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25th September 2005,

Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, editor, Catholic Times.

“Christ Jesus…though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, He humbled himself and became obedient to death, even death on a cross….”  (Philippians 2:6-8)
The Epistle this weekend was addressed to the Church at Philippi, Paul’s first foundation in Greece, (c.50 AD) - indeed the first church community in Europe. 
Paul’s letter was probably written eleven years later. It is one of his “captivity epistles” composed while under house arrest in Rome (61-63 AD). It is a letter of reassurance that despite his imprisonment, the Gospel is still being proclaimed. Paul stresses the importance of unity in the community – “be united in your convictions and united in your love, with a common purpose and a common mind.”
Dissensions and schisms frequently troubled the early Christian communities. “Ubi divisio, ibi peccata.” – where there is division, there is also sin. For after all, who is the ultimate sower of division, but Satan himself, the devil? His name, the Greek word diabolos, means “he who throws [ballein] things apart [dia] the divider. It is Satan’s unremitting strategy to separate man from God, and subsequently from his fellow human beings.

Wherever divisions spring up, it is wise to suspect the influence of Satan manoeuvring in the background.

On the other hand, it is Paul’s hope and prayer that the Philippians, through their dedication to Christ, will be “united by …love for the faith of the Gospel.” By the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost, the Christian Church becomes the antidote to the Tower of Babel.
Paul next quotes what is thought to be an early Christian hymn. It describes Christ emptying Himself of His divinity, humbling himself to take on human nature, humbling himself even further to death upon a cross. It is a key passage of the New Testament, read every Good Friday afternoon.
Paul begins: “Though He was in the form of God…” The Bible only speaks of two people, being “in the form of God”: Adam and Christ. The first Adam, although created in God’s image and likeness, was not content with his lot. Instead, he yielded to the serpent’s temptation to grasp at equality with God, by eating the forbidden fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

The serpent lying promise was that: “Your eyes shall be opened and you too shall be as gods.”

Thus Adam – in Hebrew his name means “man of earth” - who had been made in the divine image and received the divine inbreathing of an immortal soul, capable of knowing God, instead spurned being God’s servant, and sought equality of divine power and prerogatives. He wanted to be in the likeness of God, and to decide for himself what would be good and evil. He wanted autonomy from God. He repeated Lucifer’s sin.
By exalting himself in disobedience, he brought death into the world. For this he was humiliated – literally, brought down to the ground. He was condemned and disgraced, exiled from the paradise garden, punished by death: “For thou art dust, and unto dust thou shalt return.”


The original sin is nothing to do with sex. It is, as Catholic teaching has always insisted, the sin of pride. Not merely the sin of haughtiness over one’s fellow human beings. More that quiet arrogant determination not to let God have any say in my life, that obstinate separatism from God; that resolution to do everything “my way,” which brooks no exterior spiritual authority; that disdain for Church and Sacraments and Scripture in favour of one’s own “enlightenment” and “independent-mindedness.” 

Every member of the human race suffers the effects of this original sin, and adds to them by his own personal sins. Baptism removes the sin, bit not all its effects. Original sin has caused the darkening of the intellect, so that we find it difficult to arrive at Truth, to fathom the divine plan. It has weakened our wills, so our loves are disordered by concupicence. Not only good things, but also what is evil and harmful, can attract us. How often find short- term pleasure more enticing than the supreme good God desires for us!

Original sin brought fear of God and the consciousness of guilt into Adam’s soul. Adam, in one sense, is a collective personality who symbolises the entire human race. His schism from the Lord and Giver of life is further demonstrated by fallen man’s liability to suffering, sickness, and ultimately death – none of which were part of God’s original plan for humanity. 


Original sin draws in its sorry train the disruption of relationships, starting with the male-female bond. Divisions, resentments, hatreds spread throughout the human race. The diabolos, who began in the Garden of Eden, has not remained there. He crawls over our planet, stoking dissension and cruelty. 

He urges us to every variety of vain, restless activity, lest we contemplate our eternal destiny and turn to God. He turns the world into a noise-ridden Tower of Babel, to stifle the gentle breath of the Holy Spirit, to drown out that “still small voice of calm”, that indefatigable harmony of divine music beyond the crystal spheres of the Universe.

Jesus, the second Adam, however, has reversed the first Adam’s fall. The Son was the visible icon of the invisible Father. Although He had every right to His equality with the Father, He laid aside his divine prerogatives. He emptied himself – the very opposite of Adam’s “grasping” for divinity. He took upon himself the form of a servant, that status which Adam had spurned. He humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross. The very word “crux” was an obscenity in polite Roman society. 

So we come to the crux of the divine plan: by the Word of God’s humility, by his divine condescension, our human pride can find forgiveness and healing.


By his pride, man lost Paradise. Now God made man, by His humility, has given to man the chance to gain a better Paradise. 


How different is the God of Judaeo-Christian revelation from the classical gods of Greek mythology! So often the pagan deities were jealous of their status. They demanded their prerogatives. The goddess Aphrodite, for instance, became furious, when the beautiful princess Psyche, was more revered by the populace than the goddess herself. In revenge she ordered Eros, the god of desire, to make Psyche fall in love with the most terrible, grotesque thing on earth.
When the Titan Prometheus stole fire on behalf of the human race, the gods took their revenge upon him. Zeus had him chained to the side of the Caucasus mountains. Every morning an eagle appeared and ate out his liver. However, as a Titan he was immortal, so he could not die. His liver would grow back again each night ready for the next day’s feeding session!

Yet Jesus - no fantastic myth, but the true Word of God Incarnate – comes in lowliness, “humbler yet even to accepting death, death upon a cross.” Adam stretched out his hand to the apple of desire, but Christ’s nailed hands were stretched out in atonement for sin. 


When Jesus’ hands were nailed to the Cross, what could he do? He who rightfully could demand the obeisance of all creation, “the Word through Whom all things were made” could grasp at nothing. Our problem is that we are always grasping, wanting, claiming, demanding. His were but the mockeries of the crowd, the soldiers’ curses, the heat and the flies, the murmured prayers of His Mother and John, the agony as the life-blood ran from his veins and his heart failed.

“But God raised Him high, and gave Him the name which is above all other names, so that all beings, in the heavens, on earth, and in the underworld, should bend the knee at the name of Jesus, and that every tongue should acclaim Jesus Christ as Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

Self-emptying, obedience, humiliation are followed by Divine vindication and exaltation. The Father bestows upon Jesus His own title, Lord. “Every knee shall bow” – All may not fall down in adoration, but all will certainly fall in submission. Though all will not willingly submit, all will be forced to bend the knee in reverence – even the damned of the underworld, in Hell. 

This confession of Jesus’ name is not limited to the Church. Some will do it gladly: others because they cannot resist. At the end of the age, everyone will admit that Jesus has the right to rule the universe. Here on earth people continue to marginalize, personalize, psychologize, or sanitize Jesus, but He will not be ignored forever. 

“One day everyone will either gladly fall in humble submission and confession or face Him in shame and terror as the Judge of their eternal fate!”
