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Rediscover the Lost Virtue of the Desert

My daughter, son-in-law, and two grandchildren were sitting around 
the kitchen table for dinner. Once the meal was done, my daughter 
looked at her children and asked, “What are you particularly good at 
doing? In other words, what gifts do you think God has given to you 
so you can help others?”

My granddaughters love these types of questions and launched 
into sharing a pretty full list of what modern positive psychology 
would call “signature strengths.” After hearing this recitation by both 
of them, my son-in-law asked, “Well, what about humility? Neither 
of you mentioned that.” To which my youngest granddaughter, Emi-
ly, immediately asked, “What’s humility?”

My son-in-law is not so young that the Internet is his only source 
of information, so he said in reply, “Well, get the dictionary, and let’s 
look it up.”

In response, the youngest scurried to find the dictionary, grabbed 
hold of it, and handed it to her dad. He found the entry for “humili-
ty,” read the definition out loud, and then asked, “Well, what person 
comes to mind when you hear this description?” Both of them and 
their mother immediately responded with great enthusiasm, “Mom-
Mom!” referring to my wife. My son-in-law then asked, “Well, what 
about Pop-Pop?” to which they all shook their heads from side to side 
and said, “No, not Pop-Pop!”



 Rediscover the Lost Virtue of the Desert 11

No matter how much we may value the spiritual life, the virtue 
of humility is an elusive one—especially for Pop-Pop! Yet we must 
all seek it every day because it is the very “soil” in which personal 
spiritual formation grows. Without humility, response to God’s call 
is nearly impossible. Without it we will not be able to take our place 
in the world while not being of the world. Yet, despite this reality, 
humility is in short supply today.

As we look around the world—and even the Church—we rarely 
see the face of humility. That is one of the reasons why I suspect that 
the choice of Pope Francis was such a particular cause for joy among 
so many Catholics, whether they called themselves conservative, 
middle-of-the-road, or liberal. True ordinariness is tangible holiness, 
and we experience this holiness for ourselves when we encounter the 
spirit of humility in another person or, without labeling it as such, in 
ourselves.

The reason that humility is also at the heart of the spiritual jour-
ney is as follows:

When you take knowledge and you add humility, you get wisdom. And 
when you add that wisdom to compassion, you get love, and God is 
love.

Knowing this, though, is only part of the challenge since humility 
cannot be sought directly. To do so would paradoxically be an act 
of pride and egoism. Humility is a grace freely given to us by God. 
However, this doesn’t mean we should do nothing to enhance the soil 
in which humility can grow. For instance, here are some of the ways 
we can welcome and respect this gift:

 • Recognize times when we compare ourselves favorably—or un-
favorably, for that matter—with others; when we don’t over- or 
underestimate ourselves, life is much more pleasant. A fruit of 
humility is the ability to recognize both our gifts and our growing 
edges with a sense of equanimity.

 • Appreciate how much others have played in our successes—no 
matter how hard we also may have worked; no achievement is 
obtained by one person in a vacuum.



12 Part I: Twenty Lessons in Personal Inner Formation

 • Notice when we draw attention to ourselves and our accomplish-
ments and possessions, not as a celebration of gratitude for the 
blessings received, but as a sign of our own superiority.

 • Avoid, or catch ourselves when we are tempted to use, sarcasm or 
humor at the expense of others.

These are but a number of simple steps to keep us aware of the 
need to see ourselves and our lives totally, clearly, and gratefully. 
Humility is certainly the spiritual ingredient that makes life so much 
more tasty and easy to live without a sense of distress. It is also tied to 
the psychological ability to have sound self-esteem because it helps 
us avoid the dangers and distortion of overconfidence on the one hand 
and inordinate self-doubt on the other. Humility clears the lens in 
which we view ourselves and allows us to enjoy the gifts we have 
been given and to share them freely, not being concerned about their 
limits. Instead, we do what we can, enjoy what we have been given, 
and let God take care of the rest.


