31 SACRIFICE IN SERVICE

The Gospel of the Second Mile

SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY

Tucked inside the Sermon on the Mount is a single image our Lord drew from the streets of occupied
Palestine: a Roman soldier compelling a Jewish passerby to carry his pack for one mile. The law of the
occupiers required the first mile. Our Lord, in a sentence that must have astonished His first hearers,
asked for a second. 'Whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two' (Matthew 5:41). The
second mile is the gift no one can demand, the step no one is forced to take, the yard given freely after
the obligation has been met. It is not the whole of the Christian life, but it is the hinge between duty
and love. This lesson walks slowly through that second mile — what it meant on the first day it was
spoken, what it asks of the servant now, the saints whose lives embodied it, and the quiet way a
second-mile servant changes the weather of a parish.

The First Hearers

To understand our Lord's sentence we must first hear it as His first hearers did. In first-century
Palestine a Roman soldier had the legal right to impress any able-bodied man into carrying his pack
for a single Roman mile — about fifteen hundred paces. The law was specific about the distance
because the distance was the limit of the humiliation. No occupier could demand more. The pressed
man could drop the pack at the milestone and walk away.

This is the world into which our Lord speaks:

“You have heard that it was said, 'An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' But | tell
you not to resist an evil person. But whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the
other to him also. If anyone wants to sue you and take away your tunic, let him have
your cloak also. And whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two.” Matthew
5:38-41, NKJV

The crowd on the hillside would have heard the shock of it. The Lord was not telling them to endure
the occupation more grimly; He was telling them to outflank it with a love that the occupier could not
predict and could not command. One mile was required; two was given. The second mile changes the
whole meaning of the first. It is no longer the fruit of coercion; it has become a gift.

Beyond the Law

The second mile is one instance of a wider pattern running through the whole Sermon on the Mount.
Our Lord, again and again, takes a good law and asks for a righteousness that exceeds it.
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“For | say to you, that unless your righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the
scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew
5:20, NKJV

The key word is exceed. The scribes and Pharisees were not wrong about the law; they were simply not
generous with it. Our Lord asks for a life that walks past the boundary of what is required into the open
country of what is given. Do not murder, yes — and do not hate your brother in your heart. Do not
commit adultery, yes — and do not linger on the lust. Return what is owed, yes — and add to it a gift no
one asked for.

Every one of these movements has the same shape as the second mile. There is a first mile of
obedience, which is good and necessary. And there is a second mile of love, which is where the Gospel
actually begins to shine.

The First Mile Is Not Despised

It is easy, in praising the second mile, to speak as though the first were unimportant. This would be a
serious misreading. The first mile — the keeping of the commandments, the meeting of our
obligations, the doing of what is required — is the foundation on which the second is built. A servant
who has not learned to show up for the first mile cannot honestly offer the second.

“Do not think that | came to destroy the Law or the Prophets. | did not come to destroy
but to fulfill.” Matthew 5:17, NKJV

The runner who has never trained cannot sprint the last quarter. The servant who has not learned to
come to liturgy on time, to keep his promises, to finish what he began — that servant is in no position
to speak of going beyond. The second mile is not a shortcut around the first; it is the overflow of a soul
that has already learned to walk the first with honor.

This ordering is pastorally important. When a servant feels overwhelmed by the thought of the second
mile, the quiet wisdom is often this: go back and walk the first well. The second follows.

What the Second Mile Looks Like

In the concrete life of a servant, the second mile takes many ordinary shapes. It is often small,
unphotographed, and uncelebrated.

In the classroom, the first mile is teaching the lesson well. The second is noticing the child who stayed
behind, asking the question no one else thought to ask, or simply sitting a few extra minutes with the
one who came in weary. The first mile is required of us; the second is a gift the Lord remembers.

In hospitality, the first mile is welcoming the people we know. The second is seeking out the one we do
not know, walking across the hall to introduce ourselves, and inviting the new family to our table —
even when our own week is full.
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In forgiveness, the first mile is refusing to strike back when we have been wounded. The second is
praying for the one who wounded us, by name, until the bitterness loosens and the prayer is honest.

In service, the first mile is doing the task we signed up for. The second is staying to help clean up, or
volunteering for the quiet work no one wants. The servants who keep a parish going over the long
decades are almost always second-mile servants — the ones who arrived early, stayed late, and never
made much noise about either.

In money and time, the first mile is meeting our obligations. The second is giving beyond what is
asked, without being thanked, and without letting the left hand know what the right is doing (Matthew
6:3).

