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Rosalind Selby Chapter & verse

This tough text is the Gospel 
reading set for 19 June. Here is 
Jesus healing a man who lived 
across the lake in the country 

of the Gerasenes. The man gives himself 
the name Legion, which described his 
overwhelming experience of evil. The 
“demons” beg Jesus to be allowed to enter 
the pigs, which then charge over the cliff 
and are drowned.

It is a hard read: why, we might ask, 
could Jesus not have healed without the 
death of so many of God’s creatures? It’s 
also a hard read because we are invited into 
the gut-wrenching experience of a man 
who is spiritually and mentally disturbed 
to the point where he has to dwell at the 
very margins of society. His own family 
and community fi nds him unacceptable 
– and, we discover later, they even fi nd 
Jesus’ healing and the change in the man 
terrifying. My plea is this: don’t read the 
description of this man’s life and plight too 
quickly; sit with it and allow the reality to 
touch you. (Mark 5:1-20 is an even more 
vivid description.)

The man Jesus heals is “possessed”, 
naked, lives amongst the tombs and has 
experienced attempts to chain him down; 
this is a Gentile land on the edge both of 
Jewish territory and of the Roman Empire. 
Every one of these details is a cause, or a 
mark, of exclusion.

The point at which my heart goes out 
to this man is when I realise he has lost 
sight of himself. Jesus asks for his name 
and the answer he gives names not himself 
but the evil that has taken hold of his life. 
He cannot use (or remember?) his given 
name, which would have recalled a family 
who chose it for him, or handed it on from 
grandfather or father. Whoever his family 

are, or were, he is completely cut off from 
them. Neither is he capable of naming 
himself as an individual – or seeing himself 
as a valued child of God – God-created and 
God-loved. The man has become objectifi ed, 
and we, as readers, have no choice but to 
continue that process. Here I am – here we 
are – engaging with the text and having to 
call him “he”, or “the Gerasene Demoniac”. 
We too are reduced to naming him by his 
condition, his geography, or a pronoun that 
could refer to half the world’s population. 
This man was a human being in torment.

As a society, we don’t fi nd mental ill-
health easy to talk about or to understand. 
For those with serious depression, stress 
or mental illness, their lives are painful, 
frightening, alienating, and all but 

impossible to describe to someone who 
has never been there. Far from life in all 
its fullness, sufferers are often driven to 
escaping their pain in ways that are even 
more harmful to themselves and painful to 
those around them – people drink, misuse 
prescription or other drugs, or self-harm, for 
example. If a person cannot work, there may 
be fi nancial problems. NHS provision isn’t 
consistently available, and there can be long 
waiting times for counselling or therapy. 
Friends and family often struggle, not 
knowing how to respond for the best, and 
sometimes coming to the end of their tether.

And yet – this is the Gospel reading and 
a good news story! It takes a tormented 
man from his nakedness and alienation, 
through a challenging encounter with 
Jesus, to the quietness of sitting at Jesus 
feet, now clothed – both with garments and 
with his “right mind”. 

It would be wrong, and potentially 
damaging, to suggest there is a simple 
journey for someone who is mentally ill, 
or depressed, or suffering from dementia. 
At a time when I suffered from serious 
depression, making any kind of effort 
seemed beyond my capability. Even the 
thought of getting up, having a shower 
and washing my hair felt overwhelming. 
And yet, there was an aspect of this Bible 
narrative that meant a great deal to me: 
this is not a story where the sick person is 
brought, or called, to Jesus’ side, rather it is 
Jesus who makes the journey into the alien 
land and to meet the man in his agony. 

For those who have never experienced 
mental ill health, here is an insight into the 
reality of the pain and a way of existing 
that is not fully living. My prayer would 
be that these insights can be turned 
into patience, kindness and courage in 
encounters with those we do not always 
know how to respond to, and that we learn 
not to turn away.

Rosalind Selby is Principal of Northern 
College, Manchester

‘My heart goes out to this 
man when I realise he 
has lost sight of himself’

“Here is an insight into the reality of the pain
of mental ill health”
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“... Jesus then asked him, ‘What is your name?’ He said, ‘Legion’; for many demons had 
entered him ...”

Luke 8:26-39
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Small group discussion questions 
June 2016 

Chapter & verse – Rosalind Selby (page 18) 
Read Luke 8:26-39 followed by Rosalind Selby’s article. 

1. What part of the Bible do you find a tough text? What makes it a hard read for you?

2. Rosalind says in paragraph two of “Chapter & verse”: “Don’t read the description of this 
man’s life and plight too quickly; sit with it and allow the reality to touch you. (Mark 5:1-20 
is an even more vivid description.)” Read in Mark 5:2-5. What do you imagine this man’s 
experience of life was like?

3. In paragraph three, Rosalind points out ways in which the man is excluded. How different 
do you think this man’s experience would be in our society? What leads to people being 
excluded today? 

4. In paragraph four, Rosalind reflects on the fact that the man cannot or will not name 
himself. What is so important about a name?

5. Rosalind says, in paragraph five: “We don’t find mental ill-health easy to talk about.” Why 
do you think that is? Do you have any experience of mental ill health that you feel able to 
talk about?

6. Rosalind mentions in paragraph seven that Jesus “makes the journey... to meet the man 
in his agony”. What difference does this make and what can we learn from it about our own 
dealings with each other?

7. What can churches do to be more helpful to people experiencing mental ill health? 

For further reflection: “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you;
I have called you by name, you are mine.
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you;
and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you.” Isaiah 43:1-2 
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Prayer: Jesus, who comes to us where we are, in our weakness and our troubles, raise us up, 
we pray. We pray for those we know who are suffering, that they will be made well. And for 
ourselves we pray that we will have wisdom, patience, kindness and courage in our dealings 
with one another. Amen.
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