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The search for truth is a recurring theme in both Veritatis Splendor (which deals mainly with ethical truth) and Fides et Ratio (which deals with the relationship between philosophical and religious truths).  It is interesting to note that intellectuals who devote their lives to the pursuit of truth often have difficulty developing the ethical virtue of humility, especially given that humility is based on knowledge of the truth about God, ourselves, and others.  This paper will explore the virtue of humility and its relation to the intellectual life.  It will consist of two sections: the first will give a general account of humility drawn from several sources (but primarily from St. Thomas Aquinas’s account in the Summa Theologiae); the second will apply the general account to the more specific nature of the Catholic intellectual life.

I.  The Virtue of Humility


In exploring humility, there are at least two approaches one could take.  One might seek to determine whether the quality of humility is a virtue and therefore conducive to human fulfillment (as Jewish and Christian thinkers have contended) or a vice and an obstacle to fulfillment (as philosophers like Nietzsche
 and even Aristotle
 argued).  While such a project may be good and worthwhile, it is not mine.
  In the present essay I assume that humility is in fact a virtue.  My project is of a second kind: it is an exploration of the nature of that virtue and of its role in the life of the Catholic intellectual.  The virtue of humility has been described in many ways by great Christian writers throughout the centuries.  This section will touch on just a few.  


St. Anselm described humility as expressed in seven stages: 1) “to acknowledge oneself contemptible,” 2) “to grieve for this,” 3) “to confess it,” 4) “to convince others of this, that is to wish them to believe it,” 5) “to bear patiently that this be said of us,” 6) “to suffer oneself to be treated with contempt,” and 7) “to love being thus treated.”
  According to Anselm, to be humble is to understand and acknowledge one’s faults and to welcome others’ recognition of them.  


The Rule of St. Benedict seems to go even farther than Anselm’s account.  Benedict outlines twelve degrees of humility.  While some of the degrees pertain specifically to monastic life, others are more general.  For example, Benedict believes that to be humble means: “to believe and acknowledge oneself viler than all,” “to think oneself worthless and unprofitable for all purposes,” “not to delight in fulfilling one’s own desires,” and “to fear God and to be always mindful of everything that God has commanded.”
  So according to Benedict’s account of humility, one must acknowledge not simply that he is contemptible (as Anselm says), but that he is worthless and worse than everyone else.  This self-abasement is based in reverence for God, an important feature that Anselm’s seven steps omit.


St. Francis of Assisi adds, “It is not for us to be wise and calculating in the world's fashion; we should be guileless, lowly, and pure. We should hold our lower nature in contempt, as a source of shame to us, because through our own fault we are wretched and utterly corrupt, nothing more than worms…”

Thomas Aquinas presents a defensible and relatively thorough account of the virtue of humility in question 161 of Part II-II of the Summa Theologiae.  He clarifies and expands the outlines that St. Benedict and St. Anselm have presented and situates humility within the broader context of a virtuous Christian life.  St. Thomas defines humility as a virtue whose function is “to temper and restrain the mind, lest it tend to high things immoderately.”
  He also describes humility as “praiseworthy self-abasement to the lowest place.”
  According to Aquinas, the humility is part of the cardinal virtue of temperance because it restrains and moderates the “impetuosity of the emotions”; in particular, it suppresses “the movement of hope, which is the movement of a spirit aiming at great things.” 
  As I interpret him, St. Thomas describes humility as a virtue that includes knowledge of central truths about God (see especially a. 2 ad 3), others (a. 3 ad 1), and oneself (a. 1 ad 2, a. 2), as well as appropriate attitudes in light of those truths.  


On the Thomistic account, humility includes an essential component of self-knowledge: part of being humble is “knowledge of one’s own deficiency.”
  Here St. Thomas reaffirms Anselm’s and Benedict’s observations that the humble man acknowledges himself “contemptible” and “viler than all.”  St. John of the Cross agrees as well; he notes that the humble soul has the “virtue of self-knowledge, which is so excellent and necessary, considering itself now as nothing and experiencing no satisfaction in itself; for it sees that it does nothing of itself nor can do anything.”
  So an important part of humility is the recognition of one’s own state of spiritual imperfection and powerlessness to do good on his own.