None of this is heroic in the dramatic sense. It is, rather, the quiet thousand small decisions by which a
life is slowly given away.

The Saints and the Second Mile

The saints are those who made the second mile the habitual shape of their lives. Their stories have
come down to us precisely because they astonished their own generations.

Abba Bessarion, one of the desert Fathers, was walking through a village on a cold winter day when he
came across the body of a dead man. Without hesitation he took off his own cloak and covered the
corpse. A little further on, he met a shivering poor man and gave him his tunic as well. When a Roman
soldier asked who had stripped him, the saint simply held up the Gospel book in his hand. Another
day, meeting a beggar and having nothing else to give, he sold the Gospel itself and gave the money
away. Asked later where his book was, he answered plainly that he had sold the Book in obedience to
the Book.

Father Bishoy Kamel, a modern priest who reposed young in 1979, gave away the food from his own
table after the late Paschal services to anyone who still stood in need. On one night when two people
came to him in crisis — a young woman without resources and a college student unable to pay his
registration — Fr. Bishoy had nothing in his hand. He asked them both for patience, and within the
hour a little girl appeared at his door with an envelope containing exactly what was needed for both,
saying only, "My mother, Mary, sends this to you.' The second mile, when offered in simplicity, tends to
be met.

These are not ornaments of the tradition. They are its central line. The Lord who told us to go the
second mile walked it first, the whole road from heaven into the manger, from the manger to the cross,
and from the cross down into death itself. The second mile is not a strange extra; it is the shape of His
love.

Love Covers

The second mile has its natural home in love, and the Scriptures describe this love with a particular set
of capacities.
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“And above all things have fervent love for one another, for love will cover a multitude
of sins.” 1 Peter 4:8, NKJV

“There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear.” 1 John 4:18, NKJV

“Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not
puffed up; does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no
evil... Love never fails.” 1 Corinthians 13:4-5, 8, NKJV

A servant whose love has grown into the second mile covers the small sins of his brothers rather than
broadcasting them. He is not quickly provoked by the failures of the parish. He does not keep a mental
ledger of who is still on mile one. He simply keeps walking — past the first milestone into the country
where grace is at home.

St. John Climacus, in the Ladder, describes three spiritual levels of response to being wronged:

“The first is to bear the injury reluctantly, in obedience to the commandment. The
second is to rejoice at the wrong done, expecting the crown that follows patience. The
third, and the most perfect, is to weep for the one who wronged us, saying: 'Why, O
Lord, does this brother sin and perish for the sake of the crown of my endurance?'” St.
John Climacus, Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 8 (paraphrased)

The first is the first mile — we endure because we were told to. The second and third are the country of
the second mile — where we have begun to love even those who wound us, and to grieve for them
more than for ourselves.

The Second Mile in the Parish

A parish in which a few servants quietly live the second mile is, to outsiders, hard to explain. Thereis a
warmth to it that no program can generate. Newcomers are drawn in not by the decor or the music but
by the sense that the people here are not merely fulfilling an obligation — they seem to be enjoying
something.

Much of this atmosphere comes from a handful of second-mile servants who keep the quiet habits in
place. They arrive before the service to warm the room. They stay after to speak with the visitor no one
noticed. They write the note to the sick member no one else thought to write. They cover a weak
teacher's class without comment. They never mention any of it.

There is a kind of spiritual physics at work here. Where the second mile is walked consistently by even
a few, it begins to pull others along. The servant who has been only a first-mile servant sees what the
second costs and what it gives, and slowly begins to wonder whether he might walk a little further too.
This is how parishes become radiant, and how young people eventually stay.

We should not, however, make the second mile into another law by which we measure each other. The
second mile is the free country. It is the last place for obligation. If we begin policing each other's
mileage, we have turned the Gospel back into the scribes' spreadsheet. The second mile is for those
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who have chosen it and cannot quite say why — only that the Lord walked it first, and they would like
to walk a little of the road with Him.

Training for the Road

Finally, a few practical wisdoms. The second mile is not walked by an act of will on a single Sunday. It
is grown, as every Christian virtue is grown, by small daily habits.

First, make a short list each morning of today's first-mile obligations and do them with care. The first
mile well walked is the quiet doorway into the second.

Second, look for the one unasked gift today could hold — a phone call, a small envelope, a stop at a
sickbed, a five-minute conversation with someone we usually pass. Keep it small. Keep it
unannounced.

Third, receive the second mile offered to us. Part of why servants hesitate to walk it is that we
ourselves have seldom received it. When someone covers our mistake or carries our load, we should
thank them honestly. Then we will understand what it is to give.

