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MATTHEW: AN INVITATION TO PRACTICE HUMILITY

Vincent M. Bilotta III, Ph.D.

HUMILITY IN THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW 


In reading and meditating on the Gospel of Matthew I am struck by the author’s concern with man's spiritual attitude towards God. This spiritual attitude is taken up as the author invites us to grow in humility. It is from the perspective of humility that one enters the kingdom. 


The passage that quickly comes to mind that seems to be fostering the spiritual attitude of humility is: 

How happy are the poor in spirit; 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven.1 
The key phrase that will help us to understand the spiritual attitude of humility is "poor in spirit". 

To grow in being poor in spirit is to grow in a more humble attitude. The poor in spirit are humble and theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 


To be poor is not an invitation to becoming physically, economically poor. But to understand how to grow in being poor in spirit we need to visit with the physically economically poor. Poverty of spirit is an attitude. By the structural nature of being physically and economically poor a person might have a privileged access to understanding the attitude of poverty of spirit. 


Reflecting on the economically poor we come to understand how they are perceived being at the bottom of the economic ladder. The economically poor are in a lowly position. They are weary and burdened. Many feel that they have lost their individual significance. To be economically poor is to feel powerless, helpless, fragile, and insecure. A poor person feels no power, no support, and no strength. Preyed upon by the wealthy and powerful, they feel the imposition of the will of others on them. The poor tolerate rebukes and feel like children who are unable to impose their will on anyone and suffer by being afflicted with broken hearts and crushed spirits. 


Because of their impotent, lonely position, the poor are unable to make any claims about who they are. With a lack of self-esteem and personal significance the poor do not think of themselves too highly. They generally do not exaggerate their real importance. They seem to know their proper place. The poor do not walk around with big heads. They are not willful, vain, haughty, arrogant, proud, or ambitious. From the perspective of being poor, they see through the false promise of wealth. 


The economic poor are servants to the rich. To be poor in spirit is to be a servant. The poor at the time that the gospel was written were considered to have no rights or existence of their own. They existed solely for others. They lived out a habitual and servile deference. 


The Gospel of Matthew emphasizes that the Son of God took on the spirit of the poor. He became a servant to all of mankind. Christ was the model of being "poor in spirit". The "poor in spirit" freely put themselves at the disposition of others. They become servants for others. Matthew addresses the servant issue when he writes: 

“No; anyone who wants to be great among you must be your servant, and anyone who wants to be first among you must be your slave, just as the Son of Man came not to be serviced but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for the many.” (Matt 20: 26-28). 

The Gospel of St. John characterizes the humble servant attitude as John the Baptist states that: 



He must grow greater; I must grow smaller (J 3:30) 

Matthew's Gospel echoes the theme of servant when he writes: 

“The greatest among you must be your servant. Anyone who exalts himself will be humbled, And anyone who humbles himself will be exalted. (Matt 23:11-12) 

Christ as role model of the humble servant of others is “poor in spirit”. He moves towards people refraining from judging them harshly. Knowing his place he is not superior towards others — but rather considerate, gentle, compassionate and unassuming. From his place of being “poor” he serves others out of care. 


Poor of Spirit, as an attitude of humility, means that a person does not put on airs and is able to live in the ordinary. The economic poor only have the ordinary. They specialize in the ordinary. It is through the historical contextual understanding of the meaning of the economic poor that we get an idea of what the author of Matthew's gospel is trying to teach us. The poor of spirit are content with little. They do not have lofty ambitions and personal ends to achieve 


Christ surrendered his majesty and exaltation to become human. He emptied himself to become a creature with us. To become poor of spirit means to empty ourselves of our willful ego strivings. The attitude of humility that is cultivated by becoming poor in spirit is one in which we let go of our search for prestige, power, pride, superiority, self-centeredness and riches. Poor in spirit becomes an attitude of desiring nothing, willing nothing, possessing nothing, being free from worrying and free from the fear of failure. 


The Gospel of Matthew teachings about becoming poor in spirit are an invitation to be taught by the lives of the economic poor of the times. The economic poor surrender to the reality that they have no control over their lives. They see that striving after the idol of control is an illusion. From their experience they realize that in order to survive each day they must give up any vain self-reliance. Security cannot be obtained by clinging and possessing things. 


The poverty of the economic poor reflects to them their emptiness, impoverishment, neediness, helplessness, weakness, frailty, and creaturehood. They are unable to be self-sufficient. Dependency upon others becomes a way of life. The economic poverty teaches them that they are contingent, limited, finite, broken, in a state of lack and are placed in a position of being a “beggar.” In order to survive the economic poor come to know and accept themselves and their real condition. They have no power and strength and become open and receptive to others for protective security. Their situation drives home the reality that they are utterly dependent upon others for their survival. 


