Exorcism or Healing?: A Korean Preacher’s Re-Reading of Mark 5:1-20

Sejong Chun (Vanderbilt University)

Shamanism is a paradoxical socio-cultural reality in modern Korean society: “necessary but also despised.”
 Shamanism and shamanic rituals are still an important part of modern Koreans’ lives. Some want to get a piece of advice from shamans for important events of their lives such as a wedding or moving. Others hope to know the reasons for their misfortunes like illness of their family members and possible solutions for them. The wide use of the Internet enables Koreans, especially younger generations, to contact shamans more easily by using websites designed for shamanic services and information.
 However, many Koreans have despised shamanic rituals and shamans especially from the time of the Yi dynasty (1392-1897), whose main ruling philosophy was Neo-Confucianism. During that period, shamans belonged to the lowest social class
 and it was strictly prohibited for the ruling elite, yangban, to get involved in any shamanic activity.
 This culturally biased attitude toward Shamanism and shamans is still very common among modern Koreans. For many Koreans, the expression, “You are very shamanistic” may convey very negative connotations such as “you are like a savage.”
 In this perspective, Shamanism has a contradictory position in modern Korean society.

Korean Christianity, which has become a very popular and powerful religion in Korean society during the last several decades, also has a paradoxical relationship with Shamanism. Some accuse Christianity for being prejudiced against Shamanism and even persecuting shamans. In fact, many conservative Korean Christians regard shamanic rituals as something related to evil spirits, especially Satan. Others, ironically, argue that Christian rituals resemble those of Shamanism and preachers provide the same services that shamans do
: for example, an exorcism rite using an ecstatic technique like a “fervent prayer.” In this essay, I as a Korean preacher attempt to understand the story of the “Gerasene demoniac” in Mark 5:1-20 from the Korean cultural perspective. I particularly try to create a constructive dialogue between the Markan narrative and the story of Korean shamanic ritual performed for Muno in Soy village in South Korea. The dialogue will help me read the Markan story differently from the existing interpretations by finding new “meaning potential” of it. Before creating the dialogue, let me articulate the issue of meaning-construction and the context of readers.

I. Meaning Construction  

“How can meaning be produced?” has been an important issue for many critics in literary studies in general. Different groups of scholars have proposed various suggestions. The first group, who can be designated as “formalists” or “objectivists,” believes that meaning resides in the text; therefore, it should be “extracted” by readers.
 The main task of readers is to find the author’s intention, the “original meaning,” by using a “scientific” reading method. They believe that the text’s meaning is “objective and universal,” therefore it can be applied to all readers regardless of their age, time, context, and culture. For them, meaning is something that can be “delivered” from a sender (author) to a receiver (reader) by a medium (text and proper method).
 In short, formalists believe that a determinate meaning is entirely embedded in the text, which should be “excavated” by readers who adopt an “interest-free scientific” reading method. 
The second group, who can be called “subjectivists,” thinks that meaning is not in the literary text but in readers’ interpretations. For them, the text that readers read is not the printed words on the pages but a “conceptual world” that their reading experiences create. According to David Bleich, reading of printed materials evokes readers’ feelings, memories, and imaginations: in other words, readers react to the printed words subjectively. Those subjective reactions formulate the “conceptual world” in their mind and what readers do is to interpret the meanings of their reactions.
 As a result, meaning of the text is open to readers’ subjectivity. For subjectivists, the real text that readers interpret is not the printed one in the book but the created world in reader’s imagination, because “there is no literary text beyond the meanings created by readers’ interpretations.”
 Therefore, meaning of the written text is completely “recreated” by readers’ subjective reactions.  

 The third group, who can be categorized as “constructivists,” argues that meaning is a “process” of an interaction between text and readers. For them, meaning is neither objectively embedded in the text, waiting to be discovered, nor completely dependent on readers’ subjectivity. Meaning is “negotiated” or “constructed” by a reading process where various interactions between text and readers are happening. Several decades ago, Wolfgang Iser clearly articulated, “Reading is not a direct ‘internalization,’ because it is not a one-way process, and our concern will be to find means of describing the reading process as a dynamic interaction between text and reader.”
 In constructivists’ understanding, both text and readers are important in the process of interpretation, and meaning of the text will be “negotiated” and “constructed” by the dynamic interplay between them. 

