
Lessons in Humility 
St John’s 19/09/21 11am 

 
StF362 Meekness and majesty  
 
Prayer: MWB p6, p198 (pause after “…sin.”) 
 
We pick up this week where we left last – humility and wisdom, in particular humility and the letter 
of James. 
 
James 3:13 - 4:3, 6b-8,10 
 
As time is short this morning, all I want to do is help you continue to ponder the meaning and 
importance of humility, using a few illustrations. I hope you find them helpful. 
 
Boomerang Optical Illusion. The boomerang above looks smaller than the one below, but both are 
the same size. If we try to make ourselves more important than everyone else, put ourselves 
above everyone else, then actually we end up making ourselves look smaller. If we try to help 
people and hold them up with our support then we look bigger. As Jesus said (Luke 14:11), 
“Those who try to make themselves look big in the eyes of the world will be humbled, but those 
who act in humility will be lifted up.”  
 

There was a university professor who went searching for the meaning of life. After several years 

and many miles, he came to the hut of a particularly holy hermit and asked to be enlightened. The 

holy man invited his visitor into his tiny dwelling and began to serve him tea. He filled the 

professor’s cup to the brim, and then, instead of stopping, he kept pouring so that the tea was 

soon dripping on to the floor. The professor watched the overflow until he could no longer restrain 

himself. “Stop!” he said. “It is full. No more will go in.” The holy hermit replied, “Like this cup, you 

are full of your own importance, opinions, preconceptions and ideas. How can you be taught you 

unless you first empty your cup?” We cannot learn and grow from Jesus if we do not come in an 

attitude of humility, emptying ourselves of all that gets in the way. 

 

It seems that many of our religious traditions hold the virtue of humility in high esteem. In Dante’s 

“Divine Comedy” for example, the virtue of humility is considered the most important of the seven 

virtues. Humility holds the most important place because it is the opposite of what Dante considers 

the worst of the seven deadly sins, the sin of pride. Dante defined pride as the “love of self, 

perverted to hatred and contempt for neighbour”. In other words, pride is the exact opposite of 

Jesus’ command to love our neighbour as ourselves. For Dante, as for Proverbs, pride goes 

before the fall. Humility, on the other hand, is radical dependence on God, total trust in God and 

surrender to his will. 

 

Humility is an important virtue in our religious tradition, but it doesn’t seem to be one of the 

favourite virtues of today’s society, does it? In fact, humility is seen as downright humiliating. Who 

wants to eat “humble pie”? Doesn’t our culture tend to think of pride as a virtue rather than 

humility? Aren’t we all rather more interested in buying a book about the “Seven Secrets of Highly 

Successful People” than a book about the “Seven Secrets of Lowly, Humble People”? Isn’t “X 

Factor” and “Britain’s Got Talent” and all the rest honing in on the desire inside us that wants to 

find fame? Can we even imagine a program about people who are seeking to cultivate the virtues 

of justice, peace, love and humility? 

 

There is another story about an American university professor and his first encounter with a lady 

who was living and working with the poor in the slums of New York City. The professor was in 

Harvard Medical School at the time, studying to be a psychiatrist, proud of his status, and also 



proud that he had volunteered to work with this lady in helping the poor. He arrived for his first 

meeting to discover her sitting at a table, deep in conversation with a very dishevelled street 

person. She didn’t notice that the professor had come into the room until they had finished their 

conversation. Then she asked, “Did you want to speak to one of us?” The professor was 

astounded by her humility. She had identified so completely with the street person that she 

considered there to be no distinction between them. The professor said that it changed his life. He 

said he learned more in that moment than in his four years at Harvard. 

 

The philosopher, Alain de Botton, wrote about humility and arrogance in his book “Religion for 

Atheists” (p199). He comments on how the loss of a God figure means that modern society’s lack 

of humility means it has lost its perspective. He says, “Rather than try to redress our humiliations 

by insisting on our wronged importance, we should instead endeavour to apprehend and 

appreciate our essential nothingness. The primary danger of life in a godless society is that it lacks 

reminders of the transcendent and therefore leaves us unprepared for disappointment and 

eventual annihilation. When God is assumed to be dead, human beings – much to their detriment 

– are at risk of taking psychological centre stage. They imagine themselves to be commanders of 

their own destinies, they trample upon nature, forget the rhythms of the earth, deny death and shy 

away from valuing and honouring all that slips through their grasp, until at last they must collide 

catastrophically with the sharp edges of reality. Our secular world is lacking in the sorts of rituals 

that might put us gently in our place. It surreptitiously invites us to think of the present moment as 

the summit of history, and the achievements of our fellow humans as the measure of all things – a 

grandiosity that plunges us into continuous swirls of anxiety and envy.” 

 

Of course, the author doesn’t really have an answer on how to resolve this issue within a secular 

society. He suggests getting a proper perspective by gazing at stars and such stuff. I think it is 

much simpler and more obvious to believe in God, the one who made the stars. And to follow 

Jesus, who exemplifies every good and godly virtue, as close as I possibly can. How about you? 

 

To paraphrase psalm 8, “When we consider God and all that he has done in creation and in 

sustaining the world, what is a human being?”  

 

Humility is the only response, surely.  

 

And yet, and yet, psalm 8 also goes on to say, “What is a human being that you are mindful of 

him, that you care for her?” God IS mindful of us. He DOES care for us. That really is amazing. 

 

So, whilst humility is a fundamental virtue, we also have to remember this, we and every other 

person on this planet have been made by God, sustained by God and are watched over by God. 

Our humility comes from realising we are nothing in the grand scheme of things and that we have 

no rights at all, but at the same time, our sense of ultimate worth comes from the same 

perspective. God himself, maker and sustainer of all things, knows us and loves us, just as he 

knows and loves every other person who ever lived. 

 

As human beings, it is inevitable that we are constantly moving back and forth between emptiness 

and fulfilment, between feeling in the pits and feeling we are on a high, between disaster and 

triumph. Life can knock the wind out of us. The state of the world can reduce us to tears. Death 

and loss does bring us to our knees. But rather than try to awaken the giant or the hero within 

ourselves, relying on our own strength and mistaken sense of importance, instead we must 

remember God, the one who made us and sustains us, and remind ourselves of the truth that 

Jesus spoke: all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be 

lifted up. 



 

Prayer: 

Lord, help us to remember that no one is better than anyone else in your Kingdom, no one 

deserves better treatment that another, everyone is the focus of your love. Help us, knowing this, 

to treat each other the way to want us to with reverence, respect and dignity and in the humble 

knowledge that we are no more deserving of your love than any other. 

 

Generous God, 

Because you treat everyone the same and want the best for every child of yours, we pray for those 

who particularly need to know your love and healing touch at this time. 

We pray for those devastated by natural disaster… 

We pray for those devastated by war and conflict… 

We pray for those devastated by pandemic and disease… 

We pray for those ignored and abandoned by society… 

We pray for those known personally to us who are grieving or ill or stressed or troubled in any 

way… 

 

Giving God, 

You give us the gifts of your Spirit to use to further your Kingdom and to be the body of Christ in 

the world. Enable us to be your hands and feet and voice to continue the work that needs to be 

done. Help us to act as your representatives and to remember in all humility that we are simply 

your servants. 

 

We pray these prayers in the name of your Son, who shows us the way to live, and who we strive 

to follow day by day. 

Amen. 
 
Lord’s prayer 
 
StF186 Tell out, my soul (v3, “Proud hearts and stubborn wills are put to flight”, “The humble lifted 
high.”) 
 
Blessing and sending out 
 


