CHAPTER VII 
LOVE OF SELF IN GOOD PEOPLE 
  
Non efficiamur inanis gloriae cupidi (Let us not be made desirous of vainglory).---Gal. v. 26. 
  
1. Vanity. 
  
49 .In describing the hideous idolatry into which an uncombated pride may lead the soul, have we said enough? In stating that to give a deliberate consent to feelings of self-complacency, even in small things, is to do serious harm to the soul, have we made the danger of this self-love clear enough, and put souls sufficiently on their guard against this interior enemy which is so perfidious and dangerous? Alas for the enemy How many souls are there who admit its formidable character, lament that they are the subjects of its attacks, and yet continue to yield to it. They certainly refuse to go as far as it would have them go, but they travel half-way. Two opposite sentiments are contending in their hearts, and neither obtains the full victory. They detest and at the same time they have a tender feeling for this disordered self-love. 
  
It is a characteristic of the human heart to be attached to its affections. The fervent soul delights in loving God; it wishes to love Him more; it prays earnestly for the redoubling of its devotion, and it multiplies its efforts to attain thereto. The sinner, bound by the cords of a guilty affection, clings to his slavery; he obstinately rejects every invitation to renounce his infatuation. To all lovers the thought that their love may one day have an end is heart-rending. So with those in who two conflicting loves are striving for the mastery---the love of God and a sinful love of the creature; or a legitimate love for our parents, and an affection which these parents condemn. 
  
Such persons are in torment because they do not wish to renounce either of these affections. 
  
So with the vain man who only resists half-heartedly. He loves his vanity; this failing, of which he may be ashamed, flatters him and pleases him, notwithstanding. So, too, he who gives way to his susceptibility actually admires it. He loudly protests that it is necessary to be careful of his honour, and that he should consider himself weak and without character if he were to allow his neighbour to fail in consideration towards him, and to treat him without proper respect. 
  
It is this inner feeling, this more or less avowed partiality for a fatal defect, that we must first attack; we must conceive a lively detestation of this self-love within our hearts, and realize the evils of which it is the root.. 
  
50. Self-love is a most serious failing, whether it shows itself by vanity, by over-susceptibility, or by excessive self-absorption. It is the creature laying claim to that which is not its own, appropriating to its private use that which is due to God. 
  
The Christian soul, the pious soul, will say faithfully and with all its heart: 'Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost." And this wish is sincere. But why, then, instead of rendering to the most adorable trinity all the glory that belongs to God, do they try to rob Him of a portion of it? God has said: "I will not give my glory to another" (Gloriam meam alteri non dabo---Isa. xlii. 8). Now, when you desire to be glorified, admired, and praised for the gifts which you have received from God, the talents with which He has endowed you, the good dispositions with which He has inspired you, the virtues which His grace has caused to be born and to increase within you, you claim the glory which is rightfully His. Quid habes quod non accepisti? ("What has thou," says St. Paul, "that thou has not received? And if thou hast received it, why dost thou glory as if thou hadst not received it?"---Cor. iv. 7)". If there be any glory connected with a rich and splendid garment," said St. Francis of Sales, "does it not belong rather to the tailor who made it than to him who wears it? Without the tailor he would be obliged to stand there in all the shame of his native nudity." And, alas! without God's gifts there would be nought in us but misery and nakedness. 
  
But this is the very truth of which the vain man cannot be convinced, or, at any rate, it does not take hold of his mind. It is a delight to him to receive praise, to see every kind of virtue and good quality attributed to him; he considers all these eulogies as his right. "They will recognize my talent, they will be astonished at my cleverness, they will admire my judgment; they will say that I have a good heart, that I am full of devotion. They will praise my graciousness, the distinction of my manners; they will consider me extremely capable, firm and prudent. And it will all be quite true!" How many thoughts of this kind work in poor, human brains, even those of good Christians. Not that the really virtuous man acts solely with the object of winning admiration, but his intention is often not pure. People propose to do their duty, but it is not solely with the object of pleasing God; they wish also to get some credit for themselves out of the performance. 
  
51. Well may that be termed vainglory of which vain persons are so covetous. They seek the esteem of men, and esteem which is so unstable and often so unjustly bestowed. And what real advantage accrues from other people's good or bad opinion of us? The blame of our fellows does not make us any worse, their praise does not make us better. Whether they criticize us or admire us, our actual worth remains unchanged. 
  
