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Just Like Other People: Narcissism Among Pastors

Hessel J. Zondag1,2

In contemporary culture, narcissism is an important and common personality trait.
It colours people’s attitudes towards themselves and others, and plays an impor-
tant role in their performance and success in relational occupations, including the
pastorate. A survey among Dutch pastors was used as the basis for developing a ty-
pology of four narcissistic styles: balanced, vulnerable, undisguised, and masking.
The implications of these four styles for the pastoral profession are discussed.

KEY WORDS: pastors; narcissism; pastoral performance; pastoral psychology.

There are people walking the streets who take notice of passers-by, the sky,
houses, and cyclists only as a matter of routine, absorbed as they are in their
own selves and their thoughts about how they are perceived by others. These
people are, by definition, “narcissistic.” Narcissism is a much-used concept and
well-chosen metaphor that describes a lifestyle which, in the past decades, has
become increasingly common among people in the Western world. The continual
self-contemplation that the concept suggests, fits in seamlessly with the Western
individualistic culture.3 In this culture people are thrown back upon themselves,
and expected to rely on their own resources, which in turn requires continuous
reflection on their performance. Authors such as Lasch (1978) and Sennett (1974)
consider narcissism to be especially characteristic of middle-class professionals
working in relational occupations. Succeeding in this type of job depends largely
on the impression that one leaves upon others. The ability to strike a pose, charac-
teristic of many narcissists, contributes substantially to professional success.

Narcissism is broadly defined as a strong psychological interest in oneself
(Bursten, 1982; Westen, 1990). To some extent, everyone is narcissistic. There
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is little sense, therefore, in linking narcissism solely to pathology, or judging it
from a moral perspective, by identifying it with egoism. In fact, a certain degree of
narcissism is necessary for a person to have a positive self-image, mental stability
and a perception of their person as a whole (Kohut, 1966; Stolorow, 1975). It is
only at the extreme end of the narcissistic spectrum, in cases where this trait is
associated with antisocial behaviour, for instance, that it becomes meaningful to
speak of dysfunctionality or pathology.

The extent to which an individual’s personality is characterised by narcissism
is not without consequences. Narcissism colours a person’s self-perception, their
opinion of others, and relationship towards their job (Wink, 1996). These three
relationships are inextricably interwoven. The narcissistic significance of one’s
treatment of others colours one’s self-awareness and the meaning one finds in
one’s profession. In turn, one’s occupational experiences affect one’s self-image,
et cetera.

If one is interested in studying the lives and job experiences of contemporary
pastors, it is interesting and relevant to see how pastors are affected by narcissism:
something we still know little about. Narcissism among pastors is a significant issue
that merits study since the pastor’s relationship with others is a central component
of the office. Narcissism affects the way they deal with parishioners, as well as
the meaning they derive from the pastorate. As in other relational professions,
narcissism affects the quality and professionalism of the pastors conduct.

In order to gain some insight into this matter, this article will inquire into the
incidence of narcissism as personality trait among pastors. I begin by discussing
the concept of narcissism, underlining its multidimensional nature and concluding
that several narcissistic styles can be distinguished. I then describe how these styles
relate to one’s attitude towards oneself, towards others and towards one’s profes-
sional performance, giving special attention to pastors. Subsequently I report on
an investigation into the incidence of narcissism among pastors, and then con-
clude with an evaluation, focusing especially on the consequences of narcissism
for performance in the pastoral profession.

DIMENSIONS OF NARCISSISM

Imagining oneself as great and powerful, while denying and negating what-
ever might spoil this imaginary grandeur, are essential characteristics of narcissism
(Kohut, 1971; Kernberg, 1975, 1986; Wink, 1996). In dealing with others, narcis-
sistic people are constantly on the lookout for recognition and reassurance. They
need other people’s admiration to confirm their imagined greatness. A lack of
admiration from others results in feelings of emptiness, depletion, apathy, and a
sense of not really living. It is precisely these feelings which constitute the core
of narcissistic vulnerability. At the same time, however, it is difficult for narcissis-
tic individuals to be dependent on others, since this clashes with their imaginary
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grandeur. Narcissism therefore creates a mental double bind: the individual needs
others for recognition and especially admiration, but simultaneously hates to be
subject to the judgement of those very same others (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001;
Rhodewalt & Morf, 1995).

