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Have you ever had the experience wherein you saw something that you wanted to buy, but you were a bit unsure? Perhaps the price wasn’t right or you didn’t want to carry it around or perhaps you just wanted to think about it a bit more, so you convince yourself that you will return later and pick it up. This especially happens to us while on vacation. Well, that happened to me a few years ago while in the artsy waterfront district of Baltimore. Unlike many stores, each of these stores had a unique flair representing the artist’s personal taste. It was here that I came upon a doormat with the word ‘Christian’ printed on it. How clever! How bold! How controversial! Christian doormats! Such a doormat ought to hang on every childrens’ Sunday School classroom wall! I kick myself for not having purchased it then and there. Unfortunately, I don’t remember the name of the store. Actually, I wish that I had purchased a few of them in order to place them on the ground in front of all of our outside doors. What a spectacular idea! Christian doormats! Each Sunday as we wiped our feet upon entering the church these doormats would cause each of us to think about who we are.
Why was I so struck by this doormat? Well, first of all, the purpose of a doormat is to wipe the dirt, grunge and slime off of your shoes before entering a house. A doormat is something which lays flat on the ground, face up and is intended to be stepped on, trampled, and walked all over. All of us notice when no doormat is present, and yet we wouldn’t be able to describe with any precise detail exactly what the doormat looked like only that it was there. 

The concept of a Christian doormat, of course, is symbolic. The idea would not be to communicate that the owners of the house are Christian, but that a life of self-denial, which Christ calls us to, is synonymous to being a doormat. This comes from today’s gospel (and other New Testament writings) that tell us that we are to allow people to hit us (turn the other cheek), abuse us (love your enemies), and for us to sacrifice our selves, our bodies and souls on behalf of others. The call to take up our cross and follow Jesus emphasizes sacrifice of the self (one’s interests) for another’s interest. Bold words! Challenging words! But grossly misunderstand and even more grossly encouraged for the wrong reasons. Allow me to explain.
As a rule when I am in line at the grocery store if someone directly behind me has but a few items and I have a full shopping cart, I allow that person to go on ahead of me. Well, there was this time where I was in the Apple store getting some help with a problem with my phone. I had made an appointment in advance. While being helped, another customer approached us. “Excuse me,” he said, “I really don’t want to interrupt, but I just have a quick question. (To me) Do you mind?” “No, go ahead,” I responded sacrificially. I figured I was going to be taking quite awhile so agreeing to let this person interrupt briefly was the good Christian thing to do. Think of the other person (I said to myself). Put aside your own self interest. The store is crowded. Why not allow someone to be helped when in the scheme of things it really wasn’t going to take too much time. No, go ahead (I said).”
The fellow reaches into a bag and pulls out a box with an iPhone in it. He opens up the box and takes out the phone. He, then launches into this long discussion of how he purchased it a few months ago but doesn’t like it for this and that reason. He then reaches into his pocket and pulls out a sales receipt. The employee looks at the receipt and says something about it being beyond a return date and on and on. I mean we all know what it takes to return something to store especially if you want cash in return and not a store credit. It takes forever! And this took a long time!

Well, I was annoyed! No, I was angry. I kicked myself for being so selfless. I felt put upon. I felt taken advantage of. But what was I to do? I was wearing my clergy shirt and collar! I could see the headline in the next day’s paper: Twist on Genesis Story: Priest forces apple down man’s throat.
Here I was trying to love my neighbor as myself, trying to put the interest of someone else first, and I felt like I was being abused. I felt like a doormat----a Christian doormat. Have you ever felt like that? I have lots of times. And I have often wondered in our attempts to deny the self for another, might not it be equally obligatory to restrain the selfish inclinations of others? Why should it be the self’s selfishness rather than the other’s selfishness that ought to be restrained when interests are at stake? Why should we act unselfishly only to foster/feed someone else’s selfishness? Is this what Jesus is calling us to do? Or perhaps it doesn’t matter to you. Perhaps it is okay for you to foster such selfish behavior in others. If so, then you are a Christian doormat. If so, then you don’t understand the call to take up one’s cross or to love your neighbor as yourself-----to act sacrificially. Jesus does NOT call us to abuse ourselves.