Human fame has been aptly compared to a little smoke, which cannot be grasped and is quickly gone. It has been likened also to a shadow. And what is a shadow but an empty seeming? So the esteem of men is but a misleading phantom; it appears to be something, but in reality is nothing. A shadow is uncertain and varying; sometimes much shorter, sometimes much longer than the object which it represents, so that we should be greatly out in our reckonings if we were to take the shadow into account when we wished to ascertain its dimensions. As so is the world's opinion uncertain and variable; sometimes over-favourable, sometimes too severe. Those who value their neighbours in accordance with the world's opinion of them run a great risk of being wrong in their estimates. The shadow is capricious; it flies when it is pursued; it follows those who flee from it. And so they who show themselves over-eager for glory or the esteem of their fellow-men, lose it, while those who, disclaiming such a paltry consideration, are prompted by a nobler motive, win what they have never desired. 
  
To pursue a phantom, to seek to feed upon smoke, is not this the act of a maniac? And these vain men cannot excuse themselves by saying that they did not know the worthlessness of the world's opinion; for, like everyone else, more, perhaps, than others, in the day of their disillusioning they have lamented the injustice of human judgments. And they were not wrong, for the world is incessantly at fault. It exalts to the skies those who are deserving of anything but praise; it criticizes and censures those who it ought to admire. Why not make light, then, of its verdicts; why not say with St. Paul: Mihi autem pro minimo est ut a vobis judicer (But to me it is a very small thing to be judged by you or by man's day; but neither do I judge mine own self . . . But He that judgeth me is the Lord---I Cor. iv. 3a). 
  
52. The evil is still worse when it leads to human respect. We do not now refer to that human respect in which cowardice is carried to the length of neglecting the essential duties of a Christian life. That is rank idolatry, the worship of man's opinions taking the place of the worship of God. But we are speaking of that human respect which is to be found even amongst faithful souls, amongst those who ought to give an example of piety and generosity. They are willing to fulfil the necessary duties of their state; they can do so without incurring criticism, because everyone approves of their satisfying these grave obligations. They will also pray fervently in private, but to live in the pure spirit of the Gospel, to make profession of a love of humility, of mortification and of a life of retirement, to shun superfluous conversation, to practise reserve and modesty in life---this is to expose themselves to criticism, to risk being dubbed narrow-minded and scrupulous. They do not wish to offend lukewarm persons and to become the subject of their raillery. 
  
53. He who, like St. Paul, rises above the judgments of men is indeed at peace. He does his duty, come what may; he works for God only. And as God requires of him conflict and not victory, he is sure of his reward. 
  
But he who is solicitous for his own glory, how he fears any check, how nervous he is, how he agitates and disturbs himself at the idea of any humiliation! By these signs we know at once that his intention is not pure, his zeal not unadulterated. And want of success is his constant portion, because he who does not seek God's glory, he who puts his trust in his own strength, cannot count upon God's blessing. Ecce homo qui non posuit Deum adjutorem suum (Behold the man that made not God his Helper---Ps. Li. 9). God abandons him to his own resources; he fails, and failure which is a test and a trial for the humble soul, is a chastisement for the proud. And then the real sentiments of the heart manifest themselves; his irritation, his bad humour, his bitter recriminations are a proof of disappointed vanity, and it is evident that there was as much self-seeking as care for God's interests in his actions. How many works there are, excellent in appearance, but which are displeasing to God, and bear little or no fruit because they are spoiled by the too human aims of those who are responsible for them. 
  
2. Susceptibility. 
  
54. The vain will have their reward here below. Our Lord has said: Receperunt mercedem suam (Matt. vi. 2). And the emptiness of this reward in nowise disabuses them; even when they receive their chastisement, their disappointments and vexations do not effect their cure, because self-love, the source of so much bitterness, is not cast out. We see this in those susceptible people who are perpetually making fresh troubles for themselves, and who are so very little concerned to correct their faults. Criticisms and reproofs affect them beyond measure. To be blamed in any way is a real catastrophe to them. When anyone is not quite satisfied with something that they have done, all their satisfaction evaporates, their other difficulties are forgotten, they are absorbed by the distress which this disapproval causes them. And a simple word said quite amicably, a slight warning, some advice offered with the best intentions, is often sufficient to wound them. Or a still smaller thing will sometimes suffice---some slight want of attention, some trifling neglect, a mark of indifference. At times their feelings will be hurt by something which existed in their own imagination only. They will consider themselves aggrieved when the culprit never dreamed of offending them. Would that those who are so sensitive where their own dignity is concerned might show themselves as delicate of perception in their dealings with God; as alive to anything which wounds His honour and as careful not to injure it! 
  
