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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Today is “Juneteenth,” June 19th, the date in 1865 that news of the end of slavery in the United
States reached many of the slaves in Texas, more than two years after the Emancipation
Proclamation was made. Juneteenth is a holiday that has been celebrated in Texas for more than 150
years now, but I’ll admit that until a couple of years ago I had never heard of it. And I even have
some Texas ancestry. Nobody ever told me about it. Back in 2015 at my congregation in
Carbondale, we commemorated the 150th anniversary of the end of the civil war by bringing our
church bell out of storage and ringing it together with other churches in town at 2:15 on the
afternoon of April 9. But June 19th was not on my radar. And I’m sure that that’s probably mostly
because Juneteenth has been a predominantly African American holiday. People of our
demographic tend to focus on July 4 and America’s independence from the British. But the freedom
won in our Revolutionary War did not legally extend to many of our fellow citizens until four score
and seven years later. And that’s what Juneteenth commemorates.
Freedom is a theme of today’s readings, especially the second and Gospel readings. The
Gospel reading that we just heard is about Jesus freeing a man from his captivity to demons, which
are surely bad things to be in captivity to. Paul’s letter to the Galatians, though, speaks of freedom
from the captivity of the law, God’s law. That’s not a bad thing to be captive to. It is for our own
good, Paul says. But it is also meant to be temporary, and is not God’s ultimate goal for us. The law,
Paul says, sets us up for Jesus’ work of forgiveness and reconciliation, which leads to a new heart
aligned with God’s will. And that is true freedom, he insists. “For freedom Christ has set you free,”
he writes later in this letter, and which we’ll read next Sunday.
Keeping Paul’s notion of freedom in mind, though, I want to focus mainly on our Gospel
reading this morning and what the freeing of a possessed man and the reaction of his compatriots
might have to say to our own times and predicaments.
The first thing I want us to notice in this story is how Jesus is in control of the situation from
beginning to end. By this point in Luke’s Gospel it has been well established that Jesus has power
over sickness, sin, and demonic possession, which were all related things in the minds of ancient
people. It is clear to almost everyone in Luke’s narrative that Jesus has extraordinary authority and
power in these kinds of situations – clear, that is, to everyone but his own people, and particularly
the religious and political establishments of his people. Jesus has been curing sickness, casting out
demons, and even raising the dead, but he also gets chased out of his home town by his old
neighbors when he claims that he has been sent by God, that he is the fulfillment of prophecy. The
irony here is that even the demons know the truth of this claim. They recognize Jesus for who he is,
the “Son of the Most High God,” and they recognize his power over them, right from the beginning
of the encounter, to the point of begging him for mercy. And the rest of the story bears this out.
The second thing to consider here is the nature of this man’s liberation by Jesus. How do we
understand what’s going on here? When’s the last time you attended an exorcism, and how did it
go? “Never” is the answer I expect from most of you. I was once asked to do an exorcism on a
house that a family was convinced was haunted. Now although I am by nature and training a very
skeptical person, which is maybe a surprising quality in a pastor, I am not dismissive of people’s
experiences. And I am skeptical enough to also be skeptical of my own skepticism. So I offered
instead to do a house blessing, for which we have a service, and that seemed to fill the need. Maybe
you didn’t know we have such a service. Feel free to ask me about it, especially if you are moving
to a new place. But back to the question of demons. How are modern people like us supposed to

think about stories of demonic possession? One way that has a long history is to equate possession
with mental illness. That surely explains the behavior shown by the man in this story, doesn’t it? Or
maybe, in some cases, epilepsy is the more likely explanation. I would caution us against that kind
of approach, for a couple of reasons. First, it is speculation that really doesn’t do anything to help us
understand the point that these stories are trying to make, and second, conflating mental illness and
demonic possession stigmatizes mental illness and prevents people from getting the help they need.
The best way to approach these kinds of stories is to read them on their own terms. The point of this
story today depends upon the premise that this man is under the power of forces beyond his control
and that Jesus is willing and able to free him from that power. You don’t have to believe in literal
demons to appreciate that, or to apply it to your own life. What are the destructive forces in your
own life that have you in their grip? Greed? Selfishness? Apathy? Addiction? I just cautioned us
against conflating demonic possession and mental illness, and addiction has at least a mental health
component. But any of you who have experience with addiction, your own or that of someone close
to you, know how “demonic” it can feel. And while I would not be quick to recommend exorcism –
you should get help from addiction specialists – seeing the spiritual side of addiction is surely
helpful, and prayer is always appropriate.
But let’s recognize also today a connection to the Juneteenth observance, and the experience
of a significant subset of our population that was literally under the power of forces beyond its
control when slavery was legal, and which in many ways continues to suffer the consequences of
that evil to this day in all sorts of demonstrable ways. The conviction of the Christian faith is that
Jesus has power and authority over those forces as well, together with all of the lingering attitudes
and social structures that aid and abet them, and that he is at work even now to cast them out.
Finally, I want us to notice how the possessed man’s own people reacted to Jesus’ liberating
work. They were afraid. But what were they afraid of? Were they afraid that Jesus had upset the
apple cart, threatened their status quo? Had they been comfortable with things as they had been,
happy to have the possessed man in chains, living in tombs, and out of their hair? Were they
worried about how their own lives might have to change if more marginalized people were
rehabilitated and returned to society? Is that fear, maybe, the legion of demons that possessed them?
And were they afraid that Jesus would cast out those demons too? That’s maybe reading too much
into this story. Maybe. But I can’t help but wonder if that is especially true of us in our own time
and place. Are we not afraid of how caring for marginalized and oppressed people among us would
change our way of life? Aren’t we fearful of what it would cost us personally if, for example, we
made sure that everyone who worked made a living wage? Is that fear, that self-centeredness, not a
kind of demon that possesses us, and from which we need to be freed? Maybe I’m wrong about that.
But it’s hard to read the Gospels without diagnosing our own times as Jesus diagnosed the times in
which he walked the earth.
Whatever you think of my wonderings, it is abundantly clear from the biblical witness that
Jesus came to liberate both the oppressed and the oppressors from the forces that enslave them. I
will leave you to your own soul-searching to determine where you think you might fit in the big
picture. But whatever demons you need casting out, know that Jesus is on the job, working through
your baptismal promise by the power of the Holy Spirit. It’s probably going to upset your apple
cart. It will cost you your false idols and illusions. But it is the way to true freedom from sin, death,
and evil, freedom for which you were created and into which you are now called. May we trust that
promise. And may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in
Christ Jesus. Amen.

