I hate arplanes. There are nvmersvs explanations
for this, but one reason stands out—I am a perfectionist. I am
a composed, competent, in-control, 21st century woman...
most of the time. However, as I pass through the security
checkpoint that persona is left behind. I suddenly become a
pale-faced version of myself. My eyes dart around the wait-
ing area looking for an exit strategy back to the world of that
which is predictable. Once on the plane I close my eyes and
try to picture myself at my destination. “You can do this;
you’ve done it hundreds of times before,” becomes my man-
tra. Either way, every time I enter an airport a sense of losing
control comes over me. For a long time I didn’t know what
do to with that feeling.

15



A Beautiful Mess

My brand of perfection is the need to appear capable and
in control. I don’t know how to fly a plane, so I freak out.
For a long time, I would not have been able to even acknowl-
edge that was the fear. I don’t want to become a pilot. I want
the pilot to fly the plane. But in reality, I was always waiting
for the bottom to fall out and for my perfectionist self to step
in. I believe in some microcosm of my mind that if the plane
were to actually start going down, then I would need to step
in to save the day. The funny thing is, the airplanes know
about people like me. As I’m pulling out the safety card and
locating the nearest exit before they even give me instruc-
tions, the flight attendants remind me of my new life motto
as we taxi away from the airport: “In case of an emergency,
put on your oxygen mask before helping those around you.”

I want to jump up and help. I don’t want to be a hero,
but I can do something, can’t I? Yes I can. I can put on my
mask. That is helping. For much of my life I didn’t realize
that was truly the best option in this scenario. I wanted to
run out into the aisle and direct people to the exit I found
diligently before we took off when they were turning off
their cell phones. I thought, “That is where I would be most
useful? Sitting in my seat, breathing?” Not so much. This
book is a look at my journey of learning to put that mask on
and breathe amongst all that this world throws at me.

The questions still remain though: Why is it so hard for
me to sit in my seat? Why do I naturally want to help the
person sitting beside me before putting on my own mask?

Perfection, defined nicely by Mr. Webster, is the quality
or state of being flawless, an exemplification of being saintly
or a representation of supreme excellence. It is an unsurpass-
able degree of accuracy. This is my nature. I define myself
by expectations of flawlessness, excellence, sainthood and ac-
curacy. This is true of my relationships with others, with my
own self, and my house. I cannot fail, and therefore, if I were
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to experience failure, or if someone were to see me fail, I
would be destroyed. However, the reality is that I will fail
and have failed many times. That is life. It is not clean. It is
not predictable and it’s certainly out of my control. Because
of that realization I hold on tighter to what I know because
God forbid I enter unknown territory.

My way of doing things “perfectly” with accuracy and
control and being “right” all of the time ended up causing
me a lot of pain, not to mention the loss of relationships
with people I cared about. So even though from the outside
I appeared to have things “under control,” I felt chaotic and
anxious all of the time. I would keep trying harder and harder
to gain some grasp on perfecting this life I was leading and 1
burned out.

I was growing frustrated, feeling like there was no other
way to live life. I didn’t want to live in an unorganized mess
or in chaos, but I wanted permission to leave my house in
sweats without feeling guilty. On the other hand, I didn’t
want to just throw in the towel and only wear sweats for
tear of trying. Most of all this was my projection of every-
thing that was already going on inside of me. Yes, I was in
unhealthy environments, but I was the one with the fever. 1
started an exploration that led me to anger, grief, and then
celebration—but it was not easy. However, it was the most
important journey I’ve ever been on—the search to find
“me” and reintroduce myself to my communities, create new
ones, and meet God in this incredible adventure.

Whether you resonate with this version of perfection or
not, in Western society the culture of perfection is a domi-
nating force. There are many ways it can manifest itself and
be interpreted in each community. Some women completely
shut down. For instance, never doing the laundry or starting
a project because it will never be done right. It’s hard to start
new things whether it’s a relationship, job opportunity, or a
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new recipe because it is another opportunity to be judged
and an invitation to experience failure and guilt.

