Deut. 18:15-20

1 Cor. 8:1-13

Mark 1:21-28

“Spiritual Mentoring”

A sermon by

The Rev. Christopher Wendell

The Fourth Sunday after Epiphany

February 1, 2009

St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church - Wellesley, MA

I wonder if some of you remember a television commercial from the early 1990s, featuring Basketball star Michael Jordan.   It was the first big endorsement for Gatorade, and featured the song, “Be like Mike.”  I still remember this ad vividly – and particularly the upbeat jingle sung by children’s voices:

Sometimes I dream, that he is me.

Got to see that’s how I dream to be.

I dream I move, I dream I groove, like Mike. If I could be like Mike.  

I wanna be, I wanna be like Mike.  Be like Mike.  If I could be like Mike.

I’m sure Jordan wasn’t perfect, but he seemed that way.  The Chicago Bulls were unstoppable.  The Dream Team dominated at the ’92 Olympics.  He was at the top of his game, and he actually appeared to be a good guy. 

But as much as I liked, and respected, and wanted to “be like Mike,” it never happened – and not only because I’m only 5’9”.  My initial captivation by Michael Jordan just never translated into a better work ethic on the court.  And I think that’s because in all the ads that Jordan ever did, all I saw was this magical guy who could almost fly through the air, tongue hanging out, and making it look effortless.  I wanted to be like that Mike on TV, but I didn’t realize that there was another Mike, the Mike of the gym, who ran extra sprints after practice, and lifted weights, and meticulously studied his team’s playbook – a part of Mike whom I’d never seen.  If I had had a fuller understanding of who Michael Jordan really was, my desire to “Be Like Mike” might have led me to actually work harder in practice, rather than just to buy more pairs of Air Jordan’s or drink more Gatorade.  The more sides of our role models’ lives that we see, the more fully our lives can be shaped by that person.  Shallow or distant relationships with our heroes lead to distorted attempts to shape our lives like theirs.   

And, of course, this is true of Jesus, too.  Jesus’ identity is complex, with many parts.  Jesus has many identities in the Bible: “Messiah” “Son of Man” “Rabbi” “Lamb of God” “Son of God” “Teacher” “High Priest” “King of the Jews,” and the list goes on.  What Mark’s Gospel, which we’ll be reading for the next eight weeks or so, is most concerned with, is how the disciple’s understanding of Jesus’ identity shapes the way they choose to follow him.  These two questions: first, “Who is Jesus” and second, “What does it mean to follow him” are fundamentally related for Mark – how much of Jesus’ identity we can see, affects how well we are able to follow him; and so our discipleship grows and deepens, as we come to experience more of the many identities that make up Jesus. 

II.

In today’s passage from Mark, the first four disciples are introduced to two of those identities.  This episode in the synagogue at Capernaum probably occurred just a day or two after last Sunday’s Gospel passage, when Andrew, Simon Peter, James and John left their nets to follow Jesus.  So these four disciples still knew very little about who this Jesus was.  In fact, we probably shouldn’t even be calling them disciples yet.  They don’t even know who they are disciples of, really.  At this point, they are kind of curious newcomers, looking for an adventure or perhaps to grow in some way, and wondering what this mysterious wanderer might have to offer them.

It’s not surprising then that the first identity Jesus reveals to them, is his identity of teacher of the law -- and he’s not just any teacher, but one who teaches the law differently, who teaches with authority.  Whenever I read this passage, I stumble over that word, authority.  Jesus didn’t have any official authority in the synagogue the way the scribes did, so it didn’t mean power.  Rather, I think it meant a kind of prophetic authority given to him from those who heard him.  His teachings offered a new vision of the world, one that resonated with these newcomers – it made sense to them, spoke to their deepest hopes, and drew them into a closer relationship with Jesus.

