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My name is Zach, and I am a second year seminary student at the Iliff School of Theology. Iliff is 
the Theology school that's located on DU’s campus, just downtown. I myself come from a 
non-denominational background, and despite paying thousands of dollars to read theology 
books, I decided this week to prep to be here with Lutherans, I needed to Google some 
Lutheran theology. 
 
And what I found on Google is that Lutherans should be in charge of the airline industry, 
because everything I read talks about how Lutherans fill a sanctuary from the back to the front, 
and clearly that's the best way to board an airplane if you've ever flown. The other thing I 
learned about Lutheran theology is that all Lutherans know at least one good casserole recipe. 
And if you're laughing thinking that's a stereotype, don't worry, it just means you don't know a 
good one. And there's grace for that. But if I'm completely honest, I don't come from a tradition 
that wears robes or collars, and I've had nightmares all week that I'm going to trip over this 
thing. So if at any point in time I look a little panicked, that is why. But I am really excited to be 
with you.  
 
Iliff was founded as a Methodist seminary but now has eight different Christian denominations 
that it has partnerships with, as well as students that represent other denominations, and then a 
handful of non-Christian students as well. So it's a really fun, diverse place to be studying 
theology. And I think one of the things we're best known for is the fact that we take a strong 
leaning into liberationist theology. If you've never heard this term before, liberation theology 
came out of the 1900’s, sort of in response to Vatican II with Pope John Paul, and was really 
looking at how we read the Bible to see a theme of liberation.  
 
So there was this argument that from Moses, freeing the Hebrews all the way through Jesus on 
the cross, this God hears voices of suffering and leans into those voices, so that his primary 
mission is to relieve suffering and relieve oppression in the world. So Iliff has lots of 
conversations about this and the area of research that I've been most involved in has been 
LGBT inclusion in the church. And when I use the phrase LGBT inclusion,I just want to break it 
down so we're on the same page. LGBT refers to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender. You 
may have heard other acronyms as well that are out there, but I'm gonna use LGBT today just 
for frame of reference.  
 
And then inclusion really looks at the ideas of can clergy be ordained, can marriages be blessed 
within the religious institution, and can people hold leadership positions or worship freely without 
fear of judgment. And it's a big conversation for churches to have. I want to start by applauding 
Advent. When Pastor Barb first invited me to speak, I went on your website and saw this 
wonderful welcoming statement of all the people and demographics that are welcome in your 
congregation, that are named very specifically. And it's just a beautiful thing to see churches 
involved in.  
 



But we know it's not a simple conversation, and it's an ongoing conversation around the world. 
The ELCA voted to be inclusive in 2009, while the UMC, which is the Methodist denomination, is 
currently having that battle now. And then we know there are other denominations that have 
voted to be inclusive, but have still allowed their congregations to have their own policies that 
don't have to be. So, the conversation is big and it has real impacts on our churches. The Pew 
Foundation that does research on demographics in church has found that of young people who 
were raised religious but no longer are, about one in three who have left the church did so 
because of the persecution of the LGBT community. This accounts for 33% of the responses in 
their study. And then we also look at statistics on homelessness and the fact that of the 1.6 
million homeless youth in America today, about 40% of them identify with the LGBT community. 
So, whether we're looking at churches or society or the economy or just a humanitarian crisis, 
there's a reason to talk about LGBT inclusivity.  
 
And all of that wasn't really a topic that I wanted to get involved in right off the bat. I thought 
there were dozens of justice issues to talk about. But when I sat down and looked at it, I could 
come up with, in pretty short order, about 25 people that I knew who had been impacted by this, 
who had been raised religious and no longer were because of something that had been sent to 
them or their family that they had lost or friends they had lost or a job they had lost. But there 
were real impacts that played out here.  
 
And so I want to spend a little time talking about that today. And I think this text, while it's not 
typically one that gets thrown into this conversation, actually has a lot to say. I'm going to sort of 
propose a paradigm that we take here where we'll go biblically first, and then theologically, and 
then pastorally. And so the biblical conversation I want to have is, what does the text say? The 
theological conversation will be what do we believe about God? And the pastoral conversation 
will be how do we see ourselves as leaders of the church and the kingdom in the world? And 
what does the text have to offer us there? 
 
So biblically speaking, the thing that jumps out to me in this story is the association of fevers 
with demons. We see Jesus go heal Simon's mother-in-law, have a fever, and then all of a 
sudden everybody in the neighborhood with demons is showing up. I kind of associated it like if 
Jesus was a dentist, and you know, he fixed somebody’s cavity, and then all of a sudden people 
start coming to him like, “Jesus can you help me with my taxes?” I don't see the connection 
between demons and fevers. But I realized that sort of my Western thinking. When I did a little 
research, I almost said Google again, and I have to promise I own theology textbooks or my 
mom's gonna wonder where all the money is going. I actually did consult textbooks this time. 
And if you ever want to go down a great theological rabbit hole, go to your local library and read 
books on the history of demons because it's fascinating.  
 
But to summarize all the history, because Vicar Paul said I couldn't preach for three hours, at 
this moment we basically get to a spot where demons are being blamed for anything that goes 
wrong with the body or the mind. The ancient world is thinking that if you're confused, you must 
have a demon; if you have a fever, you must have a demon. And maybe at some point in your 
church going years you've heard a sermon that talks about demons and mental illness or 



demons and addiction and the modern ways we could understand this. But I'm not sure any of 
those paradigms are really helpful. That I mean as someone myself who's wrestled with 
depression, I can tell you there's a lot more to it than demons. And having family and friends 
who have struggled with addiction or mental health events, I think there's a lot of work there. 
There's a lot of biological factors and psychological factors that to reduce it to demons just isn't 
fair.  And it's also not what Mark argues.  
 