Whatever the force driving a perfectionist, the patterns
can become destructive. A perfectionist either tries to con-
quer everything or nothing at all, never being fully satisfied
either way. There might be glimpses of it, but still nothing
lasting. It creates, as one of my mentors, Cissy Brady Rogers,
talks about “dis-ease” in our inner selves.! There is a sickness,
but not in the flu or cancer sense of the word. It is a sense of
never being okay or enough. The kitchen is never clean, the
schoolwork is never finished, the gift was not good enough, 1
was responsible for the fight, I don’t want to try that, I would
never be able to make that like her, I will do better next time.
And the list just keeps going and our souls never rest.

It wasn’t until I learned about my unhealthy patterns,
voices, lists, and expectations, and was introduced to self-care
that I started to see the damage caused by my perfection-
ist lifestyle. Self-care meaning an investment into my own
well-being.

However, in order for me to explain my journey of self-
care, I need to start at the beginning. These perfectionist
tendencies started in the 80s, when I was born. I must have
come out of the womb wearing Keds and loving Full House.
My brother, who is my complete opposite in every sense of
the word, was born three years later and from that day we
never got along. We fought and bickered until I moved 1,000
miles away for college. What drove this anger and bitterness?
For me, it was that being the perfect sister was more impor-
tant than loving and accepting my brother and showing him
who I truly was. We would get in petty arguments on topics
such as how long a triathlon is, and we would fight until we
were blue in the face to determine who was right. Turns out
that we were both right (triathlons are different lengths), but

we wasted so much time bickering over who was correct.
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I would reason that I was just trying to protect my broth-
er from the wrong answers. But the truth was, I had to be
right, because it my way was perfect then I had to make sure
that people knew that my way was perfect. This may seem
like a juvenile example but it is a very hard thing to let go of.
Being “right” oftentimes infects relationships between just
one friend or one family member. Most people think per-
fection has to do with overall appearance, but we’re not in
front of a crowd every day. We do however spend our lives in
relationships—everyday relationships—whether we are close
to those people or not.

Always trying to be right is a way of life that alienates and
hurts people. In my case, I always had to speak my part and
I listened with the intention of finding where I could fit in
to prove myself worthy and “helpful.” I had spent my entire
life missing what people were really saying because I was not
listening to them for their sake—I was listening to them for
my own. It was a shocking realization, one that was a huge
blow to my pride. It was the admission of a problem that I
did not want to face. I was sick with a dis-ease. All the while
convinced I was following God and a certain calling for my
life. After all, wasn’t I trying to help?

This addiction to perfection had roots deep into my his-
tory. All through my life, I realized that one of the ways to
get attention in my family was to be perfect. The recognition
of being the fastest on the track, the smartest in the class,
or president of another committee was a drug that fueled
me throughout my youth. It was a fine balance of fitting in,
and rising above to perfection. When I started dating, it was
a whole new area to conquer: how to be the perfect girl-
friend. I now had someone who I could be intimate with
and learned quickly that the way to perfection meant looking
good, pleasing someone, and taking off more of my clothes
in order to feel loved.
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Before the transition from girlhood to the teen years,
girls are vibrant and full of wonder, rarely backing down
from exploring and diving into life. I was no different. As
Mary Pipher points out in her book Reviving Ophelin, in
adolescence something shifts as girls become women, trying
to figure out their place in the world. “They begin to fade
into cliques, societal expectations, and compare themselves
to everyone around them.”? At the time I did not know any
of this, nor did a lot of counselors or even parents. Pipher was
one of the first to notice these trends 20 years ago, having no
prior research of this phenomena.

My parents were thrown for a loop and didn’t know
what to do with their strong-willed little girl who was having
meltdowns when she didn’t get perfect grades or win a race.
Upon getting my first training bra, my healthy imagination
morphed into unrealistic expectations of who I should be and
what I should look like. I began to dip my toe into the world
of “everyone else’s expectations” until their ideas became my
own false identity.

