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INTRODUCTION

Even a cursory reading of classical texts in the study of Christian spirituality 

reveals numerous mentions of humility, its value for the spiritual life, and ways 

in which it might be cultivated. In some traditions, such as the desert fathers 

and mothers, it is one of the crowning virtues of the ascetic life. One of the 

sayings of Abba Antony reads, “‘I saw the snares that the enemy spreads out 

over the world and I said groaning, ‘What can get through from such snares?’ 

Then I heard a voice saying to me, ‘Humility.’”1 Elsewhere, a saying attributed 

to Amma Theodora notes, “that neither asceticism, nor vigils nor any kind of 

suffering are able to save, only true humility can do that.”2 And Abba John 

places humility as the highest of the virtues: “Humility and the fear of God 

are above all virtues.”3 Humility is central to the desert ascetic tradition and, 

indeed, quite integral to Christian spiritual traditions more broadly.4 As Wendy 

Wright and Joseph Power note: “Humility as the primary human disposition 

that allows for the entry of God in the soul is central to the thought of Au-

gustine, Benedict, Bernard, Teresa, and innumerable other Christian spiritual 

writers.”5

Yet what is known about humility in contemporary understanding and 

practice? How might such ancient Christian spiritual traditions be bridged 

with current research on the topic of humility, which is increasingly the subject 

of empirical psychological study? This article first illustrates the significance 

of the topic of humility within Christian spirituality through brief discussions 

of humility in the writing of several significant authors, including Cassian, 

Benedict, Julian of Norwich, and Teresa of Avila. These key figures in the his-

tory of Christian spirituality, selected from among many possible writers who 

expound upon the virtue of humility, enable us to explore some features of 

classical discussions of humility. The discussion also provides an overview of 

some of the recent psychological research on humility that forms the backdrop 

to a contemporary empirical research project on humility, spirituality, and 

religious leadership being conducted jointly by a team of clinical psychologists 
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and theologians. This project includes a mixed-methods design and employs 

both a battery of quantitative measures of humility and a series of qualitative 

items that provide contextual information and phenomenological description 

of some of the unique understandings of humility across religious traditions. 

Also examined are challenges to humility identified by religious leaders, and 

spiritual and religious practices leaders use to cultivate or maintain humility.6 

This growing body of research on humility is studied in order to assess 

contributions to knowledge about humility as a feature of Christian spiritual-

ity and implications for practices such as spiritual formation, spiritual direc-

tion, and therapeutic intervention. The research also provides a way to reflect 

broadly upon the current state of the interdisciplinary character of spirituality 

studies. Despite the fact that the emergence of spirituality studies as an aca-

demic discipline has gone hand in hand with assertions of the highly interdis-

ciplinary nature of the field, there remains a kind of “siloing” of approaches 

to the study of spirituality. Theological and historical-contextual scholarship 

continues to dominate groups such as the Society for the Study of Christian 

Spirituality, while social scientific research on spirituality features more promi-

nently in conferences of organizations such as the Society for the Scientific 

Study of Religion, which feature multiple sessions on spirituality, or the Ameri-

can Psychological Association, which, includes a division in psychology, reli-

gion, and spirituality and publishes a related journal.7 Kristy Nabhan-Warren 

has described resistance to qualitative and quantitative methods among some 

spirituality scholars: “ . . . a qualitative ethnographic approach to the study 

of Christian spirituality – not to mention a mixed method of qualitative and 

quantitative research – is viewed with a bit of suspicion.”8 So too Norwegian 

practical theologian Tone Stangeland Kaufman has called for greater use of 

ethnographic methods in the study of Christian spirituality.9 This article aims 

in part to further explore possibilities of qualitative and quantitative research 

in spirituality, not in isolation from historical and theological approaches, but 

rather as a complementary and also fully interdisciplinary research approach 

in spirituality. The potential contributions, and limitations, of more empirical 

psychological approaches are explored in conversation with historical-theolog-

ical methodologies in the study of humility and spirituality. This research does 

not seek to advance one methodological approach over another, but rather to 

propose more robust interdisciplinary research in spirituality that brings em-

pirical, theological, and historical approaches into fruitful dialogue.10 

I. HUMILITY IN SELECTED CHRISTIAN SPIRITUAL CLASSICS

John Cassian

One voice that emerges from the early monastic tradition is John Cassian (c. 

360 – 435 CE). His monumental two volumes The Institutes and The Confer-



Wolfteich et al.  |  Humility and Spirituality

105

ences (both dated roughly around 420 CE) provide a window into conceptions 

of humility in the desert ascetic tradition. In many ways, his depiction of this 

tradition has some parallels with what today might be considered participant 

observation or ethnographic research.11

Cassian describes humility as the “teacher of all virtues” and as a divine 

gift: “Humility, then, is the teacher of all the virtues; it is the most-firm foun-

dation of the heavenly edifice; it is the Savior’s own magnificent gift.”12 Ac-

cording to Cassian, the spiritual life concerns the pursuit of perfection through 

“purification from vices” and finding “security in virtue.”13 In the ascetic tradi-

tion to which he is giving voice, the vices are to be overcome through the prac-

tice of the corresponding virtue. The virtues in this framework can at times be 

seen as the cure of the sickness of vice, which for Cassian means sin.14 Cassian 

views pride as a particularly insidious vice. In his listing, it is last in order, but 

first in appearance.15 Humility, for Cassian, is the cure for this vice. 

The virtues for Cassian are not so much understood conceptually, but 

experienced, encountered; they are signified through their embodiment in the 

lives of particular persons. They are learned by seeing them and then practicing 

them.16 In order to give some indication of what humility looks like in practice, 

Cassian names a certain ten signs17 of humility. These signs which follow are 

also important in understanding his thought about humility: 1) “If a person 

has put to death in himself all his desires;” 2) “if he conceals from his elder not 

only none of his deeds but also none of his thought;” 3) “if he commits noth-

ing to his own discretion;” 4) “if in every respect he maintains a gracious obe-

dience and steadfast patience;” 5) “if he neither brings injury on anyone else 

nor is saddened or sorrowful if anyone else inflicts it on him;” 6) “if he does 

nothing and presumes nothing that neither the general rule nor the example 

of our forebears encourages;” 7) “if he is satisfied with utter simplicity and, as 

being an unfit laborer, considers himself unworthy of everything that is offered 

him;” 8) “if he does not declare with his lips alone that he is inferior to every-

one else but believes it in the depths of his heart;” 9) “if he holds his tongue 

and is not loudmouthed;” and 10) “if he is not ready and quick to laugh.”18 

Some of these signs—submission to an elder, obedience to the rule, satisfaction 

with a particular type of simplicity—certainly reflect Cassian’s monastic para-

digm; however, they provide a good starting point for a discussion of humility. 

