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What people are saying about

Past Perfect

Stephen Mitchell asks us to rethink what we mean by ‘perfection’, and that challenges our theology, philosophy, and notions of plain common sense. Another reader-friendly, out-of-the-box stimulant from the author of God in the Bath.

David Boulton, author of The Trouble with God and Who on Earth was Jesus?

Humanity’s ongoing love affair with the idea of Perfection masks the self-loathing and devaluing of the everyday on which it’s based. Stephen Mitchell alerts us to the perniciousness of such whoring after abstractions, and encourages us to find meaning and value in the downright ordinary – including ordinary religion. The post-modern distrust of meta-narratives couldn’t wish for a more persuasive advocate of the significance of what’s right in front of our eyes. A book written from a wealth of often raw personal experience, it will challenge and affirm in equal measure. Highly recommended!

Tony Windross, author of The Thoughtful Guide to Faith

Traditional Christianity was very pessimistic about our chances of finding lasting happiness in this life. For ‘solid joys’ we must seek the changeless perfection of the Heavenly World above. Stephen Mitchell’s lively, original and sometimes brilliant book is a sustained attack on that idea of absolute perfection. It is also part of the process by which modern Christianity is struggling to renew itself.

Don Cupitt
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Past Perfect

We seem to be obsessed with perfection. It’s everywhere, permeating our conversations, our language, our advertising, our films and our religion. It’s not only widespread across our culture; it has roots deep in the beginnings of our civilization.

I hope to convince you that for the sake of our faith and wellbeing, we need to free ourselves from this pre-occupation. I admit to being as guilty as anyone of accepting a gift with the words “It’s absolutely perfect!” but beyond such social niceties, we need to recognise that a search for perfection may inhibit our growth and sabotage any attempt to improve our lives. Equally, I certainly wouldn’t want to imply that everything is imperfect since that too relies on ideas of perfection. There’s no need to content ourselves with second-best, we can move beyond perfection, past perfect, embracing life, providing opportunities and creating a more just and secure world in which everyone can flourish.

From my standpoint as a retired Anglican priest, I concede that the church is similarly preoccupied with the perfect. I sing the hymn Holy, holy, holy with as much enthusiasm as the rest of the congregation but I know that the line “perfect in power, in love and purity” is little more than poetic alliteration.

I began this exploration after writing God in the Bath (O Books, 2006) in which I said that wherever we are, we are in God, for God is that in which we live and move and have our being.


When as Christians we say we believe in God, it’s an almost literal use of the word in. We believe in God. God is our environment, our world, our life… . It shouldn’t therefore be difficult to believe in God. We shouldn’t have to struggle to get our heads around impossible questions. We are already in God. Belief isn’t like taking an exam, it’s like taking a bath. We need to learn to relax and let ourselves be revived in God’s presence.



At the time I took it as understood that God embodied perfection, so was I saying that whatever it is we live and move and have our being in is perfect? When later my wife was dying of Motor Neurone Disease, it seemed an increasingly ridiculous claim to have made.

We use the words perfect and imperfect in a variety of ways to describe ourselves and the world and values such as beauty, goodness and love. However our present understanding of these is very different from that of the past, due to a huge shift in our thinking. It renders the term perfect redundant and demands a revision of our theology.

This isn’t only a theological and philosophical concern, as an obsession with the perfect blights our lives in practical ways. “I am a perfectionist” people say at an interview when asked to confess their faults. It’s usually a self-deprecating way of saying “I am totally committed to completing work to the highest possible standards”. However, perfectionism that seeks something beyond this can inhibit creativity, leave us indecisive, and undermine our confidence. An even greater concern is that it may cost lives; research suggests that exposure to a relentless demand to be perfect, (a concept sometimes referred to as socially prescribed perfectionism), is linked consistently with feelings of hopelessness, eating disorders (particularly amongst young people), and in extreme circumstances attempted suicide.

