Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Making Mistakes

by Dr. Erica Brown

“Who can discern errors? You clear me from hidden faults.”

Psalms 19:13


We all make mistakes. We hear that expression all of the time. It is usually used to comfort people who have made errors by those who are there to console them. It is essentially a way to forgive people, especially those who are very hard on themselves. Sometimes, we are hard on ourselves to minimize the harsh judgments of others. If I am tough on myself then maybe you will be less tough with me for doing something wrong.


But the fact that we all make mistakes does not mean that when an individual makes a mistake he or she should be cleared from it simply by virtue of the fact that mistakes happen. In a way, telling someone that we all make mistakes can get in the way of true accountability. Instead of approaching error with an attitude of study – what can I learn from this mistake – when we dismiss mistakes too readily we fail to allow them to be growth opportunities.

The verse above from Psalms presents a question. Who knows if you’ve made a mistake? It may be easy to cover up a mistake, to fudge an answer, to blur the terms or distract the eye. Remember those true/false tests we took in elementary school? There were always kids who made the T and the F look a little too similar when they had no idea of the answer. Sometimes an error is known only to us, and we pray that no one else will notice.

Psalms reminds us that God knows. Imagine a life that was so transparent that God could check in at any time and know with certainty that your errors were known to you and others. A famous scholar said in the Talmud that whenever he spoke about others, he had no fear that they might be unknowingly present because he never spoke badly of anyone else. Could any of us say that with confidence?  


The verse then continues “You clear me from hidden faults.” If we are truly self-aware then we are able to surface faults that we would rather keep hidden. Our capacity to admit mistakes allows God to clear them. Failure to confess wrong may be an intentional way to avoid our deepest flaws, but they are nevertheless apparent to God and usually apparent to others. Usually, we’re the last ones to know ourselves.

In the book Resonant Leadership, the authors mention self-awareness as a key ingredient in creating resonance with others. We regularly meet people who are blissfully unaware of their deficiencies or the way that others see them. They neither have self-knowledge nor do they seek it. They do not get themselves tangled up in their mistakes. Through a series of defenses and delusions, they hide from themselves and, as a consequence, never become their best selves. In  Primal Leadership, the same authors plus Daniel Goleman, who pioneered emotional intelligence studies, contend that the more senior a person becomes professionally the less feedback he or she receives. Instead of becoming more self-aware, veteran leaders are often least aware of the impact they have on others and how they are doing. 

Ever wonder why people in high places make such tragic errors? It’s often because their subordinates become more and more afraid to tell them the truth about themselves. At the risk of oversimplification, it is often this reason that explains why so many leaders fall pray to grave mistakes that compromise their authority and credibility.
The book of Psalms is part of our wisdom literature for a reason. It contains profound insights into human nature and spirituality. Psalms opens up a question for us “who can discern error?” Many of us can, in ourselves and in others. We make decisions every day about how honest we are when we look in the mirror and how much feedback we elicit from others. We ask God to clear us from hidden faults by making those faults glaringly obvious so that we can use them as a tool. 
We all make mistakes, but Psalms ask us to go beyond our acceptance of mistakes as part of life and be big enough to embrace the pain of our own mistakes and use them to uncover a better self.
Shabbat Shalom

