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Praise for Imperfect Spirituality


 



 



 



 



“The humorous and candid narrative in this book delivers lighthearted yet significant direction for integrating traditional spiritual techniques with the imperfections that characterize daily life....Practical tips for turning ordinary moments into opportunities for spiritual growth, many of which can be squeezed in while brushing your teeth or waiting for the bus, punctuate this clear and affable spiritual guide for the rest of us.”

—Publishers Weekly

 



“Imperfect Spirituality presumes you know your relationship to the Divine and shines light on your relationship with Yourself. Polly hooked me at ‘Don’t put any more raisins up your nose.’ While Campbell references a buffet of respected sources, the path is her own. It’s funny, functional guidance in the accessible voice of a good friend. Read from start to finish, or open anywhere for a dip. Her words reach out...and touch your heart.”

—Mary Anne Radmacher, author of Live Boldly


 



“Polly Campbell’s Imperfect Spirituality is a welcome addition to the field of self-help and spiritual living. Her book is, above all, practical. No lofty, from-the-mountaintop sermonizing here—this is a woman who found an opportunity for spiritual practice while dealing with a raisin up her child’s nose! As Polly reminds us, our ability to connect with the Divine is always possible, and in everyday occurrences, and her book is full of helpful stories, reflections, and exercises for doing exactly that. There may be no such thing as perfection, in spirituality or anything else, but Polly Campbell has given us a truly wonderful resource for living our lives with more connection, compassion, and calm.”

—Maggie Oman Shannon, editor of Prayers for Healing 


 



“Congratulations to Polly Campbell for keeping it real! Her honest, frank, and often hilarious view of the challenges we create when we try to run from who we are is very empowering. You’re sure to laugh along the way as author Polly Campbell shares her own insights, stresses, and stories en route to a more authentic life.”

—Dr. Judith Wright, author of The Soft Addiction Solution


 



“Imperfect Spirituality is a beautiful, inspiring journey to self-acceptance through the lens of spirituality. Campbell quiets the mind and feeds the soul so you can powerfully embrace who and how you are and liberate yourself from standards that actually limit rather than inspire you. When Campbell guides us in embracing our imperfection, what she is most telling us is to relish our extraordinary uniqueness. This luminous work will leave you resolved and new.”

—Rosie Molinary, author of 
Beautiful You: A Daily Guide to Radical Self-Acceptance


 



“Is there a more perfect word for spirituality than imperfect? I think not. Perfection is hoisted as the great and mighty goal, but none of us (aside from a few mystics and saints) are there yet. Thanks to Polly Campbell for this delicious treatise on the totally perfect state of imperfection. We can be at peace with where we are—in our lives, in our messes, in our moments. And guess what? That’s where perfection lies. Bless you, Polly, for showing us the crooked road.”

—Janet Conner, author of Writing Down Your Soul


 



“In Imperfect Spirituality Polly Campbell reminds us that the path to enlightenment begins exactly where you are right now. Every moment of our lives is a sacred opportunity to be present and to deepen and expand our capacity to give and receive love. Open this book to any page and allow the stories and practical tips to illuminate your path to enlightenment.”

—Susyn Reeve, author of The Inspired Life








For Jerry, 
Your coffee and kindness kept me going at all hours. Thanks 
for knowing all that I am and loving me anyway.


 



 




For Piper, 
So wise and strong and creative. I learn so much from you 
and love you more than the moon, Ladybug.







You build on failure. You use it as a steppingstone. Close the door on the past. You don’t try to forget the mistakes but you don’t dwell on it. You don’t let it have any of your energy, or any of your time, or any of your space.

—JOHNNY CASH
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Foreword


In trying to be perfect, self-sacrificing, and to adhere to ideas from a couple of centuries back, we are at risk of becoming a nation of overscheduled and under-joyed button pushers. I am a big fan of Polly Campbell’s blog, which I view as a spiritual retreat for those moments when I need to take a break from my busy day to reflect. And we all really do need to take time out each day for soul work. It is easy in today’s hurly-burly world to get caught up in chores, errands, socializing, endless workdays, and general busyness so much we forget that we even have a soul that needs nurturing. Even children are overscheduled and stressed out! And why is this? I believe it is the very Calvinist tendencies and Puritan roots Polly speaks to in Imperfect  Spirituality that are driving us to the brink of exhaustion and, worst of all, world-weariness. The idea of being perfect is a trap and our culture encourages us to try to meet unreasonable ideals.

