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The Greatest Virtue – Timothy Boniface 

 

WELCOME                                                                           LWA name   

Good morning and welcome to the Towson Unitarian Universalist Church.  

I am Timothy Boniface, a member of the Lay Worship Committee.   

The committee plans and delivers services while our Reverend Clare Petersberger  

is away from the pulpit for the summer.  

On behalf of Rev Clare, I would like to extend a welcome to any newcomers or visitors that have come today.   

We hope for everyone to remain after the service and extend hospitality to our guests over coffee and snacks. 

Our worship theme for the summer is Creative Connections.   

Today we will be exploring the creative connections we establish  

through our inner reflections of the virtue of humility.   

May this be a humbling, but not humiliating experience.   

Let us begin service with a reading of the church covenant and lighting of the chalice. 

 

COVENANT 

Please join me for a unison reading of the church covenant, as printed in the Order of Service. 
Love is the doctrine of this church, 

The quest of truth is its sacrament and service is its prayer. 

This is our great covenant: 

To dwell together in peace, to seek knowledge in freedom, 

To serve human need, to the end that all souls  

Shall grow in harmony with the divine. 

 

CHALICE LIGHTING    A Celtic Lorica           Maureen Killoran 
As we light our chalice, in affirmation of our free and independent search for spiritual truth,  

please join in join in a unison reading of the Celtic lorica printed in the Order of Service.   

Afterwards, you are invited to come forward to drop a pebble in water  

for a significant milestone another has passed, a millstone another has to bear,  

or a stepping stone another has offered to you.   

Please form two lines down the center aisle and return by the side aisle closest to your station. 

 
Spirit of all blessing, be with us in the ordinariness of our days. 
May hope’s light guard us and keep cynicism from our hearts. 
May the energy of laughter build endurance for the dark times of our lives. 
May creativity’s vision grant the possibility of seeing old relationships with new eyes. 
May the oil of healing keep us from anger’s hardness or despair. 
May the mantle of humility give courage to admit when we are wrong. 
May compassion’s loom weave in us the discipline to forgive. 
May patience help us bear in mind that ours is not the only scale of time. 
May the flame of justice be a beacon for the choices we must make. 
May peace be ever in us and sustain our stressful days. 
Spirit of all blessing, be with us in the ordinariness of our days. 
  

PRELUDE    Gymnopedie No. 1   Eric Satie 

 

STORY     The Romance of Narcissus 

In Ancient Greece, there was a hunter by the name of Narcissus.   

No one was as quick as Narcissus, as strong as Narcissus,  

as handsome as Narcissus, or could shoot as well as Gaston.. er I mean Narcissus.   



Just ask him, he’ll tell you himself.  Even if you don’t ask.  Or ask him not to.   

Every lady was smitten with Narcissus, or so he says.  One such lady actually WAS smitten with Narcissus. 

Her name was Echo.   

One day Narcissus went out into the woods for a grand hunt and Echo followed.   

Echo asked to help Narcissus in his hunt.   

Narcissus rejected her, “Do you really think I, the great hunter Narcissus, needs help from someone like you? 

Don’t insult me. Go away.”   

Slighted, but undeterred Echo followed Narcissus hidden from sight behind trees and brush.   

The afternoon passed and Narcissus had captured his fill of quail and rabbit.   

Echo emerged from her hiding spot and congratulated Narcissus.   

Narcissus smiled and said “Yes, well this was nothing for me.   

Thanks to my prowess, the town will have meat for weeks.”   

Echo decided that now was the best time to proclaim her love for Narcissus and poured her heart out to him. 

Narcissus’ face scrunched up and he sneered,  

“Someone as plain as you paired with someone as dashing and handsome as me?  

No, you are not worthy of the love of Narcissus.”   

Echo’s heart sank and she fled into the woods crying.   

Narcissus shrugged and went home.   

Later Nemesis, a priestess of the goddess Artemis, heard Echo’s sobbing and came to her aid.   

After bringing Echo to the temple of Artemis and comforting her, Nemesis asked what happened,  

but all Echo could do was repeat the words back: “Not worthy of the love of Narcissus.”   

Leaving Echo in the care of the temple, Nemesis sought out Narcissus at his manor.   

