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Present Over Perfect Summary
Embrace simplicity and connection in a weary world.

Written by New York Central Park Page Turners Books Club
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About the book

In "Present Over Perfect," Shauna Niequist embarks on a deeply personal

exploration of life’s true priorities, urging readers to escape the exhausting

cycle of perfectionism. Drawing from her own experiences of emotional

burnout and the isolation that comes from relentless striving, Shauna

highlights the profound need for a shift towards a life marked by grace, love,

rest, and play.

The book unfolds through a series of essays, each reflecting her journey

towards self-discovery and authenticity. Shauna illustrates how societal

pressures often lead individuals into a frantic dance of busyness, where

personal worth is tied to accomplishments and external validation. However,

through her vulnerability and heartfelt storytelling, she paints a picture of

liberation—revealing that fulfillment is found not in perfection but in

presence and simplicity.

In her narrative, Shauna emphasizes the importance of fostering genuine

connections and cherishing moments that matter, urging readers to let go of

their fears and instead embrace their true selves. By recognizing the beauty

in life’s imperfections and the chaos of daily existence, she invites us to

cultivate relationships that bring joy and meaning.

This journey to a more enriching and connected life serves as an invitation to
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all who feel overwhelmed. “Present Over Perfect” is not just a guide; it's a

celebration of the messiness of life and the necessary steps toward living

authentically. Readers are encouraged to prioritize presence, vulnerability,

and love, finding solace amidst the demands of modern life. Through

Shauna’s insights, we are reminded that true peace lies in the acceptance of

where we are, rather than the relentless pursuit of an ideal.
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About the author

Shauna Niequist, an acclaimed author known for her insightful and relatable

writing, invites readers into the rich tapestry of everyday life, exploring

themes of friendship, family, faith, food, love, and heartache. Raised in

Barrington, Illinois, she cultivated her literary passion at Westmont College

in Santa Barbara, studying English and French Literature. This background

informs her reflective storytelling style, as she weaves personal anecdotes

with broader insights about human experiences that resonate deeply with her

audience.

In her marriage to Aaron Niequist, a gifted pianist and worship leader,

Shauna finds further inspiration. Aaron's current project, "A New Liturgy,"

aims to create contemporary worship resources that blend tradition with

modernity, reflecting the evolving nature of faith. Together, they raise their

two sons, Henry and Mac, in the Chicago area, navigating the complexities

of family life and the joys it brings.

Through her works such as "Cold Tangerines," "Bittersweet," and "Bread &

Wine," Shauna captures the beautiful messiness of life, showing how these

experiences illuminate connections to the divine and to one another. Each

chapter flows seamlessly from one moment to the next, revealing the

intricate ways in which our shared human experiences reflect the heart of

God, encouraging readers to embrace the fullness of life—both its sweetness
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and its sorrows.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Summary Content List

Part 1: Sea-change

Part 2: Tunnels

Part 3: Legacy

Part 4: Walking On Water

Part 5: Living In Time

Part 6: Throwing Candy

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Part 1 Summary: Sea-change

Summary of Part 1: Sea-change

Introduction to Sea-change  

The concept of "sea-change," drawn from Shakespeare's "The Tempest,"

encapsulates the idea of profound transformation, akin to a rebirth. The

author encourages a personal exploration of this transformative potential by

reflecting on her own journey of letting go of the past to embrace a new way

of living.

Personal Journey of Transformation  

Over nearly four years, the author transitions from a chaotic existence into

one characterized by peace and connection. Significant milestones in her

life, including her tumultuous senior year in college and a pivotal moment at

twenty-nine when she faced both job loss and an unexpected pregnancy,

served as catalysts for this transformation, guiding her to adopt healthier

ways of living.

The Role of Pain in Change  
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The author illustrates how change often arises from unbearable discomfort in

one’s current circumstances. She shares her realization that the disintegration

of her previous lifestyles often caught her off guard, revealing the essential

role of pain in the process of personal growth.

