Humiliation: A Way to Humility
Seven Capital Virtues: chastity, temperance, charity, diligence, patience, kindness, and humility.
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After Pope Gregory I released his list of Seven Deadly
(Capital) Sins in AD 590, the Seven Capital Virtues
became identified as chastity, temperance, charity,
diligence, patience, kindness, and humility.
Humility is a foundational virtue for spiritual growth.
Jesus humbled himself for our salvation, accepting even
death on a cross. St. Paul summarises Jesus’ humility in
Chapter 2 of Philippians. For followers of Jesus, humility
is a necessity. We live in a culture where success,
achievement, upward mobility and wealth are lionised
and idolised. It is clear that “success has many parents,
but failure is an orphan.” The “downward mobility” of a
Saviour who humbled himself and seemed like a failure is
admired, even pondered, but only occasionally imitated.
Pride easily surpasses humility.
Many of us had the experience of being humiliated. We
worked so hard and the other less hard working
colleague got the promotion. For others, maybe you have
been reprimanded in front of many people and you feel
like hiding your face under the table. Or as awkward as it
seems, you were running to get into the train and one of
your sandals fell through the gap into the rail tracks.

Humiliations come in all shapes and sizes. Serious ones. Silly ones. Life threatening ones like bankruptcy or an
acrimonious divorce. We were humiliated, professionally and personally, and before the eyes of our colleagues,
friends and family and even church members. Grand jury reports, the wrong doing of people we trusted, or the bad
example of leaders, all of these humiliate us as practicing, or even somewhat-practicing, Catholics. Humiliations can
be personal or communal. Strong emotions of anger, shame, disappointment accompany our humiliations. And our
humiliations bring both pitfalls and opportunities. An opportunity to learn humility, to learn to trust in God’s purpose for
us.

Fight, Flight, Freeze
What would our initial reaction to humiliation be? Run away from the site? Leave it behind as quickly as possible?
How far can we distance ourselves from the favouritism, or the reports, wrong doing, backbiting and stares and
scrutiny? The urge to “put it behind me” can be almost overwhelming. Yet personal responsibility to family or ministry
can make quitting almost impossible. The abuse crisis, for instance, will go on for years in the form of relational
aggression, ostracising, blaming. Avoiding immediate or long-term engagement with humiliations may not be
possible for Catholics. So what to do and how to respond?
Many saints shared their experiences of humiliation. St Faustina shared about her own personal experiences of
being humiliated and how a sister was sarcastic to her and her visions. St. Faustina kept silent and commended that
sister to God’s mercy and treated her well. Wow! A tall order? No surely. It is love and mercy in action. And with her
response, God increased His graces upon her and she grew in holiness. Not easy, but she relied totally on Jesus, in
whom she trusts.

Humiliations call us to patiently work through them rather than run away.
The problem with running away is that humiliations catch up with us
round the bent of our life, yet again. The emotional experience can be
rooted deep in our minds and hearts, and will surface the next time we
consider a promotion or enter a church, and they might influence our
behaviour in negative ways. Ripple effects. Vicious cycle.
The urge to blame someone else is another bad escape route. Why can’t
the boss, the ministry leader prevent unfairness? If we had better
leadership in the Church, or if we compartmentalised people, wouldn’t
the crisis be resolved? These forms of simplistic “wishful thinking”
distance us from the humiliation but leave it unresolved without selfreflection and seeing God’s purpose to teach us humility.
Painful, but it will give us an inner freedom beyond what the mind can
comprehend. The opportunity is to grow in the virtue of humility. Rather
than trying to get it all over quickly or blame it on someone else, perhaps
we should embrace the “abjection” in our humiliations.
St. Francis de Sales wrote in “Introduction to the Devout Life” (Part 3,
Chapter 6), “… besides the hurt, we incur shame; we must love this
abjection.” (demoralisation).

