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METHODOLOGY

Guide to study the texts personally:

1.	 Read the text underlining the ideas you want to highlight or the 

doubts that arise. Take note of them.

2.	 Bring to prayer the underlined ideas that you would highlight 

and the doubts and explain what calls you feel God makes to 

you for your daily life. 

3.	 What commitment emerges from these calls? How can you 

bring them to life? Where do you find resistance?

Presentation of the questions worked on to the person in charge of 

the formation process.
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THE RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE OF JESUS
Santiago Guijarro Oporto

The study of Jesus’ religious experience is one of the great gaps in 

recent historical research on him. This is a surprising fact, because the 

Jesus movement was a religious movement, and at the origin of every 

religious movement there is a new experience of God. However, the 

great books on Jesus that have recently appeared do not address this 

fundamental aspect of his life and do not consider the decisive impor-

tance of his religious experience in understanding his preaching and 

his action, and in explaining the origins of Christianity. This lack of inte-

rest in the religious experience of Jesus is due primarily to the fact that 

modern research on the “historical Jesus” was born as a reaction to a 

supernatural interpretation of the Gospels. Influenced by this concern, 

most scholars in recent years have been interested in other aspects of 

the life and preaching of Jesus, leaving his religious dimension in the 

shadows.1

The purpose of this study is to open a path that allows us to know 

a little better this experience and, from it, the meaning of Jesus’ action 

and preaching. At the beginning of it, however, we encounter some 

difficulties that we should not overlook. First, it is worth asking whether 

it is possible that Jesus, being God, had a religious experience. Those 

who need a religious experience that allows them to come into con-

tact with divinity are men, not God. To this objection one can answer by 

saying that Jesus was also truly man, and as such he could have had a 

1.  An exception is the magnificent study by J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit. A study of 

the religious and charismatic experience of Jesus and the early Christians as it appears 

in the New Testament (Salamanca: Secretariado de Estudios Trinitarios 1981).
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religious experience. A second difficulty lies in the nature of the sour-

ces. The Gospels were written by disciples of Jesus who were more in-

terested in him as the object of their own religious experience, than in 

the religious experience lived by himself. This is why so few memories 

have been preserved in the Gospels about such an experience. It must 

be said, however, that those that have been preserved are enough to 

enter it. Finally, access to the religious experience of Jesus is difficult 

because of the cultural distance that separates us from it. The cultu-

ral molds in which he lived his relationship with God are very different 

from ours and it is possible that in some aspects his experience seems 

distant and, in a certain way, strange to us. This is an important difficulty 

and therefore we must begin our access to the religious experience of 

Jesus by trying to know the context in which he lived it.

An embodied experience
Jesus’ religious experience was, first and foremost, an embodied ex-

perience. This is worth emphasizing, because at times the newness of 

Jesus is so insisted upon that his profound insertion into the culture of his 

time and into the history of his people is forgotten. Jesus was a first-cen-

tury Galilean Jew who lived his relationship with God in a concrete situa-

tion, determined by cultural, historical, and biographical factors.

Jesus was born and lived in the bosom of a specific culture, the 

Mediterranean culture of the first century. Their perception of reality 

and their way of relating to it were determined by the values and ins-

titutions of that culture, which was in many ways different from ours. It 

was an agrarian culture, with rudimentary means of production, which 

generated great differences between people. It was a group-oriented 

culture, and the family, as the basic group of reference, occupied a 
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central place. The core values of that culture were also different from 

ours. From our point of view, ancient Mediterranean culture was a 

pre-scientific culture, in which many phenomena of the physical world 

or of human behavior were attributed to the influence of spirits that 

exercised their dominion over the world and over human beings. In 

that culture there were forms of contact with the divinity very different 

from ours. Possession, for example, was a common phenomenon, as 

were visions and revelations, ecstasies or astral travel2. Knowledge of 

the culture in which Jesus lived is therefore necessary to understand 

his religious experience, because every religious experience is percei-

ved and formulated within the framework of a culture.

