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Finding Meaning from our Fai lures   
 

When I was a rabbinic intern at Cedars-Sinai Hospital in Los Angeles, I took the stairs to 
visit patients. The steps on each floor provide inspirational quotes for the exercise driven 
staff and visitors. I always remember Wayne Gretzky’s motivational words located on the 
north tower stairs. “You miss one hundred percent of the shots you never take.” Gretzky’s 
words remind us that risk-taking, failure, and success are all part of the human condition.  

For example, dozens of publishers rejected J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter. Jerry Seinfeld did 
not get a role in a minor sitcom early on in his career. Emsley A. Laney High School Varsity 
Basketball Team cut a sophomore named Michael Jordon. And, twenty-one publishers 
rejected William Golding’s novel about a group of British boys stuck on an island. The book 
was called Lord of the Flies and William Golding was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature.1  

As British Prime Minister Winston Churchill once said, “Success is the ability to go from 
one failure to another with no loss of enthusiasm.” Not to state the obvious here, but I think 
that we know this. More than likely, we have probably heard similar quotes from time to 
time. And, therefore, it seems likely that inspirational quotes and anecdotal celebratory 
stories about overcoming failure may not provide us with any meaning to our life, especially 
as we reflect on our own personal failures. Why?  

After all, JK Rolling did publish the Harry Potter series and I have seen all of the eight 
blockbuster movies. Jerry Seinfeld lives quite well in syndication heaven. Michael Jordan is 
the greatest basketball player ever. William Golding was actually knighted and Lord of the Flies 
became so successful that it even became part of the Cliffsnotes series, which helped me pass 
freshman English!  

The simple truth is that we can only measure ourselves by examining our own successes 
and especially our own failures. And, this is one of the core reasons that we begin the Yom 
Kippur service by standing and by declaring Kol Nidre wherein we release all vows that we 
will make to God from this day until the next Yom Kippur.  

Kol Nidre also annuls our commitments, our obligations, and our promises that we fail to 
honor to God. The spiritual gift of Kol Nidre is that God will forgive our failures and our 
broken promises.  

However, Kol Nidre does not annul our failed commitments, our failed obligations, and 
our broken promises to ourselves and especially to other human beings. God does not 
expunge these failures. We do not have special liturgy in the Yom Kippur service that 
dissolves these failures. We do not have an out clause.  

Rather, it is the opposite. In the Yom Kippur service, we acknowledge our failures of 
integrity. We acknowledge our failures of justice. And, we acknowledge our failures of love.  

Yom Kippur powerfully reminds us that failure is absolutely part of the human condition. 
Failure can be the lack of our desired outcome, even when we truly gave our best effort and 
did not transgress.2 On the other hand, our shortcomings that we consciously make in life – 
poor effort, poor judgment, poorly chosen words, and poor choices – are all forms of failure 
too.3   

                                                
1 Cf. Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, “Surviving Failure: Covenant and Conversation for Vayechi” 
2 Cf. Rabbi Rachel Gurevitz, “The Key to Success is Failure,” My Jewish Learning accessed on September 15, 
2016 http://www.myjewishlearning.com/rabbis-without-borders/the-key-to-success-is-failure/#  
3 Ibid  
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So when we fail, we are frightened, we are humiliated, and of course, we are disappointed. 
We wonder about our reputation. We wonder about our relationships at home, our 
relationships at work, or our relationships at school. We have let ourselves down. And, we 
have let others down too, which seems to be the hardest consequence of failure.   

Then, the questions that we present ourselves on this Yom Kippur are: “Is it even 
possible for us to find any meaning from our personal failures?”  

 “And, how can we craft our own personal Kol Nidre that helps us come to terms with our 
failures, nullifies the pain that we experienced, but also gives us the strength to improve our 
lives and our relationships as we move forward?”  

I certainly recognize that these questions can be incredibly difficult for us to answer. And, 
I also recognize that many of us want to ignore our failures entirely because they are too 
painful or because they are too recent.  

Our tradition certainly recognizes that our personal failures can unfortunately take us 
down to a deep, dark and uncertain road where there is no hope, and where we cannot find 
the light that will lead us to our redemption. We find examples of this immensely painful 
experience in our sacred literature. Our biblical leaders such as Moses, Elijah, and Jeremiah 
all reached a desperate point in their lives when failure led them down to this dreaded road.  

