
''THE RIGHT KIND OF SELFISHNESS'' 

Introduction 

Luke 2:41-49 
Mark 3:31-35 

-. 

Most of us have heard a lot about the importance of losing 
one's self, of dying to self, about the necessity to give 
one's self away. We've heard much, in other words, about 
the importance of being unselfish and serving others. 
And all of this is often equated with being a Christiane 

While there is a kind of unselfishness that's certainly 
part of being a Christian, a kind of dying to self, there 
is also another side to the matter. There is also a 
kind of selfishness that is part of our Christian faith 
and our Christian living. To be a Christian does not only 
mean that we are unselfish, but it also means that we are 
selfish in the right kind of way. To be a Christian 
does not mean that a person hates himself and his own 
life, but rather that a person learns to love himself 
properly. 

To put it another way, just as there is a right kind of 
unselfishness, there is also a right kind of selfishness, 
an art of selfishness that needs to·be practiced and under­
stood, There is a right kind of selfishness that is part 
of being an individual, a human being and a Christian--
a kind of selfishness that's necessary and which can be 
used for good. 1hat:-':s why Jesus said--''Love your nei.gh.-
bor as yourself.'' 

Now the problem is that since we often forget that there 
is a right kind of selfishness, we sometimes run scared 
and haven't the courage to say ''no'' to people or situa­
tions that nag us, or destroy us, or where we can be of 
no help anyway. Thus we often feel guilty when we refuse 
someon��s request, no matter how preposterous. We carry 
the world on our backs and suffer the tortures of the 
misguided righteous. 

We haven't learned to practice the right kind of selfish­
ness. And so sometimes we take a job that goes against 
the grain. Or we accept a responsibility that constricts 
our usefulness. We take on people as a burden who could 
take care of themselves. We deny the expansion or develop­
ment of personal gifts because their development seems 
impractical. Or we let intimates nag or dominate us in 
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order to keep the pe ace and all the time we m ay be telling 
ourselves how really unselfish and long-suffering we are� 
P:re,tty soon we find th at we c an t ake it no longer. We h ave 
spre ad ourselves too thin and are no help to anybody not 
even ourselves. 

One person recently wrote when she h ad re ached this point-­
''!' ve found th at I'm sick and tired of helping others all 
the time. I mm sick of being asked to be understanding, 
kind, p atient, loy al and all the rest when I feel m an¥ 
people couldn't care less about my feelings . • • . I h ave 
come to the point in my life where I feel th at too many 
outside forces control how I must re act, act, feel and 
think & I!m asked to be too many things to too many people 
and there's no time, energy or intelligence left over for 
me . . . . I know how I want to act or re act to situations, 
but there is alw ays pressure to do the expected.'' 

I suspect most of us feel th at way at times. We've for­
gotten how to be selfish� how to think of ourselves� in 

the right kind of way.� 

Now we are not t alking here about an archy, doing what one 
ple ases at any and all times. Neither are we t alking 
about greed or lust. Nor are we defending the b arb arious 
ruthlessness so apparent to some people; th at kind of 
c areless ·selfishness th at tr amples the flowers in a g arden, 
runs a car in the ditch and just in gener al doesn't c are 
how lt.treats anythmng or anyone. Th at kind of arrog ance 
and reb�llion are not a p art of constructive selfishness. 
They are closer to insanity. 

We are t alking here this morning about the prope·1=·-:· love 
of self, the kind of selfishness th at sees th at one t akes 
c are of himself--the kind that assesses. 0ne's t alents 
rightly and that is not ashamed of developing some ability, 
some skill just for the pure joy of developing th at skill. 

We are t alking here about the kind of selfishness t·h at 
helps a person se arch for truth and integrity in his own 
life. 

A young boy tr aveling with his parents w as sep ar ated from 
them and did not communicate with them for days. They 

se arched for him anxiously. When discovered, he p aid little 
attention to the sorrow his absence h ad c aused. Was this 
conduct selfish or unselfish? ''If he'd been my boy, I'd 
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have sh,0wn him, '' many have answered. But remember how 
Jesus lingered in the temple with the teachers and scribes? 
I think his parents were wise in their treatment of him 
in this episode. Jesus was becoming an individual in his 
own right. He was beginning to practice the right kind 
of selfishness. He had questions that he needed to have 
answered and he was seeking those answers. 

And there's the story of a young unmarried man who, for­
saking his trade, left home, left his widowed mother 
without saying precisely where he was going or what he was 
going to do with his life. When his mother and her family 
went looking for him, he spoke questioningly of their 
right to have any special claim on him. Was his conduct 
selfish? Who are my mother and my brothers, he asked? 
Perhaps his conduct was selfish in the right kind of way. 

This man later became involved with the authorities. They 
considered his activities revolutionary. An arrest led to 
his death. Yet there is no evidence that at any time he 

.limited his conduct out of consideration for his relatives. 
Jesus here was practicing a kind of selfishness which we 
can call the right kind of selfishness. 

At another point in the gospel stories we read of Jesus 
asking his disciples to take him out in their boat so that 
he could get away from the crowds. He wanted to get some 
needed rest. Here again is an example of the right kind 
of selfishness. 

Many times we have to practice the right kind of selfish­
ness so that we can also practice the right kind of un­
selfishness. The two are connected. 

In reality there can be no wise right kind of unselfish­
ness without also having some basic self-concern which we 
are ·here calling the right kind of selfishness. There is 
no permanent power for goodness if the organism which ful­
fills that goodness is limited.or in jured. There is a 
duty which we have to ourselves as well as that which we 
have to others. 

