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The Monomyth
In 1949, Joseph Campbell first published his seminal
book, The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Perhaps some of
you were required to read this book in college. And, even if
you weren’t, you’ve probably seen Campbell’s theory as the
basis of all sorts of pop-culture entertainment. For instance,
if anyone in here has seen the original Star Wars, then you’ve
seen Campbell’s concepts at work. George Lucas has even
acknowledged Campbell’s influence on the story of Luke
Skywalker.
Campbell essentially suggests that the most important
heroic legends from around the world — the stories that
have been shared by a myriad of cultures over thousands of
years — all follow basically the same pattern.
The pattern Campbell describes has been altered and
adapted by various scholars over the years, and has even
found a classic variationby Christopher Volger in what
began as a 7-page memo in 1985 for the Disney Studios,
which launched not only a book that’s popular today among
Hollywood screenwriters but is being taught in
“masterclasses” on storytelling around the world.
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They concept of
the hero’s journey is
pretty complicated,
and there are lots of
suggested details that
make a story fit the
mold. But here’s the
basic flow of how it works:








An individual is called to an adventure — to move
beyond the “normal” life that everyone around him
experiences, and to step out into something
extraordinary. Typically he refuses this invitation at
first.
There is usually a supernatural component as part of
that invitation or early in the hero’s journey. Some
divine influence beckons him to embrace the
adventure.
But beginning that adventure means overcoming
some kind of guardian or challenge. There is a
threshold to cross that will take the hero beyond the
world that he has known and into the unknown.
As the journey continues, the hero faces all sorts of
temptations and challenges. Along the way, he
receives help from one or more mentors who offer
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encouragement and insight into overcoming the
challenges.








As this happens, the hero begins to change. The
transformation is reflected in his deeper
understanding of himself and the world around him.
But there comes a moment when the hero must die
and be reborn. In various myths, this could be a literal
resurrection, or it could be more of a metaphorical
change. In all heroic stories, there is a turning point in
which the hero is no longer the person he once was;
he’s become someone new. He is finally heroic.
The transformation continues in a dramatic way, and
is seen in his successes and victories. There are still
temptations and challenges, but the hero proves he is
able to overcome them.
But there is still something significant to be resolved.
It may be some act of atonement for past failures
before becoming a hero, in which he needs to right
some wrong he committed. Often it involves coming
to terms with something that he once thought shaped
his identity — a relationship with his father, for
example. But the hero resolves whatever was lurking
in his past and begins to change the world around
him as a result.
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Eventually, the hero returns to where he began. His
journey is complete, and he experiences the blessings
and rewards. Typically this also involves the
involvement of whatever supernatural or divine
influnce began the journey.
In the end, the hero experiences transcendance. He
moves beyond this world and into something epic
and extraordinary.

The various models of this kind of heroic journey add all
sorts of details, including romantic tensions and discoveries,
various treasures which have to be recovered, and so on. But
the basic flow is the same.

Our Heroic Journey
This whole thing is called a monomyth. And,
interestingly, it essentially describes the journey to which
every one of us is called in this life. Perhaps that’s why
nearly every culture has used the concept of monomyth to
describe epic, bigger-than-life stories. Perhaps, deep inside
of us, we have been created with an unrecognized, innate
awareness that God designed us to be heroes and to go on
this adventure.
Think about it:
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At some point, God desires you and I to realize that
this world is not satisfying. We hunger for something
more — for purpose & significance, for love, for
destiny. And we realize that our own efforts aren’t
moving us beyond the mundane.
So God invites us to begin this incredible adventure of
faith. He beckons us to trust him, to believe him, to
stake our eternal destiny upon his promise, to
experience a total transformation to our identity. In
short, the Divine invites us to become heroic.
But we have to overcome our own doubts, our own
sense of pride and self-reliance, our distractions and
procrastinations and rationalizations. There’s a
threshold to overcome — one that will take us
beyond the life that we’ve known and down a path
that leads to a wondrous kingdom.
As we begin this journey — as we explore what we
believe about God, about Jesus, about the
resurrection, about forgiveness and redemption —
there are challenges and temptations and distractions
to overcome. Typically we find ourselves in some
context — a friendship, a retreat, a church, or
whatever — that acts as a mentor and begins offering
answers to all our questions, encouragement for all
our reluctance, and motivation for all our doubts.
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Life begins to change. We begin to get a glimpse of
something greater. We begin to see all of who we are
in contrast with all of who God is.
But there must come that moment of ultimate
discovery and revelation. We must die and be reborn.
I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I
who live, but Christ who lives in me. (Galatians
2:20 ESV)

