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Perfectionism
The Roado Heaven or Hell?

Richard Winter

We are surrounded in our culture by the seductive sirens of perfectionism. Everywhere we
go we find advertisements, magazines, and diet and ex@rogeammesseducing us to

have the perfedbody, perfect health, the perfect house, (in England, the perfect garden),
and perfect clothes. We are also surrounded by high performance technology so that we can
have almost perfect cars, computers, etc. so we come to expect perfection in every walk of
life - even football pitches with always green grass.

Now of course it is not wrong to enjoy high standards, it is wonderful to enjoy the sound of
music from an almost perfect-fiistereo setlt is not wrong to strive for excellence in life

and not allperfectionism is wrong. | want to emphasize this because by the end of this
lecture you may think that perfectionism is a great evil! There are some very good aspects
to perfectionism, and many great scientific achievements and great works of art, music a
literature have come from perfectionistBut | want to focus on the negative aspects
because | see them having such a destructive and crippling effect in many lives.

The problem comes when we live under the tyranny of believing that perfectionildgoss
where we have standards so high that they are, in reality, impossible to attain. This is
complicated because | see in myself some areas of life where | am a perfectionist and other
areas where | am not at all. To give an example, | think of somebodaswa wonderful
teacher in high school, her pupils love her, and she produceseexaesults. But, when

she had her first baby which was, like most babies, rather unpredictable and messly, she fe
she wa losing control and became tpidepressed. Gain situations bring out
perfedionism in a very negative wand others draw it out in a good way.

The core ofthe problem is that when a per&self worth depends on reaching those high
standards, it is an inevitable script for self defeat and tweir personal hell of repeated
failure and eternal regret. Sometimes perfectionism leads on to all sorts of other
psychopathology of extreme anxiety states, depression, phobias, compulsive cleanliness,
checking rituals and so on. | am not going to deal #idse in this lecture. | want to look

first at the underlying thouglpaterns and fears of perfectionism. Then we will explore its
roots and finally touch on some practical strategies for change.

The Thought Patterns and Fears of Perfectionism.

Undelying the perfectioni€ approach to life are certain patterns lihking that arise
from particubr fears
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(1) All or nothing, black or white thinking. | must do evéring just right or not at allThe

person who sees things in this way sees everythipglarisedcategories of, for example,
absolutetidinessor chaos, absolute cleanliness or total dirt, absolute goodness or absolute
badness, being a saint or a sinner, being a complete success or an absolute failure. So a
student who has As all alongdagets one B then sagsam a failur€® Underneath this all

or nothing, black or while thinking is a deep fear of failure.

Some people have divided perfectionists into two typlssing perfectionists and defeated
perfectionists. One might be tryingrdao achieve perfection in some areas of life but have
given up in others and so oscillate between drivenness and defeat.

(2) An intolerance of ambiguity. This is a problem of living in tension or in balance with
the inevitable polarities of life. Veryften perfectionists make their feelings the integration
point - they swing from one pole to the other never completely satisfied. We have to hold
together certain polarities the polarities of freedom and form, wanting freedom and
independencand yet als wantng security and dependence. The perfectionist will often
feel totally responsible for somethingreject all responsibility copletely.

(3) A tyranny of the shoulds and oughts in life. As someone has said it is a case of
(hardening of the oughted) The perfectionist is particularly driven by guilt, not guilt in
relation to God, but guiland shame produced by the ghost of a critical parent looking over
a shoulder, the concern about what others will think, or what we think our parents will think
of what we are doingd should be able to keep this house tidy like my mother did, even
with the three children rampagjraroun® Q should be able twisit all those people in the
churchO Q should be able to get straight As and get on the tenniX&@dma expectation

that | will be a saint and be perfect means that any sign of imperfection shows that | am
hopeless failure. And if there is failure then there is a greater degree of guilt and self
recrimination- a vicious circle saying to myself thastould not have to repeat this same
mistake so many times. A healthier response in that sort of situation is to ask how | can
learn from these mistake€¥es, | made a mistake but | can try again; it is naotal
failure. Perhaps this is not my gift, paps | need to be easier on myself and nut devastated
if | fail Q