They reveal the deep connection between context and virtue, while providing 

some indicators that transcend context.19 

Cassian’s writings are permeated with references to humility and its role in 

the ascetical life; how one engages this wealth of insight depends on what one 

is seeking in it.20 Going forward, in order to draw parallels with the psycho-

logical research to be discussed later in this article, the scope in the writings of 

Cassian is narrowed to the intersection of humility and leadership. Pride, in 
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Cassian’s appraisal, is the foremost stumbling block to good leadership. The 

practice of humility, cultivated in the early stages of one’s monastic vocation, 

is essential to the rooting out of pride, which for Cassian is the root of all vice. 

Thus, it is central for a monk in general, and for one in a position of leadership 

it is absolutely necessary. In his monograph, Contextualizing Cassian: Aristo-

crats, Asceticism, and Reformation in Fifth-Century Gaul, Richard J. Goodrich 

spends considerable time addressing the role of humility in the preparation for 

monastic leadership. Goodrich writes that according to Cassian, “The princi-

pal problem of Gallic monasticism was the untrained abbot who had the te-

merity to establish his own monastery without first having served as a disciple 

under an experienced master. This action, the epitome of pride, undermined 

one of the chief goals of the ascetic life, the cultivation of humility.”21 

For Cassian, there appears to be a deep concern that one might enter into 

a position of authority for the wrong reason. For example, Cassian shares a 

long exhortation by a certain monk Moses, who, speaking of the temptation 

of the devil, warns, “And, indeed, [the devil] inveigles us into desiring the holy 

clerical office under the pretext of edifying many and for the love of spiritual 

gain, thus tearing us away from the humility and severity of our present chosen 

orientation.”22 The desire to serve in a position of leadership does not appear 

to be inherently sinful, but without humility one can seek such roles out of a 

prideful desire for a position of honor. This is worsened, when a monk, not 

having practiced the virtue of humility and being filled with excessive pride, 

begins to “[rely] on his own judgement in every respect rather than on that 

of the elders”23 Prideful reliance on one’s own judgement assumes that one 

requires nothing from others. This stands in stark contrast to the tradition of 

virtue that is central to the monastic tradition. One practices the virtues by see-

ing them performed by others, and then imitating them. One looks to an elder 

in the manner of an apprentice learning from a master craftsman. If a monk 

does not practice humility, with eyes towards an accomplished elder, pride can 

leave him unprepared, that is to say unpracticed, in virtue. The monk could 

then become eager “to build a monastery, and he strives to gather together 

those whom he can teach and instruct--a bad disciple becoming an even worse 

master!”24 If the monastic life is a communal cultivation of the virtues, how 

can one presume to be a leader if one has not acquired them? One would not 

follow a novice craftsman to become a master, for one would never learn the 

intricacies of the craft. 

In the absence of humility one will be unable to practice another definitive 

virtue, that is discernment/discretion, of particular value to those in posi-

tions of leadership.25 Cassian notes, “Then Moses said: ‘True discretion is 

not obtained except by true humility. The first proof of this humility will be 

if not only everything that is to be done but also everything that is thought 
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of is offered to the inspection of the elders, so that, not trusting in one’s own 

judgment, one may submit in every respect to their understanding and may 

know how to judge what is good and bad according to what they have handed 

down.’”26 This also corresponds to a significant point that emerges in some 

of the psychological literature on humility—humility leaves one open to the 

counsel of others. It is through this openness that one begins to better under-

stand and embody the monastic way of life. In turn, one is able to gain insight 

into the nature of this life through the discernment of those who have come 

before them. This then gives one the practical wisdom that leads to discretion. 

Without this discretion, one will have little to offer others when in a leadership 

position. 

As indicated, Cassian’s understanding of humility fits into his larger un-

derstanding of the virtues in the spiritual life. Central to his understanding is 

the notion that the virtues are a free gift from God. It is God who “destroys” 

the vice of pride, humility’s opposite according to Cassian.27 One cannot by 

one’s own strength overcome the vices.28 This does not mean that one cannot 

do things to make oneself more open to the grace of God. Cassian speaks of 

certain practices that can contribute to such an openness to grace. The practice 

of confession or penitence invites God to heal human beings from their vices.29 

Humility can arise out of an openness to learn. Thus, Cassian also writes, 

“listen to those teachers and guides . . . learning by act and experience.”30 The 

practice of learning through apprenticeship is another means by which one 

can open oneself to the grace of God manifested in the virtues. For example, 

“[Aiming] at a lasting humility,” one ought to “[fix one’s] gaze on those whom 

they knew to be really free from sin and already in the enjoyment of eternal 

bliss in the kingdom of heaven, and so by this consideration they avoided the 

downfall of pride.”31 

For Cassian, the life of a monk itself is the soil in which the virtues sprout 

forth. Thus, practices like vigil, prayer, and fasting which are common to the 

monastic life, also open the monk up to God’s grace in virtues. Again, one does 

not earn grace through these practices; however, it seems clear that Cassian 

sees these as essential to the spiritual life and the acquisition of virtue. Cassian 

understands that “perfection” cannot come without certain “human efforts,” 

yet such practices do nothing apart from God.32 One can infer then that Cas-

sian does not see particular practices as significant in themselves, but in their 

capacity to open one up to the grace of God. Certainly, Cassian would see the 

telos of monastic life and the Christian life more generally as the Kingdom.33 

He does not give any indication that the particular practices performed in a 

monastic context are not also appropriate in other contexts as well. One might 

even conclude that for Cassian, the cultivation of the virtues generally, and hu-

mility in particular, have more to do with adhering to the normative practices 
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of one’s context faithfully, than the performance of certain practices across all 

contexts. Ultimately, when reading Cassian one must remember that he is writ-

ing for a particular audience for a particular purpose. The insights he provides 

could be useful for those outside the monastic context about and from which 

he is writing. Given that he is advocating for a particular expression of monas-

tic life, with its own practices, structures, and even conceptions of virtue, one 

must engage with caution when attempting to translate him into new contexts. 

