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Demons     Luke 8:26-39 
Rev. Tadd Allman-Morton Delivered Sunday, June 19, 2016 
 

Eric McCarthy was a good friend of mine and he was a handsome devil.  He had it all—

he was bright, he had a good physique, brilliant blue eyes, blond hair, and a square jaw.   

He was a blond version of Christopher Reeve—a local Superman.  You noticed Eric 

when he entered a room.  He would make sure of it.  He was charming—flirty with the 

ladies who caught his eye, a real pal to his friends, generous, and funny, always ready 

with a joke.  His laughter was like sunshine somehow. 

 

When we were growing up together we would often gather at Eric’s house.  Those were 

high times.  When we were younger we would play Dungeons and Dragons.  Later on, 

we cooked meals together, listened to music and made mix tapes.  Sometimes one of us 

would pick up a guitar or some other instrument lying around which we would torture 

gleefully to shared laughter.  By the time we were all legal to drink Eric was the one who 

would buy us all a round of the latest craft beer in the local watering holes.  Life was a 

big party in Stowe, Vermont back then.  Or, at least it started out that way.   

 

Over time Eric’s brilliant blue eyes dulled.  When the rest of us were ready to go home, 

he would sometimes stay at the bar until closing.  Eventually, it became every single 

night.  His charms faltered.  He became more crude and less funny.  His conversations 

would wander and slur, and turn to mush.  Over time he bought less and less expensive 

beer and shots and tipped less so he could have more and more drinks…It became all 

about those drinks.  Our relationships with him became more shallow as his desire for 

booze eclipsed everything. 

 

The spiral of his life just went down from there.  He became harder to be around.  Eric 

made weird plans to only drink alone on camping trips in the middle of nowhere so he 

wouldn’t bug anyone, because to him it was always the people around him that were the 

problem, and never his drinking.  But those plans went nowhere.  Instead, he would be at 

that bar, night after night.  He lost his license after a few Driving Under the Influence 

convictions made sure of it.  His apartments became more and more shabby until he was 

finally living in a halfway home in keeping with a mandatory court order. 

 

The last time I saw Eric, his brilliant blue eyes were shut under waxen lids.  He was laid 

out in an open faced coffin at his memorial.  A few nights prior he had gotten too drunk 

again and when he passed out at the toilet he knocked his head and died.  A charming, 

vibrant handsome man ended his life as a rumpled alcoholic.  Sometimes, our demons 

win. 

 

When I hear today’s reading I wonder if he had a demon.  He was a completely different 

person before and after the drinking started—both within any given night and over time.   

I think in Jesus’ day they might have said he was possessed.  I think that’s true for many 

alcoholics.  Something just comes over them and they lose control.  Their illnesses rather 

literally possess them.  Demons are indeed alive and well in the twenty-first century.   

But there is more to demons than addictions.  
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When I went on sabbatical, I met my own demon.  A lack of any regular involvement in a 

worship community left me more than a little bit rudderless.  My tensions were high.   

And that may be why I had that dream that one night.  It began with me shopping.  There 

were people around and the dream was moving along like a repeat of something recently 

lived.  But then I saw him.  At first he seemed like another shopper going about his 

routine.  Then he started whispering the oddest things.  Nothing I understood then or can 

recall now—string of syllables which didn’t make sense.  Then I noticed how strangely 

he was dressed.  He was a white man who had a slim goatee, swept back hair, and he was 

wearing a priestly robe—an ornate one with big puffy sleeves and fine workings around 

the chest.  And he kept whispering strange sounds as though he was trying to hypnotize 

me or cast a spell.   

 

I felt a strange tug as though I was being pulled downward through the floor.  All at once 

something welled up inside me and I held out my hand with strength, pointing a finger at 

this strange bearded babbler.  Then I said in a loud and convicted voice “Get thee behind 

me, Satan!”  Like I was suddenly a Priest in a horror movie I went on, yelling “the power 

of Christ compels you!  The power of Christ compels you!  Get thee behind me, Satan!”   