Narcissism is a relational phenomenon. How one perceives oneself and ex-
periences others are inextricably interwoven since the fascination with oneself
runs via the other. If the classic myth of Narcissus is about a person staring at
his reflection in the water, then the contemporary story is about the imaginary
reflection of oneself through the eyes of others. Narcissism is embedded in the re-
lationship between the self and the other. Based upon the nature of the relationship
between these two poles, two forms of narcissism can be distinguished: centrifu-
gal and centripetal narcissism (Ettema & Zondag, 2002). In English-language
literature, the centrifugal variant is generally termed “overt” narcissism and the
centripetal variant “covert.” The terms overt and covert were first introduced by
Wink (1992).4 In the centrifugal variety, the narcissistic fantasy proceeds from the
self-pole. Centrifugal narcissism is an outwardly directed comparison with others,
in which one sees oneself as having influence and power over others. It manifests
itself as the appropriation of executive skills, the ability to influence others, and the
gratification derived from being the centre of attention. In its dysfunctional form,
centrifugal narcissism can be manifested in feelings of superiority, contempt, and
disrespectful behaviour (Wink, 1992, 1996). On the other hand, centripetal narcis-
sism has the other as its starting point; this is an inward-directed comparison with
others. With centripetal narcissism the individual has the experience of being ruled
by others, is sensitive to the opinions of others, and easily hurt. When interacting
with others, the individual is always on the lookout for possible criticism and easily
embarrassed. This form of narcissism can be accompanied by a feeling of isolation
in relationships with others (Ettema & Zondag, 2002), and a sense of constantly
being controlled, which expresses itself in the feeling of not being known and un-
derstood. Centripetal narcissism is generally believed to be dysfunctional (Wink,
1992; 1996).

The differences between the centrifugal and the centripetal dimension should
not obscure the fact however, that in both cases there is a dependence of the self on
the other. In the centripetal dimension this is evident, since the subject feels directly
affected by other people’s judgement. Even in the centrifugal variant, the individ-
ual still needs another person to orientate him/herself in order to be somebody.
Nevertheless, these two forms of dependence are not the same. The difference
between centrifugal and centripetal dependence might perhaps best be typified as
a difference in asymmetry. In centrifugal dependence the self dominates the other,
whereas in centripetal dependence the other dominates the self. Moreover, the two
types of narcissism share the fact that the individual’s own needs take precedence

4For a justification of the use of the terms centrifugal and centripetal, see Ettema & Zondag (2002) and
Nasio (1992).
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over those of others and that fantasies of greatness prevail. Wink (1996) writes,
“Narcissistic fantasies of power and grandeur can equally well lurk behind a bom-
bastic and exhibitionistic facade as one of shyness, vulnerability and depletion”
(p. 166).

Centripetal narcissism and centrifugal narcissism are two independent di-
mensions. This means that the incidence of one form has nothing to do with the
presence of the other. In fact, a person can be both centripetally and centrifugally
narcissistic, both traits can be absent, or one of the two can predominate.

Since much of the research done on narcissism has been in clinical settings
where the focus falls on its most manifest characteristics, descriptions of centrifugal
narcissism have been over-represented in the literature. Although the centripetal
dimension was referred by Kernberg (1975) and Kohut (1971), two earlier note-
worthy authors in the field, light has only recently been shed on this dimension
thanks to authors such as Gabbard (1994) and Wink (1991, 1996).