In the field of biblical criticism, the “historical-critical” reading has been one of the dominant methods since the nineteenth century, especially in Europe and North America. Like the “formalists” in literary criticism, scholars who use the “historical-critical” strategy assume that a determinate meaning is in the biblical text, which conveys the author’s intention. The task of readers therefore is to find out the “original meaning” by using “scientific and value-neutral” interpretive techniques. The “original meaning,” which is believed to be “objective and universal,” will function as the “divine revelation” for all believers regardless of their age, gender, sexual orientation, social class, or racial/ethic backgrounds. 

However, several challenges to the traditional “historical-critical” method have come from within biblical studies. According to Fernando Segovia’s investigation, “literary criticism,” “cultural criticism,” and “cultural studies” have challenged the traditional method.
 The “silent/silenced voices” of feminists, of ethnic minorities in the “western world,” of the scholars from the “non-western” world, and of the previously colonized have entered into biblical studies and enriched the discipline by bringing their unique perspectives and experiences into their readings of biblical texts. “Different readers see themselves not only as using different interpretive models and reading strategies but also as reading in different ways in the light of the multilevel social groupings they represent and to which they belong.”
 If the traditional interpretive method mainly focuses on “behind the text” (analysis of the author or the world behind the text), some new challenges emphasize “in front of the text”
 (considering the role of contexts and the interests of readers in their interpretations). Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza correctly articulates, “a critical theory of rhetoric insists that context is as important as text. One’s social location or rhetorical context is decisive for how one sees the world, constructs reality, or interprets biblical texts.”
 Just as the “constructivists” stress the interaction between the text and readers for meaning construction, so “new voices” in biblical studies read biblical texts from their own social locations and socio-cultural contexts by creating genuine dialogue between the two: the text and the context of readers.  

II. Method: Intercontextual Dialogue 

Biblical scholars have noted the importance of readers’ contexts in their interpretations. One of them is Brian Blount. He believes that “language is potential” and creates choice: “Words…do not convey meaning: they convey meaning potential. That potential, that opportunity for choice, becomes meaningful only when it is performed and accessed in a certain context.”
 In his book, Cultural Interpretation: Reorienting New Testament Criticism, Blount insightfully articulates the impact of the socio-cultural/linguistic contexts of readers to their interpretation of the text: “it must recognize that the language in the text can legitimately have different meanings for persons from distinct sociological and linguistic backgrounds.”
 According to him, “the social context of the reader determines which potential meaning is most appropriate.”
 As Blount argues, the social locations of readers often lead them to see a portion of large “meaning potential” ignored by those who are in different contexts.  

The emphasis on the role of readers’ socio-cultural contexts in meaning construction can also be found in “scriptural criticism,” proposed by Cristina Grenholm and Daniel Patte. According to “scriptural criticism,” three interpretive dimensions are interwoven in the process of biblical interpretation: Analyzing the biblical texts (analytical); pondering the life situations of community (contextual); and identifying individual and collective perceptions of religious experience (hermeneutical/theological).
 Grenholm and Patte argue that all interpretations are the results of these three interpretive dimensions, regardless of whether readers are aware of that interactive process or not.
 From the viewpoint of scriptural criticism, various interpretations of the Bible can be “plausible” by making hermeneutical sense, “legitimate” by being properly grounded in one aspect of biblical text(s), and “valid” by being assessed whether they are proper for a particular life context. However, even though an interpretation of a biblical text is plausible, it could be potentially “harmful” for particular people in a specific life situation. Consequently, serious consideration of the life context of readers plays an important role in biblical interpretation.

One of my main socio-cultural contexts is my Korean culture as a part of broader Asian cultures. In the book, Discovering the Bible in the Non-Biblical World, Kwok Pui-lan, a leading Asian feminist theologian, proposes “dialogical imagination” as a new way of biblical interpretation, which is the result of her close observation of what other Asian theologians are doing.
 She nicely articulates the challenges that Asian Christians are facing: “Asian Christians are heirs to both the biblical story and to our own story as Asian people, and we are concerned to bring the two into dialogue with one another.”
 According to her, dialogical imagination “involves ongoing conversation among different religious and cultural traditions….Dialogical imagination attempts to bridge the gaps of time and space, to create new horizons, and to connect the disparate elements of our lives into a meaningful whole.”
 She suggests that there can be mainly two ways of combining “the insights of biblical themes with those found in Asian resources”: One is to use “Asian myths, legends, and stories in biblical reflection” and the other is to use “the social biography of the people as a hermeneutical key to understand both our reality and the message of the Bible.”
 Kwok Pui-lan’s idea of dialogue between biblical stories and Asian stories helps me find a way of reading the biblical text as an Asian believer. 