When we look at Mark's gospel, he plays with demons all the time. They show up in lots of 
stories. And because we read it in chunks we don't always see the themes he's stretching 
throughout it. So not to spoil the ending for you, but I'm going to jump ahead to when Jesus 
crosses the Sea of Galilee. It's one of the most famous demon stories in the Bible. And he 
comes to this town that has been utterly destroyed by the Roman Empire. And the historical 
records we have are amazing of what the Empire did to this town. It was total scorched earth 
warfare. They took resources, they destroyed resources, they inscripted the men, they abused 
the women, they sold the children into slavery. It was just a wiped-out town that had once been 
thriving. And when Jesus arrives he finds this man chained in the cemetery and possessed by 
demons. So Jesus does this Jesus thing and exercises the demons.  
 
But unique to this story is Jesus asked the demon what his name is. Now if I was writing a 
gospel I would have given the demon a name like Vlad the Terrible or something, you know, 
much more impressive. But Mark in this gospel, says the demon’s name is Legion, which is 
really brilliant on Mark's part because legion was a unit of the Roman military. So the same 
forces that had wiped out this town were being represented in these stories by the demons. 
Demons in this story, if we're going to talk biblically, are the forces of oppression and violence 
that Jesus comes to drive out of society. So we put that in conversation with LGBT inclusion in 
the church. There are lots of forces of violence and oppression that have shaped the LGBT 
experience. And we have to recognize that that's part of what Jesus comes to cast out, too.  
 
Thinking theologically about what we believe about God and Jesus, this story shows us that 
healing is a big part of Jesus's ministry. This is actually the first healing story we get in Mark's 
gospel. We've seen a baptism story, Jesus in the wilderness, Jesus calling disciples. He's 
taught in the synagogue, but now we're getting down to the healing part. And Mark uses this 
beautiful phrase when he talks about healing. He says that he took her by the hand and lifted 
her up. He actually says raised her up, and that's important. But took her by the hand and raised 
her up. This phrase is going to show up over and over again in the Gospel of Mark. That 
whenever Jesus does healings, it’s this pattern. Took by the hand, raised up. And the verb here 
for raised is actually the same verb the other gospels are also going to use when they talk about 
Jesus being raised from the dead. So part of healing is this raising up. It's this elevating. And 
when we bring that back to our conversation about LGBT inclusion, I think we have to ask what 
raising up looks like in the healing process. I think it does look like things like ordaining gay 
clergy. It looks like things like blessing gay marriages. But it also looks like listening to stories.  
 
Father James Martin--if you've never read any Father James Martin, he's an incredible Jesuit 
priest. He has some fantastic books on prayer and Jesuit spirituality, as well as Lent. But he's 



been an advocate for LGBT inclusion in the Catholic church for years. And whenever he's asked 
why, he always says that he listened to stories. And that just like Jesus uses parables and 
stories to change our hearts, their stories can change our hearts, too. That hearing stories from 
the LGBT community can be a real blessing to the church to learn about different aspects of life 
and just aspects of the divine. So theologically, the question is how do we heal by raising up?  
 
And then pastorally, as we consider our role and leadership in the church. And again, I come 
from a non-denominational tradition that doesn't necessarily recognize a huge difference 
between clergy and laity, that sees us all as leaders in the kingdom of God. And Jesus models 
something interesting here, too. Because when he casts out these demons, he doesn't allow 
them to speak. I like to joke that Jesus does not negotiate with demons. That these voices don't 
get a voice, they don't get a vote, at least. And I think that's really important because the story 
ends with Jesus in the synagogues casting out demons there, too. He knows that sometimes 
these sources of oppression have been given a voice in religious communities. And it's 
important to step into those spaces and cast the oppression out there, too. This parallel to the 
LGBT community seems fairly obvious. That the church is part of the reason this conversation 
continues. And there are wonderful affirming churches that have advanced the conversation, 
opened their doors, and welcome people in. And we know there are churches out there that 
haven't, and that that contributes to some of the statistics I mentioned at the beginning.  
 
So I think these questions, where they pertain to this particular issue, can be a great lens for us 
to reflect on. Biblically, where do we see sources of oppression and violence and shame that 
needs to be cast out? Theologically, what are we doing to raise up stories and hear voices and 
help heal communities that have been shaped by violence? And then how are we actively 
making sure that we do not give voice to oppression within our own churches and communities, 
or any mission field, that we are involved in?  
 
It's a big conversation. And I'm under no delusion that as a 20-something I can come in and 
preach the definitive sermon on homophobia, and it'll be over. If anything I've said today spoke 
to you or you'd like to know more, I welcome you reaching out to me. I can share resources with 
you, or a little bit of where I'm coming from, or have a discussion of any sort. But I also think a 
big takeaway that I hope to leave you with and that I think liberation theology offers us, is this 
chance to reflect and to step into hard conversations. To see that the oppression and justice 
that Jesus raged against in his day continues today, and we're all called into that struggle.  
 
And we know in those struggles we won't always get it right. But we give thanks for Lutherans 
who remind us that when we don't get it right, there's grace for that, too. So thank you for giving 
me the opportunity to be with you today. And as you go forth, know that we struggle together, 
and our God struggles with us.  
 
Amen  


