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Crashing Without Burning
Life After Failure
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Failure is a form of death. Something is lost, often something
so valuable that a person’s life is changed forever. What

makes failure different from most other forms of death is the
sense, justified or not, of personal responsibility. Therefore, the
human reaction to failure usually produces the blended bitter-
ness of guilt and grief. These can be key ingredients in creating
despair, or they can become redemptive material for the
making of a new and better life.

I am a survivor of the kind of moral crisis that has
destroyed many pastoral careers and secular ones as well. The
scenario is so familiar as to be relatively uninteresting—a sign
of the times. Nearly twelve years ago, and after ten years as the
senior minister of a large church, my affair with a fellow church
member was discovered and made public. The devastation was
far-reaching, and many other people suffered because of my
sin. The cost to me was my ministry in that church, my mar-
riage, the extramarital relationship, and much of the rest of my
world of people, places, and things. Since that shattering expe-
rience, survival and the long process of rebuilding have
required most of my energies.

This is not a book I ever expected to write. Our lives tend to
stray from the scripts we have prepared, and can become either
wonderfully or frightfully extemporaneous. Rip Van Winkle
was not the first or last sleeper to awaken in unanticipated sur-
roundings. In real life we usually also wake up to the
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realization that we are either partially or primarily responsible
for the creation of this different world. Suddenly there is the
necessity of rewriting the script, beginning with a premise we
might not have chosen. In the netherworld of failure, this is
life’s most difficult task.

This book is about that task. I have written it with one reser-
vation that deserves mentioning. A clear sign of our culture’s
decline is that we have not only developed a taste for other
people’s blood, but are also willing to sell our own. Having lost
a transcendent orientation, we have no vital sense of depth, so
we have turned in horizontal directions for the satisfaction of
our need for meaning. We fashion celebrity idols, grant them
dominion over our lives, then smash them when the gilding
starts to peel. We construct a glittering world of appearances
that, when it is found to be hollow, we redo with cosmetic
surgery, believing that, if we can only keep it looking good, this
vast emptiness will nourish us.

This is what make us such “peeping toms.” We keep think-
ing that inside someone else’s life is the treasure we seek. Our
appetite for the dark sides and private lives of famous people is
insatiable. Media merchants are only feeding us what we want.
Even in the “Christian” market sensationalism sells. The aver-
age Christian is as enamored with our superficial culture as
anyone else. Evil is glamorized in the process of being opposed,
and the “born again” life of a quick-fix gospel is recommended
in much the same seductive way.

I do not want to use my mistakes either to titillate or to
elicit the kind of sympathy that would make me the veiled hero
of my own story. I hope the book itself will make clear that my
purpose is something larger and more important than writing
about myself. A decade of dealing with the inside and outside
of moral failure is not long enough for me to speak glibly about
it.

Finally, three gardens grow in my life, each overlapping the
others in a blessed trinity. One is my faith, which has scorch
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marks on the gate and reinforced places along the fence, but
which grows with deeper roots beneath more delicate blos-
soms. Grace not only did not forsake me, but has allowed me,
after a long, dark night, to continue what I have always known
was my calling. Not a few caretakers kept their hands in my
dry soil until I could resume my own gardening. My inner life
still needs weeding, but it is an ever-more peaceful place to be,
and most days my work and my worship are one.

The second garden is my family: especially Priscilla, a most
splendid companion; my children who are inexhaustible
sources of amazement, consolation, and joy; and my brothers
and sisters, only one by blood and the rest by spirit, who have
loved me in my brokenness as if I were whole.

The third garden is the church, the community of faith,
which I have learned I need whether it needs me or not, and
which I find happens best in some of the smallest and most
unlikely places. Life is not the same, but life is good.

My hope is to speak redemptively to some of the things
those who have experienced serious failure have in common. I
have crashed, but I have not burned. I know the devastation of
personal failure, but I can speak of life beyond failure. In recent
years I have found that these two credentials provide access
into some places where I have not been welcomed before and
where I have not been particularly eager to go. My official
sphere of ministry may be smaller, but the world of fellow fail-
ures and strugglers is larger than I realized, and so is the word
of hope I am privileged both to hear and to proclaim.

O human race! Born to ascend on wings,
Why do ye fall at such a little wind?

—Dante 
The Divine Comedy

The vessel he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s
hand, and he reworked it into another vessel, as seemed good to
him.

—Jeremiah 18:4
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Not, I’ll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not
feast on thee;

Not untwist—slack they may be—these last
strands of man

In me or, most weary, cry I can no more. I
can;

Can something, hope, wish day come, not
choose not to be.