I want to employ “intercontextual dialogue” 
 for my reading of Mark 5:1-20. As Blount, Grenholm, and Patte argue, I believe that socio-economic, geopolitical, and cultural contexts of readers have significant impact on their interpretations of biblical texts. However, “meaning potential” of biblical texts can be understood through a “genuine dialogue” between the contexts of readers and those of biblical texts. What I mean by “intercontextual” is a way of approaching two different contexts—a current situation and that of a biblical narrative—by reading one context through the insights of the other and vice versa. Therefore, intercontextual dialogue is an attempt to create a genuine conversation between the two different contexts. Even though intercontextual dialogue admit the existence of a certain tension between “what it meant” and “what it means,” it rejects the authority that “what it meant” has over “what it means”
 in the traditional biblical studies. In intercontextual dialogue, a sharp distinction between “what it meant” and “what it means” becomes meaningless. A genuine “inter-dialogue” between them will be emphasized. In other words, current readers bring their own perspectives, issues, and socio-cultural preunderstandings to their readings of biblical texts in order to formulate a dialogue with them. Through the dialogue, biblical passages also interpret readers and their contexts. In intercontextual dialogue, therefore, readers and the text are dialogue partners who read each other. 

I as a “flesh-and-blood reader”
 attempt to read Mark 5:1-20 from my socio-cultural context: a preacher in a Korean immigrant church in Nashville, Tennessee. As Kwok Pui-lan suggests, I as a Korean believer hope to use my two different religious and cultural traditions that I have inherited: Christianity and Shamanism. As a test case, I hope to create a genuine dialogue between Mark’s narrative in 5:1-20 and the story of the shamanic ritual, kut, for Muro.

III. Korean Shamanic Ritual and Its Characteristics

Chongho Kim, in his book Korean Shamanism: The Cultural Paradox provides interesting observations of a Korean shamanic ritual, kut, performed for Muno in soy village during his fieldwork in 1994-95. I will introduce the shamanic ritual for Muno by using Chongho Kim’s descriptions.  

Muno was a 15-year-old boy who was suffering from mental illness. He was so “uncontrollable” that his mother was unable to control him. He caused many problems in the village, including breaking into a neighbor’s house and tring to rape a girl.
 Muno became ill when he was around the same age that his sister died (she died at the age of 15). Muno’s mental illness was regarded as a result of spirit involvement, possibly that of his sister, who died in misfortune. “Muno often said that there was a baby in his body. Because he often repeated this nonsense, people interpreted it as spirit-possession. Also, on a couple of occasions, Muno, after running away from home at night, was found at his sister’s burial place. Muno’s Mother was able to sense this connection as well.”
 The shaman in the village also identified Muno’s sister’s anger toward her family as “the principal reason for Muno’s illness.” Muno’s mother decided to hold a very expensive shamanic ritual for him.
 

In the process of shamanic consultation concerning Muno’s illness, Muno’s deceased sister emerged as the spirit the most strongly involved in the illness. She had died eight years earlier of an abdominal disorder. At that time her family was very poor, and the current medical insurance scheme for peasants had not yet commenced. Furthermore she was female, and the youngest daughter among three girls in her family. Consequently her parents did not pay full attention to her illness: her father did not even permit her to visit a medical doctor at the initial stage of her illness. She was taken to a doctor only when she was suffering from such severe stomach pain that she doubled over and collapsed to the floor in agony, unable to rise. Her mother struggled a long distance to the doctor carrying the girl on her back, but medical intervention was too late and insufficient. Furthermore, she died unmarried and, because her life was incomplete, she had no right to a proper funeral. This resulted in her not receiving any chesa offering rites after death. Her parents buried her on the mountainside and did not even provide a tomb for her… The first procedure was to invoke the spirit of Muno’s sister. A shaman took this role and danced. It did not take long. As soon as the shaman became possessed, the spirit started to cry and shout, ‘M[o]mmy, my resentment was so great that I had to annoy Muno. I could not bear your happiness. Don’t you remember how badly you treated me! You didn’t take me to the doctor even when I was crying from pain.’ In another session of the kut, a Spirit Stick was used. Muno’s Mother held it and was possessed, as mentioned earlier. During the possession, the mother was hit many times on her head and face by the Stick—or by the spirit of her deceased daughter with the Stick—although she was holding it herself. The shamans and participants consoled the spirit, “now your parents regret the matter thoroughly. Here is nice wedding prepared for you. Forget the past and go to Heaven.” However, Muno’s sister was not easy to persuade, and it took the shamans quite a while before they could commence the main wedding ceremony. Eventually the wedding began with a bow between the miniature bride and the bridegroom. And then the shamans laid the two down on a mat and put a blanket over them. This represented the wedding night for Muno’s deceased sister, who had suffered from a great deal of misfortune. My interpretation of this ritual is that the wedding was intended to make the life of Muno’s sister complete, by resolving her attachment to This World through reaching a mutual understanding with her. Because of her inauspicious death, she had been doomed to wander as a ghost between two worlds, the world of the living and the world of the dead. This was why Muno’s family and neighbours, and the shamans, believed that she was the cause of the misfortune which Muno and his family were suffering. Shamanism is a powerful theory of misfortune in Korean society, and, in the shamanic framework, a matter of misfortune does not occur independently, but is related to the misfortune of one or more wandering spirits.

