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THE HEALING 

OF THE LEGION
G i l l  D a s c o m b e

GILL DASCOMBE RE-EXAMINES THE HEALING OF 

THE GERASENE DEMONIAC (MARK 5:1-20) IN THE 

LIGHT OF MODERN PSYCHIATRY AND SUGGESTS 

THAT THERE MAY BE A SECOND POTENTIAL 

MIRACLE HERE, HIDDEN WITHIN THE STORY....

What is this story about? Primarily, it is a story about a man with a mental 

illness. It seems possible, from the description of the symptoms, that 

the man whom Jesus found wandering amongst the tombs in Gerasa 

was suffering from schizophrenia. Secondarily, it is an account of a 

miraculous healing; a tortured soul being restored to his right mind. 

But principally, I think, it is a story about attitudes, and about what it 

is that is going to win out in the end, love or fear. And therein lie the 

makings of our second miracle, as we shall see....

WHAT IS SCHIZOPHRENIA?

Schizophrenia is a terrible disease. Not, of course, that there are any 

pleasant diseases, but schizophrenia robs the sufferer of their very 

self, altering perceptions, beliefs, personality, and emotions. One 
of the major symptoms is psychosis: an inability to discern between 

reality and imagination; from this arises hallucinations and delusions. 

Hallucinations are false sensory experiences; hearing, seeing, even 

feeling, smelling or tasting things that are not really there. Often 
sufferers hear voices, which seem to them entirely real, telling them 

that they are useless, worthless, even evil. Delusions are false beliefs, 

one of the most disturbing being a delusion of persecution where 

sufferers are completely convinced that others, often 

unseen, are trying to undermine or destroy them. 

Naturally, these symptoms can give rise to extreme 

anxiety, hence patients may shout and accuse anyone 

who approaches them, or rove around restlessly 

trying to dissipate their distress by struggling or self-

harming, like the man in the story. To these symptoms 

are added disordered thinking, a difficulty in engaging 
appropriate emotions, and in making conversation. 

The patient becomes lost in an unrelenting turmoil 

of wild thoughts, conflicting impressions, unruly 
emotions… A Legion.

Equally harrowing are the so-called negative symptoms 

of schizophrenia. These include a growing apathy, 

indifference, emotional flatness, a lack of self-care and 
blunting of motivation. It is no coincidence that the 

Gerasene, unkempt and dirty, was found wandering 

in a deserted graveyard, amongst the tombs. This 

existence is a kind of living death.

WHAT IS MENTAL ILLNESS?

The human brain is an astonishingly complex organ. It 

is made up of 100 billion interconnecting nerve cells, or 

neurones, the same as the number of stars in the Milky 

Way. The constant electrical and chemical interplay of 
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reaching hundreds of thousands of 

people, through the hard work and 

perseverance of many faithful people. 

However, there is a big BUT in Jesus’ 

loving critique of the church at Ephesus. 

The one who has intimate knowledge of 

the church, wants the church to pursue 

intimacy with him, ‘Yet I hold this against 

you: You have forsaken your first love’ 
(Revelation 2:4). 

To remember is the first action we are 
called to take. Remember what we were 

like when we first came to faith. Remember 
how we loved God so much we spent time 

in the word and prayer. Remember how we 

went with eager expectation to worship. 

Remember the zeal and expectation 

in fulfilling God’s calling on our lives. 
Remember that we loved God with our 

whole being and loved our neighbours so 

much that we not only met their physical, 

emotional and mental needs, we also 

shared with them the gospel to meet their 

spiritual needs. To repent is our response 

as we recall how far we have fallen from 

our first love. We must turn again to Jesus. 
The danger is that if we do not repent, ‘I will 

come to you and remove your lampstand 

from its place’ (Revelation 2:5).  

MET and the historic tributaries 

of Methodist Revival Fellowship, 

Conservative Evangelicals in Methodism 

and Dunamis, have been heeding the 

challenge of the risen Christ over the 

years. We have called the church back 

to its first love as:

• We uphold the authority of the Bible 

and the centrality of the cross.

