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Reflection: 

(SLIDE) 

 

“All this has been my fault. I asked more of my men than should have been 
asked of them.” – Robert E. Lee, after heavy Confederate losses at Pickett’s 
Charge 

(SLIDE) 

 

“I had the opportunity and the information, and I failed to make use of it. I don’t 
know what an inquest or a court of law would say, but I stand condemned in the 
court of my own conscience to be guilty of not preventing the Columbia disaster 
… The bottom line is that I failed to understand what I was being told; I failed to 
stand up and be counted. Therefore look no further; I am guilty of allowing the 
Columbia to crash.” – Launch Integration Manager N. Wayne Hale Jr., after the 
Columbia space shuttle explosion which killed seven astronauts 



The stark honesty in these two examples in taking responsibility for their failures 
is striking, all the more so because similar statements are so rare. In recent years 
we have seen the heads of the nation’s corporations and banks testify before 
Congress as to their role, or rather lack thereof, in the implosion of the 
economy, and could only shake our heads as they passed the buck, admitted 
vaguely that “mistakes were made,” and yet failed to name anything specific for 
which they were personally at fault. 

In our day-to-day lives, we all know folks who constantly blame their failures on 
everything but themselves. They were fired because their supervisor was jealous 
of them. They got dumped because their girlfriend is nuts. They failed an exam 
because the questions the professor asked were unfair. The dog hasn’t just eaten 
their homework – it’s devoured their whole lives. 

Plenty of people decry this shirking of personal responsibility, and declare that, 
“people need to own up to their mistakes!” But what does this vague injunction 
really mean, and how do you start doing it? Unfortunately, most people rarely go 
beyond the slogans, essentially saying:  “You should do this. Okay, now do it.” 

Why is it so difficult for some of us to say, “I was wrong?” Often our reluctance 
to admit wrongdoing is tied to our sense of self-worth. To admit that we are 
wrong is perceived as weakness. We may reason: Only losers confess. Intelligent 
people try to show that their actions were justified.  
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Chapman and Thomas write, “The seeds of this self-justifying tendency are often 
planted in childhood. When a child is excessively punished, condemned, or 
shamed for minor offenses, the sense of self-worth is diminished. Subconsciously, 
the child makes the emotional link between wrong behavior and low self-worth.  
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“Thus, to admit wrong is to be ‘bad.’ The child who grows up with this emotional 
pattern will have difficulty admitting wrongdoing as an adult because to do so 
strikes at his or her self-esteem.”  

The good news is that as adults we can understand these negative emotional 
patterns and yet not be imprisoned by them. The reality is that all of us are 
imperfect; there are no perfect adults. Mature adults learn how to break the 
harmful patterns of childhood and accept responsibility for their own failures. 
The immature adult is forever rationalizing his own bad behavior.  

(SLIDE) 

 

I was at a friend’s house. That friend has kids. Kid spills milk. Kid says “I didn’t do 
it!”  

I said, “but I saw you do it.”  

Kid says “nuh-uh.”  

I say “uh-huh.” Etc.  
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“Thus, to admit wrong is to be ‘bad.’ The 
child who grows up with this emotional 
pattern will have difficulty admitting 
wrongdoing as an adult because to do so 
strikes at his or her self-esteem.”  



 

Mature adults learn to accept responsibility for their behavior, 
whereas immature adults continue with childish fantasies and 
tend to blame others for their mistakes.  

 

 

Two other cognitive distortions that keep us from owning up to our mistakes 
bear mentioning: confirmation bias and sunk cost fallacy. 

 

Confirmation bias explains the way in which our brains seek information that 
ratifies our preexisting beliefs, and spurns that which contradicts them. When we 
come across information that aligns with our own opinions, we readily believe it 
to be true (“This is brilliant!), but when we’re confronted with information that 
challenges our opinions, cognitive dissonance rears its head, and researchers have 
actually found that the reasoning parts of our brain shut down. We seek out 
flaws, however small, in the conflicting information that enables us to summarily 
dismiss it (“This is utter garbage!”).  
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The sunk cost fallacy explains how the more we invest in something, the 
more we fear losing that investment, and will thus continue doing it even we 
don’t really want to, in order to avoid knowing we wasted our time, money, 
and/or effort. The law student who decides halfway through his three years that 
he definitely doesn’t want to be a lawyer, will feel he’s invested too much to drop 
out now. The person who knows their boyfriend/girlfriend of nine years isn’t 
right for him can’t bring himself to break up with her and face feeling like that 
near-decade was a waste. Each is suffering from the sunk-cost fallacy. Each will 
tell themselves sensible-sounding justifications for why they should continue in 
their path, when at the heart of it, they really fear losing their investment and 
feeling like they made a mistake and wasted time, money, and effort. If they 
continue on, they may come to waste much more, but that’s in the future and the 
abstract, and is much easier to deal with. 

You may be thinking, “Well, I guess I do come up with justifications to wriggle 
out of mistakes sometimes, but there’s often plenty of truth to them, too! A lot 
of other students were cheating! My friend deserved that grudge I had against her! 
I was stressed out when I snapped at him! I was unduly provoked when I got in 
that fight! My parents were distant when I was growing up!  

Self-justifications distort reality, but they typically do not supplant it. There 
often are indeed kernels of truth to them. Yet the whole truth of the matter tends 
to lie somewhere in between what we tell ourselves happened and what really 
happened. Taking ownership of our mistakes means being able to reflect on, and 
sift through, what our role and responsibility in a situation was.  
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And so accepting responsibility:  

• Keeps little problems from turning into big ones. 
• Allows you to learn from your mistakes. 
• Engenders the respect of others. 
• Strengthens relationships.  
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How do we accept responsibility for our missteps? 

• Nip it in the bud. 
o  Justifying a little mistake can allow it to grow into a huge one.  

• Tune into, and hold onto the feeling of dissonance 
o It really takes a kind of courage to be able to simply sit with that 

tension even as your brain screams to make it go away. 
• Have people in your life who keep you accountable.  
• Don’t play the “if only” game. 
• Put yourself in the others’ shoes.  
• Get over the idea that making mistakes = being stupid. 
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• Get over the idea that making mistakes  

= being stupid. 



Expressing regret is an important first step in apology. Accepting responsibility 
for your misstep is another. Neither disqualifies you from anything: love, 
forgiveness, compassion, friendship. But denying either of these can remove parts 
of those from your life. It is in the designs of God that we connect with each 
other with all of the authenticity and integrity that we have within us – a piece of 
that is being vulnerable enough to claim our frailties in front of one another.  

And so, may we learn to see mistakes not as terrible personal 
failings to be denied or justified, but as inevitable aspects of life 
that help us grow, and grow up. 

	