The shamanic ritual for Muno provides several interesting insights for our reading of the Markan story. First, there is a “spirit talk” between the spirit of Muno’s sister and living ones. Through the talk, the dead one and the living ones can communicate with each other for “mutual understanding.” This “spirit talk” is a very unique phenomenon in the Korean shamanic ritual. Chongho Kim argues, “Among many forms of ritual existing in Korean society, kut is the only one in which spirits are enabled to speak. In other forms of ritual, spirits are silent and inactive.”
 He emphasizes this phenomenon as one of the most unique characters in the Korean shamanic ritual: 

In this ritual, shamans talked a lot with, or on behalf of, spirits. One of the shamans even provided her body for the sprit to be able to speak out about her wishes. They even cried for the spirit’s misfortune. The shamanic healing ritual held for Muno was an attempt to heal the relationship of misfortune between him and the spirit of Muno’s deceased sister through arriving at a mutual understanding. To achieve this mutual understanding it was necessary for the spirit to be able to speak. The essential element in the Korean shamanic ritual is not ecstasy, but spirit talk.

Second, the spirit-possession of Muno is related to Muno’s sister’s misfortune. Several factors are related to her misfortune. First factor is that, as Chongho Kim mentions, her life is ended “incompletely”: dying unmarried. In the traditional Korean culture, marriage is so important and is regarded as a way of being a social adult. However, she died unmarried, which means that she was not fully qualified not only for a proper funeral but also for a chesa ritual, one of the most common Confucian rituals to honor the deceased ancestors. Shamans prepared a “ghost marriage” to solve the problem of “incomplete life” of Muno’s sister. Through the ghost marriage she could be an “social adult” and also be qualified for the chesa ritual. Second factor is related to her family’s economic situation and her gender. 
 She was angry against her family’s maltreatment of her, when she severely suffered from the pain. The maltreatment seemed to originate from the fact that the family was poor and she was the youngest of the three daughters. Poverty and being a woman were the most common reasons for many Koreans’ han. According to Suh Nam-Dong, who laid the foundation of Korean minjung theology, han is “an accumulation of suppressed and condensed experience of oppression.”
 

It is commonly believed that in patriarchal Confucian society like the Yi dynasty,
 being born as a woman meant han. Chongho Kim articulates that Muno’s parent’s ignorance of her pain is related to her gender (“she was female”) and the birth order in the family (“the youngest daughter among three girls in her family”). In Confucian culture, which often formulates a patriarchal and hierarchical social structure and worldview, the youngest daughter would be the weakest one in the family. Furthermore, her family was poor, which means that they had very limited material resource, which could rarely be used for the youngest daughter. Furthermore, in the ritual, she is not identified with her own name. She is only identified as “Muno’s sister”; her relationship with a male figure in the family. As the youngest daughter, she was not called by her own name. Because of these circumstances, Muno’s sister must have died in misfortune; in other words, she “died with han.”

As Chongho Kim hints, this misfortunate death seemed to cause the soul of Muno’s sister wandering around as a ghost. Many Koreans have believed that ghosts are the spirits of the deceased who could not enter “Heaven” because of han they have. They are believed to wander around between the world of the living and that of the dead ( the “two worlds”) and to cause harm to the living ones by possessing them. The ghosts are often called as “restless spirits” 
 that are different from household gods and ancestors who would be honored by chesa ritual. The series of misfortunes that Muno’s sister experienced must have made her poor soul wandering around between the “two worlds” and finally possessed her brother as a medium to express her han. In this perspective, as Chongho Kim notes, shamanic ritual is a “cultural response to the experience of misfortune.”