Awakening to A New Perspective  

Armed with what she refers to as a “Catholic imagination,” the author begins

to value sensory experiences—such as stories, meals, and moments by the

water—that deepen her spirituality. Her journey truly gains momentum at

the lake, a serene refuge from daily chaos, which fosters reflection and

rejuvenation.

Seeking Simplicity and Peace  

Summer visits to the lake underscore the importance of familial bonds and

simplicity, inspiring the author to seek rest and grounding in her life. She

acknowledges a significant shift from frantic busyness to a more peaceful

existence, understanding that genuine fulfillment comes from within rather

than through external accomplishments.

Confronting Busyness and Its Impact  

The author critiques the culture of relentless busyness, recognizing that
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overcommitment can lead to exhaustion and disconnection from loved ones.

Aiming to simplify her life, she expresses a desire to prioritize authentic

happiness over societal expectations.

Rejecting the Hustle  

Through introspection and support from close friends, the author learns the

necessity of rest and spiritual nurturing. She realizes that a relentless push

for productivity can create an illusion of fulfillment while stifling true

contentment.

Culmination of Realizations  

The lake emerges as a powerful symbol of balance, illustrating the benefits

of aligning oneself with nature’s rhythms. In reflecting on her prior

behaviors, driven by the need for external approval, she comes to understand

that genuine happiness stems from self-acceptance and recognizing God's

unconditional love.

Conclusion on Transformation  

Ultimately, the journey towards peace and connection requires intentional

pauses for reflection and a willingness to reshape one’s priorities. The author

emphasizes the importance of rejecting overwhelming commitments to
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reclaim joy and authenticity, proving that true fulfillment lies beyond the

constraints of societal norms. Those willing to embrace change can discover

a deeper sense of purpose and satisfaction in their lives.
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Part 2 Summary: Tunnels

Summary of Part 2: "Present Over Perfect" by Shauna Niequist

In the second part of *Present Over Perfect*, titled "Tunnels," Shauna

Niequist delves into her internal struggles with self-doubt, anxiety, and the

frenetic pace of modern life. A pivotal moment arises during a family trip to

Hawaii, where snorkeling at Tunnels Beach becomes a symbol of her

fleeting joy. However, this joy is quickly clouded by her persistent inner

turmoil, igniting her quest for a more authentic self.

Niequist emphasizes the importance of addressing one’s emotional struggles

(the "vinegar") as a precursor to experiencing deeper truths about spiritual

love and acceptance (the "oil"). She undergoes a transformative process,

embracing vulnerability through prayer and candid discussions with friends

and her counselor. This openness leads her to understand that genuine

healing stems from being vulnerable and allowing herself to be seen and

supported.

As she reflects on her spiritual journey, Niequist discovers the significance

of stillness, a stark contrast to the chaotic lifestyle she once led. Through

practices like centering prayer and daily scripture reflection, she learns to

invite God’s presence into her life, uncovering profound connections within
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herself and her faith.

Niequist continues her exploration of spirituality in the chapter "Vinegar and

Oil," where she uses the metaphor to articulate how acknowledging one’s

fears and imperfections is essential for recognizing God's unwavering love.

This shift involves letting go of self-criticism and accepting divine support.

In "A Wide and Holy Space," she highlights her husband Aaron's journey

toward a more intentional spiritual practice. Together, they cultivate a deeper

faith through community gatherings and by exploring diverse spiritual

traditions, reinforcing the value of connection and authenticity in their lives.

Transitioning to "Daughter," Niequist critiques the achievement-driven

culture that often eclipses genuine faith expressions. As she strives for a life

anchored in rest, prayer, service, and meaningful relationships, she confronts

the challenge of vulnerability within the faith community.

Throughout "On Stillness," Niequist draws attention to the transformative

power of silence. She argues that true healing occurs when one learns to

embrace discomfort and engage in the stillness, fostering a deeper

appreciation for moments of peace away from distractions. 

In the concluding chapter, "Stars," she invites readers to recognize stillness

as a pathway to clarity and connection with God. She likens her journey to
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witnessing stars emerge against the backdrop of city noise, illustrating that

beauty and understanding are often found in quiet reflection amidst life’s

chaos. 