Narcissism colours one’s relationship with oneself, with others, and one’s
occupation.5 Strictly speaking, in relational professions such as the pastorate, the
professional’s relationship with others and his/her professional performance can-
not be separated. Narcissism is a state of continuous self-reflection, in which one
of the most significant themes is the individual’s sense of self-worth. What does
narcissism mean for a person’s self-appreciation? As regards centripetal narcis-
sism, research results are unequivocal, showing a clear correspondence with a
perpetual feeling of inadequacy and failure (Soyer, Rovenpor, Kopelman, Mullins,
& Watson, 2001; Wink, 1996). When it comes to centrifugal narcissism, the results
are ambiguous. Therefore, it is useful to begin by making a distinction between a
positive self-image on the one hand, and the desire to have a positive self-image
on the other (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998). In many cases, centrifugal narcis-
sism is associated with a positive self-image (Emmons, 1984; Raskin & Terry,
1988), based on a favourable evaluation of one’s performance and abilities. In
cases where centrifugal narcissism is characterised by an excessive desire for ad-
miration, the individual’s self-esteem is often based on an overestimation of his/her
potential (John & Robbins, 1994): what one might call an inflated ego. In such
cases, the individual’s self-esteem is often unstable, fluctuating between being
excessively positive or negative (Kernis, 2001; Rhodewalt, Madrian, & Cheney,
1998). Self-esteem is high when the individual succeeds in convincing others of
his/her achievements, and low if the badly desired admiration fails to materialise.

An important indicator of the quality of one’s relationship with others is
empathy: the ability to take on another person’s perspective and sympathise with
them. People in whom centrifugal narcissism is dominant, generally possess strong
empathic powers (Wink, 1992). In many cases, such people empathise with others
out of genuine care and concern for their well-being. However, there are also cases

5I briefly discuss the most noteworthy research results on these issues, readers looking for an overview
are referred to the review articles by Wink (1996) and Morf & Rhodewalt (2001).
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in which centrifugally oriented persons employ their empathic skills in order to
manipulate others and yield admiration (Watson, Grisham, Trotter, & Biderman,
1984; Wink, 1996). Centripetal narcissism however, is generally not associated
with empathy, although it sometimes does coincide. This seems to be the case
when a person uses his/her empathic skills to be able to lean on others and “fuse”
with them (Ettema & Zondag, 2002; Wink, 1996): a phenomenon Kohut (1966)
refers to as “merging.”

In one’s occupation, job satisfaction, burnout and self-assessment are impor-
tant indicators of one’s performance. People with strong centripetal traits derive
less satisfaction from their jobs (Soyer et al., 2001; Wink, 1991). In addition, they
are also more prone to burnout, they tend to be worn out by their job sooner than
others, and take less of an interest in their colleagues’ well-being. Often, they
also feel they are not doing their jobs well (Ettema & Zondag, 2002). Centrifu-
gal narcissism however, is often associated with greater job satisfaction and less
burnout (Soyer et al., 2001; Wink, 1991). Nevertheless, centrifugally narcissistic
people, strongly characterised by complacency and manipulative behaviour, are
especially vulnerable to burnout. Moreover, they tend to misinterpret their own
job performance and overestimate the quality of the work produced (Farwell &
Wohlwend-Lloyd, 1998; John & Robbins, 1994; Robins & Beer, 2001). In addi-
tion, they also tend to be somewhat casual when it comes to professional ethics
(Soyer, Rovenpor, & Kopelman, 1999).6

NARCISSISM AND THE PASTORATE

The effect of narcissism on occupational behaviour leads us automatically
to the relationship between narcissism and the pastorate. This relationship can be
approached from three different angles. First, we may inquire whether narcissism
is particularly prevalent, or scarce, among pastors. Second, we can focus on the
implications of narcissism for the quality of the pastoral profession. Finally, we
can look at the way pastors deal with their own narcissism. These approaches
are not necessarily mutually exclusive. How a person relates to his or her own
narcissism has implications for the quality of their professional performance. Since
the centripetal variant of narcissism has not yet been researched among pastors,
all available data concern only the centrifugal variant. I begin by discussing the
prevalence of narcissism.