—Gerard Manley Hopkins
“Carrion Comfort”   

Living in the Ruins



The phone call comes that you had almost stopped fearing. It
is like a detonation at your core, a silent subterranean explo-

sion that pushes your brain against your skull so that you feel
your head will burst. You have been discovered. Your long,
unblinking vigilance has not been enough. Your secret is out,
out of your control and all possibility of containment. As perva-
sive as smoke, it will leave a dark film and a charred smell on
everything.

Your mind resists the intrusion. Surges of adrenaline pre-
pare you for flight. There is nowhere to go. Maybe if you are
very still the horror will go away. It will not. You fight panic,
avoid falling, manage to stand and walk out of the room. “I
need to be away for awhile.” You get through the hall without
seeing anyone and are out of the building. Outside, the world
that will never be the same for you ambles on, oblivious to the
pall that has fallen all around it.

In all the considered scenarios of possible discovery, all the
inventories of potential consequences, you never imagined such
a sense of doom. You begin visualizing the stricken faces of the
people you love, and you can hardly breathe. The rationaliza-
tions you have used to reinforce your private world crumble
and vanish, and you are left with what you should have known:
there is no excuse. 

You begin formulating survival strategies for the next few
hours. You can conceive of no future beyond that. How could
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you let it come to this? Why did you not anticipate it? Where
are your preparations for so predictable a disaster?

This dark drama will have many episodes, but its bleak plot
will be unrelieved. You will struggle daily toward distant lights,
fight to keep your hope up, and lie down at night exhausted by
an existence that goes nowhere but does not end. You will feel
banished from your own history. You will grieve over the loss of
whatever status you may have had as a good person. And the
worst part of the long judgment you must endure will be the
terrible knowledge that you have no one to blame but yourself. 

Power Failure and Moral Failure

Failure is the death of an intention. It may be our own or the
expectations others have for us, but failure, by definition, is a
missed target.

All failures are not the same, however, either in their nature
or their significance. Most failures fall into the category of what
might be called “power failure.” This is when some intention is
simply beyond my powers to fulfill. It may be because the
intention was too idealistic in its conception, as when I
announced in first grade that I wanted to be President of the
United States and couldn’t understand what was so funny. It
may be because of intervening circumstances, or miscalcula-
tions, or factors impossible to anticipate, but power failure
occurs when, for whatever reason, I find my human capacities
inadequate in relation to some intention.

I remember Kyle’s first circus. I was prepared for my son to
be mesmerized by trapeze artists, balancing acts, and lion
tamers. At one point, after a hundred-feet-high triple somer-
sault or something, when my own palms were sweating, I
turned to Kyle and exclaimed, “Can you believe that?” With
steady conviction he replied, “I can do that.” Nothing happened
at the circus that day that Kyle was not certain he could do.
What were we growing here—Norman Vincent Peale? Later
that same day, however, our backyard became an arena of
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painful reality for this imaginative little boy. My son has
excelled in many things over the years since, but as circus
material he remains a failure.

Power failures are not always expressions of physical limita-
tions. For instance, I may find at mid-passage that I no longer
have the heart for some ventures, having simply lost interest or
having moved on to other things. This, too, is a form of power
failure, although less significant, because I now lack the desire
or will to finish what I started.

Power failures may or may not be demoralizing and life-
changing. In this they run the gamut from barely noticeable
blips on the screen of daily life to screen-shattering tragedies. If
I run out of daylight before I get Saturday’s chores done, that
failure will not bring on Armageddon. On the other hand, if I
fail to qualify for some career advancement, it may affect where
my kids go to college, or if they do, and whether I retire to a
Greek isle or to my den.

There is another category of failure. It is more serious and
more expressive of our unique human nature. It is moral failure.
Moral failure involves a decision. When I make a decision that
violates an intention I have in some way acknowledged to have
moral significance, this is a moral failure. It is not a lack of
power, but the willful misuse of power. It is moral precisely
because I have the power to fulfill a good intention and choose
not to.

Life as distinctively human is comprised of covenants, that
is, mutual commitments. Vows at an altar, treaty signings, hand-
shakes, contracts, appointments, laws, ordinances, hugs—all are
for sealing and clarifying covenants. They make our intentions
morally binding. Decisions that violate covenants are moral
failures.

Moral failures come in all sizes, but always represent
betrayal. If I cheat on my diet, my wife, my employer, or the
speed limit, I have made a choice that constitutes infidelity. I
have broken a covenant.