• We pray for revival and spiritual 

renewal.

• We encourage evangelism through 

relationships, prayer and action.

Evangelicals seek to be the body of Christ 

in our communities being full of grace 

and truth. As we grow deeper in intimacy 

with God, we will grow in fellowship and 

mission, and God will add to our numbers 

those who are being saved. 

As you read this, I will have returned to 

circuit ministry as Superintendent of the 

Liverpool (South) Circuit. I am looking 

forward to returning to day-to-day 

pastoral ministry and all the challenges 

that face the circuit. What I have written, 

challenges me as I embark on a new 

season of ministry. God has never let me 

down as I have pursued these principles 

throughout my ministry. May I assure 

you that he will not let you down either.

Thank you once again for your support 

in this season of my ministry. God has 

blessed me as he has outpoured his 

blessings around the connexion. I hope 

you will support whoever follows me 

in this role and welcome the gifts and 

graces they bring. 

mum, as a prayer warrior and faithful 

worshipper. Prayer has always been at the 

heart of my life and ministry, though it is 

feeble compared with many I encounter. 

This role has released me to continue to 

encourage prayer and prayer ministries 

in local churches, where prayer and 

renewal groups have emerged. 

Tom Stuckey, Howard Booth and Rob 

Frost encouraged me to pursue a healing 

ministry. Many churches have taken up 

this opportunity. Prayer ministry teams 

have been established in local churches. 

We have stood back in amazement as 

God has ministered his healing touch. A 

text message has just been received,

‘You stepped out in faith to a deeper 

level in your healing ministry and I feel 

God is honouring your listening to him 

as you prayed specifically for me…. I am 
so thankful for your prayers and God’s 

healing grace. The pain and stiffness 

settled over the following days.’

ENCOURAGED ...YET CHALLENGED

Six years of travelling the connexion have 

encouraged me. In her 2017 Presidential 

address, the Revd Loraine Mellor said, 

‘I know that I am part at present of a 

declining Church, but I am not part of 

a declining gospel…. Because you see, 

perhaps in my naivety, I don’t believe 

that God is done with us just yet.’ I affirm 
what Loraine said. I do believe that God 

has not finished with us, but we are 
required to heed his warning.

For me, the Methodist Church mirrors 

so much of the church in Ephesus. Born 

in a move of the Holy Spirit, with many 

accounts of healing and transformation, 

the church grew based on faithful 

teaching, pastoral care and oversight from 

a  succession of godly leaders. However, 

when the risen Jesus spoke about the 

church in Ephesus, he gave a challenge. 

Jesus intimately knew the work of the 

Church in Ephesus as he ‘walks among 

the seven golden lampstands’ (Revelation 

2:1). I think that we forget the risen Jesus’ 

presence in worship, small groups, 

committees and church councils. To 

recognise his presence may change our 

expectations, conversations, and actions. 

Jesus knew about and praised the deeds, 

hard work, perseverance, testing of 

doctrine and practice, persecution, and 

lack of toleration with wickedness within 

the Ephesian church (Revelation 2:2-3,6). 

The same applies today; Great ministries 

are happening all around the connexion, 
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MODERN DAY RESPONSES TO 

MENTAL ILLNESS

Does our modern scientific 
understanding of schizophrenia reduce 

our fear of it? Not very much. We still, as 

a society, retain from ancient days the 

remnants of a feeling that mental illness is 

something dark, something to be feared 

and shunned, or even ashamed of. We 

expect people in mental distress to ‘pull 

themselves together’ or ‘get over it’, when 

we would never say anything like that to a 

victim of diabetes or cancer. Even in our 

churches we are reluctant to talk about 

it, or to welcome or relate to those who 

suffer. Many of the mentally ill would say 

that the stigma which society attaches to 

mental illness, and the resulting isolation, 

bad housing, poverty and loneliness is 

actually harder to endure than the illness 

itself. They feel themselves shunned, as 

did the Gerasene in his lonely existence 

in the graveyard.