Meloy (1986) found that the pastorate is an ideal working environment for
people with strong narcissistic traits. The possibilities of identifying with the Word
of God fit in seamlessly with the desire for greatness. In addition the congregation
and parish provide an ideal audience offering recognition and admiration, or, if

6The film Elmer Gantry, loosely based on the life of the evangelist Billy Sunday, serves as a good
example.
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you will, an applause machine for pastors. On the other hand, narcissistic individ-
uals are not particularly drawn towards those who are suffering. Being admired
by such people does not mean much to them (Campbell, 1999). This would imply
that, contrary to Meloy’s assertion, the pastorate holds little allure for those with
strong narcissistic personalities, since in the pastorate one is frequently confronted
with human suffering. For the time being the facts corroborate Campbell’s side
of the story. Patrick (1998) has shown that narcissism is not a dominant charac-
ter trait among pastors. She does remark, however, that female pastors tend to
feel vulnerable. Patrick’s finding suggests the incidence of centripetal narcissism
among female pastors could be associated with the non-acceptance of women as
pastors. In an interesting study done by Hill and Yousey (1998) the prevalence of
narcissism was compared among pastors, university staff, politicians, and library
staff. Pastors scored high on the adaptive aspects of narcissism such as executive
skills, and of all groups, they scored lowest on the dysfunctional aspects such as the
manipulation and exploitation of others. These findings indicate that centrifugal
narcissism among pastors serves both an adaptive and a productive function.

Much of the recent literature is concerned with whether narcissistic pas-
tors observe the proprieties vis-`a-vis their parishioners. Steinke (1990) found a
connection between narcissism and having extramarital affairs with parishioners.
McGlone (2001) and Francis & Baldo (1998) investigated sexual abuse by pastors
and found no link with narcissism whatsoever. Narcissism has also been found to
affect perseverance in the pastoral profession, with narcissistic pastors suffering
relatively frequently from burnout (Grosch & Olsen, 2000).

Most authors address the potentially negative effects of narcissism and em-
phasise the pathological aspect. For them “normal” narcissism and its functions
are not an issue. Pastoral psychologist Donald Capps however points out that
narcissism can be productive, provided pastors deal with it in a certain way
(1990, 1999). This brings us to the third approach: how a pastor deals with nar-
cissism. According to Capps, pastors can expect a number of inevitable disap-
pointments at some point halfway through their career. Many of the ideals they
started out with have not been realised, illusions have been shattered, and their
confidence that things can be changed is waning. All of this works to produce
a narcissistic impairment and to reveal one’s limitations. If pastors are not to
lapse into cynicism or melancholy, they must therefore “transform” their narcis-
sism. Capps cites Kohut here.7 This does not mean that they have to give up
their self-involvement, but that they have to learn to accept their own shortcom-
ings, that they cannot be everything to everybody, and that the pastoral profes-
sion comes with disappointments. Above all, they have to take their legitimate
narcissistic desires seriously: such as the desire for recognition. Transformed nar-
cissism is believed to liberate the pastor and improve the quality of the pastorate
(Randall, 1988).

7Kohut, 1966.
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Reviewing the literature, we can say that narcissism is a multidimensional
phenomenon. The preoccupation with the self can take two forms, centripetal and
centrifugal. In addition, there are differences between the intrapsychological and
interpersonal functions of these two varieties. The centrifugal variety generally
serves adaptive and productive functions, whereas the centripetal dimension is
generally dysfunctional.

The prevalence of narcissism among pastors is something we know little
about. There are indications that centrifugal narcissism is present in its functional
aspects, but the incidence of centripetal narcissism has not fully been investigated.
This contribution is meant to fill this gap. The research question has been: To what
extent is narcissism prevalent among pastors? Having discussed the literature,
this question now appears to be too broad. The distinction between centrifugal
and centripetal narcissism necessitates a reformulation of the question. It should
read: Are pastors characterised by a specific narcissistic style, be it centrifugal or
centripetal?