Even with God I had a productivity chart, endorsed by
the Christian leaders I had in my life about how to be a perfect
Christian—a correct, God-following, devotion doing, ACTS-
praying Christian. That isn’t to say those are bad things, but
the point is, in all of these different areas, I was never enough.
I never felt like a perfect sister, daughter, girlfriend, or Chris-
tian. I always felt like I had to do more, achieve more, cross
more things off the list that made me right or to showcase my
accomplishments. In time, these different areas of my life got
worse, not better, and they wore me out.

I got married a year out of college and had the oppor-
tunity to become the perfect wife, but that didn’t work out
so well either. It was during my first year of marriage that I
discovered the great spiritual formation tool of the 12 steps.
The 12 steps were made famous in 1939 by a man named Bill
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Wilson. He called his group Alcoholics Anonymous. Fast for-
ward to present day and there are 12 step groups for eating
disorders, drug addiction, spiritual formation, relationship
troubles and many other topics in addition, of course, to
alcoholism.

The admission that I wasn’t right all of the time—that
I really wasn’t in control, that I really wasn’t perfect—is the
first step in the 12 steps: “We admitted we were powerless
over our sin—that our lives had become unmanageable.”?
This was truly a big step because not only did I have to say
that my life had become unmanageable, I had to admit that
what I had been doing was sinful. The big “S” word.

My lifestyle, the one I had fought so hard to maintain,
and had designed to be perfect in every facet, was sinful and
out of control. Me being perfect, right, and seemingly in
control, was the version of myself flying the plane that was
about to crash. Giving that up was the hardest part because,
innately, I don’t give up anything. I am a fighter, I am a
goal setter and an achiever; I am a perfectionist. I thought I
couldn’t fail or fall; it’s not in my DNA. But as I was about to
learn, failing was the one thing my DNA needed to survive.

This book is my journey of exploration into the cycles,
patterns, and a quarter-life health crisis that forced me to find
out what self-care was all about. This book is not an attempt
to force you into anything, but rather introduce some ideas
that you might not have thought about before.

When I realized that my perfectionism was a problem,
two of the first things I initially learned about myself were
simple and profound: a) I was pretending and b) I was frag-
mented. Many women stay versions of their fragmented selves
well into middle age, and studies show that in psychotherapy
the largest percentage of clients are middle-aged women; the
intuition is always there that something isn’t right. Many
women, like myself, become disconnected in adolescence and
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live a life of perfection trying to reclaim their holistic identi-
ties. The imagination and wonder of youth disappear while
trying to gain credibility and acceptance. It was impossible
for me to be perfect, and yet I thrived off of the illusion of
appearing perfect—I was, in fact, living a lie.

Imagination is a great tool, but pretending to be some-
thing you’re not is not using your imagination. Realistically,
it’s not living up to your full potential. Potential is not per-
fection, and I wanted my imagination back. Jesus demands
from us that we fulfill the Lord’s will for our lives; He does
not require perfection in the sense that the culture does.
Matthew 5 might be one of the most important passages of
scripture in the Bible. It starts with the Beatitudes and closes
with one verse that can be greatly taken out of context. Verse
48 declares, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father
is perfect.” Perfect in this passage is not translated as achiev-
ing no flaws or avoiding failure. Rather, it means maturity
in righteousness. It is a call to live a radical life of love to-
wards one’s enemies and those who are different from us.
It does not say follow the status quo, which is where the
cycle of perfection will lead you. The instruction is simple,
yet painstakingly hard to implement—stop pretending and
start living.

Hebrews 7:11-19 speaks of the need for Jesus to come as
a new priest because, left to our own devices, humans cannot
attain perfection through the law of the Old Testament. Jesus
realized that humans could not attain perfection and offered
restored freedom in his sacrifice. Ironically, we still feel like
slaves to the old law.

