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You are too old to plead infancy any longer; have you not heard 
how people are singing Orestes’ praises for having killed his father’s 

murderer Aigisthos? You are a fine, smart looking fellow; show 
your mettle, then, and make yourself a name in story. 

Athena as Mentes to Telemachos in The Odyssey, Butler Translation

Introduction

Children are born through the passion of their parents, hopefully a passion 
born of the love between the mother and father that embraces the child. 
Children welcomed into such a passionate love are gifted with a promising 
future, nurtured and guided by parents who hope to lead them to a mature, 
meaningful, and happy life. To realize such hopes, parents need help: the wise 
grandmother, the pious pastor, the sagacious rabbi, the learned pedagogue, 
the discerning teacher. Such mentors come alongside parents, or as in the 
case of Odysseus’ son Telemachos, in place of a parent, in order to help them 
navigate the transition from the family to society, from clan to community, 
from serving self-interests to serving the common good. If this initiation into 
maturity is achieved, children will have moved from discovering themselves 
to giving themselves to risking themselves for something larger than the self: 
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the human enterprise. Teachers as mentors play a crucial role in this process.
Much has been said about the concept and methods of mentoring, some 

of it very insightful. We must remember, however, that mentor was not origi-
nally a concept or a method but a person. So I invite us to return to the ori-
gins of mentor as originally rendered by the epic poet Homer in the second 
of his masterworks, The Odyssey. As you may remember, Homer gave us the 
original image of the mentor when he describes the story of the warrior/king 
Odysseus questing to return home to his family and subjects in Ithaca, hav-
ing defeated the Trojans after ten years of war. As the story opens, the gods 
are holding a council to discuss Athena’s desire to help Odysseus return to his 
wife, Queen Penelope; his son, Prince Telemachos, and to his rightful place 
as the ruler of Ithaca. However, having offended Poseidon and led his men 
on a number of misadventures, Odysseus alone survives in the throes of the 
goddess Kalypso after almost twenty years of war and wandering. Many of us 
know this part of the story, retold by Odysseus to the Phaiakians, an island 
people who rescue him from shipwreck, offer him hospitality, and eventual-
ly transport him home. The reason so many of us know this part is that this 
is the excerpt found in most anthologies. But The Odyssey only takes up this 
central action in the life of this immortal hero in Book V of the twenty-four 
books that make up The Odyssey. So why does Homer wait so long to get to 
the “real story” and what is so important as to delay getting there?

He did so, I suspect, in order to enable us to understand the moral order 
for which Odysseus and his fellow Greek kings and warriors risked their lives 
against the Trojans and why the love of a wife, a son whom he left as an infant 
as well as the household and kingdom he cherished surpassed the promise 
of immortal passion with a goddess. These opening four books (sometimes 
called the Telemachy) focus on that son who has never known his father, his 
mother besieged by suitors who presume Odysseus long dead and who want 
to marry her and seize the patrimony that belongs to Telemachos. He is an-
gry, frightened, and impotent to drive out these suitors who daily violate the 
hospitality of the household, devouring its food and wine in pursuit of Penel-
ope and the wealth that should someday belong to Telemachos, this would-be 
prince who has never witnessed nor been taught princely manners and cour-
age.  Enter Athena in disguise!



At first the goddess of wisdom disguises herself as Mentes, a king of the 
seafaring kingdom of Taphos. Mentes comes in the middle of one of the dai-
ly revels that the suitors demand, that in the words of Telemachos, “they use 
our house as if it were a house to plunder.” Mentes admonishes the prince 
to find a way to rid the house of these aristocratic thugs as his father would. 
He replies that they would be sorry if his father ever returned. Mentes, aka 
Athena, tells him that his father may be alive, that he must go in quest of his 
father, and that whether or not Odysseus is alive, he must purge the house-
hold and kingdom of these gluttons. Telemachos at first responds to Athena’s 
challenge with words that reveal how deep are his wounds and doubts, “My 
mother calls me the son of the man. But I myself do not know. No one has 
ever been certain of his father.”

