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Call to worship (Psalm 22:22-24) 
We will tell of your name, O God. In the midst of the congregation, we will praise you! 
Praise God, all who stand in awe of God’s grace. 
We honour and glorify God’s name. For God does not hide or recoil from those who suffer. 
When we call, God answers. 
The poor shall eat and be satisfied. Those who seek God will live in God forever. 
Let us come to worship God! 
 
Hymn       In the presence of your people  MP 341 + 2 other verses – words at end 
 
Gifts  
Loving God, You give us so many good things, all that we need and more than we could ask for.  
We bring our gifts to you in response to your generosity, and as a sign of our thanks.  
Accept and bless all that we bring, and all that we are;  
Use us and our gifts to serve you in whatever way you direct. In the name of Jesus, Amen. 
 
Opening Prayers   
I had a choice of Calls to Worship based on verses from Psalm 22 set for today – and I liked several 
of them, so we open our prayers with another call to worship – let us pray: 
 
Awe-inspiring God, we gather together to praise you 
for your tender compassion and care of needy people. 
Come, all who seek the Lord God, offer your prayers. 
 
Listening God, we gather to revere and honour your 
supportive concern for people who cry to you for help. 
Come, all who seek the Lord God, offer your praise. 
 
People of every nation are called to gather together to 
worship God, in thankfulness for God’s loving mercies. 
Come, all who seek the Lord God, offer your worship. Amen 
 
And as June is LGBT Pride month, and today is the last day of Refugee Week, a prayer amended 
from the URC Prayer Handbook inspired by verses from Galatians 3: 
 
Holy One, as we celebrate LGBT Pride this month – Let us celebrate you,  
in whom there is no difference for we are all one in Christ Jesus. 
 
At the end of Refugee Week, and a time of protests across the USA, and in support of the 
Palestinian people across the world, as well as members of the LGBT community who live in fear  
in other countries, we remember the events that have shaped us. 
The lives dedicated to pursuing justice; the protests, the riots and revolution,  
Let us remember the God who walks alongside us. 
 
As we come together, before our Creator, each of us made in love, and for love,  
Let us praise you Holy God. 
And as we stand before you in community, sharing our joy in expressions of solidarity, 
claiming our identity in Christ, let us be one in You. Amen 
 
Hymn      God is working his purpose out MP 189 omit v3  
 
I’m going to reflect on today’s two readings from Scripture separately. Firstly, a reading from Luke’s 
gospel. 
 
Bible reading:  Luke 8:26-39 
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I tend not to remember sermons – either ones I hear or ones I give. This could be because 

very few are memorable, or it could be that I don’t have a very good memory. It is true, that 

I’m a very visual person and if I hear something on the radio, for example, I don’t remember 

it as well as things I see on TV. Radio plays and audio books would be pretty much a waste 

of time for me! But I do remember this story about the demons going into a herd of pigs and 

drowning. When I lived in Guatemala, someone at church thought it would be a good idea 

for me to teach the children. It was the custom in that church for the children to return to the 

main service at the end and talk about what they’d learnt. For this particular story they had 

drawn a picture of the pigs running into the lake – which is probably why I remember it. 

That said, this is a difficult story for various reasons. 

Nowadays, especially in the URC, we don’t talk or think about demons much. Most of us 

probably don’t believe in them and it is too simplistic, and not very caring to say this is a 

metaphor for mental illness, though that may be one of the things tormenting the man living 

among the tombstones. There is also the issue of healing and miracles – we can say we 

believe Jesus healed people and performed miracles, but we get into dodgy territory today 

if we talk about healing outside of the healing powers of doctors, hospitals and modern 

medicine. And probably each of us have different definitions of miracles from finding keys 

that were lost to one man escaping almost unscathed from a fatal plane crash. And what 

then of the situations where healing and miracles are fervently prayed for and don’t 

happen?  

There’s also the issue of the swineherds who lost their livelihood when their pigs drowned. 

It doesn’t seem great that Jesus granted mercy to the demons and subjected the human 

carers for the pigs to possible destitution, though as is often the case, the Bible leaves us 

hanging and doesn’t tell us what happened to the swineherds. 

So, setting aside the difficulties, what can we learn from this story, other than the 

memorable image of a child’s picture of pigs? 

If there is one thing the gospels agree on, it is that Jesus performed miracles through the 

power of deliverance and the presence of healing. Whether it was an illness or a situation 

that felt impossible or, as in this case, a possession, Jesus was known for showing that 

what felt like the end for so many people, was not the end of their story. It is interesting that 

right before this story, Jesus had been in a boat with his disciples and had calmed a storm. 

The disciples had woken the sleeping Jesus in a panic, thinking they were going to die. 