Benedict of Nursia

The Rule of St. Benedict of Nursia (480–547 CE) offers another window into 

the importance of humility as a spiritual virtue in the early Christian monas-

tic tradition. Benedict is a vital figure in the history of western monasticism, 

whose spirituality synthesized elements of Eastern Christian doctrine such as 

from Cassian with Western sources. Chapter 7 of The Rule shows how Bene-

dict adopts central features of Cassian’s analysis of humility, first by admonish-

ing against pride:

Brothers, divine Scripture calls to us saying: Whoever exalts himself shall be 

humbled, and whoever humbles himself shall be exalted (Luke 14:11; 18:14). 

In saying this, therefore, it shows us that every exaltation is a kind of pride, 

which the Prophet indicates he has shunned, saying: Lord, my heart is not 

exalted; my eyes are not lifted up and I have not walked in the ways of the 

great nor gone after marvels beyond me (Ps 130[131]:1). And why? If I had 

not a humble spirit, but were exalted instead, then you would treat me like a 

weaned child on its mother’s lap (Ps 130[131]: 2).34 

Benedict also builds on Cassian’s ten “signs” of humility previously 

discussed using the image of twelve “steps” to represent the practices that 

form a monk in the virtue. Benedict adds the “fear of God” as the first step of 

humility, which says that monks ought to have the “fear of God always before 

[their] eyes.”35 Terrence Kardong, a contemporary Benedictine commenta-

tor, equates the biblical expression of “fear of God” with what he refers to 

as monastic mindfulness, or a powerful and re-orienting awareness of God.36 

Benedict then follows Cassian closely on the subsequent steps related to obedi-

ence, the importance of indifference when it comes to any privileged position 

in the monastery, and vigilance of speech. Finally, both also portray the love 

of God as the telos of humility, citing 1 John 4:18 as the charity which “casts 

out fear.”37 Altogether, Chapter 7 of The Rule shows how humility comprises a 

number of different early Christian monastic norms, ideals, and practices that 

are aimed at a fundamental transformation of a person in the love of God.

Humility in Benedict’s Rule can be understood through a Christological 

lens. Humility enacts a transformation of the person. Specifically, Benedict 
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envisions the person to become an image of Christ. For example, on the second 

step of humility a monk “loves not [their] own will nor takes pleasure in the 

satisfaction of [their] desires.” Benedict adds that they ought rather to “imi-

tate by his actions that saying of the Lord: I have come not to do my own 

will, but the will of him who sent me (John 6:38).”38 Benedict’s Christological 

focus is also in the third step, which instructs that a monk “submits to [their] 

superior in all obedience for the love of God, imitating the Lord of whom the 

Apostle says: He became obedient even to death (Phil. 2:8).”39 This emphasis 

on an imitative asceticism after Christ is not only key to Benedict’s definition 

of humility, it is also a central feature of The Rule’s spirituality. At the end of 

his Prologue, Benedict concludes that “we shall through patience share in the 

sufferings of Christ that we may deserve also to share in his kingdom.”40 The 

original word for “share” here, participemur, connotes participation or par-

taking in Christ that well characterizes the ethos of Benedictine spirituality. 

Given the centrality of humility in the spirituality of The Rule, it is some-

what surprising that there is no explicit mention of humility in Benedict’s 

instruction for the leaders of the monastery. The virtue of humility is implicit 

especially in instructions for the Abbot of the monastery, who Benedict says 

should teach the virtues by example to the rest of the community. Specifically 

it states that the Abbot “must point out to them all that is good and holy more 

by example than by words, proposing the commandments of the Lord to re-

ceptive disciples with words, but demonstrating God’s instructions to the stub-

born and the dull by a living example.”41 Furthermore, with Christ being the 

source and exemplar for Benedict’s teaching on humility, it is significant that 

Benedict describes the Abbot as being a representative of Christ in the monas-

tery, holding “the place of Christ” in the community.42 It follows for Benedict 

that “the abbot must never teach or decree or command anything that would 

deviate from the Lord’s instructions.”43 As spiritual leader of the community, 

the Abbot is to both embody and teach the virtues of asceticism. For this role, 

the specific place of humility should figure at the center of their leadership.

Julian of Norwich and Teresa of Avila

The examples of Cassian and Benedict could be greatly expanded as humility 

features prominently in numerous works within the Christian tradition. For 

the English medieval mystic and anchoress Julian of Norwich (1342-c.1423), 

humility is rooted in the love of God, who unfathomably sustains all that is. 

When given a vision of “something as small as a hazelnut” lying in the palm 

of her hand, Julian reflects: “I was amazed that it could last, for I thought that 

because of its littleness it would suddenly have fallen into nothing. And I was 

answered in my understanding: It lasts and always will, because God loves it; 

and thus everything has being through the love of God.”44 For Julian, humility 
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is deeply Christological, relational, and embodied. Julian perceives God’s own 

humility in the incarnation, as theologian Frederick Bauerschmidt notes: “The 

incarnation of God in human flesh is for Julian a sign of divine humility, God’s 

willingness to come to us, so that we might be enclosed in God.”45 Julian is 

convinced that God constantly meets human beings in our embodied vulner-

ability, in our “humblest of needs.”46 She depicts Christ as a humble, “courte-

ous Lord” who puts others’ needs before his own.47 For human beings, humil-

ity entails a right sense of oneself in relationship to this humble, loving Creator 