A Name in Story

Mentes assures him that he looks like his father and that he must act like the 
prince, that “you are a child no longer” (20). Mentes reminds him of that 
young Orestes, whose father Agamemnon was murdered by his wife Clytem-
nestra and her lover, won glory by avenging his father, killing both his mother 
and her lover. Such an act raises in most of our minds the valid question of 
why Mentes uses Orestes as a model for Telemachos to follow. Killing one’s 
mother seems to be a heinous act, and the Greeks agreed. Indeed, the great 
tragic poet Aeschylus wrote the only surviving tragic trilogy, The Oresteia, to 
describe how Orestes was stalked by the Furies to avenge a son who would 
kill his own mother. In the end, Orestes takes refuge in Athens where the Fu-
ries’ killing him is put to a vote and he is saved only by Athena’s intervention, 
which many readers have understood as the myth of democratic justice super-
seding tribal justice. Because of his bold action to seek justice for his father, 
Orestes became as a young man a hero who made himself a name in story.  
Mentes then comes to his point: “You are a fine, smart looking fellow; show 
your mettle, then, and make yourself a name in story” (Butler translation). 
In short, go in quest of your father not to merely further his story or inherit 
his kingdom but in order to seek your own glory that “men in times to come 
will speak of you respectfully,” or as Butler rightly paraphrases that you will 
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“make yourself a name in story.” 
The storied life is what all human beings desire: to be a hero in my own 

story, to live a life of such honor, integrity, and sacrifice that those around me, 
and perhaps more important, those “in times to come” will glorify me in story. 
If this is true, then Homer’s Mentes suggests that the role of the mentor is to 
enable and to encourage the fearful young person not to be afraid to seek his 
father, his origins, to confront his present enemies, and to hope for a future 
in which those in times to come will retell the story of one who dared to be-
come himself. Telemachos, like all young people, lives in the tension between 
merely being his father’s son, a naïve image of a glorious hero, and wanting 
to be someone in his own right, a prince worthy of someday ruling Ithaca. Or 
as Kierkegaard’s prayer puts it, “Lord, with your help I will become myself.” 

Mentes admonishes Telemachos that the search for his father and recog-
nition of his origins are the only way that he will become an original like his 
father, worthy of his own story. Indeed, Odysseus likewise must re-member 
his past, when he rehearses his own story to the Phaiakians, who rescue and 
host him, after he is released from Kalypso and before he returns to restore 
his kingdom. This is the first time since Odysseus left Ithaca that he has been 
afforded the opportunity to look back, to recollect the disparate episodes of 
his odyssey into a story that enables him to find meaning and move on. This 
act of composing one’s self in story is what many psychologists describe as 
therapy. A person is stuck in a past full of wounds and afflictions and must 
discover their meaning in order to move forward.

Accompanying this journey from childhood to maturity and becom-
ing a person whose life and death matters to others is the central work of the 
teacher as mentor. Until Athena intervenes Telemachos is impotent to act like 
the prince he could become, Penelope was helpless to do more than stall the 
suitors and hope for the best, and Odysseus was enthralled by a power that he 
could not overcome except by the grace of the goddess. So Telemachos needs 
someone who can help him see that he must grow into his destiny as a prince, 
learn from warrior/kings what majesty looks like, and claim his patrimony 
with or without his father.



Athena, disguised as Mentes, does so first by going to the palace “amid 
the din, the suitors’ riot” to witness the revelry and give counsel to the Prince. 
She says of the revelers, “How arrogant they seem, these gluttons, making free 
in your house.” She goes on to commiserate with the Telemachos, “Ah, bitterly, 
you need Odysseus, then! High time he came back to engage these upstarts.” 
So she begins by entering into the chaos of his life, commiserating with his 
dilemma, and then firmly admonishes him, “If I were you, I should take step 
to make these men disperse,” after which she lays out a plan that will lead 
Telemachos to become the man who can live into the vision Athena gives him.

My own experience teaching high school students resonates with this 
daunting and delightful role of calling forth from my students a fresh vision 
of who they can become. For example, the student who receives a C+ on the 
exam and says to me, “I don’t understand any of this!” to which I reply, “Actu-
ally you understand over three fourths of it. Let’s discuss the part you do not 
yet understand.” This is the beginning of affirming to them a hope that they 
are gifted beyond their understanding, that they are becoming someone that 
matters to others, that they have glorious potential and real hope to fulfill that 
glory. As my friend and colleague Duane Emejulu’s student Harold once wrote 
to her with deepest gratitude for his 7th grade English teacher, “Ms. Emejulu, 
you have awakened me from the long sleep of childhood.” Could Telemachos 
not write these same words to Athena, his mentor? 