55. But their absurd susceptibility is in itself an injury to the Divine honour, both because it is contrary to humility, to truth, and justice, and also because it is a source of discord. 
  
What could be more beautiful than that Divine charity which was so perfectly practised by the first Christians, of whom it was said that they had but one heart and one soul? What is more noble, more admirable, than that perfect union of hearts which we see in certain truly Christian circles? And why cannot this concord always exist? Why, amongst souls formed for mutual understanding, should these frictions occur, these ill-disguised or sometimes openly avowed feelings of antipathy? Why these bitter words, these more or less unfounded reproaches, and even at times these abusive utterances. 
  
Inquire into the cause of these disorders, question those who exhibit so little charity towards their brethren, and you will commonly hear this reply: "But they hurt my feelings, they reproached me unjustly, they accused my falsely!" Such is the usual cause of these resentments. The man was, or thought he was, injured; and then all his self-love was up in arms. Instead of forgetting what was really quite unimportant, he goes over and over it perpetually; he reviews it again in his mind and all that unamiable conduct, those acts of injustice of which he fancies himself the victim; and in so doing he merely enlarges and poisons the wound. Hence proceed those feelings of aversion, those unfavourable and unjust judgments, based upon grounds the slightness of which he will not see, and from which he perhaps can never again free himself. A susceptible person does not know how to be just towards those by whom he thinks himself offended. 
  
56. And good is also hindered thereby. In cases where some useful action might be performed, some good work co-operated in, he will not take any part or give his help. He remains given up to ill-humour; and the most important enterprises will often be rendered abortive by this stupid sulkiness. If the grievance concerns his superiors, the susceptible person will demur and will not obey cheerfully; he will breed a bad spirit amongst others by murmuring and by inciting them to indocility or revolt. If it is against his equals, he will blacken them in their neighbours' eyes; he will not only publish the evil that he knows concerning them, but he will exaggerate their wrong actions and magnify their defects; he will not admit their good qualities, will indulge in unjust strictures with regard to them, in evil suspicions which have not serious foundation; he will prejudice against them those who would otherwise have esteemed and liked them. 
  
3. Preoccupation with Self. 
  
57. Whence come these defects of vanity and susceptibility but from the too large place which self holds in hearts which are lacking nobility? We think too much of self and not enough of God. This unhappy disposition often brings the best hopes to nought. A young soul shows the promise of a holy life; from the moment when it begins to give itself up to piety, grace is clearly working powerfully within it. Bursts of fervour, a great attraction towards virtue, a true generosity in sacrifice, these reveal a lively impulsion of the Holy Spirit, and augur well for the future. And then, behold! Some years later, and all this beautiful fire seems to be extinguished. Instead of flying, the soul now drags itself painfully onward in the path of piety. Its virtues have not grown; its generosity has rather diminished; it is evident that God's merciful designs with regard to it are not being realized. And yet it has not been exposed to any great dangers or to a dissipating life. Spiritual aids, though perhaps less abundant than before have not failed it. 
  
If we ask the cause of this diminution of fervour, we shall hear complaints and find the blame thrown upon others. "I have had so much to contend with, everyone has been against me, people have slandered me, have humiliated me, persecuted me; and amidst all these troubles I received no consolation; rather, I was rebuffed, or at least neglected." And if you press your inquiry, you will hear miserable little anecdotes, unimportant incidents which to this poor, self-engrossed soul, have seemed really grave trials; for it sees everything that concerns itself through strong magnifying-glasses. No one comforted it, forsooth! But why did it not seek its consolation from God, the one true Comforter? But no; God is not sufficient. If you mention the example of Jesus, this does not move it; it goes on talking steadily of itself, its sorrows, the state of desolation to which it is reduced. Not that it has entirely ceased to think of God, but in the picture which is usually before its eyes He is somewhere quite far away in the background, while self occupies the foremost place. 
  
