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This morning I continue my summer sermon series titled, “Gospel Gems.” Each Sunday I am
highlighting a particular story Jesus told, or was told about him. Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, are a
treasure chest, filled with valuable gems of wisdom and inspiration, enriching our spiritual life!
This morning’s Gospel Gem comes from the Gospel of Mark. Mark is the shortest gospel, and
generally regarded as the earliest. Usually, Mark’s version of parables and stories is briefer than the
other gospels – but not today’s selection. This confounding story seems to be bursting with details.
Jesus and the disciples had crossed the Sea of Galilee, from the Western, Jewish side, over to
the Eastern, Gentile side. The country of the Gerasenes, centered in the town of Gergesa, should
have been off-limits to the Jews. That tombs were near the harbor road as well as the presence and
role of the pigs, would have signified impurity according to Jewish law. Even the possessed man’s
greeting of Jesus is decidedly Gentile in flavor, “What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most
High God?”
Pastor Jo and I had the privilege, on our Study Leave last week to visit the Museum of the
Bible in Washington D.C. We spent the better part of a day there. It was the highlight of our week. We
saw ancient manuscripts and early copies of the Bible in Latin, Greek and even Syriac. We saw
archaeological finds like first century oil lamps, clay jars and glass bottles. We saw a collection of
ancient Jewish ossuaries, limestone boxes which once carried the bones of precious members of a
priestly family. We walked through a recreated Palestinian village and artists’ renderings of biblical
scenes.
There was one scene depicted, a lookout over the Sea of Galilee, with distant towns labeled in
the background. By my right shoulder you can see the town Gergesa labeled. This would have been
the setting for this story. Jesus and his disicples would have rowed or sailed across the lake to the
harbor at Gergesa.
I find it interesting that Mark’s text says, “Jesus stepped out of the boat”…I think of Dave
Cook’s song, “Get out of the Boat.” Jesus does not ask us to do something he, himself, has not done!
When he had stepped out of the boat, the story reads, he was accosted by a wild man – a man out of
the tombs, clearly disturbed by an unclean spirit.
Mark uncharacteristically describes this wild man in great detail. He lived among the dead in
the tombs --- no one could restrain him – they had tried many times, shackling him with chains, but in
his wild fury he would wrench the chains apart and obliterate the shackles. He was so unruly that no
one dared, now to try and subdue him. He was just too strong. Mark goes on – 24/7 the possessed
man did not rest, wandering to and fro among the tombs and mountains, howling and hurting himself.
He must have seen Jesus’ boat across the water and came running to greet him. He
recognized him for who he was – Son of God. He fell to his knees before him, shouting at the top of
his lungs, insisting that Jesus refrain from tormenting him. (Why would he assume that Jesus came to
torment?) Jesus didn’t hesitate – commanding the unclean spirit to come free of the man—and then
insisted on knowing the demon’s name. You would think the demon would refuse to comply – but you
get the sense it had no power to resist the Lord. And so replied, “My name is Legion; for we are
many.” The demon seemed to know he was doomed, but begged not to be sent away.
Then we have the baffling part of the story – there were pigs, grazing on the hillside and the
demon/demons begged Jesus to let them possess the swine…and so Jesus gave them permission.

But the demons are thwarted. The joke is on them. They didn’t expect the placid, quiet, feeding huge
herd of pigs, 2,000 strong, to panic. But that’s just what they did. Stampeding down the steep bank,
they jumped into the lake and drowned, every one of them. A hush must have fell over the
crowd…disbelief and even anger filling the pig herders – there went their livelihood, gone in an
instant…all due to this itinerant preacher, who had shown up minutes before!
Nobody wanted Jesus’ kind sticking around their country. There’s no telling what he might do,
what havoc he might cause, what further property he might ruin. They begged him to leave their
neighborhood. Everyone, that is, except the man who had been healed. He wanted to stay with
Jesus. But instead, Jesus insisted that he should return home and share the story of how God had
saved him… “tell them how much the Lord had done for you, and what mercy he has shown you.”
The man did just that, proclaiming in all the region how much Jesus had done for him. Everyone was
touched by his story of meeting the original Tomb Raider!
Curious, that 2,000 years later there would be a Tomb Raider video game and movies – an
action-adventure exploration, navigating hostile environments filled with traps and fighting numerous
enemies…some of them demons. Sixty-three million copies of Lara Croft: Tomb Raider have been
sold. The series has won critical acclaim.
… Lara Croft is described as the fiercely independent daughter of an eccentric adventurer who
vanished years earlier. Hoping to solve the mystery of her father's disappearance, Croft embarks on a
perilous journey to his last-known destination -- a fabled tomb on a mythical island that might be
somewhere off the coast of Japan. The stakes couldn't be higher as Lara must rely on her sharp
mind, blind faith and stubborn spirit to venture into the unknown.
You may not think of Jesus as an action-hero, but after this story in Mark, and comparing him
to Lara Croft – we might have to reassess!
Jesus is the original Tomb Raider – he confronts all that is dark and deathly in the world and in
our lives. God in Christ does not fear to tread in dark and dangerous places. Our God is Redeemer.
No matter how unruly we get or feel, no matter how desperate our situation seems, Jesus comes to
do good things for us. Christ is not put off by what we’ve done or how we live. He knows where we’ve
been and it does not phase him.
Jesus says in the Gospel of John:
25“Very

truly, I tell you, the hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice
of the Son of God, and those who hear will live.26For just as the Father has life in himself, so
he has granted the Son also to have life in himself; 27and he has given him authority to execute
judgment… for the hour is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice29and will
come out…”
Jesus is redeemer not just of individual lives… but of our society and our world. When Jesus is
confronted by the demon, points out commentator Ched Myers, Jesus inaugurates another round of
powerful symbolic action in his ministry of liberation. Myers rightly sees the Gospel of Mark as Jesus’
political commentary. Do you notice all the military imagery in the story? The demon is named Legion
– which would not have been lost on anyone in the first century. Legion was a Roman army battalion
of about 6,000 soldiers. The pigs are described as a herd – but pigs don’t travel in herds, however
“herd” was a common term used for Roman army recruits. Jesus gives the demons permission, as if
issuing a military order, and the pigs “charge” into the sea.
Such a description brings to mind Moses and God’s defeat of Pharoah’s army in the Red Sea.
You know the song from Exodus, chapter 15 – I will sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed
gloriously. The horse and the rider, he has thrown into the sea!

The pigs drown in the sea, at the base of a cliff in the harbor of the ancient city of Gergesa.
Today the area is known as Kursi and it is the site of a major archaeological excavation. Kursi, like
most major excavation sites, was discovered by accident in 1970. The Israeli government was
building a new road. As the initial road grading was being done, a local fisherman noticed small tiles
were appearing in the dirt being removed. A team of archaeologists from the Israel Antiquities
Authority eventually identified a large Byzantine monastery and church previously lost to history. It
dated back to the 5th century, and was apparently built to commemorate Jesus’ miracle.
On one excavation they uncovered an Aramaic inscription in Hebrew letters that were etched
on a marble slab that seem to point to Jesus’ miracle of casting out the demon. Around the vicinity of
the excavation, caves are still visible, and there is a mountain that drops down into the sea, such as
described in the biblical account.
Imagine a monastery dedicated to Jesus the Tomb Raider! Even 1,500 years ago, God’s
people marveled at Jesus, who was unafraid of demons and all things deathly. They knew their Lord
as liberator and savior. They wanted to tell how much the Lord had done for them – how much mercy
he had shown them. May we have the same desire.
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

