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 I need to begin today with a confession.  I selected the theme for this service 2 

weeks ago.  2 weeks ago, the idea of creating a sermon that would live up to the title 

“love > fear” seemed challenging.  This week, however, the idea of creating a sermon on 

that theme seemed completely overwhelming.  It is hard for all of us to put recent events 

into a perspective that we can make any sense of.  From the murder of 49 people in 

Orlando last week by a homophobic madman to the far-too-frequent shootings right here 

in Rexdale and in other parts of Toronto.  Events we cannot understand abound.  And so, 

fear abounds too.  We - the innocent people that watch these things happen - feel fear.  

And the perpetrators often act out of their own fears too. 

 There are 2 ways that I come to understand these things.  For one thing, the 

victims and the perpetrators share the common bond of fear - which I suppose isn’t that 

surprising given that in many ways we live in a culture of fear right now. 

 The other way I can understand things like the Orlando shootings is to remember 

that in our society, “mental health” is an issue that is largely swept under the carpet.  

Family and friends of people suffering from mental health issues often ignore what they 

don’t want to face.  And the people with mental health issues can do the same thing 

themselves due to fears of stigmatization.  The bike ride that Marjorie and I are riding in 

next Sunday is focused on raising funds to address exactly that issue - the issue of raising 

awareness of mental health.  That’s why the event is called “Ride, Don’t Hide”. 

 It is also true that many people with mental health issues choose to not get therapy 

- even though in the many cases therapy can help.  And society has no legal right to force 

treatments on people who don’t want them.  Many people in our society suffer from 

mental health issues, and when they live in a place where assault weapons can be 

acquired - easily and legally - we should perhaps be amazed that things like the shootings 

in Orlando are not even more common. 
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 So - given that stark lead-in, it’s time to consider whether love is greater than fear.  

And if so, how do we bring that love more into the open in our own lives and in our 

communities?  How do we move past fear? 

 If today's gospel story was turned into a movie - it would really have it all.  

Drama, fear, demons, a healing, community backlash, personal transformation, conflict 

and resolution, isolation and reunion.  To turn this story into a block-buster all we would 

have to do is add a love interest and – in today's tradition – a strong female lead and a 

sensitive male lead.  The marketing would take care of itself.  The only thing I’m not 

clear on is what the movie would be called.  What is the essential core of the story?  Is it 

a story about healing?  Or is a story about failing to find healing?  Or, is it both.   

 The man who is possessed by demons has been rejected and ejected by his own 

community, who have decided that the man is not fit to live with them.  This is of course 

very biblical, and the villagers were simply following the detailed and divisive so called 

“purity laws” found in the Old Testament and in other places.  The village was 

presumable made up of some Jewish people and some non-Jewish people - since they 

were raising pigs.  But the very human ideas behind purity laws are much older than the 

Jewish religion in any case. 

 Purity laws essentially said that any physical or mental defect was grounds for 

exclusion from the community.  In this way, the community can remain “pure” by the 

simple expedient of kicking the “rejects” our of the village.  And so the man with the 

demons was ejected from the village, and lived by himself in the tombs.  And before we 

pass judgement on that practice, we should realize that Jesus uses the same approach 

himself in this story.  Jesus does not fix the demons, or heal the demons, or invite the 

demons to consider turning over a new leaf.  Jesus simply ejects them.  Jesus heals the 

man - purifies him - by the simple expedient of kicking the demons out. 

 Well - that's human nature for you.  It's very natural to believe that if we eliminate 

the bad, we will be left with the good.  It's very natural to believe that if we get rid of the 

people who are not like us, we will be left with the perfect community.  It’s very natural 

to believe that if we eliminate the things we hate in other people (or eliminate the people 
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themselves), that we will have a perfect, loving, community. 

 Personally, I feel pity for the villagers.  I feel pity for the villagers because they 

seem to live in fear.  Before our story begins, the man with demons has been excluded - 

kicked out - of his village.  The villagers kicked him out because they were afraid of him.  

Then, even while the man is living in the tombs, the villagers live in fear for the man - 

both for his own life and for his impact on the community.  And after the man is healed, 

the villagers experience even greater fear - fear of Jesus and his actions, fear of Jesus for 

destroying the status quo: the social and religious hierarchies of the day.  Fear of having 

their economy destroyed through the destruction of their livestock.  Fear of Jesus's ability 

to restore the “unclean” to society, a violation of both the status quo and the “purity 

laws”. 

 I pity anyone who lives in fear. 

 Anyway, if we think of the man with the demons, then this is a story about 

healing.  But what about the villagers?  The community was possessed by fear which was 

driven by their desire to remain “pure”.  Did Jesus help the villagers find healing from 

their own fears?  No.  The villagers were not looking for healing.  How was it that Jesus 

could cure a man of demons and not cure the villagers of their fears?  I think it’s because 

healing one person through inclusion is something we see every day.  But when a crowd 

of people are controlled by fear, that is a situation in which it is hard to find healing.  It is 

very hard to find your own healing when you are stuck in fear.  That was true in Jesus’s 

day.  It is still true today. 

 One problem is that although we argue that perfect love casts out fear, it is also 

true that fear - especially fear that is driven into our heads every day by corporate media - 

casts out our own ability to think clearly.  Theologian and prophet William Willimon put 

it this way: “Somehow we must muster the ability not to fear the wrong things in the 

wrong way, and [instead] to fear the right things in the right way. … While it’s not wrong 

to fear, fear can lead us to disastrous mistakes in judgment.  Fear is a necessary 

protective, defensive mechanism.  However, outside of life in the bush, in the modern 

world, fear is a response that must be critically, carefully examined.   What we need is 

some way honestly to acknowledge having fear, to weigh our fears and to respond 
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thoughtfully without fear having us.”  1

 I imagine that some of you have been wondering why I am talking about fear at 

all.  Surely, recent events have been driven by hatred, not fear, right?  Well, it depends a 

bit on how you read the news, and on how you read your own heart. 

 I believe that hatred is always a disguise for fear.  Hatred is more “politically 

correct” than fear.  Think about it.  What is your image of a person filled with hatred?  

Whether you agree with Donald Trump or not, his brand of hatred is very confident and 

powerful.  He comes across as a “tough” guy.  He looks powerful and in control.  Now 

what is your image of a person filled with fear?  Most of us probably have an image of 

someone in hiding, with no confidence, very passive, someone who is weak and 

powerless.  It’s no wonder that hatred is seen as a “better” posture than being fearful. 

 And yet, a lot of psychological research - and common sense - suggests that 

hatred is just the outward expression - the mask - of fear.  Put another way, if a person has 

no fears, they also have no reason to hate.  If that’s a new idea for you, I invite you to 

consider in your own life situations where hatred has emerged within you, and to decide 

for yourself if the underlying emotion driving your own hatred was in fact fear.  When I 

have experienced hatred myself, I have always found the root cause to be my own fears. 

 How then are we to banish fear with love in our communities?  Perhaps we need 

to start small - perhaps even simply with ourselves.  And to look under the carpet in our 

own life - or the life of this congregation - for any fears that we generally like to ignore.  

And let’s bring those fears into the open where we can deal with them.  That will 

eliminate any source of hatred and allow true love - God’s love - to fully emerge.  

Perhaps that’s why Jesus keeps telling his disciples, “fear not”. 

 I close with a quote from Jack Layton, from a letter written shortly before he died.  

“My friends, love is better than anger.  Hope is better than fear.  Optimism is better than 

despair.  So let us be loving, hopeful and optimistic, and we will change the world.” 

Amen.

 http://www.ministrymatters.com/all/entry/6971/fearing-our-fears1
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