I hope Polly’s well-considered exhortation to escape the “perfect” trap inspires a rising chorus of readers who choose having a life filled with meaning over self-denial. Polly’s advice that “the things you try to fix, change, and deny are the very things that will expand and elevate your life” can put you on the road to enlightenment, which, as it turns out, might be in your own backyard. So, you can’t afford to quit your job and trek to a mountaintop in the Himalayas? Neither can I, nor anyone else I know, but I sweep the floor as a “be here now” practice. Polly folds her family’s laundry as a meditation. Doing the dishes has long been my Zen. Polly reminds us that every day offers opportunities for personal growth if you just look at your life a little differently.

Moreover, Polly reminds us that the everyday is all we have. One of the biggest a-ha’s for me from Imperfect Spirituality is this: you take away from the world when you’re not truly yourself. All that is unique and special about you was designed by the Universe. So be your extraordinary ordinary self.

 



 



With deep gratitude, 
Nina Lesowitz 
Co-author of Living Life as a Thank You







The Cracked Pot


A water bearer carried two pots of water along the path from the stream to the house. One of the pots had a crack in it and only arrived half full while the other pot was perfect and always delivered a full portion of water.

The perfect pot was proud of its accomplishments. But the cracked pot was ashamed of its own imperfection and miserable that it was able to accomplish only half of what it had been made to do.

After two years of bitter failure, the cracked pot spoke to the water bearer.

“I am ashamed of myself, and sorry that I have been able to deliver only half my load. Because of my flaws and cracks I  am not as valuable to you,” the pot said.

The bearer said to the pot, “Did you notice that there were flowers only on your side of the path, but not on the other pot’s side? That’s because I have always known about your flaw, and I planted flower seeds on your side of the path. Every day while we walk back, you’ve watered them.”

“For two years I have been able to pick these beautiful flowers to decorate the table. Without your imperfection, without you being just the way you are, there would not be this beauty to grace the house.”






Introduction


Get off the bookcase,” I shrieked when I saw my daughter Sweet P, five feet up, fingers and toes curled around the edges of the shelves.

“No.”

“What?”

“I don’t want to,” she said, pretty sassy for someone who was hanging by her tiptoes.

“Get down now.” I pause, waiting for compliance. But it looks like she’s about to build a nest up there. “NOW,” I say. “One, two, two-and-a-half…” Dang. Here we go again. “Three.”

I storm to the bookshelf and grab her off.

“Get to your room. This is unacceptable behavior.” She  starts to wail and tromps to her bedroom at the end of the hall as I mentally pore over her infractions:

 



 



1. Climbing furniture, bad.

2. Sassiness to Mom, bad and annoying.

3. Generally, freaking the same Mom out by clinging five feet in the air over a wood floor without a safety harness or other climbing supplies, so, so bad.

 



I take a deep breath and head to the bedroom for the post-discipline chat. She’s talking quietly to her stuffed animals, when I open the door.

“Sweet P,” I say, “it is not okay to...”

“Mommy, first I need to say one fing,” she says.

“What?”

“Mommy, do you always love me even when I have bad behavior?”

Her eyes are boring into the cinnamon-colored bear settled in her crisscross-applesauce lap and her hands are twisting around its little paws, but, for the first time today, she is utterly silent waiting on my answer. There are days, I’ll admit, when I fantasize about running out of the house (screaming), changing my identity, and moving to the tropics (shoot, I’ve had days where I’ve fantasized about working at Subway, just to get out of the house), but there is nothing I’ve ever loved more than the  bookshelf-climbing creature that I gave birth to. In fact, I didn’t know I was capable of loving anything like I love her.

“Come here,” I say. She hands me the bear and then crawls under it to get into my lap. “There is nothing you could do to make me not love you,” I say, “nothing. I love you completely, no matter what.”

