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 Perhaps the best known of Canada’s recent prime ministers was Pierre Elliott Trudeau.   

Love him or hate him—and there were many who did hate him—it’s hard to deny that Trudeau 

was a person of extraordinary charisma.      

I came across a book of photos of Trudea last week in the Hamilton Public Library.  

Here’s what the editor writes in the introduction:  “The man mesmerized us.  Along came 

Trudeau, and politics became technicolored.”    Trudeau, says the editor, “was not classically 

handsome—he was slight in stature, with a retreating hair line, a hawkish nose and prominent 

teeth.  Yet,” the editor says, “he was so charismatic that women fell under his spell as if he 

were a film star.”   

 And it’s true.  When Trudeau became prime minister in 1968, Trudeaumania swept the 

land.   Many Canadians experienced their country in a new, energetic, optimistic way.   People 

could see in him a style, a charm, a charisma that had been lacking before.   When he died in 

2000, there was an outpouring of grief, because Canadians recalled that charisma. 

 Another person who had extraordinary charisma was Princess Diana.  We remembered 

her a few years ago during the wedding of her son, Prince William, to Kate Middleton, who 

many people compared with Diana.   Diana had a special kind of beauty and charm.  She wasn’t 

a happy person, she had an unhappy marriage and divorce, and she kept looking for happiness 

which she seemed not to find.  Still, her public presence was also mesmerizing.   People were 

attracted to her, devoured stories about her, because there was a special magic about her.   

And then tragedy struck, she was killed in a car accident, and the light went out, the charisma 

was gone.   

 Of all people in history, the person who has had perhaps the strongest, longest-lasting  

charisma is Jesus.   The gospels report that, when he stepped out into his public ministry, a 

Jesusmania swept the land of Palestine.  He, too, had a style and charisma that was lacking in 

the teachers of Israel.   People were attracted to him not just because of his wise and catchy 

sayings, not just because of his healing ministry, not just because of his daring table fellowship 

where he broke down barriers between people.  People were also attracted to Jesus because in 

his presence they experienced something special.   They felt an unusually strong confidence in 

God, a vibrant hope for the future.   Some people were put off by Jesus’ charisma, they 

resented it, they feared it.  But many were drawn to Jesus because in his person he vividly 

embodied that coming reign of God they were looking for.   And then, tragedy struck, Jesus was 

crucified, and the light went out, that charisma was gone.   

 But not for long.   A couple of days later the risen Jesus appeared to his forlorn disciples.  

And that old charisma was back, his friends had confidence and hope again.  And then, the risen 

Jesus was taken away.   And then came the day of Pentecost, when the spirit of Jesus was 



poured out on the disciples.  And once more their confidence and hope were back, because 

that charisma had returned.   Except that this time that charisma was different.  This time the 

disciples themselves experienced the charisma of Jesus.  They now had the ability, the power, 

to bring confidence and hope and healing to others.  Thanks to Jesus’ charisma living in them, 

they now could embody the presence of God’s reign breaking into the world.  The disciples, in a 

sense, were becoming like Jesus.   In them, Jesus had begun to multiply. 

Did you notice, from our scripture in Acts, that the two healings that Peter does look a 

whole lot like two of Jesus’ own healings?   Just as Jesus once commanded a lame man to get 

up and walk, so does Peter with Aeneas.   Just as Jesus once took a dead girl by the hand and 

said, “Get up,” and returned her to life, so does Peter with Dorcas.   Jesus charisma was there, 

being mirrored, in Peter.   In Peter, Jesus had multiplied.  And Jesus has been multiplying ever 

since, among followers who embody his charisma, in the church where Jesus’ charisma lives on.   

 The word “charisma” comes from the Greek word “charis,” which means “gift, grace-

given gift.”  It is related to the word “charismatic.”  That’s a word that when, applied to the 

church, makes us a little nervous sometimes.   We think of speaking in tongues, or waving our 

hands in worship.  The Apostle Paul uses words like “charis,” and “charismatic,” quite a lot…at 

least a hundred times.   Paul gets nervous about the word only when we make it too narrow, 

too small, when we reduce it to something exotic, like tongues.   For him, the church is, by 

definition, “charismatic,” because in many diverse ways it embodies the charisma of Jesus.   

