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I want to start, this morning, with the foundational thesis of this message as a whole.  I’m simply 

not sure there is any area, any portion of our personality and being, that is more at odds with our 

call to Christian service and discipleship, than our profoundly exacerbated sense of self-

importance.  Allow me to say that again.  I’m not sure there is any area, any portion of our 

personality and being, that is more at odds with our call to Christian service and discipleship, 

than our profoundly exacerbated sense of self-importance.   

 

We are a society of unambiguous narcissism.  It seems inherent to our human condition, and it is 

reinforced constantly in our culture and society, that we perpetually and persistently focus our 

priorities, our energies, and our actions on the benefit of ‘me.’   

• Want me to help with something?  How is it going to help ME? 

• Want me to do a job?  What’s in it for ME? 

• Want me to spend my energy on something that is going to benefit you?  Show me how 

that’s going to benefit ME? 

 

It is everywhere, and in everything, that surrounds in our culture!  Take five minutes to look at 

the ads in the magazines, the pop-ups on your phone, or the commercials on television, and you 

can’t miss it.  It doesn’t matter if we are selling a car, a razor, a pitchfork or a trip to Bermuda – 

every ad will boil down to the fundamental proposal that the product at hand will make you 

better, stronger, faster, prettier, happier, healthier, richer, smarter, more powerful, or any of a 

thousand other things.  Take just a minute to look at the advertising with which we are constantly 

barraged, and you will see that most every one of them will boil down to the fundamental 

proposal that it will benefit you! 

 

Now, there’ a bit of a ‘duh’ in all of this.  I presume that many of you are sitting here, in this very 

moment, a little thrown by my comments and saying to yourself, ‘Of course the marketing is 

presenting what is better for me – why else would I buy it?’  And, you’re right.  There is an 

extent to which marketing has to be guided that way.  Pitches and presentations, whether in 

advertising, or schools, or churches, or businesses, or anywhere else, have to be focused on the 

benefit to the individual because that is the foundation on which we make our decisions.  But 

there’s a challenge that arises from that reality.  We don’t give it a second thought!  We don’t as 

much as blink at the fundamental reality that everything around us is driven by the benefit of 
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‘me.’  And, I suggest that that is precisely the issue to which these passages from Acts speak 

with a clarion voice that reminds us of the corporate well-being that is so often overlooked in our 

narcissistic world-views that so often pave or ways. 

 

I think people can be thrown, sometimes, by this passage, at the end of chapter 4, in which the 

earliest Christians are living in what could essentially be described as the form of a commune.  

“Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul,” we read in Acts 4, 

“and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held 

in common. With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord 

Jesus, and great grace was upon them all. There was not a needy person among them, for as 

many as owned lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold. They laid 

it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need.”  (Acts 4: 32-35) 

 

This passage reflects the earliest Christian community described in the Bible.  This is a very 

short time after the resurrection of Jesus, and the disciples are leading this group of individuals in 

a form of communal sharing that some find disconcerting.  It unnerves people, because they 

jump to conclusions about what this might say about our governance and political structures.  

But, this passage is more fundamental than that.  The voice of this story, to our lives, is not one 

of political commentary – it’s one of spiritual focus and discipleship.  And, I think that becomes 

clear as we follow the story from the fourth chapter into to the fifth. 

 

If people are thrown by the financial construct reflected at the end of chapter four, they really 

don’t know what to do with the story of Ananias and Sapphira in chapter five.  Here we have the 

story of this couple that sold a piece of land and made some money from it.  Now, don’t forget 

the final words of the fourth chapter.  “There was a Levite, a native of Cyprus, Joseph…  37 He 

sold a field that belonged to him, then brought the money, and laid it at the apostles’ feet.”  It’s 

important that we note, as we move into chapter 5, that that’s the model.  We know that’s the 

form people are following in this early Christian community, and Ananias and Sapphira know 

that as well.  They, however, are not quite ready to go there.  They aren’t quite ready to part with 

everything.  So, they shove some of it under the mattress and then go to Apostles with the rest – 

all the while claiming that the amount they brought to the disciples was the full amount of the 

sale. 

