
What is the self? “(1) The total,
essential, or particular being of a
person; the individual. (2) The essen-
tial qualities distinguishing one per-
son from another; individuality. (3)
One’s consciousness of one’s own
being or identity; the ego. (4) One’s
own interests, welfare or advan-
tage.” (American Heritage Diction-
ary of the English Language)

The reality — and awareness —
of self is a critical part of what
makes us human. The dictionary lists
no fewer than two hundred variations
of “self-”: self-abandoned, self-
contained, self-help, self-regard, self
-worth. However, some ways of be-
ing and experiencing “self” are more
helpful than others.

Self-absorbed, self-involved,
self-interested, self-centered: these
ways of being “self” speak of being
inordinately (even exclusively) fo-
cused about my own advantage, my
own concerns, needs, and plans. This
way of being “self” implies that I am
indifferent and/or hostile when it
comes to the needs, concerns,
dreams or hopes of other persons.

In his Introduction to the De-
vout Life, Francis de Sales writes
about a very different way of being
“self”: “It is a great happiness to pos-
sess one’s soul, and the more perfect
our patience the more completely do
we possess our souls.” Being self-
possessed is the state of experiencing
self-possession. The dictionary de-
fines self-possession as having “full
command of one’s faculties, feelings
and behaviors.”

What in the world does our ex-

perience of “self” have to do with
our spiritual life? In a word, every-
thing. What distinguishes one person
from another is how he/she deals
with the joys and pains of life. Those
who are self-absorbed are concerned
only about their own plans, their own
needs, their own convenience, their
own program. In general, such folks
tend to want what they want when
they want it regardless of the impact
that such expectations have upon
other people. They tend to have a
very low tolerance for frustration or
delay of gratification. When any-
thing — regardless of how large or
small the issue — fails to go their
way, all hell breaks loose: “They
wish others to accommodate them-
selves to their humors, moods and
will but will not accommodate them-
selves at all to those of others. They
allow themselves to be carried away
by their own inclinations and private
affections and passions but see abso-
lutely nothing wrong with their atti-
tudes or actions.” (Conferences, page
34)

Contrast the self-absorbed with
the self-possessed: with those who
are in full command of their facul-
ties, feelings and behaviors even as
they are aware of the needs, con-
cerns, likes and dislikes of others: “It
is said that the wise person, that is,
the one guided by reason, will render
himself the absolute master of the
stars. What does this mean? Such a
person will, by use of reason, remain
firm and constant amid all the vari-
ous events and accidents that occur
in this mortal life. Let the weather be

fine or let it rain, let the air be calm
or let it blow, the wise person (i.e.,
the self-possessed person) pays no
attention to such changes...In short,
in all kinds of events, in prosperity
or adversity, such people remain
firm, steadfast and constant in their
resolution to aspire and to strive after
the enjoyment of eternal bless-
ings.” (Ibid, pages 32-33)

With an eye to the example of
the life and legacy of Jesus Christ,
Francis de Sales writes: “We must
often recall that our Lord has saved
us by his suffering and endurance
and that we must work out our salva-
tion by sufferings and afflictions,
enduring with all possible gentleness
the injuries, denials and discomforts
we experience.” (IDL, III/3) There is
a great paradox in all this. The self-
absorbed seem incapable of consid-
ering the needs of others or success-
fully pursuing their own. They are
doomed to be carried through life on
the waves of vicissitudes: they are
ultimately self-defeating people. The
self-possessed, by contrast, know
who they are but not at the exclusion
of knowing the needs and concerns
of others. Comfortable in their own
skin, they are able to blaze a trail in
life in ways that help them pursue
their own happiness while also re-
specting the happiness of others.

Make time for a self-check from
time to time. Ask yourself these
questions: Am I the master of my
faculties, feelings and behaviors?
Can I take ownership of myself and
place who I am at the service of oth-
ers?

“Self-absorbed, or self-possessed?”
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