IV. Different Understandings of the Markan Story

The Markan narrative of Gerasene demoniac has been regarded as a “tale,” “miracle story,” or “healing story.” However, the most popular opinion is to understand it as an “exorcism story” where Jesus exorcises evil spirits.
 Several scholars pay attention to the “development of traditions” within the text by proposing their own assumptions of the history of the text,
 which is beyond my concern in this essay. I will briefly examine scholars’ different understandings and hope to propose my intercontextual interpretation.

A first possible understanding is that this story shows Jesus’ superior power that subdues evil powers. Scholars who prefer this option attempt to connect this narrative with Jesus’ silencing of the violent sea (4:35-41) in the previous chapter. In that story Jesus calms the storm with a simple order: “Be still” (4:39). They also argue that the uncontrollable conditions and the extraordinary strength of the demoniac rhetorically emphasize the greater power of Jesus who can control “the uncontrollable.” Through these two stories, Mark is presenting Jesus as “the powerful one” who is the centered character of the two stories.
 From this perspective, the demoniac’s action of “bowing down before Jesus” (5:6) and the spirits’ revealing Jesus’ identity as “Son of the Most High God” (5:7) should be understood as an acknowledgment of Jesus’ superiority.

A second option is that this story reveals a severe battle between God’s power and the destructive power of evil spirits. According to this option, the demoniac’s encoutering Jesus should be understood as “the confrontation of powers.”
 The power of the unclean spirits also implies the power of death.
 The demoniac runs to Jesus not to greet to him but “to get rid of him.”
 The spirits’ revealing Jesus’ identity is an attempt “to exorcise Jesus out of exorcising” them.
 Mark shows that unclean spirits already worry about Jesus’ destruction of them (1:24) and the worry becomes reality in the current story: “The destruction of the pigs perhaps indicates the destruction of the unclean spirits.”
 In this understanding, the story shows that the confrontation of the powers is concluded with the victory of God’s power over the evil powers. 

A third interpretation is that this story is to show Jesus’ boundary-crossing ministry. From this perspective, the focus of the story is on the issue of purity/impurity or clean/unclean. Important terms are the territory of Gerasa (Gentile region), unclean spirit, dwelling among tombs, and a large herd of swine, which represent impurity from the Jewish cultural perspective. Jesus enters that “impure territory” and does ministry among the unclean by recovering a man who is possessed by the unclean spirits. In this understanding, the story is about God’s kingdom, which tears down earthly barriers. Through Jesus’ kingdom ministry the traditional socio-cultural boundaries between the Jewish and the Gentiles are overcome
 and the Gentile are now beginning to join in God’s kingdom. The recovered man’s proclamation in the Ten Cities indicates the beginning of the boundary-crossing Gentile mission.  

A fourth understanding is to see this story from the socio-political perspective. Ched Myers, who initiated a so-called “socio-political interpretation” wants to see the “symbolic” connotations of the story. He argues that the story is filled with military images: Legion refers to a division of Roman soldiers; the term “herd” (5:11) is not proper for pigs but often used to indicate “a band of military recruits”; Jesus’ “dismissing them” (5:13) is a military command and the pigs’ “charging” into the lake (5:13) “suggests troops rushing into battle.”
 For him, the demon represents the Roman powers and the demoniac “represents collective anxiety over Roman imperialism.” Therefore the story is about Jesus’ symbolic action of liberation for the colonized from the colonial oppression of the Roman powers.
 

Richard Horsley develops the socio-political implications of the story with the help of Frantz Fanon’s social-psychological insights. He argues, “not only that the demon’s name is symbolic, indicating that the Roman army is the cause of the possessed man’s violent and destructive behavior, but that the man also is symbolic of the whole society that is possessed by the demonic imperial violence to their persons and communities.”
 He also believes that the demon possession not only is closely related to the Roman military violence and economic exploitation but also represents the embodied anti-Roman resentment of the colonized.
 In this perspective, the unclean spirits represents the violent Roman domination and the man who is possessed represents the horrible situations of the colonized. Therefore Jesus’ exorcising the unclean spirits exemplifies the establishment of God’s rule, the kingdom of God, by destroying “all the demonic forces,”
 especially the Roman Empire. 