1 in 4 people using mental health 

services no longer has any contact 

with their family.

1 in 3 has been deserted by all of 

their friends.

Only 1 in 10 people in our prisons 

do NOT have a mental disorder.

50% of all ill-health in Britain is 

mental; yet it attracts only 10% of 

the NHS budget.

Mental Health Foundation

THE CHALLENGE FOR OUR 

COMMUNITIES

What is this story about? It’s about 

attitudes and what is going to win out in 

the end: love or fear. Jesus encountered 

this man – this frightening, hostile, raving 
man – with the repulsive appearance and 
malevolent cries... and he loved him. And 

his love was enough to annihilate the 

Gerasene’s madness, plunging it away 

into the chaos of the primordial waters.

is puzzled and frightened, and in the 

morass of all this turmoil, he begs Jesus 

to let him come with him and escape 

the angry, unruly and violent rabble. It is 

they who have now become Legion.

And it’s in this moment that the whole 

meaning of the story hangs. For a 

moment we are held in suspense. What 

will Jesus say? What will he answer? 

Will he save the man from a Legion for 

a second time? Will he take him to join 

the disciples? No, instead he challenges 

him to take his healing back into his own 

community. ‘Go home to your friends,’ 

says Jesus, ‘and tell them how much the 

Lord has done for you.’

The man must have wondered who Jesus 

was talking about as friends, given all 

that he had endured, and all the mayhem 

going on all around them. No amount 

of wonder working or sermonising was 

going to heal them. They were going to 

have to overcome their guilt and fear 

and welcome this man back into their 

community, and he was going to have to 

overcome his nervousness and fear and 

join with them. And if they did, then a 

Legion would have been healed for the 

second time that day, and the second 

and much more far-reaching miracle 

would have begun. 

And what about us and our church 

communities? The mentally ill are still 

shunned by our society; left alone in ‘the 

realm of the dead’. Can our churches 

make room for people who manifest 

disturbing behaviours, who challenge 

our notions of ‘normal’? Can we open 

our hearts; can we lose our fear? Can 

we offer authentic acceptance, genuine 

understanding and unconditional love? 

Can we continue the miracle? Can we 

take the risk?

Gill Dascombe, a retired specialist 

psychiatric hospital pharmacist, is a local 

preacher, and a former Vice-President of 

the Methodist Conference. During her 

year of office, her theme was ‘Mental 
Health Matters’: encouraging and 

equipping churches to become more 

welcoming and hospitable to people 

suffering from mental illness.

And after this first great miracle, the 
scene is set for the second. But will it 

happen? Can it happen?

Crowds begin to gather in the graveyard. 

Summoned by the astonished 

swineherds, they congregate quickly in 

their hundreds to see if the new wonder-

worker from Galilee has achieved the 

impossible. As the crowd swells, so 

does the excitement and the noise. 

Then, suddenly, as they come close 

to the graveyard, their chatter stills 

to a shocked silence. The Gerasene 

demoniac, healed, clothed and in his 

right mind greets them with a serene 

smile. They don’t know what to make of 

this! They don’t know what to make of 
him, now. They don’t know what to do 

with him, now they can’t hide him away, 

out of sight, out of mind.

Suddenly, fear erupts. One or two voices 
begin to protest, then the number and 

the volume rises, and then everyone 

starts to panic. They don’t understand! 
Jesus has broken down the norms and 

brought in a new way of seeing, of 

doing, of being. They beg him to go 

away and leave them, so that they can 

put the whole dramatic episode away 

at the back of their minds and not think 

about it anymore, or what it might mean. 