and is a natural fruit of contemplation and relationship with God: “For of all 

things, contemplating and loving the Creator makes the soul to seem less in 

its own sight, and fills it with reverent fear and true meekness, and with much 

love for its fellow Christians.”48 

For Teresa of Avila (1515–1582), too, humility is a virtue rooted in 

relationship to God; indeed, “the closer one comes to God the more progress 

there must be in this virtue; and if there is no progress in humility, everything 

is going to be ruined.”49 Elsewhere, Teresa refers to humility as a “sign of holi-

ness.”50 At the same time, Teresa cautions about false humility that leads one 

to abandon prayer (as she did) or discount the gifts that God has bestowed 

upon one: “Let him pay no attention to the kinds of humility, which I will 

discuss later, in which it seems to some that it is humility not to acknowledge 

that God is giving them gifts. Let us understand most clearly the real fact: God 

gives them to us without any merit on our part. And let us thank His Majesty 

for them, because, if we do not acknowledge we are receiving them, we will 

not awaken ourselves to love.”51 

In these few examples one is able to glimpse the value ascribed to humility 

in such traditions of Christian spirituality; humility has been portrayed as an 

essential virtue in Christian living. With these authors in mind, this reflection 

will now consider how humility is being described in contemporary psycho-

logical research. 

II. RECENT STUDIES OF HUMILITY IN PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Given the significance of humility in such classic Christian spiritual teachings, 

one might expect it to be a subject of voluminous research and reflection. Yet, 

few studies of humility have been published in spirituality journals in recent 

years. How might Christian spiritual traditions contribute to contemporary 

understandings of humility? How might current psychological research inform 

understandings of the role of humility in the spiritual life? Is a mutually critical 

dialogue possible between Christian spiritual classics and this contemporary 

field of empirical research? 

There is in fact a growing discourse on humility in psychology with hun-

dreds of empirical studies in recent years that can inform diverse approaches 
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to the study of spirituality. The following offers a thematic exploration of how 

humility is understood and defined in psychology. First, humility is considered 

broadly within the field of psychology. Next, to situate the research project 

within the current discussion, studies that specifically investigate the psychol-

ogy of humility in relationship to spirituality are examined. 

Recent interest in the study of humility can be traced to the rise of positive 

psychology. Positive psychology focuses on the study and promotion of human 

flourishing and virtues that contribute to individual and collective well-being. 

Positive psychologist June Price Tangney, an important early psychological 

voice on humility, notes that the study of humility had previously been lim-

ited both by its associations with value-systems including religions, which ran 

counter to a desire for objectivity within the field, combined with a lack of 

coherence around how to define and measure it.52 However, post-positivistic 

philosophies of science and a growing appreciation for human diversity (in-

cluding spiritual and religious) have contributed to a much greater openness 

to the empirical study of virtue and spirituality as mainstream topics within 

psychological research. 

A major part of psychological research involves investigating individual 

differences in personality traits and other experiences seeking to understand, 

for example, why some individuals may show consistent patterns of humble 

behaviors (trait humility) while others may show humility in certain situations 

(state humility) and not others. Tangney represents this individual differences 

tradition of psychological research and highlights some key definitional themes 

of the virtue that continue to be important in humility research today. The 

themes include: the ability to accurately assess oneself, including achievements 

as well as mistakes and limitations; an openness to new ideas and learning; 

a relatively low self-focus in relationships; and, perspective-taking including 

the recognition of oneself within a broader network of relationships (such 

as with other persons as well as in society).53 Clearly, there are several points 

of potential resonance between Tangney’s definitional themes and aspects of 

humility described by the classic spiritual writers cited above, including Cas-

sian’s emphasis on learning from those more experienced in the virtues and 

Teresa of Avila’s awareness that true humility entails recognition of one’s gifts. 

Of course, what is not captured in Tangney’s humanistic definition of humil-

ity is the conviction expressed by many Christian spiritual authors, namely, 

that humility is a divine gift. Tangney is also one of the major contemporary 

researchers of shame, which she contrasts with humility in ways that seem 

to differ from Cassian’s positive description of a sense of personal inferiority, 

or with the “kenotic” understandings of humility found in other Christian 

spiritual authors. For example, in his enormously popular Introduction to the 

Devout Life, Francis de Sales (1567–1622) outlines features of both outward 
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and inward humility and urges the cultivation of this “little virtue.”54 Ac-

cording to Salesian scholar Wendy Wright, interior humility is both a “lively 

consciousness of the gifts given to one by God coupled with a sense that one 

has not merited any of these . . . True humility should lead the devout person 

to a knowledge of his or her own lowliness—what de Sales called abjection . . 

. Here, in the cherishing of one’s own partial and fragile humanity, one meets 

God . . . it is precisely in this kenotic attitude, one’s utter emptiness of self, that 

one enters into a profound participation with the crucified Lord.”55 It is un-

clear whether empirical research can measure adequately the nuances of how 

theological frameworks inform conceptions of humility, such as those reflected 

in Wright’s interpretation of Salesian thought, although current research is test-

ing correlations between certain theological beliefs and views of humility.

The complex spiritual, cultural, and gender dynamics related to shame and 

humility also are worthy of further interdisciplinary study. For example, in her 

autobiography, Teresa writes that she is but a “woman and wretched as well,” 

and marvels that God makes a beautiful garden in “so filthy and malodorous 

a dungheap.”56 Julian of Norwich uses similar self-deprecating language, as 

when she counsels readers to “disregard the wretched worm, the sinful crea-

ture” (herself) to whom the visions were shown and contemplate instead God, 

who gave the visions.57 While such global, shameful self-images go against the 

grain of modern psychological theories of mental health, this case also under-

scores the need for a multi-dimensional reading of self-assessment in spiritual 

literature and practice. For example, Grace Jantzen observes a softening of 

Julian’s self-deprecating language in comparing the earlier Short Text with 

the Long Text, reflecting a higher “self-confidence” in Julian’s more mature 

theological writing.58 Even in the Short Text, one cannot miss the juxtaposition 

of harsh self-description and assertions of the authority of her experience of 

God: “for I am a woman, ignorant, weak, and frail. But I know very well that 

what I am saying I have received by the revelation of him who is the sover-

eign teacher.”59 As in other spiritual classics, such as Augustine’s Confessions, 

the author’s self-deprecation functions to magnify God and to direct readers 

to the sheer grace of revelation. For Teresa, humility is a “sign of holiness”60 

and, while her excessive self-deprecation is jarring to the modern reader, it also 

serves a protective purpose in her sixteenth-century context, which was highly 

suspicious of women’s mystical experience. Teresa’s self-deprecation co-exists 

with her strong assertions of the authority of her mystical experience against 

those, including her “learned confessors,” who would deny it.61 Psychological 

researchers of humility may benefit from this type of historical, contextual, 

and dialectical awareness of certain paradoxes of humility, such as facilitating 

spiritual authority and ascent, among women and other non-dominant groups. 