Jesus says, ‘where is your faith?’ And when he calms the storm, they are both amazed and 

afraid – hold that thought about fear… 
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Then they arrive in Gerasenes, and almost immediately encounter the man possessed by 

demons. The demons recognise Jesus, and recognise he is more powerful than them. You 

could say they have a faith the disciples do not. It is the unclean spirits, rather than the man 

possessed that address Jesus, saying, ‘What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the 

Most High God? I beg you, do not torment me’. This cry from the demons that had taken 

over the man is intriguing, for they are asking for mercy that they have not given to the 

person they have occupied. They recognise that they need life to exist, and that to exist is, 

for them, better than the torment of the abyss.  

The approach to Jesus, begging for mercy, is a recognition that they know Jesus’ power. 

Demons are not unique to this story, but are found across many cultures and in different 

religious sects. What is important to note about spiritual powers is that they submit to the 

higher and stronger power. This line of questioning suggests that they knew that Jesus’ 

power was greater than theirs and that in his presence, they were under his authority. 

This is an important point as Jesus’ ongoing narrative unfolds and he continues to perform 

more healings later in Luke’s gospel. The foundation is that there is no power that is more 

powerful than his through God, and that those things that torment the living cannot overtake 

Jesus’ power.  

Let’s pause for a moment and think of what might be some of the things that torment us 

now – addiction, loneliness, social media for a lot of people, a feeling of impotence in the 

face of wars and climate change. Jesus heals the man by his presence. In the presence of 

Jesus, the man is calm, in his right mind, clothed where he was naked. If you can’t deal with 

the demons and unclean spirits, just focus on the power of Jesus’ presence. 

Even for people of that time, who were familiar with demon possession, we are told that the 

people in the surrounding area were ‘seized with great fear’ and asked Jesus to leave. 

Remember the disciples in the boat who were amazed and afraid? You’d think that the  

people who were afraid after Jesus performed this miracle should have at least been 

amazed as well. Yet, I imagine they were witnessing things that felt impossible to believe. 

Their friend, brother, son, or community member returned, and in the same moment, some 

of them completely lost their livelihood because their pigs were gone. How can we hold the 

reality of fear and the possibilities of faith together in compassion? How can we share with 

others the faith we have, while recognising their fear of the unknown or of things that sound 

strange and completely unbelievable to them? 

And what of the swineherds and the pigs? If all that is living was crafted by God from love 

and seen as good, why were these pigs’ lives not deemed as valuable as the man who was 

healed? More importantly, why would the request of demons not to be driven into the abyss 
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mean more than the life of the pigs? I don’t really have an answer, except as we know, the 

Jews did not eat pork, and Jesus was Jewish. Pigs would have been considered unclean as 

would the people who cared for them. It’s unclear why anyone would have been keeping 

pigs, unless they were not Jewish, or they may have been kept for their hides rather than 

for meat. Maybe they are simply convenient for the story – like the ram that appears so 

Abraham doesn’t have to sacrifice his son Isaac. We’ll never know, but it seems a bit unkind 

to the swineherds. 

One of the important things to remember about the healing narratives is the other side of 

what one might deem as miraculous. Many times, the afflictions that people were enduring 

did not only have them hurting individually but had them isolated from the possibilities of 

community because they were considered unclean. In modern terms, some of the torments 

I mentioned earlier like addiction, be it to drugs, alcohol or gambling, rarely affect only the 

addicted individual, and often lead to them becoming estranged from their families and 

communities, often ending in homelessness. Jesus sat with the man who had been isolated 

for so long. The one who was known to be possessed was rested and clothed, when before 

he had been tormented and naked and living among the tombs. 

While he wanted to stay with Jesus, begging to come with him, Jesus sent him back to 

where he came from – home - inviting him to bear witness to what can happen if you sit with 

Jesus for a while. In one sense, it was a beautiful and important way to get the word out 

about Jesus. In another sense, it reminds us that the man could actually return home for the 

first time in a long time. In a way that was new, there was space beyond the tombs and out 

of isolation that he could go and be part of his community again. 

Deliverance is a step in healing, not the whole experience. The deliverance in this story was 

from the demons, but the healing was that there was a community of people that this 

person could now be a part of, and a witness that he could give for the gift he had received 

from Jesus. 

 
Bible reading: Galatians 3:23-29 
I chose our second reading for today, from the choice of five lectionary readings, partly 

because we are currently in LGBT Pride month, for which it is appropriate. It also provides 

better hymn options than any of the other readings and I didn’t fancy the reading from the 

book of Kings! So as not to subject you to an unbearably long sermon, nor make you learn 

another new hymn after the one we started with and the one we are going to sing in a 

minute, as a reflection on these verses, and thinking back to the story from Luke’s gospel 
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and fear of the unknown, I’m going to read a hymn written by the URC minister John 

Campbell: 

If, in Christ, there’s no distinction, if, for all, he bore the cross,  
if we all are truly special, worth his pain, his life, his loss,  
then we each must learn to value those we’d rather just ignore;  
risk renewal through this challenge, learn to love now, more and more.  
 