Wisdom Disguised

But before we consider why Athena sends Telemachos off to visit with roy-
alty in Pylos and Sparta, I want to pause to consider why Athena disguised at 
first as Mentes and after as Mentor should choose to be disguised. A simple 
answer is that Athena appears in many disguises: an eagle, a vulture, Dymas, 
Dymas’ daughter, a Phaiakian man, a shepherd boy, a woman, and a swallow. 
But Mentes and Mentor are names the root of which means to remember, to 
think, to counsel, and to guide. In short, she disguises herself in these two 
guises as a teacher. Teachers know that we are playing roles in the lives of our 
students, that we appear to them at our best as wise ones who know every-
thing and who lead them into worlds they have never imagined: worlds of let-
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ters, numbers, things, places, people, time, stories, and images. It takes them 
a few years to figure out that while we know a great deal their parents never 
taught them, our knowledge and wisdom is limited. They also begin to real-
ize what shocked me in seeing my second grade teacher at the grocery store, 
that the classroom is a sacred space set aside for the mystery of learning and 
that teachers as moms and shoppers shed their disguises when they leave that 
sacred space. So in her divine wisdom Athena knows what in our human wis-
dom we teachers know: we must disguise ourselves as mentors because our 
gift is to help our students remember, to think, and to discover the individual 
journeys that each of them is called to take. We also disguise ourselves be-
cause we want our students to take in and appropriate the truths we teach, and 
we all know that we cannot take in too much truth at a time without feeling 
overwhelmed. As Emily Dickinson expresses this reality of human limitations:

Tell all the truth but tell it slant,
Success in circuit lies,
Too bright for our infirm delight
The truth’s superb surprise; 

As lightning to the children eased
With explanation kind,
The truth must dazzle gradually
Or every man be blind. 

 
Athena and all mentors of the young disguise ourselves because we want our 
students to learn, not to be dazzled.  

Now, back to Harold’s words to his teacher, Ms. Emejulu. Harold was wise 
beyond his years when he wrote; “You have awakened me from the long sleep 
of childhood.” Yes! What the teacher as mentor does is more like an awakening 
than instruction or guiding or counseling, and certainly more than “facilitat-
ing.” The realities we want our students to see are really and truly there; we do 
not create them through wit and fantasy. What Mentes does for Telemachos 
is not to create an image or ideal of a prince or of a storied life, but rather he 
awakens the young prince to his princely heritage, his princely nature, and 
his princely possibilities. This is not the Nike fantasy that you can be what 
you want to be; this is the awakening of a person to see who has been called 



to be, what his gifts are, and what it means to walk into his unique story: to 
become himself. 

Let me add here that in this potent and mysterious relationship between 
teacher and student, mentor and mentee, the divine and the human, the stu-
dent is also in disguise. He is not merely Telemachos, Penelope’s boy. He be-
comes mentee to his Mentor. It is not that he is not the son of his mother or 
the grandson of his grandparents, but through the mystery of mentoring he 
becomes not other than his family but more than child. For the teacher calls 
out of her students glory and possibilities that even the teacher does not fully 
understand. She does so in their guise as students. I was made dramatically 
aware of the importance of the guise of student when my daughter told me 
about a particularly frustrating day teaching bi-lingual kindergarten students. 
They were unusually rowdy that day and Libby attempted to shout them down: 
“Niño’s, Niño’s!” It did not work. Having come to the end of her patience, she 
instinctively shouted, “Estudiantes! Estudiantes!” They hushed immediately. 
No longer was a parent figure calling them children; rather, a teacher was call-
ing them students. They were being called to awaken from the long sleep of 
childhood, whether they knew it or not.

