“Humility for the Christian”
John 12:1-8

 

Humility is not a popular subject these days, as we witness large Corporations, individual Company CEO’s, elected officials, and even some religious leaders, participating in gouging their subjects for the sake of lining their own pockets or boosting their own egos. As one person put it, “I was congratulated of being humble, even given a badge of humility, but when I tried to wear it, I was criticized!”

 

Nor is it easy or popular to be humble today. After all, people spend a lot of time and effort in trying to be important and/or essential in life. We pride ourselves as Americans who are able to lift ourselves by our own boot straps, or who are able to attain the highest office in the land by our own aggressive or ingenuity.

But, as Christians, we are called by Christ to become humble in order that we may serve others,

 

In our Scripture Lesson today, there are three examples of humility or the lack thereof:

1.    Lazarus, whom Jesus had just raised from the dead, is sitting at dinner in his sister’ home, to share in what could be called a celebrative dinner, after all, he was dead and now is alive again! Lazarus doesn’t say a word, even though those around him at the dinner must be amazed at his living presence. He could have been saying: “Look at me, I’m alive! Even though I once was dead! Isn’t that wonderful? Aren’t I lucky?” Those who surrounded Lazarus knew that he did not come back to life on his own power, but through the grace of Jesus Christ. The mere appearance of Lazarus made people aware that Jesus is indeed the Messiah! And Lazarus is humble enough not to call attention to himself. He is a silent witness to the power of Christ.

2.    Another silent witness is Mary of Bethany, Lazarus’ sister. She had sat at Jesus’ feet as he taught. Remember her sister, Martha, who was critical of her because she did not help with the meal prepations in entertaining Jesus. Now, in the light of his miraculous power in raising her brother from the dead, she shows humility at this celebrative dinner.

First, she anoints Jesus with pure, costly nard, a mix of fragrant oils. Nard was often used to anoint bodies at burial. Mary appears to know what is to happen to Jesus as she anoints him at her own expense.

Second, she anoints his feet in utter humility, rather than his head. So she is on her hands and knees before him and anoints him, not with her hands, but with her hair, ina time when women never unbound their hair in public. Can you imagine yourself on your hands and knees before anyone, let alone your Lord? And who would mess with their well groomed hair to anoint anyone?

 

3.    Then there was Judas Iscariot, the eventual betrayer of his Lord who is in stark contrast to Lazarus and Mary. He misses the point entirely of Mary’s gift. He is critical of the expense, even though it was not charged to the disciples; it was Mary’s own gift to her Lord, a gift carrying the very fragrance of humility.

 

In one of Jesus’ teachings in the Beatitudes, he says: “Happy are those who are humble; they will receive what God has promised!” About a month ago, Eleanor and I learned that our nephew, Rick Herring, the youngest son of my older brother Glenn, had been named the new CEO of Giant Stores Carlisle. I was privileged to perform Rick and Patti’s wedding more than 25 years ago. Rick is a quiet good living Christian and a wonderful family man. When I learned of his promotion, I immediately said: “The old adage of ‘Nice guys always finish last’ went out the window,” for Rick is one of the nicest, cleanest-living persons I know.

 

And then, last week, Eleanor and I received another surprise. A woman from the Maryland area sent us a DVD which recorded a Bucktails Civil War Reenactor’s Reunion in Shade Gap in 1997. And to our amazement, we saw on DVD our son, Mark, who died last September, not only marching with the men of his Regiment, but addressing them about their heritage, and most important of all, leading them in prayer! Mark never told us about his religious activities with the Reenactors, but we have heard stories since and seen pictures of him leading them in worship. He never let on that he was following in his father’s footsteps, but, in humility, dis what he could to lead them spiritually. You may wonder why I would grow a beard, dress in 1840’s wool clothing, sit around a campfire singing songs, worshipping and eating, or sleeping ina Civil War tent outside. It is only because I want to honor the memory of my humble son. It doesn’t often work that way, but I choose to follow in my son’s footsteps and to work with persons whom he has influenced with his life. And I will do so carrying the same Bible he carried (show) that of his Great, Great Grandfather.

 

Mary and Lazarus were silent witnesses to the humility and power of Christ in contrast to the arrogance and greed that attempts to affect our world today. In a devotional reading from “Our Daily Bread,” we read of another modern quiet witness. “Louis B. Neumiller was known for his humility, integrity and commitment to quality. As president of the Caterpillar Tractor Company from 1941-1954, he led the manufacture of earth-moving equipment through the challenges of World War II into global expansion. In the book: “In Their Time: The Greatest Business Leaders of the Twentieth Century,” authors Mayo and Nohria describe Neumiller’s leadership as “success without fanfare.” His mark of greatness, they note, was that he took his identity out of the business and “let his company become a hero instead of himself!”

 

And so, we too, as followers of Christ, are called to lift him up instead of seeking honor for ourselves. Rather than be disappointed with our contribution to life is unnoticed, we should be glad because our highest privilege is to magnify the Lord. He’s the One whose life should sine through everything we do!

 

Let us always remember that whatever skills, accomplishments, resources – yes, whatever life we have – has been given to us by God, and our greatest opportunity to use them is in humbly living our lives before others. It may take “getting on our knees” or “getting our hands dirty,” or “messing up our hairdo,” but if it is in service to humankind, in the name of Jesus Christ, it is real ministry, it is “humility for the Christian.”

 

The question for each of us today, is: “Is Christ noticeable in the way that we live?

 

Amen.

