A perfectionist paradigm distorts the doctrine of perfection.

When doctrine is misunderstood, spiritual and emotional problems can follow.
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D uring the Sermon on the Mount, the Lord declared, “Be ye therefore
perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect” (Matthew
5:48). For Latter-day Saints, this is a profound and ennobling invitation. As
the literal “offspring of God” (Acts 17:29), we can rise to “the measure of
the stature of the fulness of Christ” (Ephesians 4:13). Indeed, the possibility
of godlike perfection is fundamental to a Latter-day Saint understanding of
eternal life. Those who obtain eternal life become /ike God and thereby can
live with God." Of course, in our present state we are extremely lacking in
godly attributes. Yet, as the Prophet Joseph Smith positioned our potential,
“with time, growth, and grace men and woman [can] eventually arrive at a
godlike station: “Then shall they be gods.”

President Boyd K. Packer taught that this knowledge ought to inspire
“a feeling of self-worth, dignity, [and] self-respect” in God’s spirit children.?
However, for some Latter-day Saints, the talk of godlike perfection is a source
of anxiety and discouragement. Ironically, those most distressed by the
doctrine of perfection tend to be some of the most diligent, obedient, and
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conscientious members of the Church. It is not uncommon for such souls to
describe themselves as perfectionists.

Perfectionism is not some benign personality trait that simply inspires
individuals to excellence. To the contrary, an increasing body of research sug-
gests that perfectionist strivings can become maladaptive and lead to a host
of debilitating mental health problems.* Elder Cecil O. Samuelson of the
Seventy, who has spent much of his career as a professor and practitioner of
medicine, observed that there is concern among some General Authorities
about perfectionism in the Church. Addressing missionaries at the Provo
Missionary Training Center, he pointed out that perfectionism often troubles
“the most talented people” who are “excellent students, model children, and
outstanding young people.”s

While it is critical to bring increased attention to the mental health
issues swirling around perfectionism, it is equally vital to shed light on how
a perfectionist paradigm distorts the doctrine of perfection. When doctrine
is misunderstood, spiritual and emotional problems can follow. For example,
Latter-day Saint perfectionists may “beat themselves up when things aren’t
perfect,” live with tremendous “pressure to be perfect but never feel good
enough,” or believe they must “do everything perfect” to be accepted by God.¢
In short, they can constitute a cadre of conscientious but despondent Latter-
day Saints. This paper will demonstrate that perfectionism corrupts the
doctrine of perfection and creates unnecessary burdens in the lives of those
who seek perfection through a perfectionist paradigm.

The Perfectionist Paradigm

The perfectionist paradigm typically combines unrealistic expectations with
an unhealthy preoccupation with faults, weaknesses, mistakes, and sins. Since
perfectionism entails an extreme concern over shortcomings in performance,
fear of failure is a constant concern.” Though it is correlated with consci-
entiousness,® perfectionism goes far beyond diligent effort and “demand(s]
absolute perfection from the self.”” Thus perfectionists tend to engage in an
unrelenting quest for flawlessness and berate themselves or others for falling
short of this impossible standard.

For a perfectionist, any growth achieved through honest effort is eclipsed
by the perceived gap between expectations and actual performance. In
fact, perfectionism is not primarily focused on self-improvement at all, but
rather it is focused on attaining flawlessness. Furthermore, it is not simply
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good enough to be perfect in something; perfectionists must be “perfect in
all aspects of their lives.”** For example, a perfectionist college student may
obsess about maintaining a 4.0 GPA," fuss about keeping an immaculate
apartment, fret about performing their Church calling without fault, and be
consumed with completing their to-do list today—all with exactness!

Perfectionist thinking constantly sets people up for failure because it cre-
ates expectations that are “beyond reach or reason.” When “impossible goals”
are pursued “compulsively and unremittingly;” their achievement can become
the entire basis of individual worth.”> Unable to consistently reach their
unreasonable standards, perfectionists are constantly assaulted by feelings
of inadequacy and tend to engage in “severe self-criticism and self-doubt.”*?
Their foreboding sense of failure can even produce “feclings of self-hatred.”*
In time, this fear of failure can induce intense anxious feelings that can keep
perfectionists from doing anything at all. “Thus, it is not high personal stan-
dards per se that contribute to poor emotional adjustment; rather, it may be
the responses that people have to their perceptions that they consistently fail
to meet their own standards that lead to emotional difficulties.”'s