“Narcissus, Artemis wishes to reward you for your fine hunt today, “Nemesis said coolly and calculated,  

“Go to the lake in the woods surrounded by daffodils.   

Gaze into the water and Artemis will show you the face of your one true love.  

The only one who will love you more than you deserve.”   

Narcissus immediately ran to the lake and joyfully peered into the water.   

But the only face the water showed him was his own.   

And there Narcissus stayed transfixed, gazing amorously at his own reflection for all eternity. 

 

In affirmation of the spirit of loving kindness towards one another, please rise in body or spirit to sing hymn... 

HYMN #346    Come Sing a Song With Me 

 

MEDITATION     Help Us    Harry Meserve 

From arrogance, pompousness, and thinking ourselves more important than we are,  

May some saving sense of humor liberate us. 

For allowing ourselves to ridicule the faith of others, may we be forgiven. 

From making war and calling it justice,  

Indifference and calling it tolerance, pollution and calling it progress,  

May we be cured? 

For telling ourselves and others that evil is inevitable  

While good is impossible, may we stand corrected. 

Spirit of our mixed up, tragic, aspiring, doubting, and insurgent lives,  

Help us to be as good in our hearts [as] we have always wanted to be. 

 

INTERLUDE  The Swan    Camille Saint-Saens 

 

READING   The Lucky 10,000   Randall Munroe 

The comicstrip XKCD is an online gag series written by Randall Munroe.   



The strip follows a group of quirky intellectuals and the problems they give themselves.   

One noteworthy strip was called “The Lucky Ten Thousand”.   

In this strip, the character Cueball is explaining ignorance to his students, mathematically.   

He explains, “I try not to make fun of people for admitting they don’t know things.   

Because for each thing ‘Everyone knows’ by the time they are adults,  

every day there are, on average, 10,000 people in the United States hearing about it for the first time.   

You see if we assume that the percentage of people who have heard about a thing  

is 0% at birth and 100% at the age of 30.  

Using the median annual birthrate of 4 million people,  

then roughly 10,000 people per day are just hearing about this thing.   

Furthermore, if I make fun of people, I train them to be ashamed of these moments 

and not tell me when they happen.  Then we both miss out on the fun.”   

Later he runs into his friend Dr. Megan.   

As they talk, she offhandedly mentions that she never heard about the science experiment  

of combining breath mints and diet soda. 

Cueball gleefully grabs her hand and shouts  

“Oh man!  Come on, we’re going to the grocery store!   

Today, you’re one of the lucky ten thousand!” 

 

OFFERTORY   Gavotte: Sonata for Flute Op.1 #7 George Handel   

*pause* Just as Cueball gives the gift of shared learning to brighten the days of others, 

 we at TUUC also share our gifts.   

As part of our commitment to the wider world,  

a portion of all undesignated offertory donations are given back to the community, 

 to house the homeless, to heal the addicted, and to ensure the inherent worth and dignity of all life.   

Our morning offering will now be greatly given and received. 

  

SERMON              The Greatest Virtue 

Every religion has vices and virtues.   

They vary by the belief system, but one pairing that is shared among most religions  

is the vice of pride and the virtue of humility.   

The dichotomy between one’s self-importance and the importance of others.   

Now Pride should not be confused with self-esteem  

and Humility should not be confused with humiliation.     

Pride is holding one’s dignity and self-worth higher than others.   

Self-esteem is a healthy sense of respect for one’s own needs and worth.  

It is treating oneself with respect and dignity.   

Humiliation is a state of shame, self-loathing and depreciation.   

Humility is the virtue of holding the health and welfare of others in high regard.   

It is not thinking less of one’s self-worth, but rather regarding one’s self less. 

In Abrahamic religions, humility is one highest of the seven heavenly virtues, embodied by the prophets. 

Moses’ regard for the freedom and welfare of the Israelites,  

Jesus’ ministry to the infirm and sinners,  

and Muhammad’s dedication to a shared brotherhood between the Muslims and the pagans.   

As a religion of self-examination, Buddhism views humility as an essential spiritual practice  

and in the Buddhist scriptures of Tipitaka (tre-pit-ta-ka) it is proclaimed as one of life’s 38 blessings.   