The humble man’s acknowledgement of his own defects stems from his recognition of God’s perfection.  One who contemplates the greatness of God cannot help but notice that he is “contemptible” and “vile” by comparison.  The root of humility, then, is reverence for God: as Aquinas notes, “humility would seem to denote in the first place man’s subjection to God; and for this reason Augustine (De Serm. Dom. In Monte I, 4) ascribes humility, which he understands by poverty of spirit, to the gift of fear whereby man reveres God.”
  John of Ruysbroeck agrees with Thomas (and Augustine) when he says that “humility, that is lowliness or self-abasement, is an inward bowing down or prostrating of the heart and of the conscience before God’s transcendent worth.”
  St. John of the Cross adds that “as [people] progress in humility, the more do they realize how much God deserves of them and how little is all that they do for His sake.”
  


Although the humble man does not think of himself as praiseworthy, especially when compared to God’s greatness, he is quick to praise the good qualities in others.  Thomas a’Kempis says that to be humble is “not to think highly of oneself, [and] always to think highly of others.”
  St. John of the Cross comments that those with humility “are greatly edified, not only thinking naught of their own affairs, but having very little satisfaction with themselves; they consider all others as far better.”
  As Aquinas explains, “We must not only revere God in Himself, but also that which is His in each one.”
  The humble person recognizes and praises God’s work in others.  Aquinas supports his point by quoting Philemon 2:3: “In humility, let each esteem others better than themselves.”  


At first glance, then, humility may not look very attractive.  Thinking oneself contemptible, worthless, and incapable of doing anything isn’t much fun and may seem to imply despair.  Any account of humility that implies despair will be unacceptable to a Catholic moralist, however, because despair is opposed to the theological virtue of hope.  If humility is truly a virtue (as we believe it is), then it must be compatible with the other qualities we know to be virtues.

Fortunately, self-abasement isn’t the end of the story.  As the earlier references to humility’s root in reverence for God might suggest, the virtue requires not hopelessness but reliance on God’s grace.  So when Aquinas says that humility “suppresses the movement of hope,” he seems to be using “hope” to mean “self-confidence”—not the trust in God implied by the theological virtue of hope.  

One might think that even if humility is not opposed to hope, it is opposed to the virtue of magnanimity or greatness of soul.  It would seem that one who considered himself “unprofitable for all purposes” and put himself in “the lowest place” would refrain from aiming at great things (which is an essential component of magnanimity).  Again, however, humility must be compatible with the other virtues if it is itself a virtue.  

Aquinas anticipates the objection that humility is opposed to magnanimity and replies as follows: “Humility restrains the appetite from aiming at great things against right reason, while magnanimity urges the mind to great things in accord with right reason.  Hence it is clear that magnanimity is not opposed to humility: indeed they concur in this, that each is according to right reason.”
  St. Thomas also notes that “it is contrary to humility to aim at greater things through confiding in one’s own powers, but to aim at greater things through confidence in God’s help is not contrary to humility.”
    As Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange has added, “Humility, far from being opposed to grandeur of soul, is united to it.  A Christian should tend toward great things worthy of great honor, but he should tend toward them humbly, and if necessary, by way of great humiliations.”
  The difference between the humble man and the proud man isn’t found in the greatness of the deeds they perform, but in their attitudes toward their actions.  While the proud man credits himself for his abilities, the humble man recognizes that he does nothing through his own merits—he acknowledges his dependence on God for his talents and good deeds.  

Another apparent difficulty with humility is that it seems to require a good man to have false beliefs about himself and others.  Unless one is in fact the worst human being who has ever lived, then it simply is not the case that he is “viler than all,” as St. Benedict said a humble man would acknowledge.  Likewise, it is untrue that all others are “far better,” as St. John of the Cross suggested the humble man must think.  

If humility is a virtue (as we are assuming) and if truth has a central place in the intellectual, moral, and spiritual life of a Catholic, then it is crucial to develop an account of humility that does not include self-deception.  One could go about this in one of three ways: (1) reject the accounts of St. Benedict and St. John of the Cross as simply mistaken; (2) assume St. Benedict and St. John did not really mean all they said about humility but were exaggerating for rhetorical purposes; or (3) acknowledge that Sts. Benedict and John were correct in some important sense and provide a careful interpretation that avoids the problem of self-deception while retaining significant meaning for the saints’ words.  While any of the three approaches would serve to eliminate self-deception from the account of humility, the principle of charity and the medieval penchant for drawing distinctions seem to indicate that the third option is the most promising.  