If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The
old has passed away; behold, the new has come.
(2 Corinthians 5:17 ESV)







Things begin to change quickly now. We begin to
change as we start living out our new life in Christ.
Yes, there are some big challenges that still need to be
faced. There are things in our past that we need to
confront and resolve. There are wrongs to be righted,
relationships to be healed, new choices to make. And
as we embrace these challenges — finally as heroes —
we begin to impact the world.
Ultimately, we become the influencers of the world we
once knew rather than simply being the influenced.
We begin to enjoy extraordinary blessings — love,
joy, peace, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
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gentleness, self-control — stuff like that. We live with
a sense of hope rather than desparation or dread.


And, in the end, God ushers us beyond this world and
into his presence forevermore.

And all of this is summarized in the opening chapter of
Pauls’ letter to the Colossians, which we’ve begun looking at
this year. As Paul states it,
May you be strengthened with all power, according
to his glorious might, for all endurance and patience
with joy, giving thanks to the Father… (Colossians 1:11–
12 ESV)

…who has qualified you to share in the inheritance
of the saints in light. He has delivered us from the
domain of darkness and transferred us to the
kingdom of his beloved Son… (Colossians 1:12–13 ESV)
You, who once were alienated and hostile in mind,
doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body
of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy
and blameless and above reproach before him…
(Colossians 1:21–22 ESV)

So that we might continue our lives as epic heroes:
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…if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and
steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel
that you heard, which has been proclaimed in all
creation under heaven… (Colossians 1:23 ESV)

The Heroic Sacrifice
…and, Paul adds,…
…if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and
steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel
that you heard, which has been proclaimed in all
creation under heaven, and of which I, Paul,
became a minister. (Colossians 1:23 ESV)
A “minister.” Literally, a διάκονος [diákonos]. A
servant. From a word that indicates “chasing after” or
“pursuing” something. It’s a title that reflects humility —
someone who has given up themselves in order to serve
something greater. Paul says that sharing this heroic
adventure (to which all of us are called) has become the
focus of his life. It’s no longer about him; it’s all about Jesus.
It’s all about the divine invitation of grace and new life. It’s
one hero spending his life heroically inviting other people to
become heroes themselves.
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Now, elsewhere, Paul has encouraged you and me to
take a close look at the life of Christ so that we will know
who God is and what our own experience should be as it is
now “Christ who lives in [us].” And he encourages us to take
a close look at his example to see what a life of following
Jesus should look like.
Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ. (1 Corinthians
11:1 ESV)

It’s this mindset that sort of shapes what Paul says next.
Remember that he’s writing from prison. He’s dared to
challenge the religious leaders of his day. He’s dared to
confront both the Jews and the Greeks. He’s proclaimed all
their myths to be nothing more than pagan deception. He’s
declared that there is only one God, and that God revealed
himself in Jesus, and that a relationship with Jesus by faith in
God’s grace is the only means any of us can escape God’s
judgment. He’s boldy claimed that Jesus is the King of kings
— even above the Roman Governors and Emperor. And, for
all of that, he’s sitting in prison — still being a διάκονος
[diákonos], still serving God, still heroically proclaiming the
good news, still writing letters to encourage Christians in
villages like Colossae… and communities like ours.
As a result, and as an example for you and me to follow
(even as Paul follows the example of Christ), Paul spends
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some time reflecting on the price that must be paid in order
to be a hero for God. There is sacrifice involved. Total
sacrifice, in fact. There is suffering (in the sense of
experiencing loss, though not at the expense of experiencing
joy).
So Paul continues his letter:
Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in
my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in Christ’s
afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the
church… (Colossians 1:24 ESV)
Paul is thrilled that he is paying the price for sharing the
good news of God’s grace with a world that desperately
needs it.
Hey, though God has hard-wired every person to crave
what the gospel offers, our own sin and pride typically shortcircuit the world’s thinking so that they don’t want what
their hearts crave. They fight against the divine invitation to
begin the heroes’ journey. They resist the idea of “death &
rebirth,” much less surrendering to a God they can’t see or
control.
So the world dished out its rejection upon Christ. They
betrayed him, mocked him, tortured him, and murdered him.
But now he’s gone. Physically, Christ isn’t there for new
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generations of people to reject him or try to silence him. So
they turn their attention to people like Paul — and, Paul
would argue, to people like you and me if we’re living out the
heroic adventure. The church — the assembly, the gathering
of God’s people — are given the afflictions of Christ… just as
Christ promised.
“If the world hates you, know that it has hated me
before it hated you. If you were of the world, the
world would love you as its own; but because you
are not of the world, but I chose you out of the
world, therefore the world hates you.” (John 15:18–
19 ESV)

