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Isaiah 65:1-9; Luke 8:26-39

I have read this story many times before, and it is very hard to forget – I mean, a heard of pigs careening head-first off a cliff into the water?  Jesus bargaining with demons?  It’s pretty unforgettable.  It is one of those many gospel stories that leaves us shaking our heads and wondering, what on earth happened that day?  But when I read this story again as I prepared to preach today, I was caught by one passage in particular: “Those who had seen it told them how the one who had been possessed by demons had been healed. Then all the people of the surrounding country of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave them; for they were seized with great fear.”
They asked Jesus to leave them, because they were afraid.  They were scared of Jesus.  How is that even possible?  Think of every picture of Jesus you’ve ever seen – we see Jesus graciously smiling down on groups of children huddled around him.  Or perhaps he is calmly walking through a meadow, a lamb around his shoulders, every bit the good shepherd.  We think of Jesus and we think of someone good, someone loving, someone caring.  We do not immediately consider him someone to be afraid of.

But listen to that story again.  Jesus meets a man who has been possessed, who we are told hasn’t even worn clothes for ages and lives out in the open, outside the city gates, in the cemetery.  Already Jesus is going toe-to-toe with a frightful adversary.  And it gets worse – this man who everyone is terrified of, filthy, wild, and unpredictable – he is terrified of Jesus.  Unlike some of the average people around him, this crazy, possessed man knows full well who Jesus is and what he can do.
Jesus reasons with the demons.  Who would have the presence of mind, or even the guts, to do such a thing?  He talks these demons into entering the bodies of a herd of pigs, who are made so crazy by this that they leap into the lake.  What would you think if you watched this episode?  What if you had been there when the wild man had started screeching in fear of this one wandering preacher?  How would you have felt when a huge herd of swine reared up and ran squealing into the water?  How would you feel about this person named Jesus?

I’m going to guess that you would’ve been afraid.  Maybe you would not have quite understood why, but you would be so caught up in the strangeness of the whole situation that you could not help but feel unsettled about Jesus.  It would be natural to be afraid of him and ask him to leave – and when he obliges, he basically affirms your reaction.  It is as if Jesus is saying that it is right to be afraid of him.

Many people are uncomfortable with the phrase “fear of God”.  Why are we supposed to be afraid of our creator and redeemer?  It doesn’t feel right to demand that our faith lead us to fear of God.  And I admit that I have been complicit with that instinct.  Whenever people ask me what a passage means by “the fear of God” I explain it away, saying that it’s an old way of describing respect for God, appropriate relationship with the one who is greater and mightier than we could ever imagine.  But it is truly more than that.  If we search deep in our hearts, we realize that we do indeed fear God.

In the passage from Isaiah today, we hear God invoking judgment.  God is righteous, and the verdict is frightening.  God is crying injustice against the people who have wronged both God and neighbor.  “I said ‘here I am, here I am’ to a nation that did not call on my name,” God cries.  “I held out my hands all day long to a rebellious people, who walk in a way that is not good, following their own devices, a people who provoke me to my face continually.”  God promises to punish their unfaithfulness, to give full payment for their selfish actions.
It’s easy for us to take the righteous position, to assume that God’s judgment is for someone else.  We want the happy, smiling God who loves us – surely the dangerous, glowering God is for another person.  But it’s not true.  The God of compassion is also the God of judgment.  It is right that we should be afraid, because we deserve that judgment just as much as anyone else.  We are not better or greater or purer – we are human.  We are sinful.  We are selfish.  We do not and cannot understand what God does, and it is right to be afraid of the mysterious, terrifying things that happen around us.  The fear of God is not something we should explain away – it is something to recognize as real, true, and right.
And yet, in this same passage from Isaiah, we hear hope.  “Thus says the Lord: As the wine is found in the cluster, and they say, "Do not destroy it, for there is a blessing in it," so I will do for my servants' sake, and not destroy them all. I will bring forth descendants from Jacob, and from Judah inheritors of my mountains; my chosen shall inherit it, and my servants shall settle there.”  God promises that in spite of everything, that God is also good.  God can destroy – and God does – but God can also protect – and God does.  We are right to be afraid, but we are also blessed when we realize that God’s promises of life and love are true.  

I’m reminded of the much-quoted exchange in CS Lewis’s The Lion, The Witch, And The Wardrobe.  Mrs. Beaver tells the children “if there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”  Lucy asks, with what I imagine as more than just a little fear in her eyes, “Then he isn’t safe?”  “Safe?” says Mr. Beaver; “don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you?  Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe.  But he’s good.  He’s the King I tell you.”

He isn’t safe, but he’s good.  We can, will, and should look upon our king with fear – but we can still know that God is good.  As Paul promises, “Now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith.”  We do not always understand, and we are often afraid, but God has claimed us nonetheless.  When you feel overwhelmed by fear, wondering if you are worthy of God’s love, remember that you are forgiven and treasured by our great, powerful, tender, almighty God.  For all God’s mysteries and all God’s love, Thanks be to God.
