

THE FREEDOM OF  HUMILITY

I Peter 5:5 Young men, in the same way be submissive to those who are older. All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, 
   "God opposes the proud 
      but gives grace to the humble."[a] 6Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.


A hunter recently wrote to a wildlife biologist in The Minnesota Volunteer, the monthly magazine of the state Department of Natural Resources, and asked for an explanation of some bizarre bird behavior he had seen. When he went turkey hunting and shot a male turkey, the other tom turkeys in the flock started jumping up and down on the dead bird. Then they began to kick it and to peck at it until they all got exhausted. Then they stood around looking confused and direction-less, until a hen turkey gobbled somewhere off in the woods, and they all ran off in her direction (If any of you have ever raised chickens, you probably already know why they acted that way).


The biologist replied that he must have harvested the lead turkey, the Alpha male at the top of the pecking order. As soon as the other, subordinate male turkeys noticed how weak and vulnerable their leader and master suddenly was, they all ganged up on him to take out their pent-up anger, to display their aggression, and to vie for dominance in a new fight to be head turkey. As though they were saying, “This is for that time you ate all the acorns before we could-Pow!- and this is for the time you drove that hen away from me-Wham! Take this! And that!” But they were also communicating to each other: See how mean I can be to the weak and defenseless? Be afraid. Be very, very, very afraid. Of me.


What's true for turkeys can sometimes be all too true for people.   Scott Peck, who wrote about relationships and community in The Road Less Traveled, has done weekend workshops on community, in which perfect strangers gather for a weekend in community-forming experiences. Never do they all suddenly start acting like turkeys and begin jumping on the weakest among them, to kick him and peck him or her. Not physically, at least. But give them a few hours together over snacks and light conversation and you soon get a sense for who's emerging with lots of respect, who's not, who's talking most, who's listening most, who gets teased, and who gets praised. Then there's the body language. Some are leaning back with their arms folded, obviously wondering to themselves, “Nobody likes me: why didn't I go golfing instead this weekend? Or fishing?” Others are leaning forward, engaged, but only with those few who are either becoming most popular, or who are reinforcing their popularity. 


And why am I suddenly thinking about my daily bus rides to and from junior high, nearly forty years ago?


In Scott Peck's  weekend community-building experiences, fights do eventually break out. Not the physical ones we sometimes had on the school bus, but verbal and emotional ones. Arguments over things like morality, politics, money or religion, with people picking sides and trying to convert each other. But Peck says that these issues are often covers and disguises for the real issue: status, or honor. Who's up, who's down, and where we fit in the pecking order. That gets people wondering why they spent their money and wasted a whole weekend just to raise their blood pressure and get their egos bruised. But for Peck, its all part of the plan.


The plan is that they will fight each other to a draw and eventually hit a quiet, desolate, empty, open emotional space. Then they start looking around for a fearless, decisive leader to emerge, who will take over, who runs the show, who answers all the questions, and who establishes the social pecking order. So, they all look first to Scott Peck for this decisive, commanding leadership. After all, they're paying him for the experience. Which he doesn't do. Because that's not community. Its only conformity, our most common cheap substitute for true community. 


So, there they sit in fear and confusion, feeling like they're suspended in space, without gravity. I mean, who am I if I don't know who's above me and who's below me on the social ladder? Someone please tell me who's up, who's down, who's in and who's out. Otherwise, what am I worth if I can't tell you who is worth less than me? And who will protect me and advocate for me if I am not connected with someone who is worth more than me in the eyes of this group? 


Which leads to my answer to the first question in your bulletin, “What is pride (the bad kind)?” I ask about the bad kind, because we often talk about pride as a good thing. Such as the carpenter who  says, “I wouldn't be caught dead doing a shoddy job remodeling your kitchen. I take pride in my work.” Good thing he does, too. Or when someone says, “I'm not ashamed of my ethnic heritage, I'm not going to hide my culture or apologize for my accent,” I think that's a good thing too. Maybe we shouldn't call it “pride.” Maybe self-respect or love.


But the pride that Peter is concerned about is our fearful preoccupation with our position on the world's ladder of worth and value. Pride doesn't always mean we have to be at the top. We instinctively know that only one person can be at the top, and not all of us want to pay the cost for that. In Peter's day, Caesar, in Rome was at the top. But pride means we desperately need to know that someone else is below us, between us and the bottom. Pride also means doing our part to keep someone else between us and the bottom. Obviously, the whole thing runs on fear.