So too, psychological research may prompt critical readings of conceptions of 
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humility that induce or reinforce shame. Contemporary psychological research 

in Western cultural contexts shows overwhelmingly negative patterns of as-

sociation between shame and relational virtues, although questions have been 

raised about whether this is different in Eastern cultural contexts.62

As the scholarly discussion expanded beyond Tangney and other early psy-

chological research on humility, the field has continued to debate the definition 

of humility. In a 2010 review of the state of humility research, Don Davis et al. 

notes several emphases that tend to surface in psychological definitions of hu-

mility: accurate view of the self and an orientation or stance (such as empathy, 

respect) to being in relationship with others,63 what later were described as the 

“intrapersonal” and “interpersonal” dimensions of defining humility.64 Cur-

rent scholarship tends to view humility inherently as a multifaceted construct 

that integrates the intrapersonal and interpersonal. For example, psychologist 

Jennifer Cole Wright and others, assert that the core of humility should best be 

described as “a particular psychological positioning of oneself – namely, one 

that is both epistemically and ethically aligned.”65 Wright’s epistemic alignment 

of an “understanding and experience of oneself as one, in fact, is,”66 combined 

with ethical alignment as “the understanding and experience of oneself as only 

one among a host of other morally relevant beings”67 correspond to the intrap-

ersonal and interpersonal dimensions of a psychological definition of humility. 

This integration of intrapersonal and interpersonal maturity in the con-

ceptualization of humility is also found in recent work based on a relational 

spirituality model emphasizing differentiation of self (DoS).68 DoS refers to the 

ability to balance (a) emotion regulation (intrapersonal dimension) with (b) 

flexible relational capacities for both connection or autonomy, community and 

solitude (interpersonal dimension). Those who are high in DoS are not typi-

cally threatened by interpersonal differences and combine a grounded sense of 

identity with an openness to feedback from others and a willingness to suf-

fer in the interest of growth. DoS has been described as an important trait of 

mature religious leaders given the frequency of high levels of stress, risks of 

isolation, and pressures to conform or please others through grandiose over 

functioning.69 Several empirical studies with seminary students in Christian 

contexts in the United States have found positive associations between DoS 

and humility, and a wider body of literature demonstrates empirical connec-

tions between DoS and numerous indicators of healthy spiritual formation (in-

cluding spiritual well-being, spiritual maturity, meditative prayer, forgiveness, 

hope, gratitude, social justice commitment, and intercultural competence). 

A recent study with religious leaders (three years or more experience; 

Christian, Jewish, and Islamic traditions) found DoS “mediated” relationships 

between two different measures of humility and measures of mental health 

and well-being. Mediator effects in social science research are when a third 
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or “middle” factor accounts for the relationship between two other variables. 

This suggests DoS capacities for emotion regulation and relational maturity 

may be embedded within a relational spirituality of humility. Importantly, the 

statistical effects in this study held up even after controlling for impression 

management among participants, which suggests the findings were not reduc-

ible to participants over-reporting their own virtue or maturity. DoS was par-

ticularly associated with the humility dimension of low concern for status in 

this study, which could be interesting to compare to the spiritual and relational 

teachings aforementioned on humility from Cassian and Benedict, as well as 

Jewish and Early Christian scriptural texts on the virtue of humility.70 Humble 

religious leaders can differentiate themselves from unhealthy influences of 

surrounding social systems and temptations to exploit social privileges while 

still being able to connect with others and receive mentoring. That is, they do 

not need to totally cut themselves off from society or relationships, rather they 

wisely differentiate the kinds of relational or social influences that shape their 

behaviors. There is a need to better understand the spiritual and psychologi-

cal dynamics and practices that undergird these status-oriented dimensions of 

humility in leaders. 

Research on the virtues in general, and humility in particular, has been de-

scribed as an underdeveloped area within the psychology of religion, although 

empirical studies are rapidly accumulating in this area.71 Current research seeks 

to address this gap in scholarship, which clearly has implications for spiritu-

ality studies. The Templeton project on relational spirituality and humility 

works from the relational spirituality model initially developed by psychologist 

Steven Sandage and theologian F. LeRon Shults and more recently elaborated 

by various collaborators.72 This model defines spirituality broadly and relation-

ally as “ways of relating to the Sacred”73 and extends relational development 

theories into ways of thinking about how human development is correlated in 

bi-directional influence with relationship dynamics with the sacred. This opens 

conceptual space for considering a wide variety of relational dynamics with 

God or the sacred which can range from salutary to pathological depending 

upon sociocultural contexts. Humility has been posited as a key virtue within 

the relational spirituality model due to the emphasis on spiritual orientations 

that (a) cultivate healthy and mature relationships and (b) mature forms of “al-

terity” or socially just and mature ways of relating across human differences. 

Although humility was mentioned as an aspect of positive psychological 

functioning by some of the seminal thinkers of Western psychology, includ-

ing Sigmund Freud,74 Carl Rogers,75 and Abraham Maslow,76 it was largely 

overlooked as a trait conducive to mental health and well-being until recently. 

