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Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow 

me.   

       Matthew 16:21-27 

 

 The forgetting of oneself or HUMILITY, is praised as one of the great 

Christian virtues and conversely, PRIDE or self-centeredness is denounced as on 

of the seven deadly sins. 

 What does it mean to be humble?   What is just pride?  Is it humble to 

downgrade ourselves and pretend to be less than we are?  Is it wrong to be proud of 

our accomplishments, our work, the effort put into the hard tasks of jobs, school 

and families, the effort we put into our personal appearance?  The truth is we don’t 

know, for the most part, just what it means to be humble... at least in the Christian 

sense.  Does avoiding pride and embracing humility mean that we are continually 

heaping contempt on ourselves in the name of the Christian faith?  What is 

humility... in  practical terms? 

 To begin with, we must acknowledge that humility does involve a 

recognition of limitations.  I remember the story of the young, just out of seminary, 

Methodist pastor assigned by his bishop to a small rural congregation.  The bishop 

advised him that it was a tough congregation that didn’t renew pastors contracts for 

a second year.  Well, at the end of the first year the senior deacon came to the 

young man and asked him to stay a second year.  How proud he was to be the first. 

At the end of the second year the deacon came again to offer yet a third year.  The 

young pastor was beside himself with pride.  He asked the deacon, When I came 

here the bishop told me you didn’t invite clergy to stay a second year and here you 

are asking me to stay a third.  What is it about my ministry that tipped the balance?  

Well, the old man said, we’re just country folk.  We don’t cotton much to a lot of 

preaching and you’re about as close to nothing that we’ve had. 
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 To suppose that we can do EVERYTHING if only we put our mind to it is a 

kind of insufferable arrogance.  Some have one set of talents others have another 

set of talents.  If we lack the ability to do certain things well.... it is no disgrace.  

The frank admission that we are not gifted in everything is a mark of humility and 

maturity.  BUT it can also be said just as confidently that another mark of humility 

is accepting the fact that we CAN do something’s well!  So, properly understood, 

humility involves honesty about ourselves... a realistic assessment about both our 

gifts and our liabilities.   To know your areas of competence and deficiency is, 

however, to be capable of PRIDE in the very BEST sense. 

 Now all of this might be said of humility and pride in general... quite apart 

from any demands or expectations of the Christian faith.  For us Christians... there 

is more to the story. 

 For Christians, humility involves honest appraisal of strengths and 

weaknesses AND their appropriate use in God’s creative purpose.  Christian 

humility has its roots in the belief that God is our Creator,  that all the gifts and 

graces we have are from Him and are to be used for His glory! Jerry Seinfield has a 

great illustration on the use of gifts.  He says, “The thermostat is a tremendous 

invention.  Here is something that really works at keeping YOU comfortable.  

While you’re busy with other matters, this little thing is thinking about YOU!  It 

has nothing on its mind except: “Let’s make sure it’s not too hot or too cold for this 

fellow while he’s watching TV.”  There are not too many things that change your 

comfort level on their own.  Even a remote control... you have to make the 

adjustment yourself; it doesn’t KNOW what you want.  The thermostat KNOWS! 

 Life confronts us with difficult choices.  We often have to choose between 

things of God and the things of the world.  If we are true to Jesus’ call to 

discipleship, we find ourselves embracing values that run counter to what society 

honors.  Christ invites us to take up the cross, not out of a sense of self loathing, 
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but out of a sense of conviction and hope that the demands of the cross will result 

in the life and love of the Easter promise. 

 Let me give you an example of those choices.  Rabbi Harold Kushner, 

author of “When Bad Things Happened to Good People” tells a story about a 

woman that came to see him.  “She is a single mother, divorced, working to 

support herself and three young children.  She says to him, “Since my husband 

walked out on us, every month is a struggle to pay our bills.  I have to tell my kids 

we have no money to go to the movies, while he’s out living it up with his new 

wife in another state.  How can you tell me to forgive him?” 

 He answered her, “I’m not asking you to forgive him because what he did 

was unacceptable.  It wasn’t; it was mean and selfish.  I’m asking you to forgive 

because he doesn’t deserve the power to live in your head and turn you into a 

bitter, angry woman.  I’d like to see him out of your life emotionally as completely 

as he is out of it physically, but you keep holding on to him.  You’re not hurting 

him by holding on to that resentment, but you’re hurting yourself.” 

 The humble selfless thermostat is a parable of today’s gospel.  Christ calls 

each of us to let go of our own selfs, needs and wants in order to bring God’s grace 

into our lives and the lives of others.  The attitude of discipleship compels us to 

make choices we would rather not opt for, to embrace values that run counter to 

the world’s.  We want to “get even” or the upper hand.  Just look at the law suits 

from people wanting someone to pay their way, something for nothing, no personal 

responsibility.  Dump hot coffee on your lap so you sue McDonalds.  Gain weight 

for supersizing the fries, sue the fast food folks. 

 The cross is a reminder that we are imperfect.  It was by the hands of people 

much like us that the Lord was nailed to the cross for our salvation.  It’s that cross 

that binds us together.  The cross is a symbol of humility.  
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 Christ urges us today to let go of those things that overwhelm our life with 

sadness, despair and hopelessness and embrace instead the gospel values of justice, 

reconciliation, compassion and forgiveness.   If we are true to Jesus’ call to 

discipleship, we will center our lives in values that run counter to what the world 

honors.  We will take the difficult step toward reconciliation and peace, putting 

aside our own needs and wants for that which is best for family, community, unit 

and friends.  Humility!  Christ invites us to take up the cross in order to transform 

our lives into the joy and hope of the Easter promise. 
 