This is a pressing matter for Peter's disciples, because we can see in his letter that they're getting a lot of shame and humiliation from their neighbors and masters and employers and family members for their Christian faith. I don't get the impression that they're being carted off to the Coliseum yet to be fed to the lions. More like a constant diet of insults, distrust, false accusations that they are immoral, disloyal and antisocial just because they won't join in the idolatry and immorality that everyone expects of each other to be “good citizens” so-called of the empire. That puts them at the bottom of the social ladder, which is a painful place to be. Especially if you take seriously the attitudes of people above you. Especially if you take seriously all those messages you're getting about being worth-less.


Which gets me to the second question in the bulletin: Why has pride for so long been considered so dangerous? In short, pride is dangerous because pride is the sin which leads other sins in its wake. It was the first temptation of our first ancestors, when the serpent said to Eve, “You shall be like God, knowing good from evil.” And every time we give in to that temptation, pride permits us to know good from evil: always our own goodness and someone else's evil. So just as pride opens the door to other sins, pride makes us blind to their presence in our lives.


As the sin before all sins, pride supercharges every natural and normal temptation into a nearly irresistible matter or rights and merit and status.  For example, pride is what kept segregation and slavery in place for so long in this country. You ask almost anyone if its right to bomb churches or cheat anyone of the right to vote, and they'll ask, “What have you been smoking, that you'd ask me a question like that?” 


But whenever people were caught doing such things, they would usually justify it by saying, “In this case, we have to do it to keep you-know-who in their place, and to hold onto what little we have.”  Pride justified the unjustifiable.


Which shows us something else about pride: its a form of violence, and it amounts to slavery and to idol worship. But the people in Scott Peck's community building seminars won't believe that at first. Right on schedule, maybe around Saturday noon, they're thinking, “Once I know who's top dog around here, then I'll know where I stand in relation to him.” What a relief they think that would be.


But the whole thing can turn on us, instantly, and become violent, even vicious. Just consider what Pastor Martin Niemoller said about life under Adolf Hitler: “When they came after the Communists, I didn't say anything, because I wasn't a Communist. When they came after the trade unionists, I didn't say anything, because I wasn't a trade unionist. When they came after the Jews, I didn't say anything, because I wasn't a Jew. And when they came after me, nobody said anything, because no one else was left.”


Tomorrow is Martin Luther King, Jr. Day. Just having such a day on the calendar would have sounded impossible just fifty years ago, because Dr. King challenged the very up-down structure of status and worth and power on which so much of our society was built. Dr. King faced so much hostility because so many people found security and value and power in things like the color of their skin, over and above other people who have more color to their skin. That's why pride is a form of idolatry. It replaces God, as our source of worth and value, with something God gave all of us: our bodies.


In ways that I am still only beginning to recognize, skin color still gives status, power and privilege in this society, despite all the progress that we can trace back to Dr. King. I think I've noticed that in a few stores where I got the sense that some cashiers were automatically treating black customers as invisible, or as shoplifters who haven't been caught yet. I've also noticed how this caste system of skin color still poisons the well of human relationships. Once, when we lived in Detroit, I was in a store that was selling African artwork, and in what I thought was a friendly way, I asked the cashier, a young African-American woman, “What country is this particular item from?” She replied, with a very sullen, defensive and defiant tone, “I don't know!” I asked another question, and got the same kind of hostile, defensive response. She must have thought that I was giving her a test to try and make her look stupid. Maybe she had had a white teacher who treated her like that. 


Our social ladder is not just about skin color. Its also about gender, wealth and ethnicity. Consider how, after the anti-German hysteria of World War I, so many German family names in America disappeared to re-emerge as their English translations, like a Mr. Jaeger, who changed his name to its English meaning, Hunter. By the 1920's you wouldn't know, from glancing through the phone book, that Germany gave Minnesota its most immigrants. On the social ladder that emerged after World War I, a German name could not only keep you near the bottom, it could make you a target. 


So, where did Dr. King get the nerve and the vision to challenge the basic framework of society, of status, worth and power based on skin color, and origins? He did not aim so much just to move African Americans up the social ladder of status as much as he aimed to get us off the ladder. For he understood that life on this ladder is killing the people on the top almost as much as its killing the people below them. King once said, “God is not only interested in the freedom of brown people, or black people....but in the freedom of all people.” Another time he said, “I want to be the white man's brother, not his brother-in-law.” Where did Dr. King get the nerve and the vision not just to challenge our placement on the ladder of social status, but to challenge the whole ladder and offer a level ground of love in its place?


  Dr. King was a minister of the gospel of Jesus Christ, and, like Peter in today's passage, he understood that this gospel pulled the very ground out from beneath all the ladders of status and worth that humans work so hard to construct and maintain. Once you start to grasp that “in Christ the fullness of God dwelt bodily,” and how “though Christ was in very nature God, and yet humbled himself and took on the form of a servant and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross,” suddenly the whole up-down ladder of social status not only gets reversed by a God who intentionally went down it, not up, you begin to see it for the violent, idolatrous and enslaving thing that it is. 


