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“The problem with Perfect”
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Last weekend, I spent two days with a small group of eight people who make up the senior governance body of our Diocese.  Along with our bishop and a facilitator, we engaged in a multi-session anti-racism workshop.  It was a profound, welcome, and difficult experience, made especially fruitful by the rich diversity of the group along many lines, especially race.  The weekend left me very hopeful – as not all anti-racism workshops do…and also a little disoriented.

The best part of the program was a TedTalk that we watched by a guy named Jay Smooth.  The theme of his talk was how the biggest obstacle to anti-racism work and social transformation isn’t hatred.  It’s perfectionism.  The reason is that our perfectionistic tendencies make it almost impossible to imagine that I could be both a good person and do things that are at least a little bit racist.  And yet, actually, both of those things are probably true.  But we have developed, at least in most of white America, a way of thinking about racism as a quality belonging to a person’s character, rather than as something that results from our actions.  We have a hard time hearing that something we’re doing has racist impacts, because we think it means that we are a racist in a way that is an endemic part of our character.  Jay Smooth’s idea, which I find deeply compelling, is that our inability to hold the competing ideas that we might be both good and a little racist at the same time is keeping us from the individual and social transformation that we so deeply need. 

When we think, as Christians, about the origins of these perfectionistic tendencies, it’s hard not to begin by turning to the theology of New England’s first Christian tradition: the Puritans.  The Puritans were quite clear about the extensive depth of human depravity.  There were all manner of complex theological justifications and Biblical exegesis that led them to a stance easily summarized in the two word mantra of one of our parishioners, Ken Larson, that “People stink” (only Ken uses a different ‘s’ word for stink).  And yet, alongside this confidence in humanity’s moral depravity, came a belief that some precious few were predestined for salvation and eternal life with God.  But we couldn’t possibly know if we were one of the elect.  So our task on this earth was to act as if we were among those destined for heaven, even though, in all likelihood, we weren’t.  When we failed, sinful behavior was treated not as a sign of human brokenness and opportunity for renewal or redemption, but rather as evidence that a believer was not among the elect…and there was nothing to be done; poor soul.

I firmly believe that this kind of all or nothing approach to sinfulness and moral error has yet to be fully rooted out of the consciousness of American Christianity, and perhaps also certain strains of extreme American political ideologies as well (though that’s for another place and time).  And its lingering presence is incredibly destructive.  The idea that all moral imperfection, ethical lapse, or human wrongdoing is somehow evidence of an inherent unworthiness or indelible moral stain, leads to all manner of harmful individual and societal behaviors.  On the individual level, the remnants of this theology lead to incredible shame about all manner of error or wrongdoing – shame that creates incentives to conceal one’s own faults or ethical lapses or antisocial tendencies and to conspire with those we love and care for to conceal theirs – rather than to proactively pursue pathways of repair, retraining, therapy or other transformation.  On the societal level, the shadow sides of perfectionism lead to all kinds of stigmas and prejudices against anyone who is identified as any kind of wrongdoer – the most glaring of which is the stripping of voting rights for convicted felons even after their release.  As if their crime was evidence that they cannot be trusted to participate fully in our community’s decision making.  And of course, the harm is no less when this Puritanical perfectionism is directed at ourselves instead of at others.


For Episcopalians and other liturgical Christians, the beginning of Lent can often trigger our own perfectionistic tendencies.  Discussions of what one should give up or take on for Lent, or even renewed calls for social repentance, so often are motivated by latent vestiges of this dualistic theology.  At its worst, our Lenten practices, whether giving up alcohol or taking shorter showers or whatever, are meant as tests of our own willpower.  We feel good about ourselves when we pass.  We feel bad about ourselves when we fail.  If we pass, it affirms our sense of righteousness. We are good.  Yay!  If we fail, it affirms our low self-esteem.  Worse still, is the taking on of a practice to intentionally cause suffering to one’s self (perhaps an aggressive fasting routine), which again seems to come back to the desire to prove one’s inherent goodness by identifying with Christ’s physical suffering, or one’s inherent unworthiness by being unable to match Christ’s own suffering.   I’m pretty sure none of these outcomes is pleasing to God…though I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t played some version of these games with God in Lents past.  

The story of Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness is often invoked to highlight the necessity of struggling with the devil: the inherent conflict between right and wrong that rages within each of us.  I would hardly deny that this is true.  We all have such wrestlings, and rightly so.  The mistake is in imagining that the consequences of our victory or failure over the temptations to evil are as serious as they were for Jesus.  At stake for Jesus in his wilderness struggles with Satan was no less than the redemption of all humanity.  Jesus was the Second Adam, the one human offspring with the divine power to resist the temptations of the devil in the way his great parent could not; the one who would open for us the very gates of paradise, in a way that scientific progress or enlightened self-government, or even eco-sustainably green living could never do.  His yielding to Satan had cosmic consequences.  Ours does not.

Which is good.  Because we yield to Satan frequently.  Each one of us is a beloved sinner; a child of God whose preciousness to Christ is not diminished by our imperfections, incompleteness or incompetence.  It’s not that God particularly likes these aspects of our being, but they exist in a dimension of our relationship with God that rests on top of the unconditional acceptance and love God has for each one of us.

It is especially important to remember this as we head into Lent.  Because Lent is not an end unto itself.  Lent is a season of preparation.  It only makes sense in the context of the thing we are preparing ourselves for.  Similar to Advent, which would have no meaning if we didn’t know that Christmas was coming next; Lent loses its value if we don’t practice it knowing that Easter is ahead of us.  Or, perhaps more accurately, knowing that Easter has already happened.  Jesus has already died and risen.  We have already been redeemed.  Our practice of Lent does not earn us Easter.  Jesus has already done that work for us.

In fact, it’s the opposite.  Jesus’ resurrection is what earns us Lent.  Because of Jesus’ rising, we are called to new life as Easter people, confident and sure that power of God’s love cannot be broken by anything – least of all our own brokenness.  And therefore in Lent, we need not be afraid of acknowledging that brokenness, of becoming aware of our sinfulness, and of sitting with the fact that we can be both good and broken at the same time.  Contrary to the beliefs of the Puritans, we can be beloved while being imperfect.  And actually, that’s always going to be our state: always beloved, always imperfect.  

There are many ways the world makes us aware of our imperfections, out sinfulness, the brokenness in ourselves and in our relationships with each other.  We hardly need to create opportunities for this.  The world gives us so many, without us even needing to try.   The school shooting in Florida this week revealed yet again in so many ways how we are broken, not least among other them, the failure of our society to care for teenagers with deeply anti-social tendencies.  But it need not take such a public event.    

The purpose of Lent is to give us encouragement not to get defensive or ashamed when our frailty is made painfully visible, not to deny it or explain it or cover over it with easy solutions, but to accept it and sit with it – hard as that might be.  Knowing that Easter has already happened, that God’s love for us and commitment to us is unbreakable, should empower us to sit with the discomfort of our frailty more fully, to pray for God’s grace to enter in, and to prepare for the slow transformation that the Risen Christ offers to each one of us.

I pray that your Lent…
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