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It is al] around us,

own self

Every personm is

That seed shoula be
Plant and not pe grafted

This is an ol4 doctrine. People repeat it again today as if it were
something new. That must have something to do with the times in which we live,
I suspect one source of thig Trenewed emphasis on self-fulfillment is the pro-
test against an homogenized humanity.

So people
ce and individuality. Paradoxically this
a crowd affair; it leads to fads. Thus in the early fifties
we had "Do it yourself. " People who never hag & screwdriver in their hands
before were assembling Spaceships in their backyards.

The late fifties brought us "Think for yourself." People got wise to
the virtue of filter cigarettes.

With the sixties came "Do your own thing." Now people switched from
filters to pot.

The current hour is freer of slogans. But we are the heirs of all these
earlier movements toward individual identity. 1In quieter ways people go
around with chins extended declaring that they will do what's right for them
and nobody else.

The pressur Y in modern 1life may be one factor behind
the revival of this gospel of self-fulfillment. It is a Pegatlve ?ac?o?é .
More positive is the increased opportunity modern life brings for individua

eXpression.

i tay young

People are freer today to move around. They live longer, s y
longer. pﬁhey share in a world which offers a great variety of options. For
most of ory people made certain basic decisions when they were very young,

..'§”§b ﬂu 1 the truth, those decisions were largely made for them. Where

' - wha 1d go to,
: + t kind of work you would do, what church you wou
a ou uuicn:rhd to, those decisions were made almost at the start
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an ey were considereqg quite finpgj, Nowadays People see lesg reason to

lock themselveg in to such fi i
nalitieg,
velop as bersons new decisiong may :: inTgigeieel ek - i

born resistance.

Who would quarrel with the principle that self-fulfillment is the goal
of every selfis existence? The gospel of self-fulfillment, as I have called
it, is a true gospel in its aim. Yet it can lead to disas
No doubt it was on the grounds of
Jesus out in the wilderness.
them." What more fulfilling goal for a talented leader? But there is always
a8 snare in the devil's shining words.

Perhaps there are two basic ways in which the shining gospel of self-
fulfillment becomes a Snare to catch us.

The first way is by tempting us to forsake our own true self.

That happened to the prodigal son. Had he been around today he probably
would have given his father some spiel about self-fulfillment. H? would have
said, "I have to lead my own life and do what's right for me." His father
could not argue with the principle; he had reason to be worried th9ugh gbout
the practice. As matters turned out this son who went out to fulfill himself
lost contact with himself. That "far country," was remote not 9nly geograph-
ically, but spiritually, from his true destiny. His swinging 11fe§tyle de-
posited him on the mounting pile of human rubble. Finally he realized that
his frantic quest for self-fulfillment only led to self-betrayal.

"But when he came to himself, he said...."

That's the turning point of his story. It is the turning point in many
stories.

A practical truth about human beings is that people tend to confuse self-
fulfillment with self-indulgence.

 Their talk about expressing themselves and realizing their poten:iii ;i
ly a sophisticated way of waying that they want to do what they wan .

way' i irri t it is odd how
| "y the song says. It is a stirring tune. Bu
’t":y “ﬂ‘t” 4 tﬁfn :zt to be very much the same in the end and how

% ey are both to the people who walk in them and the people who

d over.
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Thomas Merton wrote
"'every one of us is shado
false self, he says, is
It fail

alls to see that its "hidden in the love of God."

The firBt temptatioll is to use self —julf i 1 lment as a screen IOI self-
indlllgence.
T 4 . : b f aki
he sSecon temptat] on is to think we can flnd oursel ves Y ors !2&

The stories of the prodigal son and of Ruth may seem to present us with
two ?nhealthy extremes. The prodigal son was inconsiderate of other people
and indifferent to family ties. But perhaps Ruth erred in the other direc-
tion. Wasn't Naomi right? Should not Ruth have followed her sister's ex-
ample, stayed in her own country and found another husband among her own
people? We are suspicious of people who cling slavishly to others, who have
no personality except that which is reflected off someone else. There is a

kind of reverse egotism about such self-sacrificing souls that probably does

as much harm as the open egotism of the person who only looks out for number
one.

We might fault Ruth on the grounds that she should pursue a more indepen-
dent destiny. But the author of her story does not see her in that light. He
pictures her as finding herself through commitments beyond herself. 1In the
modern world we.tend to see Ruth's commitment in very individualistic terms.
She was devoted to Naomi. But it is quite likely that the author wanted to
feature loyalty to family ties and to the customs that in that culture served
to strengthen those ties. Thus Ruth seeks out her dead husband's kinsman,
Boaz, rather than some younger and richer man. And Boaz, who is wholly hon-
orable throughout, goes beyond the letter of custom in accepting his family
obligation to marry Ruth. The story ends with everybody living happily ful-
filled through relationships that sustain the ongoing life of the family.

Customs change, but Ruth's story may continue to teach us that self-ful-
fillment takes place in the context of human relationships. If we try to
fulfill ourselves without reference to other people: their needs, their
rights, their investment in our lives, we not only act selfishly, but we
destroy those relationships we need to be ourselves.

Here we arrive at one of life's supreme challenges. In any human re-
lationship there needs to be some balance between each person's individgallty
and the relationship itself. This is not simply a trade-off situation in
which you give up so much individuality in order to accommodate the other
person. The matter is more complicated taan that. For unless the other per-
son is fully expressing his or her own personality there is less of a person
there to relate to and the relationship is less rich. Perhaps the best way
to put this matter is to say that the aim is for people to fulfill themselves
through the relationship rather than in spite of it.

Marriage is the most demanding human relationship, so it is natural that

challenge should be most demanding there. Today, however, this challenge
2, takes on new dimensions. So many wives are concluding, quite

2y cannot become wholly themselves just by being wives. So

outlets for their creativity. That can prove threatening to

tends to feel that the privilege of living with him ought to

this
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