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Trinity I – 29th May 2016 

 
James Thomson is a nineteenth century poet whose work is no longer much 
known or anthologised. I came across him only yesterday. I understand that he was 
a radical in politics, deeply suspicious of religion, and that, having drunk far too 
much, he died very early. I was mildly amused by a little piece of his verse that I 
discovered less than twenty four hours ago, even though I understand that it is 
fairly widely known. He wrote: 
 
Once in a saintly passion 
  I cried with desperate grief, 
O lord, my heart is black with guile, 
  Of sinners I am chief. 
Then stooped my guardian angel 
  And whispered from behind, 
‘Vanity, my little man, 
  You’re nothing of the kind.’ 
 
“ ‘Vanity, my little man, / You’re nothing of the kind.’ ” 
 
There is a certain kind of professed ‘humility’ that is not quite honest, and can 
indeed be rooted in a sort of spiritual arrogance. The expression of it can be 
entirely formulaic, and it can be seen as an achievement, an accomplishment, an 
indication of our virtue; it can even be a way of parading our obvious goodness for 
all to see. In religious circles, we have our equivalents of the social creep Uriah 
Heep, a character in Dickens’s ‘David Copperfield’ noted for his cloying, 
obsequious and insincere “humbleness”. 
 
For all that, we Christians are encouraged to be humble. Some words of Jesus 
recorded in the Gospels more than once tell us: “All who exalt themselves will be 
humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” And the author of 
the First Letter of Peter urges his readers: “Humble yourselves therefore under the 
mighty hand of God, so that he may exalt you in due time”. The Kingdom, 
Heaven, Paradise (call it what you will) is arrived at by the road of humility. 
 
However, precisely because we have become so alert to, and so wary of, the kind 
of purely conventional and false humility that James Thomson mocks (“‘Vanity, 
my little man / You’re nothing of the kind’”), we have tended to be suspicious of 
any mention of humility, and of any attempt to practise it. Self-assertion and self-
promotion are far more typical of the age in which we live. Yet, even though that is 
very much the case, we find it hard to ignore (not least because of the words of 
scripture) a nagging sense that there is a proper kind of humility that we should 
embrace. 
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According to our reading from the New Testament this morning, there was a 
centurion who sent some Jewish leaders to ask Jesus to come and heal his slave. 
The Jewish leaders provide Jesus with his credentials; proofs that he deserves to 
receive that for which he asks. They say to Jesus: “He is worthy of having you do 
this for him, for he loves our people, and it is he who built our synagogue for us.” 
He has, the Jewish leaders suggest, already earned this favour. Jesus does set out 
for the centurion’s house. However while he is on the way, friends of the centurion 
arrive with another message. “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy 
to have you come under my roof. But only speak the word, and let my servant be 
healed.” 
 
I think the centurion shows us something of what true humility can be. There is 
nothing cringing about the man (he is quite willing later to talk about his own 
status in relation to the soldiers under him), and neither does he pretend to 
‘modesty’ as if that (rather than his having built the synagogue) were the 
qualification for his being eligible for a miracle. He simply knows that he has done 
nothing to deserve God’s gift (in this case the gift of healing for the servant) for 
which he pleads. He understands that God is not to be bargained with. You come 
before God only with your deep-down need. 
 
This need, this knowing that, in the end, “we have no power of ourselves to help 
ourselves”, (or as today’s collect puts it, that “because of the weakness of our 
mortal nature we can do no good thing without thee”) is the truth of our human 
situation. It is the earth, the ground, the soil, the ‘humus’ in which each and every 
one of us is rooted. To recognise and to accept this ‘humus’ is of course to 
embrace (the one word nourishing the other) ‘humility’. 
 
The recognition of our fundamental need and neediness has two significant 
consequences. The first is that it makes us love each other. To acknowledge in 
other people, however much they strut and swagger on the stage of life, the same 
ache, unadmitted though it may be, as we harbour in our own hearts, draws us 
close to them. We share the same predicament. There is a kind of understanding. 
 
The second is that the recognition of our fundamental need and neediness is what 
makes us, in faith, fall at the feet of God, and fling ourselves into the arms of God. 
 
In all this, we are inspired by a wonderful example. St Paul, in his Letter to the 
Philippians writes of Jesus Christ that: 
 
being found in human form, 
he humbled himself 
and became obedient to the  
point of death – 



3 

 

even death on a cross. 
 
The need which is our lot, and the embracing of it which is true humility, he 
shared. 
 
But let me end with a few lines of poetry; a touch more serious perhaps than those 
with which I began. They constitute a poem by R. S. Thomas. It is called ‘The 
Kingdom’, and I think it encapsulates what I have been trying to say. 
 
It’s a long way off but inside it 
There are quite different things going on: 
Festivals at which the poor man 
Is king and the consumptive is 
Healed; mirrors in which the blind look 
At themselves and love looks at them 
Back; and industry is for mending 
The bent bones and minds fractured 
By life. It’s a long way off, but to get 
There takes no time and admission 
Is free, if you will purge yourself  
Of desire, and present yourself with 
Your need only and the simple offering 
Of your faith, green as a leaf. 
 
 
 
 
 
The Right Reverend David Conner, KCVO 
Dean of Windsor  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 


