
Chapter 23 - Failures 

We will fail. All of us sinners fail. We have to fail. If we did not fail, we would have 

no hope. We would be totally successful and self-satisfied and proud in our 

selfishness and sinfulness and willfulness. Our very failures are a necessary part of 

God’s perfect plan for us, part of Romans 8:28. All our failures, except one, are 

part of His perfect plan and, therefore, part of our perfect success. The only 

failure that is not is the final refusal of God’s love and mercy. 

There are three kinds of failures: (1) physical sufferings (pains, diseases, deaths, 

catastrophes), (2) internal weaknesses (including personal mental and emotional 

weaknesses), and (3) sins. 

Here is why there are three categories, not just one or two. (1) Sufferings come to 

us, not from us; they come against our will, not by our will. We are passive to 

them. (3) Sins come from us, not to us, by our will, not against it. We actively 

choose to sin. (The more we struggle with the good part of our will against the 

sins that come from the bad part of our will, the less responsible we are for our 

sins. That is why the cold sins of the spirit are more terrible than the hot sins of 

the flesh that come from weaknesses that are struggled against.) (2) The middle 

category, emotional and mental problems, are neither wholly passive (like 

physical sufferings) nor wholly active (like sins), but mixed. They come from 

within, but from our subconscious mind and feelings rather than from our 

deliberate, free choice. They are not sins, and we are not responsible for them. 

(However, we are responsible for deliberately encouraging bad feelings, which in 

turn lead to sinful acts, for example, by using pornography.) That is why 

homosexual desires, or same-sex attraction, is not a sin, but same-sex acts 

(“sodomy”) are, just as adulterous heterosexual desires are not sins, but 

adulterous heterosexual acts are. Homosexuals and heterosexuals do not have 

different moral rules. (All this is knowable, if we are totally honest with ourselves, 

by common sense, honesty, and reason. It does not depend on any particular 

religion.) 

The first and second kinds of failure (pains and weaknesses, from without or from 

within) are both to be endured and accepted in faith when they cannot be 

overcome and avoided. Only the third kind of failures, moral failures, sins, are to 

be hated and not accepted, for they alone do not come from God in any way. 



1. Good things come from God directly. He invented them and directlywills 

them, because He loves us and lovers always want their beloved to be happy, as 

happy as possible, as truly happy, deeply happy, long-range happy as possible, 

even if that requires temporary unhappiness. God wills the removal of these 

physical blessings only when He knows that this removal would work for our 

greater good. That includes physical weakness, old age, disease, and death, all of 

which came about because of the Fall but which God uses for good. As the 

Wisdom of Sirach says, “God did not make death” (Wis 1:13); but He uses it as our 

door to eternal life. 

2. Our internal, spiritual, and mental and emotional weaknesses and 

sufferings, which are also results of the Fall, are also permitted by God and used 

for our greater good. He wills both our physical and emotional sufferings 

indirectly, not for their own sakes, but for the sake of the greater good and 

greater happiness that they produce in us. 

3. Only our sins are not willed by God, because they are not for our goodor 

our benefit. Only our repentance and turning from them is for our good. God 

foreknows and permits our sins, but only to preserve our free will (love does not 

want perfect robots) and to head us off from pride, the most dangerous sin of all. 

What is true of death is true of all the little deaths that precede it. God is 

preparing us for a far greater life, a greater happiness. He takes our toys from us 

when it is time to grow up and play with the jewels of truth and goodness and 

beauty. He takes our comforts from us when it is time to grow up and learn to 

forget ourselves and our comforts and to find far deeper joy in loving other 

people and to find far greater joy in that than we could ever find in our own 

comforts. He takes from us our very hearts’ desires so that we can give our hearts 

away, for giving away your heart is the only way to find it. The only whole heart is 

one that has been first broken and then healed. He takes from us all the things we 

love so that we can love Him alone and then get all our other loves back, 

transformed and perfected, in the only form in which they can ever be ours 

forever. He thwarts our dalliances so that we can give ourselves to Him in 

marriage. He takes us away from our cottage so that we can live in His castle. He 

takes us away from our dying cinders (we are all Cinderella) so that we can live in 

His living fire. 



God wills us not only to suffer things that come to our person from without but 

also things that come to our lives from weaknesses within our own personalities, 

for example, being shy, afraid of pain, slow-witted about some things, like math 

or what to say at parties or how to “read between the lines” or unable to enjoy 

sports or animals or the sea or other perfectly good things. God did not make us 

perfect. Everyone has something at which they are very bad and something at 

which they are very good. That is part of individuality. That involves real defects in 

our personalities—defects, but not sins. We are invited to stop beating ourselves 

up about them and to entrust them to God, who knows exactly what He is doing. 

De Caussade says: “Let us benefit by our weaknesses and failures, our fears and 

doubts: let us draw good from our infirmities” (p. 89). 

De Caussade puts external sufferings, failures, and weaknesses in exactly the 

same boat when he says: “It is in order to stimulate and sustain this faith that God 

allows the soul to be buffeted and swept away by the raging torrent of so much 

distress, so many troubles, so much embarrassment and weakness, and so many 

setbacks” (p. 93). As in a great novel, the hero’s failures are part of his success 

because success is a “success story”. And the theme of the story is Romans 8:28. 

That story is far more exciting than Utopia. That’s why God let the snake into 

Eden. 

What of sins? What of moral failures? Couldn’t God give us the grace to overcome 

more sins? Of course He could. Why doesn’t He, then? God does not will them, 

but He permits them, both to preserve our free will and to humble our pride. If 

we overcame all other sins, we would succumb to pride and our last state would 

be far worse than our first. We would be superPharisees. 

So if you want to overcome some other sin, start with pride. If you want to grow 

some missing virtue, start with humility. 