And King was not alone. Even while English slave ships were carrying Africans to slavery in the Western Hemisphere, the English revivalist, Charles Spurgeon, would constantly preach, “Be not proud of race, face, place or grace.” King and Spurgeon both understood that when the grace of God invades our lives, it not only changes the individual, it changes the world around them. And it does so by dismantling the idolatrous faith we once had in our position over or under others (which, again, is pride), and replaces it with confidence in God and in our position in relation to him. So that “whoever would boast, let him boast in the Lord.” That, is true humility.


Which means that I'm beginning to answer the third question: What is humility? Humility does not mean that we hate, berate and castigate ourselves. That only shows that we are still preoccupied with who's up, who's down, and who's worth more or less. That only shows that we're still getting our sense of value from what other people think of us. Quite the opposite: one sign of true humility is a deep, indiscriminate and equivalent compassion and respect for all people, including ourselves, because we can accept how needy we all are, including ourselves. And what wonderful creations of God we all are, including ourselves.


Simply put, humility is when we just climb down off the whole social ladder of worth and value. Humility is when we just stop worrying about who's above us and who's below us, and when we find our worth and value in God and in God's love for us. 


And here are some of the reasons why humility has long been considered so important to Christian life and relationships. That's Question #4, by the way. Just as pride is the taproot of all sins, so is humility the source of all virtues. That's why Peter begins by saying, “Young men, be submissive to those who are older.” That is, show honor and respect and deference to those who have wisdom and experience from which you may learn. But we can't learn, or grow, if we're too proud to learn anything. 


But then Peter goes on immediately to say, “All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another.” Yes, the elder toward the younger too, because we all have valuable things to learn from each other.


Humility is also the fount of all virtues because humility draws divine grace—Holy Spirit empowerment-- just as pride attracts divine resistance. "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble," Peter says, in verse five. Again, that is because pride is a form of idolatry, putting ourselves, or something about ourselves, in God's place. If that's the case, then its not a matter of God withholding his grace from the proud. Its more a matter of  pride blocking the flow of God's grace. 


But as the African proverb says, “No two chiefs will sit on the same leopard skin.” If we want the grace of God, we have to let God have the leopard's skin—the chief's seat of honor. God's grace does not flow sideways, toward anyone who would try and share his throne. Nor does it flow upwards, toward anyone who would depose him from his throne. It always and only flows downward, from his hand, to those who embrace the liberating truth, that they there is only one God, that we are not him, and that we all stand on the same level ground beneath God's gracious hand. 


Humility like this opens up before us the possibility of a new society in which our worth is not understood by where we stand above or below each other, but by where we all stand in relationship to a loving, gracious God. And that puts us all in the same place. Of grace. Suddenly, we have before us the prospect of a new world in which we labor not to get honors, at each other's expense, but to give honor, to each other's benefit. That new society, and that new world, is the church. 



The world is longing for this kind of freedom, a true freedom from slavery to those above us, and from fear of those below us, once we're free of the world's ladder of worth and value. For the people in Scott Peck's community-building exercise, this exhilarating freedom emerges sometime around Saturday night maybe, or Sunday morning, after they spent most of Saturday trying to convert each other to be just like themselves, after they  failed to arrange people in places above them or below them, and  after they begin respecting each other for who they already are, and are open to what they each have to teach each other, even if they know that they are not going to always agree with each other. And that is how they become true friends.


Participants often describe this experience as a “softening of the eyes.” Slowly they begin to see each other with the “soft eyes,” of humility and openness, even though just an hour before they were ready to jump on each other, like turkeys. I call that softening of the eyes, “grace.”


With those “soft eyes” of humility, its amazing what greatness we can see in ourselves and each other. As Dr. King often said, “Everybody can be great... because anybody can serve. You don't have to have a college degree to serve. You don't have to make your subject and verb agree to serve. You only need a heart full of grace, a soul generated by love.”


Once we're free of this constant, nagging, fearful preoccupation over how we compare by race, face and place, then we can simply, as Mother Theresa would say, do the little things that we can do with great love, and leave the bigger things we cannot do up to God. Dr. King understood this when he said, “If it falls our lot to be a street sweeper, we should sweep streets as Raphael painted pictures, as Michelangelo carved marble, sweep streets as Beethoven composed music, as Shakespeare wrote poetry.”


Because we're not doing such things for honors from those who stand above us or below us on the social ladder. We do so to honor God, and for the honors that God gives. That, I submit, is true humility. And the doorway to God's grace. 
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