
Dear Friends, 

In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s tale The Birth-Mark, the brilliant scientist Aylmer falls in love with a beautiful 

young woman called Georgiana. She is beautiful but has a birthmark like a small hand on her cheek. It is 

attuned to her emotions, becoming almost invisible when she blushes, but standing out when she is 

pale. Other lovers have thought this a sign of beauty, telling her that a magical fairy must have touched 

her cheek, but Aylmer sees it as a blemish, an imperfection that challenges his scientific skills. He 

becomes unable to appreciate his wife’s beauty clearly as he becomes obsessed with what he sees as 

her imperfection. He urges her to let him remove the mark. 

Georgiana realizes that Aylmer is disturbed by her blemish. He cannot see beyond the blemish to the 

beauty that is within her. She is deeply hurt but, out of love for him, agrees to submit to whatever 

experiment he devises to render her beautiful again in his eyes. She drinks a chemical potion destined to 

remove the birthmark but finds that the mark is linked to her life. As the mark disappears, her life drains 

from her. Aylmer has achieved his idealistic dream of a perfect wife, but in the process he has destroyed 

what he failed to love and accept. 

In the Gospel of Matthew we find Jesus saying “be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.” How 

could we ever hope to reach such state of perfection in this life and not be destroyed in the attempt? 

Luke’s Gospel makes a crucial change in the wording. We are told by Jesus to be compassionate as our 

heavenly Father is compassionate. That in itself is a tall enough order, but it avoids the tyranny of that 

word “perfection.” There must be a key in understanding this challenge. The key lies in the promise of 

God’s grace and in the very fact of the incarnation. God does not demand the impossible of us. His 

becoming human transforms our human nature from within, making it possible for us to be holy 

because Jesus himself is our holiness and our healing. When we make space for him in our lives and try 

our best to follow his teaching, his grace comes alive within us. 

Christian life is never about trying to achieve some impossible state of perfection. It is always about 

intimacy with God. This means allowing God to become a familiar part of our lives. Most of us are only 

too conscious of our own sins and imperfections, and even more conscious of those of others. Being 

harsh and judgmental with ourselves or with others is never the answer, and when we hear that note in 

our own voice or that of others, we know it is not from God. 

God’s compassion is infinite, as is God’s grace, and no one is more willing to help us than God. Whatever 

temptations and difficulties we face, whatever defects of character we may think we have, God looks on 

us and finds us very good. God has faith in us, loves us and has hopes for us. It is that faith, hope and 

love that give us the strength we need to face each day with its challenges, knowing that God’s grace is 

perfection enough for each one of us from our birth to our dying day. Addicts in recovery often 

encourage themselves with sayings such as “one day at a time”. If we can take up this attitude and 

spend a little time with God each day, reviewing the choices we have made and seeing where we have 

been present  to or absent from God’s loving presence on our lives, we will begin to see where the path 

to goodness lies for us, and will find the grace to respond. 

Your friend in Jesus                                                                                                                                                            

Msgr. Zach 


