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2019-06-23 Barbara Mitchell 

Isaiah 65:1-9 and Luke 8:26-39 

Over the past few weeks I have been teaching Plato to my Y10 
students – they sat their GCSE RS exams in May and I have to keep 
teaching them until the end of term.  So we do some ‘proper 
philosophy’ for those 8 or so weeks to give them a taste of a few of 
the great ideas which underpin western culture!  In one of his most 
famous works , The Republic, Plato explored the idea of reality and 
how do we know what is real.  Relevant stuff for teenagers, indeed 
for all of us, to think about in this age of the internet and ‘fake 
news’. 

To explain his ideas Plato used an analogy.  He asked us to imagine 
a cave deep underground.  Facing one of the walls of the cave are a 
group of prisoners who are chained up and who have never seen 
the world outside the cave.  Behind them a fire is burning and in 
front of the fire there is a raised walkway. Every so often a person 
goes across the walkway carrying an object – a statue, a pot, a 
bunch of flowers.  Their shadow is cast on the wall in front of the 
chained prisoners and those shadows provide them with their only 
glimpse into a world beyond their own existence.  So important are 
these images to them that they hold lively discussions about what 
object is most likely to appear next and even place bets on their 
answers. 

The people that Plato was describing in this story are all of us; 
ordinary people who can only see the world in the way it is 
presented to us by others.  Like them we are bound, not by physical 

iron chains, but by our jobs, our financial commitments, our 
families.  We think we are free beings, or that freedom is just 
around the corner.  Children are constrained by the demands of 
their parents and school rules – but it will be better when I get to 
university.  Then come the demands of juggling work for a degree 
with a part-time job to pay the rent – but it will be better when I 
get that glittering career I’ve always dreamed of.  Then comes the 
demanding boss, the lengthy commute, the mortgage to pay, the 
children to look after, the dog to walk – the list could go on and on.  
And that illusionary, just around the corner freedom never actually 
materialises. 

The stories from the Bible that we have heard today are both about 
people who are in bondage and for whom freedom is a distant 
hope.  The writer of the passage from Isaiah was living in Exile in 
Babylon, miles from the homeland of the Israelite people.  He may 
not have been bound in chains or imprisoned, like those in Plato’s 
cave, indeed he may well have been running a successful business 
in one of the trading capitals of the ancient world.  But under 
Babylonian law he was not a free agent because he would have 
been forbidden to return home to Jerusalem. 

The other man we heard about was quite literally chained.  He was 
suffering from a form of mental illness which made him a danger to 
himself and to others.  Not only was he imprisoned by the irrational 
behaviour of his mind and body, but for his safety he had to be 
chained and bound and put under guard. 

In Plato’s Cave, eventually one of the prisoners was freed.  He 
didn’t really want to go, he was comfortable where he was, but 
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with a lot of cajoling and persuasion his liberator encouraged him 
to climb up the steep path to the outside world and to experience 
the reality of freedom. 

Both our Bible characters are also offered the hope of freedom – 
but at a price. The writer of the passage in Isaiah gives a prophecy 
that soon the Jews will be able to return  to the land promised to 
them by God – a prophecy which was fulfilled when the Babylonian 
Empire was defeated by the Persians and the Persian King Cyrus 
allowed all exiled people to return home. 

And when the man from the country of the Gerasenes asked Jesus 
for help he too was freed from his bondage, by being healed from 
whatever mental demons had afflicted him. 

In both cases that freedom was not easily attained.  For the Jews in 
Babylon the return to Jerusalem after 70 years in exile would have 
meant leaving the only home they had known, in a stylish and 
civilised city, giving up established businesses and trekking back to 
a poor country which had been ravaged by war and neglect.  But for 
some of them the freedom that gave them to worship God and to 
live in a Torah observant society made those difficulties 
worthwhile. 

Freedom can’t have been easy for the man Jesus met either.  The 
story tells us that his demons begged Jesus to enter a herd of pigs, 
which then rushed into the sea and were drowned.  Now, as a good 
Jew I am certain that Jesus abstained from eating pork.  But I am 
equally sure that he would not have deliberately harmed an animal 
created by God.  What is more likely is that the man’s recovery was 

a noisy event and pigs, being very sensitive animals, took fright and 
in their terror they fled over the cliffs and fell into the lake.  
Witnesses observing the event gave it the interpretation we now 
have in the Gospel. 

But, whatever happened on the shores of Lake Galilee, the effect 
on the man was amazing.  From living a life restricted by physical 
and mental bonds he was now free to do whatever he chose to do. 

When a person tastes a new type of existence they want to share 
what they have learned with others.  Plato’s freed prisoner was so 
excited by his experience of the reality of sunlight and colour that 
he went back into the cave to tell the other prisoners, with the 
intention of freeing them.  Likewise, Jesus told the man he had 
healed that he should share his story with others – his life should 
be a means of teaching people about the reality of God’s power 
and goodness.  We don’t know what effect his reappearance had 
on the folks back home, but Plato’s ex-prisoner was not well-
received by his former comrades – in fact they threatened to kill 
him!  They were perfectly happy where they were and did not want 
to be dragged out of their comfort zone.  I often wonder if 
something similar happened to the man healed by Jesus – a bit like 
the character of a healed leper played by Michael Palin in Monty 
Python’s Life of Brian.  No-one believed he was really cured, he 
couldn’t get a job and was even worse off because he could no 
longer beg for money! 

The freedom and joy of the Christian story is one which we all have 
a responsibility to share with others.  Despite living in a country 
which since 2017 is officiously non-religious, as 51% of the 
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population claim to have no religious allegiance.  However, recent 
surveys have shown that there continues to be an interest in and a 
thirst for spirituality, even if in our post-modern world there is a 
distrust of any large institutions, including religions.  A recent study 
by the University of Kent discovered that just under 20% of self-
identifying atheists believed in life after death and 71% of atheists 
and 91% of agnostics held at least one supernatural belief.  Like 
Plato’s prisoner our message may not seem to be well-received in 
our secular world. But who knows what seeds may be sown when 
we follow the example of the man from the land of the Geresenes 
and proclaim throughout our community how much Jesus had done 
for us. 

 

 