| think of another example abbmeone who was so proud of heuse, and so keen to keep

it absolutely Perfect that whenever visitors ca me, she would put newspapers all over the
capet sothat it would not get dirty. Her children could never have friendsotoe for a

meal let alone stay the nighbecause she was rrified thd they would put their dirty
hands on the wall on the way up the stairs. She would nmumd after themif they did

have friends, scrubbing the walls. This is a dysfunctigeafedionism because it puts
cleanliness antldinessway above peonal relationships. Sheas driven by guilt, a deep

fear of failure, and underneath that a fear of rejection. Thesefedaepdrive us into all

sorts of p#terns of behaviouwnhich are very unhelpful and wrong. Behind them, at an even
deeper level, are often powerfangings for acceptance and love.

(4) One practical consequence of wanting to do everything right is ptioetgon and
indecision. The mito of the perfectionist might b@othing ventured, nothing ld3tPaul

Tillich in his book,(rhe Courage to Beputs it this wayQhere is an anxiety of becoming
guilty, the horror of feeling condemn@drhis anxiety is sstrong that it makes responsible
decisions and any kind of moral action almost impossible. Paul Toumier says the
perfectionst Qvants to do everything but chooses nothing and so never gets started. Living
means choosing one rather than another but thessgleowill give up nothing and so will

lose everythin®
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Dennis Gibson gives an excellent example of the perfectidaisiuringover a menu in a
restaurant ton between the fillet of sole and thkesagneHe orders one, frowns, changes to

the other, the summons the waiter to switch again back to the first. Finally his exasperated
wife solves the problem for him by sayin@,00k I@ order thelasagneand you get the

fillet of soleQ Coerced by the wait@ increasingly evident impatience the man agrees.
When served, he looks at his Wiéasagneand say<1 knew | should have ordered tAat

He touches all bases so tmatone can failt him for his choice. Lest fillet of sole be the
wrong decision, the man hastens to point out that it was not his eebmsgause it was
forced upon him, and his heart was really with the other correct choice. There is a fear of
commitment because it might be wrong, the desire to be in control and master of our own
fate.

Sometimes we avoid the hard warsk decision makindyy pracrastinating but giving the
reason that we af@vaiting on theLordOand Gibson writes agaidSeeking Go& willOQ

Orhe leaihg of the Lord GGod is abl® These words readily degenerate iglichZsthat
justify indecision. It is easier to say thae are waiting on the Lord than to complete the
hard work of making a decision that has costs asagdtlenefits. Our obsessive tenclea
shrink from commitments. Our religious language often offers a sacred sounding
smokescreen for cowardice. Vput out the fleec®instead of using our best judgment,
deciding, and learning from wrpainfu consequences thansue. W resist trial and error
learning which happens to be ooleGod3 favouriteways to teach us wisdom. In order to
get on with life we mustake a stand teng go of some of the alternatives available to us.
Our obsessive desire to be master of our fate insists on keeping all options open lest we
make a mistake. In this process we sacrifice joy on the altar of gontrol

(5) Relationships ar understandably often impaired because of the underlying fear of
rejection. This can lead to a defensive oversensitivity to critici@ommunication of
genuine difficuties, failures or struggles is very difficult and there is little real intimacy.
Perfetionists expect a lot of themselves and others and they are inevitably disappointed
and frustrated leading to irriti@n and anger. Finally there is real fear of losing control so
that feelings, especially anger, have to be strongly repressed. When tbemel@ut they

may come out in an explosion which is frightening to everyone. Thevbeéming need is

to keep everthing under control.

The Roots of Perfectionism.
1. Hypercritical Parents.

Perfectionist parents often teach their children to be gesfest both in terms of the way
they model relationships and in the way they cope withtlié high expectations of
themselves and their high expectations of their children. The perfisttparent tends to
have thre particularly dangerous predisgas - (1) a lack of tolerance for mistakes, and
therefore increaskcriticism of therselves and of their children. They need to hear the
words of PauldFathers do not provoke your children to ang2r(2) they may have great
difficulty in showing theiraffection, being intimate, and giving approva¢cause they may
not have had very much of it themselves; and (3) acceptance is always conditional, at least
that is the way it feels to the childf they are not top, if they do not get an A, then they
may not be acceptedthe sort of parent who, when a child comes in with a B, notices the B
but not the ninets.