Fourth, go to confession about the first mile before we ambition the second. The servant who is honest
about the ordinary obligations he has skipped is already on his way.

May the Lord who walked from the manger to the cross and past the grave for our sake give us hearts
that are no longer content with the boundary of duty. May He teach us the small, daily gifts that cost
more than we planned and change us more than we expected. May He deliver us from the policing of
each other's miles and set us free simply to walk a little further with Him. And when the long day of our
service is done, may we find that what we gave in the unrequired hour was what the Lord most
remembered, and what He was most pleased to receive.

Review Questions

1. The second mile is the gift no one can demand. When have we seen a servant offer that gift
recently, and what did it teach us?

2. Our Lord asks for a righteousness that exceeds, not that replaces, the Law. Where in our life is
the first mile still unfinished, and how does honesty about that change the question of the
second?

3. Five concrete arenas were named (teaching, hospitality, forgiveness, service, money and time).
In which of these is the Lord currently inviting us to walk a little further?

4. Abba Bessarion sold the Gospel in obedience to the Gospel. What modest possession — of time,
comfort, reputation — might the Lord be asking us to loosen our grip on?

5. Climacus names three levels of bearing a wrong: reluctant endurance, joyful expectation of a
crown, and weeping for the one who wronged us. Which level honestly describes our hearts
today, and what would the next step be?
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6. A parish becomes radiant when a few servants quietly live the second mile. Who are those
servants in our own parish, and what quiet habit of theirs might we begin to imitate?

7. The second mile is a free country, not another law. How do we guard ourselves against turning
itinto a new standard by which we measure and judge each other?

Books & References

Scripture: Scripture in this lesson is quoted from the New King James Version (NKJV) unless
otherwise noted.
Further Reading:
« The Holy Bible, New King James Version (NKJV). Thomas Nelson.
« St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on the Gospel of Matthew, XVIII (on Matt 5). Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers, Series I, Vol. 10.
« St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent (Step 8, On Meekness; Step 24, On Simplicity).
« The Sayings of the Desert Fathers (Apophthegmata Patrum), Bessarion.
« Fr. Bishoy Kamel, Life and Writings (in Arabic and in English translations published by the
Coptic Orthodox Church).
« Fr. Matthew the Poor, The Communion of Love.

Patristic texts are cited in widely available English translations; where sense required, phrasing has been
lightly modernized without altering meaning.

Lesson Notes
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Do You Love Me?

SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY

Near the end of the Gospel of John, after the Resurrection and before the Ascension, our Lord meets
Simon Peter on the shore of Galilee and asks him a single question three times: 'Simon, son of Jonah,
do you love Me?' (John 21:15-17). The exchange is short. Few words. Three askings, three answers,
and three charges — 'Feed My lambs,' 'Tend My sheep,' 'Feed My sheep.' It is the only place in the
Gospels where the Lord formally restores a fallen disciple into a shepherding role, and He does it not
by asking about Peter's strength or readiness but about his love. This lesson walks slowly through that
conversation and lets it search us as it once searched Peter. The question it puts to every servant is the
question that outlasts every method — not 'Are you qualified?' but 'Do you love Me?' And the charge
that follows is not 'manage a program' but 'tend My sheep.'

The Setting by the Sea

The scene is quiet and familiar. Peter has returned to Galilee after the Resurrection, and he has
returned to his old trade. 'l am going fishing, he tells the others, and six disciples go with him (John
21:3). They fish all night and catch nothing. At dawn the Lord is on the shore, unrecognized at first. He
tells them to cast the net on the right side of the boat. The catch is so great that they cannot haul it in,
and John recognizes at once: 'lt is the Lord.' Peter wraps his cloak and jumps into the sea.

Everything about this moment is pastoral. There is no temple, no crowd, no rhetoric. Just a small
charcoal fire on a beach, some fish, some bread, and a handful of tired men. After they have eaten, the
Lord turns to Peter.

“So when they had eaten breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, 'Simon, son of Jonah,
do you love Me more than these?' He said to Him, 'Yes, Lord; You know that | love You.'
He said to him, 'Feed My lambs.'”” John 21:15, NKJV

Notice the name: 'Simon, son of Jonah.' Not 'Peter' — the Rock. The Lord reaches behind the new
name, behind the title, behind the three-year discipleship, and addresses the man as he was before
any of it. Peter's love is being asked at the level below every role he has ever held. This is important for
the servant. The Lord's question to us is not to our position in the parish but to the person underneath.

