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“Nobody’s perfect.”  That’s a common saying.  What does it mean?  I think that it can mean different things.
“Nobody’s perfect.”  These can be can words of compassion, or they can be a lame excuse. I can do something wrong, but then avoid responsibility, saying, “Well, nobody’s perfect.”  Or I might feel very badly about something I’ve done, and you might comfort me, saying, “Ah, well, nobody’s perfect.”   
For some of us, “nobody’s perfect” could serve as a summary of the Christian message.  We’re all in the same boat of brokenness; we all make mistakes; so let’s be kind and merciful.  Forgive others, and forgive yourself, as well.  Nobody’s perfect.
Why, then, do we hear Jesus commanding us in Matthew’s gospel to “be perfect, even as your Father in heaven is perfect.”  I might ask, is that really what he wants to say to me?  The words seem rigid and harsh.  Does he really want to open the Pandora’s Box of my guilt and shame, unleashing all the judgmental voices in my head that tell me to do more, do better, be better, be perfect?
Those voices are a torment to me.  They not only make my life miserable, they make people around me miserable, particularly those close to me, because those harsh words of judgment have a way of turning inward to hurt me and then turning out ward to hurt others.  Perfectionism can be a kind of disease.  It can spread in families from one generation to another, carrying with it a host of ills, manifesting in abuse, addiction, alienation and even violence.
Does Jesus really mean to pile on and intensify this destructive dynamic?  I’m going to give him the benefit of the doubt, here, and guess that this is not what he intends.  Is there another way to understand this saying?  The word “perfect” gives some wiggle room for interpretation.  “Perfect” conjures for us either a legalistic sense of following all the rules to the letter or an impossible ideal of moral or esthetic flawlessness, but Matthew’s gospel is using a Greek word that translates the Hebrew word for wholeness.  In other words, “Be whole” is what Jesus commands us.
What would it mean for us to “be whole”? For myself, I picture my hurt healed, my emptiness filled, my hunger satisfied and my mourning comforted.  I picture myself in a state of blessedness.  But surely wholeness and blessedness come from God; they are graces that might be given in answer to my prayers.  They aren’t things that I can make for myself.  How can Jesus command me to “be whole,” as if it were something in my power to achieve?
One clue to an answer lies in the context of this saying as we find it in the Sermon on the Mount.  Jesus has been urging us to turn the other cheek, to walk the second mile, to love our enemies and to pray for those that persecute us so that we might be children of our Father in heaven.  He sums up these teachings on forgiveness and love by telling us to “Be whole, as your Father in heaven is whole.”
In what sense is the Father, the Abba in heaven is “whole”?  We know the Abba in heaven by seeing Jesus, the Son, on earth.  If Jesus in his life and ministry is an image, an icon of the wholeness of God, then the wholeness of God is not just perfection in serene isolation beyond the highest heaven – transcendent, untouched and unmoved.  The wholeness of God comes down, goes out, becomes present, touches, comforts, heals, feeds and blesses.  The wholeness of God is wholeness made active, wholeness in motion.  The wholeness of God makes others whole; that is its nature.  The wholeness of God is forgives and loves.  To be perfect as the Abba in heaven is perfect is to love and to forgive.  I become whole in myself by seeking first to make others whole.
How different that is from the dynamic of my perfectionism!  Perfectionism can never be anything other than self-centered.  In my perfectionism, my first concern is always, how I am doing, how I measure up to the standards of legal conformity or moral flawlessness.  One way or another, it’s a concern for looking good or gaining status.  Even when I perform good deeds or do good works for others, it’s as if I do it looking in the mirror, or hoping that some judge somewhere sees my performance so that I will be credited with the points that I deserve.  What a losing game that all is!

For it to be a losing game is bad enough, but it is as well a brutal and deadly game.  I may have my moments of when I come out looking good, scoring points, even taking the prize, but then comes the next moment and the next when I may feel the sting of falling short.  Then I become more self-centered than ever, consumed by self-judgment. I may feel worthless, and despair may drive me to lash out at myself or others.  I may be comforted for a moment by someone kindly saying to me, Ah, well, nobody’s perfect.  It may ease my self-recriminations a bit to know that no one plays this game flawlessly.  But what I really need is to be freed from this brutal game entirely.
I believe that this is exactly what Jesus means to do: to deliver me from this deadly game of perfectionism.  To be perfect as the Abba in heaven is perfect, is a very different thing than being perfect as my perfectionism tells me to be perfect.  The image of legalistic conformity or moral flawlessness that I hold before myself is not an icon of the Abba in heaven; it is an image of my own making:  it is an idol.  In my perfectionism I seek to emulate an image of my glorified self; I worship an idol.  And the whole witness of scripture speaks clearly: idolatry always deals in death.

Jesus calls me to choose life and to worship instead the Abba of love made known in Jesus’ own life, cross and resurrection.  True worship, of course, means more than bowing the knee or calling, Lord, Lord.  True worship involves imitation.  To worship Jesus as the Son of God is to affirm him as the true human image of the Abba’s love and to hold him before me as the model for my own life.   To worship him is to desire above all to love as he loved, that is, to let the Abba’s own love pour through me, as it poured into the world through him.  If it is the Abba’s love, then it will be love without limit, love without regard to self, love that shines on the evil and the good, love that turns the other cheek and walks the second mile, love that desires only to make others whole.
When I imagine living in this way, the phrase “Nobody’s perfect” in my old understanding of perfection seems a very silly thing to say, not because it is untrue, at least on its own terms, but because it is so completely beside the point.  Amen.
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