THE PYGMALION EFFECT


Recently I attended a sales seminar where I was exposed to a popular and effective human potential training program, based in Greek mythology [captured in Ovid’s Metamorphoses X]. As the story goes, there was once a gifted sculptor named Pygmalion who fashioned a statue of a woman out of ivory, so true to his image of the perfect one and so lifelike that he fell in love with it. The artist, sickened it seemed of observing the rampant prostitution in Greece over the years, was determined to sculpt a woman who was the antithesis of that—one who would be faithful and pure, to be trusted and adored. At the festival of Aphrodite Pygmalion made offerings to the goddess Venus, pleading with her to make his statue come to life. When he returned home he discovered Cupid, who had been sent by Venus to kiss his carving, put his ring on her finger, and bring her to life. Thus Pygmalion’s dreams were fulfilled. 

The moral of the story was how we view ourselves and the people around us in terms of expectations, has a direct effect upon the goals that are achievable by all. The greater the expectations, both personal and for others we think can be achieved, the greater the performance both we and others are capable of. In the same way, people who associate themselves with successful people typically tend to be more successful than those who associate with unsuccessful people. It was Pygmalion’s belief in his creation, and desire for it to be more than a mere statue, that eventually led to it coming to life and fulfilling his vision. In and of itself, his idol could never have impressed Venus to act, and thus would have remained forever an attractive block of Ivory. 

A little later on that day it struck me that there were numerous and profound spiritual implications that could be drawn from this. When you think about it, we are little more than statues in life before Jesus comes to us. He said, “Apart from Me you can do nothing,” so before we come to know Him we truly can do nothing true or meaningful in this world. In our flesh [our “Ivory”] we are incapable of accomplishing anything that will benefit us or others in an eternal sense. It is only as Jesus abides in us, and we in Him, that we are able to come to life and fulfill our divine destiny. 
But when Jesus does come to us and bring us into His kingdom the possibilities explode! He also said, “I have come to give you life, and that abundantly!” What a far greater power we as believers have been given than the simple power of the human mind to transform us from something lesser to something more! All those without Jesus have been given is the power of the finite mind. We have been given the infinite power of the Holy Spirit living within us! When the disciples were asking Jesus how a man could enter the kingdom of heaven after He had just finished telling them how hard it was, He said, “With men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.” It is this power that multiplies greatly what anyone could achieve through mere self-improvement.  

Picture Jesus as Pygmalion, and us as those He finds in the flesh as mere statues. He then intercedes on our behalf before His Father, and we are brought to life. He then continues to carve on us, mold us, forgive and adore us until the day He receives us into eternity with Him. And what of His expectations for us? How high does Jesus set the bar for those who would follow Him? “Be perfect, as My heavenly Father is perfect!” Paul says it this way, “Earnestly desire the greater gifts, and I will show you a still more excellent way.” How high the bar has been set for us by our master sculptor, and how far we have lowered it in the transition from Jesus to us verses us to others. Today church leadership expects little more of themselves than to see to the conversion of souls—the very beginning of the Christian journey. We go to great lengths to accomplish that: coming up with all sorts of creative ways to reach out to the lost, building large ornate and inviting buildings to bring them in, and employing the latest forms of technology to get the message of salvation out. 
But after they have been saved, what of our expectations then? Our message to men, after they have been saved, is to become involved in all of the activities at the church, join a few Bible studies, and go on a missions trip now and then, but follow Jesus, go where He went and do what He did? That’s for the special few you read about in books or see up on stage. And if you don’t want to step into harm’s way to become a true follower who is willing to forsake all you have in this life—to live as He lived and suffer as He suffered for the cause of the Great Commission—not to worry, because grace has you covered. We expect nothing of our men other than they join us regularly for studies, and to be good husbands, fathers, financial providers, and tithers. When we compare these standards to the bar Jesus set for His disciples and apostles, how can we not admit the goals we have set for men have been seriously lowered?
[Next issue: conclusion]