Even as perfectionists are besieged with feelings of failure, they may
aggressively defend their unrealistic expectations. This is a psychologi-
cal necessity since they measure their self-worth by the attainment of their
towering standards. By connecting self-worth to flawless achievement of
expectations, failure to meet their expectations is seen as a failure of the soul.
In turn, criticism of a perfectionist’s expectations is likely to be received as
criticism of their individual worth. This can all become very perplexing for
others since perfectionists tend to be “members of a moral militia march-
ing bedraggled but brave to the cadence of ‘shoulds’ and ‘oughts’ that [they]
alone can hear”'¢ In the end, Elder Samuelson observed, this is all a very “self-
centered” affair since the measures are of their own making and do 7ot come
from God."”

At this point, a perfectionist reading this paper may be tempted to defend
their expectations as legitimate, especially when they consider the divine
decree to “be perfect,” even as God the Father and Jesus Christ are perfect
(see Matthew 5:48; 3 Nephi 12:48). But this appeal to scripture will not help
their cause. Quite frankly, godly perfection is an illusion of the highest order
for any human being. It is not only unrealistic, it is impossible—that is, until
we speak of Jesus Christ. In addition, the quest for perfection outside of the
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Atonement of Jesus Christ is a manifestation of unadulterated pride, for we
can be made perfect only in Christ (see Moroni 10:32).

Perfectionism twists and distorts the doctrine of perfection. Thus the
problem with perfectionism is not high expectations; it is neurotic expecta-
tions that are unrealistic and oppressive. The problem with perfectionism is
not a sense of inadequacys; it is a sense of inadequacy that ignores the fact we
all “come short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). The problem with per-
fectionism is not conscientious effort; it is effort that has not been energized
by Christ’s grace. The problem with perfectionism is not striving for godli-
ness; it is striving for godliness without “relying wholly upon the merits of
him who is mighty to save” (2 Nephi 3 1:20). Put simply, perfectionism is 7oz
what the Lord was asking for when he commanded us to be perfect.

Teleios

A study of the Greek word zeleios, from which we get the English rendering
“perfect” in Matthew 5:48, suggests that the call for perfection has eternal
implications. Zéleios denotes completeness'® and can describe someone who
is fully developed or finished (see Matthew 5:48, footnote b). In some New
Testament contexts, zeleios™ simply describes a mature disciple of Christ (see
1 Corinthians 2:6; Philippians 3:15; New International Version, Colossians
4:12)* or a divine attribute (see Romans 12:2; Hebrews 9:11; James 1:17;
1 John 4:18). However, in the context of the Sermon on the Mount, as Elder
Bruce R. McConbkie instructed, we are talking about “infinite and eternal per-
fection.”*' Thus the Sermon on the Mount is far more than an exhortation
for ethical behavior; rather, it is an eschatological* exhortation unfolding
our ultimate possibilities. Jesus invites all willing disciples to become celestial
citizens in the “kingdom of heaven” (Matthew s5:3, 10). Indeed, everything
about this sermon is designed to lift our eyes to a higher and holier place.” In
this sermon, Jesus Christ did not simply come to expose the chasm between
God and man; he came to fill it.** And by so filling it he opened the way for
all believers, in the words of the Apostle Paul, to be “heirs of God, and joint-
heirs with Christ” (Romans 8:17).

Eternal Perfection: A Distant Objective

As the Greek prefix zele*s suggests, perfection is to be viewed as a distant objec-
tive, to be achieved far into the next life.* The Prophet Joseph Smith made
the timing of eternal perfection clear when he taught, “It will be a great while
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In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus declared, “Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in

heaven is perfect.”
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after you have passed through the veil before you will have learned [the prin-
ciples of exaltation]. It is not all to be comprehended in this world; it will be
a great work to learn our salvation and exaltation even beyond the grave.

The Lord counseled the first elders of the Church, “Ye are not able to
abide the presence of God now, neither the ministering of angels; where-
fore, continue in patience until ye are perfected” (D&C 67:13). In contrast,
perfectionism, with its unrealistic expectations and obsession with flawless
performance, tends to encourage impatience. So much of the anxiety and
depression surrounding perfectionism can be tied to an unwillingness to
accept the fact that growth in mortality takes time and is realized through
small, incremental improvements.