Jesus’ religious experience was also conditioned by the religious 

history of his people. Jesus was Jewish, and his relationship with God 

must be framed within the framework of Israel’s religious experience 

and especially of its experience of monotheism. Today we know that 

Israelite monotheism was not monolithic, but plural. From its origins, 

the Israelite religion had two visions of God, which were never fully fu-

sed: that of the God of creation, who appears above all in the legends 

of the patriarchs, in wisdom literature and in Davidic theology; and that 

of the God of the exodus, who appears in the Pentateuch and in the 

Deuteronomist story. This last vision superimposed the previous one, 

but it did not always supplant it3.

2. From the point of view of our culture, all these phenomena can be broadly defined 

as ‘altered states of consciousness’; véase: J. J. Pilch, “Altered States of Consciousness 

Events in the Synoptics”, in: B. J. Malina - W. Stegemann, - G. Theissen, (eds.), The Social 

Setting of Jesus and the Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress Press 2002) 103-115.

3. F. J. Gonçalves, ‘Yahweh, his people and other peoples in the Old Testament’ in: G. Te-

jerina Arias (coord.), Radicalidad evangélica y fundamentalismos religiosos (Salamanca: 

Universidad Pontificia 2003) 135-165.
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In the intertestamental era these two visions of God were expressed 

with their own nuances, the first in rabbinic theology, and the second in 

apocalyptic theology. If we want to understand the religious experience 

of Jesus, we must place it in this context, considering the religious pecu-

liarity of Galilee, Judaized only a hundred years before Jesus was born.

Finally, Jesus’ religious experience was determined by his own bio-

graphy. We know almost nothing about the first years of his life, but we 

intuit some data that must have been decisive in his experience of the 

relationship with God. It is likely that he was born into a family of immi-

grants from Judea, who had settled in a small town, Nazareth, inhabi-

ted by other Jewish immigrant families4. This fact explains their link to 

common Judaism, their habit of praying, their underlying religiosity. Je-

sus’ family experience, especially his experience of fatherhood, must 

have also been very important in his religious experience5. Another de-

termining fact was his religious search. We do not know much about 

her, but before he began his public activity, we find him in Judea, far 

from his homeland, as part of the group of disciples of John the Baptist.

All these cultural, historical and biographical factors make up the 

vital context of Jesus’ religious experience, and it is in this framework 

that we must understand it.

4. This fact can be deduced from the accounts of the infancy of Matthew and Luke that 

coincide in relating the family of Jesus with Judea. It is also supported by the fact that 

all the members of Jesus’ family had Jewish names and lived in a small village. When 

the Hasmoneans incorporated Galilee into their kingdom (104 a.C.) This region was sub-

jected to an intense process of Judaization, and one of its strategies was to promote the 

emigration of Jews to this region, which offered better opportunities. In addition, Jesus’ 

family was a family of artisans, which made mobility much easier.

5. R. Hamerton-Kelly, God the Father. Theology and Patriarchy in the Teaching of Jesus, 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press 1979) pp. 55-70 is one of the few authors who have consi-

dered a study of Jesus’ family experience as a prerequisite for understanding what he 

meant when he spoke of God as Father.
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The Initial Experience
In religious experience, two forms of experience can be distingui-

shed. The first is spontaneous religious experience of an intuitive natu-

re, which is usually located at the beginning of “religious life”; It is a mo-

ment of great intensity, in which the subject experiences contact with 

the divinity with great immediacy and affective charge. The second is 

the elaborated religious experience, which gives rise to a religious at-

titude; it is the moment when the initial experience is elaborated and 

transformed into a religious attitude.6

In Jesus’ religious experience these two forms of religious expe-

rience also occurred. The Gospels speak above all the second, since 

in them appears, above all, the new vision of God and his plan, which 

determined Jesus’ teaching and action. The spontaneous experiences 

of Jesus are less present, but the Gospels have also preserved some 

information about them, especially those that motivated the beginning 

of his public activity.