A SURVEY OF NARCISSISM AMONG PASTORS

In order to investigate the prevalence of narcissism among pastors, I used
theNederlandstalige Narcisme Schaal(NNS, Dutch language narcissism scale).
The NNS is a written questionnaire that measures normal non-pathological nar-
cissism. The scale consists of 35 items and provides indicators of centrifugal and
centripetal narcissism.8 The items that measure centrifugal narcissism are based
on the “Narcissistic Personality Inventory” (NPI) developed by Raskin & Hall
(1979, 1981), and the items that indicate centripetal narcissism are derived from
an edited version of Hendin & Cheek’s questionnaire (1997). Questions measuring
centrifugal narcissism include: “I can easily get others to do what I feel is neces-
sary,” and “I see myself as someone endowed with executive skills.” Centripetal
narcissism is measured using items such as: “Inadvertently, I often take remarks
by others personally,” and “When I enter a room I am often painfully aware of the
way others look at me.” Answering options vary from 1 (certainly not the case)
through 7 (certainly the case). The reliability and validity of the NNS have been
found to be satisfactory (Ettema & Zondag, 2002).

The survey was conducted in the autumn of 2001, among Roman Catholic
pastors in the dioceses of Groningen and Utrecht, pastors of the Dutch Reformed
Church, and the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands in the provinces of Gronin-
gen, Friesland and Drenthe. A total of 475 questionnaires were sent out. Three
weeks after the questionnaires were sent, all pastors received a reminder. This
resulted in a 41% response rate, with 196 pastors returning the questionnaire.

8The reader is reminded, perhaps unnecessarily, that the English-language literature refers to the
centrifugal variant as “overt,” and the centripetal variant as “covert.”
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Among the respondents, 33% belonged to the Roman Catholic Church, 40% to
the Dutch Reformed Church and 27% to the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands.
The average age of the pastors was 50 years, with an average of 15 years spent
working in the pastorate. Man comprised 69% of the sample and women 31%.

RESULTS

I performed factor analysis on the questions about narcissism. An analysis
with varimax rotation in four dimensions yielded an optimum solution explain-
ing 36% of the variance. The dimensions were centripetal narcissism, centrifugal
narcissism, isolation and self-satisfaction.

Centripetal narcissism is an inwardly directed comparison with others. Pastors
who scored high on this dimension only feel they are truly alive when noticed by
other people, yet they are easily hurt by minor remarks made by others. They are
involuntarily likely to take remarks by others personally and become absorbed
with personal matters, their health, and their relations with others. The second
dimension, centrifugal narcissism, is an outwardly directed comparison with oth-
ers. Those strongly characterised by this dimension consider themselves capable
of persuading others to do what they want them to do and believe they have ex-
ecutive skills. In addition, they think they are perceived by others as people who
can fend for themselves, that they generally have a good idea of what is going
on in other people’s minds, and that they often put others on the right track. The
third dimension is isolation. This dimension concerns the separation between self
and others. Pastors who feel isolated think that they are criticised by people who
have little regard for who they really are and are disappointed that others do not
realise this. Sometimes, they have the feeling that there is a wall separating them
from others and would like to be able to give more of themselves when in contact
with others. A fourth dimension is self-satisfaction. This dimension is charac-
terised by feelings of superiority. Self-satisfied pastors feel they are lucky to be
who they are and that they are doing well in life, especially compared to others.
They even occasionally find themselves looking at their own reflection in shop
windows.

On the basis of this analysis, I constructed four scales. The reliabilities
(Cronbach’s Alpha) of the scales for centripetal narcissism, centrifugal narcis-
sism, isolation and self-satisfaction were .77, .73, .72 and .60, respectively. I use
these scales for a more detailed discussion of narcissism among pastors. The data
is presented in Table 1.

