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Every recreational sport or pastime has its own unwritten rules and protocols.  Whether you 

enjoy fishing, golf, tennis, going to the gym, or any other athletic pursuit, you quickly learn these 

things when you begin.  I enjoy cycling, and I long ago discovered what seems to be an essential 

part of the “code of the cyclists.”  Apparently, if a cyclist who was behind you manages to catch 

up to you, you have to find some nonchalant way of letting him know why he was able to do so.  

“Hey, how you doing! Yeah, this is my first time out since I broke both my legs.”  A humble 

acceptance that the guy probably caught you because he is better is taboo and could leave you 

shunned by the rest of the cycling tribe; you have to think of something.   

      

People have an instinctive defensiveness when it comes to their failings and shortcomings, when 

we do not measure up to our own expectations or those of others.  This is the reason we can so 

often take criticism, even when constructive, as a personal attack.  While the source of our 

defensiveness and wounded feelings amid our failings could be (and probably often is) pride, I 

think there is another possibility.  I think these reactions are evidence that we are still living our 

lives according to the flesh and not the spirit.  We continue to define ourselves by these worldly 

criteria, and so we feel that it is our very being which is threatened when we don’t measure up.  

We are prone to viewing our failures as personal failures because we base our personal identity 

upon them.   

      

I once asked a high school coach if it was difficult to tell a girl she had been cut from the team.  

He said it would be fine if it were just between him and the girl, since they usually took it pretty 

well.  The problem came when parents launched into infantile hysterics over the “grievous 

injury” done to their daughter.  The knowledge that, among hundreds of students, nine are better 

basketball players really isn’t a big deal.  Yet, the parents convince their child that it is, that 

somehow their very being has been demeaned, and so the child comes to see it as a personal 

failure, and stakes her identity, or at least a good portion of it, on something so neutral and 

insignificant as a sport.  Sadly, this also reveals a grossly deficient notion of love on the part of 

the parents, as what they are really saying is that they pin some measure of their child’s identity 

on such trivialities.  

      

A teller at my bank once told me that she would be leaving her job to sell cars.  She had a great 

personality, was articulate and outgoing, and attracted by the potential for a far more lucrative 

career.  A few months later, she was back at the bank.  It turns out that selling cars was not her 

thing after all; in her own words, “I was terrible at it – I made so many mistakes!”  I felt like 

saying, “You don’t know how this works, do you?  You mean it was your new boss’ fault – he 

was a jerk.  Or your new co-workers wouldn’t take the time to train you and conspired against 

you, right?”  No, it was her fault; she just didn’t have a talent for it, and admitted it with a smile 

on her face.  It was refreshing to see someone not threatened by her own failures (presuming, of 

course, failure in a neutral area, not in the moral life).  Being a poor car salesman had no bearing 

on her worth as a person, and she was at peace with that.   



Today is the feast of St. Celestine V, whose sanctity had nothing to do with his abilities as Pope.  

He was a hermit who chastised the Cardinals for their failure to agree on a new Pope, threatening 

them with the wrath of God if they did not soon elect one.  They thought that this could be 

Providence and that this obscure hermit was God’s choice for Pope, so they elected him.  It did 

not take him long to realize he was awful at the job.  He was only Pope for five months, and the 

repercussions of his disastrous Papacy and horrendous decision making would be felt for 

centuries.  Celestine knew that one can not be Pope and still go to Heaven, but to remain Pope to 

the detriment of the Church might be a sure road to hell, and so humbly admitted his failure and 

resigned.  The fact that he was nonetheless canonized confirms his action, and the fact that being 

a failure at something has no bearing on the soul, while our reaction does. 

      

Thomas Edison did not invent the light bulb on his first try – nor his hundred and first.  When 

once asked if he ever grew frustrated at so many failures, he replied, “I have never failed.  I now 

know a hundred ways to not make a light bulb.”  Failure is something we will all encounter.  We 

will not get every job for which we apply, we may not be smart enough to complete the course of 

studies for our first choice of a college major, and the person you want to spend the rest of your 

life with may decide you are not the right person for them.  Failure is not the end of the world, 

but it is a revealer of character.  By our response we will know if we have truly matured as 

Christians, or if we remain children who define themselves by secular standards and worldly 

approval.   

      

When we fail, we should thank God that we have learned something about ourselves, and be glad 

that He loves us all the same, since He places a greater worth on us than we do upon ourselves.  

As Jesus assured us in today’s Gospel, “The Father already loves you, because you have loved 

Me and believed that I came from God.”  If that it is not your definition of success, then your 

definition needs to change.   