Three Questions for Three Denials

The Fathers and the Church have long seen in the three askings a deliberate undoing of the three
denials. On the night of the trial, Peter had stood by another charcoal fire — the text takes pains to
mention it (John 18:18) — and had three times denied that he knew the Lord. Here, around another
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charcoal fire, the Lord quietly returns each denial to Peter and asks him, one by one, to answer now
with love.

This is how the Lord heals. He does not pretend the wound never happened. He returns us to the place
of our failure and invites us to speak again, in love, what we once spoke in fear. Peter is not lectured.
He is asked a question. Each question is a gift — another chance to say, this time, what he should have
said before.

St. John Chrysostom writes on this with great tenderness:

“He asks him three times, because he had denied three times; not to reproach, but to
heal the wound; for where the sin is, there also is the medicine. And He sets over him,
as over a repenting physician, the whole flock; that we may know that nothing so wins
the love of Christ as the care of our neighbor.” St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on
John, LXXXVIII.1 (paraphrased)

The Lord's way of restoring a fallen servant is worth our long contemplation. He does not delete the
failure; He transfigures it into the material of a deeper love. The very memory of the denial becomes,
over time, the humility out of which Peter will shepherd the Church.

'Do You Love Me?' — The Only Qualification That Lasts

The question the Lord asks Peter is the only question that finally matters for any servant of His flock.
Before every meeting, every lesson, every decision: do we love Him? All other qualifications — gifts,
training, experience — are useful servants, but they are terrible masters. Love is the root; everything
else is the branches.

“Though | speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, | have
become sounding brass or a clanging cymbal. And though I have the gift of prophecy,
and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though | have all faith, so that |
could remove mountains, but have not love, | am nothing.” 1 Corinthians 13:1-2, NKJV

Paul's sentence stands beside the beach conversation. A servant may speak well, know much, and
accomplish visibly, and still, without love, be nothing in the Lord's reckoning. The converse is also true:
a servant who is limited in every measurable way but who truly loves the Lord will bear fruit that the
measurable servants cannot produce.

The question 'do you love Me?' has a practical edge. When a servant is tired, when a class has gone
poorly, when a parishioner has hurt us, when the ministry feels fruitless, the restoring question is
always this one. Not 'am | gifted for this?' but 'do | love Him?' If the answer is yes — even quietly, even
through tears — the next step is clear. Feed His lambs.

'Feed My Sheep' — Love That Takes a Shape

Our Lord does not leave Peter's love in the realm of sentiment. Every declaration of love is followed by
a charge, and the charge is always about the flock.
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“He said to him again a second time, 'Simon, son of Jonah, do you love Me?' He said to
Him, 'Yes, Lord; You know that | love You.' He said to him, 'Tend My sheep.' He said to
him the third time, 'Simon, son of Jonah, do you love Me?' Peter was grieved because
He said to him the third time, 'Do you love Me?' And he said to Him, 'Lord, You know all
things; You know that I love You.' Jesus said to him, 'Feed My sheep.”” John 21:16-17,
NKJV

Three charges: feed the lambs, tend the sheep, feed the sheep. The Lord is making explicit that love of
Him is inseparable from care for His people. We cannot love the Lord in the abstract and be indifferent
to the concrete human beings He has placed around us. The love He asks for always takes the shape of
pastoral labor.

This runs against a temptation that lives in every generation: to keep our love of Christ as a private
glow, unconnected to the ordinary work of caring for others. The Lord refuses this division. The proof
of love is not a feeling we can describe but a flock that can testify we have fed them.

St. Augustine puts it plainly:

“If thou lovest Me, feed My sheep. For what is it thou dost love in Me, if not My sheep?
And whoso feeds them not, denies Me, however loud his protestations of love.” St.
Augustine, Tractates on the Gospel of John, CXXIII.5 (paraphrased)

Lambs and Sheep

Our Lord does not say simply 'feed My people.! He names two groups — lambs and sheep — and the
Fathers have long taken this as an instruction about the breadth of the servant's care. Lambs need
feeding; sheep need tending. The young need to be fed the milk of the word (1 Peter 2:2). The mature
need to be shepherded — led, protected, corrected, healed when wounded.

This division has practical weight. A servant who is good with children must remember that the adults
in the parish also need feeding. A servant who teaches the adults must not forget the lambs. The
servant of the elderly must not neglect the young families who are easy to overlook. The Lord's flock is
various, and the servant who loves Him loves every age and condition of it.