Humility forces us to look clearly at the reasons behind our actions, our
motives, our responses. How much certainty, consolation and relief from
anxiety do we need? How much does our faith involve friendship with
Jesus and living out His message of love and service to others?
Accepting our humiliations, acknowledging embarrassment and shame,
and then seeking to live humbly, is difficult in both our personal and
communal lives. Personal humility involves seeing ourselves as we truly
are, acknowledging both the gifts God has given us and our faults, sins
and disabilities. St. Francis de Sales said that “the true virtue of humility
is the real knowledge and voluntary recognition of our abjection.”
Saint Francis de Sales teaches first about outward humility. To receive
the grace of God, we need to empty our hearts of our own glory, of our
pride and our need for regular recognition and constant approval.
“Honour received as a gift is excellent but becomes mean when exacted,
sought after and demanded,” he writes. Interior humility goes deeper. It
does not make a show of itself. Rather the truly humble person is grateful
for the many blessings received from God. He or she comes slowly to
realise that all we have is a gift. External and internal humility go
together. “Let us never lower our eyes without humbling our hearts. Let
us not make a show of wanting to be the last unless we really wish it,” he
admonished. The highest point of humility involves loving our abjection.
Can we come to love our humiliations?

Humility teaches us patience
The virtue of humility is closely linked to patience. The
daily ordinary grind of life provides ample opportunities to
learn to be patient with ourselves and with others. For
example trying to be patient when there is a traffic jam,
participating in long drawn meetings; and waiting for
God’s plan to become clear. Our need to get it over with
is great; our patience is limited.
Ever noticed how we react in a long queue? Or listening
to our children share their day with us? It may be helpful
to share humiliations with a spiritual director or spiritual
friend. This releases some of the emotion connected to
the humiliation, making it a little more manageable.
Having de-escalated a bit, we can ask, “What can we do
to help make the situation a little better?” Perhaps a call
or email to human resources would be more constructive
than just blaming. Perhaps we can help in the healing
process for not just victims, but all in the Church who are
affected and who have experienced some form of
ostracism or discrimination.

Recently there have been reports on racism in Singapore. Minority felt attacked. In
schools the children from different culture and country get mocked, bullied. These
are humiliations and the children are not mature enough to take it in “their stride, to
be martyred”. Entering a healing process for others involves acknowledging my own
need for healing from unresolved past hurts and sins. Years ago, the spiritual writer
Father Henri Nouwen pointed out that all of us are wounded healers. Paradoxically
learning to deal with our humiliations, with our own wounded-ness, can be key to
becoming a healing presence for others. Humiliations help us embrace the paschal
mystery.

The Magnificat
False humility is not what Mother Mary teaches us in the beautiful Magnificat prayed
at Vespers. Mary proclaimed, “My soul glorifies the Lord, my spirit rejoices in God,
my Saviour. He looks on His servant in her lowliness; henceforth all ages will call
me blessed. The Almighty works marvels for me. Holy is His Name….” The
Magnificat calls us to recognise God's saving work in our lives. The Magnificat
teaches us the true meaning of humility. The Magnificat invites us to give birth to
Christ. Mary’s humility is especially scandalous for the power-hungry. We’ve been
living life upside-down. We’ve sought power, influence, honour, employee of the
month, top echelons in society, homecoming king, productivity, likes on
Facebook, retweets. But life at the top is lonely. We’re baffled when our formulas
fail. We’re shocked when greatness doesn’t feel so great. We still wonder,
stupefied, why life doesn’t seem to work. The higher one goes, the greater the
fall will be.

Prayer for Humility like Mary’s
Lord Jesus Christ, only Son of God,
have mercy on me, a sinner.
I have sought Joseph’s privilege and power,
but came away empty.
I want Mary’s humility,
but I’m afraid of what that will mean.
Make me hungry, empty, weak, dependent, low.
Bring me to the rich soil where the ignored, the oppressed,
the shamed, the excluded, and the wretched sit together, for
theirs is the kingdom of God.
I dare say, make me humble. Amen.
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