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In the middle of the first century, perhaps about 20 years after Jesus died in the city of Jerusalem, the 
son of Rabbi Gamaleil was very sick.  Rabbi Gamaleil was a leading authority of that day in Jewish 
law, and in Christian tradition, he was understood as a Pharisee.  Gamaleil was an important first 
century figure, so the fact that his son was mortally ill with a fever had many people concerned.  One 
of those people who were concerned was a man by the name of Hanina ben Dosa.  Hanina ben 
Dosa was a Jewish holy man.  He was known for his seemingly direct connection with God.  He was 
known for his long and effective prayers, and most of all he was known by his ability to heal 
people.  Indeed, as ancient religious documents in the first century attest to, Hanina ben Dosa healed 
Rabbi Gamaleil’s son, a son who was in Jerusalem while Hanina ben Dosa was 100 miles away in 
Galilee. 
 
Hanina ben Dosa is an example of what every culture in every epochal history has in 
common.  Every culture and every faith tradition on this planet has within it healers, prophets, 
lawgivers, Shamans and mystics.  They are people of the Spirit who seem to have some kind of 
special and direct connection with God.   
 
This morning, according to our church liturgical calendar, we are celebrating and reflecting upon the 
baptism of Christ.  This is the day when we remember Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan River.  This 
baptism in Scripture is an event that is afforded only three lines in Scripture, but the importance of 
this event cannot be underestimated.  It cannot be underestimated because at the moment that 
Jesus was baptized, three critical phenomena took place at once.  As the scripture tells us, the 
heavens are torn apart.  There is some kind of opening in the heavens.  The Holy Spirit descends, we 
assume, from that opening, and a voice from heaven speaks out, and it is revealed in this passage 
about baptism that Jesus was not just simply the Son of God, but Jesus was what we call a Jewish 
charismatic.  That is, Jesus was a holy man.  He was a mediator of the Spirit.  He was what we call a 
mystic.  The spirit worked through Jesus in some powerful ways. 
 
Embedded within the history of Israel, in the development of what we call today Judaism, there has 
always been a charismatic stream of spirit-filled mediators.  These are people who have a special 
connection between life here on earth and God, so let us remember some of those special 
charismatics in Jewish tradition:  
 
We remember, of course, Abraham, who saw visions and entertained heavenly visitors.   
 
We remember the story of Jacob, who saw the vision of a fiery ladder that connected the earthly and 
heavenly realms.   
 
We remember Moses, who had numerous encounters with God on the mountain and was said to 
have known God face to face. 
 
In our reading from Ezekiel this morning, we heard about how the biblical prophets most often 
experienced their call from God.  What Ezekiel writes here is “In the thirtieth year, in the fourth month, 
on the fifth day of the month, which is an exact time, as I was among the Exiles by the River Chebar” 
(which is an exact place) Ezekiel says “the heavens were opened and I saw visions of 
God”.  Prophet, after prophet, after prophet attested to some sort of connection with The Divine, so 
these are stories throughout the Old and into the New Testaments about charismatic, Spirit-
intoxicated people who Jesus was a part of.  Jesus comes out of this charismatic stream of Judaism 



and is revealed in his baptism and in other moments in his life as being a charismatic-type of 
person.  The desert fathers, Moses, prophets, John the Baptist and Jesus spoke routinely of knowing 
and being known by God, seeing visions and being directly connected to that other 
reality.   
 
The underlying question of this message is:  Is that type of direct connection with God available to 
us?  Is it something that we can nurture and pursue in our life of faith?  Now, most people who are 
actively involved in particular faith tradition like ours tend to have a great longing for a deeper 
connection with God.  We all want to find that deeper connection.  There are some among us, 
perhaps, who have had intense experiences with The Divine, but for most of us, our encounters with 
God tend to be momentary, tend to be fleeting, tend to be somewhat vague experiences of the 
Spirit.  We are not always sure as to what they are, but we feel a vague notion that God has 
somehow touched us, but when pressed, most of us would say “You know what?  I wish what would 
happen is that God would zap me, that God would hit me so hard and transform my life in an instant 
that I would know, without a doubt, that God is present in my life”, but most of us just kind 
of hope that will happen.  Maybe it will, maybe it won’t, but if we really wanted to be in a deeper 
relationship with God, how would we go about it?  What would we do to make this happen?  What 
could we do to heighten the possibility for Divine intervention in our lives?   
 