But Athena did more than say to Telemachos wake up boy and act like a 
man, like your father’s son. She outlined for him a curriculum and then en-
tered into that course of study with him: “Then here’s a course for you, if you 
agree: get a sound craft afloat with twenty oars and go abroad for news of your 
lost father.” As Mentes she told him to find out if his father is alive by going 
first to Pylos to speak with Nestor and then to Sparta to speak to Menelaus: 
“You may learn he’s alive and coming home; or else you may hear nothing, 
or learn that he is dead and gone.”  Like any great teacher, Athena has more 
than one purpose in sending Telemachos to visit these two great warrior kings. 
The obvious and important purpose is to find out if his father is still alive and 
there is hope that he will return to his rightful rule. But as important, perhaps 
even more important, Athena wants this young naïve man to encounter and 
converse with true royalty: men of virtue, courage, and manners the likes of 
which he has not encountered among the debauched wealthy of Ithaca. In do-
ing so, he will not merely see “role models,” that anemic substitution for he-
roes, but he will encounter persons of dignity and grace who will expect and 
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elicit from him the grace and dignity that has been latent in him but never 
expected and called forth. While Athena as Mentor accompanies him on the 
journey, she does not tell him exactly how he must act and what he must say. 
Athena, disguised as Mentor, has prepared the ship and recruited the crew, 
and she calls to him, “Telemachos, your crew of fighting men is ready at the 
oars, and waiting for you...” This is his ship, his crew and, we are told, “Telema-
chos, now strong in the magic cried, ‘Come with me, friends, and get our ra-
tions down!’” Athena sits and watches a leader being born, and he sits down 
beside her, each taking up oars until the sails can be raised. When they reach 
the place, “Telemachos called to all hands to break out mast and sail.” She stirs 
up a wind, but he commands the crew. Her task is to set the course, share the 
journey as teacher; his task is to take the journey and let it do its work on and 
through him as student. She teaches; he learns. She cannot learn for him, but 
she is nearby to guide and encourage him.

The Curriculum

So what does this journey teach this young mentee that he is transformed 
from a fearful and frustrated son to a wise and courageous prince? First, he 
will learn piety and humility. When he arrives at Pylos, Nestor, his sons, and 
his courtiers are holding a feast to honor the great god Poseidon. Indeed, the 
first thing he says to Telemachos and his men is that they should say a prayer 
to Poseidon. Here he will learn and later from Menelaus that god-like kings 
must never believe that their glory matches much less surpasses the gods. They 
must know their limits. Glorious mortals are nonetheless mortals. Only the 
gods are immortals. Or as St. Paul put it to the Roman Christians some eight 
centuries after Homer, “I beseech you to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, 
holy and acceptable to God, and which is your reasonable act of worship” but 
“Don’t think more highly of yourself than you ought.” In other words, at the 
same time that Mentor awakened Telemachos to his own glory, he also awak-
ened him to the limits of mortal glory, even in the noblest of human beings.

From Nestor and later from Menelaus he also learned hospitality: wel-
coming strangers and caring for them like family. In the Greek tradition this 
meant welcoming strangers by washing the dust from their bodies, anoint-



ing them with oil, and giving them food and drink before ever asking their 
names, where they come from, and their reason for coming to this place. Soon 
after these courtesies have been extended to the strangers, they are invited to 
tell their names and their stories. This embrace of strangers is at the heart of 
teaching as mentoring. Our students are not family with whom we have blood 
ties nor friends we have chosen; they are indeed strangers who walk into our 
lives, into our classrooms and we welcome them into our worlds as if there 
were no greater joy in life than to be their teacher. About the time we finally 
know them and they us, at the end of the academic year or term, they leave us 
to be embraced by a colleague to whom they are strangers once again. I might 
add that not only is the classroom a sacred place where the teacher welcomes 
strangers, but it is a place where we welcome strange ideas, strange answers, 
strange insights, and strange students. While we teach certain courtesies and 
mutual respect, we are not about getting along but about being truth seekers 
and lovers of beauty and goodness. The journeys that mentors lead are not 
into hot houses but into wildlife sanctuaries where the quest is not to pass 
tests but to embrace truth, goodness, and beauty. We may tell it slant, but we 
do tell and learn truth.

