ADVANCE PRAISE FOR BREAKING UP WITH PERFECT
“Perfection is exhausting at best, defeating at worst. In Breaking Up with
Perfect, Amy is the trusted friend who comes to help us knock down our
walls of fear to rebuild a more doable, sustainable, God-honoring life.”
—Lysa TerKeurst, New York Times bestselling author of
The Best Yes and president of Proverbs 31 Ministries
“If you’re thinking your relationship with Perfect is worth keeping, Amy
helps you face the truth about Perfect’s lyin’, cheatin’, soul-stealin’ ways. If
you’ve made the break, but keep dialing this loser’s number for one ‘last’ call,
Amy shows you how much grace, freedom, and joy your life will have—
without Perfect. As she takes each step alongside you, Amy leads you back
to the One and only perfect Love of your life—your Heavenly Father.”
—Cheri Gregory, speaker and coauthor of
The Cure for the “Perfect” Life
“With wit, warmth, and wisdom, Amy Carroll shows us how to break up with
perfection so we can live our lives rather than manage them. What a gift!”
—Suzanne Eller, international speaker and author of
The Mended Heart and The Unburdened Heart
“Whether you play the ‘good girl’ who tries so hard to please God and impress others, or you fear that no matter what you do, you’ll never be good
enough—you’ll be encouraged by this insightful book. Amy’s presence on
the pages provides a warm and honest voice that will enable you to stop
performing and start forging an authentic and intimate walk with Christ.”
—Karen Ehman, Proverbs 31 Ministries speaker and
New York Times bestselling author of Keep It Shut: What to Say, How to
Say It, and When to Say Nothing at All and LET. IT. GO.: How to Stop
Running the Show and Start Walking in Faith
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“What a wonderfully relevant and truth-filled book! Amy does an excellent job of weaving authentic personal stories with great Bible content, as
well as thought-provoking, reflective questions. Whether you view yourself as a perfect ‘good girl’ or an insecure ‘never good enough’ girl, this
book is for you. Highly recommend!”
—Cindy Bultema, speaker and author of Red Hot Faith
“As a ‘good girl’ all my life, I’ve had a serious love affair with Perfect. It’s
hurt my family, compromised my health, and been a major barrier in my
relationship with God. Amy sets ‘good girls’ like me free by exposing the
lies we believe, the pride that isolates us, and the misguided priorities that
often drive us. She also guides the girls who wear a mask of perfection
because they think they’re never ‘good enough,’ and she points us all to a
Savior who fills our longing to be loved—perfectly.”
—Melinda Means, speaker and coauthor of Mothering from Scratch:
Finding the Best Parenting Style for You and Your Family
“If you’ve ever secretly considered a trial separation from perfect, this is
your chance. Breaking Up with Perfect is the essential remedy for women
who wrestle with any degree of perfectionism and long for authentic freedom. Amy Carroll shares poignant stories and insightful truths that will
help women slam the door on perfect and never look back.”
—Julie K. Gillies, author of Prayers for a Woman’s Soul
“Before I read Breaking Up with Perfect I didn’t think I struggled with
perfectionism. But I was convicted—in a good way—on every page. I do
blame others when they buck my perfect plan. I do try to impress people
and fit in at all costs. Not only was I convicted by Amy’s words, I was encouraged with God’s truth and equipped to leave this façade behind once
and for all. Thank you, Amy, for freeing us from lies of perfectionism and
setting us on the crooked, rambling path that is real life.”
—Amy Lively, speaker, and author of How to Love
Your Neighbors without Being Weird
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The Lie of Perfection
My list defines me.
The Truth of God’s Love
My list distances me from God and people.
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Introduction

BREAKING UP IS HARD TO DO
What Kind of Girl Are You—Good Girl
or Never Good Enough?

I already want us to be friends. But as I sit at my computer to invite

you to join me in breaking up with perfectionism, I feel the familiar
flutter of insecurity in my stomach. The tightness in my chest scoots in
close as if it’s an old buddy, and the worries swirling through my brain
are shark bait for my greatest fears.

What if this book isn’t good enough for you, and you already know more

about leaving this pursuit of perfection than I do? What if you don’t like it?
What if you don’t like me?

Wait, I’m not all that messed up . . . am I? Do I really want to let you

know how messed up I am?

I must admit that it’s embarrassing to expose my brand of crazy

this early in our journey together. But I have to tell you I have a weird

dichotomy in my head, one voice saying I’m doing better when it
comes to breaking up with perfectionism and another that is over-

flowing with self-doubt. You see, if we sat down together for a cup of
1
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Introduction

coffee, you wouldn’t initially see me as a woman on a journey to live

free of the crushing weight of perfection. I come across light, a glasshalf-full kind of girl with an optimistic outlook and a cheerful disposition. I love to be silly, laugh, and hang out with friends. I’m willing

to tell stories of my failures and foibles, but I’m told I appear confident

and unafraid. My outward appearance defies my inner reality. What

others perceive as happiness and confidence on the outside is often a
jumbled, tangled-up mess inside.

All relationships are complex, but the one with ourselves may be

the most so. Although it’s hard to read our own hearts accurately, the
truth is that none of us is one-dimensional. We’re beautifully intri-

cate, and we regularly contradict our-

All relationships are
complex, but the one

with ourselves may be
the most so.

selves. Our complexity is exhausting,
isn’t it? In fact, if you liked the title of

this book enough to be reading it now,
I’m guessing you’re a lot like me. I can
safely say that you are probably weary

right down to the core of your bones. The

hot pursuit of perfection is wearing you to a nub, and I understand.
We girls with shiny exteriors are nothing if not hardworking. We

work to look right, act right, think right, and produce, produce, produce.

Your morning may have started in the gym, whipping your body

into shape (or back into shape) before you ran home to cook breakfast,
start a load of laundry, and rush out the door to the next thing on your
carefully maintained to-do list.

Maybe you’re heading to work, where your goals for the day are

to finish the best project your boss has ever seen, set an example by
2
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Breaking Up Is Hard to Do

not gossiping at lunch, organize your desk, and share Jesus with the
woman in the cubicle next door.

