
God, we know, is perfect. The extraordinary thing is that Christ says, in summary of
his Sermon on the Mount, that we too should be perfect as his Father in heaven is
perfect. Perfection, as we know the word today to mean, is of course impossible.
The Bible recognizes perfectly well that we hold these tasks to mimic our Father
and his Son in jars of clay. We aren’t perfect. Perfection’s power, the apostle Paul
reminds us, is God’s power, not our own. Yet, there it is: we are nonetheless to be
perfect, Christ challenges us.

Another way to address this challenge is to quibble
over the Bible’s translation from the original Greek of
the word “perfect.” Just about every translation you’ll
find uses the same word “perfect.” Only one, a
translation of which you’ve likely never heard, uses
“complete” instead of perfect. But maybe it isn’t a

quibble to say that what the Greek pretty plainly meant as “perfect” doesn’t today
have the same meaning as the word “perfect” had then. Rendering the translation as
“complete” or even “mature,” as the apostles James and Paul urge us to be in other
verses, seems to soften Jesus’s challenge into a reasonable request. We can at least
hope to be mature, if not exactly perfect or complete.

Yet the Bible may give us another way to take up rather than soften or avoid the
challenge of perfection. God’s creation may itself not be perfect in the way that we
moderns tend to think of perfection, as without wrinkle or defect. God instead
continually renews his creation through a balance of exquisite design and order, that
which we might think to be more like perfection, with anomalous things that dwell
just outside that exquisite order. God is constantly giving the perfect pattern while
simultaneously or seasonally inviting in those persons, events, conditions, and
things that don’t yet fit the pattern. God doesn’t seem to even want perfect patterns,
like the rows and rows of marching and saluting soldiers one sees in tribute to
various dictators. God is no dictator. Instead, one sees a biblical kind of perfection
in God’s ability to balance precise pattern with inviting in persons, events,
conditions, and things that subtly change and renew the pattern. God is a living
God, not a mechanical cause of mechanical perfection. And so should we too live in
such balance.