Overall, this section of the book portrays Niequist's commitment to

reclaiming a life filled with purpose, connection, and serenity, urging readers

to seek stillness in their own journeys.
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Part 3 Summary: Legacy

In this reflection on personal growth and the meaning of life, the chapters

 weave together themes of agency, legacy, presence, and the beauty of

everyday moments.

Agency sets the stage by exploring the concept of personal authority.

 The author highlights how societal expectations often inhibit women from

asserting their desires and boundaries. Through a journey of self-discovery,

she learns that to fully understand herself, she must remove distractions and

external pressures. Embracing her individuality and unique aspirations

empowers her to take ownership of her life choices.

In Legacy, the author confronts her fears of missing out on time with her

 family, feeling pressured by external demands. A pivotal moment occurs

when a friend reminds her that it’s never too late to change direction. This

realization shifts her perspective on what constitutes a meaningful legacy;

she recognizes that true richness comes from nurturing personal

relationships. The author resolves to prioritize her family and close

connections over societal achievements.

It’s All Right Here underscores the importance of being present in life's

 fleeting moments. After witnessing a man creating heartfelt video messages

for his children, the author feels inspired to shift her focus from accolades to
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family, understanding that her most valuable treasures are her loved ones.

She expresses the necessity of recognizing what is genuinely important

amidst life's distractions.

In The Spring of the Basketball Hoop, the author shares how a simple

 basketball hoop transforms her family's life. This joyful addition encourages

outdoor play, strengthens family bonds, and alleviates her son's anxiety.

Through playful interactions and community engagement, they redefine their

home as a nurturing environment rich in relationships and experiences,

rather than just a space between activities.

When Brave Looks Boring emphasizes the silent strength found in daily

 commitments and the consistency of family life. Through her brother's

perspective, the author learns that true bravery lies in the

mundane—choosing to engage with family rather than seek excitement

elsewhere. She acknowledges a deeper courage in simply showing up and

staying connected, despite the allure of a fast-paced lifestyle.

Finally, in Present Over Perfect, the author reflects on the balance

 between embracing life's chaos and striving for perfection. During a

memorable Christmas, she chooses to accept the imperfections of family life

rather than chase an unattainable ideal. This shift leads her to find fulfillment

through authentic connections, reinforcing the mantra "present over perfect"

as a guiding principle that highlights the value of meaningful relationships
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over mere productivity.

Together, these chapters paint a portrait of a woman learning to navigate the

complexities of life, emphasizing the significance of presence, personal

agency, and authentic connections with loved ones.
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Part 4: Walking On Water

Walking on Water

In this chapter, Shauna embarks on a journey of personal transformation,

inspired by the biblical story of Peter walking on water. During a spiritual

exercise led by Father Michael, she confronts her habitual interpretation of

the narrative, which has been clouded by feelings of shame and failure.

Instead of viewing Jesus' response as a reprimand, she comes to understand

it as an act of rescue. This revelation reshapes her perception of God from a

critical figure to a loving presence, encouraging her to approach God with a

focus on love and rescue, rather than judgment. As Shauna reflects on this

newfound understanding, she recognizes how her past experiences have

conditioned her to carry shame, prompting her to renew her prayers and

relationship with the divine.

Baptism

The narrative transitions to a baptism ceremony that ignites Shauna’s

contemplation of life’s transitions. Here, she contrasts her previous chaotic

existence with her current desire for tranquility found in sacred spaces, such

as around the table and by the water. This ceremony symbolizes a
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reawakening of her essential self, urging her to escape the societal demands

to live rapidly. As she yearns for a life anchored in core values, she finds

solace and beauty in simplicity, intimacy, and nature, embracing a slower,

more meaningful pace.

Must Be Nice

Shauna candidly examines her feelings of jealousy after witnessing a

friend’s seemingly effortless life. Recognizing this envy as a mirror

reflecting her unfulfilled desires for rest, play, and deeper connections, she

chooses not to suppress it. Instead, she uses the discomfort to identify her

own longings and take proactive steps toward enacting change in her life.