Jesus is the model of a man living as His true authentic
self and also taking care of Himself. Throughout the New
Testament there are examples of Jesus not being “perfect”
according to the standards and laws of the Pharisees. Rather,
He followed the plan that God had set forth for Him. He

22



Infection of Perfection

taught women, which was culturally unacceptable. He slept
in a boat while everyone else was working. Numerous times,
Jesus stepped away from groups for either time by Himself
or with His close group of disciples. Moreover, He did not
even help every person that asked. There are plenty of ex-
amples throughout the Scriptures of Jesus taking a different
path than was the prescribed cultural way of perfection of
that time period.

So what is the source of the pressure to be perfect in our
culture? Why are we still fretting over Old Testament laws
we are not measured by? It is important that we look at the
context in which we live.

Western 21st century culture preaches perfection. Every
culture at every point of time has its own idea of perfection.
In today’s society (meaning U.S. Western culture, which is
my context), this prescription of perfection means being the
perfect size, getting perfect grades, and having the perfect
spouse, perfect job, perfect house, perfect kids, the perfect
. Fill in the blank with whatever you are

dealing with currently. Then when you have arrived at any
of these destinations, you need the even more perfect house,
the even more perfect job, the even more perfect spouse! In
the land of “starter marriages,” there is always room for more
perfection.

There is no lack of education ecither, all one has to do
is stand in line at the grocery store to be reminded of the
quest to lose weight, improve our home or fix our partner.
Yesterday’s Pharisees have been replaced by media messages—
a constant barrage of messages telling us what we lack, what
we need, and who to compare ourselves to. They preach at
us, behind glossy covers, the promises of finding the perfect
outfit, the perfect trick to turn any man’s head, the perfect
way to lose 10 pounds, and ironically, the perfect cheesecake
recipe. These vicious cycles continue because the confusing
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messages of perfection keep us insecure, waiting to see what
is next. One magazine says work out for two hours a day,
every day, while another reads: eat chocolate and relax. We
remain caught—a victim of conflicting messages—trapped
with no way out. As Susan Bordo points out in her study on
body image and the media, the contradictions of our desires
for chocolate versus losing 10 pounds are embedded into our
minds and make the tension of perfection even more impal-
pable and frustrating for women in this day and age.*

When I am inundated with such messages, they become
part of my subconscious mind and I consider them “nor-
mal.” My subconscious then moves into my conscious mind
in the form of a little voice saying, “You’re never going to
be good enough or perfect enough.” So what do I do? Keep
striving for the next perfect opportunity. My college educa-
tion wasn’t enough, so I went to graduate school. Size 12
isn’t small enough, so I’ll diet myself down to a size eight.

We keep going and going and striving for more because
we think it will bring success, achievement, happiness and
acceptance. Some of us might even fool ourselves into think-
ing that this striving is the Lord’s will. No wonder so many
women just throw in the towel and give up. Henri Nouwen
brilliantly captures this sentiment: “God does not want you
to destroy yourself. Exhaustion, burnout, and depression are
not signs that you are doing God’s will.”® And T guarantee if
any of these ideas (the need to help everyone before yourself,
having to be right all the time, the need to appear like you
have it all together) resonate with you, then you have expe-
rienced burnout.

So what is our authentic self, our inner voice and God’s
will? What keeps us from discovering these things? For me, in
addition to the distractions of our culture, it was a fear of fail-
ure, a fear of being passed by or being found out as a fraud.
What I realize now is that I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t
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know that not being “myself” would be the greatest thing I
ever achieved. “Myself” was not my true self... it was a mold
that had been created by everything else around me, except
Jesus and the person He created me to be. Jesus doesn’t have
a mold He wants me to fit into because I am already me; I
just had to discover me. It is in that place where you find your
authentic self, your inner voice and a truer form of God’s
will. I had to learn that I was enough, just as I was, and when
I discovered that, Jesus didn’t leave me there; He became my
main advocate.

