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HUMAN PERFECTION, TRANSFIGURATION 

AND CHRISTIAN ETHICS

Most people would agree that human perfection is unattainable. 
Indeed, theologians have typically expressed ambivalence about the 
possibility of human perfection. Yet, paradoxically, depictions of 
human perfection are widespread. In this volume, Robin Gill o�ers 
an interdisciplinary study of human perfection in contemporary sec-
ular culture. He demonstrates that the language of perfection is pres-
ent in church memorials, popular depictions of sport, food, music 
and art, liturgy and philosophy. He contrasts these examples with 
the socio-psychological concept of ‘maladaptive perfectionism’, using 
commercial cosmetic surgery as an example, as well as the ‘adaptive 
perfectionism’ suggested in the lives of Henry Holland, Paul Farmer 
and, more ambivalently, Ludwig Wittgenstein. Gill then provides an 
in-depth analysis of New Testament and Septuagint usage of teleios 
and theological debates about the human perfection of Jesus. He 
argues that the Synoptic accounts of the Trans�guration o�er a tem-
plate for a Christian understanding of perfection that has important 
ecumenical implications within social ethics.

Robin Gill,  Emeritus Professor of Applied �eology at the 
University of Kent, was the �rst holder of both the Michael Ramsey 
Chair at Kent and the William Leech Research Chair at Newcastle. 
His previous books include Moral Passion and Christian Ethics 
(Cambridge University Press, 2017) and Sociological �eology (3 vol-
umes, 2012–13).
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Praise for the author’s previous book, Moral Passion and Christian 
Ethics

‘�is is an accessible and informed discussion which is distin-
guished by the comparative treatment of di�erent faiths and a nu-
anced re�ection on some of the most important moral exemplars 
of recent times. �e vitality of the work con�rms the continuing 
success of its host series.’

David Fergusson, Regius Professor of Divinity,  
University of Cambridge (ET 130:7)

‘�is book o�ers us an overview of the �eld of Christian ethics 
and related topics from one of its most eminent practitioners, and 
anyone who works in this �eld will �nd it to be a valuable and 
rewarding book.’ 

Jean Porter, John A. O’Brien Professor of �eology,  
University of Notre Dame (SCE 35:3)
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New Studies in Christian Ethics

General Editor
Robin Gill

Editorial Board
Stephen R. L. Clark, Stanley Hauerwas,  

Robin W. Lovin

Christian ethics has increasingly assumed a central place within academic theol-
ogy. At the same time the growing power and ambiguity of modern science and 
the rising dissatisfaction within the social sciences about claims to value neutral-
ity have prompted renewed interest in ethics within the secular academic world. 
�ere is, therefore, a need for studies in Christian ethics which, as well as being 
concerned with the relevance of Christian ethics to the present-day secular debate, 
are well informed about parallel discussions in recent philosophy, science, or 
social science. New Studies in Christian Ethics aims to provide books that do this 
at the highest intellectual level and demonstrate that Christian ethics can make a 
distinctive contribution to this debate – either in moral substance or in terms of 
underlying moral justi�cations titles published in the series.

 1. Rights and Christian Ethics, Kieran Cronin

 2. Biblical Interpretation and Christian Ethics, Ian McDonald

 3. Power and Christian Ethics, James Mackey

 4. Plurality and Christian Ethics, Ian S. Markham

 5. Moral Action and Christian Ethics, Jean Porter

 6. Responsibility and Christian Ethics, William Schweiker

 7. Justice and Christian Ethics, E. Clinton Gardner

 8. Feminism and Christian Ethics, Susan Parsons

 9. Sex, Gender and Christian Ethics, Lisa Sowle Cahill

10. �e Environment and Christian Ethics, Michael Northcott

 11. Concepts of Person and Christian Ethics, Stanley Rudman

 12. Priorities and Christian Ethics, Garth Hallett

 13. Community, Liberalism and Christian Ethics, David Fergusson

(continued after the index)
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I am most grateful to the many colleagues who have read or listened to 
 di�erent parts of this book with its absurdly wide-ranging references. �eir 
expertise has been invaluable. �e wonderfully intelligent Professor Keith 
Ward and the highly experienced publisher Beatrice Rehl at Cambridge 
University Press both gave me an early and enthusiastic steer on my 
initial outline and Keith went the extra mile reading my �rst complete 
draft, o�ering very welcome encouragement and helpful suggestions for 
improvement. Both Professor Grace Davie and Dr Stephen Duckett sim-
ilarly, as much valued friends, went the extra mile and greatly helped to 
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and made many further suggestions for improvement. And �nally, the two 
anonymous Cambridge University Press Readers couldn’t have been more 
diligent and helpful.

Where would we be without our patient and scholarly colleagues? �ey 
did, though, often tease me by asking whether I considered myself to be 
perfect. Of course, I instantly, and truthfully, denied this (as, apparently, 
did John Wesley), but perhaps I should have replied: ‘Yes, I am perfect – I 
am perfectly stupid for writing this book.’

I also acknowledge that some of the less foolish parts of this book (espe-
cially on Raimon Panikkar in Chapter 8) have been tested in the pages 
of the journal �eology [123.3, 204–8]. Biblical quotations come from the 
New Revised Standard Version.
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cuss this endlessly fascinating topic with Jenny, my wife of many happy 
decades (y una mas, si Dios quiere), who is probably relieved that I will now 
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