
LETTER VII 
The Chariot, Arcanum of Mastership 

Spiritual Exercise: Humility and Kenosis 

“Pride” and “vaingloriousness”, the traditional names which one gives to it, 
do not suffice to characterise it in an adequate way. It is more than this. It is, 
rather, a kind of mystical megalomania, where one deifies the regulating 
centre of one’s own being, one’s ego, and where one sees the divine only 
within oneself and becomes blind to the divine above and outside of oneself. 
The “higher Self” is then experienced as the supreme and unique Self of the 
world, although it is only higher in relation to the ordinary, empirical self, and 
it is far from the supreme and unique being…far from being God, in other 
words. (page 152) 

Worship and work constitute the only curative as well as prophylactic 
remedy that I know against megalomaniacal illusions. (page 161) 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in 
the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in 
human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and 
became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross.(Philippians 
2:5-8) 

Humility is a dangerous concept, and any spiritual exercise anchored in humility 
must be carefully understood — so that we do not distort it into a kind of spiritual 
masochism. 

Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines humility as “the quality or state of 
being humble” which takes us back to humble, defined as “not proud or haughty: 
not arrogant or assertive” and “reflecting, expressing, or offered in a spirit of 
deference or submission.” It goes on to add “insignificant” and “unpretentious” to 
the mix.  

If humility is understood primarily by what it is not — not proud, not haughty — 
then right away we are in trouble. It seems that our secular culture equates humility 
with having low self-esteem, or being a doormat. An added problem is how this 
concept gets filtered through sexist assumptions: so that the traditional “feminine 
ideal” is to be submissive, compliant and subservient, compared to the traditional 
“masculine ideal” of aggressiveness, competition, and domination. This toxic 



understanding of gender equates humility with (traditional) femininity, making 
humility a “required” virtue for women, but completely “optional” for men. 

What is missing in all of this? A spiritual understanding of humility, as a positive 
virtue in its own right, appropriate for people of all genders and having nothing to 
do with the power dynamics of dominance and submission. 

So before I say anything else: the spiritual exercise associated with the Chariot is 
designed to cultivate this positive, spiritual humility, not the humility of submission 
or abnegation. 

What, then, does positive humility look like? To answer this question, we can 
consider a helpful definition of spiritual humility, as well as an conversation I had 
with a monk about humility a number of years ago. 

First, the conversation. When I was writing The Big Book of Christian Mysticism, I 
often turned to my friends the Trappist monks of Conyers, GA for insight, 
encouragement and advice. At one point, fairly early on in the process of writing 
the book, I was struck with the notion that it was presumptuous for me, a mere 
layperson with no advanced degree in theology or church history or even 
spirituality, to write a book on this topic. So I took this concern to my mentor, a 
gruff old Sicilian monk named Father Anthony. 

“Father Anthony, am I violating humility by daring to write this book?” I asked him. 

He didn’t miss a beat. He asked me a simple question. “Are you a good writer?” 

“I think so, at least I hope so.” 

“If you’re a good writer, then you should write the book.” With that he turned away, 
the conversation was over. 

Now more than a dozen years later, I recognize that he never directly answered my 
question. But he did indirectly answer it. By getting me to take a stand on whether I 
had a skill that would be necessary to write the book, he taught me something 
important about humility. Humility is not about being inferior — or even thinking 
you’re inferior. In fact, in this exchange, the monk wanted something else: he 
wanted the truth — or at least, honesty. In fact, it is not my place to say whether or 
not I am a good writer; that is for editors, readers and critics to decide. But if I 
believe that I have been given the ability to write well (whether through natural 
aptitude or acquired skill), then I have a spiritual obligation to use that gift to the 
best of my ability. To believe that I am a good writer, but then not to write because 



of my “humility” would actually be an inverted form of pride — and also an 
example of “burying one’s talent.” 

To my monastic friend, humility was primarily a matter of truth and honesty. If I 
said I was the best writer that ever lived, I would be lying — even if I truly believed 
it myself, then I would be lying to myself. A Shakespeare or Milton or even a 
Thomas Merton only comes along once in a generation or so. But conversely, if I 
insisted that my writing was “no good” when in truth I loved to write and 
continually tried to become a better writer, that would also be a violation of 
honesty. 

By being honest with Father Anthony — that I wanted and hoped to be a good 
writer, and wanted to use my abilities as a writer in the service of God (by writing 
about mysticism), he responded by encouraging me to write — even though others 
might dismiss me for my presumption. 

