Let Us Invite the Lord Into Our Lives
JESUS HEALS THE GERASENE DEMONIAC
Luke 8:26-39
St. Basil’s Russian Orthodox Church, Watervliet, NY, October 31, 2021
By Archpriest Peter Olsen
The rst thing that I would like to bring to your attention is that we see a graphic image today in
the Gospel of how spectacularly violent, hateful, divisive, destructive and ferocious the demons
are. If it were not for the fact that God restrains them, they would utterly destroy the human
race and everything that is good. The second thing that I would point out to you is that we
human beings never do anything purely by our own will. We are either in uenced by God and
the Angels or by the Devil and the demons. The demons have power over us only if we allow
them. If the demons enter into someone (as many of them did to the possessed man in
today’s Gospel) it is because we have the freedom of choice to invite them into our hearts. If
instead God and the Angels enter our hearts, it is because we have opened our hearts to God
and the Holy Spirit and have rejected the temptations of the Evil One.
One of my favorite places to visit in Russia is Novodevichii Women’s Monastery in St.
Petersburg. To borrow a phrase from my bishop (Vladika Michael (Dahulich), Novodevichii is “a
slice of heaven.” One of my favorite places in the monastery is the cemetery. Initially you
might think that this is morbid or weird. Perhaps I am spiritually deluded, but to me the
cemetery of Novodevichii has a very strong energy and power of holiness and peacefulness. It
has a very calming e ect on me, and I can sit on one of its benches all day and feel like I am in
heaven. A large statue of our Savior was erected near one of the graves, and it is believed that
the location of this statue is the holiest place in the cemetery. Another favorite spot is the
grave of “Dariushka*,” Daria Aleksandrovna Shurigina, a saintly woman who was born in the
late 18th century. Dariushka, like a second Seraphim of Sarov, said that she will listen to
whoever comes to her with their troubles, even after she is already in her grave. Many of the
faithful visit Dariushka and seek her heavenly intercession. I can sit on the bench near her
grave forever, feel her presence, and speak to her from my heart. Sadly, evil has also visited
this holy refuge. Just about every mausoleum in the cemetery has been brutally damaged and
desecrated by the Bolsheviks. It is very painful and heart rending to see in such a graphic way
the results of the hateful violence of people who were utterly possessed by the demons. When
I rst saw these mausoleums, I was reminded of the story of the Gerasene demoniac which we
read about in today’s Gospel. There must have been so much hate and fury to expend so
much energy for destruction and desecration. It is a shame that such energy was not used
instead for building and for consecration.
Yesterday my son and I visited Prospect Park which is near my home. This lovely park is a
very beautiful oasis of nature in the midst of the old and venerable city of Troy in upstate New
York. It commands magni cent views. As we made our way through the park, we came upon
a gazebo type of structure, The Uncle Sam Memorial. The original structure was built in 2010
thanks to the donations of the US Navy SeaBees and others. “Uncle Sam” Wilson, buried in
Oakwood Cemetery in Troy, is considered the godfather of the USA and his image is often used
as a symbol of our country. The memorial commands magni cent views of Troy and its
environs. Inside the gazebo there were originally panels with patriotic words inscribed, such as
Honesty, Justice, Republic, Independence, Freedom, and Faith, the founding principles upon
which our country was founded. Due to vandalism, today some of these panels are missing
their signs. Perhaps some of the missing ones said Honor, Patriotism or Loyalty. The memorial
was damaged in 2012 by high winds and later restored. Later, protestors rendered their fury
and hatred on this memorial which honors America and the values that true Americans hold
sacred. My father is a 98 year old WWII veteran who placed himself in harm’s way and risked
his life, as did so many others with him, to defend the great blessings and values that we enjoy
in the United States. Today in America it has become commonplace and acceptable for
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Grave of the holy ascetic “Dariushka,” Novodevichii, St. Petersburg
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demon possessed individuals, like the Bolsheviks of the past, to disrespect and desecrate our
ag and our patriotic monuments. I felt a deep pain in my heart and a sadness when I saw the
vandalism in icted on the Uncle Sam Memorial, the same as I experienced when I beheld the
desecrated mausoleums of Novodevichii.

Mausoleum desecrated by the Bolsheviks at Novodevichii
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Vandalized Uncle Sam monument, Troy, NY
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Original plaque at the Uncle Sam Memorial and how it looks today.
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Amazingly, after Jesus healed the Gerasene demoniac, the people of Gerasa told Jesus that
they didn’t want Him in their city any more and they tell Him to go away. He had cast the
demons from the demoniac into their swine and the swine violently perished in the sea. The
people didn’t like that they lost their swine, so they tell Jesus to leave, that they don’t want Him
to interfere in their lives. Sadly, there are many Christians today who are like the Gerasenes.
They have no use for Jesus. They feel that they don’t want or need God in their lives. They
have their own “pigs” and they don’t want Jesus messing up and interfering in their lives and
casting their “pigs” into the sea. So, they choose not to go to church, not to pray, and not to
regularly receive Holy Communion. Some of them go to church once or twice a year for
Pascha or for the Nativity of our Lord and mistakenly feel that this is su cient. The Gerasenes
who told Jesus to go away, as well as our contemporary Gerasenes are also possessed. They
may not be violent. They may not desecrate mausoleums or monuments. They may not foam
at the mouth or need chains to bind them. But their possession by the demons is more
pernicious and worse than the possession su ered by the Gerasene demoniac in today’s
Gospel.
The Church is the precious and sacred hospital that God has gifted us to which we go for
spiritual healing. We are all in uenced and tempted by the demons, and some to such a
degree, that they are totally possessed by them, as the Gerasene demoniac in today’s Gospel.
However, it is possible for everyone and anyone to be delivered and freed from the demons
and their in uence — if we want it. We witnessed today how the demoniac, possessed, in the
words of Holy Scripture, by a “legion” of demons, was healed by our Savior, and was liberated
and freed from the power of the demons who once possessed him. We receive healing by
coming to church, by prayer, by fasting, by struggling with our sins and repenting in
Confession, by receiving Holy Communion and the other Holy Mysteries of the Church on a
regular basis with the proper preparation, and by struggling to decisively live and practice the
Orthodox Christian faith and keep the commandments of God. If we struggle in this way, then
our demons will also be cast out of us, such as the demons were cast out of the demoniac,
and we will never be totally possessed as was this unfortunate fellow human being who
su ered so much because of his sins.
Let us love each other and all human beings, the saint and the sinner. Let us love each
other and everyone here in the church, and not judge or gossip about each other. Let the
reason we are here be because of God and for no other reason. Let us daily repent for our
sins, love our enemies, and show mercy and generous kindness to those in need. Let us be
generous in our love and support of the church. May our merciful Savior Jesus Christ forgive
us all our trespasses and deliver us all from the Evil One. Amen.
_________________________________
* ”Dariushka {Дарьюшка}” in Russian is the familiar form of the name “Daria {Дарья}”
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