Even as I say the words to my daughter, I wonder why I don’t extend myself the same compassion and kindness. Why can’t I meet my own errors and imperfections with the same grace? Why, instead of forgiveness, do I mentally pummel myself for my errors? Some days I just need a hug and a do-over, but instead I’ve gotten good at feeling guilty. Good at berating and blaming and criticizing and condemning myself for the unending list of stupid things I do, every day. That has to change.

For the first three years of my daughter’s life (she is now five), I left myself little wiggle room, little room for error. I became very uptight and very un-fun. I was putting so much energy into getting “IT” right, figuring “IT” out, and keeping “IT” together that I forgot that the “IT” was actually me, a flexible, shifting, imperfect being. I completely stifled my own personal and spiritual growth by creating a constrictive, predictable, rule-filled routine and mindset, rather than the expansive it’s-all-meant-to-be attitude I’d relied on before the baby. Any imperfection became a liability, something that could hurt us rather than teach us. I tried to eradicate the flaws within me  that were sure to ruin my daughter and then of course bring on the Apocalypse.

All of this was wearing me out. The hard-ass, tough-love approach I’d been taking with myself was not working. The traditional spiritual practices I’d relied upon to guide my peaceful, fun, pre-baby life—meditation, gratitude, journaling, and lots of time alone for quiet reflection—were no longer practical. Who has an hour for meditation with a baby in the bedroom? I was tired, off-balance, bored, and disappointed by the daily routine of feeding and washing and feeding and diaper-changing and feeding, and you know what I’m talking about. I even felt bad about feeling bad. After all, wasn’t having a baby just such a special experience? Wasn’t I just loving every minute of it? Doesn’t time go so fast?

No. It was mind-numbing, isolating, interesting, exhausting, scary, messy, amazing, and bewildering.

What was wrong with me? What kind of mother was I? I should be better at this. But still I couldn’t measure up to my ideal. I couldn’t come close to the mothers I saw in the pages of Parents magazine. It was tough to face the mornings knowing that my imperfections were on full display the minute I woke up. I felt angry, insecure, unattractive, doomed, and even a little desperate.

During this confusing, muddled time I realized I was growing, against my will, perhaps, but growing just the same. My  life was expanding and I was stretching within it. Each day I was bombarded by how much I didn’t know. When I began to lighten up a bit, to pay attention to those limitations and imperfections and to become aware of those uncomfortable feelings and that insecurity, I realized that I was actually moving back onto my spiritual path. I was simply outgrowing the shell of what I had practiced before.

Perhaps, then, this chronic bad mood and error-prone behavior, these feelings of overwhelm, were actually an indication that I was expanding; the discomfort was caused by me rubbing up against boundaries that no longer fit. I was growing out of who I’d been and into my more authentic self. I was evolving, becoming whole. That interpretation now felt possible, hopeful even. Perhaps becoming aware and learning to live fully with all of my imperfections and abilities was my spiritual practice.

The notion that we should be grateful for our imperfections seems outlandish when you consider our culture. The very model of Christianity is one of “ethical monotheism,” one, righteous God that prefers divine behavior. I interpreted that to mean that I had to change something, be different or better, to achieve some semblance of perfection in order to be worthy of God and able to connect to my spiritual base. I couldn’t see a way through that, because what I was doing was constantly screwing up in just about every way. Then I would become angry, blaming, and self-righteous about it. So. Not. Good.

St. Ambrose writes, “Perfection is synonymous with holiness.”

Clearly, my approach of repeating mistakes for days on end was a tad bit removed from the St. Ambrose bandwagon.

I pretended not to care about those pictures in the parenting magazines of ultra-creative mothers who appeared carefree, joyful even, while their kids finger-painted above the white carpet (seriously?). But I did care. I wanted to be like them—without the finger paint of course. I wanted to move more easily in the world and be that fun model of the perfect mom. For one friggin’ minute I wanted to be clean, to smell good, and to not have spit-up staining my shirt.

