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The Essay: The Unfinished Puzzle 

 

The 5,000-piece jigsaw puzzle of the Sistine Chapel ceiling sits 87% complete on my bedroom 

floor. It's been there for two years. 

I started it the summer before freshman year, convinced I'd finish it before school started. I 

didn't. By October, I'd completed the borders and half of the famous "Creation of Adam" section. 

By December, I'd connected most of the ornamental details. By March, progress stopped. 

The remaining 650 pieces are technically findable. They're all there, in a shoebox next to the 

puzzle. I know this because I counted them. Multiple times. I've sorted them by color, by pattern, 

by edge shape. I've photographed the unfinished sections and zoomed in to identify which pieces 

might fit where. 

I haven't placed a single piece in two years. 

My parents think I'm stubborn. My friends think I'm weird. They're both right, but they're 

missing the point. This isn't about the puzzle anymore. It's about what the puzzle revealed about 

how I approach everything. 

I'm a completer. I finish books I hate because leaving them unfinished feels wrong. I've sat 

through terrible movies until the credits roll. I've completed every side quest in every video game 

I've ever played, even the boring ones that just give you a virtual achievement badge nobody 

cares about. 

The completion drive served me well for years. I finished my homework thoroughly. I completed 

science fair projects with obsessive attention to detail. I learned entire programming languages 

because I started them and couldn't leave them unfinished. 

But somewhere around piece 4,350 of the Sistine Chapel ceiling, I realized something 

uncomfortable: I wasn't enjoying this anymore. I wasn't looking at the beautiful image taking 

shape. I was just grinding through pieces, determined to reach 100% completion for the sake of 

completion itself. 

The puzzle became a test of my willpower rather than an enjoyable activity. And I was failing 

the test, because I'd stopped caring about finishing it. 

This was new. I didn't care about finishing something I'd started. 

I tried to force myself to complete it. I set deadlines. I promised myself I'd work on it for 30 

minutes every day. I made it a reward—complete ten pieces, then you can watch YouTube. None 

of this worked. The puzzle stayed 87% done. 
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That's when I started wondering if the completion obsession was actually a problem rather than a 

strength. 

I thought about my eleventh-grade science project on water filtration. I'd spent two months 

perfecting a filter that worked adequately after two weeks. The extra six weeks didn't 

meaningfully improve performance. They just pushed completion to 100% because I needed it to 

be finished, polished, and perfect. 

I thought about the novel I wrote in eighth grade that I spent six months editing, even after it was 

good enough. Not because the editing made it significantly better, but because I couldn't submit 

something that felt incomplete. 

I thought about the hours I'd lost to completion anxiety—the stress of unfinished tasks, the 

inability to move on to new projects until old ones reached arbitrary completion points. 

The puzzle sat on my floor, 87% done, mocking me. 

Then I had a different thought: what if 87% is enough? 

What if the value of the puzzle wasn't in completing it but in the hundreds of hours I spent on it? 

What if those hours—where I listened to music, thought about my day, let my mind wander 

while my hands found matching pieces—were the actual point? 

What if finishing was just an arbitrary closure that didn't add real value? 

I left the puzzle incomplete on purpose. It's still there, 87% done, probably forever. It's become a 

reminder that not everything needs to be finished to have value. The process mattered. The time 

mattered. The final 13% doesn't. 

This shift changed how I approach projects. I still complete things—I'm not using "87% is 

enough" as an excuse to half-finish everything. But now I evaluate completion based on value 

rather than an arbitrary completion percentage. 

When I built a weather station last year, I stopped when it accurately collected and displayed 

data. I didn't spend another month adding features that would be cool but unnecessary just to call 

it "complete." The project worked. That was enough. 

When I wrote my first mobile app, I launched it with core features rather than waiting until I'd 

implemented every possible feature I'd ever thought of. Users could download something useful 

rather than waiting indefinitely for perfection. 

I've learned that completionism and perfectionism are related diseases. Both value arbitrary 

endpoints over the actual value created. Both prevent you from moving on to new projects 

because you're stuck perfecting old ones. 
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The Sistine Chapel puzzle remains 87% complete on my floor. My parents still want me to either 

finish it or put it away. I'm doing neither. It's a monument to the idea that value isn't determined 

by completion percentage. Sometimes 87% is perfect. 

Expert Analysis: 

What Makes This Essay Effective: 

1. Concrete central metaphor: The unfinished puzzle becomes a tangible representation of 

the abstract concept of perfectionism. 

2. Specific details: 87% complete, 650 pieces remaining, piece 4,350 as turning point—

specificity makes the narrative concrete. 

3. Unexpected twist: Most "learning from failure" essays end with completing something. 

This essay argues that NOT completing is actually the growth. 

4. Intellectual honesty: The writer examines their own thought process and motivations 

with genuine curiosity. 

5. Multiple examples: The essay doesn't just discuss the puzzle—it shows how the pattern 

extended to science projects, writing, and coding. 

6. Clear growth trajectory: The essay shows evolution from a compulsive completer to 

someone who evaluates completion based on value. 

7. Specific applications: The weather station and mobile app examples show how the 

lesson translated to new projects. 

8. Self-aware humor: "My parents still want me to either finish it or put it away. I'm doing 

neither" shows personality and wit. 

9. Sophisticated insight: The connection between completionism and perfectionism 

demonstrates mature thinking. 

10. Memorable conclusion: The final line, "Sometimes 87% is perfect," provides a 

satisfying resolution while being provocative. 
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