Or maybe you’re the woman packing your beautiful angels into

the minivan, praying nobody you know will see their meltdowns at
the grocery store and that their cute new outfits won’t get stained at

the park. You’re home by late afternoon to start cooking dinner for a
sick neighbor, scheduling the volunteers for VBS, and scrubbing your
toilets to a polished glow.

Whatever life you live, we women enmeshed with perfectionism

want to always live up to expectations and never let anyone down. By
definition, pleasing ourselves means pleasing and taking care of ev-

erybody else. Good things do come our way because of that trait. But
there are some downsides too.

Most of the time, we get approval and pats on the back, and we

might even have a wall of Employee/Daughter/Mother/Teacher/

Wife of the Year plaques. Those are the things that keep us going . . .
most of the time. But in the quiet moments, the fatigue sets in, and

we realize those kudos haven’t fueled us at all. In those times of true
reflection, if we’re honest, we feel numb and defeated and hollow.

How did we get to this place where all looks well on the outside

but we’re starved on the inside? Some lovers of Perfect live with the

Good Girl Syndrome. These women are rule followers by nature and
bask in earning the pleasure of the people surrounding them. Others

live with the Never Good Enough Syndrome. These women use their
flawless exterior to cover the wounds and shame of their pasts. Both
kinds of women build an external structure rule by rule and pleasant

smile by pleasant smile. We seek to portray our lives as picturesque

cottages with English gardens surrounded by white picket fences. But
3
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Introduction

inside, the rooms of our hearts are empty, echoing boxes devoid of
the wonderful messiness of deep relationships, love, authenticity, and
compassion.

The biggest downside of pursuing perfection is the way it affects

relationship. I was the little girl who tried so hard to measure up and fit

in, the typical firstborn child work-

The biggest downside of

ing to please and achieve. Despite

way it affects relationship.

my inner wiring drove me to try to

pursuing perfection is the

having incredibly loving parents,
excel, meet every perceived expecta-

tion, and earn the title “exceptional.”

But for all my efforts to please others, my relationships were doomed

to fall short of what they could have been if I had just felt free to be
myself.

After sharing with one woman about my journey to reform, she

told me, “I’ve avoided good girls like you my whole life.”

Ha! And who doesn’t?! Even as a child, my rule-follower tenden-

cies didn’t serve me very well. I had some friends, but I was never the
best friend. I was the goody-goody, straitlaced girl other little girls
tended to avoid instead of being drawn to. And I was lonely, wonder-

ing what was wrong when I was trying so hard . . . until fourth grade,
when everything changed because of Josie.

IDENTIFYING YOUR LIST
Josie was the girl everyone wanted as their friend. She was cute and
smart and funny—a triple threat. Everybody sought Josie’s friend-

ship, but she chose me. And when Josie made me her friend, my life
4
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Breaking Up Is Hard to Do

began to change. Her confidence built my confidence. Our parents
were driven to distraction by our constant giggling, and she made me

feel brave. The knots in my stomach loosened, and my pet butterflies
fluttered away to more nervous tummies.

At that point of innocence and girlhood, we both held tightly to the

Good Girl List. You might be acquainted with that list. It’s the one we

clutch to our hearts that tells us what we have to do to be good enough,
to be accepted, and to be loved. I guess we all have slightly different

items to check off on our Good Girl Lists, but we probably have a lot
in common. For fourth-grade girls, the list reads something like this:
• Do what your parents tell you.
• Keep everyone happy.
• Make good grades.

• Smile at everybody so they’ll think you’re nice.
• Wear what everyone else wears.

• Be nice to your friends . . . and everyone else.
• Make sure everyone likes you.
• Share.

• Make sure everybody sees your good deeds.
• Go to church.

• Don’t be too mean to your little brother. (He deserved it sometimes. I wasn’t that good!)

Sound familiar? It’s the list you make so everyone will like you and

be your friend. But it’s also the list that turns to bite you by creating

superficial friendships while you hide your flaws or by driving others
away because of your unattainable image. It’s the list that stokes the
ache of loneliness even in the press of a crowd.
5
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Josie and I were bonded by our Good Girl Lists, but then came

high school, where Josie found herself saddled with a new list: the

Never Good Enough List. As the bad choices accumulate and the

Never Good Enough List grows, many former Good Girls, like Josie,
drop their old Good Girl Lists in defeat. Other girls start out with

this list from a very young age—often because they feel their parents’
displeasure (real or imagined) early on or because of abuse or neglect.
Whenever this list begins and for whatever reasons, it seems to grow
item by item:

• No matter what I do, I can’t please my parents.
• People always disapprove of me.

• I’m not smart enough to achieve my dreams.
• If I smile, I can hide how I really feel.
• I’ll try, but I’ll never fit in.

• No one likes me. I’m unlovable.

• My bad choices make me a bad person.
• I don’t have anything good to offer.
• I am invisible.

• Church makes me feel guilty.
Whether the origins of the Never Good Enough List are the

hurtful things others did to us or our own bad choices, the list begins
to define us and serves to separate us from God’s love.

Though not everyone follows the same pattern that Josie did, Josie

eventually resigned from the Good Girl club and relabeled herself as
Never Good Enough. Maybe this has been your experience too.

Josie and I never had a big blowup. There wasn’t a huge conflict or

confrontation, but our paths began to diverge. Our relationship disin6
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Breaking Up Is Hard to Do

tegrated. Although we loved each other, our tightly held lists created a
seemingly unbridgeable divide. Our friendship story wasn’t over, but it

stayed in a holding pattern of near estrangement for a long, long time.
Here’s the crucial truth we both learned in our journey on diver-

gent paths: both lists are equally destructive. While the Good Girl
List is a long inventory of all we need to do to earn God’s love, the
Never Good Enough List chronicles all the reasons we’ll never be able
to earn His love. The same item that one Good Girl adds to her list as

something to aspire to (like “I must make sure everyone likes me”)

may be posted to the Never Good Enough List as another’s proof of
her unworthiness (“No one could ever like me”). While both women
measure themselves by an unyielding standard of perfection, they
come at their lists from different entry points—one continually strives

to do; the other is completely convinced she never can. Both lists keep

our hearts disengaged from the deep, authentic relationships for which
we were created and away from the joy of living our truest self.
Perfect is kind of like that

bad boyfriend who’s hard to get

Both lists keep our hearts

rid of. He was so eye-catching

disengaged from the deep,

at first, and we loved everything

authentic relationships for

about him. He had an irresist-

which we were created and

ible draw, and we pursued him

away from the joy of living

relentlessly, investing all our ef-

our truest self.

forts and emotions in him. But

slowly, over time, that old boy-

friend lost his allure, and so does Perfect. What looked like love

begins to be a burden, and as the initial infatuation wears off, the
relationship begins to grate on us. It wasn’t what we thought or
7
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Introduction

hoped for at all. Finally, we start to realize that what seemed so
wonderful is actually destructive. So how in the world do we break

up with Perfect when we’ve longed for and pursued it for so long?
How do we disentangle ourselves when our onetime crush stalks us
like an unrequited love?