But I did have spit-up on my shirt. It was undeniable; have you ever smelled sour milk? So, if I couldn’t clean myself up, what if I just let it go? What if I just stepped fully into the chaos and mess and spontaneity and imperfection that was me and my life? The thought of it felt freeing, exciting even, and plenty scary.

I started by giving up some control. I stopped micromanaging everything (still some, but not all), stopped blaming others. I relaxed a bit. I was kinder, less nagging. I laughed more. I stopped making excuses, admitted mistakes, and became more accountable. For a while I felt vulnerable and untethered, like this whole world would fall apart and I would float into space if I didn’t hold it together just right. But there was also freedom  and relief when I discovered that the only way to wholeness (and maybe holiness) was to give up the push for perfection and to know and accept my imperfections.

The first of the Four Noble Truths set forth by Buddha says: “Life is dukkha.” In Sanskrit, dukkha can be translated to mean “suffering, temporary, or imperfection.”

In Buddhism the belief is about letting go of your ideals, letting go of the ought-to’s so that you are free to step into what is. Life is suffering. Life is impermanent and therefore we tend to view it as imperfect, unsatisfactory, or as though something is wrong. When you can become present to the experience of all of life—including this impermanence and its innate imperfection—when you can accept it, you then move toward enlightenment, Buddha teaches.

I see this as giving yourself permission to experience each moment of your life, ideal or not, and in so doing these experiences actually bring you closer to your own perfection as a self-realized individual.

“Perfection,” writes Rabbi Shmuley Boteach, “is an engine that actually retards human progress, because it continually tosses humans back on a sense of their own inadequacy.”

When we look deeply at our struggle and imperfection, when we move through it instead of trying to avoid, deny, and hide from ourselves and our truth, we have the opportunity then to do better and to experience more of those “perfect”  spiritual moments of compassion, patience, and love. We become more spiritual beings when we give ourselves the grace and space to see and accept truly where we are, and who we are. We also get the luxury to decide who we will be in the next moment. When we understand and accept that we lashed out in anger because we were hurting, we then get to decide to move closer to our true nature of compassion and reach out in love the next time.

It is only by recognizing our flaws that we can move closer to our essence, authenticity, and our interpretations of God. That is the spiritual practice.

“We have a higher self and a lower self, a finite self and an infinite self, and we need both in order to be whole,” says teacher and author Debbie Ford.

The Navajo Nation has known this and practiced this imperfection for centuries. Though their blankets and rugs are startling in their complexity and beauty, each one has a flaw, a tiny imperfection; an intentional error woven in called the “Spirit Line” or “Spirit String.”

Imperfection is essential to creation, believe the Navajo artisans. To make something perfect means there is a natural disharmony, no room for growth or improvement. The Navajo believe only God can create perfection, so they sabotage their own perfection as a way to foster their own growth. “The process of creation is more important than the final product,”  writes Harry Walters in Woven by the Grandmothers. The imperfections in these blankets are part of what makes them charming and beautiful to buyers.

Our imperfections, too, can add to our charm and our beauty. They are part of our own creation and growth. To know this is an expansive, authentic way to live. It feels better than trying to hide from who we are. From this perspective, your spiritual practice becomes organic and dynamic. Instead of trying to uphold the rules imposed by Krishna (banish desire because desire is the root of evil action) or the strategies of some politicians (hide, deny, and blame others for anything that makes you look bad), you need simply to start paying attention to what you are doing, to what’s working and what’s not.

I do this, sometimes, though I still make plenty of mistakes. I can be impatient, critical, ungrateful, and irritated. I don’t always like my hair and I think it’s totally lame that I actually have a wardrobe that consists of my good sweats and not-for-public sweats. I mean who does that? But in all these moments I’m also learning that the imperfect path will teach me and protect me and leave room for me to grow into myself and do better, if I choose, the next time. My life now seems doable, more fun, more interesting, and more meaningful.

If you do choose this path of imperfection, three things are certain: 1. You’ll get lots of practice because each moment provides the possibility for uncertainty and challenge. 2. It will  feel hard and downright uncomfortable sometimes. Some mistakes are illuminating and easy, others are just plain icky, and the contrast can be painful. 3. Your life will also take on an energy, a peace, a feeling of health and well-being that you can never know by denying or hiding or Photoshopping your flaws away. There is freedom in this, a depth, a divinity, a humor, and ultimately, a power.

