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Overcom ng the Supernman Syndrone: Meeti ng
needs while ignoring our own.

by Stephen Lim D.Mn., Associate Professor of Leadership at
t he Assenblies of God Theol ogi cal Sem nary (www. agts. edu).

As the wheels of ny car junped the curb, the jolt awakened ne,
and | saw a palmtree looming in ny path. | slamred the brakes
as ny car smashed into the tree. Energing fromthe weck, I

t hanked God that He had protected nme frominjury.

The schedule | had created for nyself led to this accident. For
years | had set ny alarmclock for 4:50 a.m, when | had dragged
nysel f out of bed and dressed. By 5:00 a.m, | was sitting at ny
desk for devotions, and then | worked for a few hours. Oten ny
mnd failed to engage and the tinme passed unproductively.

| had convinced nyself that | could function adequately on no
nore than six hours of sleep. After all, as a pastor with many
i mportant responsibilities, couldn't | acconplish nore by

sl eeping less? Oten during the day | felt sluggish, drowsy.
Rarely did | work effectively. And occasionally as | drove, ny
eyes woul d nonmentarily close.

Now | realize that nmuch of this was synptomatic of the "Supernan
Syndrone." This conmon affliction of ministers consists of the
failure to recogni ze our human needs and |[imtations, while
seeking to neet the needs of others. | believed, "It's up to ne
to neet the needs of the nmenbers and the church. Furthernore,
the world is perishing, and I've got to do everything possible
to save as many as possible. So |I've got to keep pushing.”
Ironically, | acconplished less than if | had accepted ny
humanness.

For years | did not recognize the synptons of the Supernan
Syndronme as they manifested thenselves in nmy daily life. Al so,
while ny notives sounded noble, | |earned that other forces

| urked just beneath the surface. What are the synptons,
consequences, and causes of this syndronme? And what can
spiritual |eaders do to overcone it?

Synpt ons

A basic synptomis the desire to make everyone happy. W want to
live up to people's imges and expectations, however
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unrealistic. So we strive to neet all of their needs and find it
hard to say No to any requests.

In our owmn mnds we may create and strive to nmaintain an inmage
of ourselves as heroic problemsolvers. W see ourselves as the
extraordi nary person, nmaybe even a little "nessianic,” who is

| ess vul nerabl e to personal needs than other people are.
Rescuing others fromtheir plight nmakes us feel good about

our sel ves.

In our conpulsion to neet every need in the church, our time is
progressively squeezed until there is none left for anything but
"the work." Gradually we discard the needs that every norma
human bei ng has. W can sinply do without. W repress our needs
for adequate rest, play, spiritual renewal, and personal grow h.
Taking time to enjoy the scenery is a luxury rarely indul ged. W
decei ve ourselves into thinking that we don't need nurturing. In
denyi ng our humanness we |ive behind the mask of self-
sufficiency.

Furthernore, we hide our true selves, fearing that our
weaknesses and struggles wll be discovered. One witer

observes, "W try to disguise ourselves as Supernman, but beneath
the surface, we are really only Clark Kent. Is it any wonder
that we won't pull open the buttons on our shirt to | et people
see who we really are?”

Al'so, frustration takes residence. For no matter how hard we
try, we will disappoint sone people. W sinply cannot neet
everyone' s expectations-especially when they conflict. Nor can
we be the perfect person we strive to be. Despite our best
efforts, a sense of hypocrisy and guilt intrudes. Qur sense of
unnmet needs only adds to our frustration.

Consequences

What consequences result fromthe Supernman Syndronme? As
expectations and demands increase, fatigue builds. That's why I
crashed into a tree. On anot her occasion | experienced severe
nausea and weakness for days as ny body rebell ed agai nst the
demands | placed on it.

In our weariness and frustration, we begin to resent those we
hel p. As they becone a burden we grimy bear, joy ebbs from our
hearts, and it's often replaced by anger.

Buried in human demands and needs, we fail to maintain spiritual
health through intimacy with God. Gradually we | ose a keen sense



of divine calling and the spiritual energy it inspires. Though
outwardly we may still appear to be effective, spiritually we
dry and wit her.

Enoti onal burnout results from spendi ng our inner reserves

wi t hout repl enishing ourselves spiritually and personally. It
al so arises fromour frustrating inability to live up to our
Super man i nmage.

Finally, we neglect our famlies. In theory we know they are our
first and nost inmportant ministry, but in practice, we fail to
live this out. In trying to neet the needs and expectations of
ot hers, we don't have adequate tinme for them "They'l
understand,” we repeatedly rationalize, "and one day when ny
schedule is less hectic I'11 make it up to them" This can
eventually lead to their alienation fromus, and even from God.
My problemcontributed to ny ol der daughter's enduring a rocky
adol escence before her |ife turned around.

