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PRAISE FOR
When Perfect Isn’t Enough


“Move over, Lucy Ricardo; here comes Nancy Kennedy! I wish I could say I loved reading about Nancy’s foible-prone life because it’s so unlike my own, but the truth is I can relate far too well! The good news is that Nancy’s insights into what it means to be an imperfect woman loved by a perfect God left me feeling encouraged and even grateful, although I’ll probably never look at chicken salad the same way again.”

—KAREN LINAMEN, author of I’m Not Suffering from Insanity… I’m Enjoying Every Minute of It!






“When Perfect Isn’t Enough gave me hope that Proverbs 31 is not just a postcard from the spiritual, virtue-al heights, but a truth that authentic women can live out every day. Nancy’s ability to combine rich, biblical insight with her everywoman antics provides a lift for the mind and spirit. (If only it could do the same for my body…)”

—ANITA RENFROE, comedienne and songwriter






“If you want a read that will make you laugh out loud—a read that actually describes your life in a way you’ve not yet confessed—then your next read should be When Perfect Isn’t Enough. Nancy Kennedy may not be perfect, but now I can laugh and even rejoice in the fact that I’m not perfect either. You will love this book!”

—LINDA EVANS SHEPHERD, author, speaker, radio host, and founder of Right to the Heart of Women






“If you’re tired of the condemnation, guilt, and obsessiveness that often accompany religion, you’re going to love this book. I know it’s for women and I’m a guy, but as I read this book, I’m reminded of God’s love, his acceptance, his grace, and his laughter. Guys need that too. Nancy Kennedy is a major benediction!”

—STEVE BROWN, author and professor at Reformed Seminary in Orlando, Florida







[image: ]




[image: ]



This book is dedicated to Diane Cortese,
a woman who knows where to go to find virtue.
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A Note to My Readers




In 1995 someone from a publishing company called and asked if I would like to write a book for them. At first I laughed.

“I don’t know how to write a book!” I told the woman. Up to that moment, I had only written funny stories for magazines like Christian Parenting Today and Marriage Partnership. So they assigned me a talented editor, Shari MacDonald Strong, who helped me shape those stories into a book: Help! I’m Being Intimidated by the Proverbs 31 Woman.

Seven years and six books later, that first fearful plunge into the world of book publishing has been one of my most requested books. I’m pleased that WaterBrook Press is publishing it as When Perfect Isn’t Enough, with the same stories as the original version, plus added devotional and study material.

I want to thank everyone who wrote and requested this book after it went out of print. That means a lot to me. God has been so gracious.

Speaking of God’s graciousness, I feel the need to inform you that many of the stories in this book have been fictionalized for humor’s sake and illustration. Poetic license, if you will. But the point illustrated in each story—that God’s grace covers all our shortcomings—is no fiction but wonderfully true.

Now as you begin reading this book, my prayer is that you will hear God’s voice assuring you that he loves you dearly, just as you are, and that in Christ you have already been made perfect.





Proverbs 31:10–31
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A wife of noble character who can find?
She is worth far more than rubies.
Her husband has full confidence in her
and lacks nothing of value.
She brings him good, not harm,
all the days of her life.
She selects wool and flax and works with eager hands.
She is like the merchant ships,
bringing her food from afar.
She gets up while it is still dark;
she provides food for her family
and portions for her servant girls.
She considers a field and buys it;
out of her earnings she plants a vineyard.
She sets about her work vigorously;
her arms are strong for her tasks.
She sees that her trading is profitable,
and her lamp does not go out at night.
In her hand she holds the distaff
and grasps the spindle with her fingers.
She opens her arms to the poor
and extends her hands to the needy.
When it snows, she has no fear for her howehold;
for all of them are clothed in scarlet
She makes coverings for her bed;
she is clothed in fine linen and purple.
Her husband is respected at the city gate,
where he takes his seat among the elders of the land.
She makes linen garments and sells them,
and supplies the merchants with sashes.
She is clothed with strength and dignity;
she can laugh at the days to come.
She speaks with wisdom,
and faithful instruction is on her tongue.
She watches over the affairs of her household
and does not eat the bread of idleness.
Her children arise and call her blessed;
her husband also, and he praises her:
“Many women do noble things,
but you surpass them all.”
Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting;
but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised.
Give her the reward she has earned,
and let her works bring her praise at the city gate.