There are many ways we learn truth, because truth is complicated, thick, 
and often messy. Among the youngest mentees we call these ways subjects and 
later we may call them disciplines. What in elementary school we once called 
math we eventually divide into algebra, geometry, calculus, statistics and so 
forth. Reading becomes English: grammar, spelling, writing, short stories, 
novels, poems, and plays that are later divided into comedies and tragedies. 
We teach our students to think mathematically, chronologically, scientifical-
ly, musically, and analogically and later sociologically, psychologically, philo-
sophically and so it goes. As they are led through the journey, their courses 
of learning match their abilities to study, learn, and love the complexities of 
the world. But no matter how high and deep and broad their knowledge and 
wisdom becomes, story is the most basic way they continue to learn. After 
all the pieties, courtesies, and other acts of hospitality have been extended by 
Nestor and Menelaus to these strangers, the primary way they learn about 
the conduct of war, the intrigues of love and betrayal, the pursuit of riches, 
the grieving over sins committed against one another is through telling each 
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other their stories. 
This is why the math teacher who leads his students from the mystery 

of numbers to the order of the cosmos will tell his first encounter with calcu-
lus, which often involves a story or two about a demanding but now beloved 
professor. This is why a musician often tells the story of what motivated the 
composition of the work we are about to hear or the historian tells the story 
of how an artifact or document was discovered that changed our understand-
ing of this epoch or that ancient culture or this misunderstood king. In other 
words, while we teach truths from growlingly disparate disciplines and some 
of us are privileged to teach the great traditions of imaginative literature, teach-
ing as mentoring always involves good story telling.

Please understand that I am not privileging literature as the most impor-
tant discipline or suggesting that all teachers are merely storytellers. But I do 
think that no matter what subject or discipline one teaches, teachers tend to 
recount historical, literary, and personal stories because they remind both us 
teachers and our students of the wonder, mystery, and beauty of reality seen 
from many vantage points. Before most of us entered into a discipline of study 
and teaching, we saw in a text, heard in a musical performance, found in a 
mathematical principle or lab experiment an access to and glimpse of the glo-
ries of creation. This is what philosopher Jacques Maritain called the “radiance 
of the form” which he explains, “by ‘radiance of the form’ must be understood 
an ontological splendor which is in one way or another revealed to our mind, 
not a conceptual clarity.” Conceptual clarity is important, but clarity, like tele-
scopes and microscopes, makes us blind to some realities so that we can focus 
on others.  In telling the stories about the teacher or the writer or the scientist 
that opened to us the mysteries of creation with their “ontological splendor” 
we remember for ourselves and witness to our students that the “subjects” we 
teach, the “disciplines” we master, are always larger, more mysterious, and yes, 
more beautiful than our analytical minds can grasp.

Consider with me another insight from the “curriculum” that Mentor 
assigned to Telemachos that comes from his visit to Menelaus and Helen. As 
we know, the Trojan War started when Trojan Paris violated the hospitality 
extended by Menelaus when Paris ran away with the beautiful Helen, who 
was under the spell of Aphrodite. What is most memorable about the stories 



told by Helen and Menelaus is their grief and sadness that so many great men, 
both Greek and Trojan, died because, as Helen confesses to Menelaus and 
Telemachos, she betrayed her husband, her daughter, and her people and he 
grieves that his family should have been the source of so much suffering grief 
for countless thousands of people over many generations. As later beauties 
such as Anna Karenina will discover, you can chose your sin, but you cannot 
choose your consequences. In other words, learning to tell our stories truth-
fully means we tell the whole truth, taking responsibility for our sins, our be-
trayals, and our failures. Telemachos must learn that a storied life does not 
mean merely a glorious life. It means, as Odysseus must do, telling a story 
in which I am both hero and villain, glorious and arrogant, saint and sinner. 
Heroes are not role models. They are gloriously flawed human beings called 
to sacrifice, if necessary, their lives for their people and the virtues that bind 
them, but in doing so they will most often inflict suffering on others, includ-
ing the innocent.

A Pedagogy

A final insight that we learn from Athena as Mentor comes not from what she 
said and did but what she does not say and do. Disguised as Mentes in Book 
One, she sits in the banquet hall with Telemachos and incites him to tell his 
sad and angry explanation of the wastrels who occupy his home. He then in-
spires the prince to rid the palace of these profligates but first search for his 
father. In Book Two and Three as Mentor, Athena accompanies him on the 
voyage to Pylos and to the palace of Nestor, where she even intervenes in the 
conversation once when she reminds Telemachos that even the gods have their 
limits and cannot prevent any mortal from eventually facing his final fate: 
death. But when Nestor sends his sons to accompany Telemachos by horse 
to Sparta, Mentor does not follow nor does she show herself there. She will 
appear many more times as the story unfolds, mostly protecting and guiding 
Odysseus, but she does not intervene in the education of Telemachos here.

