
SPIRITUAL NARCISSISM 
A narcissus is a flower, right? Well, not at first. In Greek and 
Roman mythology, Narcissus was the name of an unusually 
handsome young man who, unfortunately, knew that he was 
unusually handsome. He didn’t pay any attention to available 
young women, like Echo, the beautiful nymph in the painting 
above who is adoring him from nearby, because he can’t stop 
looking at his own reflection in the pond water. In some versions of 
the myth, he is so mesmerized by his self-image that he dies 
there, still staring at himself longingly. Later at the poolside spot 
where he died, an early spring flower blooms, and it is named 
narcissus, after our hero, because of its fragile beauty. 
 
In the late nineteenth century, psychologists began using the term 
narcissist to describe a person who is so self-absorbed that he has 
no sensitivity for the feelings of others. Sigmund Freud and later 
writers in the field further developed this concept, to the point 
where “Narcissistic Personality Disorder” is now a recognized 
clinical diagnosis. 
 
“Spiritual Narcissism” is not a phrase in common usage, but I 
think Jesus taught a lot about it when he was on earth. Two of his 
parables are recorded side-by-side in Luke’s Gospel, chapter 18. 
The first, The Parable of the Widow and the Unjust Judge tells 
about a “Judge” who was so full of himself that he couldn’t focus 
on repeated attacks a poor widow was reporting. However, she 
would not give up, and she kept coming back for justice. The text 
goes on to say,  

For a while he refused, but later he said to himself, ‘Though I 
have no fear of God and no respect for anyone,

 
yet because 

this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her justice, so 
that she may not wear me out by continually 
coming.’ (verses 4-5)   

He only granted her justice because she “keeps bothering me” and 
she may “wear me out.” Me, me, me. 
The second parable, known as The Parable of the Pharisee and 
the Tax Collector, is even more striking, because the person of 
privilege, in this case a “Pharisee,” expresses his self-
centeredness directly to God:   

Jesus said, “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a 
Pharisee and the other    a tax collector. The Pharisee, 
standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I 
am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even 
like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all 
my income.’ But the tax    collector, standing far off, would not 
even lift up his eyes to heaven but was beating his breast and 
saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’   (verses 10 through 
13)                                                     (continued on other side) 
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(Continued from other side) 
 
Jesus’ concluding comment is classic:  

“I tell you, this man went down to his 
home justified rather than the other, for 
all who exalt themselves will be 
humbled, but all who humble 
themselves will be exalted.” (verse 14) 

 
I’m going to suggest that Luke, the Gospel 
writer, placed these two parables side by side 
to describe two perspectives on spiritual 
narcissism: how harmful it is to human 
relationships (The Judge and the Widow), and 
how poisonous it is to a person’s relationship 
with God (The Pharisee’s lack of humility). 
There’s no question about whose side God is 
on. 
 
Do you see any spiritual narcissism in 
yourself? 
 

Pastor George Van Alstiine 
 
1 

 A satirical adaptation of Waterhouse’s painting identifies 
“selfies” as a possible contributing factors in the narcissism of 

some modern young people:       
 2 

 The idea for this article was triggered by an ironic meme I 

saw recently: “To anyone I offended in 2025, work on yourself 

so I don’t gotta do it again in 2026.”          
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