Introduction




Dear Mrs. Proverbs Thirty-One Woman,

I must confess, I never really thought much about you until recently. To be honest, I’ve always tried to avoid you. Please don’t take this personally—I’m sure you’re a lovely woman. I mean, your husband praises you, and your children rise up and call you blessed, and all (and next to my mom, you probably make the world’s best apple pie).

What I want to know is, how do you do it? How do you get up early, bring food from afar, plant a vineyard, speak with wisdom, make coverings for your bed, build up your biceps, and do all the other stuff? Do you take vitamins plus iron plus calcium plus minerals? If not, then what’s your secret?

Does your husband ever leave his orange peels wrapped up in a dish-towel so that when you pick it up the peels fly all over the floor? How do you find time for him at the end of a long day? Does he always consider you worth more than rubies?

Tell me, Mrs. P., are you content with your life? Do you have any regrets? Do you ever feel like changing your name and not telling anybody because you just…can’t…do…another…thing?

Frankly, I find your list of daily activities rather intimidating. I wish I could do everything you do (with the exception of holding a distaff and grasping a spindle—mainly because I don’t know what they are), but I don’t see how I could possibly squeeze one more thing into my already busy schedule. When do you find time to consider a field and buy it? Before you extend your hand to the needy? After you watch over the affairs of your household? And what do you look for, anyway, when you consider a field for possible purchase?

What I really want to know is, how did you ever get your kids to rise up and call you blessed? Forget the blessed part—how do you get them to rise up? Do you unplug the television? Sew marbles in their back pockets? Tell them that couch potatoing is the leading cause of terminal acne?

As for their calling you blessed, either you have a front seat in the car for each of them, or they all have their own Playstation set. You probably remember your kid’s names and would never embarrass them by wearing your bathrobe when you drive them to school or by drawing happy faces on your middle schooler’s lunch bag.

Are you perfect? Are you the Superwoman everyone’s made you out to be? Do you always speak with wisdom? Are you always noble and worthy of praise?

Or are you like me?

Do you ever accidentally-on-purpose forget to apologize to the woman you yelled at on the fifth-grade field trip because it’s…well, it’s just easier not to? Do you tell yourself one more Oreo won’t hurt, then cry because you’re too fat? Do you forbid one daughter from leg shaving until she’s thirteen, then let the younger one do it at age eleven?

Do you think God will only accept you if you live up to some incredibly high standard instead of relying on grace and grace alone?

Mrs. P., perhaps I’ve been wrong about you. Maybe the secret to your life is not so much in the things you do but in who you are. Still, you’ve managed to accomplish some pretty impressive things, and that brings me back to my original questions. How do you do all that you do? More specifically, am I able to do it too?

We really should get together someday. Perhaps on a day when you’re not out selecting wool and flax or trading profitably or supplying merchants with sashes. Maybe you could give me some tips on How to Be a Virtuous Woman in Three Easy Lessons. I’d appreciate any help you can give me.

Sincerely,
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P.S. Do you happen to know how to get the washing machine to stop eating socks?





Chapter 1

Next on Oprah:
The Virtuous Woman and Those
of Us Who’d Like to Wring
Her Perfect Little Neck


Who can find a virtuous woman?

PROVERBS 31:10, KJV



It was Mother’s Day. No, maybe it was the time our church held a week-long women’s seminar. Maybe it was just another ordinary Sunday. Whenever it was, my daughters were sitting next to me in the pew, writing on each other’s shoes, while I sat in my usual Sunday worship posture, trying to untwist my pantyhose with one hand and cover a coffee stain on my white blouse with the other. I’d forgotten to brush my teeth that day too.

The pastor stood to speak.

“Open your Bibles to the book of Proverbs,” he said. “Let’s take a brief look at this beautiful passage of Scripture on womanhood.”