The four canonical Gospels coincide in relating the beginning of 

this activity to certain experiences lived by him in the environment of 

John the Baptist. Mark’s poem, which is the most succinct, summarizes 

these experiences in three interrelated moments: his baptism, a vision, 

and a period of trial (Mk 1:9-13). Matthew and Luke narrate these same 

episodes by adding some modifications, especially on the account of 

the temptations they take from Document Q (Mt 3:13-4:11; Lk 3:21-22 + 

4:1-13). The Gospel of John refers to this same experience, but not in 

6. I am grateful to Prof. Antonio Vázquez for the clarification of this distinction that was 

formulated by A. Vergote, Psicología religiosa (Madrid: Taurus 1969); see: A. Vázquez “Psi-

cología de Jesús”, in: F. Fernández Ramos (ed.), Diccionario de Jesús de Nazaret (Burgos: 

Monte Carmelo 2001) 108-1072.
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the form of a story, but through an affirmation put into the mouth of 

John, who testifies to having seen the Spirit descend upon Jesus and 

recognizes him as the Son of God (Jn 1:32-34).7

To understand these experiences of Jesus properly, they must 

therefore be placed in the context of his relationship with John. The 

terms in which it is described indicate that it was a disciple relations-

hip. John speaks of Jesus as “the one who comes after me” (Jn 1:30; 

Mk 1:7), not in the temporal sense, as has sometimes been unders-

tood (“after me”), but in the spatial sense. Jesus followed John, that is, 

he was his disciple. This data reveals that Jesus had gone through a 

process of religious search, since he had gone from Galilee to Judea, 

where John preached, to become his disciple. However, at a moment 

that is difficult to pin down, Jesus separated from John and began his 

own journey. This separation was not the result of a division of tasks, 

nor was it a way to continue John’s mission where he had left off after 

his arrest8. Between John’s plan and that of Jesus there were very 

important differences, which affected the image of God, the time and 

form of his intervention in history and the lifestyle that derived from it. 

There was, therefore, a separation of the paths, and it was so radical 

that Jesus’ project was no longer John’s project9. Now, if we want to 

7. In the summaries of Jesus’ activity, the beginning of Jesus’ activity was linked to Jo-

hn’s baptism (Acts 10:37). Document Q also begins by placing Jesus’ baptism and temp-

tations in the context of John’s preaching (Q 3:21-22; 4:1-13), although it is not very clear 

whether this document contained an account of baptism.

8. This is the view, for example, of J. Murphy-O’Connor, “Why Jesus Went Back to Ga-

lilee” Bible Review 12 (1996) 20-29 and 42-43. S. Vidal, The Three Projects of Jesus and 

Nascent Christianity (Salamanca: Sígueme 2003) pp. 100-118, he thinks that the change 

of perspective was motivated by Juan’s arrest, but this fact does not sufficiently explain, 

in my opinion, the marked differences between John’s plan and that of Jesus.

9. P. W. Hollenbach, “The Conversion of Jesus: From Jesus the Baptizer to Jesus the 

Healer”, en: H. T. Haase (ed.), Aufstieg und Niedergang der römishen Welt II, 25.1 (Berlin/
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explain this fact, we must ask ourselves what it was that moved Jesus 

to start his own journey.

To this question the Gospels answer by saying that Jesus’ public ac-

tivity was born of a new experience of God related to his baptism. The 

problem with this explanation is that baptism, and especially the expe-

riences related to it, are considered by some to be a mythical story that 

does not respond to historical events. However, the fact that these types 

of experiences are uncommon in our culture does not mean that they 

do not occur in others. These experiences of divinity contact were relati-

vely prevalent in the culture of Jesus and early Christians, and we should 

not so quickly dismiss the fact that Jesus had such experiences. 

A rigorous application of the criteria of historicity shows that the 

account of baptism, in which Jesus appears as a repentant sinner see-

king forgiveness, could hardly have been invented by his disciples. In 

fact, Mark’s account created difficulties for both Matthew and Luke, as 

both felt the need to rework it to soften this way of presenting Jesus. 

The news of Jesus’ baptism therefore has a solid historical foundation, 

which allows us to ask ourselves about Jesus’ experience in relation 

to him.10

To delve into it we will take as a guide the account of Mark (Mk 1:9-

15), on which the other two synoptics depend. In the study dedicated 

later in this same volume at the beginning of Mark (Mk 1:1-15) it is exp-

lained in more detail that baptism, together with the vision and the pro-

New York 1982) 196-219, Spec. pp. 207-217 examines the differences between John’s and 

Jesus’ plans and attributes the separation between them to a new experience of healing, 

that revealed the irruption of God’s reign.

