
The Unraveling of the Mind 

 

As the coronavirus pandemic has unfolded in our country, life as we knew it has hit pause. 

We’ve experienced travel restrictions, stay-at-home orders, school closings, work closings, 

church closings and social distancing, which have worked together to create a level of social 

isolation globally.  We’re facing fears about finances.  And you might notice that you or others 

around you are more edgy, irritable, angry, helpless, nervous, anxious, hopeless, sad or 

depressed.  Your sleep patterns might be disrupted or you might wake up feeling less refreshed. 

 

You might be feeling lonely or less patient with your children or with others.  If you have a 

compromised immune system or an underlying health condition that puts you at greater risk, 

you may be more worried about coming in contact with others. 

 

According to a report by the Kaiser Family Foundation, almost half 45% of adults in the US 

reported that their mental health has been negatively impacted due to worry and stress over the 

virus.  Feelings of anxiety, depression, distress and low self esteem have become more 

common and substance abuse is on the rise.  In addition, stress-reducing activities like 

exercise, watching sports and going to movies, are nearly impossible.  All these dynamics may 

leave you feeling like your mind is unraveling. 

 

There is a documentary called Paper Tigers.  It is about Lincoln Alternative High School in 

Walla, Walla, Washington.  About a decade ago, the Principal, Jim Sporleder, began to hear 

about how trauma affects kids and he began to wonder about the kids in his school.   

 

Being an Alternative High School, his school was the one kids went to when they were basically 

kicked out of their last school for a variety of reasons.  At the time they had about 800 

suspensions on a yearly basis, and that was considered pretty normal.  And then Jim began to 

wonder what it would look like to recognize that behavioral issues often had, at their root, 

deeper issues of what these kids were experiencing and he began to ask questions. 

 

When a kid got in a fight and was brought into the Principal’s office, adrenaline coursing through 

their bodies, their frontal cortex shut down to the point of not being able to hear the teachers 

and students around them.  Jim began to give them space to breathe; to settle down; and then 

he would ask t hem not the question they were expecting – What is wrong with you?  How could 

you do that?  Why can’t you follow the rules? 

 

Instead he would ask them, “What happened to you today?  You seem really stressed.  Where’s 

your anger at, on a scale of 1 to 10?”  And the student, surprised by kindness, would begin to 

tell him what was going on.  They didn’t take away the consequences, Sporleder points out, but 

what they’ve found is that kids punish themselves way more than administrators need to.  And 

when asked about their life, they’re more than willing to face the consequences of their actions 

and apologize for those they have hurt.  And the days kids missed class because of getting 

suspended went down by 85%. 

 



What has happened to you?  That is the question I want to ask this man, Legion, in our story 

from the Gospel this morning.  Here is someone who, for whatever reason, has been chained 

up by his community.  He’s in this cycle where he breaks the chains and they put them back on; 

he escapes to the hillside, and they bring him back; he harms himself and people flee from him. 

 

But when Jesus docks his boat nearby, this same man runs to Jesus and two things happen:  

First, he proclaims that Jesus as the Son of the Most High God; and then he tells Jesus not to 

torment him.   

 

We might think the second of those things is the surprising one – asking Jesus not to torment 

him, since we know Jesus.  But this tells us what he has come to expect from those around him.  

He is living a life where he is expecting to be mistreated.  He is expecting punishment.  He is 

expecting that the world is against him.  He sees enemies on all sides.  That, unfortunately, is 

not surprising.  His life has been unraveling for quite some time.  But what is surprising, is that 

this man knows who Jesus is. 

 

Here we are in Gerasene country; Gentile territory; way outside the comfort zone of the 

disciples – and almost every single taboo in Judaism is displayed.  The man is naked, he is 

isolated, he lives among tombs, and the main economy here is pork.   

 

And yet it is here that this man, whose life has unraveled for so long, identifies Jesus as the Son 

of God.  And what does Jesus do?  He doesn’t ask him, “Why are you doing this?”  or “What’s 

wrong with you?”  He asks him, “What is your name?” 

 

And here we see the crux of all of Jesus’ ministry – to see people not as objects to be used or 

gain something for us, but as images of God.  To recognize even in this man whose humanity 

may be hard for some to see, that he is a human being. 

 

The Jewish philosopher, Martin Buber, called this an “I-Thou” relationship.  Too often we 

address people with an “I-it” relationship – the clerk at the store that we want to do their job, not 

share with us their life story, the employee we just want to do their job to meet our quota or the 

employer who can make our life easier. 

 

We see people by the ways they can meet our needs rather than for who they are in all of their 

complexity.  And white this is dehumanizing, it can also sometimes be how we prefer to be seen 

– we spend a lot of our lives trying to make sure that people don’t see us as vulnerable, as 

having needs, as anything less than “doing fine.” 