“I have said these things to you, that in me you may
have peace. In the world you will have tribulation.
But take heart; I have overcome the world.” (John
16:33 ESV)

Stewards of the Treasure
Okay, okay. If the world rejected Jesus, then it makes
sense that we can expect the world to reject us if we follow
in Jesus’ footsteps.
But is Paul — stuck in prison — suggesting that we seek
out some kind suffering so that we can rejoice as well?
Page 11 of 20

Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake…
(Colossians 1:24 ESV)

Is that what it means to follow his example? We’ll only
experience the life of Christ and the heroic journey if we end
up hated and rejected the way did?
No. Paul isn’t wanting you and me to encounter pain
and isolation. That would be just cruel.
But he does offer himself as an example of someone
who is willing and even eager to embrace personal sacrifice
for the sake of helping others discover God’s grace.
Earlier, he said that he had become a minister — a
servant — of the good news. Now he repeats that idea and
expands upon it. He “rejoices in [his] sufferings” for the sake
of serving God and others — this good news of God’s grace…
…of which I became a minister according to the
stewardship from God that was given to me for you,
to make the word of God fully known… (Colossians
1:25 ESV)

Once again, he — and you and I, if we follow the
example — are servants. We give up our own lives for the
sake of the cause.
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Why? Because we have become stewards of the
treasure of God. The task of “making the word of God fully
known” has been entrusted to us.
…
What was God thinking?! He’s left the wondrous good
news of his life, the message of grace, the very mission of
Jesus himself… in our hands?!
Here’s the mental picture Paul is using when he talks
about the “stewardship from God.”
Imagine waking up one day to the sound of someone
ringing your doorbell. You open the door, and there
stand Larry Page and Sergey Brin, the founders of
Alphabet, Inc., the CEO and President of the parent
company of Google… currently the most valuable
corporation in the world. A couple of guys with a
combined net worth today of almost $77 billion.
They walk into your house, followed by a small team of
lawyers and a couple of personal assistants toting fresh
coffee and beignets. They invite you to sit down at your
own kitchen table, whip out this thick legal document,
and explain that you’ve been chosen to take care of all
their assets, including their company, while they’re
away for a while.
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Oh, they’re leaving you a pretty detailed list of step-bystep instructions in order to manage it all. But it will be
your task to take care of things. “Don’t worry,” they
reassure you. “We chose you because we know you can
do this. Just take everything we’re giving you — the mindblowing resources and empowerment at your disposal —
and use it to build upon what we’ve started. In fact, we’re
so confident that you can do this, we’re actually expecting
you to accomplish more than what we’ve done so far. Push
technology in new directions. Expand the business model
to include more people. In short, go out there and change
the world forever.”
Yeah. It’s like that. Paul describes himself — and you
and me, as well — as “servants of the stewardship God has
given us, to make the message of God fully known to the
world.”
We have been given this amazing treasure by God.




On the one hand, we are completely inadequate for
the task.
On the other hand, we’re on a heroic journey.

And if we walk through that experience of death and
rebirth — if we’ve died to ourselves (our desires, our
agenda, our self-protection, our sense of ownership, etc.),
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and if we’re now alive in Christ — then we become totally
empowered for the heroic task.
It is our task — as God’s heroes, dead to ourselves and
reborn to Christ — to be servants and stewards of the
message of God’s life-changing love…
…the mystery hidden for ages and generations but
now revealed to his saints. (Colossians 1:26 ESV)
Not “saints” as in some sort of celebrity Christians
recognized by the church through the ages. There’s no such
thing, according to the Bible. We’re all “his saints” — his
“holy ones” — all who have joined this heroic journey in the
footsteps of Christ.
And we’ve been entrusted with the heroic task.
To them God chose to make known how great
among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of
this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of
glory. (Colossians 1:27 ESV)
Him we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching
everyone with all wisdom, that we may present
everyone mature in Christ. (Colossians 1:28 ESV)
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Your friends. Your co-workers. Your neighbors. Your
family. Your community. Your world. All the people who
might reject you because they’re rejecting Christ. God has
entrusted you with the task of reaching them.
Now, part of me hears that and thinks that it is so huge
and overwhelming that I don’t know where to start. I’m one
man facing a monumental task. It’s just… too big. “Epic” is an
understatement.
But, ya know, that’s the story of every hero, isn’t it? And
where does a hero begin? With whatever opportunity is in
front of them.








