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On the Tuesday before Easter earlier this year, I found myself sitting in St Patrick’s 

Cathedral. The Ormond College choir were presenting Estonian composer Arvo 

Part’s Passio Domini nostri Jesu Christi. For those of you who did not endure five 

years of Latin at high school, as I did, this translates as ‘the suffering of our Lord 

Jesus Christ’. Those five years of Latin translation came good for me on this evening 

when I heard that the whole performance was to be in Latin (though I admit I was 

also assisted by an English translation, helpfully included in the concert program). 

The Passio is regarded as the quintessential example of Part’s particular musical 

style, called tintinnabuli, a contemporary expression of the Gregorian chant. The text 

of John’s gospel is sung, in turns, by a variety of competing voices. The work opens 

with a brief but forceful announcement of the Passion, with sopranos, tenors, altos 

and basses descending through an A minor scale, backed by the organ. The narrative 

is sung by a quartet of voices, called “Evangelisti”, supported by the cello, the 

bassoon, the violin, and the oboe. They remain stubbornly and forcefully in the minor 

key throughout. The voices of the crowd, Peter, Herod and Pilate are added to this 

chorus, with the notes sung by Pilate and the crowd set in a disturbing discord to the 

prevailing minor key. The voice of Jesus, by contrast, provides the lone melody, and 

is punctuated by brief moments of silence. At the end of the evening, however, in the 

presentation of Jesus’ death, everything changes. Suddenly, in an ascending major 

key, the choir, the organ, the evangelists and Peter proclaim to all who are gathered, 

‘You who have suffered for us, have mercy upon us. Amen’. After more than an hour 

of the minor chord, the dramatic move to the major key was simply overwhelming. 

That one movement went in my ears, down my spine, gave me goosebumps, made 

me cry, and I could not speak. 

 

Unlike the possessive, self-seeking love that we often confuse for love—a love that 

so often seeks to remake others in our own image—the love of God is humble love. It 

does not seek to dominate or to control us. It sets us free to be who we truly are. It 
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sets us free that we may truly live. The earliest Christian hymn calls us to seek to 

reflect on our own lives the humble love of God:  

‘Make my joy complete, be of the same mind, having the same love, being in 

full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit…Let 

the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the 

form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 

but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. 

And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to 

the point of death – even death on a cross.’ 

 

In his book Good to Great, Jim Collins researched nearly 1500 US companies over 

forty years in order to identify those companies that had indeed become great over 

that time, and to discover why they had became great. Collins’ conclusion in relation 

to great leadership surprised the whole business world. He observes, ‘The essential 

difference in the great leader was surprising. The great leader was the antithesis of 

the ego-centric leader. The great leader was the leader who operated first and 

foremost with genuine humility.’ 

 

The love of God is humble love. It does not seek to dominate or control us. Instead, it 

sets us free. In the words of Jesus, ‘You know that the rulers of the gentiles Lord it 

over them … It will not be so among you; but whoever wishes to be great among you 

must be your servant.’ In an election year within the secular state, the question of 

leadership, is on everyone’s lips. Yet the practice of leadership, speaking as a 

Christian, is nowhere to be seen. Not in the world of sin, but only in the Christian 

church, do we have any hope of glimpsing that Christian vision of leadership, that is 

an anticipation of the future kingdom of God. The rule of God. Of humble love. 
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My own favourite book on Christian leadership is the small and wonderful book, ‘In 

the name of Jesus – Reflections on Christian Leadership’, by Henri Nouwen. Having 

been called by God out of Harvard where he had worked as a high-flying academic, 

to a small local community for the mentally handicapped, Nouwen reflected on 

leadership within the Christian Church in this way, 

‘My movement from Harvard to L’Arche community for the mentally 

handicapped made me aware in a new way how much my own thinking about 

Christian leadership had been affected by the desire to be relevant, the desire 

for popularity, and the desire for power. Too often I looked at being relevant, 

popular and powerful as ingredients of an effective ministry. The truth, 

however, is that these are not vocations but temptations. Jesus asks, “Do you 

love me?’ Jesus sends us to be shepherds, and Jesus promises a life in which 

we increasingly have to stretch out our hands and be led to places where we 

would rather not go. He asks us to move from a concern for relevance to a life 

of prayer, from worries about popularity to communal and mutual ministry, 

and from a leadership built on power to leadership in which we critically 

discern where God is leading us and our people. What I have said is, 

obviously, nothing new, but I hope and pray that you have seen that the oldest, 

most traditional vision of Christian leadership is still a vision that awaits 

realization in the future. I leave you with the image of the leader with 

outstretched hands, who chooses a life of downward mobility. It is the image 

of the praying leader, the vulnerable leader, and the trusting leader. May that 

image fill your hearts with hope, courage, and confidence as you anticipate’ the 

years that are ahead of you.’ 

~ 

The love of God is humble love.  
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In the death of Jesus, God atoned for our sin, and for the sin of the world. God saves 

us from ourselves by giving and emptying himself completely. This is love. 

When we properly understand what this means—when we come to understand the 

profound humility of God’s love, exemplified by Jesus’ death on the cross—we are 

the ones who are humbled. If the nature of God’s love is humility, then its proper 

effect is to humble us. And it is when we come to humble ourselves before God and 

confess the devastating fact of our own sin to him that we truly accept and receive his 

love for us. When we do this, everything that has separated us from the love of God 

is overcome, and we are restored to a full and truly loving relationship with God. 

~ 

	


