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Isaiah 65:1-9 

    I was ready to be sought out by those who did not ask, to be found by those who did not seek me. I said, "Here I am, here I am," to a nation that did not call on my name. 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, sacrificing in gardens and offering incense on bricks; who sit inside tombs, and spend the night in secret places; who eat swine's flesh, with broth of abominable things in their vessels; who say, "Keep to yourself, do not come near me, for I am too holy for you." These are a smoke in my nostrils, a fire that burns all day long. See, it is written before me: I will not keep silent, but I will repay; I will indeed repay into their laps their iniquities and their ancestors' iniquities together, 

says the Lord; because they offered incense on the mountains and reviled me on the hills, I will measure into their laps full payment for their actions. 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. 

Galatians 3:23-29 

    Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would be revealed. Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might be justified by faith. But 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. As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to the promise. 

Luke 8:26-39 

    Then they arrived at the country of the Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee. As he stepped out on land, a man of the city who had demons met him. For a long time he had worn no clothes, and he did not live in a house but in the tombs. When he saw Jesus, he fell down before him and shouted at the top of his voice, "What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, do not torment me"--for Jesus had commanded the unclean spirit to come out of the man. (For many times it had seized him; he was kept under guard and bound with chains and shackles, but he would break the bonds and be driven by the demon into the wilds.) Jesus then asked him, "What is your name?" He said, "Legion"; for many demons had entered him. They begged him not to order them to go back into the abyss. 

    Now there on the hillside a large herd of swine was feeding; and the demons begged Jesus to let them enter these. So he gave them permission. Then the demons came out of the man and entered the swine, and the herd rushed down the steep bank into the lake and was drowned. 

    When the swineherds saw what had happened, they ran off and told it in the city and in the country. Then people came out to see what had happened, and when they came to Jesus, they found the man from whom the demons had gone sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his right mind. And they were afraid. 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. So he got into the boat and returned. The man from whom the demons had gone begged that he might be with him; but Jesus sent him away, saying, "Return to your home, and declare how much God has done for you." So he went away, proclaiming throughout the city how much Jesus had done for him.
E Pluribus Unum

E Pluribus Unum; out of many, one. These words have been on our currency for more than 200 years, being part of the great seal of the United States. It speaks to the desire for unity among our nation’s founders, as they understood that, in order to defeat the powerful British army, they would need to unite what had previously been 13 distinct and fiercely independent colonies into a single unit. The original design for the great seal, the picture on the back of our dollar bills with the eagle holding the thirteen arrows and the olive branch, included representations of the six countries from which Americans came: England, Scotland, Ireland, France, Holland, and Germany, along with signs of the 13 colonies, all woven together with the phrase, E Pluribus Unum: Out of many, one. Even though our founders had come from different places and lived different lives, they understood that the future is found in unity, not division.

The bible is also filled with references which underscore the importance of our unity. From Ecclesiastes 4, “A three-fold cord is not quickly broken,” to Jesus saying, “A houses divided against itself cannot stand,” to Paul writing to the Romans, “we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another,” we are constantly being reminded that we are stronger together than we are alone. 

There are, however, two distinctly different forces that drive us toward unity, but only one of these leads us to the true freedom and life that our God intends for us. First, there are those who try to unite us in fear. Whether it is fear of communism, fear of the terrorists, fear that the other political party is endangering our future or attacking our liberties, politicians of the left and the right have tried to unite us in our fear of a common enemy, and it usually works. Fear has long been an effective organizing tactic. The problem arises when the object of our fear is removed or destroyed, and we then have to find a new enemy to unite us, or else our tenuous unity disappears.

In this morning’s Gospel story, the people who lived in the Gerasenes were tormented by a man who was possessed by demons. He was so feared by the people that he was often kept under guard and bound with chains and shackles. When Jesus freed the man and the news spread to the neighbors, they did what I think is a very unusual thing. They did not celebrate this man’s newly found health and freedom. No, they became united in a new fear, the fear of Jesus. Luke writes, “Then all the people of the surrounding country of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave them; for they were seized with great fear.” 


This is what happens when we embrace a unity that is rooted in fear. We become so fixated on the avoidance of the negative that we cannot embrace the positive when it appears. We become convinced that the world is divided into two separate and distinct sides, good and evil, right and wrong, black and white, draw the line wherever you will, but anyone who is on this side of the line is with us, and anyone on the other side of the line is against us. While this fear-based unity may well be politically effective, it is morally bankrupt, and it leads not to freedom and life, but to isolation and death. Any community that is based on fear is, in fact, a false community, for it does not bring us together, it ultimately drives us apart.

There is, however, another kind of unity, one rooted not in fear and hatred of the enemy, but in the faith and love of Christ. This is the unity described by Paul when he wrote to the Galatians, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” Of course, the politically-minded cynics among us might dismiss this unity as sentimental and shallow, for Christ does not abolish all differences. And they’re right. We cannot deny that we are still largely defined and divided by our nationality, our gender, our wealth, our sexual orientation, our jobs, our education level, our religion and our political affiliations. 

And yet, the unity that Paul describes and that is available to us in Christ helps us to see that our differences need not define us nor divide us; they can instead enrich us and challenge us to be more than we would be alone. We are still male and female; we are still rich and poor; we are still Democrat, Republican and Independent; we are still single and married, young and old, native and immigrant, we are and always will be different in so many ways. And yet, beneath it all, we are also children of God, and this is the identity that, in the end, is what really counts. For when we put on our baptismal identity, we are connected in a way that is stronger and deeper than any of the differences that others want to exploit to build false communities. We are still different, but when we open ourselves to the power of Christ’s uniting love, we begin to experience the freedom and the life that God intends for us. 

We can then be free to explore our differences, to discuss them openly and without fear, as we discover that the unity we have in Christ is stronger than any of the forces that might divide us. This is the path to the full, rich, and meaningful life that God intends for us, not to unite ourselves in opposition to and fear of the other, but to recognize that all of us are sinners in need of grace, all of us are children of the same loving God, all of us are invited to live in the peace, freedom, and joy of the kingdom of God. 

E pluribus unum; out of many, one. This vision of our nation’s founders is, I believe, God’s vision, as well. It will never be fulfilled, however, as long as we continue to use the political tools of fear and division. We must instead use the Gospel tools of reconciliation, humility, and love, the tools that bring us together to build authentic communities in which everyone is welcome to find their place and have their home, that we might truly be one people, under God, with liberty and justice for all. Thanks be to God; amen.