If humility is about honesty, then it is neither pride (which is an artificial inflation) 
nor abnegation (the inverse of pride, an artificial “deflation”). To say “I’m just a 
worm” is abnegation; to say “I’m the best ever” is pride. But to say “I’m trying my 
best and I’m working hard to improve and people have told me I’m pretty good” 
falls within the bounds of humility — even though it does not line up with the 
dictionary definition of “deference or submission.” 

My second point about humility comes from a definition that I first found online; 
like so many online soundbytes, it is badly attributed: I’ve seen it attributed to C.S. 
Lewis, but nowhere in Lewis’ work can this particular definition be found. So I’m 
afraid I don’t know who said it first. But whoever did, certainly said something 
worth remembering: 

Humility is not thinking less of yourself, it’s thinking of yourself less. 

Humility, therefore, is a type of freedom: freedom from the prison of self-
involvement or self-obsession. It recognizes that a fixed opinion of the self, whether 
positive or negative, can be an entrapment. It finds freedom not in self-
centeredness, but in relationship and compassionate care for others. 

Which leads to our author’s brilliant observation (and the basis of this Letter’s 
exercise): pride, inflation, vainglory, are all ways of describing a megalomania in 
which the self is caught up in “deifying” the self, and the self alone. The problem 
with megalomania is not finding the divine within, but rather the cognitive error of 
thinking the divine is only within. Megalomania simultaneously weaves together an 
obsession with the self with a rejection of the transcendence and omnipresence of 
the true divine. 



Humility, therefore is a free recognition that the divine presence is everywhere: and 
that every sentient being has as much a claim on divinity as one’s own individual 
self does. I become humble by thinking of myself less, precisely because I am 
learning to find the divine presence not just in myself, but in all beings — as well as 
beyond all beings. Likewise, humility is related to truth and honesty because it is in 
being truthful and honest with others that I am freed from the prison of excessive 
self-involvement. But this candor must be all-encompassing: it entails being truthful 
about my limitations, weaknesses and vulnerabilities and also being truthful about 
my strengths, gifts and abilities. Only in being honest about all am I free, and only 
in that freedom can I be truly humble. 

g 
The exercise associated with Arcanum VII, the Chariot, is simple. It is an exercising 
for cultivating humility, by cultivating interior freedom, honesty, and kenosis. 
Kenosis is a Greek word meaning “emptying” — it comes from Philippians 2, 
where it is used in reference to the incarnation of Christ, who “emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.” Christ empties himself of 
his divine attributes when he takes on the form of an impoverished human. By 
doing this, he makes himself available to relate to all human beings from a place of 
vulnerability and fragility — “obedient to the point of death, even death on a 
cross.”  

Unlike Christ, you and I are not tasked with divesting ourselves of our divinity as 
uncreated persons in the Holy Trinity. We may be created in the image and likeness 



of God, but the point is, we are creatures: created beings. Therefore, the kenosis 
required of us is to empty ourselves of any claim to special divinity or special 
status, that might be associated with anyone who considers themself more 
“important” than others. 

To perform this exercise, combine a process of lectio divina with Philippians 2:5-8 
with time for silent prayer, such as Centering Prayer. Enter into the silence with the 
intention of entering in to the human task of kenosis — of emptying yourself of any 
special claim to divinity or status. You are a creature, you are a person with great 
gifts but also creaturely limitations. It is not your task to focus on either your 
strengths or your weaknesses, but simply to be truthful about both, about the 
totality of who you are. When you perform this exercise, you may consider 
including an intention to cultivate true spiritual humility: a humility based not in 
the absence of something (like pride) but rather in the presence of truth, honesty, 
self-forgetfulness and freedom. Cultivate this humility not by denying your own gifts 
but by recognizing that all beings have gifts in their own way, that the blessings of 
being created in the image and likeness of God that you carry within you are 
shared by others, by all others. 

Meditate on kenosis. Empty your heart and mind gently of obsessive thoughts and 
distracting images and feelings, gently laying it all aside so that you can rest in the 
silence of divine love. Allow yourself to be imperfect and limited, but also allow 
yourself to be radiant with the divine image and the unique gifts that this brings to 
you. Give yourself to others in appropriate and life-serving ways, and do so in both 
truth and freedom. Without trying, you can receive the gift of unselfconsciousness, 
and in that self-forgetful place, your divine humility will be born and nurtured.