I got so sick emotionally, mentally, physically, spiritually,
and even sexually in the roles of my life as sister, daughter,
friend, wite, etc., that something had to change or I was head-
ed toward rehab due to a mental collapse. But I did just that.
I invented my own rehab, which you will read about in this
book. I grew tired of the arguments with family members,
friends and namely, myself. On my days off, I was exhausted
from maintaining “me” and helping everyone else that all I
could do was sit in front of the television.

If a perfectionist is honest with herself, she will soon re-
alize how tired she really is. Unfortunately, we keep trying
even harder to be perfect because we think, “I shouldn’t be
this tired!” So we get off the couch and keep making our-
selves sick.

This doesn’t mean that the self you are now is this awful,
sickly, weak-spirited person. Au contraire. The fact that you
label yourself a perfectionist means that you do have fabulous
character traits and most likely look out for those around
you. Your priorities have just gotten out of whack, and now
you are paying for it. The mold you have created for yourself
is not realistic or healthy and most importantly it is not nec-
essary. If you are anything like me, you need help destroying
the mold. A perfectionist has to rediscover her priorities and
herself in the journey. However, contrary to everything you
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may feel or believe, this journey does not start with a new
mold—it starts with a mess.

Life is messy and so are we. Accepting that truth is the
first step in seeing our beauty and discovering our authentic
selves. That is where my journey began. I succumbed to the
mess and as a result, I began to experience healing. This pro-
cess was not painless, it was not always fun, but in it I found
who I was. I discovered I had an inner voice, and most im-
portantly, I found out that Jesus wanted me to be the truer
version of myself. He didn’t want me to be perfect! It was
such a joyful realization and I found peace in that message.

This peace came from a daily decision to stay in that
place. It’s how we deal with the messes—not avoiding them
or hiding from them—that uncover our real beauty. It takes
honesty, vulnerability, and nakedness to be in that space and
to stay put there is scary and risky. Once we are able to create
space in our lives, then our unique “beautiful mess” will start
to show itself. “Beautiful mess” is an intentional oxymoron.
A woman told me she loves the name because a mess is what
every woman feels like and beautiful is what every woman
wants to become. The truth is we are both all of the time, but
this takes a large dose of patience to truly understand.

Often the quick-fixes or shortcuts of the women’s mag-
azine industry become our mantras, only to fail us. The
journey of self-care is not a quick fix. It is a lifestyle change
that starts and ends with showing up to our individual lives.
Showing up means attending to what is real and present, not
just the past and future, but who we are right now and what
is affecting us. We are all beautiful messes that we need to
stop trying to fix, hide and banish. We need a place to say,
“Hi P'm Kristin, and I’m a perfectionist.” And, most likely,
more than 90 percent of those around us would laugh and
respond, “Big deal! So am [.”
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My story is an attempt to create a safe place to admit that
we are in over our heads. I am not a therapist and this book
doesn’t replace what clinical therapy can do for you, but as a
spiritual director, I have read a lot of books, and been tutored
by a few fantastic schools that have given me more than a
tew good tips and advice. However, the vulnerability and sto-
ries were often missing. There were a lot of steps for success,
hurdles to overcome, and pat answers too. So many times
I would put down a book or finish a class and say, “Okay,
what’s next?” I would stand at my local bookstore and just
feel overwhelmed. I would think to myself, “I want to get
healthy,” and then I would buy 18 books to do so. Insane. 1
am not perfect and writing this book has proved that more
than ever, but sharing my story is something that I needed to
do. This book is a simple attempt to show that the self-care
life is possible.

Self-care isn’t about spa days or consuming everything
on one’s plate. Self-care is a process of listening to the needs
and desires of our souls. It is the place where God and the
inner self connect so that the love pouring out of us is authen-
tic. It is a discipline of learning to handle the performance,
judging, and guilty voices with grace. There are many exer-
cises and stories throughout this book to show you that this
is possible. After all, you’re not a contestant on American
Idol—you’re living your own life with all of the mess and
beauty that it brings.

