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Responding to Praise and Blame 
Rev. Amy Freedman 

 

 

 How many of you know what I am talking about when I say “Family 

Circus”?  [Response] Okay, for those of you who do not know, “Family Circus”, is 

a comic strip that has appeared on the funny pages since the seventies.  The 

creator Bil Keane features his own relatives involved in typical scenarios from his 

family life.   

 Let me describe one comic to you.  The whole family is in the living room 

and across the image are big messy scribble marks.  The Dad asks, “Who 

scribbled over this cartoon?”  The children and dogs all have innocent looks.  

Billy, the oldest boy, replies “Not me.”  Jeffy chimes in “Not me,” and then Dolly 

answers, “Not me!”  And in the corner of the frame, a little gremlin dashes by with 

a crayon in hand and across the character’s chest are emblazoned the words 

“NOT ME”.       

 If you have read Family Circus over the years, then you know that “Not 

me!” often appears in the Keane household when a grown-up asks the kids who 

is responsible for misdeeds. 

“Who tracked mud all over the house?”  [Cue Congregation]   

“Not me!” 

“Who left toys in the driveway?” 

“Not me!” 

“Who shampooed the hamster?” 

“Not me!” 
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 From my experience as a preschool teacher and now as a mother, I can 

tell you that “Not me!” is a common defense for young children.  Even when I 

caught one of my students in the midst of mischief, like drawing in a book or 

grabbing a toy out of another child’s hands, he or she would look up at me with 

the most innocent gaze and say (pause) “Not me!”  Sometimes I would struggle 

to keep a straight face when the child tried to shift the blame while the toy in 

question actually bulged out from under his shirt or the forbidden chocolate 

frosting was smeared across her face. 

 By the time we grow to adulthood, we are usually much more skilled in 

responding when we are caught or accused of wrong-doing.  However, this “Not 

me!” gremlin is alive and well in my psyche.  When something goes wrong or 

someone criticizes my actions, I may not say it, but “Not me!” still bubbles up 

within me like a little gremlin.   As the reading by Eckhardt Tolle reminds us, this 

is an elemental impulse.  When our ego is diminished, we strive to repair it.   

 For example, recently when I was driving down Broadway past a school, I 

stopped at the crosswalk to allow two kids to cross the street.  However as I 

braked in my rearview mirror I caught sight of the car behind me picking up 

speed.  Afraid that the car was about to pass me and run down the kids in the 

crosswalk, I honked my horn.  Well, the little girl in front of me thought I was 

honking at her and started yelling at me.  Whoa!  What righteous indignation for 

such a young thing!  I wanted to scream back “Not me!”  My mind was racing.  

Hey, I am not the jerk trying to run those kids down.  It’s the driver behind me 

that’s the jerk!  I’m not a bad driver!  If it wasn’t for me, that girl could have been 

hit!  Instead of yelling at me, she should be thanking me, that little twerp!  And 

before I headed any further down that path of “self-justification, defense, and 

blaming,” and fortunately before any of those thoughts escaped through my 

mouth, I took a deep breath.  No matter what she thought of me, I had done the 

right thing and that is all that mattered.  Even so, through out the day, I found 

myself replaying the scenario and felt my inner temperature rise in response to 

that little girl’s anger.   
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 This is a natural response especially when we have been unjustly blamed.  

Even when the criticism is justified, we can work hard to place the blame 

elsewhere, on the circumstances, on another person, or turn our discomfort into 

anger at the person who brought the matter to our attention. 

 In response to blame or criticism, it is good to remember two principles of 

our faith:  Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth, and 

a free and responsible search for truth and meaning.  As religious liberals, we 

know that life is a constant journey of growth and discovery.  No one person has 

hold of the right-way to live or the one truth.  Therefore, it should be a part of our 

daily practice to be open to what others have to teach us.  To move past the 

initial impulse to defend, justify, or blame others, and instead to consider whether 

we have anything to learn from this perspective that contradicts our own view.   

 Spiritual teacher Eckhardt Tolle encourages us to consider an alternative 

practice to attempting to restore our egos; in my words, an alternative to being 

ruled by the “Not me!” gremlin.  The next time “someone criticizes you, blames 

you, or calls you names, instead of immediately retaliating or defending 

yourself—do nothing.”  By doing nothing, he is not just talking about external 

action, he also means interrupting the interior dialogue that attacks the other 

person or by shaming yourself.  By practicing a “non-reaction,” you will recognize 

that the diminishment of ego is not real.  He writes, “For a few seconds, it may 

feel uncomfortable, as if you have shrunk in size.  Then you may sense an inner 

spaciousness that feels intensely alive.  You haven’t been diminished at all.  In 

fact, you have been expanded.” 

 This is one of those spiritual paradoxes.  The more that we try to deny, 

conquer or escape something, the more it takes hold of us.  When we are able to 

embrace and accept something, we are transformed. 

 This is what Jesus means when he says, “Deny yourself” or “Turn the 

other cheek.”  Of course, there is difference between humility and humiliation.  It 

is never appropriate to accept being degraded or harmed by another person.  

However, you can do so with dignity and courage.  Instead of engaging in a 

counter-attack, setting a clear boundary “free of negativity”.  A Facebook post 
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this week captured this beautifully, “Your value does not decrease based on 

someone’s inability to see your worth.” 

