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“Locked Up”

In my final year of grad school, I was placed in an internship at a day center for adults
experiencing homelessness. The Trinity Center was an outreach mission of St. David’s Episcopal Church
in downtown Austin. This internship was a requirement to complete my Master of Social Work degree,
and it was housed within and was a ministry of a church, so what better place for me to begin to meld my
passions and explore further my calling to be a leader in the church and serve my neighbors in my
intentional ways. In fact, neighbors are exactly what the clients at the Trinity Center are called. [ was a
very junior level case manager, helping neighbors access resources related to employment, shelter, food,
health care, and even housing. I helped prepare and serve countless meals, was a one-woman postmaster
- sorting and distributing mail for neighbors who used the Trinity Center’s address for important forms
and documents - because when you don’t have a home, where are you supposed to get your mail? I did
crossword puzzles and learned a few words in sign language with the neighbors who spent their days at
the center, seeking not only help, but a place of community, respite, and sanctuary from the dangers and

stresses of the streets.

Some months after my internship was over, after graduating, moving here, getting ordained,
becoming your pastor, I went back to Austin for a visit and went to the Trinity Center to pop in on my
old co-workers and neighbors. While I was there a man came in the center, I recognized him from my
time there as he was a regular neighbor, but that day he came in he was clearly in distress and in the
midst of a mental health crisis, and possibly under the influence of some kind of substance. It’s a

traumatizing existence to be without adequate shelter, to merely survive on the margins of society. So it



should come as no surprise to us that as many two thirds of unhoused individuals have mental health

disorders, included and often compounded by substance use disorders. !

The neighbor became increasingly agitated and the staff at the Trinity Center were working to
try and alleviate his distress and bring him down to a more calm and even-keeled place. The neighbor
began to wail and cry loudly, scratching at his own flesh, and occasionally spouting incoherent phrases
about God and angels and demons. Eventually the staff were able to gently usher the neighbor into the
small chapel at the Trinity Center. The chapel was this tiny grotto of a room, located in the corner of the
center, and it had the most unique design with this narrow curved hallway that opened into a circular
room decorated with simple rectangles of stained glass on one of the walls. It was quite and private and

calming.

At this point one of the staff members roped me in to the situation and asked if I there was
something I could do to help calm the neighbor down. I guess because part of his distress at least seemed
spiritual in nature and I was a fully-fledged and ordained pastor - surely something they taught me in
seminary would be applicable here! Even the hours I spent during my Chaplain training sitting in psych
wards with delusional messiahs did not prepare me to deal with a man in clear mental anguish. [ was
fumbling around for some kind of idea, flipping through the Bible for inspiration, to help the staff — at
least stall until they could maybe call paramedics to come and assist, when in walks Irit - the Trinity

Center’s Executive Director, into the chapel.

Now, when you think of what a quintessential non-profit director in Austin, Texas, looks like. I
can almost guarantee you are picturing Irit - a middle aged woman with short silver pixie cut hair in her
flowing linen pants and an equally flowy kaftan tunic, chunky jewelry, and leather clogs. Irit was from

Israel and had a voice of warm honey. When asked about her religious affiliation she would say that she’s

" https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/article-abstract/2818774



Jewish and Buddhist - a Jew-Bu. But in her time at the Trinity Center she had grown fond of the

Episcopalians, so she was a Jew-Bu-apalian.

Irit calmly and confidently walked into that little chapel and sat down on the floor close to the
neighbor and began gently talk to him, asking him questions and looking him in the eyes. When her
spoken words didn’t seem to be enough to calm him down she began singing to him these words - “all
good” “all good in my mind, all good in my heart, all good in my spirit” over and over again and as she does
he moves closer to her and allows her to embrace him as his wails are quieted, his agitation calmed and
his tears dried up over the next several minutes. I'm pretty sure the staff must of have gotten the neighbor
further assistance, perhaps he did indeed go on to the hospital that day, but I honestly don’t remember
what happened next because I was just so stunned and in awe of what I had witnessed - something

powerful and holy, a moment of sacred connection and humanity between Irit and the neighbor.

In our passage today from Luke, Jesus encounters a man in a Gentile village, on the opposite side
of Galilee, who is, we are told, possessed by demons. He is naked, and for many years has not had a home
and is living among the tombs. This man is routinely bound in chains and kept under guard as the
demons seize him and drive his behavior. As Jesus comes ashore, he calls out to him, identifying Jesus as
the Son of the Most High God. Demons in the Gospels always know who Jesus is right away, even when
others do not, and they recognize that their power is no match for power of God within Jesus. When
Jesus asks this man what his name is he says, “Legion.” A Latin word for a whole host of soldiers. The
man himself does not have a name, but is instead known by the many afflictions plaguing him. Jesus heals
him by casting out the legion of demons, setting him free —in body, mind, spirit, and in doing so restores

him to the community.

Had we encountered the “demon processed” man today, we would likely identify him as someone
in need of psychiatric help, and with these stories of demon possession from 2000 years ago, it’s not
always easy for us in our modern understandings of the world and science and human behavior to know

exactly to make of them. I've heard interpretations ranging from mental illness to epilepsy to explain



what the ancient world understood to be demons. But we must proceed with caution in making those
connections. I don’t believe in these healing stories that there is a clear one to one comparison to what we
understand to be mental health and neurological disorders and demon possessions. And I want to make
crystal clear that mental illness is not demonic! There is more going on here than a man having a mental

health crisis, and his healing is about more his own individual relief.

In his book, The Meaning of Miracles, Biblical scholar Jeffrey Johns says this about the Gerasene
demoniac: "The miracle story is not just about a personal exorcism. It is about the promise of God's
ability to defeat and re-order the disordered powers that afflict individuals and communities.” In the
case of the Gerasene man the villagers were afraid, not when the stampede of demon possessed pigs were
flung into the lake, but when the man returned to them clothed and in his right mind. There is this sense
of now what? How do we go on in this new reality after this healing has taken place? After Jesus has

disrupted the order of things?

There are many places in our lives and in our communities and in our larger society where we are
bound, chained, locked up. Places where we need healing, systems that need disruption, and where we
need to be set free by the power of God, whether it is with our own mental health struggles, grief, the
pressures of juggling daily life, conflict and strife within our relationships or it is intractable divisions in
our country, corruption in our governments, racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, xenophobia - all
the isms and phobias, prejudices and injustices of all kinds. Paul even uses this similar language of
bondage in his letters and particularly in the passage we just read to the Galatians. The church in Galatia
was imprisoned by false teachings that told them they weren’t good enough to receive salvation unless
they first followed to the laws of Moses and the customs of the Jewish believers. But Paul reminds them
that in Christ all these things that serve as barriers to God, barriers to true community with one another

have been demolished with the power of God in Christ Jesus. In Christ we are made children of God and
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heirs of the promise. The promise that Christ has come to set us free. Christ has come to restore us to our

humanity, to restore us to ourselves, to God, and to one another.

The power of God restores us to life, to our humanity - constantly - the healing is on-going. Jesus
leaves the Gerasene man in his village, even though he wanted to follow him, but he leaves him with an
important task - to stay and tell everyone what God has done for him. And in our lives we are also to tell
our stories of healing, of restoration, of forgiveness, of salvation - again and again. As we share what God
has done for us we like-wise are agents of God’s reconciling work in the world, led to act with humanity

and compassion for those who need healing.