Perhaps this is true for some of you as well: that Jesus’ teachings were the first things that made you curious about the life of faith Christ offers.  Perhaps the most important parts of Christianity to you are Jesus’ teachings on the meaning of law: teachings like “Love your neighbor as yourself” or “Blessed are the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” or “Love your enemies”.  I also resonate with this kind of attraction to Jesus as a prophetic teacher.  My own decision to be an intentional Christian came early in college because I believed that Jesus’ teachings, particularly about the Kingdom of God, offered meaningful advice about how humanity might live in peace with each other.  I liked the vision he offered.  I thought it was a more complete and holistic account of reality, than those offered by political, economic, or legal theory.

But if Andrew and his friends’ first experience of Jesus’ identity is as a teacher, Mark quickly reminds us that there are other parts of Jesus identity.  In the very same passage, as soon as Jesus establishes his identity as a teacher – something unexpected happens.  Jesus provokes an evil spirit, and then, with the spirit convulsing and shouting, Jesus casts him out.  This is something quite different than laying out a wise vision for how to live, and encouraging people to take it up.  This is a different kind of authority – it is the authority to confront evil and bring healing. 

It may be that for some of you here today, it was a powerful act of healing that you attribute to Jesus, which first made you curious about the life of faith Jesus offers.  And even if not, it is true for many, many Christians around the world for whom Jesus’ identity as a healer and is what initially attracts people to Christianity.  This might seem foreign or strange if you don’t yet know this part of Jesus’ identity – but I know that some Christians in other communities feel the same sense of unease about those who think of Jesus only as a teacher.  

The point is, as the first eight chapters of Mark’s Gospel unfold, Jesus reveals more and more of his identities to the disciples – until the point where Peter recognizes Jesus’ divinity and proclaims it out loud, saying “You are the Messiah”.   It is only once the disciples come to see more than just one side of Jesus’ identity that they begin to recognize his divinity – and that their discipleship really begins to deepen.    

III. 

One of the central questions that Mark Gospel raises is whether the disciples will come to understand who Jesus is and what the decision to follow him means for their lives before Jesus is no longer with them.  During those first eight chapters, the disciples get something from Jesus that each of us need in life: Spiritual Mentoring.  Like any good mentor, Jesus guides the disciples through a process of formation, in which they come to experience greater clarity of mission, through understanding more fully all the aspects of Jesus’ identity.  

Today, since we know longer have Jesus here on earth as our mentor, disciples in our time must rely on each other, on the Body of Christ, the Christian community, for the mentoring we need to grow into the fullness of our discipleship.  Spiritual mentors offer this guidance not just through direct instruction, they also invite people into their lives – they share with them how their various identities shape their own faithful practices.  In sharing so much of themselves, mentors gain an authority in the lives of the people they guide.  

Perhaps in your life you have had professional mentors, people who have been willing to do more than just instruct you in your craft or trade, who have also helped you to find meaning and purpose, maybe even a sense of glory, in it.  While mentoring is a fairly common occurrence in our workplaces, we don’t often think of it in our communities of faith.  And yet in so many ways, mentoring is a crucial aspect of our discipleship.  It’s how we broaden our understanding and experience of who Jesus is, and how our lives can become more Christ-like. 

Can you think of a person who has been a spiritual mentor to you in your own journey of faith? Someone who has revealed to you a new side of Jesus?  Someone who, through sharing their own journeys and struggles in faith with you -- whether in a Confirmation class, sitting by a hospital bed, or even in a vestry meeting -- has helped you build up your own sense of spiritual authority and confidence?  

Because that’s what Jesus wanted for his first disciples, that his spiritual authority wouldn’t remain with him, but would flow into to them; and this kind of spiritual empowerment is what Jesus wants for all his disciples today.

So, if you haven’t had such a person in your life, it’s ok.  As with any meaningful relationship they aren’t always easy to form.  But I encourage you to consider if there might be someone in this community who, in your eyes, has a kind of spiritual authority or confidence with which you resonate.  How might you develop a spiritual friendship with that person?   

And if you have had such a mentor in your life, I encourage you to find a way to become a mentor to others.  To share, in gentle ways, your own life of faith.  Because spiritual authority is best passed on by those who have it. For in revealing the parts of Jesus that you have come to see in your life, even if you don’t think you’ve got the whole picture yet, you can help build up the spiritual confidence and authority of others in the Body of Christ.  AMEN. 

