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    GIFTS OF THE DARK WOOD 
     5) The Gift of Disappearing 
 
Rev. Ron Dunn                April 2, 2017 
 

Our Lenten journey has taken us, over the past several weeks, into the “dark wood” gifts of 
uncertainty and emptiness.  Last week, Luke spoke of the gift of being “thunderstruck,” of 
discovering our sense of identity and calling in those moments when God’s will and way is 
made clear to us.  This morning, our dark wood focus is placed on the gift of disappearing.  
Rest assured that I realize that this is a gift that will need a bit of an explanation. 

Author Eric Elnes lifts this word from a poem by David Whyte, entitled, “Tobar Phadraic,” 
meaning Patrick’s Well.  In this poem he describes the practice of a magical beings who lived 
in Ireland before the arrival of human beings.  With the coming of human beings, these 
humble beings found them to be coarse and barbaric.  But rather than oppose them, they 
chose, instead, to “turn sideways into the light and disappear.” 

This poetic reference to disappearing then, is a way of illustrating the choice of not allowing 
yourself to think too little or too much of yourself.  To disappear essentially means choosing 
not to give into the inclination to pride, on the one hand, or shame on the other.  To disappear 
is to maintain the delicate balance that enables one to see themselves as they truly are with all 
of their strengths and all of their weaknesses.   And that, of course, is something that most of 
us find very difficult to do.  Often, we tend to tip the balance in favor of one or the other. 

 

For some, it is their sense of pride that gets the best of them.  They are so filled with 
themselves, so taken with their gifts and abilities that they cannot help but let others know 
about it.  They are so sure of themselves that they have little room for the opinions of others 
or little need for the love of God.  They are, they believe, completely self-sufficient and 
independent of any other. 

It may be helpful to remember that the sin of Adam and Eve in the Creation story is really the 
sin of pride, of daring to defy God by assuming God’s place of importance.  The choice to eat of 
the fruit of good and evil was an unvarnished attempt to play the part of God.  We don’t have 
to look very far in our own time and place to see the examples of those who would do the 
same.  Indeed, it might even be possible to suggest that it is human pride that lies at the center 
of all that divides us—internationally, nationally and locally.  Whenever pride is in the mix, 
there is the great likelihood that there will be an escalation of jealousy, competition and 
conflict. 

We remember Muhammad Ali as one of America’s great treasures.  We remember him for the 
graciousness and humility of his later years and yet, Ali was also known for his brash self-
confidence—especially during his boxing career. 
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It was at the height of Ali’s career that he boarded a plane and when the flight attendant 
asked him to buckle his seatbelt, he resisted her request.  “Superman don’t need no seat 
belt,” Ali informed her.  The flight attendant, however, was undeterred.  Without missing 
a beat she looked down at him and said, “Superman don’t need no airplane, either.”  Ali 
knew that he had met his match.  He proceeded to swallow his pride and buckled up. 
 
 Pride is a problem—a huge problem, but there is more to this problem than pride.  
There is also the problem of shame.  If pride is the problem of thinking too much of 
ourselves, shame is the problem of thinking too little of ourselves.  Shame seeks 
to convince us that not only are we worthless, but that we are also helpless to do 
anything about it.  Shame is the sentence that prevents us from discovering our 
worth and value as human beings. 
 
Carl Jung once observed that, “Shame is a soul eating emotion.”  And indeed it is.  
Shame, in its own way, can be just as destructive as pride. 
 
It’s interesting to note that after the pride of Adam and Eve caused them to eat the 
forbidden fruit, we are told that their eyes were opened and they knew that they were 
naked.  And in their nakedness, they experienced a shame that caused them to cover 
themselves.  So there it is—in the story of creation—the presence of pride and shame as 
an inescapable part of the human condition. 
  
In our lesson from the Gospel of Luke, we find both of the elements of shame and pride 
on full display.  Jesus is attending the dinner party of member of the Pharisees whose 
name was Simon.  Suddenly, unexpectedly, a woman whose appearance made it clear 
that she was not on the guest list, crashed the party and made quite a scene.   
 Luke tells us that her tears bathed his feet and she then dried them with her hair before 
anointing them with the ointment that she had brought with her in a jar. 
 
Suffice it to say that it was a rather awkward moment, one that was particularly 
embarrassing to Simon, the host.  He quickly concluded to himself that Jesus must not be 
much of a prophet because he couldn’t even recognize that this woman was clearly a 
sinner—that is, one who was unclean and therefore, unworthy of his attention.  Jesus 
could sense Simon’s discomfort and did not miss the opportunity to speak to it.  He 
begins by telling a brief little story about a creditor who had two debtors.  One owed 
him a large sum and the other, a relatively small amount.  Noting that neither one of 
them could afford to pay him, he decided to cancel the debt of both. 
 
