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Scripture Reading:  Matthew 8:28-34 (The Inclusive Bible)
It’s hard to believe that much of scripture was written with tongue in cheek; that people actually had senses of humor, but the alternative theories are pretty scary when you come to a story like this.  Pigs and demons, and that kind of thing, are just very, very strange.  In our story, Jesus is getting out of a boat, and he looks up and sees a terrifying picture.  And actually Mark paints a clearer picture than Matthew does.  In Mark, he describes this man as living in a cemetery, among the tombs, and at night he howls and he lacerates himself with a stone.  But he gets a great line.  When he sees Jesus, he says, “Have you come to torture me?”  And Jesus has got to be thinking, what could I do to make you more unhappy or miserable than you are now?  I think that’s a great line, didn’t get much of a laugh, but I thought it was great that the town’s people’s response did get a laugh; that’s pretty funny too.
But why pigs?  That’s a question that people ask when they see this story.  Again, it’s hard for people to realize that parts of scripture are like a sacred Aesop’s Fables.  They tell you stories with different figures and characters and strange images to take you in the same kind of deep awareness that they have.  And they’re trying to help you get that, not some freaky story about pigs.  Pigs are an interesting animal.  I only chose the second worst title for this sermon that I was able to find.  The worst title I could find was “Deviled Ham” (laughter).  Much, much worse, right?  

In these teaching stories, they use images like pigs to put in exterior fashion how we feel on the inside.  And sometimes how we feel on the inside is so confusing that these images and stories get it out there where we can see it and understand it in a way that’s very hard to do with just what’s happening inside of us.  

Now over the years, I’ve tried to give you my secret decoder ring for interpreting scripture.  Sometimes people say, “Well, it sounds great after you say it, but I’ve taken scripture and I don’t see that.”  Here’s my secret decoder ring, and you won’t need me ever again.  Number one, every scripture you will ever read is about you.  It’s about your life, it’s about what’s happening inside of you and other people too, but as you’re reading it, instead of seeing something about other people someplace else, to realize that the characters in the story are aspects of yourself.  And second, it’s about now.  What you are going through right now, at this instant.  And it’s about love; universal love for all people.  It’s a bridge between where we get sometimes and that kind of love that can include all people.  In other words, it talks the vocabulary of the lowest parts of ourselves and tries to build a bridge to the highest parts of ourselves.  It’s a great gift, unless you take it literally, which I think these people would have been horrified if they’d realize what the church was going to do with these wonderful, wonderful stories.  So even if you don’t believe that pigs can fly, stay with me on this, and we’re going to walk through the story using the decoder ring and see if you can see the same kind of thing that seems to be there in my vision.

Having given you that tool, today we’re going to jumble that sequence a bit. To start with, this story is about now.  This is a man who was living in a cemetery, in graves.  In Greek, the word that’s being used here is the same as the word for “memory”.  These are the tombs of the people that he used to love, the memories of joys that he used to have.  There are times, if we’re not careful, that we can live in a cemetery of our own--holding on to things that make us happy, but they don’t do that anymore, or losing the memory of relationships.  Now I’m not saying that you shouldn’t honor those, but the key factor is whether you are standing in the present and honoring them, or if you are standing in the past, emotionally, trying to get through everyday life.  In this story, this man is living in tombs, in memorials, in memories.  I know, when a couple is getting married, they are in trouble when they say things like “she’s everything I’ve dreamt of…he’s everything I’ve imagined.”  Because when we see another person that way, in other words, “I had these fantasies my whole life and now she’s as close as I can get to that”, the only thing I can’t see is her.  There’s hope when they say “he’s/she’s everything I wanted and more”, because that “more” is the person, and that’s what you’re going to be living with for the next 30 years (laughter).  And it will be better than what you are dreaming, and it will also be worse in some ways.  But reality is the only place we have to live unless we want to live in these fantasies, which very easily can become nightmares.  
So this person was trapped in the past, he wanted to see the future.  There are times when we live in that view of the past in the present - where the pain of living and holding on to that past joy feels like comfort to us, and opening ourselves to new life and new love feels like pain, and that’s what this person symbolizes.
Jesus asked him his name, he says “Legion,” which is probably a little political subtext; the Romans occupied and they wanted to take a shot at the Romans too, but it’s the multiplicity that I think is important to us.  Desire has no organizing principle.  You can love a hundred things that contradict one another and you have no underlying principle that will tear you apart.  As Americans, we’re not usually taught to have control of our desires.  Desire is a very good thing as a beginning, but we need to deepen and broaden it so it becomes love, if not, it will tear us apart.  We want things that we can’t bring together into one world, into one life, and that can be painful.  
So the second part of the decoder ring is it brings you integrity, to who you are, and has a value that doesn’t come from possessing something else or getting someone else’s approval.  We don’t realize that that desire to have someone else’s approval or to have something that will give us worth is also emptying the sense of self-worth that we’re born with.  So, first thing deals with time; scripture should bring us to now.  Second, should bring us to integrity; who we are, and then it should bring us to love.