What does this silence and absence imply about teaching as mentoring? I 
suspect that the least it tells us is that good teachers know when to keep their 
mouths shut. My wife points out that this is a particular problem for teachers, 
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especially this one, because we have the gift of gab. We are talkers by nature 
and by nurture. Indeed, the disciplined lecture, overview, review, and ques-
tions are crucial to teaching and learning. But silence and absence are also 
necessary. For example, I have practiced Socratic teaching for over forty years 
and have learned much from my students and they from each other. I always 
begin such a course of study by reminding them that we all know what no 
one of us knows, but we do not experience this until we come together, lis-
tening to one another’s insights, questions, and disagreements and building 
on each other’s contributions. Memory and understanding are as communal 
as they are individual. But nothing aborts this mutual memory and under-
standing more readily than when the teacher, what Mortimer Adler called the 
first among equals, asks a good question and then does not allow time for the 
participants to offer thoughtful answers. Silence creates a certain tension, but 
it is necessary to fully understand the question and compose in our minds 
thoughtful responses. If the teacher breaks the silence too soon with her own 
insights, then the seminar is diminished to a dozen students having singular 
dialogues between teacher and student.

This same art of absence and silence is crucial to mentoring in other dis-
ciplines as well. The art instructor can teach correct drawing techniques and 
occasionally actually guide the hand of the young apprentice, but eventually he 
must let the young artist draw, make mistakes, and discover in her mind and 
hands what her imagination is creating. The biology professor, through lec-
ture and discussion, can teach principles and protocols, knowledge and skills, 
but eventually the professor sets the students loose in the lab where they must 
experiment, flounder, and short of doing something dangerous to themselves 
and their classmates, discover without the professor’s guidance. The same can 
be said of the math teacher who must let students struggle with the assigned 
problems, the English or history teacher who does not accompany students 
to the stacks in the library or hold their hand as they research online, and the 
music teacher who lets the fledgling musician use the wrong technique until 
he discovers the correct one for himself. Artful absence and creative silence 
are as important to mentoring as are focused listening and clear speaking.



But what should we children of the enlightened age who live in a secu-
lar society make of all the god and goddess talk that pervades so much clas-
sical and Christian literature. If we cannot or are not permitted to take it on 
face value that there are divine presences that actually assist human beings in 
their sojourns through life, how do we understand their meaning for what it 
means to be human, to be teachers and learners? It seems to me that the least 
we do is to understand that teaching and learning are transcendent acts of the 
mind and imagination. Simply put, we know that our alphabet is made up of 
26 letters, that we can teach these to children, that with these they can form 
words, sentences, paragraphs, essays, stories, novels, histories, and so forth. 
Likewise, they can learn from these 26 letters what philosophers, poets, and 
physicists wrote centuries ago in very different cultures. We can analyze and 
explain many of our methods of teaching and learning this powerful ability 
to read and write, what the brain does when it happens, how to apply it to 
science and politics. But that it is a normal part of human being is a mystery. 
Teachers as mentors participate in the mystery, are indeed priests and priest-
esses of its rites. But why it is possible for ordinary children or a frightened 
and naïve prince to become knowledgeable, skilled and wise, to become no-
ble, courageous, and just is beyond us. Whether we call it deep magic, the 
gods, YHWH, angels, or Jesus or something else, those who reflect on the 
mystery of teaching and learning understand that forces within and beyond 
us visit our spirits, our minds, and our classrooms and enable this glorious 
enterprise to continue.

