VIRTUE 20

COURTESY
We work hard with our own hands. When we are cursed, we bless; when we
are persecuted, we endure it; when we are slandered, we answer kindly.
—1 Corinthians 4:12-13
Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will
reap a harvest if we do not give up. Therefore, as we have opportunity,
let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family
of believers.
—Galatians 6:9-10
Do not gloat when your enemy falls; when he stumbles, do not let your
heart rejoice, or the L will see and disapprove and turn his wrath
away from him.
—Proverbs 24:17-18

M

ost definitions of courtesy will include simple action terms,
such as “displaying polished manners” or “showing respect
for others.” More elaborate definitions may describe
courtesy as “sophisticated conversation and intellectual skill.” The
original term comes from the twelfth century term courteis, which
meant “gentle politeness” and “courtly manners.”49 Regardless of
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which definition makes the most sense to you, courtesy is something
you must see in action—it is not a trait like humility that can just
be held internally. I remember seeing my wife’s grandfather display
courtesy in a very clear and profound way.
My wife’s grandparents were married for over sixty years. They
were wonderful people, and I learned a lot about what it takes to be
a solid husband in a marriage that can withstand the test of time.
While they were quite well composed most of the time, they each
had their moments of outburst, lost patience, and other challenges
that any sixty-year relationship endures. On one such occasion (and
apparently this was not the first time), Phil did something (as most
husbands often do) that led Pearle to lose her temper, so she hit a few
tennis balls at him, one after the other. And Phil just stood there and
took it. I was impressed. And I learned a lesson, too: A true knight
tames himself to be courteous in all situations—to take the high road
and overlook small infractions for love’s sake.
Let’s consider another example. As a young man, I worked
for my father in the family business. He owned the building our
company occupied, and a few of our office suites were rented out to
other businesses. One winter, we were remodeling the building, and
the heating system had to be shut down for a few days. Now, during
the dead of winter, this made some of the tenants rightfully angry.
One early morning, one of the tenants came to our office and read
me the riot act. She was cold, her staff was cold, and she thought it
was about time that the heating system was fixed. At the top of her
voice and with her finger wagging in my face, she exclaimed, “You
go tell your daddy to get the heater fixed or we’re moving out next
week and not paying rent!” As a young man in my twenties, I could
think of nothing worse than telling me to “go find my daddy” to
fix a problem. Luckily, before I could say anything in response, she
stormed out the door.
When my dad came in the office an hour later, I poured out my
frustration. “You wouldn’t believe how disrespectful she was to me!
She told me to ‘go find my daddy’! Can you believe it? I would just
prefer it if she did move out!”
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My dad let me vent for a while, but then he asked me to do the
impossible. “Dan, I know that what she said to you was disrespectful,
and I can see that it made you very angry, but I’d like you to go see
her before you go home today, apologize to her that the heating
system has not been working, and tell her that we’ll be sure to get it
fixed as soon as possible.”
“What?” I exclaimed. “Are you out of your mind? She treated
me like an eight-year-old—telling me to ‘go find my daddy’ while
stuffing her finger in my face—and you want me to go apologize to
her? Give me a break!”
He then explained that sometimes in life you can be right but
also be dead right. In other words, yes, she offended me, and I did
not deserve her condescending speech. But for me to demand an
apology from her, a person who had being paying rent for good
service that we were not providing, was not a strategically beneficial
move. No matter how unpleasant her message was, it was a valid
message nonetheless, and one that we needed to act upon to be
diligent landlords.
From my dad’s vantage point, our company needed their rent
money and the tenant was right: as one of our tenants, it was our
job to provide them with top-quality service. Allowing her heating
system to go for a few days without working (especially in the winter)
was unacceptable. We needed to get it fixed—and fast. She never did
apologize to me for the way she acted, but that was okay because the
experience helped me grow immeasurably.
Proverbs 26:4-5 provides an apparently contradictory set of
proverbial pairs (Proverbs that are topically similar or appear close
together in the text). Verse 4 says that we should not answer a fool
according to his folly, or we will be just like the fool himself. Verse 5,
however, says if we do not answer a fool according to his folly, he will
be wise in his own eyes. This seems like quite the conundrum—we’re
told that the wise should answer a fool and also instructed not to
answer the fool. Fortunately, there is a reason for this apparent
contradiction. Consider the following truths that are brought out
only by the combination of both verses:
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•
•
•
•
•

No matter what the circumstances involve, the fool must be
kept in his place.
The folly, but not necessarily the fool bringing the folly, must
be answered by the wise.
There is no routine approach for handling a fool.
Discernment on the part of the wise is needed in all
circumstances.
Entering into dialogue with a fool is both an obligation and
a threat for the wise.

Sometimes a fool needs to be put into his place. In some
circumstances, even answering a fool is not a wise choice. In still
other circumstances, the allegations of a fool need to be rebutted.
Other important aspects of courtesy when it comes to knighthood
include being slow to anger, treating women with respect and
gentleness (as the modern term chivalry would depict), and having
a clean mouth.

B EING SLOW

TO

A NGER

A true knight does not act, work, or fight battles in anger:
My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should
be quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to become
angry, for man’s anger does not bring about the
righteous life that God desires. Therefore, get rid of
all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and
humbly accept the word planted in you, which can
save you (James 1:19-21).
The end of a matter is better than its beginning,
and patience is better than pride. Do not be quickly
provoked in your spirit, for anger resides in the lap
of fools (Ecclesiastes 7:8-9).
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A man’s wisdom gives him patience; it is to his glory
to overlook an offense (Proverbs 19:11).
Through patience a ruler can be persuaded, and
a gentle tongue can break a bone (Proverbs 25:15).
If a ruler’s anger rises against you, do not leave
your post; calmness can lay great errors to rest
(Ecclesiastes 10:4).

TREATING WOMEN

WITH

RESPECT

AND

G ENTLENESS

A true knight treats women with respect and gentleness:
Husbands love your wives and do not be harsh with
them (Colossians 3:19).
Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you
live with your wives, and treat them with respect
as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the
gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your
prayers (1 Peter 3:7).

HAVING

A

C LEAN MOUTH

Finally, a knight keeps his mouth clean:
With the tongue, we praise our Lord and Father,
and with it we curse men, who have been made
in God’s likeness. Out of the same mouth come
praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be.
Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the
same spring? My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives,
or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring
produce fresh water (James 3:9-12).
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Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not
curse (Romans 12:14).
Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your
mouths, but only what is helpful for building others
up according to their needs, that it may benefit
those who listen (Ephesians 4:29).

R EFLECT
It belongs to a Knight to speak nobly and courteously,
to have fair armor and be well clad, and to maintain
a good and honest household. All of these things are
necessary to the honor of knighthood.50
—Ramon Lull
Courtesy and knighthood belong together, for
villainous and foul words are against the rule of
the Order. Loyalty, truth, hardiness, generosity,
decency, humility, mercy, and other similar virtues
are also essential to knighthood.51
—Ramon Lull

R ESPOND
1. How is it possible to be courteous to those who treat us
rudely?
2. When do you find it most difficult to be courteous to
others?
3. In situations that grow tense, how many seconds do you
have to choose between making a courteous response and
one loaded with anger and no tact?
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4. In this century, we have many different ways to respond to
people on delicate topics—e-mail, texting, phone, or faceto-face. How can how we respond to someone promote
courtesy?
5. Do we owe someone a courteous response even when they
treat us rudely?
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