
True Community and the Humility of Being Honest 
In one of his early poems, W.H. Auden wrote about what might be considered a crisis of 
integrity in human relationships, a world filled with polite but meaningless interactions 
in which people ask each other questions in passing that prove hard, even troubling, to 
answer. "To ask the hard question is simple," he writes, 

Asking at meeting 
With the simple glance of acquaintance 
To what these go 
And how these do; 
To ask the hard question is simple, 
The simple act of confused will. 
But the answer 
Is hard and hard to remember... 
(Auden, "The Question", 1930) 

The scenario he paints is one of casual acquaintances encountering each other on a 
morning stroll, passing light pleasantries in a manner that covers the truth. He never says 
directly what the "hard question" is, but it is implied in the deliberately vague references 
to the conversation happening - "to what these go/And how these do"; meaning 
pleasantries exchanged disinterestedly, of the polite "how do you do?" variety. They are 
easy questions to ask, Auden says, but altogether harder to answer.  
The problem Auden described in 1930 seems as present in our society today as it was 
then. Perhaps it is most common in predominantly Anglo-Saxon societies, where it is 
polite to ask after another's health but impolite to "grumble". Australians have inherited 
this trait, simply making it our own, with catch-cries like "she'll be right" replacing our 
British forefather's equivalent. It is possible to have a whole conversation in Australia 
without ever genuinely expressing how you are, a reality that is made abundantly clear by 
the fact that we now have "R U Okay Day", a day dedicated to suicide prevention on 
which people are challenged to reply honestly when asked that question. It is a 
wonderful initiative, but it reveals something quite wrong in our society that such a day 
would need to exist. Why would we need to be challenged to be honest when asked how 
we are? 
Auden would argue that the reason is this: we simply find it too hard to confront what is 
actually going on inside ourselves. I would suggest it goes further than that. There is, I 



believe, a fear of what it means to be honest in our interactions - a fear of how we would 
be perceived if we actually expressed our true feelings. We may be honest with ourselves 
- though some also may find this difficult - but it is another thing altogether to be honest 
with others. 
This, I believe, is a problem all the more rife in the Christian church than elsewhere in 
society. I say this partly through observation and partly because of what I know of myself. 
Certainly, I would have to say that my most honest, most deep human interactions have 
taken place within church communities. Sadly, however, they are not the norm, neither 
for myself nor for the people I have spoken with about this issue. All too often, the vast 
majority of people who are struggling with any of issues which are taboo for Christians, 
including depression, doubt or same-sex attraction, feel they cannot be honest about 
their struggles.  
Why is this the case? Perhaps we struggle because our own inner workings seem to 
contradict our faith, perhaps because we are not half as far along in our faith as we 
would like to think ourselves. It stems in some ways from our theology and in some ways 
from how we conduct our communities. Many of us believe, whether we say it openly or 
not, that the Christian life should be one of ongoing victory over suffering and sin. It is 
an idea we take from the more encouraging passages of scripture, like the majestic 
Romans 8 ("in all things we are more than conquerors") and fail to temper with the many 
passages that tell us that, while this is most certainly the case, the time between now and 
Jesus returning will not be an easy one. It disregards all of 2 Corinthians, many of the 
Psalms and most of Revelation. And yet it would have to be one of the most tenacious 
beliefs we have, and rather an unhelpful one. We are in all things conquerors; but that 
will not stop us from frequently feeling far from it. 
It also stems, I think, from an unwillingness to acknowledge just how far gone we are 
with sin. Our society helps with this, by typifying certain "human weaknesses" as normal 
and everyday, while others - rape; paedophilia; extreme racism; some forms of murder - 
are put in a category often termed as "evil". And, in some respects, this makes sense; 
those in the second category are less "normal" (though not as rare as we would like to 
think) and have arguably worse consequences than, say, pride or gluttony. But are they 
demonstrably worse? And, for that matter, are the rest of us any better, simply for having 
been spared those more heinous failings? 
In truth, God is altogether unsurprised to hear that we doubt far more than would like 
to, struggle far more with lust, are far less happy and far more perverse than we would 
care to admit. When Jesus died for us on the cross, it was not simply for our neater, tidier, 