10. The historicity of the baptism is almost unanimously accepted by scholars; see: J. P. 

Meier, A Marginal Jew. A New Vision of the Historical Jesus. Volume II, 1: John and Jesus. 

The Kingdom of God (Estella: Verbo Divino 1999) pp. 146-159.
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bationary period that follow, are part of a ritual of status transformation, 

through which the evangelist reveals the honor of Jesus and accredits 

him as an intermediary between God and his people. This ritual con-

sists of three moments: separation, transformation and aggregation11.

Baptism, vision, and proof are placed in the second, which describes 

Jesus’ initiation as a “holy man.” 

The initiation of “holy men” in various cultures has a number of com-

mon features. In it there is usually a progressive identification with the 

spirit that possesses and adopts him, and by learning under his gui-

dance within the framework of continuous experiences of altered sta-

tes of consciousness, such as visions or revelations12. The experience 

that Mark describes fits perfectly into this frame of reference, but that 

does not mean that it is a faithful reflection of the lived experience of 

Jesus. We have already said that his baptism of Jesus is a firm histori-

cal fact, but are the vision and the trial period that follow? Do they not 

reflect the early disciples’ view of Jesus and their interpretation of their 

own baptism?

Mark describes, in the first place, a vision accompanied by a reve-

lation. The vision draws on an image very common in Israelite tradi-

tion to describe contact with divinity: the heavens are torn apart, thus 

allowing contact with God who dwells on the other side of them, and 

man13. But the center of the vision is the descent of the Spirit upon 

Jesus in visible form (Mk 1:10: “like a dove”). This vision is accompanied 

by a revelation that refers to Jesus as the “beloved Son.” We have al-

ready said above that the first moment of religious experience has to 

11. Véase más adelante el cap. 6.

12. Véase: Pilch, “Altered States of Consciousness… p. 107.

13. The image of the heavens being opened for God to communicate with men is com-

mon in the Old Testament (Es 64:1; Ez 1.1) and in the New (Jn 1:51; Acts 10:11).
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be formulated later with the help of images and cultural models that 

make it intelligible. Mark’s account is the subsequent formulation of 

an experience that contains a double certainty: that of having been in-

habited by the Spirit and that of having established a new relationship 

with God. Mark’s formulation considers the subsequent experience of 

Jesus and that of his disciples, but this does not mean that he did not 

retain the memory of an experience of contact with God lived by Jesus 

in connection with his baptism.14

The account of temptations that follows is intimately related to the 

vision. Jesus goes into the wilderness “pushed” by the Spirit. He no 

longer acts on his own, but at the behest of the Spirit, who has taken 

possession of him. Here again we find cultural models that are used 

to describe an ineffable experience, in this case the possession by the 

Spirit of God, who guides Jesus and enables him to overcome the Prin-

ce of demons. The desert, in the Israelite tradition, is the place of trial, 

and in it the test of Jesus takes place, which consists in confronting 

Satan and accrediting, with the victory over him, an evident sign that 

the reign of God has begun to arrive.15

The victory over Satan is the object of another vision of Jesus des-

cribed in an enigmatic saying of his, which only Luke has preserved: 

14. Meier, A Marginal Jew... pp. 146-159, he concludes that the vision that follows bap-

tism is a Christian elaboration that tries to relativize the fact that Jesus submitted to 

John’s baptism. However, J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus Remembered. Christianity in the Making, 

Volume 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 2003) pp. 371-377, insists that the vision and the pro-

bationary period were linked to the baptism into the memory of the early disciples as a 

tradition that would have been passed down to them by Jesus himself.

