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Let us pray: Gracious God, give us humble, teachable, and obedient hearts, that 
we may receive what you have revealed, and do what you have commanded. Amen. 
 
A kindergarten teacher gave her class a “show and tell” assignment of bringing 
something to represent their religion. 
The first child got in front of the class and said, “My name is Benjamin and I am 
Jewish and this is the Star of David.” 
The second child got in front of her class and said, “My name is Mary, I am 
Catholic and this is the Crucifix.” 
The third child got up in front of his class and said, “My name is Tommy and I am 
Presbyterian and this is a three bean casserole.” 
 
I love church food and Westminster is no exception with ensuring every meeting 
remotely close to meal time includes very tasty and fulfilling menu items.  I can 
only smile when I think about the countless lunch and dinner events, meetings and 
gatherings with potluck treasures.  This church that has been my second home for 
pretty much my entire life.  Despite all my youthful antics, Westminster has 
shown unconditional love and created a safe space for me to call home.  They say 
that “home is where the heart is” and that “a house is made of bricks and beams 
but a home is made of hopes and dreams.”.  In our scripture reading today, we 
hear about our commission to spread the mercy and love of God to all, especially 
where we call “home”.  I have such fond memories of growing up as well as 
watching others grow up in this congregation.   
 
I loved in Sunday school when one of the kids was here after missing Palm Sunday 
and they asked why we had palms laying around in one of the classrooms that were 
left over from the previous week.  I explained that Palm Sunday was the day that 
Jesus rode on a young donkey into Jerusalem and people were shouting “Hosanna” 
and placing palm leaves on the ground.  This young girl looked a little disappointed 



 

 

and I asked what was wrong, she replied with “figures, the one Sunday I’m sick 
and Jesus shows up and offers free pony rides!” 
 
This is just one of the many memories I have in this church that we can all call 
“home”.  In our story today, Jesus arrives in Gadara which is across the lake from 
Galilee and quite different both spiritually as well as geographically. It is a land of 
Gentiles or non-Jewish people.  Almost before he can get off the boat, Jesus 
meets this seemingly insane, unclean, animal-like, naked man among the tombs.  
 
The demons begged Jesus not to send them into the abyss. As terrible as our 
demons might be, we find their familiarity comfortable and are often resistant to 
let them go. You may know the frustration of working with people who cling to 
their demons—people who, in spite of their misery, refuse to change their self-
destructive behavior.    If Jesus will not permit the demons to stay with the man, 
they ask that he allow them to take up residence in other living creatures. The 
pigs are logical candidates, since they are already unclean and nearby. Both 
Deuteronomy and Leviticus state that Jewish law sees pigs as unclean and 
disgusting animals. (Leviticus 11:7; Deuteronomy 14:8).  Luckily, Presbyterians do 
not agree with this otherwise our Sunday morning Dialogue Diners would be quite 
different without the savory smell of bacon filling this entire church.   
 
The demons leave the man and enter into the pigs who run into the sea and drown 
themselves.  After this miracle, the word spreads about what Jesus has done and 
the Garasenes all come to see this man that they had kept in the outskirts of 
their society.  This man now sitting at Jesus’ feet, seemingly sane and obedient to 
his own thoughts and not the demons.  In a turn of events, we read that the 
townspeople aren’t grateful or in spiritual awe and wonder, but fearful and upset. 
 
Maybe they're fearful that if Jesus hangs around they won't be able to make a 
living. After all, Jesus has just sent a big part of the local economy to destruction 
in the lake. But, I submit that the fear of these people may be about more than 
just the possibility of no longer having a job. If Jesus has power over the forces 
of the world that oppress and bind, if Jesus can heal somebody like the 
longsuffering man in the text, destroying a hog farm in the process, what might 
he do next? Who is safe from such a power?    



 

 

 
We dare not ignore the difficulties in this passage—very real difficulties for all 
disciples. These difficulties beset us from the inside and the outside. One of 
them is fear. What we do not understand, what interrupts our relatively orderly 
lives, even if it is for someone's good, frightens us. How can this be? What might 
this be? Where does this power come from? What if it turns against me? While 
we may understand their fear, we are saddened by their response.  
 