Pastors scored relatively high on centrifugal narcissism, with 43% high and
55% medium scores. The score for self-satisfaction was clearly lower, with 20%
high and 65% medium scores. Relatively low scores were seen on centripetal
narcissism and isolation, with comparatively few pastors turning in high scores—
approximately one third scored low and two thirds scored medium.
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Table 1. Narcissism Among Pastors. Averages, Standard Deviations and Percentages of Low,
Medium and High Scores

Standard Percentage low Percentage medium Percentage high
Average deviation score (1–3) score (3.01–5) score (5.01–7)

Centrifugal 4.9 0.7 2 55 43
Self-satisfied 4.4 1.2 15 65 20
Centripetal 3.4 0.8 35 63 2
Isolation 3.4 0.9 31 64 5

Note. Scale breadth 1 (minimum)–7 (maximum).

Young pastors scored higher on centrifugal narcissism than their older col-
leagues; Pearson’s correlation between age and centrifugal narcissism was−.30
(sign. p< .05). Dividing the pastors into age groups produced the following aver-
age scores for centrifugal narcissism: under 36 years of age: 5.6; between 36 and
45: 5.0; 46–55: 4.8; 56–65: 4.7; over 65 years: 4.5 (sign.p< .01). This indicated a
gradual decline. Female pastors scored higher on centrifugal narcissism than their
male colleagues. On a scale from 1 (minimum) to 7 (maximum), the average score
of men on this dimension was 4.8, that of women 5.1 (p< 01). The difference can
be explained by the generally lower age of the female respondents—we have seen
that younger pastors score higher on centrifugal narcissism. When the scores were
weighed for age, the difference between men and women disappeared. In addition,
the scores on the four dimensions of narcissism were evenly spread among the
respondents. The denomination to which a pastor belongs, for instance, made no
difference.

There is substantial coherence between centripetal narcissism and isolation
(Pearson’s correlation .49,p< 01); seeing oneself as dependent on others co-
incides with a feeling of being isolated from others. Centrifugal narcissism and
self-satisfaction also correlate (Pearson’s correlation .28,p< 01). Pastors whose
self-image is based on an outwardly directed comparison with others tend to be
self-satisfied.

How are pastors in comparison with other professionals? To make such a
comparison would reveal something of the specifically narcissistic colouring of
the pastorate. To gain insight into this matter I compared narcissism among pastors
with that among lecturers at a theology faculty and among teachers in secondary
education. This comparison is all the more interesting since occupations in both
the pastorate and education are relational in nature. The results are presented in
Table 2.

Regarding centrifugal narcissism, pastors are positioned between university
lecturers and teachers in secondary education. There are no differences among
the three groups in their scores on centripetal narcissism. The narcissism of pas-
tors seems to acquire a character of its own when it comes to isolation and self-
satisfaction. Pastors score relatively low on isolation (sign.p< .05) and high on
self-satisfaction (sign.p< .05).
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Table 2. Narcissism Among Pastors Compared With That Among Lectures
and Teachers

Pastors (N= 196) Lecturers (N= 18) Teachers (N= 67)

Centrifugal 4.9 4.6 5.2
Self-satisfied 4.4 3.5 3.5
Centripetal 3.4 3.5 3.5
Isolation 3.4 4.6 5.2

Note. Scale breadth 1 (minimum)–7 (maximum).

The narcissism among pastors can be categorised into four dimensions as
centripetal, centrifugal, isolation and self-satisfaction. Centripetal and centrifu-
gal appear to be the basic dimensions of the narcissistic spectrum. This distinction
continually re-emerges in the literature, as shown in the introduction. Isolation and
self-satisfaction seem to be secondary dimensions that appear mainly in concur-
rence with the two basic dimensions. Isolation commonly concurs with centripetal
narcissism (Ettema & Zondag, 2002), whereas self-satisfaction has been found to
coincide with centrifugal narcissism (Wink, 1991).

