
Downward Mobility

Jesus spoke to the crowds and to his disciples, saying, “The scribes and the Pharisees
have taken their seat on the chair of Moses. Therefore, do and observe all things
whatsoever they tell you, but do not follow their example. For they preach but they do
not practice. They tie up heavy burdens hard to carry and lay them on people’s
shoulders, but they will not lift a finger to move them. All their works are performed to be
seen. They widen their phylacteries and lengthen their tassels. They love places of
honor at banquets, seats of honor in synagogues,

greetings in marketplaces, and the salutation ‘Rabbi.’ As for you, do not be called
‘Rabbi.’ You have but one teacher, and you are all brothers. Call no one on earth your
father; you have but one Father in heaven. Do not be called ‘Master’;

you have but one master, the Christ. The greatest among you must be your servant.
Whoever exalts himself will be humbled; but whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”

Matthew 23:1-12

Using titles such as Doctor, President, Father, Full Professor, and Grandmother is
helpful in human society.  It leads to us trust legitimate authority figures, which helps us
all to grow and live in harmony together.  However, in the Gospel passage above, Jesus
points to the grave dangers of a person or a society that grasps too tightly to titles and
positions.  Derived from Jesus’ teaching, we can reflect upon three valuable lessons.

I know a bishop who was transferred to a new diocese.  On one of his first days there,
he put on his yardwork clothes—blue jeans and a “hole-y” shirt (pardon the pun)—and
got to work weeding around the buildings.  At one point he walked into the Chancery
and asked the receptionist about the restroom.  The receptionist, never having met the
new bishop, replied, “I’m sorry we have no bathroom for workers in this building.”  I
wonder how she felt when she learned the true identity of this yardman!  This story
leads me to ponder: do we treat people with less respect when they lack a certain
status?  If a stranger were to stop and ask my help in an airport or in the grocery store,
would I treat him differently if I knew he were a bishop?  So, here is Lesson #1: Treat
everybody like a bishop! We could change the world if all the Christians would adopt
this one practice.

Our secular society leads us to strive towards upward mobility.  This isn’t necessarily
sinful.  And yet, I want to make a striking statement that we all know but we seldom
deeply grasp: We worship a God of downward mobility. The Creator and Ruler of the
Universe chose to become a pip-squeak little human.  If we want to go in the direction of



our God, then we must at times move from an exalted status to a humbled status.
Lesson #2: Follow Christ in embracing downward mobility.

Finally, Lesson #3: Use your status to elevate the status of others.  At the moment
when Christ was passing through the town of Jericho, he was not just a rabbi but a
“rockstar” with crowds of adoring fans.  The townspeople lined the streets to meet him
and cheer him on.  But Christ risked his own reputation by publicly choosing to dine with
the most despised little man in the town, the tax collector Zacchaeus.  In being ready to
sacrifice his status, he elevated the status of another which ultimately led to a profound
conversion (See Luke 19: 1-10).

So, take off your rich robes, put on your hole-y shirt, move downward to elevate others
and treat everyone like a bishop.  This is the way of Christ, our Savior.
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