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Humility is arguably the fundamental, mandatory Christian virtue.  We can’t receive God’s 
free gift of salvation unless we admit that we need saving. Both James and Peter instruct 
us: “Humble yourself before the Lord, and he will lift you up.” 

As nearly all of you know, I’ve won this year’s Maxwell Prize and will be delivering my 
plenary talk in less than an hour.  When I learned I’d won, I was delighted, humbled, and 
grateful—all at once.  The gratitude was for the manifold professional blessings in my 
career, some of which I’ll mention in the plenary talk and in my remarks at the banquet. 
This morning, I want to focus on the other two emotions: humility and delight. 

Pride is one of the seven deadly sins—and arguably the worst.  I’ve always struggled with 
pride. Upon reflection, it’s no surprise that I am tempted to worship the idol of fame. As a 
kid, I won many awards for being smart and precocious. I was trained to pursue accolades.  
Being smart was a core part of my identity. 

Paul instructs us in Romans to make a sober assessment of ourselves: neither too high, nor 
too low.  The majority of people err on the low side, thinking they are less able to serve & 
glorify God than they are.  I err on the high side, forgetting that being smart is a gift from 
God, a desirable attribute like being beautiful or fast. I err by thinking I’m self-suTicient and 
forgetting that, as Jesus said in John 15, unless I abide in him, I’ll never accomplish 
anything of lasting importance. 

So, in years of struggling to practice humility in the face of temptations to choose pride, 
what have I learned?  I want to share three practical professional lessons in humility. 

The first lesson occurred when I was an assistant professor striving to receive tenure, with 
two preschoolers at home. Our pastor preached a sermon series on the 10 
Commandments.  At the time, our Bible study group included Roe, a woman in her first year 
of Med School. The pastor said that everyone should stop working for 24-hours every week 
as a sabbath.  Roe and I thought he was crazy. So our group did a several week study on 
what the Bible says about the sabbath.  Basically, Roe and I were searching for a 
loophole—but there wasn’t one—farmers were supposed to honor the sabbath even during 
their harvest!  The temptation I faced was: “Working less will surely set back your career!  
You won’t get tenure.”  Submitting to the authority of scripture was an exercise in humility 
because, to do so, I had to concede that God knows what is good for me better than I do.  
So I decided to submit to God’s authority and try it. Taking a weekly sabbath had all kinds of 
benefits but my biggest surprise was that the temptation had been a lie—there was no 



professional downside to a regular day of rest—the lost time was more than compensated 
for by improved energy & enthusiasm during the 6 days I worked, and by improved 
judgement and perspective about what to focus on.  Lesson #1 in professional humility is 
this: submit to scripture by honoring the sabbath day and keeping it holy. 

Lesson #2 occurred around the same time.  One of the accomplishments I am being 
recognized for is experimental measurement of an instability called the toroidal Alfvén 
eigenmode, or TAE. Before we really measured them, I thought I had seen evidence for the 
eTect of TAEs in some neutral particle analyzer data and had made a presentation to the 
entire DIII-D group about it.  Then I discovered to my horror that the eTect was 
instrumental.  This time the Temptor said: “Hide it. If you publicly admit your mistake, it will 
ruin your reputation.”  After a surprisingly intense struggle, I crafted a retraction—including 
an explanation why it wasn’t entirely a bonehead error—and delivered it to the DIII-D group.  
Once again, the temptation had been a lie.  My colleagues shrugged and thought, 
“Heidbrink admits his mistakes when he makes them—he’s reliable.”  Lesson #2 in 
professional humility is this: publicly admit your mistakes. 

Temptation #3 is one I’ve encountered innumerable times:   to elevate my own 
contributions over the contributions of my collaborators. The most extreme example of this 
occurred in 2014.  In the previous years, I had been the leading scientist in a collaboration 
on fast-ion diagnostics and physics between DIII-D and ASDEX-Upgrade.  The Landau-
Spitzer award is given jointly by APS and EPS to successful American and European 
collaborations. At the time, there was also a preference for early-career scientists, a 
criterion that subsequently changed.  There was also a rule that a team could consist of no 
more than four people. 

The problem was that our team had five deserving people: me, a German grad student, an 
American postdoc, and two mid-career scientists, one European and the other American.  I 
prayed about how to craft the nomination and agonized over who to include. After 
considerable prayer, on a Sunday morning, I told my wife Mary that I was going to nominate 
the other four members of our team.  She shrieked, “That’s not fair!”  (One of her endearing 
traits is her loyalty to me.)  I answered, “Are you mad at me for being generous?” The 
nomination was successful, they won—and I did not. I’m embarrassed to say that there 
were subsequent times that I thought, “Why did you do that?  Your CV would look better if 
you had a more recent award.” 

Lesson #3 in humility is to put other’s professional interests above your own.  You may think 
that harms your reputation but credit is not a zero-sum game. A person who is stingy with 
credit loses credibility for their accomplishments; a generous person loses nothing. 



So those are my three lessons in humility.  #1: “Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy.” 
#2: Admit your mistakes and bring them to the light. And #3: Put collaborators’ interests 
above your own. 

I said in my introduction that I was grateful, humbled, and delighted when I learned I won 
the Maxwell Prize. So far, I’ve focused here on the humbled part.  What I haven’t mentioned 
yet is the connection to being delighted. Of course, part of being delighted is just the 
delight I felt as a kid when I won an accolade. But there’s a deeper aspect too. Jesus said, 
“Take up your cross and follow me” and, indeed, for many, the path of obedience comes at 
a heavy cost. When I faced the temptations I’ve told you about, the Temptor told me that 
my humble decisions would harm my career, cost me tenure, savage my reputation, etc. 
Ultimately, this was a price I was willing to pay. But the Temptor lied; it didn’t cost me. My 
deeper delight is that, even though I thought I yielded professional success out of 
obedience, I received this honor anyway. 

Soli Deo Gloria. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Of the three aspects of humility that I mentioned—honoring the sabbath, admitting 
your mistakes to colleagues, and promoting others’ careers over your own—which is 
relatively easy for you?  Relatively hard? 

2. If you’ve had an experience in your life where you humbled yourself in God’s sight 
and it resulted in exaltation later, share it with your group. 