If Christ cares for Jews and Gentiles, welcomes all the human race,  
finds unique and special beauty in each single human face,  
then we each must dare to welcome those we’d fear or fail to see, 
risk renewal through this challenge, learn to love now, endlessly.  
 
If Christ stands against injustice, wanting slaves to be set free,  
died to liberate all captives, let them be who they might be,  
then we each must fight for fairness, never hold back or exploit,  
risk renewal through this challenge, learn to love with all our might.  
 
If Christ welcomes men and women, values each just as they are,  
that we all may be respected, know our worth is on a par,  
then we all must work to alter each injustice, all distress,  
risk renewal through this challenge, learn to love with God’s excess 
 

We lead into our prayers of intercession, with a hymn that could itself be a prayer: 

Hymn  We lay our broken world (Tune at MP 67 Trentham)  words at end 
 
Prayers of intercession   
We bring our prayers to God for a world in pain, confused and angry,  
suffering and perplexed, and for a Church needing to love and serve.  
God of silence, we remember before You the needs of our world,  
people on the move in search of safety,  
people rebuilding shattered cities and dreams,  
people meeting in secret because of how they love and live,  
and ask for Your strength and loving kindness on all they do.  
We remember those who dare to lead in our world  
that they may pursue justice and integrity not riches and power,  
that we may live in peace.  
God, in your mercy…hear our prayer. 
 
Earth moving God, we pray for all seeking to make a positive difference in difficult times;  
those working to mitigate the effects of the climate crisis,  
those bringing health care to the poor and dispossessed,  
those seeking to influence governmental policy for good,  
those who uphold law and order,  
and those who working for ever more just laws,  
and ask for your strength and loving kindness in all they do.  
We remember those who seek to do harm,  
who enrich themselves at the expense of others,  
who maim, wound and murder,  
that they may face justice and themselves,  
find ways to turn around, and give, and find, freedom.  
God, in your mercy…hear our prayer. 
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God of wind, fire, and calm, we pray for Your Church  
 confused by the times,  
 forgetting to see where You are at work,  
 wanting to help but lacking in confidence.  
We remember those who lead Your Church,  
who offer vision and discernment  
and who inspire us to see the work You have for us, 
and ask You make us receptive to new perspectives.  
God, in your mercy…hear our prayer. 
 
Eternal Trinity,  
We remember before you those we know in any kind of need…. News of the week 
God, in your mercy…hear our prayer. 
 
We pray for those who are unwell, in body, mind or spirit, and those who mourn.  
In the silence of our hearts, we name those known to us… 
God, in your mercy…hear our prayer. 
We join our prayers together as we pray as Jesus taught…Our Father…. Lord’s Prayer 
 
Hymn       In Christ there is no east or west  MP 329 
 
Blessing  
May the blessing of God who risked everything for our sake, 
the blessing of Jesus Christ who cleanses everything and releases in us new visions of hope, 
and the blessing of the Holy Spirit who guides and directs us into new forms of obedience,  
be with us all this day and every day. Amen 
 
 
The Bridgwater Drive Church sung Blessing (MP 460) 
 
 
 

Hymns used under The Bridgwater Drive Church CCLI licence 257182 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Bridgwater Drive Church, 23 July 2023 
 

7 
 

In the presence of your people 
I will praise your name, 
for alone you are holy, 
enthroned on the praises of Israel. 
Let us celebrate your goodness 
and your steadfast love; 
may your name be exalted 
here on earth and in heaven above. 
 
All who love you sing your praises 
and proclaim your power, 
for alone you are holy, 
enthroned on the praises of Israel. 
You have not ignored our suffering 
but have heard our cry; 
may your power be exalted 
here on earth and in heaven above. 
 
All who seek your rule will praise you 
and be satisfied; 
for alone you are holy, 
enthroned on the praises of Israel. 
All the peoples of the nations 
will bow down to you; 
may your rule be exalted 
here on earth and in heaven above. 
 

--------------- 
 
 
 
We lay our broken world 
in sorrow at your feet, 
haunted by hunger, war and fear, 
oppressed by power and hate. 
 
Here human life seems less 
than profit, might and pride, 
though to unite us all in you, 
you lived and loved and died. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We bring our broken loves, 
friends parted, families torn; 
then in your life and death we see 
that love must be reborn. 
 
We bring our broken selves, 
confused and closed and tired; 
then through your gift of healing grace 
new purpose is inspired. 
 
Come Spirit, on us breathe, 
with life and strength anew; 
find in us love, and hope and trust, 
and lift us up to you.

 