However, John R. Donahue and Daniel J. Harriton reject this understanding because they believe the term Legion is “simply a colloquial expression for a large number of demons.” They argue, “The problem with this socio-political explanation is that Jesus is not expelling Romans from Jewish lands, since Gerasa was a largely Greek city in the Decapolis and would not have considered the Roman military presence as oppressive as many Jews did.”
 Nevertheless, we do not know exactly about the role of the Roman military in the Greek city (whether they were oppressive or not) and how the habitants of the city felt about the presence of the military forces would be another issue to consider.  

A fifth possible understanding is to bring some insights of “social-psychological theories of mental illness” into the reading of the story. Paul Hollenbach proposes that various exorcism stories in Mark mean that Jesus, an exorcist, “helped people who had various kinds of mental or psychosomatic illnesses.”
 He argues that social tensions such as “class antagonisms rooted in economic exploitation [and] conflict between traditions”
 can cause mental illness. On the other hand, mental illness “can be seen as a socially acceptable form of oblique protest against, or escape from, oppressions.”
 Hollenbach applies his understanding of mental illness to the reading of the demoniac story: 

It is likely that the tension between his hatred for his oppressors and the necessity to repress this hatred in order to avoid dire recrimination drove him mad. But his very madness permitted him to do in a socially acceptable manner what he could not do as sane, namely, express his total hostility to the Romans; he did this by identifying the Roman legions with demons. His possession was thus at once both the result of oppression and an expression of his resistance to it. He retreated to an inner world where he could symbolically resist Roman domination.

Hollenbach’s interpretation is fascinating, because he suggests that the very action of the demoniac could be understood as a symbolic resistance to the Roman imperial rule. However, if the demoniac resists the colonial rule of the Roman Empire by his bizarre and violent actions permitted through his madness, what would be the meaning of Jesus’ healing of the man’s dieses? Is Jesus helping the oppressive imperial system by getting rid of the cause of the madness, the unclean spirits, which is the power-source of his resistance against it?

These five different understandings, in my opinion, are “legitimate” by grounding in the Markan texts and “plausible” by making hermeneutical sense. However, they also have various weaknesses because they focus on a certain part of the text and emphasize specific “meaning potentials” while neglecting others. I hope to add another option for reading the Markan story. I will use the two characteristic factors that we observed in the Korean shamanic ritual for Muno: “spirit talk” and “dying with han.” 

V. Intercontextual Dialogue

My reading of the Gerasene demoniac’s story begins with three questions: “Why does Jesus have a dialogue with the spirits?” “Who are the spirits and why do they possess the man?” and “Why does Jesus allow their petitions?” By answering these questions, I will propose my own interpretation.

We can find something very interesting and unique in this story, if we compare it with other “exorcism” stories in Mark
: a man with unclean spirits in Capernaum (1:21-28)--story A; and a boy possessed by a spirit (9:14-2)--story B. In these two stories, Jesus rebukes the spirits and commands them directly to come out: In the story A, Jesus orders the spirits to “be silent” first and then “come out” (1:25). In the story B, Jesus first says, “I command you” and then “come out of him and never enter him again.” However, in the present story, Jesus does not say to the spirits to “be quiet” or to “command” them to come out.
 As Donahue and Harrington point out, “It is the only exorcism in which the explicit command to ‘go out’ is not issued but is simply reported.”
 

Instead of commanding them directly to leave, Jesus begins a short dialogue with them. Geoff Webb also believes that “significant dialogue” is “taking place between Jesus and the other characters.”
 The short dialogue between Jesus and the spirits includes five different verbal and nonverbal exchanges: 1) Jesus’ asking the spirits’ name (5:9); 2) the spirits’ revealing their name (5:9); 3) their first begging not to drive them away from the region (5:10); 4) their second begging to send them into the swine and to allow them to enter into them (5:12); and 5) Jesus’ allowing their petitions (5:13).

Now, let me respond to my first question, “why does Jesus have a dialogue with the spirits?” Even though it is a short dialogue, Jesus asks their name and the spirits beg Jesus for two petitions—not to drive them away from the region and to allow them to enter into the swine. If the verb “beg” (parakalēo) is “used often of a request made by a person in need,”
 the spirits may have some sort of need or desire to request. Jesus’ first action is to ask their name. Many commentators argue that to ask demon’s name for knowing its identity is to have power over it; it is therefore a “typical exorcistic technique.”
 However, asking one’s name could be a sign of good intention: to know something deeply about the person, therefore to hear his/her story. Jesus’ question about their name provides an opportunity for the spirits to talk about themselves and what they want. By asking the name, Jesus seems to encourage them to speak out instead of silencing them as he does in other “exorcism” stories. During the given opportunity, the spirits speak to Jesus for what they want, just as Muno’s sister communicated with the living ones in the shamanic ritual. “Spirit talk” is happening here.