THE BROKEN PERSONALITY OF THE GOOD GIRL
For some, the Good Girl List is one that a parent or other influence in

your life developed and enforced. But for many of us, including myself,
it’s simply a function of personality. We lean toward perfectionism and

meticulousness while lacking the ability to flex or extend grace (mostly
to ourselves). Good Girls tend to be wound tight with a heightened

sensitivity to any perceived slight or disapproval. We can be nervous
by nature, task-driven, and afraid to take leaps of faith. Recognize any
of those traits in yourself?

One personality trait I’ve exhibited since I can remember is an

overdeveloped sense of responsibility. I have loved being known as

responsible, the “go-to girl” who can always be relied on to do the
task right and on time. Although it’s positive to take responsibility, it’s

terrible to feel a sense of full responsibility for everything around you.
As a little girl, I remember feeling shame for anything from cutting
paper incorrectly in art class to the other girls in my group piano les-

sons misbehaving. Was some of it truly my fault or responsibility? Yep.
Should I have taken it all onto my shoulders? Nope.

And yet, years later, as a woman in my forties, I found myself melt-

ing down during a ministry conference with that same extreme sense
of over-responsibility. Early in the morning, I was filled with excite8
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Breaking Up Is Hard to Do

ment as I arranged the display on the table for a coaching service I

was launching. I can’t wait to see how the women respond! I thought as
I surveyed the display. Since it looked a little sparse, I headed over to

our resource table to borrow a few books for a bit more decorating.
Hmmm . . . there’s nobody here to ask for permission, but it’s all right, since
I’ll just return them at the end, I reasoned.

Later that day when I returned to the table from a break, I was

horrified to see that the borrowed books had disappeared. Where had
they gone? To this day, I believe that attendees, assuming they were
free samples, picked them up and tucked them into conference book
bags as they walked by.

That night I was inconsolable. As my feelings roller-coastered, my

thoughts swirled in an endless downward spiral. Everyone is going to
be so disappointed in me. Maybe they’ll think I just lost them. Those books

were worth hundreds of dollars, and I can’t pay it. I’m sure they’ll make me
pay it!

My friend in leadership tried to reassure me that it wasn’t my fault

and that the ministry wouldn’t hold me responsible. Three times I in-

terrupted and repeated, “But if I had only marked them ‘Not for Sale.’
If I hadn’t borrowed them . . . If I had stayed at the table . . .”

“It’s not your responsibility,” my friend patiently repeated over and

over. Finally, exasperated with my agonizing, she repeated a final time,
“In the name of Jesus, it is not your responsibility! ” My out-of-control
distress broke, and we both dissolved in giggles.

I believe my personality has gotten me off track in ways such as

this from the day I was born. How else do you explain a girl growing
up in a loving, accepting family having such an overdeveloped sense

of responsibility? I could tell other stories with harsher outcomes, but
9
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the bottom line is that I was using responsibility to drive myself re-

lentlessly in order to look good to others. This ambition amped up my

emotions beyond reason, but nothing is worth putting ourselves under
that much pressure. Nothing, nada, zilch. That’s why we so desperately
need God to free us.

So if we’re bound up in parts of our personalities, what are we to

do? The bad news is that our personalities are very ingrained, and some
theorists say they are set from the time we are six years old. The good
news is that God created us as whole individuals, personalities and all!

And we know that in Him and through Him, all things are possible,
even changes in the expressions of how we are wired. Both Good Girls

and Never Good Enough Girls can overcome flaws in our personalities that bind us to our lists.

Several years ago, our Proverbs 31 ministry team used a book

called StrengthsFinder 2.0 to identify the strengths of our personalities.
I read the book, completed the online evaluation, and received my list

of strengths. My top three were belief, discipline, and responsibility.
Imagine my relief and angst that responsibility was at the top of that
list! Reading the descriptions, I realized the evaluation described me
almost exactly. And yet I despaired.

Just the week before, I had responded to a hurting friend in a very

black-and-white, abrupt way. My desire was to help with what I per-

ceived as truth, but it was not the response my precious friend needed
in the midst of her heartbreak. Although I may have had an accurate

insight, it came across as cold, judgmental, and self-righteous. Her

justified reaction of hurt molded the way I started to see myself. All I
could recognize were the downsides of my strengths, and this is how
it translated in my mind:

10
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Breaking Up Is Hard to Do

Responsibility = Cold

Discipline = Judgmental
Belief = Self-righteous

Even the book confirmed that for every strength there is a down-

side, but all I could see in the period of grief over how I had hurt my
friend were my weaknesses. In my

prayer times, I began to wrestle with

God. “This is not the woman I want to

be,” I complained. “Please change me,”
I begged. Repentance—being sorry for
sin—is a good thing, but I had already

That morning I crossed
over into accusing my

Creator of making a mess
when He made me.

asked both my friend and God for for-

giveness. That morning I crossed over into accusing my Creator of
making a mess when He made me.

Here’s how God could have replied: “You turn things upside down,

as if the potter were thought to be like the clay! Shall what is formed

say to him who formed it, ‘You did not make me’? Can the pot say to
the potter, ‘You know nothing’?” (Isaiah 29:16).

But that morning, God was very gentle with me. In the loudest

thought, God spoke into my heart and mind and said, “Amy, I’m so
sorry you don’t like the way I made you, but I am delighted with you.”