He is truly unselfish with the right kind of unselfishness 
if he does those things nature endowed him to do and 
therefore fulfills his constructive possibilities. What 
ha�pens is that sometimes we use the excuse of our wrong 
kind of unselfishness for not fulfilling our creative 
possibilities, 4i\, ie..(J,.lb.,;tAA. � �c.,( .r,.�7 � 'c
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Recently I read of a man who dec ided to go abroad in pre­
parat ion for h is vocat ion. His mother was s ixty-two at 
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the time. E ight of her fr iends wrote this man remind ing 
him that his mother was well along in years and advfsed {d;;:t, 
and begged him not to go until she died. She diedJarne 
age of 93. The writers of those letters condemned h im as 
self ish because he left as he did. H is mother also suf­
fered to have her w ishes d isregarded, but she told h im 
a wew wweks before she died that one of the best things 
he had ever done for her,was to leave her when and as he 
did. 

Now was he being self ish in what he d id, or was it the 
right kind of self ishness? 

Or l isten to th is story. A man wrote--"It began in my 
ch ildhood. My parents adored an older brother. It was 
Percy this and Percy that. I bel ieved it my unselfish 
duty to keep it up. So I worked at home wh ile he went 
to college. When girls came into my life� I was shy and 

uncertain. I fell in love, but my mother didn't like the 
girl. She conv inced me that it was my duty to stay w ith 
her. My Father wasn't well and soon died. 

After some years, my mother changed her mind and decided 
that I ought to marry. She picked out the daughter of 
her oldest fr iend. I ob jected at first. Agnes was nice 
enough, but I felt that I didn't love �er. Mother talked 
and cried. It would be such a good match, she sa id, and 
it would make her so happy. Bes ides, Agnes' mother owned 
part of my father's business that I then managed and we'd 
keep more money in the family. So the man said, I yielded 
in the end, as I always had. It seemed self ish not to. 

But then to make things worse, my new wife was as much 
under the spell and control of her mother as I was under 
m ine. Her mother used to tell her every day how much 
she'd suffered to bring her into the world. She demanded 
that Agnes sacrifice for her. So you can see the s itua-

There the man was w ith a w ife he adm ired but really hadn't 
wanted to marry. He had a home which he revered but didn't 
like, a mother and a mother-in-law which he secretly hated. 
He had inher ited a job and was totally unf it for it. And 
all of it had happened in the name of duty and unself ish-
ness. 
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What should this man have done? First, he should not have 
allowed his parents· to make him into his brother's slave. 
Second, he should have refused to go into his father's 
business which he hated. He had always secretly wanted 
to do something else and he had the talents and skills 
for doing something else, but he had not allowed himself 
to develop these skills. Third, he should have gone away 
from home to get the type of education he needed and 
wanted, and fourth, he shouldn't have married Agnes, no 
matter how much his mother fussed. 

You see, what we are talking about all through this ser­
mon is the right of a person to be himself--to develop 
his special talents and abilities. In fact, it's not only 
a person's right, but a person's responsibility to do so. 
This, then, is the right kind of selfishness, the proper 
love of self. 

"What then can we actually do to help ourselves and others 
be selfish in the right kind of way? 

1. First we need to face ourselves and our motiveshonestly. 
This means among other thing.s, gett-ing to know ourselves. 
I.t··::means getting over any guilt about being the person you 
are� It means being able to forgive yourself and being 
able to love yourself for what you are. Hatred of one's 
self is tantamount to blaming the creator for your nature. 

2. It means secondly, developing your own special skills 
and talents--letting your light shine, Evaluate what 
you are. Infiividualtiy is only successful when concentrated. 
There are some ways in which each one of us is bright. 
Shine there. This also means retiring from activities 
that are often better carried on by others. 

The artist, Whistler, once remarked that a great painting 
was made by knowing what not to put upon a canvass. Suc­
cessful living also depends upon knowing what not to do. 
He who realizes when to say ''no'' and can say it pleasantly 
and without emaarrassment, has won half his battles. 

This means letting others do some things. You cannot do 
it all anyway. It also means never taking all the credit 
and honor alone. You may be the crowning stone at the 
crest of the pyramid, but it's the other stones which keep 

you there. 
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And when we do a favor for someone, we ought not to do 
it unless we can give whatever. the favor required without 
expecting anythin .g .in return-::--ev.en adequate thanks. Some 
things are a matter of give and take, a aavor isn't. We 
need either to let people take what we have to contribute 
of time and consideration, or we need to admit that we 
are not generous enough to staad the test, 

There is nothing more disappointing that to anticipate a 
reward for kindness. Somehow it leaks out when you ex­
pect gratitude, and it changes a blessing into a barter. 

3. Being selfish in the right kind of way means also 
taking time out fo simply be alone and do what you want 
to do. All of us need this. When people won't let us 
alone, it may be because we have not learned how to 
get away. Jesss often spent time alone, away from people. 

All of this is to say that some examples of the right 
kind of selfishness which are a part of our Christian 

faith are: 

To believe your only.duty is to do the best you can, 
To allow yourself time to think, to decide an� to develop. 
To protect and foster your inherited abilities which means 
to respect your own hature and accept it as a trust. 
To Love your neighbor as yourself and know what AS means. 

To defy and ignore all evil forms of selfishness. And 
some of the forms of evil selfishness are --

To continually talk of our ' 'self-sacrifice'' while all 
the time remaining possessive and expecting payment in 
return for our sacrifice. To deny ourselves and to talk 
about it endlessly. To do good and tell everyone about 
it. 

So there it is. There really is no conclusion to this 
kind of sermon. The conclusion you will have to write 
in your own lives. 