His voice dripped with syrup. His eyes glazed over. He looked right at me.

My skirt button popped off and rolled out into the aisle. “I’m in trouble,” I whispered to myself.

“Shh!” shushed the people around me.

Giving up on the pantyhose, I flipped through the pages to the passage listed in the bulletin, quickly scanned the text, and cringed, “Oh her…”

That Proverbs Thirty-One Woman. Her list of virtues reads like a personal ad: worth more than rubies, early riser, hard worker, et cetera, et cetera, blah-blah-blah.

I have a confession to make. Usually I love reading the personals. You know the ones I mean:


Overworked college student on crutches, De Niro-
Seinfeld combination. I’m an oyster in search of a
pearl, Tarzan in search of a Jane, Howdy in search
of a Doody. No chubbies or phony psychos.



Or:


Midwest Mermaid, loves water and workouts, beaches
and boating, swimming and sunsets. In search of tall,
long-haired, caring, single, white male with good
sense of humor, full set of teeth, and nice car. Must
be REAL. No geeks or gutter beasts.



But the personal ad King Lemuel wrote when he went a-hunting for a queen always leaves me cold.

There’s no way I can be like this woman, I thought as the pastor waxed eloquent on this paragon of virtue. This is not life, this is not real! I drove home from church in a decidedly unvirtuous funk and spent the rest of the day stewing and spewing and chopping onions.

By the time my husband came in from watering the lawn, I had viciously sliced, diced, and julienned nearly every vegetable in the house. As he walked into the kitchen, I stabbed the last tomato and turned on him. “Say, Barry,” I asked as casually as I could, tomato guts splattered all down the front of me. “What’s your idea of the perfect woman?”

“Why, uh, you, of course.”

I wasn’t convinced he was sincere. I suspected the knife poised in my hand may have influenced his answer just a tad.

Later, when the knife had been stashed safely inside the dishwasher and all sharp objects were out of my reach, I asked him again.

“Okay, say you weren’t married to me; what kind of woman would you want to marry?”

“This is a trick question, isn’t it?”

I could tell we were getting nowhere, so I opened my Bible and read him King Lemuel’s personal ad:


Wanted: One woman of impeccable character. Must
be completely trustworthy and bring her husband
good (not harm) all the days of her life. Must be an
early riser, hard worker, great cook, and a shrewd
businesswoman. Needs to make all her own clothes,
as well as her family’s. Must know her way around the
real estate game and be generous to the poor. Oh, a
green thumb and a tongue filled with wisdom and
faithful instruction are required. In other words, she
needs to “bring home the bacon, fry it up in a pan,
and never let me forget I’m a man…”



When I’d finished, I asked Barry what he thought of her. Basically, he said what King Lemuel said. (“Who can find a virtuous woman?”) Only Barry’s version sounded more like, “That’s some babe. Too bad they don’t make ‘em like that anymore.”

“Get real,” I answered. “I mean, he also expected her to meet merchant ships, spin her own thread, and plant a vineyard.”

“Sounds good to me,” he said, ducking the shoe I accidentally flung across the room.

Now I’m no Bible scholar, but this passage of Scripture seemed to scream at me that if King Lemuel were alive today, he would add to his list: the Virtuous Woman (we’ll call her VW for short) is up to date on world events, has a body like Cindy Crawford’s, and greets her family à la Donna Reed/Harriet Nelson/June Cleaver (pearls and high heels optional, milk and cookies required).

Today’s VW wakes up (at 4 A.M.) spunky and chipper, ready to start the day with prayer time (in French) and an hour of step-aerobics before she reads the Wallstreet Journal and writes her weekly newsletter to all her known relatives here and abroad.

She eats less than thirty grams of fat per day as recommended, can do a quadratic equation in her head, and never stashes packages of M&M’s away in the cupboard or selfishly hoards them from her family, calling them “Mom’s special vitamins.”

Today’s VW fixes okra and lima beans in such a way that her family clamors for more. She knows how to get mustard stains out of white silk, and she dusts regularly—even way up high where no one can see. Her saddlebags are on her horse, not on her hips.