What heart-piercing words! Even as I type those words on my

computer, my eyes well up with tears at His grace, love, and mercy. I
want to turn those words around to you.
“Daughter, I am delighted with you.”

Are we flawed? Oh, yes. Because sin entered the world when

Adam and Eve disobeyed God at the beginning of time, each of us
11
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has a built-in sin nature that warps even our God-given personalities.
Listen closely to me, though. God made us perfectly in His image to
reflect Himself. Whether you are a woman with Never Good Enough

Syndrome or Good Girl Syndrome, you are completely loved, accepted, and delighted in.

When I’m studying Scripture, I love to read a trustworthy word-

for-word translation, like the New International Version, alongside a

newer thought-for-thought translation like The Message or the New
Living Translation. Reading familiar scriptures in a new form often
jolts my heart into hearing them as if I’d never heard them before. On

the day I was struggling to see myself as God’s delightful creation, I
needed to let Psalm 139 reset my heart. Let this familiar passage from
The Message version soak into your soul in a fresh way:
Oh yes, you shaped me first inside, then out;
you formed me in my mother’s womb.

I thank you, High God—you’re breathtaking!
Body and soul, I am marvelously made!

I worship in adoration—what a creation!

You know me inside and out,

you know every bone in my body;

You know exactly how I was made, bit by bit,

how I was sculpted from nothing into something.

Like an open book, you watched me grow from conception to birth;
all the stages of my life were spread out before you.

The days of my life all prepared

before I’d even lived one day.

(Psalm 139:13–16, The Message)

12
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Breaking Up Is Hard to Do

We are beautifully created: first inside (our personalities, our

minds, and our emotions), then outside (our bodies). Our personalities may be or become flawed—just like our bodies—but it is equally
true that our personalities can be redeemed. Without Jesus, there is

no hope for overcoming the weaknesses in our personalities, but with
Jesus, our beautiful Redeemer, there is great hope. With Jesus, our
God-created personalities can become the beautiful centerpieces of
our souls they are intended to be.

I’ve fallen into the trap of being dissatisfied with what God gave

me, but I’ve learned that I can turn around my perceived weaknesses

into opportunities to identify with other women in the same places.
The goody-goody girl from my younger years is gone, and she’s been
replaced by an “I can see where you’re coming from” girl people don’t

mind being around—a girl who puts herself on the same level as ev-

eryone else and offers encouragement out of who God made her to be.
God can truly take us from sharp-edged goody-goody to grace-filled

friend. It makes my heart soar to know that not only is personality
refinement possible, it is part of God’s restorative plan for me.

OUR BROKEN PASTS AND
THE NEVER GOOD ENOUGH SYNDROME
For some of us—especially the Never Good Enough Girls—perfec-

tionism is more a learned behavior than a personality trait. It’s the way

we’ve reinvented ourselves to hide or compensate for a past we’d rather
forget. Even women who look like they’ve been on the straight and

narrow have places of regret and shame in their past. But for Never
Good Enough women, their pasts have created a negative relationship
13
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with themselves that’s hard to break. I’ve listened, brokenhearted, as

friends have shared story after painful story of abuse, rejection, loss,
and devastating choices. In the timbre of each woman’s voice, I heard
a little girl crying out for love, acceptance, and nurturing.

The source of this pain seems to be one of two distinct origins:

the pain inflicted by someone else’s sin or the pain we create for our-

selves by our own bad choices. While Good Girls may struggle with
their personality quietly and privately, the consequences of the past

that Never Good Enough Girls struggle with are external, loud, and

humiliating. The shame and public nature of the fallout is part of what
forms the Never Good Enough List. This list chronicles all the reasons
we’ll never be able to earn God’s love.

As adults, it’s the effort to hide our shameful pasts behind the

façade of perfection that can keep us from living a life of freedom and

fulfilling friendships. Even if we have been rescued by God’s grace,
it’s easier to give mental assent to forgiveness than to step into true
liberation. The Never Good Enough list makes us prone to despair
and giving up.

I think about a friend we’ll call Sarah who shared in whispers the

terrible names her father called her when she was a little girl as he

commented at family meals about her weight. Those same names echo
in her adult mind anytime she feels she’s falling short. It’s her father’s

voice of rejection and ridicule ringing in her ears that makes her afraid
to reach out and connect in deep friendships. Although the abuse was

clearly her father’s sin, Sarah’s past keeps her isolated and ashamed.
Even so, she hides her pain well as she excels in her work and as a

mother. She’s created a life that looks carefree and perfect on the outside, while she hides the deep wounds from her past on the inside.
14
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Maybe you relate to Sarah. The very people who should have loved,

nurtured, and encouraged you as a child denigrated you instead. Perhaps physical or sexual abuse ties you to the feeling that you’ll never be

able to measure up. Maybe neglect or verbal abuse has created voices

of unworthiness in your head that seem impossible to silence. Maybe
you have created an outward persona of perfection, hoping no one

will blast past the walls and get close enough to see how far you fall

short. You look just like the woman with the Good Girl List, but your
feelings inside are very different.

Or maybe you relate more to my childhood friend Josie, whose

own choices led her down a path of never feeling good enough. When

I asked her how it felt to take those first steps away from the Good
Girl List, she answered, “When you’re
acting out, you always feel bad and

ashamed, because what you’re doing
goes against everything in you, every-

thing you are.” She then followed

with this beautiful truth: “I thought I

had to be either all good or all bad, so

The Never Good Enough
Girl looks just like the

woman with the Good

Girl List, but her feelings
inside are very different.

I spent a lot of time running between

the lists. But then I realized nobody’s all one or all the other. The truth
is somewhere in between, in a place we don’t control. Now I know that
God will meet me exactly where I am.”

Josie’s words are so true. God gently invites us to break up with our

past and fall head over heels in love with His offer of grace, nurturing,
forgiveness, and healing.

Josie’s point is freeing for women who adhere to the Good Girl

List and for those who adhere to the Never Good Enough List. God
15
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wants to destroy the distance those lists create, so maybe, just maybe,
He’s destined us to let go of those lists forever. It’s the first step to
breaking up with Perfect.

