Failure is not Binding

Several years ago I was leading a course in Biblio-drama at another synagogue. Biblio-drama is method that allows students to empathize with biblical characters without actually going through the script of a story word by word. For instance in the case of the Torah Portion we just read a student might be asked to respond as Sarah to the birth of her son Isaac. The student will phrase their answer as such: As Sarah I felt…and in this case a typical answer might be…as Sarah I felt overjoyed at the miracle that allowed me to have the son I thought I would never have. This particular class was made up of 5th and 6th graders who really enjoyed this role playing. On one particular day we were studying tand playing out the drama of the Akeda, the binding of Isaac, which this congregation read during yesterday’s service. As we went through the story the students would raise their hands and explain how each and every character, including the donkey, felt at any moment in time. They spoke of the inner conflicts that Abraham must have felt as he prepared to sacrifice his son. Then we discussed the actual binding of Isaac. One quiet student raised his hand and gave me an answer that I am still mulling over to this day. A typical answer might be: “As Isaac I feel as though I am helpless.” This is what I expected, but this is not what I heard. The young man said “As Isaac, I feel as if I have failed”. Somewhat shocked at where this answer was coming from I probed him further. He said that Abraham, Isaac’s father had put him in a position where he, Isaac could not succeed. He did not see this as an act that would lead to Isaacs’s demise, rather he saw the act as a metaphor for how a parent can bind a child so they can’t succeed, This was pretty deep stuff coming from a sixth grader. I wasn’t exactly sure where this was coming from…was this boy’s personal experience? Were his parents overbearing in their attempts for him to succeed at all endeavors? Was he scared to death to fail? What was it --- that made him frame this story in terms of success and failure, rather than in it’s simplest terms, which is the struggle of Abraham to follow the words of his G-d rather than perhaps his own conscience. There is an old expression in the Talmud (BT Ta’anit 7a) R. Hanina said: I have learnt much from my teachers, and more from my colleagues than from my teachers, but from my students I learned more than from them all… In this case I learned and saw a side of this story that seemed to be on the mind of this generation, Are we pushing them too hard to succeed? Are we not teaching them that failure is often a road to success and not an end in and of itself? In this way are we binding our own children?
In order to discus failure we must first understand what failure is. By definition failure is both multifaceted and often subjective. Failure is an act that fails; "his failure to pass the test”. It can also be an event that does not accomplish its intended purpose; "the surprise party was a complete failure; It can be an unexpected omission; "he resented my failure to return his call"; But the most damaging failure is often one that we put upon ourselves or feel others put upon us. Simply put, failure is a lack of success, the inability to function or perform satisfactorily. And most often when we are talking about people’s failure in this way, it is subjective.

As Americans we hate failure. It is one of our biggest fears. How many times have you heard “Failure is not an option”. Or maybe you have heard someone exhort a young person; “Are you a winner or a loser?” 
I have seen people go to extremes to ensure that that their children succeed, but at what price? I remember one year in a local Little League, where the parents of the best players banded together to all coach one team so their sons could avoid the player draft. With all, and I am not exaggerating, all of the best players put on one team through a loophole in the system, they dominated the league, making the other teams fodder for their winning. What message were they sending to their children? As an American culture we love to win and we love to dominate. As a Yankee fan I can truly appreciate this. Until 2004 our continued battle with the Red Sox was not only about winning it was about hegemony, our domination over a team that could never quite win the big game against us. In fact one could say in this regard the Red Sox were a great failure, giving their fans an unending and often gut wrenching catastrophic loses in big games. But this is no more! Now it is all history; for those who don’t know the Red Sox beat the Yankees on the way to winning the World Series in 2004 in a come back of biblical proportions. The Red Sox history of failure has been erased. And today I honestly believe the rivalry is better. The Yankees failure in that moment, has actually improved the rivalry, and leveled he playing field. Also, as Yankee fans we have long had a love hate relationship with the team owner who couches everything in terms of being “a winner”, a much over used word in the American lexicon that leaves no room for failure. And it is the over use of this very word, that we find that we do damage to our children. We must give them the freedom to fail, room for self discovery, and teach them that failure is not an end by which they label themselves as losers. Show me any “successful person” and I can guarantee you that they will have stories of their own personal failures on their way to “success”. The difference is how they viewed and acted upon their failures. In examining this we can see that failure is not an end in and of itself, but a turn in the road, a tool in which we learn much. 
We live in a world where we tend to define people by their successes and their failures. We love to label people as winners and losers. We vault people up on the way towards success and tear them down once they get there. We judge people not by their ability to engage in an endeavor but by the initial results of that endeavor. If success is considered the opposite of failure, and failure is considered an anathema to success; I wondered what successful people might say about failure. What I found was different then the message our popular culture espouses. In fact one of my favorite quotes is from a person who has known a success or two was from Thomas Edison who said: 
“I have not failed. I've just found 10,000 ways that won't work.” 

Win or lose, experiencing failure is about a person taking an active role in life. We have to play to both succeed and/or fail. We often fail to see these results in a bigger picture. President Teddy Roosevelt in a speech given at the Sorbonne in Paris said:
“It is not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man stumbled, or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly, who errs and comes short again and again, who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, and spends himself in a worthy cause, who at best knows achievement and who at the worst if he fails at least fails while daring greatly so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.” 