It is human nature to have fear and it is okay to have fear, but do not let your 
fear dictate unloving actions.  We see in the poem that Chris read today that 
communities can often create excuses and false reasons to justify their actions.  
The line that Natasha Trethewey begins with “The slaves were clothed, fed, and 
better off under a master’s care.” reflects directly on the need for an apostle 
who can spread the loving word of God, even if it means opposing their own 
community's thoughts and beliefs.  Racism is still a very real problem in modern 
society.  Growing up as an Italian-Asian-American was never easy.  My family 
adopted me from South Korea when I was just one and a half years old and raised 
me Italian-American.  It confused people as I remember sitting in the doctor’s 
office one day and the nurse called for Alex Yang and her eyes fixed directly on 
me.  To everyone’s surprise, a huge Italian looking guy with more facial hair than 
I’ll ever have stood up and said his name was Alex Yang.  A few minutes later, that 
same nurse called for Mark Aquino and she fixed her eyes on another Italian 
looking man in the room and was definitely caught by surprise when I stood up and 
said “that’s me”.  Now here is a nurse who has taken the oath of Nightingale 
Pledge, similar to the Hippocratic Oath, to help any and all.  She has committed 
her life to helping others, yet still unintentionally stereotyped and judged. 
 
My life sort of reflects that insane and out of control man who Jesus healed.  
Many of you know that when I was younger, I was known as the “terror of 
Westminster”.  From the hole in the back of a cabinet that my foot caused racing 
in a wheelchair in what is now the Energy Room, to countless other acts of 
mischief.  Confirmation class turned me around and became the healing that I 
needed.  My internal adolescent demons no longer suppressed me when I chose to 
be confirmed, I turned my life around and devoted myself to have a stronger 



 

 

relationship with God.  Westminster was the living Christ that healed me and 
nurtured me in love to face my internal and damaging demons. 
 
I’ve told this story before when I was asked to play Joseph in the Christmas 
pageant years ago. I pulled aside Reverend Tom Stewart and said “you know I’m 
Asian right?”.  Rev Stewart said “Yes, I realize that”.  I replied “I don’t think 
Joseph was Asian”.  Rev Stewart said “Mark, you are a child of God, you are loved 
and nobody cares what ethnicity plays Joseph, especially God”.  Is this 
congregation awesome or what?!?!?! 
 
In college I started to drift away and for almost two years, I minimally went to 
church and had felt like I was losing my relationship with God.  One day I was 
heading to class at Buffalo State College, and the radio was interrupted with a 
news broadcast that tragedy has struck the nation.  The date was September 
11th, 2001.  I remember sitting in the college parking lot just staring into 
nothingness while listening to this horrific event unfold.  Around 10:45 am I sort 
of snapped out of it.  I don’t know why but my first thought was that I need to go 
to church.  I got to Westminster and headed right into the Holmes Chapel and 
just sat and stared at the window above the chancel.  It was at that moment I 
felt like I was home.  
 
Once cleansed from his demons, the man is no longer afraid of Jesus, but begs to 
go with him.  Jesus instead sends him home to preach to the people who know him 
best—to become a “walking, talking advocate”.  Jesus thus commissions this 
Gentile to preach even before commissioning the twelve disciples (chapter 9).  The 
man obeys. Often, we find ourselves called to a different calling than the one that 
we would have chosen. Our youth are shining examples of mission in the ministry 
of Christ who come home to spread the Word of God. 
 
Our youth, who time and time again, give so much to academics, family life, sports, 
music, theater, art, society and most importantly, to God.  The hours they spend 
fundraising for mission trips and youth retreats and the time and energy they 
commit to their faith.  This Thursday morning at 5:30am (yes, 5:30am!), they will 
gather in the church parking lot to pray and then load into large vans and sleep 
while their dedicated and passionate advisers drive them to Maine.  In Maine, they 



 

 

sleep on the Buckfield Community Church floor, prepare their own meals, face 
mosquitoes the size of your fist, work in heat and humidity that beats down on 
them as they split firewood and deliver it to those who cannot afford their own.  
They replace drywall, install windows, cut lawns, clean barns and museums, install 
siding and roofing tiles, paint, build ramps and staircases, and anything else God 
calls for in the small, rural communities of Hartford, Buckfield and East Sumner. 
 
After each long, tiring but rewarding day of working as God’s hands and feet, our 
youth spend time reflecting on their day’s work.  These reflections are where I 
truly see God.  Their grasp of scripture and understanding of their ministry in 
Maine truly shines through with their insights, discussions, sharing and theology.  
It’s where they mesh together what they do with why they do it.   
 