And there is a reminder tucked inside the word 'My.' The sheep are not ours. We are not proprietors.
The servant who begins to speak of 'my people' or 'my class' or 'my ministry" has forgotten something
important. The flock belongs to Christ. We are allowed, for a season, to tend them on His behalf.

The Cost of Tending

After the three askings and the three charges, the Lord adds something Peter could not have
anticipated:

“Most assuredly, | say to you, when you were younger, you girded yourself and walked
where you wished; but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another
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will gird you and carry you where you do not wish. This He spoke, signifying by what
death he would glorify God.” John 21:18-19, NKJV

The charge to feed the sheep is immediately tied to the cross Peter will one day himself embrace.
Shepherding in the Lord's kingdom is not light work. It asks of the servant a willingness to be led
where he would not naturally choose, to be stretched out, to lay down his own plans. Peter will
eventually die on a cross — tradition tells us, inverted at his own request — and the Lord is telling him
this here, at the very moment of restoration.

The servant who reads this honestly should not be discouraged. The Lord is not cruel. He is honest. He
tells Peter at the beginning of his pastoral work what shepherding will cost, so that Peter is not
surprised when the cost comes. The same honesty is a gift to us. Service in His name is a form of the
cross. Small crosses for some, larger for others, but in every case some laying down of the self. The
servant who has come to the beach is ready for this, because he has heard the question and answered
it honestly.

'Follow Me'

The whole conversation ends with two words:
“And when He had spoken this, He said to him, 'Follow Me.'”” John 21:19, NKJV

This is where it ends. After the three questions. After the three charges. After the quiet announcement
of the cross. The Lord does not give Peter a plan, a program, a five-year strategy for the Church. He
gives him two words: 'Follow Me.'

This is, finally, the whole of the servant's life. We follow. Our tending of His flock is downstream of our
following of Him. If we stop following Him, our tending slowly becomes our own — our opinions, our
agendas, our small kingdomes. If we keep following Him, our tending stays soft, humble, and His.

The rest of John 21 closes with a gentle correction. Peter, turning, sees John and asks, 'But Lord, what
about this man?' The Lord replies, 'If | will that he remain till | come, what is that to you? You follow Me'
(John 21:22). Even at the moment of restoration, Peter is tempted to look sideways and compare. The
Lord's answer is the answer to every comparing servant: what is that to you? You follow Me.

May the Lord who came to the shore that morning — who lit the fire, cooked the fish, and spoke our
very name — come again to every servant whose love has grown cold. May He ask us, simply, what He
asked Peter. May He meet our stammering yes with the patience that expects only more love and not
less. May the lambs of His pasture be fed by our hands, the sheep tended with our voice, and the old
denials of our lives transfigured, one by one, into the humility out of which we finally learn to
shepherd. And when the hour comes that we too are girded and carried where we would not wish to
go, may we go following Him. To Him be the glory, now and ever and unto the ages of ages. Amen.

Review Questions
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1. The Lord addresses Peter as 'Simon, son of Jonah' — beneath the new name and the title. What
would it mean for our service if the Lord addressed the person beneath our roles rather than
the role itself?

2. The three askings matched the three denials. Where in our own story has the Lord returned us
to the place of a failure and given us a chance to answer again in love?

3. The only qualification that finally lasts is 'do you love Me?' In a tired or discouraging week, how
does returning to that question reorder our service?

4, Every declaration of love is followed by a charge to feed the flock. Is there a point at which our
love of Christ has remained private and has not yet taken the shape of pastoral work?

5. The Lord speaks of both lambs and sheep. Who in our parish — of a particular age or condition
— are we most tempted to overlook, and what small step toward them could we take this
week?

6. The charge to tend is immediately joined to the announcement of the cross. How does it
change the texture of our service to know, from the beginning, that it will cost us?

7. The conversation ends with 'Follow Me.! When we glance sideways at another servant and ask
'But Lord, what about him?', what does the Lord's answer — 'What is that to you? You follow
Me' — say to us today?

Books & References

Scripture: Scripture in this lesson is quoted from the New King James Version (NKJV) unless
otherwise noted.
Further Reading:

» The Holy Bible, New King James Version (NKJV). Thomas Nelson.

« St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on the Gospel of John, LXXXVII-LXXXVIII. Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers, Series |, Vol. 14.

« St. Augustine of Hippo, Tractates on the Gospel of John, CXXIII. Nicene and Post-Nicene
Fathers, Series |, Vol. 7.

