
26th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Gospel of St. Matthew 21: 28-32 

Letter to the Philippians  2: 1-11 

The Philippian Canticle 

This past Wednesday, we celebrated the feast day of St. Vincent de Paul. St. Vincent’s name is almost 

synonymous with charitable works for the poor. The St. Vincent de Paul Societies are committed to serving the 

poorest of the poor at the local level. Beginning over 200 years following St. Vincent’s death, and now located 

worldwide, they are a testament to the strength of his name in the church’s history of caring for the poor of 

the world.  

But his early life gave no indication of this commitment to the poor, or to any depth of faith 

commitment. Although St. Vincent came from a poor peasant family in rural France, he was ashamed of his 

deprived background. Once, when his father visited the seminary he attended, he refused to receive him. His 

biographers tell us, he initially became a priest because it was a position of privilege that allowed him a steady 

income and the opportunity to retire early!  

But a major conversion experience led him to cast off a life of privilege for a life of humble service. As a 

young man, shortly after ordination to priesthood, he was captured by pirates off the coast of France, taken to 

North Africa and sold as a slave. After two years’ captivity, he finally was released and returned to France and 

pastoral work.  

But his perspective on life completely changed. He no longer saw priesthood as means to the good life 

and early retirement. He now saw his vocation as a reflection of the love the Lord Jesus Christ had for the 

Church and for all people.  

This led him to a life-giving and joyful experience of priesthood. He ministered to prisoners forced to 

work as galley slaves on ships, jeopardizing his own life and health. He went to villages isolated by plagues and 

disease to care for the dying and the orphaned children. Through the teachings and legislation of the Council 

of Trent, he also took on responsibility for the reform of parish priests with retreats, improved studies, and 

spiritual direction.  

Summarizing his life, it can be said that St. Vincent de Paul emptied himself of his ambitions, and made 

room for the humility of Christ. “Humility” and “emptying” are points of reference in the second reading from 

St. Paul’s Letter to the Philippians. St. Paul calls the Philippian church, a church he dearly loved, to a deeper 

commitment of Christian discipleship. 

In this section of this letter, St. Paul inserts a spiritual hymn or song. This hymn was more than likely 

one the Philippians knew well and probably sang often at Eucharist and other gatherings for prayer. So St. Paul 

incorporates the hymn into his letter by asking, “Are you doing more than merely singing the words? Are you 

also living the life of Christ the words proclaim?” 

The canticle depicts a pattern of living for God through emptying. Although sharing a fullness as God, 

Jesus did not “grasp” his unity or equality with God. He willingly “emptied” himself of divine characteristics in 

order to become the lowliness of a slave. Jesus refused to take advantage of his divine position. He rather 

chose to enter into a life of humble and humiliating service. Jesus’ humiliation also took him not only to the 

power of death, but death on a cross, the most humiliating and tortuous form of death at that time.  



Without mentioning his name, the canticle contrasts Jesus’ “attitude” to Adam’s. Jesus embraced the 

humanity that Adam found wanting. Adam desired to be divine and “grasped” for divine status. Jesus willingly 

abandoned divine status to serve God the Father with the simplicity of human nature. Jesus emptied himself 

of the highest form of being to embrace the lowest form of servant. He refused to “grasp” onto one in order 

to “embrace” the other. This reverses the sin of Adam and Eve. Humility is the attitude needed to follow the 

call of God and live a life of emptying.  

St. Paul writes, “Humbly regard other as more important than yourselves, each looking out not for his 

own interests but for those of others.” He is challenging the Christians in Philippi to examine if they are living 

the pattern of life modeled for them by Christ. He had his work cut out for him trying to convince them to do 

so. “’Humility’ would have been a startling word in the ears of the original audience because it was a slave 

virtue, not a quality touted for the proud citizens of a Roman city…. Greek moralists viewed humility as the 

subservient attitude of a lower-class person. It involved distasteful self-abasement.”1 

St. Vincent de Paul had to empty himself of personal repugnance of his own family’s impoverished 

peasant status and his desires for the good life priesthood offered. He had to embrace his own poverty, and 

the deprivations of others as God’s servant. Working with God’s grace, he humbly abased himself for God’s 

work. Like the Lord Jesus, an emptying leading to the lowest levels of human need also lead to God raising 

Vincent to glory. 

Every one of us needs to be emptied of whatever keeps us from serving God in the manner God 

chooses for us. This pattern of emptying of “self-interest”, embracing “others-interests”, and allowing God to 

glorify is the pattern of discipleship. It is a way of purifying our hearts and souls for entrance into the Kingdom 

of God. This requires humility, involving a courageous examination of conscience, and an inventory of one’s 

soul. The inventory means a taking stock of what is in the heart, identifying what ultimately blocks our 

entrance into the Kingdom.  

This is a pattern we need to incorporate into our very heart as a source of discernment for every 

decision needed for our life. It is a pattern we will use for the extraordinary decisions as well as the mundane 

“day to day” decisions of life. Not only is the Lord Jesus the model for our discernment, he is also the source of 

grace for our discernment. This pattern of discernment will be our confession that “Jesus Christ is Lord to the 

glory of God the Father”. 
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