My thanks to the team at John Hunt Publishing for their professional expertise and help. I am indebted to the late Tony Guinle, a friend, journalist and raconteur who read the first draft of these ideas with great insight and persuaded me to complete the project. My daughters, Frances and Jennifer, have been a huge encouragement, Frances challenging my thinking from her experience as a counsellor, writer and musician. Above all I want to thank Elaine who has spent many hours helping and encouraging me to produce a readable text.


Perfect Day

Nothing’s perfect, they say, but it seems we are repeatedly bombarded by promises to the contrary. According to adverts on the internet, a perfect pizza, plumber, pen or pet is only a phone call away. The perfect property is just down the road. It makes the estate agent’s day to unlock the front door and hear the client’s “Wow!” Everyone, it seems, is looking for the wow factor. Surprise and amazement, and the recognition of beauty, ability, courage and sheer determination are all expressed in a “Wow!” as extraordinary talent, outstanding achievement, virtue, self-sacrifice or saintliness overwhelm us.

“Wow! It’s perfect!” we may add. It’s the perfect house with a bathroom to die for and a kitchen at the heart of the family home. Wow! But what does the “perfect” add? Are we really saying that here is something not only good, not even very good, nor even something that has the elusive X factor but perfection itself? And what is that?

Our word “perfection” comes from the Latin word perficio meaning to complete. The Greeks used the word teleios from telos meaning end – end that is not only in the sense of bringing something to completion but also in the sense of being directed towards a particular end or goal. It is in this way that we say the house is perfect. It’s just what we’ve been looking for, the goal of our search. It ticks all our boxes. It’s the complete package. We won’t find a better one and our search is at an end. Yet while this house, with its views across the countryside and acres of ground is just right for me and my family, it isn’t perfect for the young bachelor. It’s not what he’s looking for. Is perfect always a relative idea – perfect for me or for him?

Our everyday use of perfect reveals some other interesting and puzzling aspects of the word. Take the idea of perfection in sport, for example. In 1984, Jayne Torvill and Christopher Dean, added to their considerable ice-skating achievements by becoming Olympic Gold medallists. The nine judges awarded them a total of 12 perfect sixes for technical aspects of the dance; the highest ever score for a single performance. However not all Olympic athletes can achieve such perfection. There are no marks awarded to 100 metre sprinters. They may win a gold medal, achieve a personal best time and even break a world record but they know that sooner or later, their record time will be broken. If they are lucky it will stand for a season or two, but sooner or later a fraction of a second will be knocked off their world record time. Excited commentators will describe them as having run the perfect race and achieved a perfect result but at the back of the athlete’s mind is the thought that while they now stand on the podium listening to their national anthem, next year or the year after someone else will be standing in their place. Their achievement will be surpassed.

In Sarajevo, Torvill and Dean were also awarded a perfect six for artistic impression yet in most other artistic endeavours this is an impossible goal. Anyone who has had an essay marked will know that thoughts of perfection are discouraged. Usually a letter is given – A, B or C, sometimes in Greek – Alpha, Beta or Gamma, sometimes a classification – First, Second or Third. Even when the essay receives a mark, it is translated into letter grades: 70% to 100% is an A, 50% - 70% a B. Again the message is clear. You may be good (A), or even very good (A+). You may be excellent (A++ or A *) but you are not perfect.

Usually, in the arts, it’s taken for granted that the ideal is unachievable. There’s no such thing as the perfect performance or painting just as there is no such thing as the perfect crime or society and anyone who seeks such perfection is an idealistic dreamer, the target of an advertiser’s campaign or victim to a politician’s propaganda. Advertisers may market perfect diets and cleaning products but that’s all it is, media hype.

In science, the perfect ideal has real and practical uses. The hypothetically, perfectly rigid body, the perfectly smooth surface and the perfect fluid, provide a model of how in ideal situations things behave. While they are not to be found in nature or even possible
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