Wiy we want to be Supernman

Wil e the i nportance and urgency of God-given tasks served as ny
rational, conscious notivation, | gradually canme to realize that
four unconscious forces formed a powerful undercurrent shaping
nmy behavi or just as powerfully. If strong enough, just one of
these can trigger the Superman Syndrone.

First, the |ow self-esteem which | had suffered since youth,
generated two unhealthy dynamics: It created an acute need for
approval, so | craved acceptance and appreciation by others, and
liked to think of nyself as the hero who rescued them This
sense of inferiority drove ne to strive for success in order to
prove to nyself that | had value as a person. Unfortunately, the
anest hetic of achievenent only tenporarily nunbed the pain,
before | needed another dose. In reality, then, ny desire to be
Superman stemmed fromfeeling |Iike "sub-par man."

Second, we may possess an erroneous theology that causes us to
bel i eve that God's servants are not to consider their own needs
and wants-or at |east put themtoo far down on the |ist of
priorities. To attend to these, we think, would be selfish. In
this kind of theology, the beautiful reality of "dying to self
becones a matter of killing ourselves.

Conmpoundi ng the syndrone is our legitimte desire for
significance- wongly pursued. God created us to | ove and obey
Hm and to serve H maccording to our individual gifts,
opportunities, and calling. In this we find our own highest



purpose and fulfillment, especially as we do our best and | eave
the results in God's hands. As in ny case, the problemarises
when we equate significance with outward achi evenent. |

m st akenly thought that the nore | worked and acconplished for
God, the nore valuable ny life would be.

Finally, in sonme cases of the Supernman Syndrone a nore subtle
force is the fear of dependence, which results from severa
chi | dhood conditions. Sonme have had overly controlling or
protective parents-which | experienced. As adults we fear that
depending on others will lead to the further snothering of our
spirits. So we decide that we do not need the nurture of others.

Taki ng of f our capes

Trying to be nore than we are results in being | ess than we
could be. How can we resign the role of Superman (or Superwonan)
to live a nore bal anced and God-honoring life? Wth God's hel p,
we can take the followi ng steps to renbve our capes.

First, we need to recogni ze our human needs. Li ke everyone el se
we get tired, frustrated, and wounded. W need refreshing and
renewi ng of mnd, body, and spirit. As |eaders under speci al
stress, we much need the | ove, support, and encouragenent of
famly and friends. If we have difficulty seeking and accepti ng
these, we need to discover why.

Second, we nust place a priority on nurturing our relationship
with God. Not only is He the source of our joy and strength, but

our only neans of bearing lasting spiritual fruit. "'l amthe
vine,"' Jesus said, "'you are the branches. If a man remains in
me and | in him he will bear nmuch fruit. Apart fromne you can

do not hing"' (John 15:5, NV).

Third, we need to reveal our humanness to others. By doing so,
we make it harder to pretend to ourselves or others. Bil

Hybel s, as the pastor of a nmegachurch, has consistently tried to
be open with his staff and congregation, elimnating any
pretense of perfection. Because this enables others to identify
with him it actually gives himnore credibility and enhances
the effectiveness of his mnistry.

Fourth, we need to consciously do our best and | eave the results
to God. One of ny professors at semi nary shared his experience

i n counseling a suicidal wonman for hours late into the evening.
Around m dnight he told her, "I'm going honme and going to bed.

If you're still alive in the norning, we'll talk sonme nore." Was
he call ous? No. He realized that he had done all he could to



hel p, and that it was not up to himto solve everyone's
probl ens. The woman survived. 2

VWi | e emergenci es ari se which demand exhausting hours, this
shoul d not becone the standard practice in mnistry. In getting
enough rest | actually find nyself far nore productive and
creative in nmy mnistry. | can do nore, do it better, and do it
much nore joyfully.

Fifth, we need to practice what we preach-that God is in contro
of our lives. W are to serve faithfully, believing that it is
not up to us but God to prosper our mnistries in the ways He
chooses (1 Cor. 3:6-8).

Finally, we need to make ourselves accountable to trusted
i ndi vi dual s, who know us well enough to di scourage us whenever
the urge arises to leap tall buildings in a single bound.

Jesus rem nds those who find Superman's cape heavy, "My yoke is
easy, and ny burden is light" (Matt. 11:30). W need to hear CGod
say to us, "Lighten up! You don't have to save the world. Only
nmy Son can do that. You're not the Savior; you' re not even
Superman. Take off your cape!" w

1 Jack Kuhatschek, Supernman Syndronme (G and Rapids, M ch.
Zondervan Pub. House, 1995), 159.

2 Ray Anderson, Fuller Theol ogical Sem nary.



