruptions could occur.  

Maybe they were angry.  Jesus was a Jew, a man of different religion, a stranger, and an alien in 
their territory.  Without so much as a by-your-leave, he destroyed someone's livelihood and certainly 
cost more than one person a significant amount of income.    Maybe they had had enough of the 
interloper and wanted him out of town before he could do any more damage.    There was 
unquestionable economic cost to the healing of the man possessed by demons and it was more than the 
people were prepared to bear—not that they had a choice.   

We can understand that.  It is frequently costly to do what we perceive to be the will of God:  
whether it be to tend to the elderly and homeless; provide medical care and education and a living wage 
for all people; to see that the hungry eat; to ensure that the legal system is just; to work to restore the 
planet; to support the ministries of Christ; and to work for peace and justice.  Those things don't come 
for free and they don't come cheap.  And there is no one among us who can honestly say, that when 
weighing the cost of serving the world for which Christ died, we have not, on occasion, wished Jesus out 
of our heads; out of our hearts and out of our neighborhoods.   There are days when we wish he'd go 
back where he came from and leave us alone.    We didn't invite him.  He just showed up and his very 
presence started changing things  
  The other two gospels make clear that the people wanted him gone because they were 
afraid.  Some looked on the healed demoniac, sitting calmly and ready to rejoin the community and 
became afraid.  You'd think they would stop being afraid.  Now the demoniac wasn't a danger.  No, they 
could pass by freely without fear.   Yet, they were afraid enough to ask Jesus to leave town.   

Maybe they had become so accustomed to taking the long way around the tombs; maybe the 
paths were worn to keep them out of any danger posed by the demoniac—they had come to 
acceptance and developed a modus operandi  that with the demoniacs healing, no longer had any 
meaning.  Maybe the inconvenience and anxiety they knew and had learned to manage, was better than 
having to forge new paths, than having to re-incorporate the man back into the community, instead of 
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throwing him scraps to eat and using him to scare the children.   Maybe it was literally a case of better 
the devil they knew than the one they didn't. 

We know that kind of anxiety whenever we are afraid of the consequences of change that have 
the potential to bring healing, that have the potential to bring growth, that have the potential to 
develop deepened faith and raise hopes.   We know that kind of anxiety when the old ways don't work 
and we stand on the cusp of a new day, not knowing the paths we will take, the changes we will make 
and the changes that will happen to us.   There are days when we are willing to ask the calling, healing 
transforming Jesus to leave the neighborhood because his staying has the power to overturn everything 
we hold dear for the sake of a new life.  

Maybe it was simply that having a powerful exorcist in town was a problem.  Maybe they 
worried about what he would cast out of them if given the opportunity – demons of greed, or abuse of 
power, of arrogance.  Who knows what they were worried about being healed of?  

We know.  In the secret crevices of our minds, we know.  We know the brokenness in us that we 
think no one else knows.  We know when some prayers of confession strike closer to home than others.    
In our heart of hearts, we know what biases and "isms" scar our souls.  We know the cost of having 
those demons cast out—the humility, the challenges of change and learning news ways to be, the 
forgiveness we would need to seek, the reconciliations that would require us to go first;  the redemptive 
deeds that would be required of us.  And in those moments, we want him out of the neighborhood to 
leave us in the peace of the dysfunction we know.         

Jesus didn't argue.  He did as requested and left the neighborhood.    The people's mistake and 
ours is thinking that by putting him at a distance he didn't have power—he didn't have the power to 
heal, to cast out demons or to bring about change.   The people's mistake and ours is focusing on the 
costs and not the possibilities of healing and transformation.   The people's mistake and ours is thinking 
that we can keep or ban everything new, everything different, everything alien from the neighborhood – 
be it the neighborhoods of our homes or workplaces or schools or souls—that we can protect ourselves 
by pretending we can be alone in a crowded world.  

There are a few mistakes that are probably uniquely ours: that even though we devoutly want 
Jesus in our neighborhoods – our schools, workplaces, neighborhoods and hearts, we think we are going 
to recognize him when he comes.  We think he is going to look like us and sound like us and think like us 
and vote like us or be in our approved groups of people who are different from us but nonetheless, we 
approve of and who don't make us angry or afraid or whose costs we can manage without challenge.  Or 
we think we are already healed or we don't need healing or we are the healers, that we are the ones 
who are leading the charge for change or who don't need to experience change.  And we imagine 
ourselves alone in a crowd of need. 

If we find ourselves in any of those places, there is good news in this story for us.  All the 
evidence shows, Jesus doesn’t need our permission, our assistance or our asking for his help in order to 
act.  All the evidence shows that while he doesn’t even need to be in the neighborhood, he is already in 
the most unlikely places, through the most unlikely people, including those who occasionally make us 
angry or afraid or frustrated, Jesus is working for healing hope and transformation.   

 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves                        

Compassionate God:  We come to you in prayer this morning, knowing that no concern is 
outside the circle of your goodness and caring.   

We pray for babies.  We pray for babies born healthy, that they may live out their potential, and 
we pray for babies born ill, that they may be well, and that in any outcome, they live all their lives in 
your care.  We pray for parents.  We pray that they may use their authority wisely and temper their 
desire to give their children everything, so that their children may know the joy of achieving things for 
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themselves.  We pray for parents who grieve for children lost through anger or disease or for children 
not born.  Comfort them and help them to find the peace of your son, which passes all understanding. 

We pray for married people, giving thanks for the joy that marriage brings, and the gifts they 
share with one another and with their family of faith.  We ask for your Spirit of reconciliation in those 
homes where marriage brings less joy than pain.   

We pray for single people.  Never married or divorced or widowed, single by choice or 
circumstance, may they find opportunities for intimacy and community and sharing their gifts that all 
your people need. 

Lord, we pray for all people.  For the healthy and the sick, for the poor and the wealthy, for 
those who believe and those who doubt, for leaders and voters, for those who live at peace and in war, 
for those who live in first, second or third world nations.  By your Spirit, may we find ways to work 
together, knowing that, as your creation, we are one community, and by your Spirit may we discover 
your purposes for our lives, that we might live fully and joyfully. 

All this we pray for all the world and for ourselves, as we join together from many places and 
circumstances to pray the prayer your Son taught us...                         


