Can you love others if you don’t love yourself?  A story is told about three priests who regularly went fishing together.  Their fishing expeditions enabled them to share with one another their common experiences.  On one occasion while out in the boat decided to confess to each other something they had done, but had never shared with their parishioners.  The first priest confessed that at one time he had a serious drug and alcohol problem, but has been sober for many years.  The second priest confessed that he once embezzled some money from the church, but made full restitution before anyone found out.  The third priest remained silent until his colleagues pressured him to confess something.  Finally, he said, “I’m the town’s biggest gossip and can’t wait to get back to shore.”

Although confession among peers, at times, may be risky, confession before the Lord is always good for the soul.  Frequent use of the General Confession reminds us, “We have not loved our neighbors as ourselves.”  It is to this issue Paul addresses is today’s second reading when he says, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  As part of the two fold Summary of the Law, we have heard this commandment all of our life, but what does it really mean?  

It is helpful to understand that the commandment to love our neighbor as our self might be appropriately restated to say, “Love yourself and you will love your neighbor.  If we don’t love our self, how can we possibly love others?  Loving one’s self is to realize that God is made for us and we are made for God.  As the words of today’s Collect imply, we are a holy temple acceptable to the Lord.  

Many of us may have difficulty loving our self; especially since we have been taught that it is better to give than to receive.  Loving one’s self may feel like one is being self centered.  The fact of the matter, however, is that self centeredness is the result of self loathing, not self liking.  You see, it is the self centered person who feels empty and tries to fill the void by bragging and constantly talking about him or her self.  Do you know anyone like that those?   Only those who love themselves are free to love others.

There are six questions each of us needs to continually ask in order to discern if we love our self.  First, do you accept your physical body?  Knowing that no one is ever completely satisfied with the shape of their physical body, are you comfortable with the body God has given you?  I suspect most of us are more critical as to how we look than others see us.  Taking pride in our physical appearance, no matter what our body type, is important to our self esteem.   Good self esteem is necessary in loving one’s self.        

Second, do accept your mind?  God has given each of us a measure of intelligence.  In our personal relationships, as well as in the work place, there is often intellectual competition.  Are you tempted at times to compare your self with others on the basis of intellectual ability?   Do you feel comfortable with the measure and quality of intelligence God has given you?  It is important for us to remember that Jesus died to take away our sins not our minds.  Are you a good steward of the mind God has given you?

Third, do you accept your mistakes?  God did not create us to be perfect beings.  We are fallible and as such we have and will continue to make mistakes.  In my own life I have found that mistakes can be learning experiences.  The only real mistakes are the ones from which we learn nothing.  Although God wants us to own and claim our mistakes, God does not want us to continually dwell on them.  God desires of us to let go off and offer up our past and present guilt, failures and regrets.  
We can not be effective instruments of the Lord and continually dwell on such phrases as, “would have,” “could have,” and “should have.”    Sooner or later it is time to move on and experience the joy of living in the present.  As such, I can easily identify with today’s Psalm, “My heart, therefore is glad, and my spirit rejoices.  You will show me the path of life; in your presence there is the fullness of joy, and in your right hand are pleasures for evermore.”  In addition, Paul reminds us in today’s second reading that one of the fruits of the Spirit is joy.  The point is we can not experience the joy of the Lord if we keep holding onto our past mistakes.  Now is the time to let go.   

Fourth, do you accept your feelings?  Are you in touch with your emotions?  Can you identify them?  Do you own them?  Do you allow yourself to experience fear, hurt, disappointment, resentment, joy, delight, satisfaction and contentment without resorting to self condemnation or false pride?  Do you appropriately express your feelings without getting defensive or criticizing and judging others?  Do you accept the heart God has given you?  
Fifth, do you accept your personality?  For example, I know that I am an extrovert.  I know that I am energized by talking and interacting with others.  I know that I am visually stimulated by the world around me.  I know that I am task oriented and have a need for order, structure and discipline in my life.  I can not imagine a life without a sense of humor and relating to that which is edgy, bizarre and unusual.  My two children, Nathan and Emily often remind me of this by saying, “Dad, you are really out there.  And the scary thing is that we’re afraid you’re not coming back.”  Fortunately, not all personalities are like mine.  Whatever your type, do you accept the personality God has given you?

Finally, do you accept that you are created in the image and likeness of God?  Do you know who and whose you are?  It is important to remember that whether we are a son or a daughter, sibling, spouse, partner, parent, grandparent, great grandparent or a single, God did not create us for this purpose.  We are created human beings as unique and partial blueprints of God.  That is our calling.  By loving our self physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually, we are honoring and glorifying the One who created us, which enables us to be effective in the various roles we have taken on or have been given.  It is only by loving your self, that you are to free to love others.  Amen.  