Choosing a practice of imperfection is about using what’s available in every moment to connect more deeply with yourself. When you do this, you feel better, more energized, and genuine. You become healthier, more vibrant, and, I promise, you’ll laugh more. All the chaotic, confusing, and stressful moments become filled with possibility and meaning.

This book will show you how to get there. It will help you identify, accept, and appreciate your own imperfections as an integral path to your spirit. I hope it inspires and entertains you—heck, we can laugh about this stuff. Perhaps it will lighten your load a bit and give you a new way to think about your own spiritual connection and path. The things you’ve been trying to hide, fix, change, and deny are the very things that will expand and elevate your life. While our practices may be imperfect, our souls never are.

By uncovering and accepting who you are, you become free to make choices that align you with your spirit. That is freedom. That is the spiritual path of imperfection.






Chapter 1:

Culture of Perfection


Imperfection clings to a person, and if they wait till they are brushed off entirely, they would spin forever on their axis, advancing nowhere.

—THOMAS CARLYLE




I’m pretty sure Buddha never had to deal with a raisin up his kid’s nose. But I have. Raisins up the nose and other real-life moments are routine around here in my messy, chaotic, interesting life. A life that many days feels more like a ready-made script for television than a spiritual pursuit. But the messes and mistakes, imperfections and blunders have provided the basis for probably my broadest spiritual practice yet,  the practice of imperfection, the practice of living an authentic life. It began in the backseat of a Volvo.

We were just fifteen minutes into an hour-long trip and my daughter was already fussing in the back.

“My nose hurts,” she said. “I want out. I wanna be done.”

“Enough,” I said. “We’ll get there when we get there.” I spoke quickly so that I could get back to telling my husband how to drive, when to slow down, where to turn.

“I got it,” he said. “If I need help driving I’ll let you know.”

“My nose is stuffy,” said the voice from the backseat.

“But you DO need help,” I said.

“I want out,” my daughter said.

“Me, too,” said my husband.

This was so not the picture I had imagined when I first thought about marriage and kids and family vacations and happily-ever-after. Of course I knew there would be challenges, but this was just plain irritating and inconvenient and crazy-making. Clearly my path to perfection as the ideal wife and mother was veering wildly toward the cliff’s edge.

I actually fell over that cliff when the mist from my daughter’s sneeze hit me in the back of the neck and the raisin that had, apparently, been jammed up her nose, rocketed past my ear sticking to the windshield in front of me.

“That,” my husband said, “was so amazing.”

“Did you see my raisin go, Mommy? My nose feels better now.”

“Wow,” said my husband, smiling at her in the rearview mirror.

Yes. Wow, I thought. My daughter had a raisin lodged in her nose. There goes my nomination for the “Mom of the Year Award”—again.




THE CULTURE OF PERFECTION 

We live in a culture where things like “Mom of the Year Awards” and other signs of perfection are revered and coveted. We celebrate success, reward beauty, and praise people who follow the rules and don’t make trouble. We do not generally celebrate mothers whose kids stuff raisins up their noses. We are not hot on people who are unsuccessful, overweight, unattractive, or destitute. What we like are those people who have it together, appear to have the perfect marriage and the beautiful house, the great job, and the clean kids.

We are a culture of perfection seekers. Collectively—yes, this means you and me—we celebrate youth, money, beauty, thinness, and ambition. We like shiny things, cleanliness, good manners, winners, and we like to be right, especially with our husbands.

It’s an evolution that began centuries ago when the early  colonists to New England brought their Calvinist and Protestant beliefs about predestination and work to the New World. Historically, hard work was considered a spiritual pursuit. These early settlers believed that hard work was the will of God, and their duty was to serve God through their labors. Any wealth accumulated through this work was a sign of God’s favor and indicated that you were one of the chosen ones, selected by God for salvation and eternal life.

With time, though, the religious doctrines began to fall away leaving a culture deeply embedded by capitalism and the austere Protestant work ethic, but one increasingly focused on perfection and personal gain as a sign of societal status rather than God’s favor. The right careers, marriages, bodies, cars, and schools became prestigious, a way of indicating intelligence, worth, power.