STAGING AN UPRISING
Even though I tend toward being a rule follower, I have a rebel streak
too. I hope you have a little rebel in you as well—whether you’re a

Good Girl like me or struggle with feeling Never Good Enough.
Sometimes that rebel streak serves us very well. Just when we feel
beaten into submission and nearly subdued by our lists, our inner rebel

rises up, our sass kicks in, and fresh strength surges to fight our urge
to be perfect!

You might say to me, “Okay, now I’m confused. You’re telling me

that being good is bad and being rebellious is good?” My answer is

a definite “Yes!” Sometimes. When good deeds come from bad motives instead of a pure heart, the Good Girl List becomes a recipe for

self-absorption and pride, and the Never Good Enough List shames
us into defeat. When this happens, we need to rebel!

My personal rebellious streak is the type that resists mediocrity

and staying safe for the sake of comfort. When I feel afraid of taking
risks and following a God who wants nothing less than full freedom
for me, the rebel in me rises up and inspires me to throw off my con-

ventional, self-imposed restrictions and seek God’s heart and mind
relentlessly.

When our lists interfere with the gifts God has for us, that’s

when it’s okay to rebel. Not only okay—but good! When we—as
f reedom-loving women—band together in this uprising, a miraculous
16
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thing happens. Restoration begins. Relationships begin to flourish,
and these relationships fulfill the profound longing that we all have
for deeper love—a love that extends to God, ourselves, and others.

Even though our longing for relationship is God-instilled, we

often turn that longing upside down, and it becomes an unhealthy
impetus for approval. That upside-down longing is what compelled

me to ask you to be my friend at the beginning of this chapter and
is what propels us into a frenzy of trying harder and harder to earn
love.

But when we participate in this righteous rebellion, our longings

are turned right-side up and morph from the warped pursuit of perfectionism to the beauty of authenticity. Instead of seeking perfec-

tion, we’ll be free to weave ourselves together with God and with the
people we love—and the new relationships will be tighter and more

real than we’ve ever imagined. Tighter than all our self-determined
work could ever accomplish. And that’s what we’ve been after all
along, right?

Josie and I saw this relationship transformation in the restoration

of our childhood friendship. We’ve been reunited as grown women,
joined not by our lists but by our Savior. We’ve rebelled against our
lists and handed them over to Jesus, and He has strengthened our

precious friendship as well as our souls. I rejoice in the opportunity to
join the story of my friendship with Josie to your stories. My prayer is

that our intertwined stories will create a beautiful testimony of God’s

redeeming goodness in our lives, despite our broken attempts at being
perfect.

I no longer experience the level of angst I used to shoulder. I’m

still very much in process and learning to live a flawed, imperfect,
17
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authentic life, but I’ve come a long, long way toward being truly
free.

And so in this book, I want to give you two ways to evaluate

where you are today and help you take steps toward breaking up
with Perfect for good. First, at the end of each chapter I’ll have a few

questions for reflection that I call Transformation Points. Because I

don’t want to add to anybody’s list (!!), you can handle these ques-

tions in a couple of ways. If you’d just like to use them prayerfully,
inviting God into a time of helping you see yourself clearly, you can

do that, or you may want to use these questions to start or add to a
journal.

And second, because I strongly believe in the power of God’s

Word, His gift to us called the Bible, I’ve also included a more ex-

tensive study section at the back of the book called “Going Deeper.”
If you’re working with a small group, the “Going Deeper” section is
terrific for your discussion time together. Whether you explore this

section alone or in a group, I encourage you to take your time and not

rush. No matter how much you’re able to complete at this stage of your
life, I’m trusting God to do the work He had in mind when you picked
up this book. I’m so glad we’re growing together!

Breaking up with Perfect is hard to do, but what we gain is in-

finitely superior to what we give up. You and I are created to have real
relationships, so let’s go on this journey together, trekking far beyond

the obstacles of our personalities and pasts toward abundance and
delight.

18
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Transformation Points
1. Which list have you adhered to—the Good Girl List or the
Never Good Enough List?

2. How has your list affected the way you live?
3. What makes you want to break up with Perfect?
4. Write a prayer asking God to help you take your first step away

from your list and toward Him and the freedom He has for
you today.

19
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Part One

BREAKING UP WITH
WRONG BELIEFS
Getting Free from What Fills Our Heads
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The Lie of Perfection
God is a taskmaster who rations out love
in measure with our output.
The Truth of God’s Love
God loves me lavishly and wants me to rest in Him.
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Chapte r O n e

WHAT A FOOL BELIEVES
Shattering Our False Beliefs About God

Belief is a funny thing. It determines how we act and react. In the

beginning of my marriage, I believed my husband, Barry, was the luckiest man alive. After all, he had married me, a woman who was going

to introduce him to one of the principal joys of life: a live Christmas

tree. He had grown up in a household with an abomination—an arti-

ficial Christmas tree. I was going to introduce him to new Christmas
traditions and share with him joy untold! So each year we went to
the Christmas tree lot to buy a fragrant, bushy, live tree. We’d haul it

home, put it in the Christmas tree stand filled with water, and decorate
that lovely evergreen—as we sang “O Tannenbaum” with lovely smiles

on our faces all the while. Okay, so maybe I’m embellishing a little,
but suffice it to say, having a live Christmas tree thrilled the HGTV
corner of my heart.

There was one thing that made me very unhappy, however. Every

Christmas, and I mean every Christmas, my darling hubby was sick.
The first Christmas I attended to him with newlywed sweetness. The
23
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second Christmas, I tolerated him and brought him soup. By the third

Christmas of holiday sickness, I was just plain annoyed. What was

wrong with the man? He was big and strapping and healthy and nice
on the eyes. How could he become so weak and sickly and pitiful every

year at Christmas? I began to make snide remarks under my breath
about his mysterious seasonal illness, seemingly brought on by exposure to my family.

Sometime in that fourth year, Barry went to the doctor for yet

another round of Christmas illness, and the doctor sent him to a specialist who did very extensive tests. This doctor had Barry lie on his
stomach while he poked lots and lots of tiny needles in his back. As

you may have guessed by now, the test results revealed that my poor
husband is allergic to almost every green living thing . . . including
Christmas trees.