When it reaches the end of our busy and tiring week, some of the youth comment 
how they are torn.  They feel both happiness for the work they’ve done but 
sorrow to have to leave as they have felt the presence of the Spirit in Maine and 
start calling Hartford and Buckfield a second home.  But just as Jesus told the 
man he needs to return home to spread the loving word of God, our youth do the 
same and return to WNY to spread the loving word of God.  They come back here 
and tell their families, their friends, this congregation and our community about 
loving God and loving their neighbors as themselves.  They act out their 
commissioning to go from disciple to apostle.   
 
They have all had amazing leadership and guidance from people like Debbie Katz, 
who is commonly known among the youth as “mama Katz” because of her loving, 
open hearted and nurturing relationships with them.  Many of them have shared 
how their Sunday school memories were not just biblical stories but also Goldfish 
crackers and Debbie Katz.  She has become a steady rock in their faith formation 
and will always bring loving thoughts in their hearts.  We wish her the best as she 
retires to new chapters in her life. 
 
This congregation has supported and nurtured the youth and created a safe space 
for them to never feel like that outcast who was broken and isolated.  I’d like to 
think that the man who was consumed with demons would be welcome at 
Westminster with open arms and not seen as threatening and dangerous and 



 

 

rejected.  With living examples of loving thy neighbor strung all throughout the 
history of Westminster Church, we need to make sure we never act like the 
Garasenes and neglect those in need, no matter what their internal demons may 
be.  The moment we stop acting with our hearts and start acting out of fear is the 
moment this living church stops living.     
 
My father passed away two years ago almost to this day,  he is one of my greatest 
role models.  He has accomplished so much in his life and I only found out about 
most of it after he passed away.  He was a pivotal reason my faith became so 
strongly rooted.   
 
When I read this scripture in preparation for this sermon, it resonated and 
reminded me of my father.  As my father was reaching end of life due to cancer 
and we all knew his time was limited here on earth, I remember sitting with him 
and I turned to him and with a shaky voice I said “dad, I’m not ready to let you 
go”.  We sat in silence for a moment and he said “Mark, I’m going to have to leave 
soon and where I’m going you cannot go, not yet.  I’m so proud of you, but you need 
to stay here and keep doing what you are doing.  Keep teaching and guiding the 
youth.  Keep learning and growing your faith with Westminster.  Keep taking care 
of your family and know I will always be with you.”.  My dad was ready to go and 
had come to peaceful terms with his end of life.  It still brings chills to me when I 
think about it and with his words I know he is never gone from my life. 
 
He selflessly wanted me to stay home and keep spreading love, just as Jesus did 
with the man who wanted to go with Jesus.  Just as the youth come home to 
spread their story of ministry.  Just as so many members leave for college and get 
married and may even continue living out of state, but can always come back to 
Westminster and call it home.  But more importantly, Jesus promises that you will 
never be alone, you will never be isolated and you will never be abandoned as long 
as you live in love and not in fear.   
 
No matter what your personal demons are, it is never too late to turn to Christ in 
faith and trust.  This is my last time preaching in this sacred space as the Youth 
Ministry Coordinator.  I want to thank you all for supporting my ministry with the 
youth.  I know you will always continue to support the youth mission and ministry 



 

 

and I look forward to the new chapters both in my life and the life of the youth 
here at Westminster.   
 
So please continue to be like the man who spreads the love of 
God in our home communities and if you ever find yourself 
acting like the Garasenes, afraid when Jesus shows himself or 
afraid to change or face your personal demons, come home.  
Come home to this congregation.  Come home to the comforts of 
unconditional love that Westminster stands for and come home 
to a God who is opening and affirming to everyone that accepts 
Jesus as their Lord and Savior.  And all God’s children say, 
Amen!! 
 
 
Charge and benediction: 
When you drop a pebble in a pond, the ripples that start at your 
own feet will soon reach across to the other shores.  If we 
start spreading the Word and the love of Christ in our own 
homes, our own congregation, and our own communities, the 
ripples eventually will reach borders that you never thought you 
could reach, all through the love and salvation of Christ.   
 
May the light of Lord bless you and keep you, may the Holy 
Spirit guide you on this day, and throughout the week. Amen. 


