
19th June 2016             Preacher: Leslie Griffiths

Hymns: 526 “Lord of all hopefulness, Lord of all joy”
463 “Deep in the shadows of the past”
495 “Dear Lord and Father of mankind”
95 “To God be the glory, great things he has done”

Readings: Galatians 3:23-29
Luke 8:26-39

“LEGION”

One summer, barely out of my teens, I became a male nurse in a mental hospital – 
St David’s Hospital in Carmarthen.  With no training whatsoever, and still a callow 
youth, onerous responsibilities with some very disturbed people were place upon 
me.  Once on the ward, staff members were locked in with the patients and we spent 
the whole shift in each others’ company.  I organised their meals, fed them when 
necessary, cleared up their mess.  A drug regime was calculated to keep people on a 
reasonably calm course but sometimes there would be noisy outbreaks, patients had 
to be restrained, some put in straight-jackets and removed to a padded cell.  I 
washed, shaved, accompanied men to the toilet.  I spent hours with a man who’d 
been shell-shocked in the war – a man who couldn’t speak except through a twinkle 
in his eye.  I played cards with some, drank coffee with others, and engaged in high-
level conversation with the intellectuals whose minds had often cracked through the 
over-use of Benzedrine – the drug of choice at that particular time.  There were 
sexual deviants on the ward, social outcasts, people suffering from various kinds of 
schizophrenia, bi-polarity, catatonia (call it what you will).  

This was a heavy-duty holiday job for a student entering his last year’s study in 
Medieval English.  It was an important part of my growing up and I’ve never forgotten 
the lessons I learned from that experience.  In those days, the response to mental 
illness was to lock people up, to shut the problem away from view.  Sometime later, 
as a society, we decided to close the asylums down.  We felt that institutionalising 
the mentally ill was not the best way forward.  We released most of the patients and 
set up what we naively called a “care in the community” policy which, historically, has 
offered too little care and has been “owned” by too few in our communities.  Mental 
illness has always been the Cinderella of our health service.  We cannot be proud of 
that.  There is reason for us to be ashamed of our record towards the mentally ill.  

Such thoughts came naturally into my head as I mulled over the passage from St 
Luke’s gospel chosen for today’s service.  It’s the story of Legion, a deeply disturbed 
man, a man at his wit’s end.  He’s described as “a man of the city”.  It seems as if 
cases of stress were to be found in the metropolitan areas of the ancient world as 
much as in our contemporary society.  His case seems to have been severe.  Just 
consider:

 he wore no clothes;



 he lived amongst the tombs; or else in the wilderness; he was kept under guard; or else lock up in fetters and chains; he was often heard shouting and raving.

Not much “care in the community” on show here.  They cast him out.  They kept him 
under scrutiny.  They restrained his movements.  They turned their backs on him and 
washed their hands of him.

Since then, of course, we’ve had the advantage of Freudian psychoanalysis and all 
the psychotherapeutic theories of modern days.  What’s more, we now have the 
advantage of carefully devised drugs.  And yet the situation has barely changed.  

Things did change in the biblical story, however, once Jesus appeared on the scene. 

The first thing he did was to address the man.  He didn’t avert his eyes, turn away 
from the man, seek out the help of his companions to deal with this difficult case.  He 
turned towards the man, looked him in the eye, refused to be put off by his disturbed 
state, and then asked he simplest question of them all: “what is your name?”

That sounds a simple question but, in those days, it was a searching question.  To 
give your name to a stranger was to make yourself vulnerable, to open your flank, to 
give part of yourself away.  I compare this to the times when I used to take 
photographs in Haiti.  Poor people with very little education were resistant to having 
their photos taken.  They felt that something of themselves was captured in those 
black boxes that hung around our necks.  And they were reluctant to give it.  So the 
question “what is your name?” is a bit more complicated than it seems.  

It’s what happens next that fascinates me.  The forces that were disturbing this poor 
man, call them evil spirits if you like, are thrown into turmoil.  Up to now, they’ve had 
total control over this man.  How long was it since anyone took him seriously?  How 
long had those dysfunctional forces, those tearing inward energies, had total 
possession of Legion?  They commanded him, fed on him, zombified him, gnawed 
on him, broke him in pieces.  Day after day.  Week after week.  Month after month. 
Year after year.

