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Sermon, Proper 17, September 1, 2019, Jane A. Beebe “Humility”

“For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble 
themselves will be exalted.” (Luke 14:11)

Humility is one of those difficult Christian virtues that are not well 

rewarded by our society. We feel pressure from within and without to have 

pride in ourselves and our achievements. Even if we are not confident, we 

project an aura of well-being to disguise whatever keeps us from this sense 

of pride, of invincibility. At best, this can cause a sense of discomfort: who 

are we really? We have lost touch with our true selves. At worst, it can lead 

to hypocritical or destructive behavior that leads us away from our Creator 

and into all kinds of troubles, large and small. Even so, where is the good 

news in humbling ourselves? 

 The Rule of St. Benedict has been a strong influence on my own 

spiritual formation. It has much to teach about balance, moderation, 

simplicity, and hospitality. As it happens, chapter seven of the Rule is on 

humility: a key tenet. St. Benedict sees our progress in humility as a ladder 

with twelve steps. And yes, there is some resonance in this 6th century 

document with the twelve-step program many of us follow today. He 

prefaces a description of the ladder of humility with these words:
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“Hence, [brothers and sisters], if we wish to reach the very highest point of 
humility and to arrive speedily at that heavenly exaltation to which ascent is 
made through the humility of this present life, we must by our ascending 
actions erect the ladder Jacob saw in his dream, on which Angels appeared 
to him descending and ascending. By that descent and ascent we must surely 
understand nothing else than this, that we descend by self-exaltation and 
ascend by humility.”
 
 “The first degree of humility is: to keep the fear of God always before 

my eyes.”  Being humble is about our relationship to God. We recognize that 

there is something greater than ourselves with the power to offer salvation. 

John the Baptist understood this when he asserted that he was not the 

Messiah. He, too, uses the imagery of a wedding banquet, saying: ‘“He who 

has the bride is the bridegroom. The friend of the bridegroom, who stands 

and hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice. For this reason my 

joy has been fulfilled. He must increase, but I must decrease.”’ (John 3:29-

30) Through humility we begin to see ourselves and accept ourselves as God 

sees us: as whole human beings. We are then able to grow into seeing and 

accepting each other with the same grace. Humility is the underpinning for 

true hospitality.

I think we try to avoid being humbled because we equate humility 

with humiliation. But they are not the same. “Humility does not mean 

thinking less of yourself than of other people, nor does it mean having a low 

opinion of your own gifts,” writes William Temple, former Archbishop of 
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Canterbury, “It means freedom from thinking about yourself at all.” I tried to 

rely on my own power and got mired in debt. So I really take to heart Paul’s 

words to the Hebrews: ‘“Keep your lives free from the love of money and be 

content with what you have; for he has said, “I will never leave you or 

forsake you.”’ We have nothing to fear from humbling ourselves before 

God; it is as it should be. 

I am proud of both my parents for having been regular blood donors 

through the Red Cross. My father even earned his eight-gallon pin. That’s 64 

pints! My mother’s blood type was relatively rare so she would only give 

blood when called, usually due to an impending surgery. This may sound 

perverse to some of you, but my mother actually enjoyed giving blood. She 

didn’t mind the process of having a needle placed in her arm. This was an 

opportunity to lie down on a cushy couch for a while with nothing else to do 

except chat with the other donors. I think she treated it as a social occasion. 

After all, the donors were given punch and cookies afterwards: it was a kind 

of tea party. Once she ran into a woman at the grocery store who seemed 

really familiar, but she couldn’t recall her name. She remembered later it 

was a person with the same blood type! 

She used to tell me that to give of one’s blood is a special act, pretty 

high up on the moral scale. In itself it is a life-giving. According to the Red 
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Cross a single donation may save three lives. However, there is no guarantee 

of a reciprocal gift, of repayment—much  less a thank you-note. The blood 

donor does not choose who will receive it, nor does the recipient know who 

you are. There is a trust involved that the donation of blood will get to the 

right person at the right time.  

One of my favorite passages in the Gospel of John is this: “I do not 

call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the 

master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to 

you everything that I have heard from my Father. You did not choose me, 

but I chose you.” (John 15:15-17) We are invited to a wedding banquet: 

Jesus’ wonderful metaphor for God’s kingdom. God knows our worth and 

longs to say to us, “Friend, move up higher.” (Luke 14:10) Jesus as our Host 

will help us find our way to the table. In our fear that there may not be 

enough, we do not have to rush to claim the highest place. God will lead us; 

God will take us by the hand. God intends to feed us with the “finest wheat” 

and “sweet honey from the rock.” 

The seventh degree of humility from the Benedictine Rule is: “to 

grow in understanding that if I consider myself lower than everyone else, I 

raise up others.” Having been invited so graciously to the banquet, we are to 

extend the invitation to all those that may struggle even more than we to 
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make their way to the table: the poor, the disabled, the lame, and the blind. 

Again, humility is not about self-abasement, it is about allowing God’s love 

for us be the measure of our worth, and to allow God the space to act. There 

is a dignity and a peace to be found in being content with the “lowest place.” 

There is space to breathe, even to rest. 

I think of the beautiful song from West Side Story:

“There's a place for us
A time and a place for us 
Hold my hand and we're half way there
Hold my hand and I'll take you there 
Somehow 
Someday 
Somewhere”

 

 

 