When Jesus Christ came to earth, even he did not receive a “fulness at
the first, but received grace for grace” (D&C 93:12). If the Lord “continued
from grace to grace, until he received a fulness” (D&C 93:13), that sends us
an unmistakable signal that we work out our salvation gradually “and in due
time receive of his fulness” (D&C 93:19). As Elder Russell M. Nelson noted,

“Just prior to his crucifixion, [Christ] said that on ‘the third day I shall be
perfected’ Think of that! The sinless, errorless Lord—already perfect by our
mortal standards—proclaimed his own state of perfection yet to be in the
future. His eternal perfection would follow his resurrection and receipt of ‘all
power ... in heaven and in earth.”*® The Prophet Joseph Smith taught that
to be like God we must go “from one small degree to another, and from a
small capacity to a great one; from grace to grace, from exaltation to exalta-
tion, until you attain to the resurrection of the dead, and are able to dwell
in everlasting burnings, and to sit in glory, as do those who sit enthroned in
everlasting power.”*

Success in our mortal probation is fundamentally measured by gradual
improvement and is not achieved through some illusionary fast track to per-
fection. Elder Marvin ]J. Ashton reminded us that “perfection is an eternal
trek,” and thus direction is more important than speed, “if it is leading toward
eternal goals.”** President Heber J. Grant taught the principle of improve-
ment beautifully when he said, “If we are trying, to the best of our ability, to
improve day by day, then we are in the line of our duty. If we are seeking to
remedy our own defects, if we are so living that we can ask God for light, for
knowledge, for intelligence, and above all for His Spirit, that we may over-
come our weaknesses, then, I can tell you, we are in the straight and narrow
path that leads to life eternal; then we need have no fear”" Mortality, then, is
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a part of the pathway to perfection; it is not the final destination. This being
the case, Elder Nelson concluded, we “need not be dismayed if our earnest
efforts toward perfection now seem so arduous and endless. Perfection is

pending.”>*

Christ, Covenants, and Perfection

A critical message of hope to all weary and worn-down perfectionists is that
each of us will receive the necessary time to work out our salvation. In King
Benjamin’s words, “All things must be done in order; for it is not requisite
that a man should run faster than he has strength” (Mosiah 4:27). But even
this fact may not comfort the uneasy perfectionist, for perfectionism not only
entails impatience over personal performance but promotes an unhealthy
notion of self-reliance. Perfectionism focuses on personal abilities at the cost
of divine grace. In the perfectionist mantra, we must be perfect and we must
do it on our own merits. Consequently, at its core, perfectionism is connected
with the sin of pride because it diminishes, if not dismisses, the crucial role of
Christ in achieving perfection.

None of us can be saved except through the “merits, and mercy and grace
of the Holy Messiah” (2 Nephi 2:8; see also 2 Nephi 10:24; 2 Nephi 25:23;
Mosiah 3:17). We are all “unprofitable servants” (Mosiah 2:21), we are all

“eternally indebted” (Mosiah 2:34), and in reality we all ought to be “begging
for a remission of [our] sins” (Mosiah 4:20). We all need help. More to the
point, we all need the Atonement.

While the reach of the Atonement may extend into the lives of all people,
the extent to which we personally experience the Atonement is dependent
upon our willingness to receive Christ. While he stands at the door and
knocks, we must choose to let him in (see Revelation 3:20). And how do we
let him in? By making and keeping sacred gospel covenants. In fact, the degree
to which we access the blessings of the Atonement is directly related to our
willingness to participate in the ordinances of salvation and the associated
covenants. Significantly, in the word zeleios we find a nuanced reference to
covenants. John Welch, quoting John I. Durham, has written that Matthew’s
usage of teleios does not denote “the perfect ethical personality,” but rather
employs “the Old Testament sense of the wholeness of consecration to God’
It tends towards the meaning of ‘living up to an agreement or a covenant.”?’
Moreover, in Greek religious literature, zeleios describes a “person who has
become fully initiated in the rituals of a religion.” Welch continues: “The
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word is used in Heb. 5:14-6:1 to distinguish between the initial teachings
and the full instruction. Generally in the epistle to the Hebrews, the term
follows a ‘special use’ of Hellenistic Judaism, with the word zeleioo meaning
‘to put someone in the position in which he can come, or stand, before God’
Early Christians continued to use this word in this way in connection with
their sacraments and ordinances.”**