15. J. Ashton, “The Religious Experience of Jesus. The 2002-2003 William James Lec-

ture” Harvard Divinity Bulletin 32 (2003) Website of Harvard Divinity School, He believes 

that possession by spirits is the cultural mold in which the experiences described in the 

account of baptism and temptations should be understood.
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“He saw Satan falling from heaven like lightning” (Lk 10:18). This saying, 

which has little bearing on the literary context in which it is found, is 

most likely an authentic saying of Jesus. It is the only instance in which 

Jesus himself refers to a vision held by him; a vision that has a lot to do 

with the experiences narrated by Marcos. It is likely that this vision of 

Jesus, in which the victory over Satan is clearly perceived, also reflects 

the initial experience that moved him to separate from John and be-

gin his own journey. In this new path of Jesus, exorcisms and healing 

occupy a very important place, because they confirm that the reign of 

God has begun to be implanted. God’s intervention in history will not 

take place, as John affirmed, at a future time, but has already begun, 

and the victory over Satan that his exorcisms and healings make clear 

corroborate this.16

We thus conclude that the religious experience that gave rise to 

Jesus’ project had to do with his awareness of being inhabited by the 

Spirit of God and with the conviction that Satan had been defeated. 

They are two complementary aspects of the same certainty, which 

was imposed on Jesus in an extraordinary way in relation to his bap-

tism. The new vision of God as a father and of his own sonship that 

appears in the words spoken by the voice from heaven in the vision is 

a later certainty born, probably, in a longer relationship with God. This 

second certainty, however, became more and more important, and for 

this reason it appears so frequently in Jesus’ teaching and action.

16. This is how J. Marcus explains this saying, “Jesus’ Baptismal Vision” New Testament 

Studies 41 (1995) 512-521. According to him, the vision of Jesus at the time of his baptism 

would have been this, and not that of the dove descending from heaven, which reflects 

a later and more elaborate formulation. In my opinion, this vision of Jesus is more related 

to the experience of temptations.
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The religious experience of Jesus during his 
public activity

The intense religious experience that is at the origins of Jesus’ pu-

blic activity was translated throughout his action in various ways, which 

reveal the centrality of the certainties acquired in this initial experience. 

This experience was cultivated in the context of prayer and other ex-

periences of contact with the divinity, in which Jesus also introduced 

his disciples. In the scope of his action and teaching, he translated into 

a religious attitude that reveals his awareness of acting under the ac-

tion of the Spirit and his special relationship with God. This initial ex-

perience, deepened and matured in contact with the situation of his 

people, also determined the way in which Jesus faced his death. All 

these elements, which make up the religious experience of Jesus after 

his baptism, are the ones that we are now going to examine

Jesus’ Prayer

Prayer played a very important role in the life of Jesus, as evidenced 

by his teachings about it and his own experience. He had been born into 

a person who knew how to pray and had learned to pray, but his way of 

praying was very new. He was not satisfied with practicing liturgical pra-

yer but took prayer out of the times and places prescribed by law and 

custom and brought it into everyday life. The Gospels show us Jesus 

praying in the most unexpected places and times. He gets up early to 

retire to pray in a secluded place, after a long day of activity (Mk 1:35); he 

retires to pray throughout the night before summoning the group of the 

Twelve (Lk 6:12); he also prays in the presence of his disciples (Mt 11:25-

27), or after sending them to the other side of the lake (Mk 6:46). It is true 
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that some of these references to Jesus’ prayer are found in redaction 

texts, but they undoubtedly reflect his way of praying.17

This novelty is also evident in his teaching on prayer. In it, Jesus con-

veyed to his disciples the certainty that they would be heard by God: 

“Whatever you ask for in your prayer, you will obtain if you have faith 

that you will receive it” (Mk 11:24), and he invited them to turn to God 

without ostentation and without using unnecessary preamble: “When 

you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, who like to pray standing in the 

synagogues and on the corners of the squares so that the people will 

see them... and when you pray, do not lose yourselves in words as the 

pagans do, believing that God will listen to them because they talk a lot. 