« St. Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary on the Gospel of John, Book XII (on John 21).
« Fr. Tadros Y. Malaty, Patristic Commentary on the Gospel according to St. John.

« Fr. Thomas Hopko, Speaking the Truth in Love (on the pastor's vocation).

Patristic texts are cited in widely available English translations; where sense required, phrasing has been
lightly modernized without altering meaning.

Lesson Notes

| 172 |



31 SACRIFICE IN SERVICE

Humility

SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY

The Fathers are unanimous that humility is the foundation virtue — the one from which every other
grows, and without which every other collapses. 'Humility, says St. Isaac the Syrian, 'is the raiment of
the Godhead, for the Word took it upon Him when He became incarnate.! No servant has ever served
fruitfully in the Lord's house without humility; no servant has ever destroyed a ministry with humility
in place. This lesson looks at what the Scriptures actually mean by humility, at the life of our Lord as
the definitive picture of it, at the daily shape humility takes in the servant, at its most common
counterfeits, and at how humility is grown — since no one, in the end, can simply decide to be humble.
We close, as the Fathers did, with the quiet consolation that humility is the short road to everything

else.

What Scripture Means by Humility

The Hebrew and Greek words our Bible translates as 'humility' carry a specific sense that is often
blurred in modern usage. Humility is not low self-esteem. It is not the quiet pride of a man who has
perfected self-deprecation. It is a right, true, and sober estimation of who we are before God —
creatures, not creators; recipients, not owners; loved, but not on the basis of any merit we could
produce.

“God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” James 4:6, NKJV

This sentence is the New Testament's most compact statement about why humility matters so much.
Grace, which is the one indispensable commodity of the Christian life, flows by gravity. It runs
downbhill, toward the low places. The proud soul is a hill too high to be watered. The humble soul is a

valley in which grace naturally pools.
St. Augustine, in a famous phrase, answered a question about the chief of virtues by saying humility

three times:

“If you ask me what is the first thing in religion, | answer the first, second, and third
thing is humility.” St. Augustine, Letter 118 (paraphrased)

The Humility of Our Lord

The deepest teaching on humility in Scripture is not a sentence but a Person. Our Lord is humility
made visible. The Philippian hymn traces the descent from heaven to the grave as the authoritative
image of what humility looks like:

[ 173 |



31 SACRIFICE IN SERVICE

“Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus, who, being in the form of God,
did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, but made Himself of no reputation,
taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men. And being found
in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of
death, even the death of the cross.” Philippians 2:5-8, NKJV

Every phrase deserves its own meditation. '"Made Himself of no reputation' — the Greek is ekenosen,
emptied. The eternal Son did not cling to His prerogatives. 'Taking the form of a bondservant' — the
position, in first-century vocabulary, of the lowest member of a household. '"Humbled Himself' — not
humbled by another; His own act. 'Obedient to the point of death' — the descent did not stop at the
manger; it went all the way.

This is the definitive picture. Humility is not a posture one occasionally adopts when convenient;itis a
willing, reasoned descent for love's sake, motivated by the well-being of another. The Lord who is
humility took the towel and washed His disciples' feet the night He was betrayed (John 13). That
image is not accidental. It was given to us, the Lord said, 'that you should do as | have done to you'
(John 13:15).

Our Lord's own words on Himself are few and precious, and humility is one of them:

“Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for | am gentle and lowly in heart, and you
will find rest for your souls.” Matthew 11:29, NKJV

'Gentle and lowly.' Of all the adjectives the Lord could have chosen to describe Himself, these are the
two He chose. A servant who has understood this will find a great deal of his anxiety about his own
dignity quietly dissolving.

The Daily Shape of Humility

Humility is not a mood or a tone of voice. It has concrete shapes in the daily life of a servant, and the
Fathers and the parish have named them clearly.

First, humility is attentive. It listens longer than it speaks. It notices the one person in the room no one
has addressed. It takes interest in the story being told even when it knows the story already.

Second, humility is teachable. It is willing to learn from anyone — from an older father, from a peer,
from a Sunday-school child, from a stranger on the bus. The proud soul has finished learning; the
humble one is just beginning.

Third, humility is thankful. It sees every good in its life as a gift received, not a possession earned.
Thanksgiving is the most reliable thermometer of humility. Complaint is its opposite.

Fourth, humility serves quietly. It does not announce its own service. It does not need credit. 'Take
heed that you do not do your charitable deeds before men, to be seen by them' (Matthew 6:1). The
truly humble servant is often invisible, because he has made a habit of being invisible.
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Fifth, humility confesses. It does not defend itself reflexively when corrected. It does not attempt to
prove, at length, that the correction was unfair. It is willing to be wrong — sometimes wrong out loud,
in front of others — because it has already given up the brittle project of protecting an image of itself.