Making and keeping covenants gives us increased access to the redeeming
power of the Atonement.* For instance, disciples who keep their covenants
not only “retain a remission of [their] sins” (Mosiah 4:12, 26)*° but have their
very natures changed (see Mosiah 5:1-8). Moreover, if we keep our covenants
then Christ will “seal” us his, and we will “have everlasting salvation” (Mosiah
5:15). The connection between the Atonement, covenants, and perfection is
made plain when the scriptures describe those who dwell in the presence of
God as follows: “These are they who are just men made perfect through Jesus
the Mediator of the new covenant, who wrought out this perfect atonement
through the shedding of his own blood” (D&C 76:69, emphasis added). In
short, only as we make and keep sacred covenants can we achieve eternal
perfection.’”

Where perfectionism places an unwarranted focus on flawless perfor-
mance, the gospel invites us to focus on our covenant relationship with Christ.
This relationship requires that we not only accept and abide the stipulations
of the covenant but also joyfully embrace the promised blessings. We are not
expected to change ourselves through our own efforts but to accept that even
after expending our best efforts we can only “become a saint through the
atonement of Jesus Christ” (Mosiah 3:19; see also 2 Nephi 25:23).

The Book of Mormon prophet Jacob assures us that the “Lord God will
fulfill his covenants” (2 Nephi 6:12) and that he will “deliver his covenant
people” (2 Nephi 6:17). He will deliver us from our worst enemies—even
death, hell, and the devil (see 2 Nephi 8:9-10; 9:10-13, 19, 26). For this
reason, Jacob implores the covenant people to “cheer up” and take solace in
the knowledge that “after [we] are reconciled unto God” we will be saved

“through the grace of God” (2 Nephi 10:23-24). In the context of covenants,
we have every reason to live with a “perfect brightness of hope” (2 Nephi
31:20).



“Be Ye Therefore Perfect”: Beyond the Perfectionist Paradigm 45

The Role of Sins and Weaknesses in the Pursuit of Perfection

Perfectionism instills a false and counterproductive view of sin and weakness.
Research has found that “one of the most important functions of being raised
in a perfectionistic family may be to promote not only a constant emphasis
on the attainment of standards but also a preoccupation with evaluating how
near or how far family members are from being perfect.” Being “highly evalu-
ative people,”** they tend to be hypercritical of themselves and others.

When the realities of daily living constantly verify how often they fall
short of their lofty expectations, perfectionists can foster an acute sense of
personal failure. Where a nonperfectionist may treat the discrepancy between
their standards and performance as an opportunity for growth, perfectionists
tend to see such discrepancies as a sign of failure. This pessimistic perspective
can lead to “chronic self-doubt and anxiety.”*

Fixated on failures and weaknesses, whether real or imagined, perfection-
ists can easily be persuaded to define themselves in terms of those failures and
weaknesses. In turn, these failures and weaknesses can be exponentially mag-
nified to the point that a cruel self-portrait is painted. Sadly, this unsavory
caricature tends to discount personal strengths and successes. Thus perfec-
tionists may give intellectual assent to the scriptural truth that “the worth of
souls is great in the sight of God” (D&C 18:10) but will not be able to apply
and personalize this truth to their own souls.

When asked about personal growth and success, perfectionists may
become tongue-tied. This silence need not be interpreted as a facade of false
modesty but as evidence of blindness. They cannot speak because they hon-
estly cannot see any improvements, at least any that merit consideration. Ask
them to address their sinsand weaknesses, and they will provide alucid analysis,
with a complete inventory of their shortcomings. Elder Samuelson observed,

“These good people suffer from exaggerating their minor mistakes, weaknesses,
or shortcomings to the point that they may become dysfunctional”+

The Need for Self-Forgiveness

One of the most transcendent and beautiful dimensions of the Lord’s heal-
ing power is his willingness to forgive us of our sins. “Come now, and let us
reason together, saith the Lord: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as
white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool” (Isaiah
1:18). And yet, even while the Lord forgives and forgets (sce D&C 58:42),
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perfectionists may cling to feelings of guilt for years. God’s forgiveness they
can accept; self-forgiveness is a struggle.

