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In 1999 Cornell University social psychologists David Dunning and Justin 

Kruger published a paper entitled, “Unskilled and unaware of it: how 

difficulties in recognizing one's own incompetence lead to inflated 

self-assessments.” 

In short, this “Dunning-Kruger effect” asserts that most people are 

overconfident about their abilities, and that the least competent 

people are the most overconfident. 

Why causes this cognitive bias?  It is a problem of metacognition—the 

ability (or in this the lack thereof) to analyze one’s own thoughts or 

performance. 

As the researchers said, “Those with limited knowledge in a domain suffer a 

dual burden: Not only do they reach mistaken conclusions and make 

regrettable errors, but their incompetence robs them of the ability to 

realize it.” 

Since then, some doubt has been cast on interpreting the statistics of the 

study, but it does seem like we’ve seen this effect with people, 

particularly those in the public eye because it is, uh, more public 

there, but we have all experienced the effect ourselves at one time or 

another.  And if you say, [confidently] “Not me,” well, let me roll eyes 

now… 

As they say, “A little knowledge is dangerous.”   

Or as Charles Darwin said, “Ignorance more frequently begets confidence 

than does knowledge.” 

I still succumb to the effect myself now and then, but I do work hard to try 

and mitigate it and you can also. 
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One way is to question what you know and pay attention to those who have 

different viewpoints. Seek feedback from people you can trust who 

you know are highly skilled in your area of interest.  

Also, be open to constructive criticism and resist the impulse to become 

defensive. Don’t pretend to know something you don’t. Make it a 

priority to continue learning and growing. 

The irony, of course, is the more you learn, the more you realize how much 

you do not know. 

As the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates said, “I am the wisest man alive, 

for I know one thing, and that is that I know nothing.”   

Now I am not that extreme, but today’s scripture passages did cause me to 

muse in this area.   

This week and next we hear from Paul’s letter to church in Philippi, which 

he wrote while under his two-year house arrest in Rome. 

Paul is writing to express his gratitude and affection to the Philippian 

church, which he had started 10 years prior and that he loved dearly 

as they were his strongest supporters in ministry.  

One of the main themes of the letter is the joy of being a follower of Christ.   

That did not mean life was a bed of roses, as Paul’s own imprisonment 

showed, but being in Christ let you know how little the ways of this 

life mean. 

In today’s passage Paul is joyful because the Philippians have been “sharing 

in the gospel from the first day until now” and that Christ will bring it 

to completion when he comes. 

After expressing his gratitude at their faithfulness with him, Paul says in 

verse 9,  
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“And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with 

knowledge and full insight [discernment] to help you to determine 

what is best.” 

This is a verse that too many people, particularly those in the public eye 

speaking on “Christian values,” need hear and heed.   

First, Paul says it’s his “prayer”; it’s his request to God for the people close 

to him. 

Then that their “love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full 

insight [or discernment].”   

That is, knowledge and discernment should lead to more love, not less love.   

That love, not doctrine, not personal desires, but agape for God, for Paul, 

and for each other be the basis from which all else derives and to 

realize that we do not have all the answers, that there is always more 

to learn, more how to love and be Christ-like. 

Because it is only with this love-based knowledge that we can then 

“determine what is best.”  

But to do so requires humility.  It requires that we recognize that we have 

our own biases, that we don’t know everything, and are willing to 

evolve.  Not change for change sake, but recognizing our own 

limitations and so change in how we can be more loving.  

It requires us to be more empathetic and humbler and realizing that all of 

us suffer in various ways from the Dunning-Kruger effect and have 

our own incomplete knowledge of the world and what to do.   

As our own late Gil Adams [show slide] often said, “All of us are dumb 

different.”  
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The time of Advent, not unlike Lent, is to pray and meditate on what we can 

do to be more loving, not just in our personal actions with others, but 

what are doing to affect the institutions and practices in our society to 

be more loving? 

The gospel lesson from Luke 3 today alludes to these kinds of actions as 

preparation for the coming of the Lord. 

The first two verses sets the stage for John the Baptist’s prophetic call by 

introducing the worldly powers: an emperor, a governor, three 

tetrarchs, and two high priests.  

Together they represent rulers of the known world, the regional lands, and 

the religious, political, and economic complex that stands at the heart 

of Jerusalem. Collectively they hold all the authority and might that 

wealth, military prowess, or ancestry can command. 

And yet, verse 2 ends with “the word of God came to John son of Zechariah 

in the wilderness.”  A “nobody” in a nowhere place. 

The Bible portrays the wilderness as a place of desolation, but also as a 

place of divine provision, a place where God can work without the 

distractions of everyday life. 

Luke 1:80 says, “The child [John] grew and became strong in spirit, and he 

was in the wilderness until the day he appeared publicly to Israel.”  

So, John the Baptist does not simply appear one day in the desert. Luke 

suggests that his growth and spiritual strength actually develop there. 

This is a hopeful and necessary message for us today. It doesn’t take much 

effort to imagine our world as a desert. Scarcity, isolation, hunger, 

and violence seem to rule the day. The pain and injustice around us 

can make us wonder whether God is at work in this wilderness.  
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But Luke suggests that the wilderness is precisely where God provides what 

we need, so that we can now be the ones “crying out in the wilderness, 

‘Prepare the way of the Lord.’” 

And we proclaim this not just to others, but ourselves.  The way of the Lord 

is loving and helping others.  And we do so now with God working 

through us as a community to proclaim by word and deed the good 

news for all. 

As visiting associate professor of New Testament at Moravian Theological 

Seminary Audrey West puts it,  

“Very little is certain about the post-pandemic world, except for the 

promise represented by John’s proclamation in the wilderness: God 

enters this time and this space in this period of history, so that “all 

flesh shall see the salvation of God.”  Prepare the way of the Lord.” 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen.  

 

  


