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Return and Declare  

 One of the greatest works of American literature is also one of the most 

chilling. Herman Melville’s Moby Dick describes the angry intention of the 

captain of a whaling ship in search of a giant whale. On a previous voyage, Captain 

Ahab lost a leg in vain pursuit of this creature. Now, on the next voyage, he 

subjects his crew to his murderous search for revenge. In the film version, released 

decades ago and starring Gregory Peck, the great actor gave a haunting 

performance of the obsessed ship captain. I cannot think of the story without 

seeing how Peck embodied Ahab’s cold rage. And how this rage led to the loss of 

the ship and its crew, as well as Ahab himself. Although the novel has been 

interpreted in various ways, it has proven timeless for one reason: Moby Dick 

clearly portrays how one man’s private obsession and resentful grudge could 

unravel many lives.  

  We wish that our references to Melville’s Moby Dick could be confined to 

polite discussion. Certainly many of us likely read the novel in school or college, 

and maybe even saw the film. We could declare, in abstract terms, the vanity of all 

human obsessions and the timeless imagery of the sea. Great theological points 

could be invoked, such as the fruitless pursuit of self-justification and the pain 

caused by revenge. We would all agree that one person’s wayward turn has wide 

ripples.  We could even chuckle and admit there are many sorts of obsessions and 
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we all have our preoccupations. At times all of us may even nurture hurts and 

grudges. But we keep them to ourselves and move on.  

 We have become too familiar with what happens when obsession ferments 

and turns cold. Murderous rage is all too vivid, and not an abstract topic. The 

slaughter of innocent people in Orlando falls on the heels of Brussels, Paris, San 

Berrnadino, Sandy Hook, and so on. We need to give these incidents careful 

attention, not speaking of them as we have become accustomed. I will no longer 

speak of any shooting as a tragedy. Storms and automobile accidents can become 

tragedies. Instead we must call violent outbursts what they are: evil. Systematic, 

calculated, murderous evil. Evil born of rage, of perceived grievance, of a lust for 

revenge. Here we are speaking of people, and not a whale. The impact of such 

murder is tragic; but the act itself is evil. And we have difficulty speaking this way.  

 Of course in public discourse there is no absence of confident explanations. 

Psychological explanations. Sociological explanations. Explanations centering on 

prejudices of various sorts. Even explanations that target an entire religion of 1.5 

billion people. I am astounded that in response to prejudice and hatred, some 

people propose more prejudice and hatred. How do we defeat evil if we adopt its 

outlook and pursue its means?  

 Of course various solutions are proposed and should be. We must be part of 

that discussion, not merely as citizens but as Christians. Amid our worship, our 
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prayer, our study and discussion, we must ask: what should we do as Christians? 

What do we bring to the situation, to understand it and to deter it? The answer 

begins to congeal when we consider today’s Gospel from Luke 8, the story of a 

man possessed by demons.  

 The man seems to have his own obsessions, as his bizarre behavior and dress 

attest. The destructive capacity soon surfaces, especially when Jesus drives the 

demons from him. The Bible speaks of demons to make evil vivid and real, yet not 

necessarily the last word on the subject. The demons that possessed him were 

driven into a herd of swine which promptly drown themselves, a vivid sign of evil 

intention. But then, released from the demons that have imprisoned him, the man 

comes to his senses.  

 The biblical man is not unlike another fisherman, this time in Ernest 

Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea. There an obsession with one more, great 

catch drives a man far out into the ocean. Like Melville’s Captain Ahab, the old 

fisherman in Hemingway must prove himself, and this makes a large catch. But in 

bringing this marlin toward shore, the fish is eaten away by sharks, until only 

bones remain. His obsession has been frustrated, again. But once ashore he is 

greeted by other fishermen; and even tourists marvel at the size of what remains. 

There is surprising affirmation and release from what has obsessed him.  
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 So too for the man freed of demons in Luke 8. Jesus tells him to return home 

and declare what God has done for him. He has been freed of what possessed him, 

an outcome we wish would happen more often, far more often. So how do we 

translate a compelling biblical story into reality in a world confronted by 

remorseless evil? How do we intervene in the lives of so many people, loners, 

haunted by angry obsessions? People going down paths that promise only harm for 

themselves and for others. How do we do it, as Christians? More, in a bitterly 

partisan political season, how can we avoid deepening the divisions that already 

cripple us with suspicion and cynicism? How can we, as Christians, return to the 

world around us and declare that God can bring freedom from what possesses us?  

 Jesus’ challenge to the man freed from demons is deeply personal, but it has 

social implications. It is not abstract or remotely theological. It is practical and 

direct. Go back home and let people see that you have been freed of what held you 

in check. We sense why the man is reluctant. The people who know him best have 

thought of him as crazed. Now his challenge is to show, by how he lives, that he 

has been set free. Free to be his best self, for the good of all. You and I, as 

Christians, face the same challenge: to declare by how we live that all can be free.  

 Our first challenge, of course, is to admit that countless demons hover over 

our lives. Anger and resentment. Depression and defeat. Envy and self-pity. We 

must name them and acknowledge them as our own; otherwise they trap us and our 
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lives fall into deep holes. Our souls can become mired in spiritual quicksand before 

we know it. Worse, we are tempted to blame someone or something else for our 

plight. Scapegoating is an old sport, and a very destructive one. We can also delve 

into bitterness, stoking fires of revenge that become consuming.  

But as Christians, following the words of Jesus, we know that we can be 

free. When we name our demons, and admit they are ours, then they run from us. 

Not all at once. But gradually we are freed of them. The trick is, we can never do it 

all by ourselves. Our spiritual struggle, in large part, is to admit that we need one 

another. Only in each other’s company, in building trust and in learning to share 

life’s journey, do our private obsessions fade. They are irrelevant; they do not 

matter; and they can lead us astray no more.  

That is the meaning of being church. We come together as people who 

realize what it means to journey together for the good of all. What it means to be 

our best selves, and to receive what matters most by giving to benefit others. 

Together, and only together, we find life-giving direction, and relinquish what has 

held us back. We need not feel stuck nor be alone. A better pathway is open to us; 

we can be free to live, even amid horrific circumstances.  

How does this happen in the midst of murderous rage? I’ll tell you how. 

Some years ago now, on a bright September morning, when I worked in midtown 

Manhattan, I walked miles, into lower Manhattan, as the towers of the World 



6 
 

Trade Center fell. My step-daughter worked only three blocks away, and I went to 

find her and bring her out. Of course thousands of people were streaming out, on 

foot, as I walked toward where they had been. And then, at a hospital, I saw a large 

crowd, and assumed injured people sought treatment. A police officer described 

what was happening: “Sorry,” he said to me; “we have all the blood donors we can 

handle.” Meanwhile, at delis and shops, owners were handing out free food and 

water. “Take whatever you need,” one clerk said to me. “If you don’t need it, pass 

it on.” In the midst of horror, there was humanity. In the midst of destruction there 

was faith.  

That’s why we are here, as church. To be freed of our demons. And to 

declare, as God directs us, that we know a better way, for all who struggle, and all 

who suffer from evil. “Take whatever you need.” You can find it here. And pass it 

on, so someone else can be helped. God’s love wins. Even in the face of evil. 

Because as we grieve, we are together, for the good of all.  

Amen.  

William L. Sachs   June 19, 2016   

 


