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26th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A
Kenosis
I hope to introduce you more and more to perhaps the greatest English writer of modern times.  His name was G.K. Chesterton.  He lived at the start of the 20th century and was a convert to Catholicism.  He wrote intelligently and beautifully about nearly every aspect of life, and most of his predictions about culture and politics have proved true.  
When writing about the faith he also showed great insight.  Explaining why the saints are so great, for example, he says: “Alone of all superiors, the saint does not depress the human dignity of others.  He is not conscious of his superiority to them; but only more conscious of his inferiority than they are” (A Short History of England, chapter 2).  
This attitude of the saints is the attitude of Christ of which St. Paul speaks in his letter today.  Just as the saints truly are superior to other men and women, Christ is superior to all things created in the universe, since he himself is uncreated.  Just as the saints focus not on their greatness, but upon their smallness before God, so Christ, the God-made-man, focuses not on his divinity—on his true power and Lordship over everything that is, was, and will be—but on his humanity, on his smallness before God the Father by being born a helpless baby in a dirty stable.  
The Greek word for this attitude of Christ and of the saints is kenosis, which means “self-emptying.”  This is true humility.  Humility is not the same as low self-esteem.  Christ knows he is Lord of all.  The saints know they are following God’s way.  The fact of the matter is, they are superior.  But neither Christ nor the saints dwell upon that fact.  They almost ignore it.  They treat themselves as empty.  They regard themselves as poor, borrowing all they have from God.  They rely totally on God and refuse to trust in themselves.
There is a logic at work in their thinking.  We see it also in Psalm 8.  That beautiful  psalm begins “How great is your name, O Lord our God, through all the earth!”  It moves on to praise God’s majesty above the heavens, then descends to the wonderful things God has created, and stops at the bottom of all things with mortal man, who is so much less than the moon and the stars.  Man seems like nothing in God’s eyes.  But precisely here, when human beings are emptied of all value and shown to be so small and insignificant, the psalm exalt them.  God has crowned us with glory and honor and given all created things into our control: all beasts of the land, all birds of the air, and all fish of the sea.  
Psalm 8 reveals the true humility that is the attitude of Christ and of the saints.  Precisely when we admit that we are nothing, God can give us everything.  St. Paul repeats this logic of Psalm 8 in the wonderful hymn which is part of the reading today.  He begins with the glory of Christ in the form of God then descends to the comparative slavery Christ assumed by becoming a man, so insignificant in the scheme of the universe.  Not only that, but Christ gave up even that tiny life by being unjustly put to death as a mockery and an apparent failure.  But because he reached rock-bottom like this, St. Paul tells us that God the Father exalted him again, not merely restoring him as the unseen Lord of the universe, but ensuring that every created thing knows his glory, so that even the name of Jesus drives out evil and compels every creature in heaven and earth to worship him directly.  
This is the attitude of Christ: kenosis, self-emptying.  This is the attitude of the saints: true humility.  This can be our attitude.  To obtain it, we must understand and follow the logic of Psalm 8 and of this hymn in the Letter to the Philippians.  We must perceive our place in the universe, that we are insignificant.  We must perceive our place in history, that we are not important.  We must take stock of our abilities, that we are not talented.  Only when we admit our smallness before God, do we become great.  Only when we confess and truly believe that we are sinners do we become saints.  
This is to see ourselves as God sees us—as we truly are.  This is not low self-esteem.  We do not insult ourselves or hate ourselves.  Instead, we realize that, though we are small, God loves us beyond measure, and so we love Him back and love all that he loves, especially ourselves, for God truly has exalted us with his Son Jesus above all creation.
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