more polite sins that He died; it was for all of them, in all their putrid filth. It is for our 
own sake that we hide the realities of ourselves, not for God. 
Nor should it damage our faith or theology to admit that we continue to struggle with sin. 
Contemporary approaches to the sharing of testimonies have, in this respect, something 
to answer for. Interestingly, the word "testimony", mostly only used by Christians and 
lawyers, has survived also in the marketing variation of "testimonial", and in this sense 
our approaches to sharing our testimonies frequently have more in common with 
advertising - offering a kind of spiritual "before and after shot" - than they do with the 
kind of "word of testimony" that is described in Revelation 12:11. It is true that following 
Jesus transforms our lives, and true also that we should expect to become less sinful than 
we were when we began. All that is good and true. Nevertheless, the outworking of this is 
far more complicated than we might be led to expect.  
If, before becoming a Christian, I was a drug addict and knew it, I should expect this to 
change as I become more like Jesus, although it is unlikely that I will find it easy. 
However, if before becoming a Christian I am quite a nice, decent sort of person, opening 
my life up to the Holy Spirit may in fact uncover more sin than it, at first, seems to deal 
with. Think of a surface in your house - a bathroom sink, for instance - which appears 
clean until you start to scrub away at it, revealing, beneath slight discolouration, several 
layers of grot and grime to which you were previously blind. Or think of a day when you 
feel quite happy and well-intentioned towards humanity, until someone cuts you off 
while driving home and you suddenly realise that you are capable, in fact, of quite 
significant anger. This is one of the ways that the Holy Spirit works in our lives: revealing 
the sin we had previously not noticed. It is a necessary process, but far from an easy one.  
Moreover, if we let it do its work, it is deeply, deeply humbling. And part of our problem - 
a significant part, I suspect - is that we are not half as humble as we should be. To admit 
to an ongoing struggle with sin should do much less to damage our theology than it does 
our reputation or our perception of ourselves. It does not make God any less powerful; it 
simply makes us less invincible. The Bible often gives us a picture of the Christian life 
being an ongoing struggle. Paul urges the church in Rome to "be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind" (Romans 12:2), a process which, the Greek makes clear, is not 
once-for-all but continuous. He also instructs the church in Philippi to "continue to work 
out your salvation with fear and trembling" (Philippians 2:12), an instruction which 
shows both the ongoing nature of our sanctification and the difficulty it will entail. We do 
not fear or tremble over instant and complete sanctification; we fear and tremble to 
realise what it means for us to be sinful and God to be holy. 



Part of that process, I would suggest, involves being honest about our struggles - with 
God and with each other. The Bible is full of prayers which voice lament and doubt. It 
also offers us this picture which should guide our prayers far more than it generally does: 

To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked 
down on everyone else, Jesus told this parable: "Two men went up to 
the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The 
Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: 'God, I thank you that I am 
not like other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like 
this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.' 
"But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up 
to heaven, but beat his breast and said, 'God, have mercy on me, a 
sinner.' 
"I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified 
before God. For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and 
those who humble themselves will be exalted." (Luke 18:9-14) 

God is not perturbed when we admit that we need His help; in fact, it is often the 
opening He takes to do the most work in us. It could also be the opening that our church 
communities need, to go from being polite, friendly gatherings to the kind of deep, 
transformative communities they were made to be.  
Doing this takes leadership. It requires some who are willing to stand before their 
communities and admit to struggling: with doubt, with lust, with depression and the 
whole range of other thorny, complex experiences to which humans are prone. To effect 
significant transformation it takes the kind of courage that preacher and writer Vaughan 
Roberts recently showed in sharing about his struggle with same-sex attraction. However, 
it does not always take something so substantial. It is important to note that Roberts' 
"confession" took place in the context of admitting to struggling with many things, doubt 
and depression among them. We may not all have significant issues to share, but we all 
have issues that we daily, perhaps stoically, deal with, but do so silently. The silence, while 
understandable, is largely unhelpful and more often than not it stems from pride and an 
unwillingness to admit that we are far from perfect. 
For me, it begins with writing these words: I am not okay. I am very rarely okay. And I will 
venture to suggest that, at some point in this week, you have not been okay. God knows 
that and He can handle it. Can our church communities?