Aquinas’s work on humility seems to point in the direction of a suitable interpretation of St. Benedict’s and St. John’s words.  On St. Thomas’s account, the self-abasement involved in humility is not as harsh as it first seems and does not require one to be deceived about his own abilities and virtues: the humble man can recognize that God has given him spiritual gifts, and humility does not require him to subject those gifts to the authority of other human beings.
  As we have already seen, humility requires knowledge of the truth that one depends entirely on God for all of his virtues, talents, and good deeds.  A plausible interpretation of St. Benedict’s and St. John’s remarks about humility, then, might be as follows: the humble man recognizes that, unassisted by grace, he is “viler than all” who are assisted by grace; that those who live a grace-filled life are “far better” than he is in his natural (graceless) state.  As Aquinas said, the humble man recognizes God’s work in each person and acknowledges that work as far better than anything he could do on his own.
  He does not, of course, think that what others do on their own is “far better” than what God does in him.  So Sts. Thomas Aquinas, Benedict, and John of the Cross were correct in saying that humility turns out to be a kind of self-knowledge rather than a kind of self-deception.  

In addition to its compatibility with hope and magnanimity and its essential self-knowledge, humility brings spiritual benefits of its own.  It “is the contrary virtue to the first capital sin, which is spiritual pride.”
  The removal of the obstacle of pride clears the way for the introduction of virtue and grace into one’s soul.  Humility also leads to a greater love for one’s neighbors because it causes one to esteem them above oneself rather than judge them harshly.
  

We have seen that the virtue of humility includes recognition of one’s own defects, reverence for God, and esteem of one’s neighbors.  The humble man realizes that he can do nothing good on his own but depends entirely on God’s help in all he does.  As Thomas Aquinas has explained, humility restrains the movement of hope in oneself.  So a simple working definition of humility might be “restraint with respect to self-confidence.”  This definition seems broad enough to include the humble attitudes toward self, God, and others, and it eliminates the ambiguity of the word “hope.”

Like all moral virtues, humility is the mean between two extremes: an excess and a defect.  And as is the case with most virtues, one extreme is both more common and more opposed to the mean than the other.  In this case, the excess (extreme self-confidence or simply “pride”) is much more common than the defect and is more opposed to humility.  The defect (extreme lack of confidence in oneself) is so uncommon that it doesn’t seem to have a particular name: I’ll call it “extreme self-abasement.”  

It may seem that, given the saints’ descriptions of humility, no self-abasement could be too extreme.  After all, one can’t get much worse than “viler than all” and “worthless.”  As we have seen, however, even the most humble person recognizes his own dignity as someone who was made in the image of God and to whom God has given abilities and spiritual gifts.  The rare person guilty of extreme self-abasement fails to recognize these qualities in himself.
  

Pride (excessive confidence in oneself) is by far the more common vice opposed to humility and thus is considered its contrary or opposite, as noted above.  In addition to being especially common, pride is also especially harmful to the Christian life because reliance on oneself blocks the reception of spiritual gifts God grants those who trust in Him (cf. James 4:6, 1 Peter 5:5).  Unfortunately, the intellectual life can be conducive to the development of pride (and detrimental to the development of humility); humility in the life of the Catholic intellectual will be the focus of the next section.

II.  Humility and the Catholic Intellectual

The life of an intellectual can include frequent temptations to pride.  Those of us who consider ourselves intellectuals often like to think we’re smarter than (and therefore, perhaps, superior to) just about everyone else.  If our intellectual gifts are obvious enough, other people might start treating us as superior, too.  God calls us to be humble in spite of all the special treatment.  This section explores the virtue of humility as applied to the Catholic intellectual life.


As noted in section I, the virtue of humility includes acknowledgement of one’s defects, reverence for God, and esteem of others.  All three of these elements, then, must be included in the intellectual life of the humble person.  A proper understanding of the nature and source of our intellects and abilities enables us to develop the appropriate attitudes toward God, ourselves, and others.


