Trinity XVII, 23rd September 2018 - Humility
Jeremiah 11:18-20; Phil. 2:1-11; Mark 9:30-37
They were silent, because on the way they had argued with each other about who was the
greatest.
This particular argument is one that has never really gone away for Christians. We have all,
and especially our leaders, been quite keen on having it again, and again.
Take, for instance, Pius XII, Pope from 1939 to 56. A striking character in many, many ways –
but one with such an elevated view of the importance of the papacy that rumour has it, he
actually required other bishops and cardinals to kneel not only in his presence – but even
when he was speaking to them on the phone.
Or how about Bartholomew, Orthodox Patriarch of Constantinople? Patriarch of
Constantinople is far too simple a title, so they have added some others. First, there is the
slightly intimidating one: Bartholomew, Patriarch of Constantinople, His All-Holiness. And
then perhaps the unintentionally hilarious one: Bartholomew, Patriarch of Constantinople,
His All-Holiness, His Modesty. I kid you not. His Modesty.
Why, Jesus said, do you always see the speck in your neighbour’s eye, and never the log in
your own? It is always fun to poke fun at Popes and Patriarchs, but be under no illusion,
Anglicans have been just as bad. And be under even less illusion: the odds are that we – us,
right here in this church this morning – are just as bad. This disease of who’s the greatest,
this game of egos, this is not just something that happens to other people, much higher up
in the world than us. It’s much more fundamental than that. Human beings are at it all the
time.
Do you doubt it? Well, ask yourself what’s really going on, for instance, on those famous
occasions when people in this church ask someone else to move because they’re sitting in
their place. It still happens, you know. What is that but a kind of point scoring: a claim that
you have a priority here, a right here, that they do not have? Well, you might say, I have
never done that, so I’m in the clear. Thank heavens I’m not like that. Thank heavens I’m a
proper Christian. Thank you, God, that you did not make me like that other proud, selfrighteous, up-themselves person. I’m so glad I’m your kind of Christian, God.
I hope you recognise the irony, and maybe hear the echoes of another story Jesus told. Yes,
people who make other people kneel when they’re on the phone, or people who move
other people out of ‘their’ pew, are deeply silly. They are deeply flawed Christians. But
people who are so proud of not being like that are just as bad. In fact, they’re probably in a
deeper mess, because at least the first kind of behaviours are so obviously silly that sooner
or later the people doing it will catch on and stop. The spiritual pride of the more mature
Christian though…. that’s a lot trickier to spot, and so much more dangerous.
The antidote, of course, is humility. Be humble: that is Christianity 101. Blessed are the poor
in spirit, says Jesus, for theirs is the kingdom of Heaven: the very first line in the Sermon on
the Mount. So, if it’s so important, how to be humble? What’s the secret?
You might think it is all about knowing yourself well. Others might look at you and think you
have got it all together, but you know your weaknesses. You know your sins. And one way to
be humble is to keep those in front of you.

Which is quite wise, works a lot of the time, but brings its own problems. Because maybe,
frankly, your sins aren’t that terrible. Maybe you’re not really that bad a person. And even if
you are, maybe focussing on it all the time doesn’t help. Maybe it can stop you from
recognising when actually, you’ve changed for the better. Maybe you even get into the silly
situation of trying to feel worse about yourself than you really should, because you think
feeling bad about yourself is humility.
But it’s not.
As usual, C.S. Lewis said what needed to be said best. Humility, he said, is not thinking less
of yourself. It’s thinking of yourself less.
Humility is not thinking less of yourself, it is thinking of yourself less.
In other words, the humble person is not constantly examining himself, gauging quite how
bad he is, making sure he’s not getting too big headed. He’s not constantly focussing on his
sins, maybe sometimes making them a bigger deal than they should be. He’s not really
thinking about himself at all. His eyes, his gaze, his attention are all somewhere else. On
someone . And – this will come as no surprise to anyone who was listening to the New
Testament reading – that means on Jesus Christ.
If you want to be humble, forget about yourself, and gaze on Jesus Christ. Gaze on him on
his Cross. Like I said last week, come and sit and stay before the crucifix – let it fill your heart
and mind and imagination, and sooner or later it will begin to fill your actions as well: you’ll
begin to be like it, like Him, not so much because you’re trying very hard (though there’s a
bit of that), but more as if you’ve been caught in a current. You get caught in the current of
giving self away, as Jesus did. He becomes not just an example outside you, but an energy
within.
Jesus of Nazareth on his Cross. Not just an example outside, but an energy within. That’s the
secret of humility. And that’s what baptism and communion are all about: that’s why
sacraments are at the heart of the Church’s life. This is where Jesus promises to give
Himself, to become the energy within.
And if all this has begun to sound a little too mystical for your liking, remember how very
concretely and pragmatically it plays out. ‘And he took a little child , and put it among them,
and taking it in his arms he said to them: whoever welcomes one such child in my name,
welcomes me.’
So – do you want to know whether you are becoming more humble? Jesus, I think, would
say two things. He’d say, don’t obsess about how you’re doing, where you come up to on
the scale. The entire point is to think about yourself less. But if you must know, if you really
must have some indication of how you’re doing, well – where’s your child? Who are the
unimportant, insignificant, people in your society, the ones who get overlooked and shoved
out of the way? The frail, the stupid, the poor, the child, the unborn – how have you
welcomed them? Think of yourself less. Think of them. Welcome them. Serve them.
Gaze at the Cross. Pray. Be baptised, receive communion, serve the poor, and don’t think
too much about yourself. Do that, and you will indeed be great in the Kingdom of Heaven.
Peter Waddell
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secret of humility. And that’s what baptism and communion are all about: that’s why
sacraments are at the heart of the Church’s life. This is where Jesus promises to give
Himself, to become the energy within.
And if all this has begun to sound a little too mystical for your liking, remember how very
concretely and pragmatically it plays out. ‘And he took a little child , and put it among them,
and taking it in his arms he said to them: whoever welcomes one such child in my name,
welcomes me.’
So – do you want to know whether you are becoming more humble? Jesus, I think, would
say two things. He’d say, don’t obsess about how you’re doing, where you come up to on
the scale. The entire point is to think about yourself less. But if you must know, if you really
must have some indication of how you’re doing, well – where’s your child? Who are the
unimportant, insignificant, people in your society, the ones who get overlooked and shoved
out of the way? The frail, the stupid, the poor, the child, the unborn – how have you
welcomed them? Think of yourself less. Think of them. Welcome them. Serve them.
Gaze at the Cross. Pray. Be baptised, receive communion, serve the poor, and don’t think
too much about yourself. Do that, and you will indeed be great in the Kingdom of Heaven.
Peter Waddell