Because I believed that live Christmas trees were far superior to ar-

tificial trees, every year we dragged a beautiful, green, bushy death trap
into our living room. Because I believed Barry just didn’t like the holi-

days, I got snappy with him when he was

Because I believed the
wrong things, I acted
in wrong ways.

sick. Because I believed the wrong things, I

acted in wrong ways. Only when I learned
and believed the truth could we step into

the mutual joy of an artificial tree com-

plete with attached strings of lights. Hal-

lelujah! The joy of Christmas returned! But I was completely humbled
and dismayed to realize how my skewed beliefs had damaged a relationship I treasure.

24
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What a Fool Believes

THE ACCIDENTAL IDOL
What we believe about God affects our actions and ultimately our

relationship with Him. Our beliefs shape how we feel about God,
our place in the world, and the person we will become. If what we
believe is the truth about God and His character, then we’ll grow into

an increasingly close and genuine relationship with Him, becoming

more and more the women God intended from the day He dreamed
us up. Too often, though, our beliefs about God are based on religious

tradition, what other people say about Him, superstition, or simply
our own thoughts and perceptions. A distorted concept of God can

begin to form in our minds and hearts—a picture that is far from His
true character.

When we base our beliefs on false ideas of God, we create a god

of our own making. Then we are deceived by our wrong beliefs into
investing time, energy, resources, and emotions in this god, convinced

we’re building a relationship with God Himself. It’s possible for our
hearts to be in the right place even while we are moving in the wrong
direction.

Women with the Good Girl List and those with the Never Good

Enough List start with the same core understanding: God is perfect.
He is holy, set apart. God is big and powerful and totally different
from us. As many have said, God is God and we are not. That truth is

a very good thing to know, but so many of us, including myself, start to
derail even within the bounds of that foundational truth.

Women with the Good Girl List often derail by creating a false

god through the following line of reasoning (this is how my very linear
brain works). Their definition of God becomes distorted:
25
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• God is good; therefore, He wants me to be good.

• He is not only good but perfect. He’s working in me to perfect
me. (So far, so good.)

• God insists I must be perfect in order to be close to Him. (Uh-oh.)

• God will only love me if I am perfect. (Red alert!)

• Conclusion: I must work to be perfect so God will love me.
(Game over.)

With this definition of God, I’ve created an idol. Instead of believ-

ing in a God who can make me truly good through His transformative
grace, I begin to worship a god who will only love me if I’m per-

fect—perfect being defined by my ever-present Good Girl List. When

I write out this flawed definition of God, even I can see it’s cracked to
think this way, but I know from living the Good Girl List myself that

this flawed definition of God is hidden in many a Good Girl’s heart.

It may not be an idol carved from wood, but it’s an idol nevertheless,
looming large and imposing in the way we think and live. Suddenly,
without even realizing it, I’m breaking God’s second commandment:
“You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in

heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall

not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God,
am a jealous God” (Exodus 20:4–5a, NIV 1984).

For example, I’ve believed in a god who wanted me to be cheerful

and perennially positive in order to please him. “Be positive” was an
item I had written on my Good Girl List. The problem with that

belief surfaced during difficult times in my life. With both of my

pregnancies, I was extremely sick with a condition doctors call hyper-

emesis, which loosely translated means “throwing up day and night.”
26
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Although I needed God desperately during these months, I withdrew

from Him. I had created a god who insisted on a positive attitude in-

stead of a God whom I could trust to carry me through, even when I
wasn’t feeling so positive. But because I couldn’t force cheerfulness and
pull myself up by my bootstraps in the midst of my misery, I withdrew
from God, thinking He was displeased with me.

That definition of God isn’t so different for women with the Never

Good Enough List. Their reasoning starts off the same, and only the
final conclusion is different.

• God is good; therefore, He wants me to be good.

• He is not only good but perfect. He wants me to be perfect.
(So far, so good.)

• God insists I must be perfect in order to be close to Him.
(Oh, mercy.)

• God will only love me if I am perfect. (Red alert!)

• Conclusion: I’m not perfect, so God will never love me. (Game over.)
Before God straightened her beliefs, my Never Good Enough

friend Holly processed her position with God this way: “I believed
that as long as I performed well, I would be accepted.” It was when

she wasn’t performing as expected that she ran into problems with
her wrong beliefs about God. In college Holly was defiantly pursuing

a romance with a young man who didn’t share her faith and values.
She recounts a story of riding home from a weekend with her college
boyfriend and his family while she cried the whole way. “I knew my

parents wouldn’t approve, and neither would God,” she explained. Although she later saw her grief over her bad decisions as proof of God’s

work in her heart, at the time all she felt was the weight of a shattered
27
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relationship. “I believed God was the big, angry man in the sky. He

was unapproachable, and my sense of guilt reinforced those beliefs.”
She believed she was disappointing God, but she didn’t want to give

up her right to make her own choices. The result was that Holly believed she was unaccepted, thus unloved, by God.

Wrong beliefs about God like Holly’s and mine aren’t harmless.

They actually damage our relationship with God because they lead to
doing life without Him, clutching our false god instead of the True

God we can trust. To repair the damage, we have to break up with our

definition of a god who demands perfection and fall in love with who
God says He really is.

When I was in college, my best friend, Anna, and I lived in a

duplex beside a very handsome man. Each day we’d watch him leave

his apartment in the morning, clad in riding breeches and a starched
white shirt, with his wavy blond hair

Wrong beliefs about God

blowing in the breeze—looking as

They actually damage our

Anna and I began to weave a story

aren’t harmless.

relationship with Him.

if he was headed for a movie set.
about him. We imagined the day that

he’d knock on the door of our little

cinder-block hovel and announce in

a deep, rich voice that he had come to take one of us away to his En-

glish palace to be his wife. I know it was ridiculous girl stuff, but we
had fun making up all kinds of stories about his life as a prince and
why he was living beside us in Chapel Hill, North Carolina.

Then the day came when I actually met the man instead of just

watching him from afar. When he opened his mouth to speak, out

came a high voice and Southern drawl. My dreams of an English
28
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prince came crashing down. Silly, right? If only I had talked to him
from the beginning, we might have had a friendship based on who he
really was and the truths he told me about himself.