At one level, this failure to forgive oneself might be explained by the
heightened sense of right and wrong common among perfectionists. They
can become pathological worriers. Their fears may lead to depressing “if only”
rehashing of the past or anxiety-ridden “what if” postulating about the future.
When the requirements for sincere repentance have been met but repentant
perfectionists choose to doubt they have been forgiven, then a lack of trust in
the Atonement may be at issue. As Stephen Robinson insightfully observed,
there are times we may believe in Christ but not believe that Christ has the
ability to expunge sin from our soul.*' In this case, what is needed is the devel-
opment of real faith in both Christ’s willingness and his ability to redeem each
individual sinner.**

A more subtle reason a perfectionist may find self-forgiveness difficult has
less to do with Christ’s capacity to redeem and more with a perfectionist’s ten-
dency towards self-absorption. Self-presentation can become an overriding
preoccupation. An obsession with others’ perceptions makes self-forgiveness
nearly impossible. To continually agonize over what others might think of
our past sins keeps those sins in the forefront of our thoughts. Whether those
perceptions are accurate or erroneous, over time they become integrated into
one’s self-understanding.

About such an apprehension over peer perceptions, one young woman
admits to having lived a double life. She writes, “I used to be consumed with
being ‘perfect” And not just being perfect in church things, but also in school
work, in my appearance, in what I said and how I acted.” Focused on main-
taining this flawless image, she publicly presented herself as someone “that
always did everything right” But in the end, she acknowledged, it was a “cha-
rade” And why keep up this charade? “I was concerned that if people knew
the real me, the part I kept secret, then maybe they wouldn’t want to be my
friend.”* When our life is a calculated facade to cover imperfections, we are
infected with what Paul called “sorrow of the world” (2 Corinthians 7:10).

Worldly sorrow keeps us focused on our sins for all the wrong reasons.
And in the case of perfectionists, worldly sorrow keeps them so preoccu-
pied with what others think that what God thinks becomes ancillary. In this
context, one young woman lamented, “I think I try hard to be perfect for
other people instead of working toward it for myself and to please the Lord.”
Moreover, the longer perfectionists are focused on what others think, the
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more they will base their identity on their fears. Increasingly engrossed with
their fears, it is not long until they view themselves with contempt.

Satan seeks to manipulate feelings of guilt, fear, and self-doubt for
ungodly ends. Since his goal is to destroy our souls, he encourages negative
self-talk. For instance, the following scorn-ridden self-analysis would bring
him joy: “Look at me. I have failed again. Everybody probably knows I am a
loser. And if they don’t, they will despise me when they find out what I am
really like. I deserve to feel bad all the time. God won’t forgive me; he prob-
ably hates me. If I would just work harder and do better, then maybe I would
have a chance to be accepted and loved. But I will never be good enough.
What's the use in even trying?” Such slanderous self-analysis insulates perfec-
tionists from the love of God and can send them into a downward spiral of
self-condemnation.

To counter this destructive cycle, perfectionists need to reconsider what
they do with their feelings of guilt. When, for instance, their fine-tuned con-
science is harassed by feelings of fault, they need to allow those feelings to fuel
“godly sorrow” that “worketh repentance to salvation” (2 Corinthians 7:10)
rather than allow such feelings to consume them with self-condemnation.
Godly sorrow, Elder Chad D. Richardson wrote, “leads us to fully recognize
the wrongs we have committed without giving in to the temptation to see
ourselves as worthless or beyond God’s love.” Furthermore, “there is no room
in godly sorrow for self-contempt.”* In short, godly sorrow leads us to Christ,
and Christ always builds up, strengthens, encourages, and moves us forward.

The beauty of godly sorrow is that it inspires us to redefine the way we
see our past sins. As we repent we forgive and as we forgive we forger. Elder
Richardson noted, however, that this is “a special kind of forgetting. We don’t
forget the sin and its effects; rather, the memory ceases to be part of how we
see ourselves.” The memories of past sins lose their “edge of guilt and self-
recrimination.” Thus we are not “defined by our sins,’* but we are inspired
by our growth, the Lord’s mercy, and the possibilities of continued progress.

It is imperative that perfectionists understand and embrace mercy.
Forgiveness is an act of mercy. The Savior offers mercy because he is filled
with compassion (see Alma 7:11). We don’t deserve his mercy, and we cannot
earn it. No matter how hard we work, no matter how many good deeds we
perform, no matter how diligently we obey the commandments, we still must
“rely wholly upon the merits of him who is might to save” (2 Nephi 32:19).
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Though we cannot earn the Lord’s mercy, we can give him an acceptable
offering—even that of a “broken heart and a contrite spirit” (2 Nephi 9:20; see
also 2 Nephi 2:7). Contrary to the perfectionist’s worldview, a broken heart
and contrite spirit is not an unblemished heart and a flawless spirit. Rather, it
is submissive heart and a penitent spirit, which paves the way for a pure heart
and perfected spirit. While the perfectionist falsely assumes that God expects
untarnished performance for us to be saved, the scriptures declare that “none
but the truly penitent are saved” (Alma 42:24).

