Homily for October 26th 2025                        Luke 18:9-14                            “Hubris Or Humility?"  
Jesus told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt: "Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, `God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.' But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, `God, be merciful to me, a sinner!' I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted."


          I want to open our time this morning with one of my favorite Christians of all time: St. Francis of Assisi. We have all seen the garden statues with this patron saint of the  animals conversing with birds and ruffling the deer’s fur.  We may have seen other famous, more serious art; Francis preaching to the animals of the forest, or Francis commanding the dreaded wolf of Gubbio to cease his terrorizing of the townspeople.  But what most of us haven’t seen, and I’m just guessing here, is the robe worn by Francis, tucked way down in the bottom level of the great basilica erected in his honor in Assisi, Italy.  It literally has patches upon patches upon other patches, great seams sewn and resewn where the fabric was worn so thin that thread would scarcely hold anymore.  Because Francis, among his other virtues, was a devoted volunteer, and in his case the volunteerism took three classic forms: he had taken vows of poverty, of chastity, and of obedience.  And his voluntary poverty produced the marginally coherent pile of rags that was his daily raiment.

          Today’s Bible story was told centuries before Francis would change the world for Christ, but its primary theme is the same as the theme of his life.  The broad theme today is volunteerism; specifically, the notion of voluntary humility.  And in our celebrity-driven, hyper- drive world of pomp and pageantry, it is a notion whose time has surely come round again.  Voluntary humility. Francis, as the historically bent among us can attest, did not need to be poor; he was born quite well off.  But he became voluntarily poor in order to create no barriers between himself and those he was devoted to serve.  Jesus does not ask us, in this parable, to volunteer for poverty – but he does suggest that voluntary humility is the way to go.  And like Francis, we do not have to be humble, but we may choose to be…and it is in that choosing that all the spiritual value accrues. So, these two guys are up at the Temple for prayer.  Reminds me of a song…

When we go up to the Temple to pray, studying about the good old way,
and who will wear the robe and crown, good Lord, show us the way!
Come, brethren, let’s go up, come on up, don’t you wanna rise up?
C’mon, brethren, lets rise up, up to the Temple to pray…

          So there they are, and one is standing by himself, his preferred stance, since he truly believes himself to be better than most folks and possibly superior to all folks.  He prays with gratitude that he is so fortunate, which is usually a wonderful prayer, but his prayer is twisted; his thanks are that he is not like other people, and especially not like that tax-collector over there.  Unlike him, I fast, I tithe, I am the very model of holiness. 

          What he is, in fact, is the polar opposite of today’s theme of voluntary humility. What this Pharisee represents– and remember that Jesus’ parables are always drawn in bold strokes – is voluntary hubris, in this case religious hubris, probably the worst kind.  You may remember that hubris comes to us from the Greek language and is an especially foul variety of egotism, where one assumes skills and gifts and attributes not supported by reality.  This poor fellow had probably heard the Jewish version of our countrified hymn “Count Your Many Blessings” and decided that his blessings included not being like those other inferior scum buckets he saw around him.  How loudly and grandly he offers thanks for being way better off than the social misfits with whom he is sadly surrounded. So cleverly, between the smug Pharisee and the groveling tax collector, Jesus symbolically covers the entire spectrum of humanity.  Sacred and profane, white collar and blue collar, learned and just barely literate, Jesus leaves nobody out.  His teaching about the need for individual holiness runs through all the Gospels, but rarely is the specific virtue of humility so clearly illustrated as right here in this great little story.

When he went up to the Temple to pray, studying about the good old way,
He knew he’d wear the robe and crown, good Lord, show him the way!
This holy Pharisee, prayed and lived egotistically, 
Misguided Pharisee, arrogance filling his life…

          Finally we come to the hero of the hour, the other fellow in the area to pray, the poor tax-collector; rough-dressed, hated and despised.  He does not draw near to the holy relics; he stands far off, just barely on the premises, because he has a very different self-understanding than the Pharisee does.  He averts his eyes, kind of a semi-groveling stance, and beats his breast, overcome with the magnitude of his wrongdoings.  He bewails his wickedness before God, a God who appreciates an accurate self-image much more than an inflated one.  And Jesus says that this man got what he came for, got his justification, because he approached God with his version of humility rather than the hubris that assumes that he and God are basically the same.  The Pharisee, for all of his grandness and pomp, goes home with bupkus…because as perfect and complete as he thinks he is, he allows no space for self-improvement.

When we go up to the Temple to pray, studying about the good old way,
and who will wear the robe and crown, good Lord, show us the way!
Come, brethren, humbly go, humbly go, God already knows…
C’mon, brethren, humbly go, up to the Temple to pray…

          Here’s the thing: in each character Jesus is showing us a voluntary behavior.  We can choose hubris whether it is authentic or not, or we can choose humility, whether we are plain simple folk or Nobel laureate material.  Notice how he words things: All who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted."  There’s not a whisper there about actual greatness or actual humbleness, but the whole content is about the more useful behavioral choice. Voluntary humility, in case you are just tuning in.

           There is one more thing hidden in here that I want to unwrap before we close…and that is the ancient dichotomy of extrinsic and intrinsic value.  Remember those?  They are just like they sound…extrinsic values come from the outside, and intrinsic value comes forth from the inside.  In this story, Jesus clearly values the humble man over the braggart, and precisely because of what we have just been saying.  The braggart bases his alleged greatness on external factors, on what he does or has.  But the humble guy bases his value on internal factors, on who he is.  Long before St. Paul would write endlessly about how works cannot save us, but we are only redeemed by grace, Jesus was paving the way, lifting up two characters, one unsavory, one blessed; one extrinsically motivated, the other internally inspired; one persuaded of what a good religious guy he is because of all the churchy stuff he does, and the other humbly admitting that his spiritual life needs to keep growing.

When we go up to the Temple to pray, studying about the good old way,
and who will wear the robe and crown, good Lord, show us the way!
Come, brethren, come and see, how God loves humility!
C’mon, brethren, come and see, come with humility…

          I will close this morning with the old, old story about the Zen master who has taken on a new pupil, a celebrated warrior and expert in the martial arts.  The new student comes in, bows perfunctorily, and proceeds to regale the teacher with his resume, how many battles, how many weapons mastered, how many kills.  The teacher suggests that this conversation might be better with a cup of tea, and invites the student to sit.  And so they sit, the braggart continuing his recital of how great he is while the master pours the tea.  After pouring his own delicate cup, he begins to fill the students cup, and pours, and pours, till the cup is full and the meniscus breaks, and the hot tea is running all over the table.  Stop!  cries the student, the cup is full!  It can hold no more tea!  And the cagey master says, yes, and the cup is you, overflowing with accomplishment and self-indulgent glory.  Just as the cup can hold no more tea, so you can hold no more teaching.  For our work to proceed, your cup must be empty.  And only you can empty it, my friend.

          Jesus invites us today to empty our cups, cups perhaps overflowing with vanity, pretension, self-aggrandizement, ego, arrogance, and all the other poisonous habits that threaten our wholeness.  Today we are offered an invitation, not to false humility, but to voluntary humility.  We are offered the invitation to accept that we don’t yet know everything, that we are still students, and that growth is both possible and desirable.  Today we are offered the promise that if we will engage our genuine humility, the Spirit within us will grow and flourish and blossom in genuine greatness.  Far better to actually become great than to just blather on about how great we think we are, right?  Amen.     