Today’s VW can hit those awkward notes in “Silent Night” and the “. Star-Spangled Banner,” fix her own flat tires, quilt while tutoring the neighbor’s children in calculus (for free), and refuse telephone solicitors selling burial plots in a manner so effective that they don’t ever call back.

She never misses a PTA meeting or open house at school, and she NEVER wrestles the television remote control away from her husband. Not only that, but whenever The Good, the Bad and the Ugly is on for the twelve jillionth time, she doesn’t complain that she’d rather watch something else. She simply smiles and passes the popcorn (air-popped, lightly salted).

Where does all this leave me? Same place it leaves you—feeling like last week’s moldy bread. I mean, the VW’s children arise and call her blessed. Mine arise and tell me the milks sour and they need exactly one hundred beans or popcorn seeds in a plastic Baggie RIGHT NOW before the bus (honk! honk!) comes. And while the VW is clothed with strength and dignity, I’m having a stellar day if my socks match and my shirts buttoned correctly.

Later that evening, with the background music of a drippy kitchen faucet and the strains of two separate radios blasting two separate songs from two separate daughters’ bedrooms, I sat slumped in my chair at the dining room table, my Bible open before me. Then dust from the dining room light fixture AND inspiration hit me at the same time. I arose, clutched my hand to my breast, and shouted, “As God is my witness, I will do it! Line by line, verse by verse, with all that is within me, I will become that Proverbs Thirty-One Woman. I can do it! I WILL do it.”

Or die trying.

In that solemn moment of total surrender, I closed my Bible and brushed chandelier dust from my hair, trembling in fear at the journey that lay ahead of me. A tear trickled down my cheek and mingled with the dust on my face.

“Lord,” I prayed, “if this is what you really want of me, if this is what my family needs, then Lord, Thy will be done.”

The Measure of My Worth

It’s no secret: I want Meg Ryan’s face and Cindy Crawford’s body. I want Oprah’s money and Julia Roberts’s laugh.

Closer to real life, I’d like to be as funny and quick-witted as my friend Shelley, as articulate as my pastor, and as street-smart as my husband. Plus, I’d like to be able to drive someplace without getting lost.

Then throw in all my other unattainable goals like obeying the Ten Commandments, cultivating the fruit of the Spirit, living up to the Sermon on the Mount, and I might as well give up and spend the rest of my life sitting on the couch watching reruns of Murder, She Wrote. I’ll never be what I want to be. I’ll never be what others want me to be either. I’ll never measure up. I’ll never be all I could or should be.

And that’s the good news.

That’s the good news, the gospel. In his Word, God sets before us a standard of perfection. He puts skin around it in the person of Jesus. He says, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17, KJV).

Then he gently lets me know I’ll never meet his standard no matter how hard I try; I’ll never be perfect on my own. However, through the grace of God, when I turn to him in faith, Jesus’ glorious perfection is credited to me.

In my Father’s eyes, I already have the perfection of Christ. That means I can stop striving for a goal of flawlessness that I’ll never be able to grasp and instead rest secure in the confidence that I am worth far more than rubies. I am accepted, cherished, and treasured beyond my wildest imagination—even without Meg Ryan’s face and Cindy Crawford’s body.

Digging Deeper


	Who in today’s society is held up as the “perfect woman”? What is your idea of perfection? How would your life be different if you were perfect?


	Although perfection is an unreachable goal outside of our relationship with Christ, excellence is still a worthwhile pursuit. Different Bible translations describe the woman of Proverbs 31 as “a good wife” (RSV), “a virtuous woman” (KJV), “a wife of noble character” (NIV), and “an excellent wife” (NASB). Read 1 Corinthians 12:31–13:13 and Titus 3:1–8. What qualities are associated with excellence? How do they apply to your life? How are they attained? (See Titus 3:5.)


	Scripture passages such as Proverbs 31,1 Corinthians 13 (the “love chapter”), the Sermon on the Mount, the Ten Commandments, and all the laws found in the Old Testament are intimidating, to say the least. No one can do all that God requires! In light of that, why was the Law given to us? Take a look at Romans 3:19–28 and 7:7, then write out what you learn about the purpose of the Law.