2. Psychodynamic Theories.

Freud believed that perfectionism aollses®nal compulsive tendencies are a fixation at
the anal stage of lifehé time of potty training. He was right that it is at about this time that
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there is a struggle in a ch@&mind in relation to his parents, not so much to do with toilet
training in and of itself, as it is to do with issues of power and control. So, avbleitd (at

the age ofL8 months) begins to experiment with separation and independence and mother
responds with anger, then the child may have to deal within linvé@ hateful feelings
towards mother and yet at the same time feel a tremendous nedsel foan oscillation
between love anthate A child needs a lot of help to get past this stage, and, in a good,
loving, and caring home then the stage is passed easily, and the child learns to cope with
independence, dependence and strong emotions!

Harry Stack Sullivan, a post réudian psychotherapist and ars) believed that
perfectionismwas due to insecurity and untanty in a family where there is little love.
Where there is confusion and chaos in the family, the child may choose to make everything
in their own personal life very ordered in order to cope with the confusion that is all around
them. So, to increase the predictability of life events, this person may ensure that their room
is always the same from day to day, their clothes taken dfieisdame order and placed in
exactly the same places. They may take their daily walk at the same time along the same
route, the desire being to reduce the risk of being caught unawares by an event which may
present difficulties, conflict, and emotional twimn If the world is not orderly, if prize
possessions are moved, then chaos throughout their whole environment is possible. Leon
Salzmann, author difhe Obsessional Personalitywrites: Orhere is now good reason to
believe that the obsessional defensEhanism provides the most widespread technique for
enabling humans to achieseme illusion of safety and security in an uncertain vorld

Karen Homey, a @-Freudian analyst, highlighted the way we develop an idealized image
of ourselves to cope with ééngsof insecurity, inferioriy, and self hatred. She speaks of
the idealized image as@evouring monst€ (Surveying sekhate and its ravaging force,

we cannot helputseein it a great tragedy, perhaps the greatest of the human mind. Man in
reaching out for the Infinite and Absolute also starts destroying himself. When he makes a
pact with the devil, who promises him glory, he has to get to-hil the hell within
himsellQ

3. Genes, Temperament and Culture.

It is clear that children have wedifferent personalities and temperaments from an early
age, and some very young children are perfectionist in terms of a desire for neatness and
order and compulsively checking things. There are also certain cultural predispositions.
Japan and Switzerldnare perfectionist cultures. They produce many good things of high
guality and excellent standards. To go on the buses and trains in Switzerland you have to be
there right to the second; the bw#l come by at 1.53 exactly! There are also perfectionist
subcultures and | fear that some churches fit into this category where you are not allowed to
show your real feelings, difficulties or struggles in life, but have t@pwn outward show

of everything in life being just fine! To have problems shows thatare not a very mature

or spiritual person.

4. Reaction to a Fallen World.

We must now shift perspective from the details of day to day lifleetbig questions of our
origin and our destiny and why we have the problems that we do. From the bikiewe
that when we were created by God, we wesequt and in a perfect envinment. We
know too that wewill one day be made perfect again. So, many of our aspirations and
longings reflect the reality of who we really are. But, sadly, since Adam ar(@ Exellion

and because of our own, Ve in an imperfect, fé&en world where we haw to accept
some of the frusttions of imperfectionuntil Christ returns. David Benner writd¥ he
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quest for perfection is, therefore, a spiritual quest. It is the fuestholeness. Much more

than the quest for an absence of mistakes, it is the longing for the ideal, for what is right,
beautifd and pure. While it is easy to view such longings as naive expressions of
innocence, a person who has lost all idealism ang dor perfection is a person to be
pitied. Perfectionist longings continuously remind us of our failings and limitations, but
without such reminders we would more easily forget the paradise which, while lost, is the
place for which we lon@

