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If you’re a germaphobe, this is not the gospel story for you. Everything about it is unclean. The tombs 
are unclean, the pigs are unclean, the spirit is unclean. Physically unclean, ritually unclean, spiritually 
unclean.  
 
From a religious perspective, Jesus basically needed a HAZMAT suit to enter the country of the 
Gerasenes. Because once Jesus crossed over to the other side of the Sea of Galilee, he was in  Gentile 
territory. And this wasn’t just the “other side” physically, it was the other side spiritually as well.  
 
We hear a lot about this Jewish-Gentile dichotomy in the Bible, and it’s worth exploring a bit. In Jewish 
lands, the people believed in the one God who created the universe and all that was in it; they were 
bound together by the ancient Hebrew Scriptures and a shared history rooted in the patriarchs and 
matriarchs of Israel: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah; Moses was the great 
liberator and Law giver; the Temple in Jerusalem was their spiritual, communal, and moral center.  
 
The term “Gentile” referred to everyone else, everyone who was not a Jew. And while Jewish identity 
was held together by deep, common convictions, there was no real Gentile identity. It was a hodgepodge 
of Greco-Roman culture, traversing disciplines of philosophy, religion, ethics, politics, and morality. On 
the other side of the Sea of Galilee, the Greeks and then the Romans had built up a thriving megalopolis 
of ten cities known as the Decapolis. To Jews, whose communal and spiritual heart was across the Sea 
of Galilee, these areas of Gentile power and culture were suspect. They were full of temples set up to 
worship various idols, there were large, outdoor amphitheaters, and bathhouses where everyone mingled 
and socialized. 
 
For a devout Jew, the other side of the Sea of Galilee was viewed as a place of decadence and sin. So 
going to this region was anathema. It would be like a Red Sox fan sitting in the bleachers at Yankee 
Stadium. Or a vegetarian working at a barbecue joint. It just wasn’t done.  
 
So what in the world was Jesus doing taking his disciples not only into Gentile territory, but to an area 
where the chief economy was raising pigs? Pigs! The least ritually clean animals you could imagine. 
Animals that Jews were not allowed to consume, let alone raise and profit from. 
 
Now, it’s easy to mock this whole ritual purity thing. The pieces of the Law that forbid contact with 
certain people or certain animals or certain foods deemed unclean. Who cares if an animal chews its cud 
or has cloven hoofs? — the traditional markers of what makes an animal kosher. 
 
But, as with many things, this whole issue was a lot more complicated and nuanced than it’s often 
presented. And over the years, a simplistic Gospel-good, Law-bad interpretation has masked some 
deeply rooted anti-Semitism. So why did these laws even exist? Embedded in the question of ritual 
purity were issues of identity and health and order and life and death. These laws brought cultural order 
out of chaos; they helped shape the communal identity of an often beleaguered people. And you could 
argue that all church ritual — what the priest says and touches, how the congregation responds and 



 

 

stands and kneels and sits — is not a rejection of these ritual purity laws but a Christian manifestation of 
them. Shaping identity and bringing order.  
 
What stands out in this story, is Jesus, as a Jewish teacher set within, not apart, from Jewish Law, as one 
who came “not to abolish the Law, but to fulfill it,” intentionally and very publicly going into Gentile 
land with his followers and exercising his religious authority. That’s what sets this story apart and adds 
an element of scandal to the proceedings.  
 
But bringing things back down to the ground level, to the land of the Gerasenes, the man Jesus 
encounters is in a bad way. Uncontrollable, violent, out of his mind, isolated, stripped of human dignity, 
roaming the countryside, crying out. He is frightening and frightened, pitiful and pitied, demon-
possessed and demonized. 
 
He’s also completely devoid of hope. In other healing stories, we encounter women and men who reach 
out to Jesus, seeking his healing. “Say the word, and I will be healed” or “Have mercy on me” or the 
woman who reaches out and touches the hem of his garment. They proactively reach out to be made 
well. But in this case, the man cries out, “What have you to do with me, Jesus?” He wants to be left 
alone, hopeless and mired in his own misery.  
 
But Jesus won’t let it go. He won’t allow someone to remain in such a state of disharmony. He won’t 
ignore self-destructive behavior and social isolation. Because these all point to separation from God. 
And Jesus came to bring unity and wholeness to all of humanity, not just to the well-dressed and well-
behaved. Not just to one region or one group of people, but to the entire world. And so Jesus entering 
Gentile territory and healing the hardest of hard cases is a bold and radical statement of God’s love. One 
that we can marvel at and take heart in. 
 
Now, it’s tempting to look at this demon-possessed man from afar. To keep ourselves at a clean and safe 
distance. After all, what do we have in common with a seemingly out-of-control man living among pigs 
and tombs? We can easily and comfortably turn his words around and say about the man, “What have 
you to do with us?”  
 
If we’re honest with ourselves, quite a lot, it turns out. There are times in our lives when we can’t even 
find the means to call out Jesus’ name. Times when we can’t find the words to pray or the will to pray or 
the means to pray. Moments when life kicks us in the teeth and we fall away from our community of 
faith because of inertia or circumstances. Times when we feel isolated or alone or scared. Times when 
grief is real and raw.  
 
It is in these moments that Jesus comes to us. Unquestioning and uncompromising. Reaching out to us 
and loving us with reckless abandon.  
 
The reality is that no one is too unclean for Jesus. Jesus was not a germaphobe. Which is why he spent 
time among pigs and tombs, among lepers, among the least and the lost, among the marginalized and the 
hopeless, among the tax collectors and sinners. Nothing you do can distance you from God’s love. Jesus 
will cross a sea to come for you. He will find you in the most remote and unlikely places. He will 
empower you, even in your weakest and most vulnerable state. And that, my friends, is good news. 
News that should make your heart sing with hope and joy. 
 