In the Book of Numbers, the Israelites bitterly complained against Moses in the 
wilderness. Moses questioned his leadership and realized that he failed his mission.4 Moses 
pled to God saying, “I cannot carry all this people by myself, for it is too much for me. If 
you would deal thus with me, kill me rather, I beg You, and let me see no more of my 
wretchedness!”5   

The Prophet Elijah went into hiding after the idolatrous Queen of Israel, Jezebel, 
threatened his life. Because Elijah did not challenge Jezebel, he, too, believed that he failed 
his mission. “Elijah prayed that he might die. ‘Enough!’ he cried. ‘Now, O Lord, take my life, 
for I am no better than my fathers.’”6  

The prophet Jeremiah failed to be an effective advisor to King Zedekiah. Jeremiah 
warned King Zedekiah not to attack the Babylonians. King Zedekiah rejected Jeremiah’s 
council and the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem in 586 BCE. Jeremiah pled to God, “Woe 
is me, my mother, that you ever bore me. A man of conflict and strife with all the land!”7 

Moses, Elijah, and Jeremiah all represent the human condition of failure. Like them, we 
all had a sense of mission. But, our lives take an unexpected turn for the worst. Sometimes 
the turn is not our fault and sometimes it is. And, it seems that all is left is the painful 
reminder of defeat, not sweet taste of success that shows off our effort.  

Many of us know that success does not mean a life without experiencing personal 
failures.8 I am often reminded about the parable of the young man and an old rabbi. The 
man asked the rabbi whom he met on the path, “Where is success?” The rabbi did not 
speak, but he pointed down the road. 

The man was excited and he immediately rushed ahead. Suddenly, there came the sound 
of splat. The young man thought he made a wrong turn. He went back to the old bearded 
rabbi and asked him the same question, “Where is success?” The rabbi once again pointed 

                                                
4 Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler eds., The Jewish Study Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 307 
5 Num. 11:14-15 
6 1 Kings 19:4 
7 Jeremiah 15:10 
8 R. Sacks  
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silently in the same direction. The man nodded, turned around, and headed back in the same 
direction. Splat! 

The man ran back to the rabbi. This time the man was bloody, bruised, broken, and 
angry. The man was screaming and demanded to know why the rabbi sent him off in the 
same direction of disaster. The man shouted to the rabbi, “No more pointing. Talk!” The 
old rabbi finally spoke. “Success is that way. Just a little past splat.” The man nodded, picked 
himself up, and went on his uncertain way.9 

We all know the feeling of splat. And, we personally feel the splat of failure especially on 
Yom Kippur – the day of total vulnerability.10 Yom Kippur causes us to reflect about our 
own personal shortcomings in our lives in every arena.   

When God opens the Books of Life and Death, we wish that we could erase our failed 
commitments, our failed obligations, and our broken promises to ourselves and to those 
whom we love and turn each of them into successes. And, we wish Kol Nidre could magically 
provide us the liturgy that will lead us immediately toward our redemption.  

Unfortunately, our tradition does not grant us of this gift. Rather, our tradition requires us 
to acknowledge our failures. But, our great Sages teach us that acknowledging our failures is 
meant to stir the memory pot. It is meant for introspection. It is meant to teach us to say: “I 
do not like what I did.” “I am not going to be that person anymore.”11 “And, sometimes I 
will fail and I will come up short. But, I want my failures to teach me that I can return to the 
right path.” “I can strive to be a better person each day.” “I can strive to be a better partner, 
a better sibling, a better parent, a better child, a better co-worker, and a better student.” 
“This is how I truly become a successful person in the New Year.” “And, this is how I can 
find meaning from my failures.” 

Moses, Elijah, and Jeremiah acknowledged their failures and found meaning too. And, 
eventually, they succeeded. Moses succeeded by delivering the Torah and by mentoring 
Joshua who brought the Israelites into the Promised Land. Elijah succeeded by training his 
successor Elisha who defeated Queen Jezebel. And, Jeremiah succeeded by teaching the 
Israelites that prayer can reach God everywhere, even when we make mistakes or when 
disaster strikes against us. 

Rabbi Rachel Gurevitz writes, “Perhaps the key to success is failure. If by ‘success’ we 
mean how much we progress up the career ladder or how much money we earn, then this is 
not the lesson we need. Rather, by success we mean how we respond in times of challenge, 
whether we reflect on our failures with humility, whether we aspire to be what some of our 
ancestors defined as the tzadik – one who makes new mistakes…if that is what success in life 
looks like, then, yes indeed, the key may lie in our failures, and the lessons and resilience that 
arises from them.”12 

As we begin this New Year 5777, we ask ourselves if we can we find any meaning from 
our personal failures? And we also ask if we can craft our own personal Kol Nidre that helps 
us come to terms with our failures, nullifies the pain that we experienced, but also gives us 
the strength to improve our lives and our relationships as we move forward? These 
questions can be incredibly difficult for us to answer. However, I do believe that it is 