Sixth, humility submits. It is willing to receive direction from its father of confession, its bishop, its
priest, its spouse, its parish council, the Gospel itself — without turning every instruction into a
negotiation.

These six together describe a recognizable kind of person. We have all met such a servant. In the Lord's
providence, we have usually met them quietly, because the humble servant has no interest in being
met.

St. Dorotheos of Gaza was asked what humility is, and answered:

“The humble man never falls. How could he? For he is already below everyone. And the
proud man never rises — for how could he rise, when his mind is already above where
it ought to be?” St. Dorotheos of Gaza, Discourses and Sayings Il (paraphrased)

The Counterfeits

Humility has several common counterfeits, and naming them is useful — because servants often
imagine they have the virtue when they have only the imitation.

The first counterfeit is self-deprecation. It looks like humility; it is a form of pride in reverse. The
self-deprecating servant speaks of himself constantly, only with a negative valence. His soul is as
occupied with itself as the boaster's is. The truly humble person thinks of himself seldom.

The second is performance of humility. We know we are supposed to be humble, so we perform its
outward gestures — the soft voice, the downcast eye, the quick denial of any compliment — without
the underlying reality. The Lord's words against the scribes who loved to 'sit in the chief seats of the
synagogues' (Matthew 23:6) apply equally to those who love to sit in the last seat, provided everyone
can see.

The third is false smallness. A servant declines a role he is gifted for and obligated to, and covers this
with the language of humility. It is not humility to refuse what the Lord has asked of us. It is fear
dressed in humble clothes.

The fourth is the refusal of praise. When a brother thanks us honestly, to brush it off violently — 'oh,
no, it was nothing' — is often not humility but discomfort. Humility can receive thanks graciously,
giving the glory quietly to God, without spectacle either way.

The fifth is comparison in the form of self-abasement. 'l am not like that great servant over there,’ we
say, and we have already turned our soul back onto itself. The humble servant does not compare. He
attends to the work in front of him.

How Humility Is Grown
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No one becomes humble by deciding to. Humility is not produced by willpowers; if it were, the exercise
would immediately destroy itself. Humility is grown slowly, by the quiet work of grace through
ordinary means. A few of these means are worth naming.

First, regular confession. Nothing humbles a soul like telling the truth about itself to another human
being before God. A servant who keeps a living relationship with a father of confession is being slowly,
reliably, lowered.

Second, the Psalms. The daily praying of the Psalter — 'l am a worm, and no man' (Psalm 22:6), 'Create
in me a clean heart, O God' (Psalm 51:10) — teaches the soul its right register over time.

Third, gratitude practiced at the end of each day. A short review, naming the day's gifts by name,
teaches the soul that it is a receiver. Receivers are naturally lower than givers.

Fourth, the small humiliations we would not have chosen. A correction from a child. A mistake noticed
in front of others. A meeting we prepared for carefully that went poorly anyway. The Fathers called
these providential humiliations. The soul that receives them without protest is being formed.

Fifth, the company of humble servants. We become like the people we keep close. A wise friendship
with a genuinely humble servant — even one, even once a week — works on the soul more than a
month of reading about humility.

Sixth, long attendance at the Liturgy. The one who has been worshiping the crucified Lord week after
week, year after year, is being shaped by the thing he adores. 'We all, with unveiled face, beholding as
in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image' (2 Corinthians 3:18). The
worshiped Lord was humble; the worshipers are, slowly, becoming humble too.

St. Isaac the Syrian's famous saying captures what this growth finally looks like:

“Humility is the raiment of the Godhead, for the Word who became man clothed
Himself with it, and spoke to us in it. And every one who hath clothed himself therewith
hath verily been made like unto Him who came down from His own height, and hid the
splendor of His majesty, and veiled His glory in humility, lest creation should be
destroyed by the sight of Him.” St. Isaac the Syrian, Ascetical Homilies, Homily 77
(paraphrased)

Humility in the Service
In the concrete life of a parish, humility has a recognizable look.

The humble teacher prepares carefully, teaches his best, and then quickly forgets whether he taught
well. He does not replay his performance. He does not fish for compliments. He thinks, instead, about
the children whose eyes looked tired.

The humble leader invites correction. He actually wants to hear what the others in the meeting think.
He is not threatened when a younger servant proposes a better idea; he is glad, because the kingdom
has benefited.
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The humble parent confesses his own failures to his children. He does not pretend. The child learns,
from this, what to do when his own failures come.