To try to answer that question, which is, admittedly, kind of a slippery question, I want to look at the 
life of Jesus and what little we know about Jesus before he was baptized, so here is some of what we 
know about Jesus.  We know, of course, that Jesus was born sometime around the year 4 B.C.  We 
know that he was born into a Jewish farming community that was about 100 miles north of Jerusalem 
in the town of Nazareth.  We know, of course, that Jesus grew up in a Jewish home, where he most 
likely attended a Jewish school from the age of 6, until he was 12 or 13.  We know that the main book 
that he probably studied would have been the Book of Leviticus because the Book of Leviticus is 
where most of the Jewish laws are located.  They are in other Books, too, but Leviticus is central to 
Jewish law.  He would have attended Synagogue on the Sabbath and perhaps on Mondays and 
Thursdays as well, and as a faithful Jew, he would have recited The Shama at the 
beginning and the ending of each day.   
 
The Shama is a prayer that comes out of Deuteronomy, in the sixth chapter there in Deuteronomy 
that goes something like “Hear, O Israel, love the Lord with all your soul, your heart and your 
mind”.  It is a little longer than that, but it is sort of a foundational Jewish prayer that Jesus and his 
family would have said and prayed both morning and night.   
 
Last, but not least, the Psalter, the Psalms that we have in our Old Testament probably would have 
been Jesus’ prayer book, so all of this is to simply paint a picture that Jesus’ connection with God 
was not developed from simply one hour dedicated during the week.  His day began with prayer and 
ended with prayer.  His schooling was saturated with Jewish teachings.  His family life and family 
traditions were thoroughly grounded in Jewish tradition, and his typical week was closely connected 
to worship and life of the Synagogue.   
 
So, what we are talking about here is the daily narrative that Jesus ingested in his life, and what he 
ingested was the narrative of faith and partly because of that, he would become a Holy Man.  He was 
constantly reading, studying, being around fellow Jews, being around the Synagogue, being around 
Rabbis, learning about the faith, being shaped by that narrative, so when the baptism happens we 
have an experience of the Spirit, and it is an event that challenges us to think about what we do in 
our lives.   
 
What do we do in our lives in order to enhance the possibility of the Spirit penetrating our 
reality?  The question is:  What is the narrative that we live by on a daily basis?  It challenges us to 
ask the questions of ourselves:  What is it that we are reading?  What is it that we are watching on 
T.V.?  What is it that we are looking at on the Internet?  How do we spend our free time, and do we 



ever put aside a moment in the course of our day to intentionally be with God?  When we pray, when 
we read the Bible, when we worship, when we spend time in creation, when we spend time with 
worshipping in the community, what we are doing is nurturing and opening up avenues for the Spirit 
to come into our lives.  The Spirit needs our help, and we need the Spirit, so we have to open that up. 
We have to make avenues through which God can enter our lives and change our lives.  The Bible, 
worship, Scripture, spiritual books, time alone with God—all of these open up 
possibilities for our lives to be changed, and so many people in our world are walking around saying 
“I don’t see God.  I don’t feel God in my life.  I don’t know if there is a God”, never recognizing that we 
have to nurture this relationship.  We have to nurture our relationship with God through Jesus Christ 
in order for God to really use us.   
 
The Women’s Prayer Group is an example of how we can nurture our relationship with God.  That is 
one example.  Studying the Bible, reading and discussing our faith—all of these avenues are ways in 
which we can open the doors for God to enter in.  When the baptismal moment came for Jesus, he 
was ready.  He had been nurtured, schooled, shaped and formed so that he could receive that Spirit 
and it would change his life.   
 
God, the Spirit of God, the Spirit of Christ is a threat.  It is a threat to how we live, but it is only a 
threat if we give ourselves over to it.  It is only a threat if we also are pursuing it.  Yes, I think that God 
can penetrate out of the blue and zap some of us, but I don’t think that is the way God typically 
works, so the challenge of Jesus’ baptism was about how he was prepared to receive the Spirit, and 
we are challenged through that story to nurture our lives of faith.  We are challenged to become 
mystics ourselves.  We are challenged to spend time with our Bibles, to spend time in prayer, and to 
spend more time in the community of faith because when we come together, what we are doing is we 
are talking about this new narrative that we’re going to live by.  We are reinforcing this new narrative 
before we go back out into that world that has a very different story that is always calling us to live 
THAT way, but in here God is calling us to 
live THIS way.   
 
So, the Spirit of Jesus Christ that zapped him in his baptism is the Spirit that we must prepare our 
own hearts, our own minds and our own souls to receive, and we do that by nurturing our faith and 
opening up those avenues through which God can and will work.  Jesus’ baptism is a moment of 
hope for us all.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
 
 


