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Setting the Stage

ought to say to you today. I have asked myself

what I wish I had known at my own graduation,
and what important lessons I have learned in the
21 years that have expired between that day and
this.

Ihave wracked my mind and heart for what I

...On this wonderful day when we are gathered
together to celebrate your academic success, I have
decided to talk to you about the benefits of failure.

...I am not dull enough to suppose that because
you are young, gifted and well-educated, you have
never known hardship or heartbreak. Talent and
intelligence never yet
inoculated anyone
against the caprice of
the Fates, and I do not
for a moment suppose
that everyone here has
enjoyed an existence of
unruffled privilege and
contentment.

However, the fact that
you are graduating
from Harvard suggests
that you are not very well-acquainted with failure.
You might be driven by a fear of failure quite
as much as a desire for success. Indeed, your
conception of failure might not be too far from the
average person’s idea of success, so high have you
already flown.

Ultimately, we all have to decide for ourselves what
constitutes failure, but the world is quite eager to
give you a set of criteria if you let it. So I think it
fair to say that by any conventional measure, a
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mere seven years after my graduation day, I had
failed on an epic scale. An exceptionally short-
lived marriage had imploded, and I was jobless, a
lone parent, and as poor as it is possible to be in
modern Britain, without being homeless. The fears
that my parents had had for me, and that I had had
for myself, had both come to pass, and by every
usual standard, I was the biggest failure I knew.

Now, I am not going to stand here and tell you that
failure is fun. That period of my life was a dark
one, and I had no idea that there was going to be
what the press has since represented as a kind of
fairy tale resolution. I had no idea then how far
the tunnel extended,
and for a long time,
any light at the end
of it was a hope
rather than a reality.

So why do I talk
about the benefits
of failure? Simply
because failure
meant a stripping
away of the
inessential. I stopped
pretending to myself that I was anything other than
what I was, and began to direct all my energy into
finishing the only work that mattered to me. Had
I really succeeded at anything else, I might never
have found the determination to succeed in the
one arena I believed I truly belonged. I was set free,
because my greatest fear had been realised, and I
was still alive, and I still had a daughter whom I
adored, and I had an old typewriter and a big idea.
And so rock bottom became the solid foundation
on which I rebuilt my life.
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You might never fail on the scale I did, but some
failure in life is inevitable. It is impossible to live
without failing at something, unless you live so
cautiously that you might as
well not have lived at all - in
which case, you fail by default.

Failure gave me an inner
security that I had never
attained by passing
examinations. Failure taught
me things about myself that
I could have learned no
other way. I discovered that
I had a strong will, and more
discipline than I had suspected; I also found out
that I had friends whose value was truly above the
price of rubies.

The knowledge that you have emerged wiser and
stronger from setbacks means that you are, ever
after, secure in your ability to survive. You will

It is impossible to live
without failing at something,
unless you live so cautiously
that you might as well not
have lived at all - in which

case, you fail by default.
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never truly know yourself, or the strength of
your relationships, until both have been tested by
adversity. Such knowledge is a true gift, for all that
it is painfully won, and
it has been worth more
than any qualification I
ever earned.

So given a Time Turner,
I would tell my 21-year-
old self that personal
happiness lies in
knowing that life is not a
check-list of acquisition
or achievement. Your
qualifications, your CV, are not your life, though
you will meet many people of my age and
older who confuse the two. Life is difficult, and
complicated, and beyond anyone’s total control,
and the humility to know that will enable you to
survive its vicissitudes.

» What do you think JK Rowling meant when she said,
“failure meant a stripping away of the inessential”?

uestions . . o
to Consider » Do you agree or disagree with JK Rowling’s reasons why
failure can be beneficial?

» What other ways can failure be beneficial?
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ENGAGING THE TEXT Talmudic Failure

X TIMY A1 57T PO NO0N 523 Tnbn
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Talmud Gitten 43a

The verse states: “and this stumbling block (i.e. the Torah) is under your hand”
Why is the Torah referred to as a stumbling block? Because man does not arrive at
a full understanding of the words of Torah unless he first stumbled in interpreting
them.

A2 MAwn A pAd NMaNX N2on 1ivn

:XIR XYy 0195 MmN X X7 12

Mishnah Avos 5:23

Ben Hei Hei says: the reward is in proportion to the exertion.

» Why would understanding Torah require stumbling first? Is

Q uestions this true of other disciplines?

folConsicen Have you ever experienced in your life the principle that

commensurate with the pain is the reward?
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ENGAGING THE TEXT Struggles: What's the Point?
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Ramban: Beraishis 22:1

The matter of “trial,” in my opinion, is as follows: since a man’s deeds are at his
absolute free command, to perform them or not to perform them at his will, on the
part of the one who is tried it is called a “trial” But on the part of G-d, who tries
the person, it is a command that the one being tested should bring forth the matter
from potential into actuality so that he may be rewarded for a good deed, not for a
good thought alone.

Furthermore, G-d only tests the righteous. He does so knowing that the righteous
will do His will and therefore tests him in order to make him more upright. G-d
does not test the wicked because he knows they will not obey. Thus all trials in the
Torah are for the good of the one who is being tried.

uestions » According the Ramban, what is the purpose of divine tests?
to Consider

» How do tests help us reach our potential?

ENGAGING THE TEXT Words of Consolation to a Struggling Student
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Mishlei 24:16

For a righteous man can fall seven times and rise, but the wicked shall stumble
upon evil.
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Pachad Yitzchak - Collected Letters #128

There is a common misconception in our midst regarding our attitude to the
appreciation of our great individuals. We tend to focus on their current elevated
status, neglecting to recall the many mistakes and hardships they encountered
on their path to greatness. ...But know this, my beloved, the root of your soul is
not found within the serenity of your desire to be good, rather it is specifically in
the struggle to become good. And your precious letter, testifies like a thousand
witnesses that you are, indeed, struggling faithfully...In English there is a saying,
“Lose a battle and win the war” King Solomon wrote, “A righteous person falls
seven times, yet rises again” (Mishlei/Proverbs 24:16). The uninformed assume the
meaning to be that greatness can be achieved despite experiencing an occasional
stumble; however, the wise know well that the verse’s intention is to instruct us that
the very path to greatness is solely attained by encountering obstacles and then
overcoming them.

» Rav Hutner mentions a common misconception we
have about great individuals. Have you ever held similar
misconceptions?

uestions » “Lose a battle and win the war”: What's the meaning of
Qto Gardlldlar this phrase and how can it apply to our confrontation with
failure?

» How does Rav Hutner reinterpret the verse “A righteous
person falls seven times, yet rises again”? Have you ever
experienced this in your own life?
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