                                                
9 Story adapted from Jerry Porras, Steward Emery, and Mark Thompson, Success Built to Last: Creating a Life that 
Matters (New York: Plume, 2007), 127ff 
10 Cf. Rabbi David Frank, “Remembering Eitan,” Temple Solel, Rosh Hashanah 5775 
11 R. Gourarie 
12 Ibid 
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certainly possible for us to find meaning from our failure if we consider the following four 
ideas that:  

(1) Failure does not make us bad people. And, failure does not negate our previous efforts 
and our successes.13  

(2) Our tradition teaches us to seek teshuva to those whom we have wronged, but our 
tradition teaches us that we must learn to forgive ourselves. We must take this to heart 
especially as we reflect about our own broken commitments to ourselves and to others.  

The former Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks writes, “One of the 
most empowering truths of Judaism is that God forgives our failures so long as we 
acknowledge them as failures. God does not expect us to be perfect.”14 As the Book of 
Ecclesiastes says, “No one on Earth is so righteous as to do only right and never sin.”15      

(3) Failure does not define us as a person. Rather, failure can help us grow toward our 
potential. Though we cannot re-write our past, our failures can teach us that we can write the 
pages of our future when we strive to be a better person each day.  

(4) Time, reflection with humility and with self-awareness, and even humor can help heal 
us and nullify the pain that we experienced from our failures.  

We began the Yom Kippur service standing in total accountability as we recited Kol Nidre 
three times. When we closed the ark, God forgives our failures and our broken promises for 
this New Year.  

As we enter the middle part of the Yom Kippur service, I stand for this community with 
humility and self-awareness, as I recite a contemporary Kol Nidre that helps us find meaning 
from our failures, nullifies the pain that we experienced, and gives us the strength to improve 
our lives and our relationships as we move forward in this New Year:  

 
“Give us the strength Adonai to keep our commitments and our promises –  
As partners in marriage, as children, and as siblings  
Give us the strength Adonai to keep our obligations –  
To our friends, to our classmates, and to our colleagues  
If we fail to honor our commitments, our obligations, and our promises, we pray to 
Adonai asking –  
For the strength not to allow our failures to define who we are nor to negate our previous 
successes and efforts  
For the strength to seek teshuva to those whom our broken promises have caused pain  
For the strength to seek teshuva for ourselves  
To the give us the strength to allow our failures to help us become better people 
especially to those whom we love   
And for the strength for patience to help us heal our wounds as we go forward in this 
New Year”    

 
At Cedars-Sinai Hospital in Los Angeles, I visited with many patients. There is one 

patient in particular that I remember; let us call him Hank. I met Hank at the ER during an 

                                                
13 Cf. Rabbi Michoel Gourarie, “How to Fail,” accessed on September 13, 2016 
http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1157865/jewish/How-to-Fail.htm 
14 See Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, “Failure is One of the Greatest Gifts Bestowed on the Faithful” 
15 Ecclesiastes 7:20  
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evening shift. Hank was sick. He suffered from many illnesses. This was not his first time at 
the hospital.  

Hank and I instantly bonded. When his physicians admitted him to a room, I met with 
him daily for weeks. We prayed together; he loved receiving the Priestly Blessing. We reflected 
about life together. And, for the short time together, we created a friendship.  

Hank acknowledged that he was responsible for the decline of his health. He failed to 
take care of his body. He was married and he had two daughters; his youngest daughter was 
just in elementary school. Hank told me that she had a blast learning in school and she 
received many accolades for school projects. Hank wanted to see her grow up. Hank wanted 
to be present and healthy for his family.  

Hank told me that he was not going to be defined by this hospital stay or his illnesses. He 
told me that he learned from his failures by not taking care of body and firmly believed that 
he could restore his health and be at all of his daughters’ birthdays and other celebrations. 
He was motivated and he was ready to write the next chapter of life. Eventually, Hank was 
discharged from the hospital with a plan to restore his health. 

My experience with Hank taught me that failure, despite the humiliation, disappointment 
and fear that it can bring, cannot define us. Failure cannot speak for us. Failure cannot 
prevent us from maximizing our talents and from reaching to our potential. And, failure 
cannot prevent us becoming better people and prevent us from strengthening our 
relationships.   

 Samuel Smiles, the nineteenth century Scottish author, once wrote, “We learn wisdom 
and meaning from failure much more than we do from success. We often discover what we 
will do, by finding out what we will not do. And, probably one who never made a mistake 
never made a discovery.” 

In this New Year, we will make mistakes. And, we will fail because it is part of the human 
condition. However, we will always have the chance to reflect with humility and self-
awareness that can help us discover the road to our redemption, which is success too. This is 
how we find meaning from our failures.  
 
Gut Yontif  

 