Which one, Jesus asked Simon, will love him more?  Simon replied with the obvious:  The 
one who had the greater debt.  After affirming that he had given the correct answer, Jesus 
proceeds to make his point—one that Simon, no doubt, was not prepared to hear.  Jesus 
points out that this woman—a sinner in the eyes of Simon—has been the only one to truly 
welcome him.  Whereas Simon did not welcome Jesus in the traditional manner—with no 
water to wash his feet, no kiss to greet him and no oil to anoint his head, the woman 
bathed his feet with her tears and dried them with her hair.  She has kissed them and then 
anointed them with oil.  In other words, she welcomed him in a way that the host had not. 
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Jesus then goes on to acknowledge that while this woman was indeed, a sinner, she has 
shown great love and therefore, has been forgiven for her sins.  And then, he offers the line 
that must have cut Simon to the heart:  “The one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.” 
 
While there are many ways of dissecting this passage, I would like to suggest that we see it 
as a study in contrast between the pride of Simon, the Pharisee and the shame of this 
unnamed woman.  Simon’s pride had prevented him from being a gracious host.  He was, 
no doubt, so consumed with the party crashing woman that he had forgotten his manners.   
 
Yet, it was the woman’s shame prevented her from realizing her own value and worth.  
Her sense of her own sin and brokenness was so great that she failed to believe that she 
was worthy of anyone’s love, let alone God’s love. 
 
In this brief story, we can clearly see the opposite ends of the spectrum that spans 
the human condition.  On the one end is the pride that leads to arrogance and self-
sufficiency.  On the other end is the shame that leads to self-abhorrence and self-
rejection.  Both are destructive.  And, for that reason, Jesus challenged both the 
pride of Simon and the shame of the woman.   
 
In his chapter on the Gift of Disappearing, Eric Elnes suggests that it is the practice of 
humility that enables us to disappear as we walk the narrow road between pride and 
shame.  Humility, he suggests, is the essential answer to the problem of pride and shame. 
 
While some might be tempted to interpret humility as “self-debasement” before others, it 
really is nothing of the kind.  The choice to be humble, to disappear before our ego’s desire 
to promote ourselves or prove ourselves or defend ourselves.  Humility reminds us that our 
identity is not to be found in self-promotion or self-rejection.  It is to be found in our 
fundamental God connection.  When we find our true identity in the embrace of God’s love, 
the path between pride and shame becomes clear to us. 
 
There is no better example of this in the Bible than that of Moses.  Moses is described in the 
Book of Numbers as being meek!  Certainly, that is not the perception that many have of this 
bold and decisive leader of the Israelites.  After all, Moses confronted Pharaoh—not once, but 
ten times!  Moses boldly led his people through the pulled back water of the Red Sea!  And 
Moses called his people on the carpet when they were unfaithful to God…which happened to be 
often!   Moses as meek?  Moses as humble?  Really? 
 
Yes, really.   It is important to remember that when God called Moses at the burning bush, 
Moses was living under a cloud of shame.  He had killed an Egyptian guard and had fled in 
fear of his life.  He was living in exile in a strange land, tending the sheep of his father-in-law. 
Not only that, but he didn’t believe that he was capable of fulfilling God’s call.  He couldn’t 
speak well and he couldn’t lead well.  Yet, God promised that God would be with Moses and 
Moses was willing to place his trust in that promise.  He let go of his shame and step forward 
to lead.  But his problems were not over.  In his leadership, he sometimes allowed his pride 



4 
 

to get the best of him and he experienced great frustration, failure and humiliation.  
Ultimately, he was not permitted to enter into the Promised Land. 
 
But, through it all, the ups and the downs, his pride and his shame, God was at work fashioning 
the leader that God needed to liberate the people of Israel from their slavery.  Moses 
discovered the balance point between pride and shame that enabled him to lead boldly and 
powerfully in great humility.  Moses was indeed humble in the true sense of the word. 
 
C.S. Lewis defines the meaning of humility this way: “Humility is not thinking less of 
yourself.  It is thinking of yourself less.” 
 
I wish for you and for me the Gift of Disappearing…the Gift of Humility that enables us to not 
to think less of ourselves, but to think of ourselves less…the Gift that enables us to find the 
narrow path that leads between pride and shame…the Gift that enables us to be fully open 
to the ways in which God will use us as instruments of peace and grace and love and justice. 
 
May we discover what it truly means to “walk humbly with our God.” 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