The poor in spirit are persons who know their human reality. They feel a lowly dependence on the mercy of God. They are open handed, receptive and are willing to accept what comes their way. The poor in spirit are well aware that they do not live by bread alone. They humbly acknowledge and submit in utter dependency to their spiritual need for God. The poor in spirit know that they are beggars of God and they are ready to accept whatever is offered to them. In realizing their need to be saved the poor in spirit depend upon God alone for their safety and protection. In total trust they are willing to surrender to the sovereignty of God and wait for his help. The poor in spirit live from remembering their place of being dependent upon God for life. They strongly believe that it is by God's power that they live. The poor in spirit make no claims upon God but allow their whole heart to be claimed by God. They are willing to surrender to the gentle mastery of Christ who says to them: 

Come to me, all you who labor and are overburdened, and I will give you rest. Should my yoke and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. Yes, my yoke is easy and my burden light. 

(Matt 11: 28-30) 


From the perspective of what we have articulated about the attitude of humility and being poor in spirit the two passages in Matthew about the rich and wealthy perhaps make sense. 

In Matthew 19:16-22 the author shares with us the story about the rich young man. 

“And there was a man who came to him and asked, ”Master, what good deed must 1 do to possess eternal life?” Jesus said to him, “Why do you ask me about what is good? There is one alone who is good. But if you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments.” He said, “Which?” “These”: Jesus replied, “You must not kill. You must not commit adultery. You must not steal. You must not bring false witness. Honor your father and mother, and” you must love your neighbor as yourself.” The young man said to him, “I have kept all these. What more do I need to do?” Jesus said, ”lf you wish to be perfect, go and sell what you own and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” But when the young man heard these words he went away sad, for he was a man of great wealth. 

The author of the gospel of Matthew continues the teaching on the poverty of spirit and humility as he dwells on the danger of riches in the following passage: 

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “I tell you solemnly, it will be hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. Yes, I tell you again, it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.” When the disciples heard this they were astonished. “Who can be saved, then?” they said. Jesus gazed at them. “For men,” he told them, “this is impossible; for God everything is possible.” 


The story of the rich young man and the teaching on the danger of riches is a call to listen to what the economic poor have to offer us. They witness to a specific perspective on life that is open to all of us if we are willing to receive and live from this perspective. Being economically wealthy may have its material advantages but it can also blind us from some fundamental truths. Riches can be an obstacle to remembering our proper place in light of all that is. To become full of our riches, whatever they may be may, may block us off from growing into the process of remaining empty and open to be filled with God's presence. Riches, wealth, gifts can activate our need for power, control, and domination. The teachings on the poor in spirit call us back to live our lives from a humble position of always remembering who we are and how we are utterly dependent upon God for our total existence. 


The theme of humility as a path for the spiritual life is presented to us by Matthew in the image of the child. Chapter 18: 1-4 calls us all to practice the presence of little children. 

At this time the disciples came to Jesus and said, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” So he called a little child to him and set the child in front of them. Then he said, “I tell you solemnly, unless you change and became like little children you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. And so, the one who makes himself as little as this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. 


The author of Matthew makes reference to the kingdom of heaven belonging to the children when he describes the story of Jesus and the children in Chapter 19: 13-15. 

People brought little children to him, for him to lay his hands on them and say a prayer. The disciples turned away, but Jesus said, “Let the little children alone, and do not stop them coming to me; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs. Then he laid his hands on them and went on his way. 


In another passage the author of Matthew indicates that the Good News is revealed to mere children. Chapter 11:25-27 discloses that it is the simple, mere children, the poor, the outcasts, the sinners, tax collectors who receive Christ’s teaching. It is not the rich, the Pharisees, the Scribes, the learned, the proud, the self-righteous, the arrogant religious experts who respond with the faith of children. 

At that time Jesus exclaimed, “I bless you, Father, Lord of heaven and of earth, for hiding these things from the learned and the cleaver and revealing them to mere children. Yes, Father, for that is what it pleased you to do. Everything has been entrusted to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, just as no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him. 


