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Letter # 14 
“The Mystery of Genuine Humility” 

 
MY DEAR WORMWOOD, 
(0) The most alarming thing in your last account of the patient is that he is making none of those confident 
resolutions which marked his original conversion. No more lavish promises of perpetual virtue, I gather; not 
even the expectation of an endowment of "grace" for life, but only a hope for the daily and hourly pittance to 
meet the daily and hourly temptation! This is very bad. 
(1) I see only one thing to do at the moment. Your patient has become humble; have you drawn his attention 
to the fact? All virtues are less formidable to us once the man is aware that he has them, but this is especially 
true of humility. Catch him at the moment when he is really poor in spirit and smuggle into his mind the 
gratifying reflection, "By jove! I'm being humble", and almost immediately pride—pride at his own 
humility—will appear. If he awakes to the danger and tries to smother this new form of pride, make him 
proud of his attempt—and so on, through as many stages as you please. But don't try this too long, for fear 
you awake his sense of humor and proportion, in which case he will merely laugh at you and go to bed. 
But there are other profitable ways of fixing his attention on the virtue of Humility. By this virtue, as by all 
the others, our Enemy wants to turn the man's attention away from self to Him, and to the man's neighbors. 
All the abjection and self-hatred are designed, in the long run, solely for this end; unless they attain this end 
they do us little harm; and they may even do us good if they keep the man concerned with himself, and, 
above all, if self-contempt can be made the starting-point for contempt of other selves, and thus for gloom, 
cynicism, and cruelty. 
(2) You must therefore conceal from the patient the true end of Humility. Let him think of it not as self-
forgetfulness but as a certain kind of opinion (namely, a low opinion) of his own talents and character. Some 
talents, I gather, he really has. Fix in his mind the idea that humility consists in trying to believe those talents 
to be less valuable than he believes them to be. No doubt they are in fact less valuable than he believes, but 
that is not the point. The great thing is to make him value an opinion for some quality other than truth, thus 
introducing an element of dishonesty and make-believe into the heart of what otherwise threatens to become 
a virtue. By this method thousands of humans have been brought to think that humility means pretty women 
trying to believe they are ugly and clever men trying to believe they are fools. And since what they are trying 
to believe may, in some cases, be manifest nonsense, they cannot succeed in believing it and we have the 
chance of keeping their minds endlessly revolving on themselves in an effort to achieve the impossible. To 
anticipate the Enemy's strategy, we must consider His aims. The Enemy wants to bring the man to a state of 
mind in which he could design the best cathedral in the world, and know it to be the best, and rejoice in the, 
fact, without being any more (or less) or otherwise glad at having done it than he would be if it had been 
done by another. The Enemy wants him, in the end, to be so free from any bias in his own favor that he can 
rejoice in his own talents as frankly and gratefully as in his neighbor’s talents—or in a sunrise, an elephant, 
or a waterfall. He wants each man, in the long run, to be able to recognize all creatures (even himself) as 
glorious and excellent things. He wants to kill their animal self-love as soon as possible; but it is His long-
term policy, I fear, to restore to them a new kind of self-love—a charity and gratitude for all selves, 
including their own; when they have really learned to love their neighbors as themselves, they will be 
allowed to love themselves as their neighbors. For we must never forget what is the most repellent and 
inexplicable trait in our Enemy; He really loves the hairless bipeds He has created and always gives back to 
them with His right hand what He has taken away with His left. 
(3) His whole effort, therefore, will be to get the man's mind off the subject of his own value altogether. He 
would rather the man thought himself a great architect or a great poet and then forgot about it, than that he 
should spend much time and pains trying to think himself a bad one. Your efforts to instill either vainglory or 



false modesty into the patient will therefore be met from the Enemy's side with the obvious reminder that a 
man is not usually called upon to have an opinion of his own talents at all, since he can very well go on 
improving them to the best of his ability without deciding on his own precise niche in the temple of Fame. 
(4) You must try to exclude this reminder from the patient's consciousness at all costs. The Enemy will also 
try to render real in the patient's mind a doctrine which they all profess but find it difficult to bring home to 
their feelings—the doctrine that they did not create themselves, that their talents were given them, and that 
they might as well be proud of the color of their hair. But always and by all methods the Enemy's aim will be 
to get the patient's mind off such questions, and yours will be to fix it on them. Even of his sins the Enemy 
does not want him to think too much: once they are repented, the sooner the man turns his attention outward, 
the better the Enemy is pleased, 

Your affectionate uncle     
SCREWTAPE 

Analysis Questions 
1. In Paragraph 0, what does Screwtape assess as being very bad for Wormwood that has occurred in the 

life of the patient?  What can we do to emulate a similar attitude based on these Scriptures (Matthew 
6:25-34; Luke 10:41; 12:11, 22; Phil 4:6; John 14:27; 2 Cor 12:9)? 

2. In Paragraph 1, the patient has developed genuine humility over his sin, what is the strategy that 
Screwtape encourages after this happens to the patient?  Why is this is so dangerous (Prov 6:17; 16:18; 
11:2; 1 Tim 3:6)?  What is the risk of Wormwood using this strategy for too long (2 Cor 2:11)? 

3. In Paragraph 1, what does Screwtapes suggest about taking advantage of humility to teach us about our 
enemy’s methods (Ezek 28:12; Matt 4:6; 2 Cor 11:15; Rev 12:10; Luke 4:13)?  Have you ever 
experienced the pattern laid out here from humility to a judgmental attitude (or gloom, cynicism, and 
cruelty)? 

4. In Paragraph 2, what is the true end of humility and how does Screwtape’s strategy for the patient to 
avoid “self-forgetfulness” and instead to focus on low opinions of himself work?  How does Screwtape 
change humility into false humility through thoughts of ourselves?  When is it ok for us to have genuine 
recognitions of the gifts that God has given us (1 Peter 4:10)? 

5. In Paragraph 2, what are the aims of God in humility (Phil 2:3; Rom 12:3, 16)?  What is the main point 
concerning humility when Screwtape shares the story of the best cathedral in the world being built?  
What is the goal of God in bringing us to evaluate the excellence of all things? 

6. In Paragraph 3, what does Screwtape mention is God’s goal in humility? Why would Screwtape think 
that God would rather have us think of ourselves as good at something and then forget it, versus trying to 
think of ourselves as being bad at something (Col 2:18, 23)? 

7. In Paragraph 3, how does God’s strategy against Screwtape’s instillation of vain glory or false modesty 
agree with God’s demands (Isaiah 42:8, 48:11; Rev 4:10; John 15:5)? 

8. In Paragraph 4, what is the doctrine that we profess, but find it difficult to bring home to our feelings?  
When is it ok to have pride?  Is there a difference between “good” or “bad” pride? 

9. In Paragraph 4, Screwtape mentions that God doesn’t want us to fix our mind too much on our sins.  Do 
you agree or disagree?  How does this fit with Scripture (1 John 1:9; Heb 8:12; 1 John 3:20)? 