“There’s a variety of services, ways that we serve.  But it’s the same Lord Jesus,” he says.  “And 

there are a variety of activities but it’s the same God who activates all of them in everyone.”   

Anytime someone through the community of Jesus finds release from helplessness, and 

bondage, and paralysis of some sort, and stands up and walks toward a new life, there the 

charisma of Jesus is present, there Jesus has multiplied.   Anytime people at the bottom of the 

ladder, people on the margins, like Dorcas and the widows she serves, are enabled by the 

community of Jesus to stand up against the powers of death that would keep them down, and 

feel  a new power, and new hope, there the charisma of Jesus is present, there Jesus has 

multiplied.   

 Two stories from the church in China are good illustrations, I think, of how Jesus 

multiplies.   On May 12, 2008, China experienced a catastrophic earthquake.  Over 70,000 

people died, hundreds of thousands were injured, and millions of homes were destroyed.    

The small town of Mianzu, in the mountains of western China, was among those 

destroyed.  Also destroyed was the town’s small church building.  But those church members, 

though devastated themselves, were among the first to help their neighbors.  Two years after 

the earthquake, that church had grown more than 10-fold.  Even the local government was 

impressed by these Christians, who in China are often accused of being superstitious and anti-

social--the government helped rebuild the church.  When Peter gives Dorcas new life through 

the charisma of Jesus, the writer of Acts notes that “this became known throughout Joppa, and 

many believed in the Lord.”  That sounds like what happened in Mianzu.  When those 

earthquake-shocked believers brought new life and hope to their suffering neighbors through 

the charisma of Jesus, Jesus had multiplied.   



The second story.   In the wake of the earthquake, a church group from Chongqing, the 

city where Julie and I lived, wanted to help the victims.  So they loaded up a truck of relief 

supplies, and headed to the disaster area.  A grandmother from the congregation decided to go 

along.  What could she do?  She was an old lady.  But she decided to go along.  Before leaving, 

this grandmother had a sudden impulse to take along some baby formula.  So she quickly 

tucked a box of it into her bag.  When the group got to the earthquake area, they started 

handing out supplies--food, tents and other things.    Among the earthquake survivors they met 

was a family with a small baby.  The baby was already lethargic from hunger and dehydration.  

The grandmother remembered her baby formula.  She rummaged in her bag, pulled it out, and 

gave it to the child.  Thanks to the charisma of Jesus, channeled through the grandmother who 

followed an impulse, to go along, and to take some baby formula, the child lived.  Jesus had 

multiplied. 

I see two lessons in these stories about about how Jesus multiplies.  First, in both 

churches there was structure, and training, and planning.   I expect that both of these churches 

would have had a lot of teaching, and preaching, about how Jesus calls his followers to love 

their neighbors.  So when the disaster struck, they knew what they had to do.  They had the 

spiritual resources, built up over the years by worship and prayer and study, they had the social 

capital that had been built up by their regular fellowship, they had the committees and 

mechanisms needed to respond quickly to a need.  Sometimes in the church we’re a little wary 

of careful structure, and organization, fearing it might dampen the Spirit, and inhibit us, and 

sometimes it does.  In the case of those churches, their organization and planning enabled 

them to bring the charisma of Jesus to people who were suffering.  It helped Jesus to multiply. 

The second learning from these stories is that Jesus also can multiply when we are 

spontaneous, when we follow our impulses, especially when the impulse is to do good.   The 

grandmother decided to go along, even though she couldn’t unload heavy bags of rice from a 

truck.  And she followed her impulse to take along the baby formula.   That, too, is how the 

charisma of Jesus often works.  We get the brainwave, the urge, the impulse to go someplace, 

to do something for someone outside our familiar circle, outside our comfort zone, and it may 

seem impractical, or scary, or crazy, but we do it.   And behold, Jesus’ charisma breaks out, 

healing and hope are found, Jesus multiplies. 

And that’s what Jesus is always trying to do, in his church--to multiply.   We need to take 

more seriously who we are and what we do in this place.  Because even through our foibles and 

weaknesses, we are the ones who carry on Jesus’ charisma.   We are nothing less than the 

multiplication of Jesus.   

 