Do not be like them, since your Father knows what you need before you 

ask him” (Mt 6:5). 7-8) In addition to instructing his disciples on how they 

should pray, he taught them a prayer that they could consider their own 

and that admirably reflects their own experience of God: the confiden-

ce and immediacy with which he addressed him as his “abba” and the 

constant supplication to bring about his kingship.18

In his moments of solitude and prayer, of which the Gospels someti-

mes speak (Mk 1:35), Jesus experienced God’s closeness. It is even quite 

possible that throughout his activity he lived other experiences of contact 

similar to the visions that characterized his initial experience. The account 

of the transfiguration (Mk 9:2-8), which describes one of them in detail, 

has remarkable similarities with the account of baptism. In both accounts, 

a vision is narrated, which culminates in the same declaration of a voice 

from heaven about Jesus: “This is my beloved son” (Mk 1:11; 9:7). In the 

17. J. Jeremiah, New Testament Theology (Salamanca: Sígueme 1974) pp. 220-225.

18. The Lord’s Prayer is inspired by a Jewish prayer, the Qaddish, but in it appear the 

features of Jesus’ experience of God. See: Jeremiah, Theology of the New Testament... pp. 

225-238.
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account of the transfiguration, however, Jesus is accompanied by his clo-

sest disciples, whom Jesus shares in his own experience of contact with 

the divine. This means that Jesus not only instructed his disciples about 

how they should pray, but he initiated them into their own experiences of 

contact with the divine and into the mystery of their own person that they 

could only grasp through these kinds of extraordinary experiences.19

The Fatherhood of God and the Experience of Sonship

Jesus’ religious experience is expressed in a special way in his new 

relationship with God, whom he invokes as Father. This relationship is 

characterized by closeness and trust and translates into a life inspired 

by imitation of God’s way of acting. It is a relationship that involves the 

whole life of Jesus, and that is why it can be perceived both in what he 

says about God and in his way of acting. 

Closeness is the first feature of this relationship. Instead of addres-

sing God with the complicated preambles of official prayers, Jesus 

speaks directly to Him with a word borrowed from common language: 

abbâ. It was a word used by young children to address their parents, 

although it was also used by young people and adults to address res-

pectable people. Although it is true that abbâ is not exactly equiva-

lent to our “father”, it is clear that this way of addressing God reveals a 

great closeness, as J. Jeremiah showed years ago.20 Abbâ was the in-

19. The account of the transfiguration is a very important link in explaining the continuity 

between Jesus’ religious experience and that of his first groups of followers, as recently 

shown by A. Destro-M Pesce, “Continuitiy or Discontinuity between Jesus and Groups of 

his Followers? Practices of Contact with the Supernatural”, in S. Guijarro (coord.), The be-

ginnings of Christianity. Fourth Symposium of the European Research Group on the Origins 

of Christianity (Salamanca: Universidad Pontificia 2006) 53-70, espec. pp. 56-64.

20.  The seminal study of Jeremiah published in 1966 is: J. Jeremiah, Abba. The central 

message of the New Testament, (Salamanca: Sígueme) pp. 19-73. But we must consider 
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vocation with which Jesus began his prayers, and it is also the clearest 

proof that his relationship with God was as close and daily as that of a 

son with his father. This closeness is also evident in the fact that Jesus 

does not need to be in a sacred space or time to address God, but can 

do so anywhere and at any time, as we have seen.

The second feature that characterizes Jesus’ relationship with God is 

faith. Everything he does is animated by faith: his exorcisms, his healings, 

his proclamation of the kingdom... and all his preaching is full of teachings 

on faith: “All things are possible to those who believe” (Mk 9:23). Well, this 

faith that distills his teachings and his action has its origin in the relations-

hip with the Father, which Jesus lives in an atmosphere of trusting close-

ness. For Jesus, faith is trust, the absence of fear and anguish. Those who 

have this trust in God do not need to make predictions and calculations 

about their future, and do not even worry about the most immediate 

needs: “Do not go around worried, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ What will 

we drink? What will we wear? Those are the things that trouble the hea-

then. Your heavenly Father knows that you need them” (Mt 6:31-32).

Finally, this close and trusting relationship of Jesus with the Father 

translates into a lifestyle that seeks to imitate God’s way of acting. The 

imitatio patris, the imitation of the father, was the attitude that best 

characterized and identified a son in the culture in which Jesus lived. 