	Read Romans 3:23–24; 10:9–10; Ephesians 2:8–9; and Galatians 2:19–21. To the best of your understanding, what does it mean to be saved or to have faith in Christ? If Christ’s righteousness or perfection is ours and we no longer need to strive for our own perfection, what should be our goal? Here are a few scriptures to get you started: Romans 7:6; 1 Corinthians 10:31; Galatians 5:6; Ephesians 1:17–19; 3:16–19; 4:15–16; Philippians 1:9–11 and 3:13–14.
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“Do you find yourself caught in a performance trap, where no matter what you do it doesn’t seem to be enough? Is a standard of perfection driving you further and further into despair and depression? Please listen carefully: That’s not God’s standard or expectation; it’s someone else’s. God doesn’t enslave his sons and daughters; he frees them and enables them to serve.

“Don’t keep trying to measure up to a standard that’s not his. If need be, get some outside help, but take serious steps to cut the shackles holding you down. Oh, what a relief it will be!”



—STEVE BROWN, Jumping Hurdles, Hitting Glitches, Overcoming Setbacks







Chapter 2

Metal Head:
My Life As a Tin Man


Her husband has full confidence in her.

PROVERBS 31:11



I woke up the next morning still trembling from the vows I had made the night before. Or maybe it was because Barry had thrown the covers on the floor and our bedroom was a chilling sixty-five degrees.

I jumped out of bed and looked out the window. Everything looked the same, but I was different. I was about to embark on a quest for True Virtue. Proverbial Perfection. VW-hood. I opened my Bible to review my first assignment: getting my husband’s full confidence.

“Piece of cake,” I said. “I can knock this one off in no time.” Slamming my Bible shut, I ran out into the kitchen to share the good news with my unsuspecting man.

“Barry,” I said a few minutes later as I buttered toast just the way he likes it (getting every inch of the bread, not missing a spot), “I know in the past I’ve done a few things that might be interpreted as, well, as a teeny bit flaky, but I want you to know, you can have full confidence in me from now on.”

“How so?” he asked.

“Well, I’ve been thinking. Remember the time I washed your wallet with your fifty-dollar hockey tickets inside, and you couldn’t take your friends to the game, and you got all mad at me for not checking your jeans pockets?”

“Game four of the semifinals, three rows up from center ice—how could I forget?”

“And remember the time you told me to get flat latex paint for the dining room walls, and I accidentally got oil-based gloss enamel and came home and painted the walls myself to surprise you? And remember how I forgot to cover the heirloom hutch your Aunt Gertie left you, and it got all splattered with paint that wouldn’t come off, and we had to get that antiques guy to completely redo the whole thing, and it cost almost two weeks’ pay?”

“Of course I remember—we’re still paying for it. What’s your point?”

I placed the toast in front of him and then, after he’d taken the first bite, snatched the rest away when I noticed a huge moldy spot on the crust.

“My point is, I’m not going to do stuff like that anymore. See, I’m starting already, saving your life.”

Barry ran over to the kitchen sink, full of newfound confidence in me, and spit out the moldy toast. He turned back around to face me. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, and I know you mean well, but.

He didn’t have to finish. That “but…” said it all, and he was right. I’m a creative, impulsive, do-it-first-then-read-the-directions kind of person. I’m the one you want at your party, but not the one you want to design your house—I might forget to put in closets. Barry, on the other hand, was doubly blessed with common sense. Don’t think for a moment I’m not thankful for that.

Just then, the guy from the sheet-metal shop called to tell Barry that the heating duct piece he needed was ready. He asked if the piece could be picked up right away.

“Let me do it!” I mouthed to Barry. “I’ll do it, I’ll do it. I can do it!”

He took a breath and ran his hand through his hair. “Okay, Dan,” he said. “I’ll send my wife over today.”

Bingo. Full confidence. Piece of cake.