And then, when things couldn’t get any weirder they did any way—I woke up, bolt 

upright from the depths of sleep, lurching forward toward the foot of my bed.  And the 

odd bearded fellow from my dream was there in my waking life.  Once more I 

commanded him to leave in the name of Christ, and before my eyes he melted into a 

sizzling blob of feet and toes, sinking into the floor and disappearing amid a long, low 

moan.   

 

Sometimes, we can vanquish our demons.  It took a long time for my pulse to calm down, 

let me tell you!  Questions flooded over me: had I cast out Satan?  Was it just a dream or 

a real vision?  Was it a projection of stress amplified and weirdened by an occupational 

twist?  What exactly happened?  For me it was evidence that ancient stories about 

demons still have some meaning now.  Unmoored from my usual depth relationship with 

a congregation I accused myself subconsciously.  Since then I have heard from 

ministerial colleagues about their own strange experiences with Satan and other demons.   

I even know a local exorcist.  So are demons real?  Certain illnesses and a vision from my 

own life point to a resounding response of “yes!”  Although they may be shadows or 

psychological imprints of human challenges, illness or limitations, rather than external, 

material beings, demons are indeed real.  

  

The traditional understanding of demons which informed this Bible passage is that they 

usually lived in a place called the Abyss.  They lived there along with all sorts of foul 

minded and ill intentioned spirits.  Occasionally they would break lose and possess a 

human to cause trouble among other humans.   

 

Strikingly, the word Abyss has a meaning which may not be what you expect.   

It is usually used as an image of a pit, or holding place of some kind, a sort of analogy to 

the grave, like Sheol, except that even creepier things than former humans live there.  Yet 

Abyss literally means “without depth.”  The creatures of the Abyss are shallow.  They 
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lack depth.  They lack full personhood.   They are agents of chaos who want to agitate 

rather than relate to others.     

 

Now, consider the place Jesus finds the demoniac—in a graveyard, among the tombs.  No 

one lives there but him.  He seeks out a place where he is surrounded by death, because 

the dead do not make demands on our relationships with them.  You can’t go deep with a 

non-responsive person, things have to stay shallow.  On those occasions the demoniac is 

shackled by townsfolk he invariably breaks free—running into the wilds and further away 

from relationships and depth.   

 

Acting in shallow ways is all over our culture.  Much of what passes for comedy these 

days is really narratives of horrible people making selfish decisions.  And we are 

encouraged to laugh at that.  Why?  So we feel better about ourselves?  That’s a pretty 

low bar for humor, Amen?  Our public discourse tends to be variations of yelling at and 

dehumanizing our interlocutors who we are trained to think of as opponents or even 

enemies.  The person or politician who says something quickly is the one who gets the 

sound bite or the meme—even, or perhaps especially—if it is shallow.  Those simple and 

cheap responses seem to be the ones people seek these days.  Our culture is in an 

Abyss—depth is nowhere to be found.   

 

Because we are encouraged to give knee-jerk responses to deep issues we diminish our 

ability to grow as a society or to change meaningfully.  Every time violence breaks out in 

our country or world outside of the setting of war—where we continue to excuse, expect 

and perhaps even endorse it—we sweep it under the rug with run down platitudes which 

create heat but little light.  We polarize opinion and split into warring camps instead of 

seeking the truth behind the event.  One such knee jerk series of responses has established 

itself in our country around gun violence.  

  

We all mourn these tragedies for awhile…  But, if we object too long or too hard to the 

gun violence itself, we are reminded again and again of the second amendment.  Now, I 

come from a hunting state.  Many of my family and friends have owned guns over the 

years.  I have really enjoyed venison and moose over the years, too.  I believe in the right 

to bear arms.  I might even get a rifle for woodchucks when we move into our new house.  

But we do not have a right to bear any arms or all arms.  It is currently illegal for private 

citizens to possess grenades and bazookas.  But we can pick up assault rifles at gun 

shows without any waiting period.   