Perfectionism places undue emphasis on performance and not enough
emphasis on penitence. When we are penitent we meekly acknowledge our
sins, mistakes, and weaknesses; at the same time, the penitent rejoice that
through Christ’s grace sins can be forgiven, mistakes can be fixed, and weak-
nesses can be transformed into strengths. When we are penitent, we offer
our best efforts to work out our salvation and feel solace that his “grace is
sufficient” (D&C 17:8) to compensate for all of our sins and imperfections.
When we are penitent, striving is more important than performing, and what
we are becoming overshadows what we have done. While perfectionism is
filled with self-condemnation, guilt, doubt, and despair, penitence is filled
with self-forgiveness, peace, confidence, and hope.

Imperfection Is Not Sin

Ironically, some of the struggles related to self-forgiveness are not even directly
connected with sin. One individual, for example, shared the following self-
disclosure: “I am a complete “Type A, color red, tightly wound perfectionist
[and] I have always had a hard time forgiving myself for my imperfections.”
This confession is troubling because it implies that imperfection is equivalent
with sin and therefore demands forgiveness.

Theologically speaking, we seck forgiveness for our sins and not for
our imperfections. “Sin,” Elder Orson F. Whitney carefully noted, “is the
transgression of divine law, as made known through the conscience or by rev-
elation.” We sin when we do “the opposite of what [we know] to be right.”+
This being true, we can make mistakes without committing sin. On this mat-
ter, Elder Oaks taught: “A deliberately wrong choice in the contest between
what is clearly good and what is clearly bad is a sin, but a poor choice among
things that are good, better, and best is merely a mistake.”*” Consequently, “in
the treatment process we should not require repentance for mistakes, but we
are commanded to preach the necessity of repentance for sins.”**
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Just as there is a difference between sins and mistakes, there is also an
important difference between sins and imperfections. Synonyms for imperfec-
tion include such words as shortcoming, weakness, limitation, deficiency, defect,

flaw, and fault. These words are descriptive of our inherited mortal and fallen

condition, which condition includes a myriad of physical, emotional, and
mental defects. Whether we struggle because of a physical deformity or are
confounded by the perplexities of same-gender attraction, it is vital to under-
stand that the existence of mortal imperfections in and of themselves do not
constitute sin. We may sorrow with the prophet Nephi because of the weak-
nesses of the flesh (see 2 Nephi 4:17), but their mere existence in our lives
does not make us sinful.

When perfectionists are unclear about the difference between sin and
imperfection, they create for themselves unnecessary burdens. They may
unwittingly equate sin with imperfection and in so doing double, triple, or
even quadruple the dosage of guilt in their lives. Artificially elevated levels of
guilt are harmful. While guilt may serve as a necessary means to move us to
repentance, it can be counterproductive when applied to our imperfections.
As author Wendy Ulrich wrote, “In mortality we will always be weak, we will
always have some of our weaknesses, and we will always need God’s grace to
respond constructively. But weakness is not sin!”#+

A classic example can be found in depression. It is true that “despair
cometh because of iniquity” (Moroni 10:22). It is also true that dark feelings
of depression can come because the biochemistry of the brain is out of sync.
Hence, righteous people who fumble through the dark corridors of clinical
depression are suffering from a treatable defect of their mortal bodies and
are not guilty of sin. How tragic when a dedicated disciple suffering from
this serious physical illness—a mortal imperfection—spends precious energy
secking self-forgiveness for their feelings of hopelessness, sadness, and despair.
As Stephen Robinson observed, “The compulsive and the perfectionists
among us need to realize that a large part of why things go wrong in this life
is the Fall—not their own incompetence.”s°

