
November 10, 2013 

  
 

If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any 
sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of 
the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do 
nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better 
than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests 
of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he 
was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human 
likeness. 
 
And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the 
point of death – even death on a cross. Therefore God also highly exalted him and 
gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every 
knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue 
should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  

 
  
Do you remember Harry Truman? I don’t mean the 33rd President of the United States. I mean 
the Harry Truman who lived in a cabin by Spirit Lake on the side of Mount St. Helens in 
Washington State. When a steam vent opened on the mountain on March 27, 1980, the geologists 
warned everybody a major eruption was about to occur. They tried to get everybody to evacuate 
the area.  
 
The whole nation watched as Harry refused to budge. After all, this was his home. It was one of 
the most beautiful places on the face of the earth. The mountain had not erupted since 1857. 
Besides, Harry figured, he was some distance from the summit, he could easily outrun the slow- 
flowing lava that might come in his direction. Harry was interviewed on national television, the 
wise mountain veteran scoffing at the warnings and sneering at the doomsday scientists.  
  
On May 18, 1980, Mount St. Helens erupted, blowing 1300 feet off the top of the mountain, 
devastating 250 square miles of countryside, and killing thirty people – including Harry. Turned 
out, Harry was not a wise veteran but a proud fool, and he paid for it with his life. 
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Nature has a way of humbling the mightiest among us. Last night at the Composer Festival 
concert, Dan Forrest, our composer this year, told how he wrote his Requiem thinking about the 
billions of galaxies discovered by the Hubble Deep Field telescope in an area that simply 
appeared empty to normal telescopes. It reminded me of President Teddy Roosevelt, who had no 
small amount of pride. Biographer Mark Hanna said that Teddy Roosevelt wanted to be “the 
bride at every wedding and the corpse at every funeral.”  
 
But Teddy Roosevelt explored the American wilderness with his friend, naturalist William 
Beebe. Each night before they retired, they would go out and look at the night sky, searching for 
a tiny patch of light near the constellation of Pegasus. And they would chant, “This is the Spiral 
Galaxy in Andromeda. It is as large as our Milky Way. It is one of a hundred million galaxies. It 
consists of one hundred billion suns, each larger than our sun.” Then Teddy would turn to Beebe 
and say, “Now I think we are small enough. Let’s go to bed!” A healthy dose of ego reduction 
for one of the biggest egos in history, which was wise, because pride can kill you. No wonder 
pride is the first of the seven deadly sins. And Jesus shows us a more excellent way.  
  
Christians are uniquely called. God has unique intentions for us. Christians are uniquely blessed. 
We are blessed for the single purpose of blessing others. And Christians are also uniquely 
shaped. We are meant to be shaped into the image of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is the image of 
true humanity, the image of who we were meant to be before what we call “the Fall” from grace. 
He shows us who God intends us to be. And in this letter to Philippi, the Apostle Paul identifies 
for us the single most important quality you and I need in order to follow Christ.  
  
“Let the mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.” That’s a tall order – having the very mind in us 
that was in Christ. We are not inclined to think that we are in any way on a par with Jesus. We 
hold him way up there in rarified spiritual atmosphere, on a pedestal of spiritual attainment. 
“He’s way up there,” we think. And we tell ourselves, “We’re not like him at all. He’s like God. 
We’re only human. He’s so perfect. We can’t be like him.” 
  
Then Paul comes along and warns us against precisely this type of thinking. Paul says that we 
can be like Christ Jesus. He says that Jesus intentionally, deliberately emptied himself of his 
equality with God. He took the form of a slave, a servant, and humbled himself to the point of 
death. To be uniquely formed into the shape of Jesus Christ, be humble.  
  
“Let this mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.” Paul says it’s really very simple to be like 
Christ. Humble yourself. Be a servant. Anyone can do that! Paul says it’s the simplest thing in 
the world. He uses a word which means to “empty yourself.” This “self-emptying” of which Paul 
spoke was a novel concept; it redefined greatness. Greatness, in Paul’s understanding, is not a 
matter of attaining accomplishments. Paul often uses athletic or military imagery, but he tells us 
here that greatness is not something won upon the battlefield or on the field of competition. 
Instead, he turns the idea of greatness upside down.  
  
He is saying that only when we humble ourselves and truly put others before us will true 
greatness come upon us. Christ enjoyed equality with God. But he emptied himself of his 
likeness to God to work our salvation. So perhaps we must empty ourselves in order to be like 
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Christ. You and I are being told not to puff ourselves up with notions of greatness. We are to 
empty ourselves so that we may be filled. 
  
The great spiritual author Henri Nouwen described what we see in Jesus as “Downward 
Mobility.” He coined that phrase during his years of ministry in Toronto, moving there from 
Harvard University in 1986 to serve as minister at L’Arche, a community of physically and 
mentally disabled persons. Nouwen had become famous through his books, lectures and 
worldwide travels. But he never wanted to be famous, and so he was spiritually drained and 
emotionally burned out as he arrived in Canada. He needed to renew his soul and to simplify his 
life. 
  