We must engage in life. We can not sit on the sidelines. We can not fix an environment, such as the case with the little league team, so that the outcome is assured. We must be willing to take chances; we cannot be paralyzed by a fear of failure. In studying many great people’s opinions on failure, I have found that three major positive themes arise from failure: In failing we find learning, self-discovery and freedom.
Failure is a tool in which we can learn much.  John Dewey, the American philosopher, psychologist, and educational reformer wrote: “Failure is instructive. The person who really thinks learns quite as much from his failures as from his successes.” Nineteenth century author Samuel Smiles concurs: “We learn wisdom from failure much more than from success. We often discover what will do, by finding out what will not do; and probably he who never made a mistake, never made a discovery.” And so failure is also discovery. Robert Kennedy once said: “Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly.” While I was in rabbinical school I was called on to comment on the virtues of my fellow students. They were a very diverse group, from all walks of life. Almost all of them were second career students. The one thread I found that they all had in common was they were all willing to walk the plank…all willing to drop into uncharted waters, not knowing for sure if they would float and rise to the top or sink and be eaten by the crocodiles. It is in the not knowing that we find self discovery. In these moments we confront both our greatest fears and experience unbridled freedom. Mohandes (Mahatma) Ghandi, the great political and spiritual leader of India in its struggle for independence from the British Empire said: “Freedom is not worth having if it does not connote freedom to err.”
 I have always credited my parents in giving a wonderful gift to their children. They never told us we couldn’t become whatever we aspired to be…and with that we were provided a great playing field in which to fail and succeed. They gave us room to become our own selves, knowing it was from that freedom that we would derive any future success. 

This is the real gift we can give to our children. We can help them, guide them, model for them, but understand that their success will come from with in and not from us totally shaping their choices for them. With good guidance and giving them the freedom to err, we can exert our influence on them with out being controlling.”
Judaism doesn’t deal with failure in terms of winners and losers. In Judaism failure is a failure on a spiritual and moral level not on a competitive level. And perhaps spiritual and moral failures are our true failures. Our High Holiday Machzor lists our failures in these terms when we say the confessional prayers. Both the Ashamnu prayer And the Al Chet prayer speak to spiritual and moral failure and not whether we are winners or losers. On page 515 and again on page 519 of our machzor we confess and seek forgiveness for these failures. Nowhere do we seek forgiveness for failing in the big game, for not doing well on a math quiz or dropping AP Chemistry because it was too hard. Nowhere do we ask for forgiveness for failing to become the great success that we think must be. No we ask for forgiveness for our moral failures, and we ask for forgiveness together as a community. If we try to live up to these moral standards set forth by the Torah, we all are winners, both individually and as a community. There is no first place in morality. Judaism seems to understand failure in the same way as our aforementioned successful people. It takes into account that repentance can be a period of learning when we confront where we have erred, self discovery through self-reflection, and freedom, once we no longer have to carry the burden of our mis-steps. In the Tanach, our Bible, there are over twenty different words that are used for sin. The word we use for sin in our long confessional prayer in the Machzor is Chet, which actually means to “miss the mark” implying an active attempt to do something good that falls short. The word for repentance as many of you know is Teshuva which comes from the verb shuv, which is to return, ostensibly to the Path of the straight and Narrow, to the path of righteousness. Teshuva is not a quick process in which we are given immediate absolution. But Teshuva is a pre-requisite for Divine forgiveness. According to our tradition, G-d will not pardon a person unconditionally. In the act of repenting a person must show true remorse for the wrong they have created and turn this penitential energy into concrete acts of good.
Teshuva requires a period of reflection. Such a period is built into the Jewish calendar during the month of elul. During this time we dedicate an entire month towards self-reflection and repentance, because according to our tradition on Rosh Hashanah our judgment is written, and on Yom Kippor it is sealed. The ten days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippor are called the Asert Yamei Teshuvah, the Ten days of repentance, and thus gives us an additional ten days to pray, reflect and ask for forgiveness. And even then, were we to receive a bad judgment, the verdict is not actually postmarked until ten days after Yom Kippor. On that day, the seventh day of Sukkot, there is one more final Day of Judgment called Hoshanna Raba, giving us an additional ten days to appeal and reverse a bad decree. Although one may consider being written into the book of life as part our Jewish Legends, it does in fact model the fact that it takes a lot to close the gates of repentance, and thus we are afforded ample opportunities to confront our failures and work hard at turning towards good. 
In conclusion, Judaism in recognizing that our real failures come from our spiritual and moral failures reflects the same attitude that we see from successful people. Failure is not an end, but a vehicle by which if approached properly, we learn from our mistakes; Failure provides a vehicle for self-discovery, and Failure gives us the freedom to move on with our lives and not be shackled by our mistakes. Please don’t misunderstand me…I am not implying that we shouldn’t strive for excellence, indeed we should, because in doing so we also experience learning, self discovery and freedom. But we can strive for excellence and still experience failure. What I am saying, is that failure is often part of the process of striving for success and we should recognize that failure doesn’t necessarily close all doors, just as missing the mark doesn’t close all gates. This is the message we need to convey to our children, that failure is not always a negative, but rather, can be a path towards the positive. And perhaps, dare I say, we should think twice, before we say I don’t want to put my child in a position where they will fail. In many cases we may be right, but I am sure that in many cases we are binding our children, by giving them the message that failure is bad and success is the only thing that counts. If we can teach our children how to fail, in essence we are at the same teaching them how to find the road to success. 
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