 

We know what happens next – and unfortunately, because we know what happens next, that’s 

pretty much the only portion of the story we tend to see.  We can, and people do, spend a lot of 

time trying to parse this story of the sudden death of these individuals after lying about the sale, 

but I want us to set aside that question, for today, and focus on the simple fact that what comes, 

from this story, is the same thing that I have been discussing since I opened this message – the 

profound and unavoidable conflict between our innate, and societally reinforced, narcissism and 

the Christian call to selflessness. 

 

You see, if we can look past the shocking elements of the story of Ananias and Sapphira, we can 

see that it boils down to a fundamental reflection of the human tendency to put ourselves first.  If 

we can avoid the shock of the death, and focus on the act that preceded it, we can see that the 

base issue, in this story, is that Ananias and Sapphira wanted it all.  They didn’t want to give up 

the money, because that wasn’t what would best serve them.  But, they also didn’t want to be 
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honest about it, because that wasn’t what would best serve them either.  So, their solution?  Give 

a portion, keep the rest, but ‘fudge’ the details in a way that they get credit for having done the 

right thing that they never actually did! 

 

It’s the polar opposite of what we had just seen in the previous chapter.  In the end of the fourth 

chapter, in the image of this community, we get a picture of a group of people so drawn to faith 

and discipleship that they had managed to abandon that notion of self-serving narcissism and 

move in the direction of living for the greater good and betterment of the community as a whole.  

The earliest Christians were living for a common good and the betterment of all while Ananias 

and Sapphira succumbed to the human tendency to work towards the good and betterment of 

‘me.’  It is the biblical picture of the very foundational claim I made at the outset of this 

message.  I’m simply not sure there is any area, any portion of our personality and being, that is 

more at odds with our call to Christian service and discipleship, than our profoundly exacerbated 

sense of self-importance.   

 

As I read through these words from Acts, I couldn’t help but hear, in my mind, the words of the 

Prayer of St. Francis.  As many of you know, the prayer starts with a powerful reflection of what 

we might strive to do in our lives… 

“Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace; 

Where there is hatred, let me sow love; 

Where there is injury, pardon; 

Where there is discord, union; 

Where there is error, truth; 

Where there is doubt, faith; 

Where there is despair, hope; 

Where there is darkness, light; 

And where there is sadness, joy.” 

 

But, then, in the second half of the prayer, it takes a turn that really spoke to me in coming into 

today.  It moves from the goals and aspirations of action in the first segment to one of intent and 

purpose in the second.   

“O Divine Master, Grant that I may not so much seek 

To be consoled as to console; 

To be understood as to understand; 

To be loved as to love. 

For it is in giving that we receive; 

It is in pardoning that we are pardoned; 

And it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.” 

 

They are powerful words.  But even more so, I would suggest that what St. Francis most offers in 

that prayer is a tremendously compelling formula for faithfulness and discipleship.  Imagine all 

the ways we might author our own lines for that prayer.   

 

O Divine Master, Grant that I may not so much seek… 

• To be heard, as to hear 

• To be uplifted, as to uplift 
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• To be fed, as to feed 

 

O Divine Master, Grant that I may not so much seek… 

• To be empowered, as to empower 

• To be served, as to serve 

• To be revered, as to worship 

  

O Divine Master, Grant that I may not so much seek to live for me, as to live in you! 

 

I’m simply not sure there is any area, any portion of our personality and being, that is more at 

odds with our call to Christian service and discipleship, than our profoundly exacerbated sense of 

self-importance.  But, we can’t avoid the reality that that is the call…to seek to console more 

than being consoled…to love more than being loved…to understand more than be 

understood…and so much more.  So, in this world that constantly pelts us with the impression 

that it’s all about me, what I want to suggest is that we all might benefit from taking the time to 

consider our own Prayer of Saint Francis… to reflect on the words we might need to put in those 

phrases… and to come to God, in our own ways, with our own words, as we proclaim, ‘O Divine 

Master, Grant that I may not so much seek to live for me, as to live in you!’ 

 

 


