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KKnnooww  TThhyysseellff   
Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

Recently I came across the following sentence: ‘Great leaders, like Winston Churchill, have always had the ability to 

surround themselves with advisors who often do not agree with them on particular points’.  

It is certainly one of life’s great joys to share company with those who are of the same mind as ourselves. “How 

pleasant it is for brothers to dwell together in unity!” exclaims Psalm 132. However, for fallen man it is not possible 

or even desirable that others agree with us on everything.  

“Iron sharpens iron, so a man sharpens the face of his friend”, observes Solomon in his Proverbs (27:17). The Hebrew 

word there for ‘face’, panim, also refers to the face/edge of a knife or sword. There is something healthy about having 

our ideas and opinions cross swords with those of our family or community. Sparks may fly, but our spiritual faces 

will be sharper and more contoured as a result. Muscles do not grow in size or strength unless they meet resistance. 

It is only when we submit our ideas and projects to opposing ones that their true nature comes into sharp focus and 

strong relief. Someone who knew only fire would know less about fire than the one who knows both fire and water.  

We all desire to know. Our mind hungers for truth as does our belly for food. Moreover, advances in technology now 

mean that all knowledge is instantly available. We thus need to be especially careful in what knowledge it is we are 

acquiring. It is not all good for us, as Adam and Eve discovered. The question ‘Does God really want me to know 

this?’ should be more frequently on our mind than ever. But regardless of the answer to that question in any specific 

instance, there is one thing we simply must know: our own self.  

‘Oh, that’s easy, I know myself quite well. After all, I’m with myself all the time…How could I not know myself by 

now? Someone would have told me if there was a problem with me…’ And yet, the fact that there seem to be so many 

around us who clearly do not know themselves despite sharing this very same conviction should give us pause. 

When evaluating something outside us, we and that thing are distinct, and thus we can get far enough away to be 

objective. But a problem arises when we try to evaluate ourselves, since now the evaluator and the evaluated are the 

same. We are both the judge and the accused, the priest and the penitent. Nemo judex sui is an old Latin saying: No 

one is judge of himself. We simply cannot get far enough away from our self to get proper perspective. 

How then do we escape the dilemma? How can we see our soul as it really is? How snap out of the trance which our 

own highly airbrushed version of ourselves has induced? This is one of the greatest challenges of the spiritual life, 

but its successful outcome will allow us to at long last proceed with long and powerful strides up the mountain of 
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perfection. We must learn to listen to feedback about our character and behaviour. It may occasionally be wrong, but 

more often than not it will be dead accurate. 

‘But surely Our Lord will tell me in prayer what my faults are?’ Not necessarily. It seems that if human instruments 

can do the job, then He will use them. And this is just what the doctor ordered. We certainly do not like it. We will 

squirm and deny and pout and scream. But our root problem is pride, and learning humility through the hard school 

of humiliations is its best cure. Reproach and correction is what we least like but most need.  

Our reaction to criticism by another can be very revealing. How in fact do I react when criticized, or merely 

disagreed with? When a criticism is accurate, when the barb hits home, a very common reaction on our part is to 

immediately accuse the other of failing in some associated area. It is ridiculous as a refutation, but we all do it. Our 

guilty and highly pressurized conscience has found an outlet, and it vents. For example, if someone accuses us of 

always being late, we might immediately retort with ‘Well, why don’t you clean up after yourself?’ Note that there is 

just enough superficial resemblance between arriving on time and leaving a place how one finds it to pass as a 

refutation and justification in the mind of the accused.  

But if we were instead advancing in genuine humility and self-knowledge, our response would be far different. Even 

if it should happen that another’s critique of us were clearly wrong, our response should be something like ‘Thanks 

for making me aware of that. I did not know I had that fault, but I will have a think about it and see if I might not 

be deceived in this regard”. This is a saint talking, because saints love to be corrected: “Rebuke a wise man, and he 

will love you” writes Solomon (9:8). If we regularly reject correction then we can be sure we still have a long way to 

go: “He who forsakes reproof goes astray” (10:17). This is all very humiliating, but if our innocent Lord could be 

meek and humble of heart even during torture and betrayal, then we are surely not above our Master. 

We have all been in a position of authority, even just as a parent. Now there is a healthy and praiseworthy fear 

which subjects can have for their superiors, but as a result they might not vocalize perceived faults out of respect. 

This may be good for them, but perhaps not for the superior. It is therefore up to superiors to make ourselves 

approachable and amenable to critical observations about our ideas and projects. My experience as a priest has 

shown that excellent ideas and insights often come from the most unlikely sources.  

We in authority do not see everything, and we desperately need others’ constant advice and honest observations. 

“Where guidance is not welcomed the people shall fall, but there is safety where there is much counsel” (11:14).  One 

of the biggest humiliations for a superior is when an idea he has spent long hours toiling at and perfecting is 

bettered by an idea of an inferior who has only thought about it for a couple of minutes. To admit that this new idea 

is a good one is well-nigh impossible. 

Each of us should have at least one person in our life who is given a sort of Bond-like ‘licence to kill’ or ‘permission to 

point out’. They should be someone who really knows us, seeing us regularly and in different social situations. We 

explicitly give them free rein to point out to us in private any perceived failings whatever. No recriminations. 

Doubtless the person we choose may need a special combination of bluntness and tact. Also, if we make it a two-way-

deal, then mutual corrections will sterilize any resentment.  

All this is especially needed for us Traditional Catholics, who can tend to think that just because we are right about 

the Faith then we are right about everything.  

Chances are there is at least one person in our life (or out of it, having pushed them away for their honesty) right 

now who wants to tell us something about our self. Will we let them? Will we humbly listen? Are we approachable 

and open to advice and feedback? If we will not listen, then Our Lord may have to send something more drastic to 

wake us up. Let us swallow the distasteful medicine offered now, lest we do not survive the emergency surgery later. 

In the Sacred Heart of Jesus, through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, 

Fr Jordie Stephens  

Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia 

                                                                   