As in all areas of our lives, humility in the intellectual life begins with reverence for God.  When we contemplate the infinity of God’s intellect, the boundlessness of His wisdom, we realize that our own intellect is remarkably feeble by comparison.  As God Himself said, his thoughts are as high above ours as the heavens are above the earth (Isaiah 55:9).  It isn’t terribly relevant that some parts of the earth are slightly higher than others; no part of the earth is anywhere near the heavens.  Similarly, if my IQ is a little above average for a human being, that’s trivial: it’s still nowhere near the infinity of God’s intelligence.  When we put our intellects in this perspective, it becomes clear that competition among intellectuals is pointless and feelings of superiority over non-intellectuals are misguided.  As Thomas a’Kempis said, “we have no reason to puff ourselves up because of any of our talents.”
  There is no need to look down upon others’ intellects; we should be looking up at God’s.  


Even as we contemplate the infinite difference between God’s intellect and our own, we realize that God created us in His image and that He has given us unique gifts and abilities.  I’m reminded of conservative talk radio host Rush Limbaugh’s claim that he has “talent on loan from God.”  While that remark may not be especially humble in its context (especially given his other usual comment to the effect that he’ll argue against liberals with half his brain tied behind his back “just to make it fair”), it’s true of all of us if understood properly.  All human beings have talents and abilities, and all of them owe those talents solely to God.  Recognition of our dependence on God’s gifts should rid us of excessive confidence in ourselves (pride) and encourage humble gratitude toward Him for all He has given us, including our intellectual abilities.  It should also encourage the third essential element of humility: esteem of others.  The humble intellectual recognizes that God has given others gifts—both intellectual and non-intellectual—that are just as valuable as his own.  He appreciates and reveres God’s work in others.  He recognizes that there are areas in which his neighbors’ gifts exceed his own, and he rejoices in the talents God has given them.


In many ways the development of humility, I suspect, works about the same way for the intellectual as for anyone else.  Throughout the centuries of Church history, great saints have discovered and developed numerous ways to progress in the virtues, including humility.  Since I have little to add to their efforts, I’ll focus chiefly on the traditional approaches of  prayer, fasting, and almsgiving, which are indispensable in the Christian life of virtue; and on the contemplation of God’s greatness and Jesus’ suffering.  


A first step to developing humility (or any other virtue) is prayer.  This prayer may take several different forms, the most obvious being a simple request for humility.  Since moral virtues, like theological ones, can be infused directly by God, that sort of request may be just what one needs to get started.  Other types of prayer may be very beneficial also.  For example, one can develop humility by confessing his sins through prayer after an examination of conscience.  He can increase his reverence for God through prayers of praise.  He can develop humble gratitude toward God by offering prayers of thanksgiving for the gifts He has bestowed.  One can also thank and praise God for the gifts apparent in other people, which can develop the part of humility consisting of esteem for others.  Together, all of these types of prayer may serve to increase one’s humility significantly.


Because the acts fasting and almsgiving both include an important element of sacrifice, I’ll treat them together.  Both acts develop a Christian’s spiritual discipline, which is helpful for the cultivation of any moral virtue.  They provide an opportunity to appreciate and express humble gratitude for God’s material and non-material blessings to a greater extent and to share those gifts with others, either directly (as through almsgiving) or indirectly (through offering one’s sacrifice for others’ benefit).  The university setting provides a special opportunity in these areas: we have many fellow students and teachers who can use our prayers, time, and small sacrifices.

Another important way that one might cultivate the virtue of humility is through contemplation.  This type of activity is especially suited to the intellectual life, although it’s really for everyone.  As mentioned above, contemplation of God’s infinite wisdom may help us put our own intellects into the proper perspective.  Contemplation of His perfect goodness may help us acknowledge our own imperfection and sinfulness.  Contemplation of His infinite power may help us recognize our dependence on Him for all we have.  

Contemplation of the humility and suffering of Christ, in addition to His perfect Divine nature, may help us greatly in the pursuit of humility.  Jesus humbled himself to become a human being—He came to us as a tiny, helpless baby.  He suffered an almost unfathomable amount of pain and humiliation for our sake.  Reflection on Jesus’ sacrifice should be enough to increase anyone’s humility.  We Catholics are fortunate to have structured techniques to help us reflect on that sacrifice, including the Stations of the Cross and the Sorrowful Mysteries of the Rosary.  Frequent and prayerful use of these tools to contemplate Christ’s sacrifice is a great help in the development of humility.