The Matthew offers us the image of the child as a way of understanding the human experience of humility. What is the humility of children? What is being presented as a model of humility? In reflecting on the world of a child that the Gospel of Matthew is referring to we could describe the child as lacking pretense, self-importance, self-concern, pride, concern for his prestige, a boastful attitude, and making claims and status. The child is in touch with his smallness, weakness, insignificance, vulnerability, littleness, poverty, fragility, helplessness, powerlessness, and precariousness of existence, unstableness, emptiness, and life being bigger than himself. The author seems to be referring to a child's innocence, simplicity, guilelessness, openness, receptivity, trust, obedience, docility, who acts without being introspective, and self-conscious. A child is waiting, ready, welcoming, wanting and listening. The humility of a child is engaged in the simple acceptance of reality. The child looks straight at things as they really are. His heart is open to the world in a playful manner. There is a readiness to accept truth without question. A child enjoys, delights and appreciates the life around him. The child is grounded in the simple and ordinary of life. He is ready to respond with spontaneity of heart. 


The child has no power of self-assertion and independent action. He lives out an attitude of submission and dependence. Having to rely totally on others because he is powerless to defend and protect himself, the child specializes in having confidence and trust in the mercy and compassion of others. 


The children in the passages of Matthew that we have already referred to seem to incarnate the Old Testament experience of the fear of God. The humility of the children is also a practicing of the experience of the fear of God. The child has a sense of a huge world before him that is without boundaries and limits. Intuition is a powerful dimension of the experience of the child. The child intuits that the world is much larger than his little world. He knows with his body that he cannot control what is before him. The bigness of the world is never forgotten by the child but rather he is very mindful of his powerless relationship to the world. 

KNOWING MY PLACE 

The “poor of spirit” of Matthew's gospel know their rightful place in relationship to the universe. In remembering their true position they take their correct place in the ordinary of everyday life. The proper perspective becomes one of living their lives in a realistic and sober manner. 


The humble of heart are willing to abide in the place allotted to them by God. They know themselves as they really are. They continue to seek and accept who they are. In seeing clearly who they are, they become reconciled with their reality. They know that they are not special but just ordinary. 


Remembering their status as creatures the humble acknowledge that they are not in control and cannot master and dominate their situation. Knowing their limits they do not extend themselves to what is above them. They recognize that they are a limited participation in an inexhaustible reality. Aware that God is the ground of their being they are conscious of being a part of a greater whole. 


Humility is a religious attitude in which we submit to God who is all-powerful, sublime, all glory, immense, sovereign and immutable. From our position of humility we recognize how small we are. There is a realization that we are nothing without God. Humility as a remembering of who we are opens us up to how we came from God and how we did not make the world. 


The “poor in spirit” make peace with their human condition. This means that they are conscious always of being creatures of the earth. Knowing their place they are willing to remain small and ordinary. Reverencing their humanity, the poor in spirit acknowledge that they are only human beings in need of others. Being human means they surrender to their fate of being incomplete, deprived, insecure, insufficient, dependent, imperfect, weak, with no absolute power and living in ambiguity and uncertainty. The poor in spirit experientially know that they are not the source of their life, that the world is not really their possession, that the world does not rotate around them, and that they are not the “boss” of reality. 

POOR IN SPIRIT AND BEING A CHILD 


The poor in spirit admit their utter innate poverty. They are conscious of their frailty and their needs. The child as poor in spirit knows that he cannot live cut off from his source of life. He knows that without God he can do nothing. The poor in spirit recognize and affirm their utter dependence in God for they realize that all comes from God. As they live their lives the poor in spirit continue to admit their relative helplessness in the universe. Their life experience informs them of their own insufficiency and powerlessness in light of all that is. 


The poor in spirit are aware that their roots spring from a deep center that is part of a larger order. They realize that they are not the source of their own power, but that their power is conferred upon them by God. Everyday experience reveals that they /are not sufficient of themselves but their sufficiency is from God. The poor in spirit live by and from God. 


Open to receive help from God they rely and are dependent upon God. Realizing that they are not masters of their own fate, they surrender to the reality that they can never do anything without the help of God. No longer confident in their own actions, they begin to develop deeper confidence in God. 

The experience of dependency upon God leads the poor in spirit to gratitude and reverence. They develop a sense of “owing”, of indebtedness. From this dependent position the poor in spirit recognize everything as gift. They accept all of life as gift. 


The poor in spirit cultivate the gift of life by reverently giving it space and helping it to grow. Life is perceived as sacred. In affirming the sacred of the gift of life, we acknowledge that the simple and ordinary of life flows from God. 

HUMILITY: A CALL TO BE TRUE 


Humility is an acceptance of our actual selves. It is an attitude of remaining faithful to being truly who we are. To be humble is a willingness to be what we are. It is an attempt to do what we reasonably can in regard to the pursuit of our own excellence. Seeking our own excellence is a saying yes to who we are. It is an accepting of our unique position, condition and potential. 


Humility is an attitude of truthfulness. It is living out one's original truth. Facing the reality and truth of who we are is also acknowledging the truth of our fallen human condition. In truthfulness we realistically embrace our creatureliness. 