On the basis of the two primary dimensions—centripetal and centrifugal—
four types of pastors can be distinguished. This typology is elaborated in Table 3.

Pastors who score low on both the centripetal and the centrifugal dimension
are referred to as balanced. These pastors are not excessively preoccupied with
themselves, either in the sense of influencing others or in the sense of being influ-
enced by others. Undisguised narcissistic pastors acknowledge the fact that they
influence others while not feeling duped by the other’s influence on them. Pastors
who feel one-sidedly influenced by others are vulnerable. Masking pastors, finally,
feel they influence other people but are equally vulnerable to others.

Dichotomising the scales measuring centripetal and centrifugal narcissism
on the basis of the mean of the scale (scale value= 4) allows us to determine the
number of pastors in each category. Undisguised narcissistic pastors are the largest
category, with 69%. There are also a substantial number of masking pastors: 18%.
Balanced and vulnerable pastors are considerably less prevalent, with 9% and 3%,
respectively.

How do the other two dimensions of narcissism—isolation and self-
satisfaction—tie in with this typology? Vulnerable pastors appear to feel espe-
cially isolated, having scored considerably higher on isolation than balanced and
undisguised narcissistic pastors. Masking pastors also scored relatively high on

Table 3. Typology of Narcissism Among Pastors

Centrifugal low Centrifugal high

Centripetal low Balanced Undisguised
Centripetal high Vulnerable Masking
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isolation. The scores for isolation were: balanced 3.2, undisguised 3.1, vulnerable
4.3, and masking 4.0 (sign.p< .05). What is remarkable about self-satisfaction
is the fact that balanced pastors scored particularly low on this dimension. The
scores for self-satisfied were: balanced 3.4, undisguised 4.5, vulnerable 4.5, and
masking 4.5 (sign.p< .05).

CONCLUSION

Narcissism is a personality trait that pastors share with other people. This
is evident from the typology, for example, in which over 90% of the pastors are
ranked as one of the narcissistic types. In this respect, pastors do not stand out in
their surrounding culture; they are just like other people.

There does not appear to be a single group of pastors who go against this
general trend. With one exception, the scores for the various scales are spread
evenly among the pastors. The exception is that centrifugal narcissism is more
prevalent among young pastors than among older pastors. This suggests that such
a distinction reveals the influence of a culture that is becoming more and more
individualistic. Younger pastors have been raised in a more individualistic culture
than older pastors. Centrifugal narcissism is particularly commensurate with a
way of life in which people must master the art of assertiveness, of striking a
pose, and of taking an active stance vis-`a-vis others (Lasch, 1978; Sennett, 1974).
Hypothesising along cultural lines, one might expect centrifugal narcissism to gain
ground among pastors since there is no reason to expect that the individualising
trends in society will diminish.

Another possible explanation would be the “sadder and wiser” hypothesis.
As a person gains more life experience, centrifugal narcissism diminishes. He/she
acknowledges the fact that life is short and gives up unrealistic ambitions. A certain
modesty, rooted in wisdom, replaces the fervent desire to secure one’s place in the
world. This explanation is in line with Capps’s theorem (1990, 1999), in which
one expected a dip in narcissism occur, no sooner than between the age of forty
and fifty. Dutch pastors displayed a gradual decline in keeping with this.

Four dimensions are discernible in the narcissism of pastors. In order of preva-
lence they are centrifugal, self-satisfied, centripetal, and isolated. On the two basic
dimensions of narcissism—centripetal and centrifugal—pastors do not differ from
people working in other relational occupations. The narcissism of pastors takes on
a distinct colour in the secondary dimensions: self-satisfaction and isolation. Rela-
tively few pastors feel they are isolated from others, possibly because the pastorate
is a profession that entails a high level of relational involvement. Interpersonal
contact is at the heart of the pastorate, even when the pastor serves as intermediary
between the transcendent and the immanent. In fact, many pastors experience the
transcendent as manifesting itself precisely in interpersonal interaction. Pastors
tend to be self-satisfied. Perhaps this is due to the delusion of grandeur that is
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often seen as characteristic of narcissism, manifested in complacency. Perhaps the
relatively high scores of pastors on the aspect of self-satisfaction can be attributed
solely to their profession, in which the sublime has a central position. The identi-
fication with this element of their profession may lead them, in a certain sense, to
place themselves above others (Meloy, 1986).