But here they are, at this moment in the story, thrown into total panic by the simple 
fact that someone, Jesus, had somehow found a way through their defences, a way 
into this man’s heart.  It’s the story of love all over again.  The evil spirits, the 
demonic forces that are described so vividly in this incident, gather together 
pleadingly.  It’s interesting that they recognise the power of Jesus, the punch that 
was packed in the simple question asking for the man’s name.  How often do those 
whose values and actions are driven by wickedness recognise the power of truth 
long before those who hold the faith?  Certainly that’s what’s happening in this story. 

All this has led me to think of all those people in our communities who have few 
people to care for them, who have no-one to reach them.  The loners.  Those 
possessed by evil spirits.  The legions of our day.  Legions of legions.  Those who 
are mentally ill rove around our streets without adequate care and support, if they’re 



allowed to fester and live on their own devices, then we are bound to be laying up 
troubles for ourselves.

One week ago today we went on holiday.  During our time away, the news has been 
dominated by two events.  First, there were the mass killings in Orlando.  And then, 
towards the end of the week, the savage murder of Jo Cox.  Vigils have taken place.  
Candles have been lit.  Flowers have been laid.  Tears have flowed.  And parliament 
has been recalled.  All this for the 49 people who died so senselessly in  Florida and 
for one young public servant savagely and brutally murdered on the streets of her 
home town in Yorkshire.  We can all add our amens to the prayers that have been 
said.  And we can all voice our own prayers for those who remain to make sense of 
the aftermath of those assassinations.  

The newspapers in Italy have picked up these stories too.  I’ve been dependent upon 
them whilst out of the country.  They’ve reported the tragedies.  Of course they have.  
But they’ve also given prominence to Omar Maheen – the son of immigrants, 
brutalised in his upbringing by a paranoid mother.  A withdrawn, angry, closet gay, 
filled with hatred.  He been abused and he knew how to abuse.  A disturbed man 
who developed within his own mind plans based on a desire to wreak havoc on 
others.  And then there was Thomas Maer, the man accused of Jo Cox’s murder.  He 
refused to give his name when he appeared in court.  He wished death to traitors 
and freedom for Britain.  Another loner.  Someone who’d fed himself on neo-Nazi 
propaganda.  Who’d bought himself a gun with the intent of using it.

What wildernesses of the mind have they inhabited?  What dungeons of darkness 
have they lived in?  What graveyards of despair have been their home?

How has hatred, such intense hatred, flourished in their hearts?  Is their name not 
Legion?

Our initial response will always be to shut them up.  As a society we ask ourselves 
how to prevent such things happening again.  We’ll go down the road of further 
tightening the screws on our security measures.  We’ll clamp down on free 
movement, free association.  People will call for ever-longer prison sentences.  Fear 
will mingle with sadness.  

Yet all the time, we’ll run the risk of neglecting what is really needed if we are to find 
a solution to these recurring problems.  We need to find a way to release the evil 
spirits, to put them to flight.  It was into pigs that Jesus sent them (pigs were the 
untouchable and most desperately unclean animals for Jewish people).  Pigs carried 
the filth and the wickedness away till they plunged over the cliff and into oblivion.  

Somehow we have to find a way, once again, to penetrate the darkness, to reach out 
to what is human even in the vilest offender, to bring in the outcast, to spread a 
gospel of love to the harlots and publicans and thieves about whom we are to sing in 
a moment or two.

There are negative ways of looking at the mentally ill in our society, ways centred on 
with a risk aversion and increased vigilance.  But there are positive ways too.  
Improving community care will be one of them.  



When the disciples came back and found the man who’d been ill sitting clothed and 
in his right mind, they were astounded.  It was a miracle of love.  It rescued a man 
doomed to live forever in the shadows.  The people were afraid.  For they could see 
that Jesus was possessed of powers that were greater than those which had 
previously possessed the sick man.

When Legion asked if he could follow Jesus, Jesus was very firm in rejecting that 
appeal.  The man must go and take the story back to his community.  He must show 
those amongst whom he’d grown up that love can win where mere force and tighter 
security have no chance.

And if that’s the challenge that was put to Legion, you may be sure it’s put to us also.  
Amen.


