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I begin today with a little heavier material than usual, in the sense that I will read for you 
from someone for whose ideas I have a growing respect. The person is David Brooks. 
He is a professional news pundit. I find that beneath his political and social comments, 
he has a perception about life that rings true, at least to me. These are some of his 
comments about a growing personality trait among people in our country, namely 
'narcissism'. You can google him, and find some videos on his thinking.  
Very briefly ‘Narcissism’ is excessive self-admiration. Narcissism is being absorbed 
with oneself and seeing all the rest of life only in terms of oneself. How does life impact 
me? Everything is viewed in terms of ME. 
 
David Brooks says: 

The narcissistic person is marked by a grandiose self-image, a constant need for 
admiration, and a general lack of empathy for others. He/she is the keeper of a 
sacred flame, which they hold to celebrate themselves. Self-love is his /her most 
precious possession….. He/she is hypersensitive about anybody who might … 
disregard their greatness. If someone treats the narcissistic person slightingly, they 
perceive that slight as a deliberate and heinous attack. If someone threatens the 
reputation of the narcissist, the threat is regarded as an act of blasphemy, and the 
narcissist feels justified in punishing the attacker for what is perceived as a moral 
outrage against them. 
 

Brooks talks about a shift in culture. He detects a huge shift from a culture of self-
effacement (which says, “I’m no better than anybody else, and nobody is better than 
me”) to a culture of self-advancement and/or self-expression (which says, “Look at what 
I’ve accomplished. I’m special.”). To establish this he sights several statistics: 
 
According to a Gallop Poll: in 1950 12% of high school seniors considered themselves a very important person  
    (these are today's 80 year olds)                      
          in 2005 80% of high school seniors considered themselves a very important person  
    (these are today's 25-30 year olds) 
 
There are batteries of psychological tests available today. Among these are tests that check for narcissism. On 
such tests people are asked how the following statements apply to them:  
 -I am a special person  
 -I like to be the center of attention  
         -I usually show off when I get the chance, to show how extraordinary I am 
 -I find it easy to manipulate people 
The results of such narcissism tests go back only 20 years, but they show a 30% increase in the median score 
among teenagers. So among 'tweens' today (11, 12, and 13 year olds) 93% score higher on the narcissism test 
than the median score of 'tweens' in 1980. There is also a large increase in the number of people for whom being 
famous is a personal goal.   



A few other observations of David Brooks: 
 In the 1980's, pop culture and music was mostly about celebrating togetherness. Today it is 'all about 
me'. He Brooks cites the difference between Ebony and Ivory, Katie Perry and M& M songs. Huge shifts in the 
direction of narcissism, self-confidence, and individualism.  
 
Even consumption trends are tied to this shift. Up until the 1970s, consumption trends, the amount of spending 
on ourselves, showed a moderate rise; after the 1970’s, as the culture changed to the “I am special” mode, 
consumption has risen dramatically. “I am worth it”, is a phrase used on many advertisements. 
If you think you are the center of your world, you are more willing to spend money on yourself, wanting more 
time for me and my stuff, than I am willing to give to others and even to God. You will be less concerned about 
pushing debt off to a future generation.  
 
Finally, those with only a modest sense of who they are, these people probably recognize they have only a very 
imperfect understanding of the world, and then as a corollary feel the need to rely on those who disagree with 
them so their understanding of the world might correct the sins my misunderstandings have caused. But if I have 
a quite high opinion of my self-worth, I will easily see you and others as simply in my way.  
 
Interestingly, as I searched for this material of David Brooks, I had to wait for several 
extremely narcissistic ads to run themselves. 
 
The point of all of this is simply to appreciate how difficult it is to live as a Christian  
these days. Early Christians had their troubles, and they were severe … they were 
persecuted and often they were killed for their faith. But I think we under estimate how 
difficult it is to live the Christian life today. The trouble lies not in a simple sword … it 
lies within an entire culture. We are surrounded by a narcissistic culture and may not 
even notice it.  Listen how we are to live …. Philippians 2:5ff.  
   “Make your own the mind of Christ Jesus: Who being in the form 
   of God did not count equality with God something to be grasped.  
   But emptied himself , taking the form of a slave, becoming as human 
   beings are; 
Or, how many times in the Scriptures don't we hear: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny 
  themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”    Mt. 16, Luke 9 
 
Do we need to remain attached to the vine? By all means. We need the very life of Jesus 
within us in order to live committed and faithful lives of discipleship. “Apart from me 
you can do nothing.” Culture is complicated and difficult. And it is extremely subtle. 
The sword you can see; but culture is so pervasive and you can't see it.  
 
Today's gospel image of the vine and the branches is not about horticulture, as we all 
know. But we also need to know how bottom-line true it really is. Carry these words 
with you during this week: 
  “Remain in me, as I remain in you. Just as a branch cannot bear fruit on its own 
  unless it remains on the vine, so neither can you unless you remain in me. I am the vine,  
  you are the branches. Anyone who does not remain in me will be thrown out like a  
  branch and wither; … but if you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask for 
  whatever you want and it will be done for you. By this is my Father glorified, that  
  you bear much fruit and become my disciples.”   