In the late 1970s and early ’80s this modern push for all things perfect shifted into overdrive when Dallas and Dynasty replaced more family-oriented programming like Little House on the Prairie and The Waltons as the most popular shows on television. There was this global sense, says Laurie Essig, PhD, author and assistant professor of sociology at Middlebury College, that perfect would provide everything we wanted and needed.

It’s a perception that is hard to shake no matter how analytical or self-aware you are thanks to a market-driven system  that is constantly telling us through commercials, magazines, and media that we must do certain things just to fit in.

“We are made to feel that we need to buy more stuff and do more stuff not even to be perfect but just to be presentable,” Essig says. “It’s doubtful many of us will ever be able to escape all aspects of this culture.”




THE MOVE TOWARD IMPERFECTION 

Even as we rail against the T.V. programs, billboards, and advertisements that objectify people and Photoshop their real-world characteristics like wrinkles and blemishes and other so-called flaws away, it’s hard not to buy into this practice of perfectionism just a little bit. I think of it every morning when the light catches the gray in my hair. It’s part of the natural aging process, I know, but it’s causing me to look older and that feels harder to take every time I see a commercial for hair color filled with gorgeous, youthful women. I could dye my hair and get a teeny bit closer to the made-for-T.V.-ideal, but going with Rocket Red hair color is not going to smooth the wrinkles or alter the aging process. What if, though, instead of coloring my hair, I acknowledged my age and gave thanks that I’ve been able to live this long? What if I saw the strands of gray as a sign of privilege rather than a flaw? Then the so-called imperfections of getting older would make me feel better and they could actually become pathways to spiritual development.

I’m not saying to give up on self-improvement altogether. There’s nothing wrong with a little hair dye or trying a technique to help you live well. Most of us do want to look better and feel better in our skin. We want to be better people. Personal development is valid and worthwhile when it comes from a place of curiosity and passion, when it comes from a desire to grow and to create meaning-filled lives. But too often we want to sweep away our flaws in order to measure up to some Hollywood ideal.

We invest time and put our attention on fixing, changing, avoiding, denying, and hiding our imperfections to match some contrived cultural expectation, rather than living from what’s right and true for us. Let’s do it differently. It’s time to shift our focus and energy from what’s wrong with us to what is right within us.


IN THE MOMENT PRACTICE: YOU CAN WORK WITH THIS

Take five minutes, wherever you are, and think about all the mistakes and imperfections that have actually yielded a happy or fortuitous result. Smile then, and say this out loud:
I will live this life just how it is. I will love it and have fun with it and learn from it. I am authentic and I can use all of this stuff: the messiness and confusion and ugliness and busyness and pain and joy and peace and beauty and humor and uncertainty to grow and live my best life. I will use all that I am—the greatness and the imperfections—to step into my full potential. To live my purpose. To contribute to others. To be the difference in the world. Who I am is enough.










THE LIMITS OF PERFECTION 

In our quest to be the best we dye our hair, cream the wrinkles, cover the blemishes, fix the nose, and become masters at avoiding accountability. It’s become easy to blame our mothers, partners, therapists, McDonald’s, and the media for our troubles instead of admitting our mistakes. Here is a shocker, people:  We are fat because we ate the hamburgers, not because somebody cooked them for us.

But we don’t admit to it. We don’t want to fess up to our flaws or showcase our imperfections because we believe that to be wrong is to be weak. People who pursue this road to perfection tend to be more likely to cover up their errors than take responsibility for them, according to research from experts, like Gordon Flett, of York University.

This is a narrow, limiting way to live. To constantly push for perfection is to strive for an illusion. In the end there is nothing left but a whole lot of stress, insecurity, anxiety, and fear. People who pursue this route are also at higher risk for social alienation, divorce, suicide, burnout, depression, and a slate of health problems, according to research. As long as we stay this course of denying and excusing our flaws rather than recognizing, accepting, and using them to create more fabulous lives, we will remain stuck, stressed out, and disconnected from spirit.
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