The father embodied the family values that had to be preserved and 

transmitted and the son was the main one in charge of this task. The-

refore, a son had to be like his father in everything and imitate his way 

of acting. Jesus practices and teaches his disciples this virtue, but his 

model was not an earthly father, but his abbâ in heaven.21

J.’s nuances. Barr, “Abbâ isn’t «Dady»” Journal of Theological Studies 39 (1988) 28-47.

21. On the filial behavior of Jesus see: S. Guijarro Oporto, “God the Father in the action 

of Jesus” Trinitarian Studies 34 (2000) 33-69
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The imitation of God had a double biblical foundation. On the one 

hand, the account of creation, in which it is said that man is made in 

his image (Gen 1:27), and on the other, the command to imitate God’s 

holiness, transmitted by Moses: “Be holy, for I, your God, am holy” (Lev 

19:2). In the rabbinic texts of the second century A.D. we find some re-

ferences to this imitatio Dei, which are very close to the teachings of 

Jesus, but do not occupy such a central place as in his life. As G. Vemes 

has rightly pointed out, the basic core of Jesus’ religion is not Torah 

observance, nor a search for ritual or ethical purity, nor the sanctifica-

tion of the individual through worship, but the imitation of God’s way of 

acting22. It is here that we find the most innovative of the lifestyle prea-

ched and practiced by Jesus, which reaches its maximum expression 

in the command to love your enemies: “Love your enemies and pray 

for those who persecute you. In this way you will be worthy children 

of your heavenly Father, who makes the sun rise on the good and the 

bad, and sends rain on the just and the unjust” (Mt 5:44-45)

Acting under the impulse of the Spirit

Jesus’ relationship with the Father is undoubtedly one of the most 

elaborate elements of his religious experience, but we would not un-

derstand this experience well if we forgot the importance for him of the 

certainty of acting moved by the Spirit. This certainty, which as we have 

seen was decisive in his initial experience of God, was confirmed in his 

exorcisms and healings, which Jesus interprets as the sign that Satan’s 

dominion has finally been broken23.

22. G. Vermes, La religión de Jesús el judío (Madrid: Anaya 1996) pp. 236-244.

23. On Jesus’ experience of the Spirit, see: Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit... pp. 81-121, and 

M. J. Borg, Jesus. A New Vision. Spirit, Culture, and the Life of Discipleship (San Francisco: 

Harper and Row 1987) pp. 42-31.
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Two of Jesus’ sayings about the Spirit reflect this conviction: the 

saying about the power with which Jesus casts out demons (Q 11:19-

20) and the one about sin against the Holy Spirit (Mk 3:28-29 and Q 

12:10)24. Both sayings respond to the accusation of expelling demons 

with the power of Prince of Demons. In the first Jesus responds to this 

accusation by saying: “If I cast out demons by the power of Beelze-

bub, your sons, by what power do you cast them out? Therefore, they 

themselves will be your judges. But if I cast out demons with the finger 

(Matt: Spirit) of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.” This 

saying reveals that Jesus was aware that the power of the Spirit was at 

work in him, and also that through the exorcisms that the Kingdom of 

God was performing, it was beginning to make itself present. 

Exorcisms are therefore the vital translation of this conviction of pos-

sessing the Spirit and of acting with its strength. Here Jesus connects 

with a long tradition of prophets who spoke and acted in the name of 

God impelled by his Spirit. The difference with respect to them is that 

Jesus does not carry out specific actions but begins an all-out fight 

against the Prince of the demons who dominates this world, preven-

ting the reign of God from being present. That is why his victory over 

Satan is the most obvious sign that this reign is beginning to come25.

The Religious Experience of Death

Every religious experience goes through moments of trial and Jes-

us was no exception in this. In the Gospels there are indications that at 

times Jesus felt the convictions born of his experience of encountering 

24. I take up here the results of a previous study: S. Guijarro Oporto, ‘The Holy Spirit in 

the life of Jesus and the first Christians’ Cuestiones Filosóficas y Teológicas 72 (2002) 

295-318, pp. 301-305.

25. See what is said in chapter 4 about Jesus’ exorcisms.
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God faltering, but none of them was as dramatic as the moment of 

his passion. It is quite possible that Jesus foresaw the possibility of a 

violent and unjust death and that he took it as a gesture of obedience 

to the Father26. However, the decisive moment of this test was the mo-

ment of his passion.