The all-important issue as we consider our imperfections is whether we
are wise enough to connect them to the Atonement. The Apostle Paul, for
instance, prayed for the removal of “a thorn in the flesh,” but his pleadings
did not bring respite. Instead of receiving deliverance from this unspecified
weakness, he discovered that the Lord’s “grace is sufficient” and that through
the “power of Christ” he could be strong (2 Corinthians 12:7-9). The Lord
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said of the Prophet Joseph Smith, “In weakness I blessed him” (D&C 35:17).
The Book of Mormon reinforces this principle as follows: “I give unto men

weakness that they may be humble; and my grace is sufficient for all men that

humble themselves before me; for if they will humble themselves before me,
and have faith in me, then I will make weak things become strong unto them”
(Ether 12:27; see also Jacob 4:7). In this scriptural context, weakness, which

comes from our imperfection, is a divinely ordained pathway to God’s grace.’*

Surely we need to recognize our imperfections, learn from them, and

seek the Lord’s sustaining support to grow from them, but we do not need to

seck forgiveness for them. Rather than seeking forgiveness for weakness, the

conscientious should seek growzh through them; rather than striving to shun

their weaknesses, they should ezzbrace them as stepping-stones to progression

through the Lord’s grace.

An Inspired Alternative to Self-Condemnation

Perfectionism is not about a lack of commitment, desire, or determination
to do what is right, but rather it is a problem of misunderstanding that leads
to misdirection and self-deception. Consequently, to tell a discouraged and
weary perfectionist to pray more often, read the scriptures longer, and pro-
vide more service may simply end up making things worse since they are likely
already doing these things with great fervor and diligence. Remember, in per-
fectionism, there is no such thing as good enough.

Regrettably, one of the destructive mind games played by perfectionists is
to equate seeking help with an undignified admission of weakness and failure.
Perfectionist researchers Gordon L. Flett and Paul H. Hewitt write, “People
with high levels of perfectionist self-presentation are less willing to seek help,
in part because the act of secking help can be construed as an open admission
of failure to important others.”s* In other words, to ask for help is viewed as a
shameful display of weakness and consequently perfectionists can be resistant
to change.’* In the perfectionist mantra, you don’t ask for help; you just work
harder to perfect yourself, “regardless of the stress.”s*

The prophet Nephi has a compelling message for self-condemning per-
fectionists who feel trapped and yet are unwilling to seek help. Nephi was
a man of impeccable spiritual stature. Even in the face of defiant and rebel-
lious brothers and a lifetime of seemingly insurmountable obstacles, Nephi
remained steadfast. Certainly he exemplifies a diligent, faithful, and consci-
entious servant of the Lord.
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In light of his unyielding commitment to do what is right, the following
lament is profoundly instructive—especially for the perfectionist tormented
by a spirit of self-loathing. In a moment of intense self-criticism, Nephi wrote:

“O wretched man that [ am! Yea, my heart sorroweth because of my flesh; my
soul grieveth because of mine iniquities. I am encompassed about, because of
the temptations and the sins which do so easily beset me. And when I desire
to rejoice, my heart groaneth because of my sins” (2 Nephi 4:17-19). In the
context of Nephi’s life, these words perplex us. How can one who is so good
feel so wretched?s® Certainly, we could accept a scathing self-rebuke if it were
uttered by Laman, but what possible iniquities could cause righteous Nephi
to feel deep affliction or distress to the point of intense anxiety? It should
be noted that these words are not some generalized regret about the fallen
nature of man but are dripping with the pain of personal disappointment. But
this very fact entails a vital lesson for those self-condemning perfectionists
who are acutely aware of their sins and imperfections.

These laments have potent possibilities—for good or for evil. For instance,
poignant moments of self-criticism can become ironclad predictions of the
future. “O wretched man that I am!” can quickly descend into “O wretched
man that I will always be!” Future hopes of progress can be quashed while
harsh self-judgments are pronounced with a haunting finality. In this condi-
tion, deterministic language imprisons a soul and renounces the liberating
language of free will and repentance.

Convinced of their worthlessness, perfectionists may lacerate their souls
with a barrage of negative self-talk. Emotional welts can appear as they call
themselves losers, ugly, useless, stupid, and irrelevant. This degrading lan-
guage of self-hatred is a form of emotional self-flagellation and completely
undermines the liberating truth that “with his stripes we are healed” (Isaiah
5315).