 

Rev. Aaron Maurice Saari, a pastor in Ohio, wrote about his own experience being diagnosed 

as bi-polar.  For years he tried to get medical help for the physical symptoms he was 

experiencing – the ways he would feel sick when he was in a depressed state and think he had 

the flu.  Then one day, when he finally got to the right person who recognized the variety of his 

symptoms, the manic phases as well as the depressed ones, and got him the medicine and help 

that he needed, Aaron felt like he needed to hide. 



 

Even though the diagnosis was a relief.  Even though his wife and he were so grateful that he 

could be himself again – that he could experience the ups and downs but at a moderate level 

that made life and relationships possible – he was afraid of what his congregation would think.  

He was afraid that people would see him only for his mental health condition.  That he would 

always be, in their eyes, a good pastor for someone who has a mental health condition. 

 

But when he chose to share his own story, so that others in his congregation could gain strength 

from recognizing themselves in it, he found even more healing because all of a sudden he could 

be himself without fear. 

 

Ironically, whether we cover up a part of ourselves because we’re afraid of what others will say; 

or we share it and then find that others judge us by it; either way we are being objectified.  But in 

choosing to be vulnerable, at least we don’t objectify ourselves.  WE give people a change to 

have an I-Thou relationship with us. 

 

Did you know that 1 in 5 Americans have a mental health condition and only 40% are getting the 

help they need? Did you know that over 60% of Americans have experienced a significant 

trauma in their childhood – an overwhelming event that impacts them their whole lives?  And 

this is the number one contributing factor to whether people will have a mental health condition 

or a heart condition or an addiction later in their life?  And those were the statistics before 

COVID and social distancing and not being able to be together as a community.   

 

We all know that especially for those who live alone or live in dysfunctional or abusive 

relationships, that peoples’ mental health is in crisis right now.  And as a community, we still 

need to be reaching out and to be helping one another.  To be open to how people need help, 

even when it changes how we understand the world. 

 

When the local townspeople arrived to check out the story the swineherds had run and told 

them, there was no celebration; they were afraid.  Why?  it could be a lot of reasons.  For one, 

those pigs represented a lot of money to that community; they were an economic resource, an 

asset, an investment expected to produce a return.  And now they were gone, wiped out. 

 

For another, if you saw someone who was howling and hurting themselves the day before now 

calm in their right mind, you might wonder what happened.  If Jesus could change someone like 

this man who lived on the margins, who was cut off from connection with family and community 

and left alone, then he might mess up the status quo of the community they knew.  Suddenly, 

their town and way of life had come unraveled. 

 

I wonder if it is in that moment that the community sees this man, for the first time in the same “I 

–Thou” way that Buber described, rather than as the scapegoat; the town crazy; the unifying 

force of their angst and anger.  Maybe they are afraid because they are amazed, or maybe they 

are afraid because of the ways they have treated him; or maybe they are afraid because change 

is hard and they’re not sure how to locate themselves in this new order of town. 



 

Gratefully, that’s not the ending.  Although the man begs Jesus to take him with him – he 

instantly becomes a follower – Jesus refuses and instead tells the man to go back to his 

community and share with them what God has done for him.  

 

And while I am sure this was one of the most difficult things this man has ever done – to tell his 

story, to be vulnerable, to face the people who have treated him so and who he has treated 

poorly – he does what Jesus asks, and we are told that everyone is amazed. 

 

What will it take for you to share your story with those who need to hear it?  To share your story 

of how God has been at work in your life?  And to be willing to share it, not when all is right 

again, but in the middle of the world – when you’re not sure how people will respond; when 

there isn’t a happy ending yet; when all isn’t well.  

 

If we’re honest, we are all a little bit of a mess?  What if Jesus restored us to wholeness?  

Would he change us so much we couldn’t recognize ourselves anymore?  It’s not so easy to 

embrace that kind of grace that reaches into our deepest broken parts and addresses our fears 

and pains and then move into a new unknown.  It’s also not easy to offer that kind of grace to 

others. 

 

What will it take for us, as a community of faith, to be ready for those stories?  To be able to 

hear them rather than refute them?  To acknowledge pain as well as joy and to see God in all of 

it?  

 

Jesus is concerned not just with our spiritual lives, but with our whole lives – spiritual, physical, 

emotional and relational.  That we means that we don’t need to be afraid to discuss sensitive 

topics like mental health and mental illness in the church.  We can be honest and open about 

our struggles and personal crises.   

 

And we don’t shun people with their differences, challenges, and conditions.  The church is a 

place for everyone and maybe more people will feel welcome when we learn to see people as 

human beings created in God’s image, rather than as a condition, illness, challenge or failing.  

And maybe the environment will feel more authentic when Christians stop hiding their struggles 

and talk about how our faith in God helps us. 

 

Jesus can help us in our times of mental and emotional distress.  He can heal us miraculously, 

and he can also use scientists to create medicines to help, medical personnel to offer 

treatments and therapists with skills to assist people.  They are all beloved creations of God, 

gifted and trained with skills to help people find wholeness. 

 

When we are willing to be open to one another, to see each other for all of who we are, that God 

often shows us and brings healing and wholeness in ways we never expected. Thanks be to 

God. Amen. 