Just like we each want to have the ability to define ourselves as we

really are, rather than being defined by how others perceive us, God
has the ultimate authority to define Himself as He really is and to give

us insight into His character. He’s given us the gift of the Bible to tell
us the truth about Him, and yet so often we rely more heavily on the

stories we’ve told ourselves. We must turn completely away from these

old stories in order to love the new and the true. This redirection is essential, because our imperfect view of God deprives us of God’s most
miraculous ability—His perfecting work in us.

The Good Girl List and the Never Good Enough List deny who

God is. Only He can perfect us. Only He can give us life. Our lists
will never accomplish what we hope; they will never bring us love or

acceptance. In John 14:6, Jesus is very clear: “I am the way and the

truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”
As much as we have placed our hope in our lists in the past, we need

to see them for the broken methods they are and transfer our hope to

Christ alone. As a friend said to me, “Our lists will never give us life.”
Attaining perfection, as I’ve defined it thus far, is a work we try

to do ourselves, but perfecting us is actually a work that God accom-

plishes. It’s the supernatural work He does within us as we surrender

our lists and all of ourselves to Him. Philippians 1:6 says that we can
be “confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry

it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” It’s God who begins
a good work in us—including setting us free from perfect—and He is
the only one who can complete it. That’s His perfecting power.
29
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A LITTLE IDOL CRUSHING
For women who try to live by the Good Girl List, our way of think-

ing leads to a never-ending, soul-crushing cycle of work. Ultimately,
our belief that we have to work hard for God’s love leads to exhaus-

tion, despair, and eventually numbness. A few years ago, I reached the
place of numbness. Although I was in ministry, constantly writing and
speaking of God’s incomparable love, I couldn’t feel that love. Not at

all. I started to feel like a ministry machine, only valued by God for
what I produced. It took coffee with a faithful, truth-telling friend to
jolt me out of my rut.

On the day of our time together, I entered Rey’s beautiful home

with anticipation of what she’d share with me. I had a deep sense
that God had directed me to her and that He was planning to use
her words to impact me. I didn’t have a clue how deeply those words

would pierce. You see, I looked like I had it all together, so I assumed

Rey believed I had it all together. We chatted pleasantly for a few

minutes, and then she said, “Amy, I believe I have a question for you. I
heard you teach a couple of years ago. It wasn’t bad teaching; but when

you finished, I had a question in my mind. I asked myself, ‘If that list
of hers, the list of all the things she needs to do to get the result she
wants from God, falls apart, will she make it?’”

Rey then began to share her own testimony. She told me how she

saw many similarities between us, particularly our rule-following na-

tures. Until a crisis point in her life when things weren’t as she’d
dreamed, she too had believed that working hard to follow God assured not only His love but His rewards. Then she looked me in the

eyes and said, “Amy, God loves you. Unconditionally. There is nothing
30
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you can do to earn any more of His love. Even when things start to go
wrong, as they will eventually, He will still love you through the hard
things. It’s all about His grace, Amy, and His grace is a free gift. So if
everything goes wrong, will you make it? Will your faith survive?”

I burst into tears. In that moment, I understood how much my

list and striving to be perfect had taken over my life. Not just my faith

but my life. My stomach churned, and a sick feeling swept over me. I

could hardly believe that my issue was so transparent to someone with
whom I had shared so little time. The perfect image I thought I’d so
carefully constructed was shattered.

God used Rey in that moment to say the exact thing my heart

needed to hear. It takes strong, hard truth to crush wrong, marred
beliefs. Rey’s words helped me take
a first step toward cutting the bonds

of legalism and a works mentality—
untruths that had followed me even
into a saving faith in God. Rey lis-

“If everything goes

wrong, will you make it?

Will your faith survive?”

tened to God, looked deeply into my

heart, and saw a girl whose beliefs

about God had gotten off track and had tangled her up. It’s so easy for
those of us who love perfection to get our perspectives of God skewed
by our hidden core beliefs.

Instead of seeing God as loving and gracious, we see Him as a

taskmaster. Instead of knowing He loves us lavishly, we think He bestows love in measure with our output. Our subtle shift to wrong beliefs leaves us exhausted, disillusioned, and shut down. Those wrong
beliefs need to be shattered before we can experience renewal.

Women who adhere to the Never Good Enough list also become
31
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spiritually fatigued, and their relationship with God is damaged by be-

lieving they never can earn His love. Instead of believing that God’s
sacrifice of His Son is all we need, Never Good Enough Girls feel
defeated by their own lack. Sins of the past stack up as witnesses to the
“fact” that they’ll never be able to enjoy God’s love when they can’t even

love themselves. Accusing voices from childhood repeat, “You’ll never

amount to anything,” or they tell themselves, “Your past has become
your present,” or some other crushing self-talk. Fear of future judgment

is debilitating. For them, the race of life is already finished and lost.
Even standing at the starting line, the Never Good Enough Girl has no

hope in her heart. She creates a protective shell of outward perfection,
and disconnecting from life and relationships feels like the only option.
Though God lovingly beckons her to come into a life of freedom and
peace, she turns away, feeling defeated before she even starts.

CHOOSING RELATIONSHIP OVER LISTS
In the “Going Deeper” section for the previous chapter, I asked you to
look at the story Jesus told about the rich young man. It’s a particularly

fascinating story as we think about the Good Girl List (or, in this case,
the Good Guy List) and the Never Good Enough List. In just a few

sentences we see the rich young man lay down one list and pick up
the other.

As Jesus started on his way, a man ran up to him and fell on his

knees before him. “Good teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to in-

herit eternal life?” “Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered.
“No one is good—except God alone. You know the commandments:
32
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‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not give

false testimony, do not defraud, honor your father and mother.’ ”
“Teacher,” he declared, “all these I have kept since I was a boy.”

(Mark 10:17–20, NIV 1984)

Good girls, do you hear your own voice here? I sure do! Even while

Jesus is telling us that the only one who is truly good is God, we—

along with the young man—protest and tell Him that He’s mistaken,
because we’ve gotten it right. We believe in the redeeming power of
our own checklist, and we blurt out our accomplishments despite
Jesus’ efforts at straightening our wonky point of view.

Jesus looked at him and loved him. “One thing you lack,” he said.
“Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will
have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.”