Her experience illustrates a powerful lesson: jealousy can serve as a guide

for self-discovery and fulfillment, leading her to a more authentic life.

Your Mess Is Mine

In a heartfelt exploration of friendship, Shauna articulates the importance of

sharing burdens among friends. She highlights her close-knit community,

where vulnerability and support foster deeper connections. Through the

sharing of struggles and shameful secrets, her tribe cultivates a sense of

belonging and understanding, emphasizing the human experience of pain
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and the value of interdependence. This chapter illustrates the beauty of

shared messes, strengthening the bonds between friends.

The Narrowing

Reflecting on her journey to personal growth, Shauna discusses her

evolution from chaos to tranquility. She recognizes the need to eliminate

distractions and busy schedules to achieve inner peace. As she simplifies her

life, she gains clarity about her true self, learning to prioritize meaningful

connections over productivity. This chapter embodies her pursuit of serenity,

illustrating how letting go of excess leads to a more authentic existence.

Good Fruit

In this chapter, Shauna challenges the belief that personal suffering is

inherently aligned with God's will. She recounts the health and relational

costs of high demands in her life and acknowledges her past mistakes.

Determined to strike a balance between her ministry and her family, she

redefines success by embracing self-care and prioritizing meaningful

relationships. By recognizing her limitations, she affirms her commitment to

nurturing her well-being, laying the groundwork for a more fulfilling life.
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On Jesus

In her exploration of faith, Shauna shares the evolution of her relationship

with Jesus. She expresses gratitude for the blessings in her life and discovers

strength in vulnerability. Acknowledging the significance of an authentic

connection with Jesus, she finds this relationship enhances her bonds with

family and fortifies her emotional resilience. Shauna embraces spiritual

practices as a means of reclaiming her identity, ultimately directing her heart

toward God and celebrating the profound impact of her faith journey.

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Part 5 Summary: Living In Time

In *Living in Time*, Shauna Niequist embarks on a personal journey of

 self-discovery, exploring themes of authenticity, simplicity, and the joy of

living. Each chapter builds upon her reflections and experiences, offering

insights that resonate deeply with the struggle for genuine connection in a

world often driven by external expectations.

Clearing Away  

Niequist begins by confronting the heavy burden of societal expectations

and the incessant drive to please others. Through her candid reflections, she

acknowledges the toll this pressure takes on authentic relationships and

emphasizes the importance of cultivating connections that are rooted in truth

and understanding. She champions the idea that real love flourishes when we

free ourselves from the constraints of others’ opinions, leading to deeper,

more meaningful interactions.

Learning to Play  

Building on her pursuit of authenticity, Niequist highlights the revitalizing

power of playfulness. She shares her journey toward embracing joy and

leisure, realizing that life is not solely about productivity. By integrating

moments of unstructured fun into her everyday routine, she reclaims a sense
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of wonder and happiness, understanding that these experiences are crucial

for nurturing both the heart and spirit.

Morning and Evening  

Transitioning into a discussion of daily rituals, Niequist underscores the

significance of establishing calming morning and evening routines. She

reveals how these practices, such as spending time outdoors to connect with

both God and nature, have enhanced her overall well-being. This mindful

approach to the beginning and end of each day fosters a sense of peace and

intentionality, making it easier for her to navigate life's demands.

Simplicity  

Niequist then turns her attention to the relationship between material

possessions and mental clarity. She shares her personal journey toward

minimalism, describing the joy that comes from decluttering her life and

home. This pursuit of simplicity not only creates physical space but also

cultivates emotional freedom, allowing her to focus on what truly matters.

Through this process, she discovers that less can indeed be more, enriching

her inner landscape.

Happy Medium  
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Confronting the societal pressures surrounding body image, Niequist reflects

on her acceptance of being a medium size—a metaphorical representation of

balance. She advocates for self-love and grace, emphasizing that

nourishment should extend beyond the physical realm to encompass the

spirit as well. This chapter encourages readers to embrace their own unique

bodies and to prioritize authenticity over societal standards, recognizing the

exhaustion that comes from striving for an unattainable ideal.

