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Walking	Humbly	with	God	
	
INTRO	to	SCRIPTURE	
	
This	summer	we’ve	been	hearing	from	the	
letter	of	James,	which	encourages	us	to	
Walk	the	Talk,	and	Talk	the	Walk,	as	we	love	
our	neighbors	as	ourselves.		In	today’s	
passage,	we	are	reminded	that	in	all	things	
we	are	to	walk	humbly	with	God.			
	
	
SERMON	
	
This	passage	feels	like	it’s	all	over	the	place	
as	it	expresses	the	real	turmoil	we	
experience	when	we	are	torn	in	different	
directions:	
-cravings	versus	callings	
-the	“real”	world	versus	spiritual	values	
-the	threats	of	empire	versus	the	demands	
of	conscience.		
-if	you	will,	a	devil	on	one	shoulder	and	an	
angel	on	the	other.			
	
C.S.	Lewis,	20th	century	Christian	author,	
used	this	devil	image	in	his	book	Screwtape	
Letters,	in	which	an	experienced	Demon	
Screwtape	is	training	his	nephew,	
Wormwood,	a	junior	tempter.			In	one	of	
the	letters	Screwtape	writes:	
	
When	(God)	talks	of	their	losing	their	selves,	
(God)	means	only	abandoning	the	clamor	of	
self-will	(we	might	say	ego);	once	they	have	
done	that,	(God)	really	gives	them	back	all	
their	personality,	and	boasts	(I	am	afraid,	
sincerely)	that	when	they	are	wholly	(God’s)	
they	will	be	more	themselves	than	ever.	

	
	
 
We	could	also	say	that	when	we	are	more	
wholly	ourselves	then	we	are	more	wholly	
God’s,	for	the	self	we	are	is	a	gift.		Yet,	it’s	
far	from	easy	to	be	wholly	ourselves.		There	
are	many	competing	voices	on	our	
shoulders	and	in	our	psyche’s:		
parents	and	peers	
friends	and	fears	
bosses	and	banks	
tempters	and	tanks.	
	
In	the	cacophony,	it’s	not	easy	to	hear	one’s	
own	soul.		We	live	in	a	culture	that	
encourages	us	to	look	outside	ourselves,	
thinking	we	can	have	it	all	and	be	anything	
we	want	to	be.		That	sounds	a	bit	like	
Screwtape.		That	kind	of	thinking	keeps	us	
distracted	and	often	flying	off	in	all	
directions.		It	encourages	us	to	focus	on	
what	we	can	do	rather	than	looking	inward	
at	who	we	are	and	whose	we	are.			
	
To	walk	humbly	with	God	means	to	be	
grounded	–		humble	and	humus	come	from	
the	same	root	-		to	be	grounded	in	the	
reality	of	who	I	am.			What	if	we	helped	
young	people	to	recognize	their	deepest	
blessings,	and	the	burdens	that	come	with	
them,	and	helped	them	to	live	wholly	into	
their	true	selves.		The	world	would	be	a	
different	place.		As	writer	Frederick	
Buechner	put	it	-	vocation	is	the	place	
where	your	deep	gladness	meets	the	world’s	
deep	need.											
		



Figuring	that	out	is	a	life	long	journey,	
calling	us	to	deepen	the	spiritual	practice	of	
discernment.		It	is	often	such	hard	work	
that	we	wish	for	a	hotline	to	heaven.		Some	
of	you	may	remember	a	song	by	Manhattan	
Transfer	called	Operator.		It	conveys	our	
longing	to	have	a	direct	connection	to	God.	
	
Operator	
Give	me	information	
Information	
Give	me	long	distance	
Long	distance	
Give	me	heaven...	
	
Give	me	Jesus	on	the	line…	
I'd	like	to	speak	to	a	friend	of	mine	
Oh	prayer	is	the	number	
Faith	is	the	exchange	
Heaven	is	the	street	
And	Jesus	is	his	name	
Operator	
Information	
Please	give	me	Jesus	on	the	line…	
	
I’m	calling	from	my	heart.	
	
Indeed,	we	call	from	our	hearts.		Then	we	
wait	and	listen	for	a	clear	connection.		Here 
at First Parish, we have a Discernment 
Team, who helps people exploring 
ordination. This Team has met with 5 people 
over the last five years.  It is very 
meaningful work.  Lay people on the team 
have sometimes said, “Others of us could 
use a team like this.”  I’ve also had other 
people in the congregation suggest the same 
thing.  So, I’ve been pondering how we 
might do that. 
	
Then this week, I had an unexpected call 
from Boston University wondering if we 
would be a congregation interested in 
developing ministries that would help 
people to explore their vocation or calling.  I 

might put it this way – to help people on 
their journey to be more wholly themselves 
and more wholly with God.  Someone had 
recommended us to the person who called.  I 
told him we would be interested.  I’ll keep 
you posted. 
 
When considering practices of discernment, 
I often turn to the Quakers, who have a long-
standing tradition of intentional discernment 
for all people.  Parker Palmer, a Quaker 
teacher and writer, tells of one of his 
experiences with discernment in Let Your 
Life Speak:  Listening for the Voice of 
Vocation.   
 
While Parker was working as dean at Pendle 
Hill, a Quaker retreat and education center, 
Parker was offered the opportunity to 
become the president of another small 
educational institution.  Even though he was 
sure this was the job for him, he called 
together some trusted friends for a 
“clearness committee.”  This is a 
discernment practice in Quaker community.  
The group asks honest, open questions to 
help the person reveal their own inner truth.  
Palmer acknowledges that in retrospect he 
realizes that he called the committee not 
really for discernment but because he was 
proud of the offer.  The struggle between 
ego and soul can be intense. 
 
The beginning questions, about his overall 
vision and plans for the job, Parker found 
interesting and exciting.  Then someone 
asked a question that sounded easy but 
turned out to be anything but.  The question 
was “What would you like most about being 
a president?”  This one stopped his glib 
tongue.  He sat quietly for a while, then 
began tentatively to answer.  Well, I would 
not like having to… 
 
After he had given several comments about 
what he would not like, the person who had 



originally posed the question gently but 
firmly interrupted.  May I remind you that I 
asked what you would most like?  Parker 
responded, Yes, Yes, I’m working my way 
toward an answer. Then he continued with 
his litany of what he wouldn’t like.   
 
Once again, the questioner drew him back to 
the original question.  Finally, Parker gave 
the only answer that came to him, barely 
speaking for he was embarrassed by the 
answer.  I guess what I’d like most is getting 
my picture in the paper with the word 
president under it.  Everyone was very quiet 
for a long time. They were well experienced 
in this practice and knew that although the 
answer was laughable Parker’s soul was at 
stake, as he put it.  He had taken a great risk 
to say what was in his heart 
 
After a long silence, the original questioner 
asked a different question that indeed 
cracked them all up and as Parker says 
cracked him open. Parker, can you think of 
an easier way to get your picture in the 
paper?  After this conversation, Parker 
turned down the job.  (pg. 44-46)   What a 
blessing to have trusted and faithful friends 
like that! 
 
As we move into our silence today I invite 
you to reflect on this question – 
 
What do you most like about being you? 
 


