
Next Week: Luke 9:1-17 Jesus feeds multitudes.

Legion X-Fretensis.
“Legion Ten of the Straits”
was formed to defend the
Staits of Mesina, which
were important to the
defense of Rome itself. In
later years, they were
dispatched to Judea to end
the Jewish revolution. The
boar as their symbol would
have had double meaning
to the Jews, who
considered pigs unclean.
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Jesus in the Land of the Gerasenes
by Robb McCoy

     Legion Ten, also known as Legion X Fretensis, was a
famous unit within the Roman army that was formed by a
young Octavius, who would become Emperor Augustus.
Organized around 40 BC (Fretensis means “straits”)
LEG-X-FRET remained a unit until the 400s. 
     In the late 60's, LEG X was dispatched to Judea to
respond to Jewish revolt. After Jewish rebels seized
fortresses like Masada and the Herodium, LEG X helped
end the revolution. First crushing the rebels at the
Herodium, then moving to the siege of Jerusalem, before
being instrumental in the destruction of Masada, which
ended the war. All of these events - especially the siege
of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple - were
traumatic events in the history of Israel, and when the
Gospels were written, between 70-90, they would have
been fresh memories in those who wrote and received
them. Each Roman Legion, which were units of about
5,000 soldiers, had symbols to identify them. They
carried these symbols on banners, marked them on their
chest, and inscribed them on buildings after they
conquered, and brought the Good News of the Pax
Romana (Peace of Rome).
     Legion X was no different. Their banners had the
image of the boar. As pictured above in a modern stylized
version, the pig came to Judea bearing destruction and
Roman “peace.” This piece of information, I believe,
helps to unravel one of the most peculiar stories in the
gospels.
     Jesus crossed the Sea of Galilee to the land of the
Gerasenes. There is ambiguity between the three
synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) about
exactly where this event took place. A few things emerge
among the details. One, this is the land of Gentiles, but
there are also a lot of Jews in this area. The Hebrew
roots of this place could be “banished” or “exorcised.” In
other words, Jesus is in the “Land of the Banished.”
     The first person he encounters is someone who has
been banished. In this story, Jesus finds someone who
has been banished from the land of the banished and he
restores him to community. 

      Jesus liberates the man from literal and spiritual
bondage. And the first thing the man wants to do is
become bonded to Jesus. Yet Jesus sets him free. He
liberates the man, and tells him to tell others that they are
liberated too. 
     In the meantime, the demon known as Legion - for
there are many - is thrown into the pigs, and they are
destroyed in the sea. This could be a comical scene. The
pigs have a multi-layered meaning. The pig is an emblem
of the Roman military force. It is also a reminder of this
being a foreign land. This is also an economic hit to the
area. Losing a herd of pigs would have cost the people
money and sustenance.
     The people, when they find out about this, are fearful
and angry. Instead of seeing the liberation of this man as
a thing to celebrate, they see the loss of the pigs as an
economic blow. And they see the liberation of the
banished as something to fear.
     Suddenly this strange story doesn’t sound so strange.
The people chose their economic stability over the
freedom of one man. This feels very timely as Legion
rears its ugly head and people suffer for the sake of a
promised economic gain. We are left, like the man, to tell
our story of freedom. Tell our story of the liberating power
of Christ over the power of Legion. 
     While Legion, the source of our oppression is mocked,
we may be fearful of what may come next. In the land of
the banished, we can tell our story of freedom. We can
tell our story of inclusion, generosity, and grace. We can
be free from the tormentors and find freedom in caring for
each other over the bondage and “peace” that Legion
provides.