Reaching out to a friend and forging a contagious
relationship.
Sharing the personal story of how God changed our
lives.
Volunteering as part of a team, working together to
accomplish some task — teaching kids, mentoring
youth, leading worship, welcoming people, caring for
facilities, hosting a Growth Group, or whatever.
Making heroic-level sacrifices not only as a
demonstration that God takes priority over our own
needs and desires, but because we’re convinced of the
eternal value of all that God entrusts to us.
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Hey, just join us tomorrow night for our Annual Church
Family Meeting. You’ll hear of a couple of opportunities to
embrace an epic, heroic challenge that’s going to cost us
dearly but for which God will supply and empower us. And
we’ll be faced with a very real question: Are we going to be
heroes together? Are we going on an epic adventure
together? Are we prepared to share in the sacrifice that is
known only to true heroes?
I’m not saying that to be manipulative. Believe me, I’m
facing this challenge as much as all of us are. And there are
risks along the way, prices to be paid, opportunities to be
embraced, things of the past to be resolved.
But, like Paul in his letter to the Colossians, we can
depend upon the wisdom of God as we warn everyone and
teach everyone, helping everyone grow in their relationship
with God and others.
Heroes helping others become heroes, who help others
become heroes, and so on.
Paul says,
For this I toil, struggling with all his energy that he
powerfully works within me. (Colossians 1:29 ESV)
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Hmm. Ponder that for a moment. Would that make a
good epitaph for your life? “For the sake of introducing others
to God’s life-changing love and grace, I have toiled. I have
struggled. I have tapped into all of God’s energy, allowing him
to powerfully work within me.”
It’s not a question that should provoke selfdisappointment, if the words don’t fit your life. “There is no
condemnation for those in Christ Jesus.” We’re not
motivated by guilt.
But we should be inspired by the heroic, right?

Conclusion
You know, for many Christians around the world who
worship God through the use of a liturgical calendar, this
past week marked the beginning of an annual season of forty
days of personal sacrifice and reflection leading up to the
celebration of Christ’s death and resurrection. “Lent,” they
call it, launched by marking one’s forehead with ash — a
symbol of sacrifice — and spent as a journey of self-denial.
Giving things up. Paying the price. Letting go of the stuff of
this life so that our hands are free to embrace the stuff that
God has in store for us.
It’s a ceremonial drama, if you will, telling and re-telling
the story of our heroic journey. “Denying ourselves, taking up
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our cross each and every day, and following Jesus wherever
he may lead us, whatever he may ask of us, whatever price he
may ask us to pay.”
Are we servants of God? Are we stewards of the gospel?
Are we heroes of faith, dead and reborn, empowered and
toiling, struggling, sacrificing for the message of the mystery
— Christ in us, the hope of glory?
As we reflect on that — as we ponder God’s divine
invitation to surrender and follow him — let me allow the
words of a poem by Ann Weems to shape the prayer of our
hearts as we stand in God’s presence together.

Prayer: “Lenten” by Ann Weems (modified)
Gracious God and Lord of our Lives,
[This] is a time… to take time…
to let the power of our faith-story take hold of us,
a time to let the events get up and walk around in us,
a time to intensify our living unto Christ,
a time to hover over the thoughts of our hearts,
a time to place our feet
in the streets of Jerusalem
or to walk along the sea and listen to his Word,
a time to touch his robe
and feel the healing surge through us,
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a time to ponder and a time to wonder….
[This] is a time to allow a fresh new taste of You, God!
Perhaps we’re afraid to have time to think,
for thoughts come unbidden.
Perhaps we’re afraid to face our future
knowing our past.
Give us courage, O God, to hear your Word
and to read our living into it.
Give us the trust to know we’re forgiven
and give us the faith to take up our lives and walk.
[This is a time to live heroically,
empowered by You, led by You, giving all to You.
Lord, make us your heroes… now and forevermore…
as we surrender all to You.]
SONG: Surrender
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