Also, we wee originally created by God for relationshipwith God and with each other,

and for dominion over the rest of creation. When trust in relationshipgslegsmined at an

early age, then the child will tend to protect hithee hersé from the pain of depunmet
legitimate longings for love, affirmation and affection by learning to control emotions and
other people to get some of those needs met. This style of living and relating will often
continue into adult life. The God given task of dominion is aédé from its original
purpose and harnessed in an attempt to control everything in life. These sinful strategies for
silencing pain and meeting needs may work in the short term but in the long term only
exacerbate the problem as they are ultimately vafycentred

Salzma® work suggests that there are two major themes about the perfectionist,
obsessional, style of thinking. The first is a hatred of the reality of being a limited person in
an uncertain world. | remember someone saying to me that theangry that they had a
finite mind. They were exceedingly frustrated with being limited and fallen because, if they
were perfect, there was no risk of failure or rejection. We canrs#es, the attraction of a
perfectionist theology where health amebalth are promised. The implication of this
expectation ishtat we can transcend the limiitans of a fallen world and can have heaven
now. It promises too much too soon. Much of the attraction of the New Age movement is
that it is promising perfectiomtough our own efforts or by changing our view of reality to
believe that everything is already perfect.

Secondly, Salzman says that the perfectionist has a love for the illusion of control and the
possibility of making life predictable. Gibson talks abitlas theQlustfor omnipotenc®

The perfectiorst does not want anyone to rule them. Tha&nt to be in complete control

or not at all. Does this not remind you of the temptation of Adam and®xeshall be as
god<) Orou will be in contrd, you wor( be limited, you wo be finite, you will be like

god, you can do it on your onThat is why perfectionism is the road to hell because
essentially it is saying that you can be God and in control of all that happens. It is not
surprising that we feel th way too, because we have achieved so much control over our
environment and our health compared to our ancestorsundrdd years ago.

The Centrality of Grace.

All the great religions of the world, except one, have this same driving fooge can ma
overcome his limitations and become like God? And most of the great religions of the
world have rituals, ways of making oneself good enough. So all the great religions of the
world, except one, are a process of reducing anxiety by human achievemenhg éelars

by works and rituals, in the service of some god or another, thus giving the illusion of
possible accepnce and security.

Christianity is profoundly and wonderfully different. Francis Schaeffer never used to tire of
saying that Christianitysi both the hardest and the easiest religion in the world. It is the
easiest because we come with nothimgh empty hands, to the foot of the cross. And yet it

is the hardest for that very same reason, because our pride does not want us to accept that
we should come with open hands; we want to bring sometinagvant to contribute to our
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own salvation, we want ultimately to have the last card in our hands, to be the one who says
we are in control rather than God.

So, perfetionism can also be the roadheaven, because it drives us to see that we cannot
reach Go@® standards on our own. Like the law(ads us to Christ, that we might be
justified by faittOGal. 3.24. We come with nothing. accepting the free gift of his love,
acceptance, and sacrifio@ the cross for us, bowing in dependence on sirgnitting our

will to his knowing that we are accepted, forgn, loved and valued not for what we do,
not for what we have achieved, not for being perfect, but becauseosgnisehow
imperfect we arehow sinful we are, and how far we fall short of the perfection of God.

So my worth in the eyes of God does not depend on my works @@ meed to live under

law butunder grace. So many perfecistrChristiansstill live under lav. Somehow they
cannot @propriate and accept the grace of God because there is a basic insecurity with deep
fears of rejetion, of failure, of nofbeing, of chaos, and of being out of control. But all
these deep fears are dealt with by retugrto a reldonship with adoving God who accepts

us, with all our failures and imperfections. He has plans to make this old ruined cottage of
my life, into a glorious palace fit for a king to live in, and he is the one who is going to
make us perfect because we cannot do it ourselves.

Be Perfect as Your Heavenly Father is Perfect.