As he settled in with the L’Arche Community, this is how Henri remembered those first weeks 
of his new ministry: 
  

The thing that struck me when I came to live in a house with mentally 
handicapped people was that their liking or disliking me had absolutely nothing to 
do with any of the many useful things I had done until then. Since nobody could 
read my books, they could not impress anyone, and since most of them never 
went to school, my twenty years at Notre Dame, Yale and Harvard did not 
provide a significant introduction. My ecumenical experience proved even less 
valuable. When I offered some meat to one of the assistants at dinner, a 
handicapped man said to me “Don’t give him meat, he doesn’t eat meat! He’s a 
Presbyterian.”i  

  
What Henri Nouwen experienced during his ten years in Toronto, before he died in 1996, was 
life-changing. Listen to his own words: “The way of the Christian is not the way of upward 
mobility in which our world has invested so much, but the way of downward mobility following 
Jesus toward the joy and the peace of God...”ii “The most important quality,” said Nouwen, “in 
the life of a Christian is humility as we offer ourselves to God in Jesus’ name and in service to 
others.” 
  
I’m taken with Paul’s model for what it means to be a follower of Christ Jesus. I’m fascinated 
with it because it says that being Christ-like is not only admirable, it’s attainable. Indeed, Paul 
commends it to us. Empty yourself of your normal mind, the mind that is obsessed with security, 
with reputation, with pleasure, and instead, allow the mind that was in Christ to be in you. Paul is 
saying that our true worship is not putting Christ up on a pedestal and admiring him. True 
worship is emptying ourselves of our self-serving impulses, just as Jesus emptied himself in 
order to become a servant. 
  
Mother Teresa of Calcutta died fifteen years ago. She had been seriously ill off and on for some 
time, but always seemed to recover to go back to work at her Home for the Destitute and the 
Dying. She was a feisty and humble servant of Christ. Indeed, her example of humble service is 
what attracted so many people to her. She was known for her unique ways of humbling others, 
such as having Methodist Bishops do the laundry and the Governor of California clean the 
bathrooms.  
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In one of her talks, Mother Teresa wanted to give encouragement to her volunteers. They needed 
some special words because their job in Calcutta was so thankless as they ministered to poor 
people with leprosy and other kinds of horrible disease and illness. Mother Teresa first read the 
text from Matthew 25 which has become the theme for her life: “And Jesus said, ‘As you did it 
to the least of these, you did it to me.’” Then she gave her message. Her message was very 
simple, but oh so profound. 
  
She said, “Jesus is found here in the distressing disguise of the poorest of the poor, the neediest 
of the needy, the sickest of the sick.” And then she said to them, “Hold up both your hands and 
let me attach a word to each of your fingers, so you will never, ever forget the sacredness of your 
task.” 
  
Then, touching her fingers one by one, she gave a word for each finger: “What you do for them, 
you also do for him.” Over and over, she said it, “What you do for them, you also do for him!”  
  
“Now,” she said, “Look at the fingers of your hands and you will always remember that. When 
you are touching the poor, you are touching Christ, and when you are serving the needy, you are 
serving your Lord.” 
  
“What you do for them, you also do for him.” 
  
Christ-like humility, Christ-like obedience, Christ-like love. We have a sacred task: to be humble 
and loving servants. It is the model that Jesus left us of how we are to be.  
  
There’s one sentence in this passage that defines what this humility looks like. It’s in verse 4 
immediately before Paul tells us to let the mind of Christ be our mind. He says, “Let each of you 
look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.” Could this be the key – for you and 
for me – to being shaped into the image of Christ? Humility, becoming a humble servant – is that 
something you and I are willing to do in seeking to be faithful? There’s certainly a hunger within 
us to do precisely this. For many years, before being elected Bishop, Dr. Will Willimon was our 
chaplain at Duke University, a United Methodist school. Willimon remembers when they had a 
recruiter visit from the Teach America Program. Teach America is an organization which 
recruits this nation’s best college and university students to go to teach in the most impossible 
teaching situations in our country.  
  
This recruiter from Teach America was introduced and looked out on a crowd of Duke students. 
She began by saying:  
 

I don’t really know why I am here tonight. I can tell just by looking at you that 
you are probably uninterested in what I have to say. This is one of the best 
universities in America. You are all successful. That is why you are here, to 
become an even greater success on Madison Avenue, or Wall Street, or in law 
school. And here I stand, trying to recruit people for the most difficult job you 
will ever have in your life.  
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I’m out looking for people who want to go into a burned-out classroom in Watts 
and teach Biology. I’m looking for somebody to go into a one-room school in 
West Virginia and teach kids from six to thirteen years old how to read. We had 
three teachers killed last year in their classrooms. And I can tell, just by looking at 
you, that none of you want to throw away your lives on anything like that.  
  
On the other hand, if by chance there is somebody here who may be interested, 
I’ve got these brochures and I am going to leave them down here and will be glad 
to speak to anybody who is interested. The meeting is over. 
 

With that, all of the students jumped up, rushed into the aisles, rushed down to the front, and 
started fighting over her pamphlets, just dying to apply for Teach America.  
  
“That night,” Willimon said, “I learned people are hungry to give their lives to something more 
important than themselves. It is a fact of life, not only that everything costs us something, but 
that, in our better moments, we are even eager to pay the cost.”   
  
“Make my joy complete!” said Paul. “Be of the same mind, having the same love, in humility 
regarding others as better than yourselves. Look not to your own interests, but to the interests of 
others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who...humbled himself and became 
obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.”   
 
    
 
 
                                                 
i.  In the Name of Jesus by Fr. Henri Nouwen, The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1989, pages 
15-16. 
ii.  Ibid, pages 62-63. 