 

Now, think about that name: assault rifle…is there any question exactly what they are 

for?  Even conservative superstar Bill O’Rielly now advocates a ban on assault rifles.  

Obviously you have to be twisted to use them on humans and we are right to question 

that particular demonic intention.  But there is more to it.  While we honor the right of 

responsible citizens to possess assault weapons we also enable their legal acquisition by 

those who would hurt many.  The demon lurking behind gun violence is not simply the ill 

will of a few twisted individuals—our collective demon is our cultural addiction to 

violence. 
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Do you remember playing cowboys and Indians on the playground?  Or cops and 

robbers?  We teach children from early on that violence is part of life—and both those 

games feature both guns and killing.  Not responsible hunting to feed your family: 

murder, plain and simple.  We have so-called comic books about men and women who 

do violence to criminals to show those criminals that their violence is wrong.  We kill 

people who kill people to demonstrate that killing people is wrong.  And as we boys grow 

into manhood we are encouraged to teach bullies a lesson by returning violence of the 

body and mind for that which they do to us. We are taught to teach our bully a “lesson.”  

 

So, what does Jesus have to say about the culture of violence, which was as alive in his 

day as it is now?  Jesus says: “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a 

tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer.  But if anyone strikes you 

on the right cheek, turn the other also.”
1
  Jesus says: “all who take the sword will perish 

by the sword.”
2
  Jesus says: “blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children 

of God.”
3
 

 

As followers of Jesus, we must strive to exorcise the demon of violence from our culture.   

Jesus showed no patience for demons.  He just cast them out.  Just as we do everything 

we can to confront and treat addictions for individuals, so too must we free ourselves 

from our collective demons.  And the culture of violence is one of them.  Together we 

can call on our representatives to change things.  I think we should.  Sometimes our 

demons win, sometimes we do.  How will this one go?  

 

Through God’s grace and our own efforts, may we all strive to engage in deep 

conversations which consider the rights of the many as well as the few, so that we live 

more fully into following Jesus’ path of non-violence and casting out all of our shared 

demons. 

 

Amen.  

 

 

                                                 
1
 Matthew 5:38-39. 

2
 Matthew 26:52. 

3
 Matthew 5:9. 
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Luke 8:26-39 
26

Then they arrived at the country of the Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee. 
27

As he 

stepped out on land, a man of the city who had demons met him. For a long time he had 

worn no clothes, and he did not live in a house but in the tombs. 
28

When he saw Jesus, he 

fell down before him and shouted at the top of his voice, “What have you to do with me, 

Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, do not torment me”— 
29

for Jesus had 

commanded the unclean spirit to come out of the man. (For many times it had seized him; 

he was kept under guard and bound with chains and shackles, but he would break the 

bonds and be driven by the demon into the wilds.) 
30

Jesus then asked him, “What is your 

name?” He said, “Legion”; for many demons had entered him. 
31

They begged him not to 

order them to go back into the abyss. 
32

Now there on the hillside a large herd of swine 

was feeding; and the demons begged Jesus to let them enter these. So he gave them 

permission. 
33

Then the demons came out of the man and entered the swine, and the herd 

rushed down the steep bank into the lake and was drowned. 
34

When the swineherds saw 

what had happened, they ran off and told it in the city and in the country. 
35

Then people 

came out to see what had happened, and when they came to Jesus, they found the man 

from whom the demons had gone sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his right 

mind. And they were afraid. 
36

Those who had seen it told them how the one who had 

been possessed by demons had been healed. 
37

Then all the people of the surrounding 

country of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave them; for they were seized with great fear. 

So he got into the boat and returned. 
38

The man from whom the demons had gone begged 

that he might be with him; but Jesus sent him away, saying, 
39

“Return to your home, and 

declare how much God has done for you.” So he went away, proclaiming throughout the 

city how much Jesus had done for him.  