It is very difficult to know how Jesus lived this moment, but the tra-

ditions about his passion coincide in affirming that he lived it from his 

relationship with God. They contain two moments of intense prayer: 

one before he was arrested, in Gethsemane, and another shortly be-

fore he died, when he was on the cross. It is significant that in both 

cases the literality of the prayer pronounced by Jesus was recalled. In 

Gethsemane: “Abba, Father, all things are possible for you! Let this cup 

pass from me. But not what I want, but what you want” (Mk 14:36). On 

the cross: “My God, my God! Why have you forsaken me?” (Mk 15:34). 

The prayer that is part of the scene of Gethsemane is probably the 

oldest part of this tradition and reflects Jesus’ attitude towards the 

possibility that his life would end violently. It is significant that this is 

the only prayer of Jesus that has preserved its characteristic way of 

invoking God. It is a prayer that reveals an absolute continuity with the 

experience of a close filial relationship, which appears in his teachings 

about God and in his prayers.

The prayer spoken on the cross is the beginning of Psalm 22, which 

describes the experience of the righteous who invokes God from the 

experience of unjust suffering. It is very likely that this prayer was put 

into the mouth of Jesus by those who composed the account of the 

passion, but the probability that Jesus resorted to the psalms, the pra-

yer of his people, at the moment of his death cannot be ruled out.

26. See: Guijarro Oporto, “Dios Padre… pp. 62-67.



78

In any case, we can say that Jesus continued to pray at the moment 

of his passion and that it was in this climate that he tried to decipher 

the paradox of his violent death. Although his passion called into ques-

tion his previous experience of God, Jesus lived those moments from 

the certainties acquired in his previous religious experience, placing in 

God’s hands the concrete way in which the project he had revealed to 

him would be carried out.

Conclusión

We have tried to delve into the religious experience of Jesus 

knowing that it is a complex task, which would perhaps require a more 

detailed study. For this reason, the conclusions we have been reaching 

are, above all, an invitation to continue investigating it. We summarize 

here some of the most important ones.

We have noticed, in the first place, the importance of context in 

order to properly understand the experience of Jesus. Schematically, 

we have alluded to three aspects that help to define it: culture, history 

and biography. Religious experience, like all human experience, does 

not take place in a vacuum, but needs cultural molds to be understood 

and interpreted. This doesn’t mean you can’t surpass them. In fact, re-

ligious experiences are an important factor of cultural and social inno-

vation, but to make their novelty viable they need to be expressed in 

molds that can be recognized.

Secondly, we have distinguished two forms of religious experience, 

which could be identified with two moments in the life of Jesus, and 

which allow us to trace, in broad strokes, his spiritual itinerary. This pro-

bably began with a search experience that led him to John the Bap-

tist. Thus began a stage in which Jesus identified himself with John’s 

message and became his disciple. As a disciple of John, he had a very 

intense experience, probably of a visionary nature, in which he acqui-
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red a double certainty: the Spirit of God had descended upon him and 

Satan had fallen from the position of power in which he found himself. 

This experience was what gave rise to his public activity. In the con-

text of this activity, his initial experience was translated into a religious 

attitude that launched a project. It was at this stage, probably in the 

realm of prayer, that Jesus acquired a new certainty about God, whom 

he experienced as Father, and about himself because of his special 

relationship with him. Throughout his ministry, Jesus had to experience 

moments of crisis, especially when reality did not seem to respond to 

the certainties acquired. But the most acute crisis occurred at the mo-

ment of his death. The little we can know about this moment indicates 

that Jesus lived it from the certainties acquired in his relationship with 

God and placing in his hands the concrete way in which his project 

should be carried out.

Jesus did not keep this experience to himself but shared it with his 

closest disciples. He instructed them on how to pray and taught them 

a prayer that summarized their experience of God. Indeed, he introdu-

ced them to their own experience of contact with God, as the account 

of the transfiguration reveals. After his death, these disciples not only 

preserved the memory of his words and actions, but also his experien-

ce of contact with God, which was decisive in the configuration of the 

nascent Christianity..


