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Emile Coué hedged his bets. He was a psychologist, but he was also a pharmacist. If he couldn’t cure you in mind, he could give you a little something for your body.


Coué lived in France at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th. He was very much interested in the power of the mind in people’s lives. And after he learned hypnosis and did some experiments, he wrote what would become a famous sentence: Tous les jours, à tous points de vue, je vais de mieux en mieux.

“Every day, in every way, I am getting better and better.” Coué taught his patients to repeat that phrase to themselves again and again, sometimes hundreds of times a day. The theory was that through sheer repetition, the mind would start to believe those words, and the patient would indeed become smarter, more creative, stronger, on and on.

And so when you go to the bookstore today and you’re in the self-help section and you see books like Think Yourself Thin or Outsmart Your Inner Child, you can thank Monsieur Coué, because a whole school of self-improvement has grown from the Coué Method. It’s an outgrowth of our fascination with psychology, the science of the mind, the hope-against-hope that the key to a better life lies somewhere deep in our great gray brains, if only we can dig it out of there.


The people of biblical times had that same hope, but it wasn’t about the brain; it wasn’t about psychology. They really had very little conception of how mind and body interacted. Theirs was a worldview built on understandings of how the spiritual realm affected human life. Disasters and triumphs, accidents and accomplishments, all of it was seen as the work of Yahweh God, the god of Judaism, or for those outside Judaism, any of the dozens of fertility gods that were worshiped in that society. Human life was understood in terms of appeasing these gods, who tended to be angry a lot. It was tricky business.


And against that backdrop, here we have Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi. Philippi was a city in Macedonia, a city somewhere between 20,000 and 100,000 people, but the church to which Paul was writing probably had only about 50 people in it. 

Paul uses the word ekklesia to refer to this church, and it’s an interesting choice, because literally it means “called out.” Paul’s understanding was that this church was to be an alternative society right there in the middle of the Roman Empire. It was expected that the people of the Roman Empire worshiped the emperor, Caesar. But Paul is writing here to emphasize that for these new Christians, their allegiance is to Christ alone. They were a countercultural outpost in this cosmopolitan city. 


And that feeling extends to today’s scripture reading, which is one of the most famous statements of faith in the New Testament. Paul lays out for his readers what seems like a pretty tough assignment: “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.”


The mind of Jesus. Can anybody hope to do what Paul is asking here? After all, we read about Jesus in the Bible, and we see that among other things he had a pretty amazing mind. He seems like he knew what people were thinking; again and again he zings them with just the right question or some sharp one-liner that exactly fits the person. There is evidence that Jesus had a keen sense of humor. He was incredibly smart; look at how he amazed the rabbis in the temple with his teaching when he was barely 12 years old. And somehow he had wonder-working power in his mind and his hands, so that in his presence the lame walked and the blind could see and even the dead came back to life. 


What a mind! But remember, Jesus had an advantage over you and me. He was God in human form. He has kind of a head start on us. And here’s Paul saying, yeah, just have a mind like Jesus and everything will be fine. 


And maybe that’s easy for him to say, but I just don’t know if I’m up to it. For us mere mortals, it seems impossible that we could ever have the mind of Christ. 


But Paul is not asking his readers to take the Mensa test. He’s commending to them, to us, Christ’s habitual approach to the world. It’s not the mind as computer; it’s the mind as the way we see the world. 


Listen again as Paul describes the Jesus he wants us to know: “Though he was in the form of God, he did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave.” It’s a restatement of the turnabout that we find again and again in the Gospels, the idea that “the last shall be first” and that God sent Jesus not as a mighty ruler but as a helpless baby, and sent Jesus not to exercise power in human terms but instead to die alone on a wooden cross. 


Jesus was God among us. He could have chosen a different path, Paul says; he could have exploited his God-given powers in any number of ways. But instead he emptied himself, taking the lowliest human position he could, as a slave, absolutely obedient to God’s will in his life. 


The context of the letter to the Philippians is that Paul is kind of scolding these folks to put aside their disagreements and be united in their Christian witness. And when he counsels them to do like Jesus – that is, to empty themselves and become servants of God – it’s evident that, well, they’re kind of full of themselves. They’ve let petty squabbles and ego trips get in the way of listening for God. 


And Paul says, this is not the mind of Christ that I want you to have. You can’t be caught up in competing with each other or petty bickering or all the other frailties we are subject to. You have to empty yourselves of those distractions so that the grace of God can pour into you and can reshape your mind.


There’s an issue of integrity here. Integrity, as I understand it, is when you base all your decisions, big and small, on the same set of principles. It’s not: one thing in public and another thing where no one can see. Paul is calling the church at Philippi to exercise integrity – to find a way to be authentic Christians, real disciples, in small things as well as the big things. Paul knows that the little things are a training ground for the big things. Integrity.


And so he calls us to imitate Jesus in all things, and to have the mind of Christ, and to do that by emptying ourselves of all the stuff that gets in the way of listening for God’s voice. And here’s what Paul shares with Emile Coué: He knows that the mind is very powerful, and that if we can open up a space for God, amazing and wonderful things can happen. Transformations can happen. Our lives can be reoriented to serve God, and they can become better and better. Not because of some trick of the brain, but because as Christians we know that the root of all joy is God’s love as it gets lived out in our lives. That’s the promise before us here.


Empty ourselves – of what? I think each of us has his or her own list. We come to this journey of faith from different places, having grown up in different families, in different situations right now. But let me just list a few things that might be filling us up and crowding God out of our minds and our lives.



Fear of silence, to start with. We live in a noisy culture, and sometimes we’re determined to fill up every minute with some stimulus, some noise.


Regret. It handcuffs us to the past and blinds us to God’s vision for our future.


Ambition, when it consumes us to the point that our inner lives wither away.


Greed. Overattachment to our possessions. There is no surer way to dissatisfaction.


Suspicion and prejudice when we encounter the unknown in other people. It cuts us off from the divine spark that’s in the faces all around us.


Anger. So many people are walking around full of anger, anger seemingly without a particular cause and just looking for a target. No wonder there’s so much road rage.


The list goes on. Your list is probably different. But the point is that we do ourselves a disservice, and we fail God, when we let these emotions and these attitudes fill our minds and crowd out the holy. 

Two chapters further on in Philippians, Paul says, “Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, think about these things.” That’s good advice. We can take out the trash, and empty ourselves of those things that crowd out God’s voice, and set our minds to start transforming our lives in God’s image. 

We can have the mind of Jesus, a mind open to whatever God brings our way. A mind that makes our lives, every day in every way, better and better.


May it be so. Amen. 