58. Watch this person from early morning on first rising; this is the time to study the man, in order to recognize the heart's real tendencies. The heart that is enamoured of God thinks of Him from the moment when it returns to consciousness; it becomes occupied with the interests of its Well-Beloved. "My God, what shall I do for Thee this day?" Others think of their work, their projects; these cannot be called holy thoughts, and they may be detrimental to recollection, but they are not reprehensible in themselves. As for the egoistic soul, it falls back at once upon itself; it feel uneasy. "What will happen to me to day? How is So-and-so going to behave to me? And what will some one else do to me---say to me?" It already begins to complain, for the soul engrossed in itself has many grievances. It laments about its work, as if it were the only one to labour; it complains of its annoyances, the coldness of its superiors, the indifference of its fellows, the ingratitude of those to whom it has done some service; it is not loved, supported, helped; it is not repaid for its trouble:---self, always self! 
  
This unhappy disposition exercises its influence over the man's judgments. Why does he exalt to the skies such a person whose qualities are really quite mediocre, and run down so unfairly another who is actually much more gifted and deserving? It is that the first is more attentive to him, more prepossessed in his favour, while the other is more reserved, and perhaps gives him umbrage. And we see him also varying in the most astonishing manner in his appreciation of the same person, according as he thinks that he has cause of complaint with regard to him or the reverse. 
  
59. And when anyone is so self-engrossed they want others to be occupied with them also. Neither is it the good that is in them which they pour out to their hearers. God takes up His abode in the Christian heart. Vos estis templum Dei vivi ("You are the temple of the living God," said St. Paul---2 Cor. vi. 16). Do we respect this temple when we cast out into it the uncleanness of our self-love? And yet God is angered when His sanctuary is profaned. Contaminare non debet sanctuarium meum (He shall not defile My sanctuary---Lev. xxi. 23). 
  
And the most precious temple in God's eyes is the heart of his priests. Ye profane, enter not in; it is the sanctuary of the Most High, it is the Holy of Holies. Occupy the priest's attention, then, only as long as is required in order to learn from him the way that leads to God. If you go beyond this you turn the temple of God to profane uses. You, who are nothing but an accumulation of miseries, do not detain his attention longer than need be; expose your stains to him in so far as is necessary for your purification and your future safety; then seek God, wait upon God, and at your departing, carry nothing but God away with you. Grain of dust, as you are, do not transform yourself into slime or mud. A breath, a movement, suffices to dispel the dust, while mud sticks and remains. Do not wish that God's minister should be engrossed with you; that the memory of you should remain by him. This would be to wish to usurp the place of God, who should be the object of all his thoughts and his preoccupations. Do not go to him for human intercourse, for human consolations; have no other design than that of obtaining an increase of light and the grace of the Sacraments by his means. Those persons who are over-engrossed in themselves profess to wish to derive a sense of security and comfort from the priest's presence; but it is rather a secret spiritual sensuality which they are striving to satisfy. The priest belongs to God; we should abstain from making this living and sacred treasure serve for purely natural uses. 
  
60. And you, religious of both sexes, profane not the temple of God, which is the heart of your Superiors; do not cause the importunate sound of your complaints, your backbitings, your murmurings, to be heard therein. Let not your voices come there to drown the voice of God, troubling the souls of your Superiors by the cares which your malice causes, and so hindering them from listening in peace to the Divine inspirations. They should only think of you when thinking of God; the memory of you should be no obstacle to continual prayer. Come to this temple and burn the incense of your virtues, offering to God the holocaust of your tastes, your will, your judgment, your personal opinions; but do not make of this sanctuary a profane place where all sorts of trifles are dealt with, where you come to pass the time agreeably and to satisfy your desire to talk of self. Do not seek to attract the good graces of your Superiors, to win their favour by your flatteries, by your eager and interested attentions, or strive to usurp in their hearts, which are the sanctuaries of the Divinity, a place to which you have no sort of right. 
  
61. Finally, oh faithful souls, whatever be your estate, profane not the temple of the Lord by bringing sorrows and distractions into your brother's heart. God is there; respect His presence. Do not pour out upon your brother the overflowings of your self-love, of your antipathies, your frivolities; and, still more, do not touch him with the pollution of your dangerous conversation. If you will but forget yourself, if you will but think of yourself only in thinking of God, self-love will not creep in to spoil your words; your conversation will be pure and always worthy of a Christian soul; it will distil into your brothers' hearts the sweet savour of Christ Jesus. 