It is vital to note that Nephi does not become a victim of such ugly self-
condemnation. He does not give his sins and weaknesses control and power
over his life. It is true that he frankly acknowledges them, but once he does
so he moves on. Notice the pivotal word of hope he uses: “nevertheless”
(2 Nephi 4:18). In other words, in spite of his sins and weaknesses he knows
in whom he has trusted and that is 7oz in his sins and weaknesses (see 2 Nephi
4:34). As Nephi turns his eyes heavenward, the entire tone and texture of his
psalm changes. Words of bitter contrition are replaced by sweet expressions
of gratitude. With eyes focused on Christ, he recounts the Lord’s “support”
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and remembers feeling his “consuming” love and the “great things” he has
seen as he was caught away on “the wings of the Spirit.” Firmly fixed on his
Redeemer, Nephi is empowered to “rejoice in the [Lord], my God, and the
rock of my salvation” (2 Nephi 4:17-32). In essence, his despair is replaced
by joy as he contemplates being wrapped in the Lord’s “robe of righteousness”
(2 Nephi 4:33), which is symbolic of the Atonement.*¢

Yes, it is necessary to experience Nephi-like sorrow and be grieved by
our sins, but we must allow those feelings of sorrow to move us to a better
place—even to Christ, “the rock of [our] salvation,” where we can find an
“escape” from whatever enemies we face and receive joy in our hearts (2 Nephi

4:30-33).

Conclusion

Latter-day Saint doctrine and culture can pose special challenges to those
with perfectionist tendencies. When a religious culture that is “character-
ized by a pervasively systematic monitoring and reification of progress™” is
coupled with perfectionist inclinations for flawless performance, we may
have a possible explanation for President Dieter F. Uchtdorf’s observation at
a general Relief Society broadcast: “To me it appears that our splendid sisters
sometimes undervalue their abilities—they focus on what is lacking or imper-
fect rather than what has been accomplished and who they really are. Perhaps
you recognize this trait in someone you know really well. The good news is
that this also points to an admirable quality: the innate desire to please the
Lord to the best of your ability. Unfortunately, it can also lead to frustration,
exhaustion, and unhappiness.”s®

Though President Uchtdorf did not specifically address perfectionism in
his talk, there can be little question that many of the frustrated, exhausted,
and unhappy women in the Church struggle with it. As we have discussed in
this paper, a critical means of addressing the problem of perfectionism is to
teach the doctrine of perfection with clarity. When this doctrine is correctly
understood, the distortions and concomitant dangers of perfectionism can
be exposed. In the light of true doctrine, a perfectionist can pursue the Lord’s
commandment to “be perfect” with hope and not despair. Personal weak-
ness can become an avenue to God’s grace rather than a ball and chain that
impedes progress. And finally, seeking the Lord’s help in times of trial can be
seen as a means to triumph rather than a shameful admission of failure.
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The power of true doctrine was recently reaffirmed to me through a
student in one of my institute classes. She was the quintessential Latter-day
Saint: faithful, friendly, kind, diligent, conscientious, intelligent, and person-
able. After a couple of classes, I was able to quickly identify her as the type
of faithful institute student I could rely upon to be a class president. So I
asked and she accepted. However, in the process of the conversation I discov-
ered the plethora of good things she was doing, including serving as her ward
Relief Society president. After this discovery, I pressed her why she would
accept an assignment to be an institute class president when she was obvi-
ously already doing more than she could handle. Her answer was filled with
the telltale signs of perfectionism.

During that semester we discussed Elder Nelson’s 1995 general confer-
ence talk “Perfection Pending”s* The ensuing class discussion and several
informal after-class conversations opened her eyes to the problems of perfec-
tionism and what the Lord was really asking of her. As she came to understand
the doctrine, she applied it to her life and found renewed hope. I conclude
with her words:

My life has changed so much because I now understand what it means to be perfect.
I know so much better what the Lord expects of me and it is a relief. The most
uplifting thing I came to understand is that Jesus Christ is yoked together with me
as I strive to do my best. . . . I used to beat myself up over feelings of inadequacy,
weakness, doubt and because I would make mistakes. I now have a healthier atti-
tude. Heavenly Father wants me to see my weaknesses as an opportunity for growth.
I enjoy self-reflection and talking with the Lord about the progress I've made and
where I can do better. And what is really great is I can see my progress. I still have
times when I get upset with the choices I make but it’s a healthy balance that gives
me motivation to do better versus tearing myself down to the point of giving up. I
have daily hope and daily peace. The Spirit can dwell with me and is a source of
motivation to do my best and then rely on the grace of God. [@
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