While pride is a vice that burdens one’s achievement of spiritual enlightenment.   

Hinduism also sees humility as one of life’s blessings.   

The scriptures of Bhagvad Gita (Bag-ga-vaud Gee-ta) equate the struggle between pride and humility  



as a life-long war for self-mastery.  That the ego is the root of all suffering.   

Sikhism regards the goal of humanity as ending dualities, such as the ‘self’ and the ‘other’,  

as all bow before the divine equally, there ought be no hierarchy. 

So why do so many religions focus on humility as a virtue?   

Humility is a trait that can define many of our relationships and how we connect with one another,  

as well as an important trait for growing ourselves and growing as a society.   

An article in Psychology Today noted that humility was the most sought out trait by employers  

in determining who to promote, by employees in determining who to work under,  

and by people seeking friends and lovers.   

After all, who would you rather have as a friend?   

One that respects your needs as equal their own,  

or one that expects you to bend to their every whim?   

Who would you rather have as a loving partner?   

One that you can entrust with your fears and secrets, or one that judges you for them? 

Who would you rather have as a boss?  

One that helps you build your strengths and overcome weaknesses,  

or one that berates you for not meeting their standards?   

Much like Narcissus, when we act with Pride we not only alienate ourselves from others,  

but degrade others in a way that has a ripple effect on their relationships.   

Just as Cueball experienced in XKCD, humility has the equal and opposite effect of Pride.   

By spreading the joy of discovery,  

Cueball was able to not only deepen his connection with Megan and others,  

but bolster their intellectual curiosity and dissipate the shame of ignorance.   

But this ripple effect is not limited to interpersonal relations.   

Humility can also have very drastic impacts on the growth of society. 

Dr Peter Pronovost is the senior vice president for patient safety and quality at John’s Hopkins Hospital, 

On NPR’s Hidden Brain podcast, he discussed introducing a new catheter procedure  

that could save more lives annually than those lost by breast and prostate cancer.   

He was met with resistance from doctors and nurses.   

The resistance was not because of challenges of implementation, or the impact of the change.   

The procedure was just following a fairly simple procedural checklist.  

The resistance was due to pride.   

The procedure granted nurses authority to stop physicians for not following the checklist.   

The doctors rebuked, claiming that having a lower ranked medic question them  

in front of a patient made them and the hospital look incompetent.   

The nurses rebuked, claiming that stopping a doctor in the middle of a procedure,  

Would cause the doctor to berate and demoralize the nursing staff.   

So, Dr. Pronovost pulled all the medical staff into a conference room  

and said, “Do you agree that we do no harm to the patients?”   

They all responded, “Yes, of course we do no harm.”  

“Do you agree that the checklist is medical sound?”   

“Yes, of course it is.”   

“OK, let me be clear - doctors, you have permission to forget to use an item on the checklist.  

We're human. We're going to. But you don't have permission to needlessly put patients at risk.  

So if you forget, nurse or patient or anybody else WILL question you, and you will go back to fix it  

not because of power but because it's the right thing to do for patients.  

And nurses, please page me any time of day or night if you get your head bit off.”   

The checklist was implemented.   

Within three months, the hospital-acquired infection rate in the Intensive Care Unit dropped to zero.  



Within a year and a half, it was estimated that the procedure saved 1,500 lives  

and the death rate dropped by a third.  

Dr. Pronovost was never paged by a nurse about the procedure.   

By Dr Pronovost allowing the doctors and nurses to humble themselves, they were able to save lives.   

By becoming more humble, the hospital was able to stand corrected.  

To tell themselves that hospital-borne infections were not an inevitable evil.  

That good healthcare was not impossible.   

As a result lives were saved, and the infirm were healed. 

 

On a lesser, and more personal note, I play a lot of videogames, probably too many.   

Most of the games I play involve taking the role of heroes off to save princesses and helpless villagers,  

or thwart evil villains and avert world-shattering disasters.   

One videogame I played, called Ultima, followed a very different challenge. 

The goal of the game was to have your playable character achieve spiritual enlightenment.   

Now it wasn’t spiritual enlightenment in the sense of Buddhist nirvana, but taking very loose inspiration from it. 