There’s a lot of pushing and shoving, 

shouting and cursing and Jesus is 

propelled down to the lakeside and 

bundled into the boat. The Gerasene 

these neurones regulate such things as 

breathing, heart rate, muscle contraction 

and body temperature. The majority of 

the neurones, however, are concerned 

with the processing of information from 

the five senses, enabling us to interpret 
and interact with the world around us, 

through memory, personality, behaviour 

and abstract thought. Together these 

make up all the beautiful intricacy and 

subtlety which go to making up what it 

is to be a human being.

However, as with any other organ in 

the human body, things can go wrong 

with the brain, and when the result 

is a disabling disorder of perception 

or emotion, this is what is defined 
as a mental illness. Just a miniscule 

disruption of neuronal activity can 

plunge the sufferer into a chaos of 

anxiety, or despair or delusional beliefs 

and fears. 

Schizophrenia, along with bipolar 

affective disorder, is classed as a ‘severe 

and enduring’ mental illness, affecting 

about 1% of the world population. It 

typically arises in early adult life; in the 

late teens or early twenties in men, 

a little later in women. It has nothing 

to do with a split personality, as in Dr 

Jekyll and Mr Hyde. As to what causes 

it, there is as yet no clear understanding. 

There is a genetic component, and a 

link to stress and upheaval in childbirth 

or early childhood. It is also associated 

with a chemical imbalance in the brain. 

The mainstay of treatment is with 

antipsychotic medication.

Antipsychotics act by blocking or 

reducing the activity of certain chemical 

messengers, or neurotransmitters, in 

particular areas of the brain. The resulting 

reduction in neuronal conduction can 

lessen or abolish some of the symptoms 

of psychosis, clearing the mind and the 

thoughts, and imparting a wonderful 

relief from the torture of psychosis. 

There are, however, no drugs without 

side effects, and with antipsychotics 

these can be harsh; examples include: 

weight gain, diabetes, drowsiness and 

problems with co-ordinating movement. 

Sadly, there are as yet no drugs that can 

treat negative symptoms effectively.

MENTAL ILLNESS IN BIBLICAL TIMES

The first readers of this gospel, however, 
would have interpreted the Gerasene’s 

plight in a completely different way, as 

indeed would Jesus and his followers. 

It’s about attitudes and what is 

going to win out in the end: love 

or fear. Jesus encountered this 

man – this frightening, hostile, 

raving man – with the repulsive 

appearance and malevolent 

cries... and he loved him.
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They understood the human mind 

to be controlled and influenced by 
external supernatural forces, in some 

way mirroring the constant interplay 

between good and evil in the greater 

created world. Seeing someone 

experiencing extreme mental chaos, 

they would have been put in mind of that 

chaos that existed before God spoke the 

first words of creation, brought forth the 
dry land from the tumultuous sea and 

conveyed order and tranquillity upon a 

disordered and unruly world (Genesis 

1:1-10). Mental disorder seemed like 

the work of those who would disrupt 

God’s orderly rule: evil spirits, demons, 

who could possess a human being and 

disrupt the order and reason within the 

mind. This was only one step away from 

the desecration of the whole creation 

and the return of primordial chaos. 

Such a possibility was too terrifying to 

contemplate. Little wonder that the local 

townspeople had driven the man away 

to live in isolation, where they could no 

longer see his repulsive appearance or 

hear his ghastly cries. 

If they had asked the Gerasene to tell 

them the worst thing about his condition, 

he would have undoubtedly said that it 

was not the symptoms but the isolation. 

The townspeople had shunned him 

and driven him away to live in solitary 

confinement amongst the tombs. He 
would have longed for someone to 

sit alongside him, to apply the healing 

balm of love to his troubled mind. But 

no-one did, instead they just bound him 

with ever stronger chains. Until Jesus 

came along. 
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Speaker: The Revd Paul Smith

Saturday 22 September, 10.00am for welcome drinks (finishing at 3 pm)
The King’s Cross Church, Doncaster

£7 (for the whole day)

For booking form, please contact Richard Iball: 

richard.iball@btinternet.com

or 01302 855389