You may sayGsurely there is a proof text for the perfectionist in J&sus1 words@e ye
perfect, therefore, even as your heavenly Father is p@(fdatt.5.48)? I1s@® that enough,
isn@ that the only commanthat we needdThis text is surely pointing in the direction that
we need to go. The Greek word herdsleio©Omeaning mature, reaching an appointed
goal. We are called to maturity and holiness. Pacbgniseshat perfection is not here yet:
QWhen pefection comes the imperfect disappé&€x¢d Cor. 13.10). Onealay we will be
perfectbut it® not now.Not that Ihave already been made perfect, but | press on to take
hold of that for which Jesus Christ took hold of@{Ehi. 3.12). He talks also of uming
changed from one degree of gloy another (2 Cor. 3.18), We V& been saved and
justified, and we a re now in a proceseingchanged, being made new, and being made
perfect.

Strategies for Change.

Now we may know and that we cannot make dueseperfect, and yet we also still wrestle
with perfectionist tendencies. Our sinful nature is still active and we need help to change
many ofthe old, insecure, perfectionist tapes which still run in our heads. We may know
the facts of Go@ acceptancefas but dofd often feel it in our hearts and so we Gdive

as if we were accepted.

So how can we help ourselves and others to change, to become more like Christ, to move
towardsQnaturityC? Insight is helpful, but it is often not enough. In fact etibnists are

very good at having insight and understanding of the roots of the problem butatifey
change and they usually need practical strategies to help them. And change is a fearful
prospect. Bec3use wecognisethe real struggles that perfectists have in coping with

life, there is a balance in dealing with this between compassion and challenge, between a
hug and a kick! This is really a confrontation with reality. One such confrontation with
reality for one perfectionist friend was a moveaamissionary to Africa. Surrounded by

dirt, imperfection and chaos, where nobody knew what time of day it was and nothing ran
on time, she had tohangé In this potentially very frightening situation, shealisedthat

she had been living in an unreal f@sy world, believing that perfection was (almost)
possible on earth!
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David Burns lists some ways of helping people to change with cognitive the(apysk

the person to list the advantages and disadvantages of trying to achieve perfection in their
lives. One girl was asked to do this and she managed to list two advantages and about six
disadvantages some of which wei@ makes me so tight and nervousar® produce fine

work or even adequate work at times, secondly | am often limgvib risk themistakes
necesary to come up with a creativeepe of work, thirdly my perféonism inhibits me

from trying new things and making discowes because | am so preoccupied with being
safe .0 When you put down on paper the advantages and distades ya, hopefully,

begin to see that often the costs outweigh the benefits.

(2) In trying to reprogrammethis distorted all or nothing thinkingDavid Burns asks
perfectionistso spend a day investigating whether or not the world can be evaluated in a
meanngful way using all or nothing categor@#vre the walls in this room totallgiean or

is there some dirt? Is that person totally handsome or totally ugly or somewhere in
between? The exase usually demonstrates the irrationality of this dichotomougitig.

(3) Keep a daily wrien record of sel€ritical thoughts the automatic thoughts that come
when one is under pressure. You lose a game of tennis and immediately sink into the depths
of despair because you feel an utter failure in the wholeeofYibu cook a meal and it goes
wrong - tha@ the end of the world. There are other ways of thinking about that but until
you become aware that that is what you habitually do, yo dealisethat you actually

need to try to change it and that you magdsomeone else to help you to change. You
need not be a victim of your automatimughts;you can actually be an agent in making
some choices to change and to struggle against those habitual patterns.

(4) Set realistic goals. Most perfectionists asstimesetting the highest personal standards
leads to the optimum performance but have never objectively tested that assumption.
Athletes and salesmen aiming for the optimum performance actually hit below the optimum
so, if you aim for the average, you ns&ycceed more times.

(5) Perfectionists often need aatlenge in relation to their asmptions about their
relatiorship with God, especially acaapmce and trust. They need to learn to rest on facts
and not feelings. One good example of this which shbesdther convoluted thinking of

the perfectionist quoteby Minirth and MeierQlohn PWorkaholic feels insecure in his
relationship to others including God. Since the love he received from his parents was on a
conditional basis he usually sees God theesaray. Thus he often has trouble with faith
and often dubts his salvation. To coun&et these doubts John takes an extreme
Calvinistic point of view. He carries the sovereignty of God to an extréméhe point
where he beliezs the individual has absiély no responsibility for his life. Of course the
only human responsibility in regard to salvation is that one believes in Christ However,
John tends to carry the sovereignty of God even beyond thet there is absolutely no
human responsibility. TRiheps John to control his own despated insecurities and fears
that he might be rejected. In fact however, John secretly asks the Lord into his life literally
hundreds of times as deep within he does not feel that God could pessiefiyhim on an
unconditional basis. Thus he thinkke a hyperCalvinist to relieve his guilt but he feels

