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6th Sunday after the Holy Cross 2013 

Today we heard once again the familiar story about Jesus healing  a guy who, for the 

time being, I will call “Crazy Joe”.  Now, one of the difficulties we have with stories like 

this is that so long as we keep them locked up in a mythological framework in which we 

no longer operate and use them as evidence that we think “proves” something about 

Jesus (that Jesus can perform what we call “miracles”), we can end up keeping the 

meaning of the story at arm’s length from us, and that, ironically means that we really 

cannot hear the transforming Word that God wants us to hear.    

But what if we ask the questions:  What does God want us to hear in this story?  How 

does God want us to somehow be changed by this story? If we ask these kinds of 

questions, then we may need to listen and to hear the story in another key, so to speak.  

That’s what I would like us to try to do today.  For those of you who are in our small faith 

group in Centennial, you will come across this interpretation later on, because I’m using 

ideas from Fr. James Alison’s reading of the text. 

So, here’s the synopsis.  Jesus crosses a lake and comes to the land of Gerasa, whose 

inhabitants are not Jews.  We know this for the simple reason that they are keeping 

pigs, which is the detail that most people remember about the story.  As Jesus comes 

up the beach, Crazy Joe comes down the beach to greet him.  Crazy Joe is, as it were, 

the town weirdo-o. He lives among the tombs, in the rubbish tip, in the most run-down 

part of town.  He was the guy that the townspeople treated pretty roughly.  They would 

tie him up, put him in chains, subdue him.  But Crazy Joe would have bouts of great 

energy and break the chains, so that the people would have to beat him up some more.  
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After a while, however, the townspeople learned that they didn’t really need to beat him 

up because he was perfectly capable of beating himself up, of self-harming.  He had 

learned to introject into himself all their violence towards him.  So, Crazy Joe could be 

relied on to hang around the margins, in the cemetery, as a kind of satellite to the 

people of the town, beating himself up, gashing himself, giving himself a miserable time, 

acting out, in fact, all the weirdness of the town itself, but at a safe distance.   

So the people left him alone doing just that.  Crazy Joe was a very useful marker for 

them.  When he was around, as strange as he was, they knew who they were, and they 

knew what bad looked like.  He was bad, they were good.  He was abnormal, they were 

normal.  He was possessed, they were upright.  He was crazy, they were sane.  Having 

Crazy Joe around was not all bad.  That’s why at the end of this story, there is this very 

unusual- or maybe it’s all too perfectly usual- response of the townspeople to Jesus’ 

liberation of Crazy Joe- “Can you please leave our town? You have disturbed the status 

quo far, far too much, and that scares us a whole lot.” 

When Crazy Joe comes rushing down to Jesus and his pals, the very first really odd 

thing is that this possessed Gentile addresses Jesus with a Jewish, even a High 

Priestly, title- “What have you to do with us, Son of the Most High?”  Throughout the 

gospels, you have this oddity over and over again- the crazies, the ones on the margins, 

the “possessed”, are often the ones who are able to see clearly who Jesus is, while the 

normal, ordinary people have a much greater difficulty in grasping who he is.   

Crazy Joe begs Jesus not to torment him, not to change things, because while those 

patterns of self-destruction may be extremely painful, they at least are a way of living, a 
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way of relating that he knows and that gives him some kind of identity.   To be set loose 

would be the equivalent of being let fall into an abyss of nothingness: who would he 

then be?  “What is your name?” Jesus asks, and Crazy Joe answers in the plural, “My 

name is Legion, because we are many”- a perfect description of the multiple 

personalities which push and pull Joe this way and that way, preventing him from 

having a stable self, and it’s a perfect illustration of this man’s status as the satellite 

absorber of all the bad vibes and energy of his community.   “But if you are going to do 

something to us, if you are going to upset the status quo, don’t send us too far from this 

place because we depend on it .  Send us into the pigs.”  And when the spirit is 

unleashed from the man and goes into the herd of pigs, they are whipped up into a 

frenzy but without any breaking mechanism, and so they rush down the hill and are 

drowned. 

