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Sermon 1 28 18 

First, let me begin my sermon by saying that yes, I do believe in the Devil (or an evil 

force of some sort) and I do believe in evil spirits and I do believe in the existence of evil. 

Sorry, no avoiding or equivocating with those things for me. 

Second, let me remind you of a few words from the French philosopher, Charles 

Baudelaire (I think I’ve said them before from this pulpit): “The devil's finest trick is to 

persuade you that he does not exist.” Sometimes we can be too “sophisticated” for our own 

good. 

In our Gospel reading for today, Jesus orders an evil, unclean spirit out of a man. The 

evil spirit starts out by challenging Jesus – clearly a bad move. It names Jesus and calls him 

the Holy One of God and asks him why he’s there.  And then Jesus rebukes the spirit saying, 

“Be silent, and come out of him!” (You will note that he does not engage in conversation 

with the spirit – just “get out!”) And our gospel tells us, “And the unclean spirit, convulsing 

him(the man it possessed) and crying with a loud voice, came out of him.”  And that was 

that. 

If we saw that happening today, we would assume that what was going on was 

probably someone having a psychotic break. We would assume mental illness, and we 

could very well be right. And there is no reason why it couldn’t be both. Someone with a 

psychotic break could very well be difficult to discern from someone who is possessed by 

an evil spirit. 

 Whether it’s one or both, the church, in practice, and our modern society in general 

take a very dim view of mental illness. People who are clinically depressed aren’t 

necessarily told to “snap out of it,” but often that certainly seems to be the expectation.  And 

yet, I would hope it would never occur to any of us to tell someone with a case of the flu to 

“snap out of it.”  Depression is as serious an illness as any other illness. It requires 

treatment. It requires seeking treatment because those who are mentally ill can fall prey to 

“just snap out of it” as easily as anyone else. 

 Of course, speaking as your priest, I am just as eager to pray with a mentally ill 

person as I am to pray with a physically ill person. And as far as casting out evil spirits goes, 

if whatever is ailing you starts to talk back to me, I assure you that I will be more than 

willing to call for God’s judgment! 
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  The church generally has a bad history with mental illness. From the time of Jesus, 

we would cast those who were mentally ill out to live separately from us, like lepers. The 

church was known to support the burning or drowning of so-called “witches.” People might 

be identified as possessed just because they had a birthmark. It was a “devil’s mark.”  

Anybody who was born with any sort of physical difference, a clubfoot or a cleft palate 

might be identified as possessed or marked by the devil. The Latin word for left, as in left-

handed, is “sinistere.”  

 Infants considered to be less than “perfect” would be immediately destroyed, or as 

time went by, they often were considered a sort of “gift” from God, intended to show others 

how lucky they were to be whole and healthy. 

 So someone who exhibited any signs of mental illness, was to be feared and 

separated. Are we all that far from those reactions now? If someone comes walking down 

the street towards me and they’re muttering to themselves, perhaps almost as if they’re 

talking to someone who isn’t there, how do I react? (I am assuming there are no signs of a 

cell phone!) Do I make eye contact and perhaps even smile or do I cast my eyes down? And 

avoid them? 

 In some cases it does make sense to steer clear of someone, especially if they appear 

to be dangerous. But let’s be honest. How often does that genuinely happen? Or is ignoring 

disturbing people our immediate fallback position?  While researching this, I found that a 

lot has been written about the church and mental illness. 

 One woman, the Rev. Dr. Sarah Griffith Lund, who wrote  

a book titled  Blessed are the Crazy: breaking the silence about mental illness, family & 

church, came up with a list of 5 lies Christians tell ourselves about mental illness. These are 

generalizations of course, but they are helpful for my sermon today. 

1.) “God doesn’t give you more than you can handle.” First, that’s kind of a 

depressing thing to say.  God doesn’t give us things to “handle.” God doesn’t give 

us depression or any other mental illness any more than God gives us chicken 

pox. We are frail, flawed human beings. Sometimes we get sick. Go to a doctor! 

And yes, it might be more than you can handle. Get help! 

2.) “Daily Bible reading and prayer can cure mental illness.” 

If God can use scientific advances to heal the human body, God can surely use 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=blessed+are+the+crazy
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=blessed+are+the+crazy
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advances such as psychiatrists and psychologists and medication to heal the 

human mind. 

3.) “Depression and other mental illnesses are God’s     

judgment.” 

Just plain no! Disease of any sort is not the result of sin. It just is. God loves us. 

Our loving God is not vindictive. 

4.) “Those who are sick must not love God enough. Just try  

 harder.”  

Jesus loves us all, including people who have mental illness. It has nothing to do 

with “trying harder.” 

5.) “True Christians don’t get mental illnesses.” 

What’s this? Christian immunity? We are all frail. We are all broken. We all have 

times when we need healing. 

Basically, when it comes to mental illness, what we first need to overcome, whether it’s 

because of mental illness or evil spirit possession, is shame. And we need to help our 

brothers and sisters get past shame as well. Because getting past the shame means getting 

on to the healing, with a psychiatrist, a psychologist, or at a clinic, or maybe talking with a 

group of people who have similar problems.  

 If you decide to come talk with me, you are very welcome to. But I must remind 

everyone in this congregation that I am not a mental health professional. It’s generally a 

rule among priests – I don’t know if it’s written down somewhere or not – but the rule is 

three visits for counseling and then I advise you to move on to a professional and I will help 

you do that. 

 The helpful, hopeful thing to remember is that when Jesus healed someone, he often 

told them to do something like pick up their pallet and go on with their lives. He would tell 

them to return to their homes, to their loved ones. He told them to return to life and live it. 

 This may seem like a weird topic for an annual meeting Sunday, but I don’t think so.  

I think God agrees that it’s always a good day to discuss our mental health, just as it’s a 

good day to discuss our Parish’s health.   

 So let’s go have lunch… and meet! 