Accepting ourselves as human beings is respecting the reality of our limits, vulnerability, and fragileness. Humility is a living with our humanness. It is the acceptance of our everyday lives as struggle and conflict. In capitulating to our human condition we accept our everyday mistakes, failures and imperfections as part of being human. There is no need to apologize for our creatureliness because in admitting that we are creatures we acknowledge that we are of the earth. To accept our humanity is to be humble. Surrendering to the fact that we are of the earth means that we struggle to keep our heads out of the clouds and our feet on the ground. Humility is a yielding to, a reconciliation with our creatureliness. Acknowledging that we are creatures of this earth we remain grounded in our humanity and respond to the call to be true to who we are. 

HUMILITY: A GIVING UP ILLUSIONS 

Humility is a giving up of our illusions. It is the surrendering of our false self-images. 

Our unreal goal of cultivating exaggerated ideals and our superficial selves is let go of from the perspective of humility. Some of the illusions that are surrendered when we live from a humble perspective towards the world may include the belief that life originates from ourselves, attributing our existence from ourselves, and the refusal of recognizing our creatureliness. Or we may ascribe as our own efforts and merits what really belongs to God, or think that we can separate ourselves from the world, trying to be beyond the world.


Giving up illusions about who we are is a very painful process. It opens us up to feelings of neediness and helplessness. Both these feelings are not respected in our culture. To be humble is to let go of living our lives from the illusions of: A false sense of security, of being on top of the world, of knowing it all, of domination and supremacy, of fame, status and popularity, of seeking after praise, honor, approval, being esteemed, noticed or wanting to be preferred over others. 


A very difficult illusion to give up, for it is one that resides at the core of our false, ideal selves, is that of needing to be special. It is believed that we are entitled to a privileged position or status. Part of being special is to be exalted, glorified and puffed up. There is a pretense of omnipotence and not needing others. Specialness is fostered by dedicating ourselves to perfection. 

This means that we come to believe that we are not of this earth and that we have no deficits. In pretending to shine above all others we come to lose our groundedness in our ordinary humanness and take on a sense of being special. As special people we come to believe that we are entitled to being totally gratified, totally reassured, secure, safe, comfortable and unthreatened. 


In order to grow in humility our illusory selves must be discovered, owned, diluted and surrendered. This illusory self may be lived out as being preoccupied, worried, vain, over attached, controlled, self-deceptive, self-conscious or trying to achieve glory by its own efforts. 


Humility is a giving up the attitude of wanting it all, of wanting to have everything. It is letting go of the addiction of being in control. In surrendering to the limits of our human realities we begin a process of inwardly dying to our illusory selves. This dying is an emptying of our prideful selves, the tyranny of our own wills and the attempt to always be in charge. Humility becomes the slow, gradual process of accepting the poverty and ordinariness of being human and letting go of the need to be spectacular and the illusions that go along with the belief that we are not really of this earth. 

HUMILITY AS SURRENDER 

Humility is surrendering to our fate. It is the giving in to the truth about ourselves at the moment. 

We befriend our needs, our powerlessness, and our vulnerability. We give up wearing our masks. 

There is no need to apologize for the limited, imperfect selves that we are for that is precisely who we are. As we accept ourselves as basically failures in not maintaining the illusion of being perfect we find it much easier to surrender to our ordinary creatureliness. 


Humility is a disposition of our hearts in which we surrender to the reality of who we are. 

It is a choosing to face the real and not live our illusion of the real. In humility we surrender to live as tough, uncontrollable, unpredictable, and complicated. 


When we give in to the ability to sense and respond to our human condition we are restoring ourselves to our real selves. There is no longer the maintaining of a false, idealized illusion of who we are. In surrendering we let down into ourselves. We descend into ourselves and draw nearer to our truth. Humility is planting our roots deeply in the soil of the human condition. It is grounding ourselves in the earth of our humanity, of our creatureliness. In surrendering to who we are we make peace with our weakness, our helplessness and our neediness. Humility becomes the process of embracing the poverty of who we are. 


Humility is an attitude of being a disciple to our deepest selves. In becoming aware of the impoverishment of our real selves, we are invited to become compassionate towards ourselves. In owning our poverty we let go of our pride and arrogance. We realize that we are neither better nor worse than others, that we are neither bigger nor smaller than others. Letting go of pretenses we discover the child in us. At the core of our being we acknowledge that we are little. Humility is accepting the littleness of who we are and cherishing this as our truth. 

FOOTNOTES

1. Scripture quotes taken from The Jerusalem Bible, Readers' Edition (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday and Co., 1971). 
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