In fact, the lack of theorized connections between humility and psychologi-

cal health probably contributed to the limited empirical study of humility for 
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most of the last century. However, humility has now been empirically associ-

ated with several indicators of well-being and social benevolence beyond the 

studies mentioned above, including self-reported physical health,77 resilience to 

trauma,78 quality social relationships,79 generosity,80 helpfulness and agreeable-

ness,81 patience,82 empathy,83 avoidance of social duplicity,84 and graciousness 

in receiving from others.85 Negative correlations between humility and psychi-

atric symptoms could be of particular interest to clinicians and also suggest 

humility can be consistent with mental health.86 Yet almost all the research on 

humility to date has been with non-clinical samples. In one of the first clini-

cal studies in this area, humility “moderated” the effect of religious salience 

on several measures of mental health and well-being in a sample of adult 

outpatient psychotherapy clients at a clinic in the northeastern U.S.87 Modera-

tor effects are when a third variable alters the relationship between two other 

variables, and in this case a moderate to high level of humility was necessary to 

show positive relationships between religiosity and mental health and well-be-

ing for this group of clients. Put differently, the religious commitment of clients 

was not associated with psychosocial or relational health when humility was 

low, which might mean they suffered from symptoms of pride warned about 

in the classic spiritual writers above. This is only an initial clinical study that 

could not determine the causality of these effects; however, it does invite fur-

ther consideration of (a) pride (or narcissism) in the context of strong spiritual 

and religious commitments88 and (b) the role of humility in buffering narcis-

sistic temptations and promoting effective psychosocial functioning among 

those who have struggled in the domains of mental health. While the language 

of “psychosocial functioning” is quite different from the language employed 

in Christian spiritual authors, there are interesting parallels to be mined about 

the importance of humility for healthy, embodied life in community, as well as 

the ways in which mental health struggles can compromise humility and other 

relational virtues. 

There is also a growing body of psychological literature specifically related 

to humility and spirituality. Humility has been positively correlated with mea-

sures such as experienced closeness to God,89 a finding that appears consistent 

with Teresa of Avila’s insight that “the closer one comes to God the more 

progress there must be in this virtue . . . ”90 So too, humility has been posi-

tively correlated with the Object Relations Theory-based measure of spiritual 

maturity,91 spiritual support,92 and religious commitment.93 In addition, humil-

ity has been negatively associated with several variables that indicate forms 

of spiritual struggles, including anger at God and religious fear and guilt.94 

Spiritual instability (SI) has also been negatively correlated with humility. SI 

is a measure of spirituality based on traits of Borderline Personality Disorder 

and typically indicates significant emotional dysregulation, shame, and fear of 
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abandonment or persecution from God.95 This finding could be particularly 

interesting to relate to spirituality studies since, as noted, some classic spiritual 

writers (and contemporary Christian leaders) associate humility with themes of 

self-negation that could be challenging to differentiate from items within this 

measure of spiritual instability. Again, these considerations will involve care-

ful attention to definitions of humility and spiritual maturity within differing 

contexts and traditions. 

Many spiritual traditions emphasize the virtue of humility in sharp con-

trast to the sin of pride, as seen, for example in Cassian’s treatment of the 

virtues. Another example is Bernard of Clairvaux’s (1090–1153) classic, The 

Steps of Humility and Pride, which describes the steps downward of pride as 

mirroring the steps upward towards humility.96 However, there is psychological 

research that could add complexity to these associations. For example, a study 

of Christian graduate students identified three statistically-distinct “spiritual 

barriers” to the development of humility: (a) narcissistic traits of spiritual 

grandiosity (seeing one’s relationship with God as superior to that of others), 

(b) a hunger for idealization (an unusually strong need to idealize others com-

bined with a difficulty tolerating disappointments), and (c) insecure attachment 

to God (being either excessively avoidant or anxiously preoccupied towards 

God).97 These findings point to different problematic aspects of human devel-

opment and spiritual formation that might be implicated in difficulties cultivat-

ing humility; pride is not the only impediment to humility. 

Contemporary research on narcissism generally supports the idea of two 

major dimensions: (a) grandiose narcissism (characterized by superiority and 

arrogance, low empathy, interpersonal aggressiveness, and an aversion to 

vulnerability) and (b) vulnerable narcissism (characterized by tendencies to 

idealize others, vulnerability to fluctuating self-esteem and frequent shame, 

interpersonal neediness, and resentment when expectations of support go un-

met).98 The study of relational spirituality and humility among religious leaders 

mentioned above also found (a) both forms of narcissism were negatively asso-

ciated with humility, (b) the relationship between a multi-dimensional measure 

of humility (accurate self-awareness, appreciation for strengths of others, and 

teachability) was positively associated with well-being and negatively associ-

ated with mental health problems (beyond narcissism), and that this effect was 

mediated by the security of the participants’ attachment with God, and (c) 

intellectual humility about the fallibility of one’s religious beliefs tended to be 

associated with risks for insecure attachment to God and to lower well-being 

among religious leaders when more general, characterological humility was 

low. Thus, finding (c) suggests the spiritual and psychological challenges for 

leaders who struggle to integrate cognitive and emotional/relational aspects 

of humility, and this could have relevance for seminaries and other religious 
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education settings where beliefs are critically examined as part of leadership 

training. 

The attachment to God literature related to findings (b) and (c) represents 

one of the leading theories in the psychology of religion and spirituality and 

focuses on individual differences in internal working models of relationships 

based on interpersonal templates within the limbic brain which can influence 

interpretations of relational experiences, including experiences with God and 

the sacred. Attachment theory suggests humans have a need for relational 

figures who provide (a) safe havens of emotional security and affect regulation 

during distress and (b) secure bases of support during exploration or questing 

toward new experiences or understandings. Cassian’s notions of humility in 

relation to “security in virtue,” a willingness to rely on others, and an open-

ness to learn could each be brought into fruitful conversation with attachment 

to God research on humility. The same is true of emphases on awareness of 

God’s love and the immanence of God’s loving care in Benedict and Julian, 

respectively. Psychological research on attachment to God could add clarity on 

well-validated taxonomies of attachment styles that could illuminate different 

relational strengths and struggles. Classic spirituality literature offers a descrip-

tion of the spiritual practices (both individual and communal) that can trans-

form attachment to God dynamics. 

III. IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE TRAJECTORIES IN SPIRITUALITY STUDIES

Practices of Spiritual Formation and Direction

The results of this interdisciplinary (historical, theological and psychological) 

exploration of humility suggest some promising areas for application in spiri-

tual formation, as well as spiritual direction, and spiritual care. One import 

from the study of humility could be towards approaches to spiritual forma-

tion that are organized around or function through a relational understanding 

of the human person. The relational quality of humility is in fact one of the 

most salient characteristics shared between both the historical-theological and 

psychological perspectives on humility that were reviewed. This is apparent for 

instance in Benedict’s twelve steps of humility, with each step or practice linked 

to a person’s relationships within the monastic community, and even more to 

his or her relationship with God. A simple reduction of Benedict’s teaching 

on humility could be that right relationship with others is a necessary dimen-

sion of right relationship with God. While the exact practices entailed by the 

virtue would naturally be different than Benedict’s arrangement meant for a 

monastic setting in the sixth century, such a view of the spirituality of humility 

could mesh well with theistic approaches to spiritual formation that value the 

development of humility with respect to God as well as to other people. The 
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psychological sources consulted above also stress the theme of relationality in 

their treatment of humility, especially in the interpersonal aspects of humility 

that were named. One example includes the definition of humility offered by 

Wright and colleagues entailing an ethical alignment towards being in relation-

ship with others. These relational perspectives from psychology can contribute 

further possibilities for interpreting, practicing, and growing in humility within 

the context of spiritual formation. 

A second import for spiritual formation from our interdisciplinary explo-

ration of humility concerns the identification and focus on the impediments to 

humility. Both the psychological as well as the theological-historical sources 

discussed above show a common practice of turning to resources in their 

respective discourses to describe barriers to the development of the virtue. For 

Cassian, as seen in his ten steps of humility, the barriers to the development 

of humility are presented quite predictably in the context of ascetical life and 

in the language of elaboration on vice: that a person “puts no trust in his own 

opinion,” that he or she “hurts nobody else,” that one “does nothing and 

ventures on nothing to which he is not urged by the Common Rule or by the 

example of our elders . . . ”99 In the modern psychology of spirituality litera-

ture, impediments to humility were investigated by Sandage and colleagues in 

their 2015 study, which analyzed different “spiritual barriers” to the flourish-

ing of humility. This study linked these barriers primarily to developmental 

problems and concerns proper to the study of psychology, for instance a lack 

of secure attachment relationship, or unmet narcissistic self-object needs during 

childhood. From these examples, it is apparent how interdisciplinary inquiry 

into a virtue like humility can yield diverse ways of understanding factors that 

may inhibit spiritual flourishing, while also producing insight regarding how to 

either avoid or overcome these obstacles in the spiritual life. 

A third set of implications pertains to relationships of spiritual direction 

or spiritual guidance. Here, humility can be an informative and potentially 

valuable virtue for both those serving as “directors” (those who offer direction 

or guidance) as well as “directees” (those who are receiving it). For spiritual 

directors, the discussion of humility is referred, particularly in regards to the 

psychological theory of differentiation of self (DoS). The view of humility that 

emerges from this theoretical framework highlights how the virtue includes 

the sense of an ability to engage across interpersonal differences, while still 

maintaining a grounded sense of identity within oneself. This interpersonal, 

relational capacity suggested by the psychology of humility literature is one 

factor that would naturally prove valuable for persons serving as spiritual di-

rectors, and even more if they serve in professional practices that do interfaith 

or secular forms of spiritual direction where diversity of clients may tend to be 

greater than in a denominational setting. A director’s humility would imply not 
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only their ability to stay grounded and not feel threatened by interpersonal dif-

ferences in clients, but also a relational capacity to acknowledge more fully a 

directee’s distinctive personality, history, cultural background, and experience. 

Regarding the humility of directees, the review of Cassian’s treatment of 

humility suggests a potentially relevant meaning of humility as well in the 

sense of a willingness or ability to consult with others regarding one’s inner life 

and particular dilemmas or challenges one may be experiencing. While Cassian 

recommends the virtue of humility as part of a rather extreme form of reliance 

upon a spiritual elder that is characteristic of Christian monastic traditions, the 

generalized value of the conception of humility is understood as an openness to 

receive the counsel of others, which may also indicate that a person has the ca-

pacity to acknowledge their own limitations and maintain a teachable attitude. 

The psychological findings underscore the need for continued research on 

intercultural and interreligious competency and the practice of spiritual direc-

tion. Spiritual direction literature increasingly is addressing issues of culture, 

context, and spiritual care, including, for example, studies of African American 

traditions of spiritual guidance, spiritual direction in diverse contexts, and, 

more recently, a study of spiritual direction in South Africa.100 Psychologist 

Carolyn Gratton underscores the importance of critical cultural analysis in 

spiritual formation and direction.101 Susan Racozky’s edited volume Common 

Journey, Different Paths: Spiritual Direction in Cross-Cultural Perspective 

includes rich theological reflections on cross-cultural spiritual guidance and 

valuable practitioner perspectives that could be put in fruitful dialogue with 

psychological research on humility and intercultural competence.102 Several 

resources have been published on interreligious spiritual direction such as 

edited collections by Norvene Vest’s Tending the Holy: Spiritual Direction 

Across Traditions and John Mabry’s Spiritual Guidance Across Religions.103 

Yet neither these resources, nor publications to date of Spiritual Directors 

International (SDI), include substantial attention to psychological dimensions 

of intercultural or interreligious spiritual care. This is an area ripe for interdis-

ciplinary dialogue. 