The Venn Diagram on your Order of Service, shows the game’s 7 virtues,  

with spirituality in the center as the ultimate goal.  Hence, the name Ultima.   

To achieve Ultima, one needed their character to master the seven heavenly virtues,  

then pilgrim to a holy site to be approved by the temples dedicated to those virtues.  

But there was a caveat.  If an act was performed without humility, the act did not count.   

This is why humility on the Venn Diagram is the outermost circle.  It is a part of all virtue.   

So, if your pilgrim built a homeless shelter, but plastered their name and face on the front  

and insisted on a parade in their honor,  

then the Temple of Charity will reject them as a charitable person.   

That was one of the cornerstone lessons of the game.  The interplay of vice and virtue. 

How are your good deeds virtuous, if they’re all about you? 

 

What do you think constitutes humility?   

If you were a monk at Ultima’s Temple of Virtue,  

what qualities and behaviors would you recognize as humility in others? 

(Ask congregation.  Take feedback.  Fill in with below.) 

- Own up to our flaws and mistakes 

o Give sincere apologies 

o Request and accept assistance when you genuinely need it. 

 People are generally appreciative to help others. 

 People generally recognize the vulnerability of needing help. 

- Accept and give constructive criticism, tactfully. 

o For instance, Dr. Pronovost’s catheter procedure was only able to be implemented because he 

addressed the issue in a humble manner that respected the dignity and self-worth of the nurses, 

doctors, and patients.  By putting all three groups on equal footing, each group was able to put 

aside their Pride and recognize the needs of each other. 

- Be cognizant of non-verbal communication 

- Be inclusive.  Give agency to others 

o Accept and give praise, gracefully. 

 Dismissing praise given can come off as smugness.  Instead graciously accept it. 

o Request feedback and input from others, particularly from those that typically hold back. 

o Offer assistance to others, but accept their refusal 

 

 



How can we practice humility?  What can you do to exercise humility with yourself? 

- Random acts of kindness.   

o Anonymous donations and service to others. 

o Is it really charity if you have to have your name plastered all over it? 

- Be honest to our limitations and abilities 

o Know one’s limits and set controls to prevent oneself from overstepping them. 

o Put effort into overcoming your flaws 

- Be intellectual.  Don’t assume you know all the answers. 

o Learn something new. Share what you learn with others. 

o Ask others for new opinions and perspectives. 

o Embrace the lucky 10,000 

- Accept yourself as you are. 

o Stop measuring ourselves to others.  

 Comparison leads to judging people, and at some point seeing oneself as superior. 

 This can lead to prejudices, like racism, sexism, and nationalism. 

 Or as comedian Lewis C.K. puts it: “The only time you should look at your neighbor’s 

bowl is to make sure that THEY have enough.” 

o Complain less, rejoice more. 

 Complaining can be a cathartic release of stress, but complaining gives an implicit 

impression to others and even to ourselves of entitlement, that the world owes us more. 

 Rejoicing in what life has provided can strip away that sense of entitlement and build 

gratitude and empathy. Take in and reflect on the simple pleasures in life. A moments 

peace, a warm hug, a good meal.  Doing so, generates appreciation and an empathy for 

those that may rarely get such pleasures. 

- Consider how our decisions and actions impact others 

o When you talk about yourself, be sure to highlight the people that assisted or influenced you. 

o Turn the other cheek, i.e. respond to injury without malice or revenge.  Instead, act with 

patience and forgiveness. 

o Think of the people that will be impacted by you.  Think about how they may feel or react to your 

words and actions.  How would you feel and react if you were in their place? 

 

In affirmation of the world we can build through our shared humility, please rise in body or spirit to sing… 

HYMN #121    We’ll Build A Land 

 

CLOSING WORDS       Title/Source          Author           Reader Name 

   

Humility is vital virtue for our welfare and the welfare of society.   

As we go forth to coffee hour and head back into the community after,  

may we gain the knowledge and experiences of others and share ours with the lucky 10,000.   

May we stand up to our inner Narcissus and own up to our flaws and limitations.   

Go now in peace to embrace our humility and deepen our connections. 

 

GO NOW IN PEACE 


