Fifth Sunday after Holy Pentecost
(Mt. 8:28-9:1)
1
Christ is in our midst!  He is and ever shall be!
In the Name of the Father, and of the + Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Our Lord’s encounter with the two men possessed by demons in today’s Holy Gospel is rather abrupt.  No sooner does He “come to the other side into the [Gentile] country of the Gergesenes” than He is met or perhaps better, He is accosted by two men who live their miserable lives among the tombs of the dead.  They are depicted as being so “exceedingly fierce” in their demeanor that no one dared to “pass by that way.”  These men are said to be “possessed with devil”, that is, with demons, those primeval fallen angels aligned with their master, Satan himself!  
Now, in modern parlance, these men might be said to have a mental illness.  In fact, modern science which has little, if any, tolerance for the supernatural or with faith in general redefines these Biblical encounters in natural terms such as mental illnesses or epileptic seizures or anything which might be reasonably explainable by human logic.  But, as heirs of the apostolic Faith of the holy Fathers whom we commemorate this day, we adhere to the divinely revealed Truth that, just as our Lord came to destroy the works of the devil (Hb. 2:14; 1 Jn. 3:8), we believe in the reality of sin, death, and the devil – all of which these two demoniacs embody fiercely, if not literally.  
In a sense, we are literally confronted or rather accosted this morning with those spiritual forces whose sole mission is to intimidate and to destroy us through temptation, oppression, and possession.  Now, let their reality sink in, brethren.  If demons do not exist, then why do we pray for “an angel of peace, a faithful guide, a guardian of our souls and bodies” in the litanies of the Divine Liturgy?  If we are not arrayed against demonic forces bent on our destruction in the fires of hell with them (Mt. 25:41), then what is our concern or situation that a good therapist and counselor couldn’t resolve?  The Church has long held that these beings exist and they exist, not because God created them as they are – that would make Him the author of evil - but they became what they are through their own free will decision to believe the devil’s lies and follow him (Jn. 8:44; Rv. 12:7-9).  The difference is, demons cannot be saved because they cannot repent.  Their fall, unlike ours, is irreversible!  They exist beyond the pale of God’s grace and their eternal destiny is finalized, just as the demons who possessed these two men fear the Presence of the Son of God means.  “’What have we to do with Thee, Jesus, Thou Son of God?,’” they cry out.  “’Art Thou come hither to torment us before the time?’”
It would do our souls good if we were to contemplate these truths and realities and ponder just how much our God Who is the Creator and Lover of mankind truly preserves us from each and every day.  We see and experience but a fraction of sin, death, and the devil visibly at work in this world.  And because we do, that is something the evil one will use to deceive us and to lull us into relaxing our vigilance and letting down our guard.  Hear what the Apostle says elsewhere regarding this reality:
Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord and in the power of His might.  Put on the whole armor of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.  For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.  Therefore, take unto you the whole armor of God, that ye may be able to withstand in the evil day and, having done all, to stand.  Stand therefore, having your loins girded about with truth, and having on the breastplate of righteousness, and your feet shod with the preparation of the Gospel of peace.  Above all, take the shield of faith, wherewith ye shall be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked.  And take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God, praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, . . . . (Ep. 6:10-18)

	The Orthodox Church takes seriously the reality of the evil one and his minions faithfully attested to by her holy Fathers in the Faith.  When a catechumen is received, that is, a soul who is preparing for the Mystery of Baptism, the priest prays three prayers of exorcism over him or her, binding the evil one and his minions from inflicting further harm, and praying, ultimately, that God would “drive out from [the catechumen] every evil and unclean spirit lurking in [the catechumen’s] heart” (Book of Needs I).  This casting out of evil spirits is further reinforced by a series of intense renunciations.  Three times the catechumen is asked, “Do you renounce Satan, and all his works, and all his angels, and all his service, and all his pride?” to which is answered each and every time with determination, “I renounce them.”  This is then followed up with another equally intense tri-fold renunciation by the catechumen: “Have you renounced Satan?” again answering with deliberation, “I have renounced him.”  The catechumen then is turned toward the west and told to spit upon the devil which is a churchly act of defiance  
	We can see how the Church is showing liturgical contempt for the powers of hell because those powers have been dealt a deadly blow by the coming of the Son of God to us and into our world long held captive by sin, death, and the devil.  It is to Christ that we flee for redemption, to Him alone for salvation, for healing of soul and body, and resurrection from the dead!  After spitting on the devil, the catechumen is turned toward the east and is asked three times in like manner, “Do you unite yourself to Christ?” and the reply, “I unite myself.”  There is this liturgical turning from darkness to light, from death to Life Everlasting with a final culminating exclamation of faith, “I believe in Him as King and God.”  Here enacted sacramentally is the reality of what the Apostle says elsewhere: “[The Father] hath delivered us from the power of darkness, and hath translated us into the Kingdom of His dear Son, in Whom we have redemption through His Blood, even the forgiveness of sins” (Co. 1:13-14).  
The powers of evil cannot be dealt with in our own strength, but must be encountered in spiritual combat in the strength of the crucified and risen Son of God.  These powers must be encountered dressed fully in the armor God Himself has provided us in Jesus Christ.  We have “put on Christ” in Baptism (Ga.3:27): His Incarnation, His Life, His Death, His Resurrection, His Ascension, and His Second Coming.  “For though we walk in the flesh,” St. Paul says, “we do not war according to the flesh.  For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty through God for the pulling down of strongholds, . . . .” (2 Cr. 10:3-4).  We have the Church and her Faith against which the gates of Hades cannot prevail, our Lord promises (Mt. 16:18).  We have the Mysteries of the Church, in particular the Eucharist – our Lord’s most holy and precious Body and Blood; Repentance and Confession; and the anointing with Holy Oil for the healing of soul and body.  We have the Word of God, the sword of the Spirit, which is “living and powerful and sharper than any two-edged sword, . . . .” (Hb. 4:12).  And, we have prayer which necessarily binds all together.  For without prayer the spiritual weapons at our disposal to go to war against the evil one will be useless in our hands.  Once when the Disciples could not heal a sick child vexed by an evil spirit, Jesus told them they needed to “’have faith as a grain of mustard seed, . . . However this kind goeth not out but by prayer and fasting’” (Mt. 17:14-21).  Prayer and fasting, beloved, is critical in our Christian life as the saints all attest to who “wrestled not against flesh and blood,” but who warred against the spiritual forces of sin, death, and the devil.        
Beloved, the Fathers would have us see in this Gospel encounter today how the Lord Himself preserved those two men despite their being possessed by demons.  By God’s grace and mercy they did not experience the same fate of those swine which, under demonic possession, raced to their watery grave.  But He Who has “trampled down death by Death” met those two men at the place of death which had become their existence and with one word bestowed upon them, who lived among the tombs, His Resurrection Life!  Beloved, Christ God comes today to us to bring us new Life in Him, the Life of His Resurrection, Eternal Life.  Will we gladly receive Him and His gift, or will we send Him away – ask Him to depart just like those townsfolk – because the healing He offers is scarier or harder to bear than the sin and death we cling to, deceived by the evil one?   
Through the prayers of our holy Fathers, O Lord Jesus Christ our God, have mercy on us and save us.  Amen.
Glory to Jesus Christ!  Glory forever!
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