like an Arminian - conditionally accepted

Another therapist gives an example of the way he helped one of his clients to break out of
this view of God. The thergi made his client, Tom, take the role of God. Tom did not
believe that God could accept him jasthe wasandif he cameto him in repentance, God
would somehow demand that he should be perféte therapist got Tom to saw the role

of God, to an imaginary Tom opposite him, four thingdirstly, Qrou, Tom, are not good
enough for me to forgive y@u secondly,t is possible for you Tom to become good
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enough for me tcﬁoygive(’) thirdly, Qyour salvdion, Tom, depends on the amount of effort
that youput into ifQ fourthly, O'om, | hereby cancel the concept of gacehis semi
humorous technique help&dm to understand his wrong view of grace.

The Environment for Change - an alternative family.

We do not stand alone in the battle. We need each iotllee process of sanctification and
change and the structure of the church is very important. Individoahselling is
inadequate on its own. | believe that it is vital to have small fellowship groups where we
can feel that ware accepted just as weea Now it may take some months and years to
grow to a level of trust where we can let down our hair a bit and allow people to see that
wel®e not so perfect after all, and to share some of the tensions and difficulties of life. We
need to see together, fmothe scriptures, how Paul, David and otiizren of Go®
struggled with life. We need to be able to come to accept that we do get things wrong, that
we do make mistakes, that we @have answers for everything and sometimes in this
uncertain, fallen, wdd we have to act without knowing all the consequences of what we
will do, and we need to be prepared to take risks to move outside our predictable lifestyle.

We have found, within DAbri, that when people come to stay with -uand they may
come and beround our families for up to three months at a time, studying, working
alongside us, sharing our meals and something of our family life witlweasget to know
them pretty well and it is the day by day practicalities that often help perfectionistgako bre
out of their nomal style of thinking. The vaum cleaner breaks down and da® have
another perfect vacuum cleaner to tak® filace. After the garden has been weeded, it does
not remain weedree for long! Playing vaéyball, for one girl, wasa release from her
perfectionism. It took two months to get her onto the volleyball court but eventually she
risked it. Her fear was that she would be rejected if she c@uyitity well, but she was able

to see that she was acceptable even when playing aneglipcre gme. She found that this
experence enabled her to take risks in other areas of heifavas accepted another

girl wrote, Quith the worst hanging out, | was set free to do my best without the crippling
fear of failure and rejectio®.

Leaming to face and deal hestly with hurts and disappoments, and with guilt and
bitterness is also at the heart of change. Learning to forgive and accept forgiveness is
crucial to the healing process. These are the subjects of other lectures.

Gibson surmarizes the ongoing struggle in responding to Sal@ndescription of the
obssessional (perfectionist) personali@hat we need our minds renewed about most of
all is the m#ter of being limited mammals in a dangerous world. The obsessive
(perfectionist saysQ will not tolerate limitations. | will be in conttol can be in contddd
Salzman anaemically says we should accept our limitations and then we will be content. A
false comforter counsels the (perfectionist) obses§iee world isi a dangeros place

like you fear. Just trust. You w@rbe hurtOBut Christianiy teaches that you areniited,

that the world is dangeus...it is not merely likely but certain that you will be hurt out
there. But, the Christian view teaches that you can wealtchfill that because it is a small

part of a larger picture. There is a loving God that runs everything towards an end that
includes your well being. He says to yOuAM, therefore dof you be afraiddThe answer

is to submit to the living God and thatlsnission frees us from the bondage of having to
have our own way. The beginning of real freedom is found in bowing to his will. So,
concludes Gibsor(Balzman leaves us with a cynical shrug, but the gospel cBG@udce
leaves usvith, a song “lostin wonder love and prai€®
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