Conclusion

I began these reflections on and through the relationship between Telemachos 
and Mentor with the assertion that the ultimate goal of any authentic mentor-
ing on any subject is to en-courage and enable the young person to live a sto-
ried life. Of course they need to know how to read, write, think, calculate and 
reason in various ways. They need knowledge, skills, and wisdom to contribute 
to the common good and to make a living and to compose a life. They need 
all of this to become more fully human and, in particular, to become them-
selves. We humans do not aspire to merely survive; we aspire to live a life that 
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matters: to our peers, to ourselves, and to a generation not yet born. We want, 
in that modest British expression, “To do my bit.” There is no greater joy for 
a teacher than to hear from a student taught decades before that not only is 
she a successful professional but a happy wife and mother, a caring neighbor, 
a participating citizen, and an interesting human being. Likewise, there is no 
greater sadness to a teacher to hear that her student has done extremely well 
at his business despite betraying spouses and children, ruining the financial 
lives of fellow citizens, and is otherwise a boorish human being. Part of what 
can sadden a teacher is that she helped him learn the knowledge and skills he 
has used to exploit and betray others. Alcibiades was such person in classical 
Greece. Handsome, privileged, and educated by such wise men as Socrates, 
he quickly became a hero of Athens before he fled her in disgrace to become 
an advisor to their enemies in Sparta. Later he fled Sparta to become a mili-
tary advisor to the Persians, the enemies of all Greeks. If Socrates could not 
make Alcibiades use his education for the good, we teachers must realize that 
we can only point our students in the right direction, but they must keep on 
choosing to do right.

Sadly, such boors also live storied lives, but the stories are accompanied 
by anger, derision, and mockery. They rehearse with contempt the hypocri-
sies and exploitations of a life lived for the pleasures and self-preservation of 
such people who worship at the altar of their own egos. The storied life that 
Athena calls Telemachos to seek is quite the opposite. Like Orestes, who risked 
his life and honor to avenge his father’s murderers at Apollo’s command, the 
goddess is calling Telemachos to awaken to the reality that he is the son of the 
godlike Odysseus, whether his father is alive or dead, and he must cleanse his 
household of the suitors, with or without his father. The awakening is slow but 
real, as he journeys with the aid of Mentor to see himself the way other war-
rior/kings see him: as a prince, the true son of a brave father, and as a leader. 
Along the way he gains knowledge and skills in seafaring, courtly manners, 
hospitality, generosity, horsemanship, and strategic thinking, but he gains these 
as part of a journey to glory, so that men born in the future will praise him.

Such are teachers: gifted persons who use their gifts in the service of en-
abling children and young adults to live into their own stories. Many of those 
young people come from backgrounds that tell them they have no future, much 



less a storied future. And then one day a teacher gives them a new start. In the 
case of Howard Hendricks, one of my former professors and by his own ad-
mission a mischievous lad, it was a teacher who said to him, “You are Howie 
Hendricks, aren’t you? I have heard about you, and I don’t believe a word of 
it.” We teachers are a hopeless lot who never lose hope that every student we 
encounter is somebody and can become someone who matters to the world. 
To do so we often abandon other possibilities: to become wealthy, famous, 
influential, and otherwise “successful.” We deal at the deepest level in passing 
on to these young ones the knowledge, skills, and wisdom that makes pos-
sible the flourishing of persons and of cultures and we often do so in poorly 
maintained buildings, under-resourced programs, and with those lives that 
society ignores or has deemed hopeless. It is hard work and offers few of the 
material and social rewards that our culture counts as significant.

However, when our students as adults meet over dinner years later or over 
drinks at their twentieth class reunion, more often than not, they regale one 
another with stories of Mrs. Hathaway’s English class where this diminutive 
woman with a fierce spirit put the fear of God in her students, taught them 
with passion and love, and became St. Hathaway as they grew into maturity 
and recognized what she had done for them. Often they tell the stories of Mr. 
Farrar in his math class with chalk all over the back of his jacket and a smile 
on his face as he patiently taught them the mystery and discipline of math-
ematics. You can name such teachers in your life. Indeed, many of us cannot 
remember a birthday or family reunion that our parents recall so fondly, but 
we remember vividly the scolding we all received in the third grade, the laugh-
ter at the corny joke told by our 7th grade history teacher, and the transform-
ing moment when a professor’s comment or question began the whisper that 
led us to our life’s callings. As countless interviews and surveys have revealed, 
when famous and successful people are asked who the five most important 
people in your lives are, two or more are teachers. Teachers do live lives “that 
make a name in stories” told by our students whom we have encouraged and 
enabled to live storied lives.
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