Let’s move onto the second question, “Who are the spirits and why do they possess the man?” During the dialogue, the spirits say that their name is “Legion,” because they are many (5:9),
 which means that they are a community not just an individual. If they are a community, what kind of community are they? Many scholars believe, as articulated above, that the term “Legion” implies the Roman army. I partly agree with them. However, the term may not only refer to a division of the Roman army,
 but may also carry another connotation: what happened to the group of spirits.

The spirits say, “for we are many” (5:9). In the shamanic ritual for Muno, the spirit that possessed him was his sister who “died with han.” The poor economic situation of the family and her parent’s neglecting attitude toward her, which possibly originated from the oppressive patriarchal culture, contributed her misfortune and let her die with han. In my own understanding, han is a deeply repressed and accumulated emotion of sorrow, resentment, and helplessness under the situation of oppression. If we bring this idea to the answer of the spirits, we may think that they are souls of people who “died with han.” The main cause of their han could be the imperial rule of the Roman Empire through its military forces against the colonized.

 Frantz Fanon’s description of the situations of the colonized in his book The Wretched of the Earth is very helpful in terms of understanding the systematic oppression of the colonizers, which often create repressed emotions of anger, resentment, despair, and mental illness. Fanon explains how the colonial world is split in two: “The settlers’ town is a strongly built town, all made of stone and steel…is a well-fed town, an easygoing town; its belly is always full of good things. The settler’ town is a town of white people, of foreigners.” However, the village of the natives is “a place of ill fame, peopled by men of evil repute…is a hungry town, starved of bread, of meat, of shoes, of coal, of light…is a town of niggers and dirty Arabs.”
 He describes the use of violence in the colonial society: “In the colonies, the foreigner coming from another country imposed his rule by means of guns and machines.”
 Just as the ancient Roman Empire used its brutal military forces to control the colonized, so the modern colonizers rule the natives with guns and machines. They not only control the physical bodies of the natives but also destroy their cultures.

About the settlers’ attitude toward the natives, Fanon says, “the setter paints the native as a sort of quintessence of evil.”
 Fanon’s articulation of the settlers’ demonization of the native helps us understand why the spirits are called “unclean” spirits. To the eyes of the settlers, the colonized are evil no matter who they are. Demonization of the native can be the reason for having the designation “unclean” spirits. Fanon’s explanation is helpful: “The native is declared insensible to ethics; he represents not only the absence of values, but also the negation of values…At times this Manicheism
 goes to its logical conclusion and dehumanizes the native, or to speak plainly, it turns him into an animal. In fact, the terms the settler uses when he mentions the native are zoological terms.”
 

Fanon also articulates how imperial oppression contributes to the mental illness of the natives: “In the period of colonization when it is not contested by armed resistance, when the sum total of harmful nervous stimuli overstep a certain threshold, the defensive attitudes of the native give way and they then find themselves crowding the mental hospitals. There is thus during this calm period of successful colonization a regular and important mental pathology which is the direct product of oppression.”
 According to Fanon’s description, the native who suffer under the oppressive social structure of the colony often formulate a certain emotional mentality that is similar to han. In the shamanic ritual for Muno, his sister’s death with han, as the result of the oppressive socio-cultural environment, is closely related to mental illness of Muno.

From this perspective, it seems possible to say that the unclean spirits are the souls of the colonized who suffered from the brutal violence of the Roman imperial force, Legion. Their name Legion refers to the cause of their death: they could have been abused and murdered by the Roman army, Legion. If that was the case, they must have died with han like Muno’s sister. That was why they possessed a man as a medium through whom they can “speak out” to the living ones about the reason of their death and what they want. That can be also why the demoniac lived among the tombs and mountains. In shamanic understanding, tombs and mountains are often regarded as the places for wandering ghosts. The demoniac howls like an animal because the han of the spirits is too big and deep to be expressed in several sentences of human languages. The demoniac’s action of bruising himself with stone could be understood as an self-blaming and self-hatred of the colonized.
 Therefore, from the perspective of the shamanic ritual and Korean cultural understanding, the “unclean” spirits could be the souls of the people who died with han under the oppression of the Roman Imperialism. 

