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Ordinations June 20 2020: Bernard Mizeki  

To ordain a group of people on the feast day of a martyr is always a little tricky. For it would be easy 
to fall into rather predictable tropes that neither honour the real life, sacrifice and context of the nor 
give anything meaningful to the ordinands and their supporters in their context. And what makes 
this day even trickier is that the martyr is Bernard Mizeki, a much celebrated figure in the Anglican 
Church in Africa, a three-day-festival-with-preaching-singing-and-dancing figure in the Anglican 
Church in Africa. 
 
His story is an amazing one.  He was born in what is now Mozambique in 1861. When he was 
twelve he left his home and went to Capetown, South Africa, where for the next ten years he 
worked as a labourer, living in the slums of Capetown. During that time he was somehow able to 
protect himself from falling under the influence of alcohol, a substance that many of the workers 
daily used to dull the impact on them of their inhuman living and working conditions.  
 
What Mizeki did instead of drinking was to put himself under the influence of something and 
someone else, He enrolled in night classes at an Anglican school run by the Society of Saint John the 
Evangelist, and one SSJE brother in particular Fr. Frederick William Puller.  It was under the 
influence of Fr Puller that Mizeki became a Christian.  
 
After graduating from school, Mizeki worked as a lay catechist, accompanying the bishop to 
Mashonaland, a tribal area in what is now Zimbabwe. The bishop then assigned him to Nhowe, the 
village of paramount-chief Mangwende, and there he built an entire mission-complex.  
Mizeki prayed the Anglican hours each day, tended his subsistence garden, studied the local 
language, and cultivated friendships with the villagers. He eventually opened a school through which 
he began influencing many of the Mashona through his love for their children. 
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But when Mizeki moved the school to a new location close to a place sacred to the ancestral spirits 
of the Mashona, when over the next five years, under Mizeki’s influence, many converted to 
Christianity, when Mizeki began to be noticed by African nationalists suspicious of his missionary 
work, things took another direction. During a political uprising and after having refused to leave his 
post and those under his care, Mizeki was killed. 
 
Now if you listened carefully to my telling of Mizeki’s story, you noticed that I used the word 
“influence” a number of times. Mizeki’s decision not to drink, that is, his decision to refuse a certain 
kind influence. Mizeki’s decision to enroll in school where he welcomed the influence of Fr Puller 
and then, out of both of these things, Mizeki’s own influence on others—all these influences are 
central to Mizeki’s story. 
 
And, of course, the power of influence is central to our stories too as Christians too. You could 
make the case, in fact, that the story of the Christian way is all about influence—one person telling 
another person about the good news of God in Jesus Christ or, better yet, one person being the 
Good News for another person, all in different ways, all at pivotal times.  
 
Which brings us to Steve, to Amanda and to Leah this morning at their ordinations to the diaconate. 
Here all three of them are, under their own steam, of course, but here also on account of many 
things and many people who influenced them. 
 
Let me get more specific: 
 
First, Steve. When asked about who his most powerful influencer has been, Steve had to go no 
further than his own family. His own mother, who died five years ago, was a United Church 
Minister and introduced Steve, who he says was a bit of fundamentalist at the time, to the world of  
Biblical scholarship. She was someone, he said, with whom he had many (sometimes heated) 
discussions. Looking back on those times, Steve says that he is amazed by her patience towards him 
as a young person as over time he found himself listening to her words more and more. And so, 
more than anyone else, she stands as the formative “influencer” of Steve’s life. 
 
And then there’s Amanda. Amanda was originally focused on discerning a call to the diaconate as 
her one ordained vocation. And then something came up in conversations with her discernment 
group that whispered “priesthood.” She was initially skeptical about this and so went to her spiritual 
director, Linda Varin. It was through working with Linda that Amanda began to let go of what she 
had initially settled on as her vocation and open up to something that scared her, made her feel 
vulnerable in a new way and asked her to trust the counsel of others. And so Amanda’s influencers 
were a host of people who shared their experience of her with her and one spiritual director who 
helped her listen to them. 
 
And finally, Leah. When I asked Leah about important influences and influencers she went right to 
the current moment, to the ten women she works with every day through the Chrysalis Society, the 
ten women whose stories she listens to on a daily basis. These are women whose lives have been 
affected by substance abuse, poverty, homelessness and violence, women who are trying to put their 
lives back together.  These are women whose lives you might say, are lives of resurrection. For Leah, 
these women have been and are powerful witnesses to her of her own resurrected life, with her call 
to the diaconate being a part of that resurrection story.  
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All of which brings me back to Bernard Mizeki, a young person who fought hard not to allow his 
terrible predicament to define him but instead put himself in a situation in which he would be 
influenced by something or someone else, a person who as a Christian, as a missionary catechist and 
as a martyr, himself, became a great influencer. 
 
What we hear in Mizeki’s story resonates with the stories of our ordinands. Though their 
backgrounds and life circumstances are quite different from Mizeki’s and from each others, all had a 
moment when they had to decide whether to be open to an influencer who offered them different 
ways of conceiving of the direction their lives would take. And all, with God’s help, found the 
capacity to receive that influence though it was challenging, though it was scary and though it was 
life-changing.  
 
And today I am here to tell you, Steve, Amanda and Leah, that this is just the beginning. This is just 
the beginning. For as Bernard Mizeki’s story tells us, one thing leads to another in the long listening 
and discernment process that is life in Christ. There are influencers ahead of you, many of whom, in 
fact, who will tell you things or show you things that will reshape your experience of God’s call and 
your answering response, all of which we call vocation.  
 
And the question is always this: will you, under the influence of the Spirit, be able to listen deeply to 
the next person, the thing that challenges you, that scares you, that offers you yet another and 
perhaps different way to live out your vocation? 
 
And then will you be bold enough and brave enough to respond to what you have heard? 
 
Monastics have a word for this ability to listen and to respond to God’s call.  That word is 
“obedience.” Br Curtis Olmquist, one of today’s SSJE brothers, describes obedience this way: 
“Monastic obedience is not about hazing others into conformity, nor infantilizing grown adults, nor 
abdicating personal responsibility...(monastic obedience has to do with) discovering the freedom to 
be fully alive.” 
 
Today we remember Bernard Mizeki, a young man who in his early life was placed in a kind of social 
and economic and racial prison. But as it turned out, this was not the life he ended up living.  For 
under the influence of the Holy Spirit and those sent by the Holy Spirit, Mizeki was able to listen 
and respond to God’s own call, a call to claim his freedom to be fully alive and then offer that life to 
others. 
 
Steve, Amanda and Leah, may the lives you begin today as ordained people, be animated by this 
same Holy Spirit.  For she will bring you people that, if you listen to them, will expand what you 
believe you can do. She will give you the strength and courage to respond. And she will lead you to 
new places and new people among whom you will serve. 
 
Look for her: she is there. Listen to her: she is still speaking to you. Obey her: for her way, even 
when it is costly, will lead you to fullness of life. 
 

 

 