As Thomas Aquinas pointed out, humility does not preclude the pursuit of great things.  God gives us gifts in the hope that we’ll use them in worthy ways, and He says that “of him to whom much is given, much is expected” (Luke 12:48).  While the proud intellectual may do impressive things with his talents, he uses them for his own glory and credits himself with his accomplishments.  The humble intellectual credits God for his talent and attempts great things only through trust in Him.  He strives to use his abilities only in ways that bring glory to God.  The remainder of this section will look at a few general ways in which the humble Catholic intellectual can use his gifts for God’s glory.


The first step an intellectual might take toward using his intellect for God’s glory is that of seeking true wisdom rather than mere knowledge.  Thomas a’Kempis speaks eloquently about the difference between wisdom and knowledge in The Imitation of Christ:

Each of us has a natural curiosity about the world we live in.  But we need to ask ourselves what our knowledge is worth if we do not know our true relationship to the Creator.  It is clear that the lowly peasant who lives as a child of God is more to be admired than the learned astronomer who can plot the movements of the stars but who completely neglects his spiritual life.

If a man knows himself well and truly, he sees and admits his weaknesses and faults; and he does not glory in any praise that others may give him.  So I must consider, for example, that if I am very learned but not charitable, my knowledge will be of precious little use to me when I come to stand before God who will judge my life.

It is possible to desire to know too much; in that desire lie many idle distractions and much foolishness.  Some persons are learned and enjoy displaying their knowledge so that they will be thought wise.  There are many things we each could know, but would bring us no spiritual benefit.  It is simply not wisdom to be distracted by anything that does not assist our spiritual progress.

Thomas Aquinas expresses similar views on seeking knowledge.  While he acknowledges that knowing the truth is itself good, he points out that one can seek knowledge immoderately.  The moderate truth-seeker has the virtue of studiousness: appropriate desire and study in the pursuit of knowledge.
  The immoderate truth-seeker has the vice of curiosity, which can include seeking knowledge for the purpose of taking pride in it, studying less important things at the expense of things one is obligated to know, and studying creatures without referring the knowledge gained to knowledge of God.
  An intellectual can glorify God through appropriate studiousness; curiosity fails to bring glory to God in that it detracts from humility and from holiness in general.


In addition to acquiring the virtues of wisdom and studiousness and avoiding the vice of curiosity, the intellectual who wishes to use his gifts for God’s glory must combat the vice of sloth.  Spiritual and intellectual laziness keep one from using his God-given gifts to their fullest potential.  


The humble intellectual, knowing that he can do nothing without God’s help, seeks His guidance and assistance in pursuing and sharing spiritually valuable truths.  I’m told that Pope John Paul II sought God’s guidance in a very concrete way: he did all of his writing in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament.  That sounds like an excellent idea, although it may be less practical for laypeople than for clergy.  Still, those who work at Catholic universities typically can at least do much of their thinking in the same room as the Eucharist.  Even a simple prayer for guidance before study or writing may be very beneficial.


With God’s help and guidance, the humble Catholic intellectual may come to understand important truths that are relevant to the lives of others.  He may come to a fuller understanding of Church teaching, the moral life, or of other spiritually valuable truths accessible through reason and human experience.  He must again seek God’s guidance in determining when and how to share the truths he has discovered.  Although God’s guidance must be sought in every case, here are two general suggestions:

1. Share your intellectual work only when you have something important to offer others: something that may improve their understanding of God, themselves, or the moral life, for example.  

2. If your work will likely be of significant benefit to others, consider presenting it in non-academic settings (like church or community groups) in addition to academic ones.

My suggestions are not sufficient for a humble intellectual life, of course, and they may not even be necessary, but perhaps (along with the earlier and more traditional ones) they’re a start.

� In his later works including Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Beyond Good and Evil, A Genealogy of Morals, and the unfinished Will to Power.


� Nicomachean Ethics IV.3.  Aristotle says that the humble man “robs himself of what he deserves” and “seems also not to know himself.”


� For recent examples of such a project, see Jay Newman, “Humility and Self-Realization,” Journal of Value Inquiry 16 (1982), 275-285; or Norvin Richards, “Is Humility a Virtue?” American Philosophical Quarterly 25 (1988): 253-259.
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