This unnerves the swineherd somewhat.  He goes into the town and tells people what 

has happened to his pigs, and they come out to see what’s going on.  And what they 

find is formerly Crazy Joe sitting, clothed and in his right mind, and talking to Jesus.  

And they are afraid, very afraid, because something has happened here that is way 

bigger than anything that they were used to.  They knew how to live in a world in which 

Joe was crazy and they were sane.  But now he’s sane, so what are they?  Joe has 

been made human. . . that’s unimaginable.  Some great power has come among them 

which has taken away their cultural marker- Crazy Joe.  The carpet has been pulled out 

from under their feet.  Whatever it is that has happened, however it happened, it’s not 

good.  The world has been upset.  So, Jesus, please go away. 
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Joe, of course, doesn’t want to be left behind.  He begs to go with Jesus, but Jesus 

gives him one of the toughest, hardest-to-swallow apostolic assignments in the entire 

gospel.  “No, you need to stay here and be the ex-crutch in a society that is going to be 

very, very challenged as it learns how to live without its crutch, its marker.  These 

people are used to having good and bad, insider and outsider, pure and impure, sane 

and crazy spelled out in some way by you, Joe, as the marker.  You, for all your 

strangeness, made them somehow feel secure and ok about life.  But you are no longer 

that marker.”  Jesus undoubtedly realized that this could be a very dangerous place for 

Joe, being human in the midst of such a deficient humanity.  The people might well be 

tempted to gang up on him again or to do something else to try to re-establish their 

order, their sense of boundaries.  Maybe it was Joe’s obvious physical strength 

combined now with the fact that he was given back himself that gave Jesus the 

confidence that Joe would be able to handle the task. 

So what do we have in this story that can speak to us?  If we approach it from the 

moral/ethical angle, which we can, we might be left asking ourselves how often we rely 

on somebody or somebodies like Crazy Joe to help us to establish a sense of who we 

are, of what is normal, of what is right.  We can talk smack about all kinds of people we 

don’t like, but in some sense, we rely on them for our sense of self, our sense of identity 

and goodness, we rely on them, in effect, for our sense of self-righteousness- the gay 

kid at school, those idiots who belong to the other political party, people whose taste in 

liturgy is just so tacky, the co-worker who can’t quite get it right and puts me in a good 

light.  Just stop and think some time about whether there is a Crazy Joe somewhere in 

your life that you use. 
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But maybe even more important than this moral/ethical angle is another angle- that of 

the redemption that God is effecting in and through Jesus.  Maybe Crazy Joe is already 

an image of what Jesus was about to do-about to put himself right smack in the place of 

Crazy Joe, on the edges and margins, going to the place of shame and dishonor and 

otherness and cursedness-  after all as scripture says, “cursed is anyone who hangs on 

the tree”.  And there, right in that place of alienation and cursedness, he was going to 

allow to be heaped upon himself all the violence, the anger, the confusion, the 

vindictiveness of the religious community that says its loves God but finds it easy to 

victimize others in order to make itself feel righteous and just.  Maybe Jesus is, after all, 

as the Roman Eucharistic Prayer says, the victim, the “holy victim”, the “spotless victim”, 

the one who goes to that place where all of us want to put somebody else so that we 

can avoid going there ourselves.   

Jesus sends Joe, still physically strong and powerful but now in his right mind, back to 

his community, not for revenge but to change the hearts of the people- “Return to your 

home and declare how much God has done for you”.  By this, maybe Jesus was already 

telling us that this is what he was going to do- come back not as the vengeful victor, but 

always and still as the “forgiving Victim” in order to change our hearts and minds and to 

call us to a new way of relating to one another.  Maybe this very strange healing story of 

the “demoniac” is really about what redemption looks like when God suffers himself to 

end up in the cemetery, finds himself bound by the chains we put on him, knows what 

the place of shame and dishonor looks like, takes on our abuse, but then comes back in 

our midst to free us, to liberate us, and to give us back our own lives! 

 