The humble spouse apologizes first. He has given up on the calculation of whose fault it was. Love, in
his marriage, is larger than the accounting of who owes what.

The humble deacon, chanter, or subdeacon arrives on time, stays until the end, and is as serious about
the Wednesday evening Vespers with fifteen people as about the Paschal liturgy with five hundred.
The crowd is not why he serves.

The humble servant, facing a failure in ministry, does not look first for someone else to blame. He asks,
'Where did | contribute to this?' and he goes to confession. The ministry heals because the servant has.

A common pastoral test, handed down in many spiritual traditions: if a servant can be overlooked
without resentment, he has begun to learn humility. If he can be wrongly blamed without defending
himself at length, he has grown further. If he can be outright insulted and feel no ripple of wounded
pride, he has nearly arrived. Most of us are on the first step. The Lord is patient.

The Short Road

There is one last word to add. The desert Fathers considered humility not a burdensome virtue but the
shortest road home.

“I saw all the snares of the enemy spread out upon the earth, and | groaned and said,
'Who then can pass through them?' And | heard a voice saying to me, 'The humble, my
son."” Abba Anthony, Apophthegmata Patrum

The humble pass through every snare of the enemy, because there is nothing in them for the snares to
catch on. Pride is the hook the devil most reliably uses. Humility leaves no hook.

This is also why humility is the shortest road to joy. The proud soul is exhausted — constantly
defending, comparing, performing. The humble soul has set all that down. It has less to protect,
therefore less to lose. It is lighter. It laughs easily. It rests.

The Mother of God, whose humility carried the Son of God, sang at the beginning of the Gospel a song
that is the whole curriculum in miniature:

“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior. For He has
regarded the lowly state of His maidservant... He has put down the mighty from their
thrones, and exalted the lowly.” Luke 1:46-48, 52, NKJV

He exalts the lowly. That is the direction of grace. That is the map of the Christian life.

May the Lord who took the towel on the night He was betrayed teach us to take it too. May He free us
from the small exhausting work of defending ourselves, and set us free for the lighter work of loving
the people He has placed before us. May He expose the humility's counterfeits in our own hearts
without shaming us. May He use the small, unchosen humiliations of our days as the quiet instruments
of our growth. And may He grant us, before our service is done, that humility which St. Isaac called the
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raiment of the Godhead — the very robe He Himself wore into our flesh. To Him be the glory, now and
ever and unto the ages of ages. Amen.

Review Questions

1. Humility is not low self-esteem but a sober estimation of ourselves before God. Where has this
misunderstanding of humility been quietly at work in us?

2. The Philippian hymn names the Lord's humility as willing, reasoned descent for love's sake.
What small descent is the Lord inviting us into this week for the sake of another person?

3. Of the six daily shapes named (attentive, teachable, thankful, quietly serving, confessing,
submitting), which one is most alive in us, and which most needs attention?

4. Five counterfeits were described (self-deprecation, performance, false smallness, violent
refusal of praise, comparison in self-abasement). Have we detected any of these in ourselves
recently, and how did we recognize them?

5. Humility is grown by means we often do not choose — especially the small providential
humiliations of the day. Can we name one such humiliation recently and how we responded to
it?

6. A humble servant can be overlooked without resentment, wrongly blamed without long
defense, insulted without ripple. Which of these three honestly locates where we are today?

7. The Mother of God sings, 'He has put down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted the
lowly. How does keeping this end before us change our willingness to take the last place in the
service?

Books & References

Scripture: Scripture in this lesson is quoted from the New King James Version (NKJV) unless
otherwise noted.
Further Reading:

« The Holy Bible, New King James Version (NKJV). Thomas Nelson.

« St. Isaac the Syrian, The Ascetical Homilies, Homily 77 (on humility). Holy Transfiguration
Monastery (Boston).

+ St. Dorotheos of Gaza, Discourses and Sayings, Discourse Il (on humility).

« St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 22 (Vainglory) and Step 25 (Humility).
« St. Augustine of Hippo, Letters (Letter 118 to Dioscorus).

« The Sayings of the Desert Fathers (Apophthegmata Patrum), especially Abba Anthony and
Abba Moses.
« Fr. Matthew the Poor, Orthodox Prayer Life: The Interior Way (on humility as the foundation).
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Patristic texts are cited in widely available English translations; where sense required, phrasing has been
lightly modernized without altering meaning.

Lesson Notes

179



