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Total Transformation
(A Service Including the Baptism of Nathan Lees)
Luke 8:26-39

Preachers for years have dreaded this passage from Luke’s gospel.  In today’s world, this language of demons and possession seems the stuff of Hollywood—it simply doesn’t translate easily into our comfortable lives in our comfortable part of the Valley.

And so, preachers for years have come up with all sorts of ways to dismiss this text.  They have, with a certain reckless abandon, simply gone “hog wild” with this story.  Some say it’s nothing more than the story of the first reported use of “Deviled Ham.”

Others say it’s a story about “the Swine ‘Flu.’”

And then, quite honestly, there are some scholars who say the text is nothing but “hog wash.”

So what are we to make of this text, if not the butt of a hog-related joke?  What possible word from God is there for us in the words of this story?

Set in the context of Luke’s gospel, this story stands within a larger string of stories in which Jesus or the disciples proclaim or embody the kingdom of God.  And in Luke’s familiar pattern which is seen in both Luke and Acts, when the restoration of God is proclaimed or embodied, some people embrace it and others turn away.  Some have eyes to see the kingdom present in their midst.  Others have eyes—but do not see.

Whenever the realm of God enters the scene, Luke seems to say, those who encounter it have to make a choice.  Will I embrace the kingdom, no matter what the economic or social or political costs, or will I turn away and run from the reign of God as fast as I can run?  Will I walk into the kingdom of God and be changed into the child of God I truly am, or will I ignore the kingdom and stay the lesser self that I am?  Will I live in the freedom the kingdom of God offers, or will I settle for the chains which keep me prisoner?  Whenever the kingdom of God comes near, says Luke, you’ve got a choice to make. And, if you choose to respond to the kingdom of God, your life will be turned upside down.
One of the best descriptions I’ve ever read about this sort of total transformation is by Ann Lamott.  She writes about her conversion and baptism into Christianity and describes it something like this: “I thought God would move into my house and rearrange the furniture and perhaps add a new rug or update my accessories.  But when I looked out the window, there was a crane standing in the yard with a wrecking ball heading right toward my carefully crafted house.”

That’s sort of the way the kingdom of God enters the world of the Gerasenes.  They had things neatly stored away.  They had literally banished their problem from their city. Their problem was chained and guarded, living totally out of sorts with his people.  It’s not surprising he’s living in the tombs, for he was as good as dead.

We could spend hours trying to solve the question of whether demons exist or not.  Frankly, I’m not interested in it.  No, then and now we humans experience unexplained terrors that create enormous emotional, if not physical, havoc in the lives of individuals and communities.  Whether we call them demons or psychoses or viruses or imbalances, we know the pain these unexplainable terrors create in life.  And one of the ways Luke portrays Jesus embodying the kingdom is by telling us stories of times when God through Jesus offered wholeness and healing and peace.

We call them miracle stories.  I like the way Ron Allen defines miracles.  He says that “a miracle is a mini-occurrence of the reign of God because the miracle demonstrates the restoration that God plans for all things.”  This story then, and others like it in the gospels, is nothing more but nothing less than a moment when the reign of God came near and someone had eyes to see it.

In the next chapter of his gospel, Luke tells us that Jesus sends out the disciples to do the same things that he is doing.  In other words, he sends them to proclaim or embody the reign of God and participate in the restoration of things that God is bringing about.

Make no mistake: We who are followers of Christ today no less have received this commission.  We are sent to be partners with God in the on-going work of redemption.  We are called to proclaim the good news of the kingdom.  We are called to embody the reign of God by participating in the ways of the kingdom now, no matter what the costs.

Ah, there’s the kicker.  It should be clear from this story, if not from the whole story of Jesus’ ministry on earth, that while the restoration God seeks to bring is good news, it is not always received as such.  Sometimes, when we stop to think what the ways of the kingdom will cost us, it becomes bad news indeed.

One of the best examples of this happened about fifteen years ago when the denomination I was then a part of became convinced of the oppression caused by Apartheid in South Africa.  That General Assembly voted that we must divest all of our funds that had any relationship to South African countries until such time as the oppression ended.

The kingdom came near to us, and we responded.  But, we then started to count the cost.  Someone said, “Wait a minute, I’m all for ending oppression, but if we act too hastily, our retirement accounts will be hurt.  Let’s give ourselves three years to accomplish this right thing.”

And so we waited.  And the oppression continued.

When the kingdom of God comes near, Luke says, you have a choice to make.  Embrace it or turn from it.  There is no middle way.  There is no “let’s wait until these economic indicators change.”

There is no “we’ll welcome them when we find a cure.”

There is no “we’ll forgive them when they’ve earned it.”

There is no.....

Who knows what long-held assumptions will be smashed by the wrecking ball of the kingdom when God finishes what God is setting right.  Even mountains will be made low.  Even valleys will be lifted up.  Even the rough places will become smooth.

And here’s what we’re told: One day, the glory of the Lord shall be revealed.  And all will see it.  And all will rejoice.  And all will be made well.  And all will participate in the realm which God is working out.

But know this: The fullness of this kingdom for which we wait is surrounding us now, and when God’s kingdom comes near to you, you do have a choice.  You are invited to embrace the kingdom and its values now—whatever the cost—and, if you do, to run unshackled into the wholeness God intends for this world.
In just a few moments, we will gather around the font to baptize Nathan. In doing so, we are giving him an identity that will define the rest of his days. In his baptism, Nathan will be sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ’s own forever. And the truth is that as Jeff and Leigh-Anne and Evan and Gillian nurture him in the faith, and as we honor the promises we will make at the font today—promises to guide and nurture Nathan by word and deed, with love and prayer, and as we encourage him to know and follow Christ, he will live into the truth of his life—that he belongs, in life and in death, not to himself, but to his faithful Savior, Jesus Christ. And what’s more, he will come to recognize the kingdom whenever and however it draws near, and he will bear witness—in word and in deed—of all that God has done for him through the transforming love of Jesus.
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