(Mark 10:21)

That first line, “Jesus looked at him and loved him,” melts my

heart every time. Instead of being disgusted by the young man’s self-
righteousness, which must have been stinking to high heaven, or dis-

dainful of the young man’s lack of understanding, Jesus loves him. What
a simple, pure, and heartrending statement. Jesus saw him—the real
him, the deepest him, the beyond-the-list him—and still loved him.

In the truest expression of love, Jesus’ answer to the young man

was an attempt to free him from his list of good deeds that could

never make him truly good and grant him the eternal life he desired.
The rich young man needed one thing to gain what he wanted: relationship with Jesus. So Jesus used the man’s area of deepest struggle—
33
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his dependence on riches—to expose the list that held him back from
true riches. Giving up his wealth would have allowed him to enter into
a vibrant relationship with Jesus.

In that moment, the young man had a choice. He could give up his

wrong belief that his money and his righteous acts made him who he
was; he could hand over the Good Guy List and give away his money

for the one thing it couldn’t buy—freedom; and he could choose relationship with God, the ultimate Provider of both righteousness and
material essentials. But instead, the rich young man chose to hold on

to his money, his list, and his wrong beliefs with the desperation of a
drowning man clinging to an anchor.

At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because he had great
wealth.

(Mark 10:22)

By making this choice, he walked away from divine relationship

with his pockets full and his heart empty. As Jesus said in Luke 12:21,
“A person is a fool to store up earthly

The rich young man
walked away from

divine relationship with
his pockets full and his
heart empty.

wealth but not have a rich relationship
with God” (NLT). We each have the
same choice that the rich young man
had. Will we choose to align our be-

liefs with the truth or stay bound to
the lists we’ve grown to love? Will we
choose to see our pet beliefs as the

captivity they truly are and turn to a relationship with God, selecting
His way as the truth that sets us free?
34
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ACTUALLY RESTING IN THE LOVE OF GOD
Months after my coffee date with Rey, I was still wrestling to let go of

my lists and experience God’s love. I felt like a student working on a
PhD who was sent back to kindergarten, and I wasn’t making any head-

way. “Why can’t I feel the love of God?” I blurted out to Rey one day.
“I’ve read books about it. I’ve listened to sermons about it. I’ve written
about it. I’ve sung songs about it. I’ve thought and thought about it. I’m
completely immersed, so why can’t I get it? I’m working so hard!”

She let the silence sit for a beat before a big grin spread across her

face. “Did you hear yourself ?” she asked. “You can’t work to know the love

of God. You have to rest in the love of God.” Then she encouraged me to
relax and pray, asking God to reveal His lavish love to me in a deep, transforming way. I had no idea it would take a trip to India for me to get it.

Several months later at a women’s conference in Kolkata, India,

our team began an interactive exercise conceived by my creative teammate Nanette. She taught a session about becoming the bride of

Christ, sharing her story of human heartbreak and Jesus’ healing, and
then she led us in a wedding simulation. Guiding the women to line

up in two rows facing each other, Nanette pulled one woman aside,
positioned her front and center at the end of the columns, and placed

a veil on her head and a silk bouquet in her hands. “Close your eyes,”
Nanette directed. “Picture Jesus at the end of the aisle made by your

friends. When you’re ready, walk down the aisle to meet Jesus, your

Bridegroom.” One by one the women walked down the aisle as the

“bridesmaids” lifted their hands over them and prayed, forming an arc
of heaven-bound words.

Women were moved to tears as they participated in an activity
35
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that helped them join their hearts fully to Jesus. Just as I thought

we were finished with this exquisite, emotional exercise, one of the

leaders of the church walked over to a diminutive, wizened woman

curled into near-invisibility in a chair on the periphery of the room.
“It’s your turn, Auntie,” the leader said as she helped the skinny, weak

woman to her feet. The wife of the local pastor began to whisper in my
ear as the pair headed to the “wedding.” “That woman is dying,” she
explained. “She’s lived her whole life as a Hindu, but just two weeks

ago, when I visited her home, she gave her heart to Jesus.” At the end
of the aisle, Nanette gently placed the veil on the woman’s gray head
and lowered the bouquet into her wrinkled hands. Tears poured down
the old woman’s face as she hobbled down the aisle.

Here was a woman who, for most of her life, had missed the love

of God because of the fear and superstition of her native religion. He

had always been there, loving, drawing, and wooing her heart until in
the midst of her sickness and the pronouncement of her numbered
days, she abandoned everything to take hold of His love. I watched

as she walked feebly down an aisle toward Jesus, His love healing her

of a lifetime of hurts and making her radiant and strong despite her
fragile frame.

As I watched her weep, something broke inside me, and I found

myself kneeling on the cold, concrete floor sobbing. God’s love cracked
through the hard shell around my heart and began to heal me of seek-

ing a life for God instead of with God. The ever-present reality of

God’s love for me had never changed, but I had not soaked myself
in it. I had walked into a place of self-sufficiency that left me with a
weary hollowness, which only God’s presence could fill.

Seeing a weak, impoverished old woman—who had little time left
36
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to give to God—fully surrendering to His love pierced my heart like

a ray of sunshine piercing the fog. It’s simple: He loves me—not because I have anything to give to Him, not because I live up to a powerless list, but simply because I’m His.
God doesn’t call me to manufacture a
feeling about Him. He simply calls me
to pursue Him.

After my experience in India, I

stopped striving for perfect and started

Something broke inside
me, and I found myself
kneeling on the cold,

concrete floor sobbing.

resting in the matchless, transformational work of Jesus on my behalf.

Each and every one of us can become the beautiful, loved Bride of

Christ. Jesus stands waiting for us to join Him, with arms extended and

love in His eyes. He invites each of us to let go of what we’ve held so

tightly and experience the wildness, fullness, and delight of life with Him.

Transformation Points
1. What things have you believed deep down about God that you
know aren’t true?

2. How have these beliefs kept you from a deeper relationship
with God?

3. What steps will you take to study the Bible, God’s truth about
Himself, to know Him better and more truly?

37
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The Lie of Perfection
I was created to produce perfection.
The Truth of God’s Love
Jesus produces perfection in me.
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