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Based on Galatians 3:23-29 and Luke 8:26-39

If today's gospel story was turned into a movie – it would really have it all.  Drama, fear, 

demons, a healing, community backlash, personal transformation, conflict and resolution, 

isolation and reunion.  To turn this story into a block-buster all we would have to do is add a love 

interest and – in today's tradition – a strong female lead and a sensitive male lead.  The 

marketing would take care of itself.

But what would you call the resulting movie?  I'm thinking - in spite of the other positive 

attributes in the story - that I would call it “The NIMBY movie”.  Because the dominant theme 

running through the story seems to be NIMBY – Not In My BackYard.

The man who is possessed by demons has been rejected and ejected by his own 

community, who have decided that the man is not fit to live with them.  This is of course very 

biblical, and the villagers were simply following the detailed and divisive so called “Jewish 

purity laws” found in the Old Testament.  The village was presumable made up of some Jewish 

people and some non-Jewish people - since they were raising swine.  But the very human ideas 

behind purity laws are older than the Jewish religion in any case.

Purity laws essentially said that any physical defect was grounds for exclusion from the 

community.  In this way, the community can remain “pure” by the simple expedient of kicking 

the “rejects” our of the village.  And so the man was ejected from the village, and lived by 

himself in the tombs.

And Jesus pursues that same theme himself.  Jesus does not fix the demons, or heal the 

demons, or invite the demons to consider turning over a new leaf.  Jesus simply ejects them.  

Jesus heals the man - purifies him - by the simple expedient of kicking the demons out of the 

person.

Well – that's human nature for you.  It's very natural to believe that if we eliminate the 

bad, we will be left with the good.  It's very natural to believe that if we get rid of the people who
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are not like us, we will be left with … the perfect community.  The NIMBY idea fits human 

nature quite … naturally!  NIMBY thinking is as natural as it is unfortunate.

But here's a question.  If you think of the man who was possessed by demons, and you 

think of the villagers – do you feel any pity for them?  And if so, who do you feel more pity for?  

Do you have more pity for the man because he was possessed by demons?  Do you have more 

pity for Jesus?  Do you have more pity for the community?

[discussion – do you feel sorry for anyone in the story]

Personally, I feel the most pity for the villagers themselves.  I feel pity for the villagers 

because they seem to live in fear.  Before the man is healed, the villagers live in fear for the man 

- both for his own life and for his impact on the community.  And after the man is healed, the 

villagers experience even greater fear - fear of Jesus and his actions, fear of Jesus for destroying 

the status quo: the social and religious hierarchies of the day.  Fear of Jesus's ability to restore the 

"unclean" to society, a violation of both the status quo and the “purity laws”.

I pity anyone who lives in fear.

In Galatians, Paul is writing after just being released from prison.  The man with the 

demons has just been released from the tombs where he was living.  Both Paul and Jesus protest 

against the human tendency to remain locked in places of death and fear, instead of welcoming 

and saying “yes” to new life.  

The man was possessed by demons, and Jesus liberated him from the demons, and also 

from his own fears.  The community was possessed by fear which was driven by their desire to 

remain “pure”.  Did Jesus liberate them?  No.  What would they need for their own liberation?

On a related note – has anyone here been to Paris?  Now - whether you have been to Paris 

or not - what is Paris famous for?  

[discussion – invite ideas]
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Among other wonderful things, Paris is famous for its rudeness.  In spite of the importance of 

tourism to the Parisian economy, tourists are often dealt with by sales staff, taxi drivers, and 

waiters in ways that are seen as very impolite.

Some tourists to Paris expect this treatment, and perhaps even look forward to it because 

it is actually quite humorous if you look at it that way.  But many tourists do not expect it and do 

not enjoy such treatment.  Obviously.

This week I read in The Star that there is an intentional move to change that perception.  

The Paris chamber of commerce and other groups have produced a 6-page booklet called, “Do 

you speak Touriste?”  30,000 copies of the booklet have been given out to taxi drivers, hotel 

managers, sales people, and other tourism workers in the hope of helping change the Parisian 

reputation for rudeness into something a bit more friendly and welcoming.  The tourism industry 

is highly competitive, and increasing globalization has spread global tourist dollars … globally.  

Paris - which in the past could just wait for tourist dollars to flow in now has to actually earn 

them!

This idea is based on 3 steps.  The first step is for the Parisians to seriously consider how 

tourists look at Parisians.  To take seriously the generalization that foreigners often see Parisians 

as rude.  The second step is to consider who these tourists are – to find generalizations that can 

be used to group tourists and to identify the expectations that different groups have.  The third 

step is to devise simple plans to help meet those expectations.

Sounds complicated.  But in reality, it's fairly straight-forward.  In the booklet it says that 

British people prefer to be called by the first names, so is you are a tourism worker, early in the 

conversation, you should share your first name with the tourist, and if they share their first name 

with you, then use it, because British tourists consider that welcoming.  The booklet says that 

Americans are often concerned about money.  Therefore, if you are a tourism worker, early in the 

conversation you should reassure Americans what the complete costs will be.  If you do that, 

then American tourists will relax and feel welcome.

Do all British people prefer to be called by their first names?  Are all Americans focused 

on money?  Of course not.  But by identifying general groups, tourism workers can help tourists 

to feel welcomed.  And that is the ultimate goal in the anti-rudeness project.
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The news story struck me - not because I'm going to Paris this summer - but because it 

seemed like such a wonderful strategy for any congregation - including ours - to follow too.  

Because we - like the Parisian tourist economy - can no longer just sit back and expect people to 

come to us.  In our multi-cultural, multi-faith, religiously-hostile society - we need to earn our 

new members.  So, let's look at the same 3 steps.  Whatever ideas we come up with we can work 

on this fall.

• How do outsiders look at us?

◦ Multiple sources tell me we are not very “open”.

◦  

◦  

• Are there target groups we should consider?

◦ Parents with young children?

◦  

◦  

• How can we be more welcoming to those groups?

◦  

◦  

In our own ways as a congregation, we can be locked in our own places of fear and death.  

But Jesus comes to liberate us.  To invite us into new life.  To invite us into larger life.  What do 

we need for our own liberation?  How large a life can we imagine?  How large a life do we want?  

Are we NIMBY people, or do we really invite others to come - and to be themselves - in our 

back yard – with us?

Jesus calls us to accept healing.  Jesus calls us to be open.  Jesus calls us to new life.  

Let's accept the gift of new life!

Amen.
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