Have you ever wanted something so bad that you got tunnel vision?  And you knew not to do the calculations of what it would cost you to go after it?  I fell into this two weeks ago.  (laughter).  Not as interesting as you may be hoping.  My other car was broken, had to buy a car, and I wanted a Smart car.  I had the Honda Fit over here, and all the logical reasons for the Honda Fit, but I just wanted the Smart car, and I would do the numbers, you know, transportation, space, durability, and the Smart car always lost.  So I would erase those columns and do it again.  I came so close to buying it; the next day, I was so glad I hadn’t.  When we want something so bad, we can lose the parameters around it, and we think if we don’t have that, we’ll be miserable.  If we can just sleep on it, the next day, it will be very different sometimes.  Just to realize the nature of desire.  To lose the sense of now.  Love is something that can love something purely in its place and from a distance.  Desire rushes over the cliff to get it.  
Pigs were not bad in the ancient world, but they were symbols of appetite.  If you’ve ever known a pig, when they want food, there’s nothing else they can see.  If you have food in your hand, and you are trying to get them to go to the source of that food, they couldn’t do it.  They couldn’t get to the tree where the acorns are because if you have an acorn in your hand, that’s all they can see.  That’s a part of the nature of desire, but here’s the punch line, this is what you were laughing at when reading the scripture.  The townspeople show up after this man has been freed from the demon; he’s sitting there, healthy, but the pigs are dead, and their business is pigs, so they go to Jesus and say “could you please leave.”  Now what they are doing is holding a mirror up to that town and saying in a way they have a lot in common with the pigs that just died.  Their business was so important to them, that when love came into their lives, they could not respond to it.  Here’s the thing.  There’s also a little bit of mirror that shines a light on us and our culture.  Those of you who saw the Supreme Court ruling this week—I just want to elude to this briefly, because it’s hard not to think of this when I think of pigs running over a cliff—the Supreme court ruling that has taken off the limits of corporate spending on campaigns is a real dumb thing.  But it’s the system, it’s not the people.  I get regulating the foxes that guard the henhouse, taking them to discipline training, but if we don’t realize that an economic system that is based on greed will take us over the cliff every time, we’re in trouble.  Did you know that the Supreme Court ruled sometime back that corporations are persons?  That’s crazy.  Now they have a free speech right to not tell you if they are polluting your stream and killing your children.  And now, apparently, they have a free speech right to bribe officials; to give unlimited money.  When I heard that news, in my mind I heard The Beatles song, Piggies.  

So “Pigs are Us” is what this is trying to say, it’s not a story just about pigs, not a story about this town; it happens to us and we don’t even realize it when desire takes over and makes us not people.  In the story, the man comes to himself and says, “Can I follow you?”  And, this is interesting, but Jesus says “no”.  If the church was organized when this was written, what this is saying is “are you happy with your Judaism?”  Yes?  Then don’t become a Christian.  “Are you happy in your town?”  Then don’t uproot.  Your calling can be answered wherever you are.  So if you care about the world, it doesn’t mean you have to go into politics.  It doesn’t mean you have to demonstrate.  Go back to where you are and take this kind of love into that situation and see what happens.
When we take up religion as an answer to our obsessions, that religion is obsessive.  Have you ever noticed that in other people?  It’s easy to see in other people.  When I take up religion of the spiritual as a way of dealing with my appetites, my religion becomes appetitive, becomes obsessive; becomes compulsive.  So, love, unlike desire, can love people where they are; can love cars without having to have them; can appreciate technology without needing it more than anything in the world.  Love can leave a thing in its place.
So our story today is not really about pigs or demons at all.  It’s about us.  It’s about desire, it’s about fear, and how they sneak up on us inside.  It’s a very useful symbol that helps us know that sometimes the urgency of desire can be overcome if we will live in the present moment.  That sometimes that obsession to have something outside ourselves can be overcome if we value who we really are, and that kind of sense of being torn apart by wanting so many different things can be dealt with if we learn to love the whole and live in the whole and seek a common happiness.  If that’s too complicated, remember your decoder ring:  It’s about you, it’s about now, and it’s about love.

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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