Finally, psychological research may complement contemporary scholarship 

in spirituality that either contests the primacy given to humility, particularly 

given systematic oppression that undermines the development of healthy self-

image, or reframes true humility as a liberative virtue that resists oppressive 

and demeaning systems. For example, considering the effects of apartheid, 

which “served to ensure that non-white South Africans were made to feel 

like lesser beings,” Correia, Matsaneng, and Paulin-Campbell emphasize the 

rebuilding of positive self-identity as a central aim of spiritual direction in the 

South African context: “Our ability to develop a trusting relationship with 

God, and indeed to hold a positive image of God, is profoundly influenced by 
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our own sense of self. The healing of the damage done to people’s sense of self 

by a system that continuously viewed them as objects, rather than persons, re-

mains a core part of the work of spiritual direction in this context.”104 Feminist 

and womanist authors have subverted the idea that humility is necessarily a 

virtue and pride the chief sin. For example, Valerie Saiving persuasively argues 

this point, and these shifts are also reflected in some literature in spiritual 

direction.105 Margaret Guenther writes in her well-known book Holy Listen-

ing: The Art of Spiritual Direction: “Far from being pride, women’s distinc-

tive sin is self-contempt,”106 which is often centered on the body. The popular 

contemporary author Joan Chittister blasts self-denigration as a kind of “false 

humility.” In fact, she interprets Benedictine conceptions of humility (which 

she calls the “lost virtue”) as an antidote to patriarchy: “Men need the first 

degree of humility to curb the delusions of grandeur inherent for them in the 

system; women need it to realize that the presence of God is as strong in them 

as it is in any man. Real humility, based on the will of God for creation, leads 

women to reject oppression, not to accept it.”107 Such movements to retrieve 

and reinterpret the meaning of humility correspond well to contemporary psy-

chological definitions of humility as accurate self-assessment and even suggest 

a theoretical linkage between humility and resistance to social oppression. 

Methodological Considerations

As this study aims to demonstrate, certainly there is potential for rich in-

terdisciplinary research in spirituality studies. While interdisciplinarity has 

been named as a hallmark of the field, and whereas psychology also has been 

identified as a key complementary discipline for spirituality studies, in practice 

there is more exchange among humanities-based disciplines (history, theol-

ogy, literary studies) and less robust engagement between such disciplines and 

empirical social sciences.108 There is a call for more methodological reflections 

on the relative contributions and potential interconnections of (a) historical 

and theological disciplines (such as humanities-based) and (b) empirical social 

science disciplines to the study of spirituality. 

Janet Ruffing states that “psychology may well become the authoritative 

discipline in the study of spirituality . . . ”109 However, more work is needed 

to grapple adequately with implications for research. Ruffing identifies the 

sorts of questions to be addressed in truly interdisciplinary exchange: “How 

do these findings [from empirical research] require changing assumptions 

about spirituality based in theological and historical disciplines? How might 

researchers in Christian spirituality contribute to the development of measures 

that are congruent with Christian experience and practice?”110

To consider such issues with regard to the topical focus of humility, it is 

plausible to imagine further work that would be quite fruitful. For example, it 
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could be possible to empirically test theories of humility informed by histori-

cal-theological sources measuring the empirical efficacy of certain traditional 

spiritual practices for cultivating humility with different groups or moderated 

by certain individual difference factors (such as the fact that the same practice 

may not work equally well for everyone). Empirical investigation of different 

dimensions of humility also could allow us to estimate the relative impact on 

certain outcomes. Humility might be tracked over time in longitudinal studies 

to see factors that contribute to growth or decline, again informed by histori-

cal-theological studies. Qualitative studies might also yield thick descriptions 

of challenges or practices related to humility that reveal parallels with and dif-

ferentiation from historical accounts. 

At the same time, bringing psychological literature into conversation with 

texts of classic spirituality raises fresh questions. How do understandings of 

the virtues proposed by the authors of Christian spiritual classics relate to con-

temporary research on spiritual and psychological well-being? Certainly there 

are some differences in emphasis, as classic Christian spiritual authors typi-

cally bring a theo-centric perspective on humility, which is understood most 

centrally as a virtue in relationship to the divine, while psychological research 

emphasizes interpersonal aspects of humility. Could classical spiritual wis-

dom inform the definitions and measures of humility utilized in psychological 

research? And, in mutually critical dialogue, the question can be presented in 

light of contemporary psychological understanding, as to whether some clas-

sical conceptions of humility could yield potentially negative consequences for 

some people with specific personality disorders and psychological issues. 

Some spirituality scholars may question whether a validated social scientif-

ic instrument can truly measure the essence of the concept of humility. For tra-

ditions such as Eastern Orthodoxy that understand virtue as both a gift of God 

and the “embodiment of divine-human communion”—theosis—the prospect 

of empirical measurement may appear especially complex or even dubious.111 

Still, conceivably, if one were to model the relational spirituality embedded in 

much of the ascetical tradition, then it would be possible to incorporate certain 

measures as tools for evaluating the performing practices in their varied forms 

towards express aims and purposes. This could be valuable even in traditions 

that view virtue as the embodiment of a divine mode of being.112

Research that takes up these kinds of projects and questions requires col-

laboration across disciplines. Interdisciplinary work in theology and psycholo-

gy, though, typically has been conducted by individual scholars whose compe-

tence tends to be stronger in one discipline rather than a team of two or more 

scholars collaborating across their disciplinary expertise, and the individual-

istic single-scholar approach often come with certain limitations.113 Similarly, 

the unfortunate siloing of approaches to the study of Christian spirituality will 
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need to be moderated so as to promote more fully interdisciplinary conversa-

tion. Academic guild structures can be impediments to research that brings 

social scientific, historical, and theological research in spirituality into conver-

sation. More intentional partnerships among professional organizations that 

include scholars of spirituality would foster interdisciplinary work. Doctoral 

training in spirituality studies also needs to familiarize students with a range 

of approaches, and some training in qualitative and quantitative methodol-

ogy would prepare students for collaborative interdisciplinary work. A further 

point to consider are the aspects of intellectual humility that may be necessary 

to advance interdisciplinary work in spirituality studies. The experience of 

this interdisciplinary team of scholars working across disciplinary “cultures” 

on this project has reaffirmed the need to slow down the process at times, ask 

good questions with an open curiosity, to listen carefully, to be honest about 

points of confusion or disagreement, and to work patiently at explaining and 

understanding cross-disciplinary terms, methods, and perspectives that may 

initially seem foreign or unintelligible. In reality no one method or approach to 

the study of spirituality can exhaust nor encapsulate the entirety of the disci-

pline of spirituality studies, the traditions, or the phenomena they bear.
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