I remind the reader that self-satisfaction is defined essentially by items such
as: “In comparison with others, I am not doing so badly in life.” In extreme cases,
pastors may even identify with God and feel they are God’s equal (Ettema, 2001).
An alternative explanation is based on the feelings of superiority that one encoun-
ters among people working in social support. Their position as care providers
tends to put them in a combination of three superior roles (Gerritsen & De Vries,
1994): first, in relation to the clientele who seek help or are offered help by them;
secondly, in relation to such culprits as they may have to protect their client from;
and finally, in relation to those standing idly by. This threefold superiority may
well give rise to feelings of self-satisfaction.

What are the consequences of the narcissism among pastors for their relation-
ships towards themselves, others, and their professional performance? Narcissism
manifests itself in matters such as self-appreciation, empathy, job satisfaction, sus-
ceptibility to burnout, and job performance evaluation. I discuss these matters on
the basis of the typology, in which the pastors have been qualified as balanced,
vulnerable, undisguised, or masking.

Balanced pastors are not particularly preoccupied with narcissism. This means
that they are not greatly affected by either the negative or the positive aspects related
to narcissism. They will not tend to overrate themselves or misjudge the motives of
others or overestimate their job performance. On the other hand, they may lack the
stimulus coupled with a certain narcissistic preoccupation, rousing ambition, and
the desire to achieve something. These qualities are certainly present in undisguised
narcissistic pastors. The centrifugal variety of narcissism is predominant among
them. This is likely to produce positive effects on self-confidence, empathic skills,
and job performance. If, on the other hand, this centrifugal narcissism comes with
an excessive level of self-satisfaction, the dysfunctional aspects of narcissism can
manifest themselves in a certain degree of complacency, manipulation of others,
and an overestimation of one’s achievements. Among the small group of vulner-
able pastors, it is only the negative aspects of narcissism that come to the fore.
These pastors are likely to suffer from a lack of self-confidence, inhibitions in in-
teracting with others, and a negative evaluation of their professional performance.
They do not benefit from the adaptive aspects of narcissism in any way. On the
one hand masking pastors can benefit from the functional aspects of narcissism,
such as self-confidence and empathic skills. On the other hand, this group is likely
to produce pastors who suffer worst from the fluctuations between greatness and
vulnerability that are often considered to be characteristic of narcissism (Morf &
Rhodewalt, 2001).
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In the introduction to this article I remarked that a certain degree of narcissism
is functional. Narcissism helps a person feel him/herself to be an integrated whole,
lends a sense of stability over time, and a positive self-image. In light of the data,
narcissism among pastors appears to be largely functional. There is however a
small group in which both isolation and centripetal narcissism are dominant, and
therefore a group in which the dysfunctional elements may gain the upper hand.
This also applies to those pastors who combine a high degree of self-satisfaction
with strong centrifugal tendencies.

There is another reason, apart from those already discussed, to question
whether narcissism is something that pastors should strive to overcome. Narcis-
sism is a common personality trait in our culture. Recall the image I used at the
beginning of this article: The streets are full of people who are often more con-
cerned with themselves than with the world around them. Pastors to whom such
narcissism is alien would be unable to understand a large proportion of their parish-
ioners. Were it not for the fact that pastors share major culture-related personality
traits with others, these others would be alien to them, and they themselves would
be alien to others. In this sense, paradoxically, a certain degree of narcissism is
beneficial.
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