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A couple of years ago, Kim and I traveled to Israel and while there we visited the Church of the
Nativity in Bethlehem. The Church of the Nativity is one of the oldest churches in the world,
dating back to around 327 AD, and was constructed over the site where tradition says Jesus was
born. Asyou head downstairs beneath the altar area there is a very small room or grotto and at
one end there is a small shrine with candles and a marble floor.

There is a hole in floor marked by a beautiful silver star and you can reach down in the center of
the star, beneath the floor and touch the rock which is thought to be a part of the original cave
that would have been used as a stable like the one in which Jesus was born. As you can tell the
room is very small with space for only 15-20 people, the opening around the shrine is tiny, with a
very low ceiling and you can’t touch the rock beneath the floor without being down on your
hands and knees, actually without almost lying down on the floor. In other words, you cannot
come to Christ without being on your knees. You cannot come to the place where the Messiah
was born without kneeling, without bowing your head. The only way to be fully present and
experience that holy place, and lean into the mystery that God was born, in the flesh, and has
walked among us and offers us the fullness of life, is by laying your dignity and any pride or
pretense aside and drawing near the earth. Only humble hearts can truly receive the gift of Jesus
- God in the flesh.

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom...”. Eugene Peterson puts it this way in
his translation of the New Testament.

“You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your rope. With less of you there is more of God

and his reign.”

With less of you, of me, there is more of God and God’s reign. And with God’s reign realized in
my heart and life there is then the fullness of life. When God reigns in and through me, and you,
we are then able to fall into the goodness of God and experience the kingdom among us. And yet
we get this backwards all the time, living as if the way to abundant life is by making sure that
there’s more of me — my desires, my dreams, my plans, my effort, my thinking, my will. We
digitally capture this kind of thinking all the time literally calling it a “selfie”. Now I'm not
opposed to capturing life in pictures, but the truth is, with more of me there is actually less room
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for God and God’s reign, and I actually end up crowding out any space in which God might
dwell. It’s why Jesus said strange things like, “For those who want to save their life will lose it,
and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.” (Matthew 16:25) And, of course, “Blessed
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are the poor in spirit...” “You're blessed when you’re at the end of your rope. With less of you

there is more of God and his reign.”

The remedy for this prideful self-obsession, that crowds out God’s reign and hinders us from
knowing God’s goodness, is the cultivation of a spirit of humility. As James reminds the early
church, “Godyearns jealously for the spirit that he has made to dwell in us”? But he gives all the
more grace; therefore it says, “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” Submit
yourselves therefore to God.... Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you....Humble
yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.” (James 4) When we’re at the end of our rope,
when we acknowledge that God is God and we are not, then there can be less of me and more
room for God. And when there is more room for God, when God reigns in and through us, the
kingdom is among us, and it is then that we know abundant life.

So, let’s think for just a moment about humility or taking the humble path, as Chuck DeGroat
describes it in this week’s reading from Falling into Goodness.

Just imagine for a moment, “In choosing to be a servant, Jesus confirmed that our life’s mission
lies between two points: knowing from whom we have come and to whom we will return.”

Knowing whose we are is the key to our life’s mission and the door and pathway to abundant life.

And so, we began Lent with a reminder that we are dust, and to dust we shall return. We are
humus, of the earth, the humble ones. And into us dusty, earthly creatures God has breathed
God’s very life and calls us good. To redeem our humanity, Jesus takes on our earthiness. He
who was equal with God empties himself, becomes as humble as the dust of the earth, in order to
reign in us. That’s why Jesus says things like, “I came not to be served but to serve and to give my
life as a ransom for many.”(Matthew 20:28) As Bonhoeffer notes, “Jesus could have been Lord of
this world, he could have leaned into the temptation to rule over all the kingdoms of the earth,
leading Israel to fame and honor....But he knew, it would have come at the cost of obedience to
God’s will.” He could have leaned into his own dreams and desires but would have been less of
who God had sent him to be not more.

This is the one we follow. This is the way we are called to go. It seems like for all the world to be
foolishness, but by grace we know that humble servant love is the very wisdom of God. The way
of humility, of remembering that we have come from God and shall one day return to God,
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remembering that we are made from the dust of the earth and to dust we shall one day return, is
the way of Jesus who even though he was equal with God, emptied himself and became servant of
all. And in so doing, Jesus shows us what it looks like when we are emptied of pride and self and
allow God’s reign to take hold of us. Now notice, I didn’t day this is the easy way, or the most
profitable way, or the most popular way. But it is the way to the kingdom and to the abundant
life for which our hearts long. The only remedy for our pride, for thinking more highly of
ourselves than we ought, for our tendency to manufacture kingdoms of our own design, is the
practice of humility found in the way of the cross. Because, the cross, Bonhoeffer says, shatters
all pride.