Lastly, let me respond to the third question, “Why does Jesus allow their petitions?” As briefly mentioned above, Jesus allows the spirits’ two petitions: not to drive them away from the region and let them enter into the swine. After hearing their petitions, Jesus allows them to do so. If the spirits are evil enemies that Jesus must destroy, like the second interpretive option above, why does Jesus allow their requests? Is it because Jesus knows that allowing their petitions will lead them to a complete destruction by drowning in the bodies of two thousand pigs? Does “drowning in the sea” (5:13) mean the death of the “unclean” spirits? Maybe not. 

Then, another question is necessary: Why do the spirits not want to leave the area?
 Is the region a hometown of the unfortunate souls where their family members are still living? Probably so. They may not want to be separated totally from the place where they lived and from the people whom they loved. They may want to remain around their own families as “extended family members.” In Korean traditional culture, ancestors are often regarded as a part of “extended family members” who protect and bless the living ones, their descendents. The living ones honor them by offering chesa ritual, which is performed annually on the night of the day when the ancestor passed away. Koreans who perform it often believe that the deceased ancestors come closer to their offspring in order to participate in the eating table prepared particularly for them. A bowl of steamed rice and soup with a spoon and a pair of chopstick will be prepared on the table for each ancestor. During the chesa ritual, ancestors are joining in the eating table as the extended family members.  

It is very interesting that traditional African culture also shares similar understandings. According to Peter J. Paris, “in the African experience death was not viewed as separation from the living but merely a transition of the soul from the body to the realm of spirit. Accordingly, the so-called departed one is never separated from the family but always present and treated with great reverence by the daily offering of libations.”
 Therefore, the ancestors are the “living-dead.”
 In this perspective, the spirits in the Markan story may want to live as “living-dead” among their own family members. 

However, as hinted in the shamanic ritual for Muno, wandering souls as ghosts cannot become ancestors or house gods. In order to be ancestors, they should go to “Heaven.” That was why the participants of the shamanic ritual said to the spirit, “Forget the past and go to Heaven.” The ghost wedding for Muno’s sister and the “spiritual talk” through which Muno’s sister can communicate with living ones during the ritual are tools for helping her enter “Heaven” and, as a result, be qualified for being a part of extended family members as an ancestor.   

The spirits in the Markan story communicate with Jesus by revealing the reason for their misfortunate death—colonial army—and their desire to be with their family members. Now one more thing is necessary for them as restless ghosts to be ancestors: entering “Heaven.” This can be why they ask Jesus to allow them to enter into the swine. It is very interesting that in Korean shamanic ritual, kut, pig is the most common animal that is used as an offering, either its head or whole body, for the spirits. It is not quite clear why pig, among the other animals, is employed for shamanic ritual. However, a practicing shaman, named Kum-Kang-Jung-Sa, explained to me that
 during kut, the offered pig functions as the animal that takes han of a ghost. Pig is used as a tool to solve the problem of han that the ghost carries. By giving han to the pig, the ghost now can to Jeo-Seung (next world-the world for the deceased). In the Markan story, Jesus allows the spirits to enter into the swine that rush into the sea. As mentioned briefly above, the swine’s drowning in the sea is often believed the total destruction of evil spirits. However, Korean shamanic perspective helps us imagine that drowning in the sea could be the way for the restless spirits to enter next world for “rest.” If this is the case, the swine can be understood as the vehicles for the misfortunate spirits to enter “Heaven” for “forever-rest.” 

VI. Conclusion: From a Demoniac to a Preacher for Healing

After the spirits left for “rest,” the man who was possessed by them and used as a medium for their communication with living ones is restored. He wants to be with Jesus. However, Jesus sends him to his previous friends and family members from whom he has been alienated. The man who ran to Jesus (5:6) for help is now running away from him (5:20) to proclaim what Jesus has done for him, the gospel. The demoniac now becomes a preacher. The demoniac who harmed himself and caused problems among the people is now healed and begins to “heal” the wounded community under the colonial forces by proclaiming the gospel and sharing his own story. He becomes a “wounded healer”
 and witnesses the divine healing that he has experienced.

My intercontextual reading of the Markan story, with insights from the Korean cultural perspective in general and from the shamanic ritual for Muno in particular, lead us to understand this text as a healing and an exorcism story. It is an exorcism story in terms that the spirits that possessed a man left from him and the man is released from the captivity. However, it is also a healing story in which two different characters are healed: the possessed man and the misfortunate spirits that possessed him. God’s healing power in Jesus cures not only the living one but also the spirits that died with han.  
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