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The spiritual writer Fr. Richard Rohr is famous for saying, “we 

grow spiritually much more by doing it wrong than by doing it right.” 
(Falling Upward, xxii) This sounds very counter-intuitive and 
controversial, but it is true. What he means is that our failures, 
limitations, and even our sins can teach us more about God and 
spirituality than doing things right. That’s because whenever we do 
things right, even though it’s good, we usually credit ourselves for it. It 
is only when we do things wrong that we finally admit that we need 
God. Sooner or later, all of us will be in this predicament. 

 
In today’s Gospel, Jesus says that the one who did things right, the 

Pharisee, did not go home justified, but the one who did things wrong, 
the tax collector, did go home justified. For Jesus, it is just as important 
to admit our failures as to share our successes. In fact, according to this 
story, admitting our failures might be even more important than sharing 
our successes. “O God, be merciful to me a sinner.” 

 
Being a Christian who wants to grow spiritually requires that we 

not run away from our failures, but that we befriend them. This is not 
to approve of them or to say that all of them have to be grave or 
serious matter. Failures, even little ones, are an inevitable part of all our 
lives. Our failures, though, can be used as great opportunities for 
growth if we are willing to learn from them. Therefore, Rohr says, “our 
mistakes are something to be pitied and healed much more than hated, 
denied, or perfectly avoided.” (61) 



Because all of us make mistakes, the proper attitude when coming 
to Church to pray is humility. “The prayer of the lowly pierces the 
clouds,” as our first reading from Sirach said. This humility prevents us 
from judging others in the congregation for being wrong, which was 
precisely the sin of the Pharisee in today’s Gospel: “O God, I thank you 
that I am not like the rest of humanity- greedy, dishonest, adulterous- 
or even like this tax collector.” Humility allows us to accept the fact 
that all of us are or will be wrong in some way and all of us are in need 
of healing and pity from ourselves, others, and ultimately God in order 
to move forward. As Rohr aptly says, “like skaters, we move forward 
by actually moving from side to side.” (xxv) 

 
We grow spiritually whenever we humbly accept our wrongdoings and 

learn from them.  
 
What are some of my mistakes that have taught me more about 

life, God, and myself? Do I judge others as undeserving or wrong for 
their mistakes? 

 
As we continue with this mass, let us pray for humility so that we 

may befriend our mistakes and refrain from judging others for theirs. 
All of us are reliant upon the mercy of God. May we only be concerned 
about spiritual growth, no matter the route we take to get there, even 
if that means going from side to side or doing things wrong. 

 