On Snow  

In her concluding reflections, Niequist draws an analogy between God's

commands to nature and the profound journey toward self-discovery. She

invites readers to reconnect with their inherent passions and encourages

them to shed the layers of expectation that obscure their true identities. By

embracing their authentic selves, individuals can rediscover their purpose

and ignite a sense of fulfillment that resonates deeply within.

Through her poignant insights and relatable experiences, Niequist crafts a

narrative that celebrates the beauty of living authentically, reminding us of

the profound joy that arises when we prioritize genuine connections,

simplicity, and self-acceptance.
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Part 6 Summary: Throwing Candy

In her book "Present Over Perfect," Shauna Niequist chronicles her journey

 toward embracing a more authentic and joy-filled life, moving away from a

relentless pursuit of achievement. 

### Throwing Candy

In Part 6, titled "Throwing Candy," Shauna recounts a pivotal moment

during a retreat where she threw candy to passing kayakers, reviving a

tradition that reminded her of the joy and whimsy she had lost amid

adulthood's responsibilities. This act symbolizes her recognition of the

importance of fun and spontaneity in a life often cluttered by demands.

Inspired by the carefree spirit of others, Shauna resolves to redefine her

success around her capacity for joy, rather than the weight of her obligations.

### Essential Self

Transitioning into "Essential Self," Shauna reflects on the wisdom gained

through age and life transitions. She emphasizes the necessity of shedding

outdated expectations imposed by herself and society, allowing her to

reconnect with her true identity. This journey of self-discovery is anchored

in her commitment to what genuinely matters—family, authentic

connections, and fulfilling her personal dreams. By prioritizing her essential

self, she learns to navigate life with clarity and purpose.
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### Heart and Yes

In "Heart and Yes," Shauna recounts her decision to get meaningful tattoos

that symbolize her love and a commitment to embracing vulnerability. The

heart tattoo signifies her understanding of God's unconditional love, which

in turn cultivates self-worth and purpose. By choosing to say "yes" to life

and its opportunities, she embraces authenticity and bravery, transforming

her approach to relationships and creativity. This chapter illustrates how

vulnerability can lead to deeper connections and a more enriching life.

### Ballard Locks

In a reflective piece titled "Ballard Locks," Shauna shares a significant

anniversary trip with her husband, Aaron. Faced with stories of infidelity in

their social circle, they engage in a candid conversation about their fears and

desires, strengthening their bond. This dialogue underscores the importance

of open communication in a marriage, highlighting that deeper connections

are formed not just through romantic gestures but through honest discussions

about vulnerabilities that fortify their commitment.

### New Fuel

In "New Fuel," Shauna describes her evolving approach to her writing. As

she nears completion of her book, she shifts from an anxiety-driven mindset

to one characterized by calmness and freedom. This transformation arises

from redefining love as a guiding force in her creative process instead of

fear. By detaching her self-worth from external achievements, she learns to
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embrace a more thoughtful and deliberate pace in her work, which enriches

her relationships and overall sense of fulfillment.

### And the Soul Felt Its Worth

As she explores spiritual worthiness in "And the Soul Felt Its Worth,"

Shauna confronts cultural pressures that equate success with achievement.

She realizes that true worth is rooted in God’s love and is intrinsic to

everyone, leading to a transformative understanding of her identity.

Embracing this truth allows her to cultivate a deeper faith and genuine

connections with herself and others. This chapter emphasizes nurturing both

body and soul as a path to creativity and healing.

### Bring in the Love

In the concluding chapter, "Bring in the Love," Shauna emphasizes the

central role of love in everyday life and urges readers to prioritize

connection over achievement. She reflects on her family’s strengthened

bonds and expresses gratitude for the transformative changes in her life.

Through her journey, she reassesses her priorities and highlights that true

fulfillment comes from nurturing relationships and self-awareness rather

than a relentless chase for productivity. The essence of her message

encourages embracing love in all its forms and celebrating the authentic

connections that lead to a truly meaningful life.
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