How did we come to lower our standards so far below Jesus’ bar set for us? True to the Pygmalion effect, lowered expectations always begin with those in positions of leadership. There are shepherds and there are sheep in God’s kingdom, and the sheep can go no further than their shepherds lead them. Therefore, it stands to reason that a sheep’s expectations of itself can be no higher than the shepherd’s expectations for it. How can a sheep understand or grasp the high expectations of the Good Shepherd if its earthly shepherd has not placed high enough expectations upon himself as he leads? Our sheep are not living up to their potential quite simply because we have reduced our expectations as leaders from shepherd to mere “teacher.” 
Shepherding always involves teaching, for doing life with someone means relationships full of teachable moments, and they are lessons learned because of not only the teaching, but the visible example provided to back up the words. However, one can teach without shepherding, and that is precisely what we do in the modern church. “Teacher” carries a much lower expectation than “shepherd,” because shepherding involves leading our sheep in the flesh into what we teach them with our words. It is an easy thing to preach and teach, and one does not need to set the bar high on expectations to do so. A little study, a little accumulation of knowledge, a little practice, and anyone can teach. Ah, but to take up our staffs and, as Jesus said of Himself, “go before our sheep to lead them out” (John 10)? That is quite another matter. Doing that is hard work, many times with very little reward coming our way. That requires we actually live with the faith and passion we speak about, in front of many witnesses who are watching our every move to see if we are worthy or not to follow. 
Speaking of the things of God is easy. Being a living testimony to the things of God within us, as the Good Shepherd was before His sheep, is the most difficult thing anyone can do. Standing before men saying, “Hear my voice,” and then retreating to the safety of biblical academia and temple administration is easy. Standing before men as Paul did saying, “Be an imitator of me, as I am of Christ Jesus,” is daunting. Yet this is the expectation Jesus placed upon all who would fulfill the Great Commission, and this is the power He sent in the form of the Holy Spirit to make it possible for us. It is we who have lowered the bar. It is we who have reduced our expectations upon both ourselves and our sheep. It is we who lead who can again raise the bar for our sheep, but it must start with our expectations of ourselves. 

Jesus said unto all who would lead, “Follow Me,” and then taught and lived what a good shepherd must look like in front of his disciples. Of the Lawyers [or “Scribes:” experts in Mosaic law who taught, while the Pharisees specialized in observing the law], men who considered it their job to expound on the law while leaving leading up to others, Jesus said, “Woe to you lawyers…for you weigh men down with burdens hard to bear, while you yourselves will not even touch the burdens with one of your fingers.” 
If I could paraphrase, I believe Jesus was saying something like, “Woe to you who command your flocks from My Word, yet who will not lead them into compliance. You admonish them to witness and to do good works—you exhort them to serve others and to lay down their lives for their neighbors, yet you yourselves refuse to do it before them. By doing this you lay heavy burdens upon their backs they can’t carry because there is no shepherd to guide them, only teachers who preach to them. Woe to you, for once they are laden with guilt over this they neither come to know nor serve Me, and it is all because you teach without leading—as I would. You command your helpless sheep to follow Me, but will not so much as lift a finger to do so yourselves before them…to lead them out as I led out My sheep.”
Sadly, I just described the vast majority of those we call “Pastor” today who toil for hours on end in the seclusion of their church offices and dens, trying to come up with that perfect sermon they vainly hope will help their sheep “get it.” They’ve been doing it for years and it hasn’t helped, but it doesn’t matter. They’ve been sucked into the classroom system they learned in seminary, and now carry into their churches. They fail to realize only shepherds make disciples. Mere teachers do not make disciples, because making a disciple actually requires “discipling.” If our pastors became shepherds, and spent but half the time leading men out into the community as they do studying to prepare for their next message, I believe the Christian landscape in this country would be decidedly different. 
 Will we, as leaders of the church, raise the expectations upon ourselves, elevating us from lawyers, scribes, and mere teachers of the law to living examples of it? If we would but do that, we would naturally raise our expectations for our sheep. If we were out there leading them, we would expect more of them than we do merely standing in our temples teaching them. If we were out there leading them, they would also naturally come to expect more of themselves. Envision the man sitting in the back pews, who has been there perhaps for years thinking he has nothing to offer the cause of God on earth, as no doubt the disciples did before Jesus called them out.

Imagine such a man being approached by the pastor, and asked to come along as he goes out to minister? Just imagine what that would do to his expectations of himself! Do you think he might go home and study his Bible with a renewed vision? Do you think he might come to look at his faith, and at Jesus, with a bit different attitude? What do you think the disciples of Jesus would have looked like if all He had done was gather them once or twice a week to teach them, and then leave them sitting in the Temple while He went out to minister? Would not His expectations of them lowered dramatically, as would theirs of themselves?

 Until we raise the bar of expectation upon ourselves as leaders: not to become better lawyers and scribes but better shepherds, nothing much is going to change the sad polling numbers we now face. Until we change the expectations of ourselves our sheep are going to continue to languish in our lavish temples, the needy are going to continue to be needy, the downcast are going to continue to be downcast, and we are going to continue to “lay heavy burdens on men’s backs they are unable to bear” for lack of shepherds who will bear them themselves as examples. The expectation the Good Shepherd, placed upon all of His earthly shepherds is, “Go and make disciples of all nations…teaching them to observe all I have commanded.” Is this not possible today? May it never be, for “His divine power has granted unto us everything pertaining to life and godliness!” He did not give us a command that He did not also empower us to carry out. His commission can be accomplished if we just follow the example of how He himself did it, come down from our Ivory towers, take our sheep by the hand, “go before them…and lead them out.”