Now, as I've shared in other places, humility is not about self-rejection or self-abasement. The
humble path is not about making sure we feel sufficiently guilty or miserable. Our inherent sense
of self-worth, that we are of value, that we do matter is God-given. We are made in God’s image
and God loves us. God has breathed God’s very life into these dusty lives of ours. God longs for
us to be whole and holy people, to lead fulfilling, meaningtul lives. The question is, are we
willing to get ourselves out of the way and give God the space to come and dwell within us?

Now, intellectually we know how we should answer this, but knowing the answer and living the
answer are sometimes miles apart. As they say the longest journey we sometimes must make is
the journey from head to heart. We know that the way of Jesus, the way of humility, the way of
the cross is the way to falling into God’s goodness and experiencing God’s reign in our lives. But,
following the way of Jesus can be oh so hard.

Jeremy Taylor has written, “Humility begins as a gift from God, and it is increased as a habit we
develop. That is, humility is increased by exercising it.” And so “the opposite of our prideful
attempts to manufacture kingdoms of our own design is humility. Humility means that we
realize that all of us are equally creatures, and that nothing we have and nothing we do can ever
elevate us above that status.” Only in as much as we come to terms with that most basic truth will
we find our identity in listening to God and receiving from God the power to be truly great.

To be humble is to understand who we are - creatures formed from the dust of the earth by a
loving Creator. And it is also to understand who our neighbors are — regardless of their age, their
gender, their race, their religion, their nationality, what they can or can’t do for us - they too are
creatures formed from the dust of the same earth by the same loving Creator. Maybe that is why
Jesus could look upon those who were putting him to death and ask that God forgive them —
because his vision (recall last week, abiding with Christ gives us new eyes) his vision was not
distorted by pride. He didn’t see himself as greater than they. He understood who he was and
who they were - children of the same Father.

When Jesus gathered his friends by the shore of the Galilee and began teaching them about the
kingdom, about the reign of God; he was inviting them to simply come to the end of themselves.



Not to deny their best God-given self, but to let go of the false manufactured selves to which they
were clinging. As Chuck DeGroat suggests, “Jesus is envisioning us falling into the goodness of
his kingdom. It’s not a journey that requires us to climb a ladder....No, this kingdom requires us
to let go, to fall, to come to our end....For Jesus, the Lenten journey must go through the cross.
For each of us, there is a daily dying in which each part of us that grasps, accumulates, and
strives, chooses once and for all to surrender. This is a lifetime work. It’s slow and it’s not easy.
But, in time, our true selves in Christ emerge from the ruins like the resurrected Christ, freed to
live the full, abundant life God promises. But a lot of dying, of letting go has to happen.”™ And
remember last week, when we talked about repentance? This is not a guilt trip, but a gracious
invitation. Jesus is showing us the way to goodness, not guilt, inviting us to freedom from all that
hinders God’s gentle reign in our lives.

That’s the invitation friends. To lean into the humble path and welcome God’s reign in our
hearts and lives. And that journey begins and continues as we remember that we are dust, filled
with the breath of God, and to dust we shall one day return.

Using the imagery of the Benedictine writer Macrina Wiederkehr. She uses the image of a
woman who walked a humble path to the community well where she met Jesus. She came with
nothing but an empty jar. But she left filled to overflowing having experienced the presence of
the kingdom.

Let us pray.

Lord Christ, We come to the warmth of your Presence knowing that You are the very emptiness
of God. We come before You holding the water jar of our life. Your eyes meet ours and we
know what we'd rather not know. We came to be filled but we are already full. We are too full.
This is our sickness: We are full of things that crowd out Your healing Presence. A holy knowing
steals inside our hearts and we see the painful truth. We don't need more. We need less. We are
too full. We are full of things that block out Your grace. We are smothered by god’s of our own
creation. We are lost in the forest of our false self. We are full of our own opinions and narrow
attitudes full of fear, resentment, control and full of self-pity, and arrogance. Slowly this terrible
truth pierces our hearts; We are so full, there is no room for You. Prayerfully, and with
compassion, You ask us to reach into our water jar. One by one, Jesus, you enable us to lift out
the things that are a hindrance to our wholeness. We take each on to heart and we hear You
asking, "Why is this so important to you?" Like the murmur of a gentle stream we hear You
calling, "Let go, let it go! " We pray with each obstacle, tasting the bitterness and grief it has
caused. Finally, We sit with our empty water jar and hear you whisper, “You have become a
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space for God; Now there is hope. Now you are ready to be a channel of Life. You have given up
your own agenda. There is nothing left but God.” Amen.’

® Macrina Wiederkehr, OSB. Prayer of the Empty Water Jar.