 So what about praise?  Unfortunately, that “Not me!” gremlin has a way of 

popping up here too.  There are times when I catch myself rolling my eyes in 

response to nice comments.  I may not say so, but I find myself thinking, “It’s no 

big deal.  Anyone else would have done the same.” 

 However, it is an important spiritual practice to accept kind words as a 

precious gift and to say thank you, graciously.  Instead of deflecting or scoffing at 

a compliment, it is important to recognize that these words carry as much 

meaning as any insult.  Our seventh principle upholds the interdependent web of 

existence of which we are a part.   Our self-worth should not be built on praise, 

but the perspectives of others are sometimes a source of wisdom.  

 In the Buddhist story that Robin told this morning, a man is desperate to 

follow the Buddha.  The Buddha tells him that he is not ready for his teachings.  

Still, the man is persistent that he wants to learn.  So, the Buddha tells him to go 

to a cemetery and praise the dead.  Can you imagine going from grave to grave 

telling the dead they are doing a good job?  Once he has completed that task, 

the Buddha sends him back to the cemetery only this time to heap insults on the 

dead.  So, obediently, he returns to the very same graves blaming them for their 

decay.   

How did the dead respond when he praised them?  No response. 

How did the dead respond when he blamed them?  No response. 

The Lord Buddha’s teaching is that we should have the same response to praise 

and blame. 

 Why?   

The self is larger than what people say about us.  Our growth as 

individuals and in relationship to other people depends upon our ability to trust in 

who we are—people with inherent worth and dignity.  Some days and in some 

places it is easier than others to remember this truth.  When I am at my most 

insecure, the words that people say to me can create an emotional roller-coaster.  
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In the week ahead, I invite you to become more aware of your response to 

Praise and Blame. 

 “You are an idiot!”  (slump) 

 “You are brilliant!”  (puff up) 

 “You are so good looking.”  (smile) 

 “What’s wrong with your face?”  (frown) 

I am not suggesting that we need to be like the dead.  I do not expect you 

to suddenly become lifeless in response to other people.  However, my message 

this morning is that it takes intention on our part not to be governed by Praise 

and Blame.  We can carry around the words that people have said or neglected 

to say like heavy stones upon our hearts.  We can allow the judgment of other 

people to limit us.   

It is amazing how often one unkind comment can haunt us and rule our 

behavior for years.  For example, mouthing the words because someone told you 

cannot sing, not wearing your favorite color because someone once told you it’s 

wrong for your skin tone, believing you are not good looking because you were 

always compared to a sibling, thinking you are not good at something because of 

one failure…  I am here to tell you that your choices are infinite.  Our lives are 

open and expansive if we awaken to the possibilities before us instead of being 

overshadowed by the judgment of others. 

I believe that the purpose of our liberal religious faith is to continually 

soften the walls that separate us and to seek greater connection.  As Unitarian 

Universalists, we talk a good game.  Our Association has grand principles 

affirming the acceptance of all people, and the goals of worldwide equity, liberty, 

and justice.  However, I want to do more than think about loving, I want to 

become more loving in my heart and in my actions.  

So, starting today, let us be mindful of our responses to Praise and Blame.  

This is one of those lifelong spiritual practices that we cannot master all at once.  

Take time to reflect.  Share with one another.  Ask for help especially if your 

sense of worth is being tested.  This community of faith is here to embrace us 
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with unconditional love so that we may be bold in facing any challenges that lie 

ahead and be gentle with one another. 

 

 

Reading from A New Earth, Eckhart Tolle 

 

This reading is from A New Earth by Eckhardt Tolle.  He is a spiritual teacher and 

author, whose books, The Power of Now and A New Earth are widely regarded as the 

most influential spiritual books of our time.  This passage is from the chapter titled, 

Finding Out Who You Truly Are.    

 

The ego is always on guard against any kind of perceived diminishment. Automatic ego-

repair mechanisms come into effect to restore the mental form of “me.” When someone 

blames or criticizes me, that to the ego is a diminishment of self, and it will immediately 

attempt to repair its diminished sense of self through self-justification, defense, or 

blaming. Whether the other person is right or wrong is irrelevant to the ego. It is much 

more interested in self-preservation than in the truth. This is the preservation of the 

psychological form of “me.”  Even if such a normal thing as shouting back when another 

driver calls you an “idiot” is an automatic and unconscious ego-repair mechanism.  

 

A powerful spiritual practice is consciously to allow the diminishment of ego when it 

happens without attempting to restore it. I recommend that you experiment with this from 

time to time.  For example, when someone criticizes you, blames you, or calls you names, 

instead of immediately retaliating or defending yourself—do nothing. Allow the self-

image to remain diminished and become alert to what that feels like deep inside you. For 

a few seconds, it may feel uncomfortable, as if you had shrunk in size. Then you may 

sense an inner spaciousness that feels intensely alive. You haven’t been diminished at all. 

In fact, you have been expanded. You may then come to an amazing realization: When 

you are seemingly diminished in some way and remain in absolute non-reaction, not just 

externally but also internally, you realize that nothing real has been diminished, that 

through becoming “less,” you become more. 
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