A Mentor Is More than a Friend
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Most of us collect our mentoring in tiny bites, much as a humming bird must buzz into hundreds of flowers to accumulate enough nectar to live until nightfall.  A few days ago, I sought (1) counsel about an old friend with hepatitis from someone in the health field, (2) computer know-how to help me do the needed research from someone whose blood flows electrons, (3) financial expertise about a business decision from a peer, and (4) personal support to help me through the death of a friend from still another person.  In a sense, each of these people mentored me, but I would call none of them a mentor.  That honor is reserved for only a few people in my life, and in the lives of the people in mentoring programs I’ve helped to establish.  

What makes someone a mentor?

My mentor looks at me more objectively than others.  In the best sense, my mentor is my critic, constantly evaluating my behavior in terms of how I might learn or grow, and what I am already doing proficiently.  S/he is alert to ways I need to clean up my act or approach situations in a more positive spirit.

My mentor is aware of my interests at all times, looking for resources I can use or people who could be helpful to me.  Whether s/he is reading the newspaper, speaking at a national conference, or just having lunch with someone, I am present at some level, and my mentor will find a way to make many situations useful to me.

My mentor is alert to challenges and will help me meet them, whatever they may be.  Unlike many others in my life, who congratulate me on my successes and feel I should be content with them, my mentor helps me see the possibilities for growth which are always around me.  Sometimes those are clear-cut professional opportunities to move “up,” but more often they are chances to expand my skills or perspectives in ways that will ultimately pay off both personally and in my career.

My mentor helps me learn, even when I don’t want to.  Even at the moments when I think that all I want is commiseration, a true mentor will gently reorient me to the lessons inherent in the situation.  I do have the chance to express my feelings and get rid of the anger or frustration, and perhaps sing the refrain again -- but my mentor sees to it that I move on.  If I want to wallow, I have to go somewhere else.

My mentor knows that I am the judge of what is best for me, and never tries to pressure me in a particular direction.  S/he makes the best case for a recommended strategy, then lets it go.  Even if it’s the most effective possible approach, it won’t work if I don’t believe in it and feel comfortable taking the risk.  

My mentor understands that the only “payback” is the knowledge that I will help others.  Although I do my best to express my appreciation along the way, my mentor and I both know that the best tribute is my doing for others what s/he has done for me -- to help them discover their strengths and gifts, take their dreams seriously, and give them the support they need to create change in their lives and careers.
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