I thought I might be the only crazy person consumed
with these ideas until I started my first recovery group for
perfectionists. I didn’t call it that, as I thought no one
would come if I did, so we called it “Huddle.” The criteria
for joining the group was that you needed to be a leader in
the church. This would be a place where leaders could be
refreshed and led in order to avoid burnout, among other
things. My pastor said that I could choose whatever material
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I wanted to use during a nine-month period. I had read a
great book on the 12 steps by recovery author J. Keith Miller
during grad school, so I used his book to introduce the idea
of the 12 steps with a Christian lens on spiritual formation.
Along with the book, I introduced exercises and practices
having to do with ancient spiritual disciplines.

Our group only had a couple of rules. We weren’t al-
lowed to apologize after speaking. We weren’t allowed to
give advice unless it was asked for. No one had to share; even
though a woman might be asked, she could always pass. In
the two years we spent together, we created a space to talk
about our issues, families, God, pasts, futures, relationships,
reconciliation, sexuality, masturbation, abuse, great losses
and loves. We had the opportunity to share ourselves com-
pletely. And once we had tasted this freedom and healing, we
couldn’t keep it to ourselves. The groups ended up expand-
ing and continue to do so today. We saw how important it
was to keep the conversation going and knew we needed to
help create this safe space in our larger communities.

Throughout this period together and through conversa-
tions with my mentor, Cissy Brady Rogers, I came to a great
revelation that most everything in our lives can be broken
down into five different areas: emotional, mental, physical,
sexual, and spiritual. Often, we do not see our lives in these
five different spheres because we break our lives into roles:
daughter, sister, wife, mother, and employee. And hence the
fragmentation begins. Within each of these different posi-
tions there are the emotional, mental, physical, spiritual, and
sexual roles. Multiplication shows that there can be over 20
different versions of ourselves that we are dealing with on a
daily basis: the emotional daughter, the physical mother, the
sexual wife, the mental employee, the spiritual daughter, the
emotional wife, etc. However splintered we feel, realistically

w¢ arc only one person.
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Often times we can so smoothly switch between our
many different roles that we forget the authentic and most
important version of ourselves. We need to care for ourselves
and keep a healthy rhythm in all five areas, recognizing that
there is one of us and five different facets of our true self: the
emotional self, the mental self, the physical self, the sexual
self, and the spiritual self. This idea of selt-care was birthed
out of a need in my own life to recognize, restructure and re-
cover from fragmentation in the five areas. Only when I am
taking care of myself in these different areas will my true self
emerge in the different roles that I play. Within my “huddle”
I started to create a safe place for self-care exploration in the
five different areas of our lives, and every single one of the
women joined me in becoming recovering perfectionists. We
started to learn how to put on our oxygen masks and breathe
together.

I’d like to invite you to put on your oxygen mask with
me. This book is a journey into self-care and all the areas
of your emotional, mental, physical, sexual, and spiritual
life. It is a chance to START being yourself. Chances are if
you are trying to be perfect for everyone around you, being
true to yourself and your health have been your last priority.
Burnout, exhaustion, headaches, sickness, and agitation are
probably all words you’re familiar with. If you had a serious
illness and needed help, people would more than under-
stand if you went to the doctor or hospital. Why don’t we
start treating this infection with the same care? Most likely
it you’re leading a perfectionist lifestyle it will lead to poor
health (or already has) because you are a slave to the stress
you’ve created for yourself.

If you’ve made the choice to take care of yourself and
treat this dis-ease, now is when the real work begins. There
is no formal rehab or clinic for you, but if you’re willing to
go down this road, there is hope and freedom in discovering
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that you are indeed a recovering perfectionist. Hopefully my
story will give you a glimpse of that truth. There is a light at
the end of the tunnel and someone is there waiting for you:

your true self—your very own beautiful mess.
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