Women theologians have been all over this. One of the great contributions of the women’s movement is to communicate to women that they don’t have to stay in marriages which they don’t want to. The idea that women are to sacrifice themselves for husband, children and apple pie has had a stake thrust into its heart. And rightly so! And thus, it has been women theologians who have challenged this entire concept of sacrifice by Jesus and his call for all of us to sacrifice likewise. Just how far does one go? At one time, it was considered okay to slap your wife for impudent remarks or disobedience. Or because the husband earned the income he was lord of the manor. Jesus? Where is the line to be drawn between sacrificing myself, my security, my integrity for another? Or am I to give it all away?
Still today many Christian ethicists purport that a fully moral position is that which places the interests of others ahead of the self, which certainly is supported throughout the New Testament. But there are many others (more enlightened in my opinion) who understand that you have to love yourself first before you can love another. 
Now, let’s be clear. Self love is not narcissism or self-centeredness. How do we know the difference? True self love is self-acceptance and self-affirmation. It is the positive valuing of the self that is supported and appropriate to a belief in the creating and loving God of Jesus Christ. Self-acceptance and self-affirmation arise from a trust that God is our source and that we have worth and that God steadfastly affirms this worth all apart from any merit of our own. What God loves, we ought not to despise----neither ourselves or others---and we ought positively to affirm. In knowledge and confession of our own sin, and through acceptance of God’s forgiveness, we are freed to accept and affirm ourselves as God’s creatures. Thus, we are NOT called to be Christian doormats. As a matter of fact, it is anti-Christian to self-abnegate. If we are to treat others as an end and never a means, then the same applies to ourselves. We are never a means to someone else’s end. 

Now a word about sacrificing and denying yourself for the reward of heaven. I used to have a relative who would say to me, “That is okay (if I had my selflessness taken advantaged of) because your will receive your reward in heaven.” She was scripturally correct. Matthew quotes Jesus as saying even if we are abused in our attempts to sacrifice for others that we are not to worry because God will reward us in heaven. So, what this means is that whatever act of unselfish kindness that we do we do because ultimately we will be rewarded. Now, this changes the entire equation. This means that we don’t do something out of love for our neighbor and their well-being but we act sacrificially because we will get something in return later on. This is hardly sacrifice. This is simply a contractual arrangement----a quid pro quo. I have yet to hear a sermon preached which stated that Jesus didn’t mind dying on the cross because after all he was headed to heaven where he could eat all the Haagen Daz mocha chip ice cream he could ever want for eternity in payment for his sacrifice. You do this and in the end you get that. I can’t believe Jesus said this. How is getting something back for your sacrifice anything astonishingly new in theology? How is it different than anything else in the world? “Hey,” says God, “You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.” This is religious selfishness not distinterested self-denial.
Let me be clear. I have no problem with us receiving pleasure or satisfaction when we give of ourselves to others to help them. As a matter of fact, I am with Richard Dawkins on this one. There is no such thing as altruism. And I am okay with that. The human being is far too complex in order to comprehend why we do the things we do. I understand ethicists like Michael Ramsay and theologians like Archbishop Rowan Williams seek a pure level of disinterested self sacrifice wherein, like Jesus, we sacrifice all that we are or have for another in complete self disinterest. I just don’t think such is attainable. Or if it is, it is so extremely rare as to be useless for the common person. And if Christianity is anything, it is for the common person. An act of kindness or sacrifice or generosity on behalf of another is reward enough. It doesn’t matter if we can ever figure out the intentions or motivations behind it. Thus, to say that the moment we sit back and savor a good deed is the moment we lose it is poppycock. Who knows why most of us do the things we do? And so what if we receive some joy in return.
Again, this is not the same thing as doing something with the intention (conscious or not) or getting something in return. Actually, churches are filled with people who do ministry or incredible acts of selflessness with the unconscious desire for attention. And when they don’t receive the attaboys they expect, they become resentful and hostile for being unappreciated. But this doesn’t come from self-love but self-hate. The person who self-affirms doesn’t require the approval and adoration of others and yet doesn’t deny it as a nice perk when it comes. Thus, in churches we tend to hold up as examples of righteous self-giving the very people who DON’T do it properly and deny those who DO it properly. As a matter of fact, narcissism is rampant among clergy. And it is the one topic we never discuss at clergy conference because it would call into question this very issue of exactly what is proper self-denial in favor of another’s interests and what is nothing but disguised narcissism or self-hating and not self-acceptance. 
So, then, how do we follow Jesus by taking up our crosses and sacrificing for the needs of others----being the good neighbor without abusing our own selves as children of God who are also to be loved as a neighbor and thus treated as someone else would treat themselves-----in other words with love? How do we set the priority between our interests and the interests of others?

The answer is balance. To deny oneself for another is not an absolute obligation to give priority to others’ interests over your own because, as I mentioned, you too are a creature of God and a neighbor. Let’s not confuse Jesus’ call to care for others by putting aside our own concerns in order to satisfy an inner compulsion to be sacrificial. The answer is a balance between our duty to give others’ interest priority over our own and giving our own self priority. In other words, we must take into consideration ourselves in judging an act as a moral duty of sacrifice as well as the other person’s situation. Jesus’ call to deny ourselves is thus not absolute but conditional based upon the fact that we TOO are to be given priority as children of God. It is wrong to treat your self as a means and not an end also. 
If we truly love ourselves, we are paradoxically more, not less, inclined toward the interests of others than if we do not. From true self love flows that inner security from which arises sacrificial service to the neighbor for that which is needed. The real cross to bear is in accepting and loving yourself as worthy. Once you can do that. The rest is a piece cake.
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