Barry wrote down the directions to Dan’s shop and handed them to me. “This is important,” he said. “It’s called a Y, and it’s the only one left in the county. Remember, today’s the day before Thanksgiving, and I need it for Friday. Just pick it up and bring it home. That’s all you have to do. Got it?”

“Got it.”

And that’s exactly what I did. As soon as the girls went off to school, I drove out to Dan’s, picked that baby up, and went right home. Full confidence. Piece of cake.

I didn’t count on being bored.

Now I’m not bored very often, but when I am, I tend to get…creative.

I looked over at the piece of sheet metal sitting on the kitchen table and tried to decide how it would look as a hat. It was shaped sort of like a bottomless watering can, with an opening at the bottom just big enough for my head.

I put it on and danced around the room a bit, pretending I was the Tin Man from The Wizard of Oz and singing, “We’re off to see the wizard.”

That got boring, so I shoved the thing down over my face so only my eyes peeked through the “spout.” This time I sang, “I’m a little teapot, short and stout.”

When that became boring and I went to pull my “hat” off, I suddenly found that I wasn’t bored anymore—I was stuck. Stuck with a piece of sheet metal on my head that caught underneath my nose and smashed my lips. Stuck. As in, “I’m in big trouble.”

I yanked and pulled until I thought my nose would come off, which, you’d realize if you’d ever seen my nose, isn’t such a bad idea. However, I didn’t have time for do-it-yourself rhinoplasty. I had to get that thing off my head before Barry got home.

From my perspective, I didn’t have many options. If I cried, I’d rust. (I remembered that from The Wizard of Oz.) If I waited until Barry got home, I’d end up somewhere over the rainbow.

I reached for my Bible with the faint hope that this had once happened to the VW and I’d missed it. Fortunately, I kept a bookmark right at Proverbs 31 and found it right away. Unfortunately, as I read down the text (no small feat considering my viewing area had only a six-inch radius and I had to hold the page over my head and lean backward), I didn’t find anything about the wearing of metal chapeaux.

My eyes did land on “She does not eat the bread of idleness.” Technically, I wasn’t working on the B of I verse, but I took the opportunity to rejoice. When (if) I got out of my predicament, I could write off two verses! Yes, I realize I may have been a bit on the idle side; however, I wasn’t eating bread. I know it’s a stretch, but when you have sheet metal stuck on your head, your reasoning also gets stuck—or at least compressed—and doesn’t function properly. My rejoicing was short-lived, however. As hard as I tried, no amount of yanking would get that baby off.

“All right, Lord,” I prayed, “I promise—I really, really, really promise—I’ll never do it again if you get me out of this thing.”

Then I waited for my metal headpiece to miraculously break free. The longer I waited, the more I panicked. Finally, when I realized a miracle wasn’t in my immediate future, I dialed 911.

“Mffrrfffth,” I said. Actually, I said, “Help! I have a piece of sheet metal stuck on my head, and if I don’t get it off, my husband will ship me off to Kansas—and my little dog, too!” but it came out as, “Mffrrfffth.”

Maybe it sounded like I had a gag in my mouth and my arms and legs were all taped up, or maybe it sounded like I was trapped inside a piece of sheet metal. Whatever the case, the paramedics came within minutes.

They yanked and tugged (and laughed, I might add) as I clicked the heels of my ruby red sneakers saying, “Get me out of this thing! Get me out of this thing!”

After what seemed like years, they gave up tugging and brought in the Jaws of Life. Okay, so it was a pair of tin snips, but the result was the same. Through the little opening where just my eyes showed, I watched the para medic named Jeff snip his way down the spout, coming dangerously close to my nose.

Click, click click went my heels. The closer he came, the faster I clicked. As if he’d done this before, he stopped right where air ended and my nose began. Next, he snipped up past my chin and back to the air-nose spot. Finally he peeled it off of me.

Ah, I was home, Toto.

Free at last, free at last. Thank God Almighty, I was free at last. And as soon as the paramedics left, I got on the phone and called every sheet metal shop within a fifty-mile radius. The Full Confidence thing, you know.

I found one of those Y-thingies
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