When Bad Things Are Done by Good People 
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My power failures, of course, can result in suffering, either
my own or that of someone else, as when a family cannot get to
the hospital in time to save one of its members. Power failures
can affect and change our lives, but they do not necessarily
diminish our souls. A moral failure, in addition to whatever else
it does, diminishes me. Moral failure invariably produces alien-
ation, either within the self or between one’s self and others. It
is destructive to one’s personhood and to one’s relationships
because something or someone has been betrayed. Betrayal is
not the result of limited powers; it is a choice.

A distinction between these two kinds of failure is critical.
One sign of a sick culture is the blurring of this distinction, so
that one of these two categories is absorbed into the other. For
example, in a culture in which success is the supreme virtue,
failure is the unpardonable sin. In other words, where quantita-
tive success is God, power failure is an obscenity and will be
treated with the seriousness of moral failure. Those who fail in
any way will suffer banishment, one way or another. This is
why we pressure ourselves and our children to succeed, regard-
less of the pursuit. Better a successful automaton than a failed
artist.

On the other hand, in a culture in which the secular and the
scientific gradually displace all forms of spiritual orientation,
any instance of failure may come to be treated as merely power
failure. People are not evil; they are sick. They are not immoral;
they are immature.

Our full humanity depends on keeping the distinction clear.
Power failure is technically a witness to our finitude only and
should be accepted as an expression of natural human limita-
tions. Moral failure, however, reflects our essentially spiritual
nature and our capacity for irresponsible behavior and
destructive choices.
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The Principle of Ambiguity

Rabbi Kushner, author of When Bad Things Happen to Good
People, gives helpful wisdom on the mysteries of external evil
and innocent suffering. As unavoidable as these perplexing
issues are, even more obstinate and disturbing are the mysteries
of internal evil. What does it mean when bad things are done by
good people?

We have all known the shock of discovering that someone
we thought we knew has done something we can hardly
believe. When she decided you were old enough, your most
mischievous aunt let you in on a family secret. Great-uncle
Andy once killed a man and spent some time in prison. Of
course, it was a long time ago, when he was young, and nobody
ever talks about it, but she was sure it had actually happened.
There had been a fight over something, and when it was over,
the other man was dead. Uncle Andy was charged with second-
degree murder and did time in the penitentiary at Rusk.

You could not quit thinking about it. This piece of informa-
tion had raised a curtain on the adult world. Here was color,
intrigue, and passion that you had never imagined. You had
always seen this assemblage of older kin one-dimensionally, as
good, God-fearing, and simple. The life you envisioned for
them beyond family reunions was too boring to even think
about. In this new light they took on flesh and a full range of
real feelings. They became interesting, even fascinating, with
their mysterious pasts. They also became less safe, a bit threat-
ening. Who was this man who knew what it felt like to kill
another human being? What else had he done or thought of
doing? What other dark secrets were buried in your family’s
history? What began as titillation became a bit troubling. A
chunk of your innocence had been knocked off. It would never
again be as easy to differentiate between good people and bad
people.

The other side of the graying of your world you experienced
with the mother of a schoolmate. The first time you went to
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Tim’s house you were put off by everything. It was a messy
environment, prioritizing the comfort of those who lived there.
Everything was not in its proper place. Tim’s mother did not
look like a mother. She wore bright red lipstick. She smoked.
She was casual in everything. And, worst of all, she was
divorced from Tim’s father, and this was Texas in 1950. You did
not tell your mother about Tim’s mother.

Across a school year, however, Tim’s house became a special
place to you, and his mother a growing enigma. She continued
to break your mother-mold, but she became your friend. Unlike
most adults, she made eye contact with you and listened when
she asked you a question. Then, in the spring, she and Tim
came to your piano recital, and a few days later you got a little
note in the mail from her saying you were headed for Carnegie
Hall. You had nowhere to put Tim’s mom in the light and dark
categories of your mind. It is not just confusing; it is painful to
have people enter your life for whom you have built no rooms.

The greater confusion and deeper pain, however, was the
increasing discovery within yourself of realities for which you
found no convenient accommodation. Your child-self, pro-
nounced good both by your Creator and your procreators,
turned out to have a basement full of incorrigible selves. You
did your best to keep the cellar door shut, but they banged on it
incessantly and frequently threatened to blow things up.

You found yourself more and more in conflict with yourself,
which made for interesting competition. You felt like a contra-
diction and found yourself saying, “I can’t believe I did that!”
or, “What was I thinking about when I said that?” You often
wondered in private whether you were a good person or a bad
person.

The seminary I attended has never been considered a mon-
ument to theological subtleties. In fact, it has specialized more
in evangelistic fervor than intellectual ferment. It is not where
you would look for a Niebuhr or a Tillich. But truth is subver-
sive, and I found these two great theologians there. They taught
me the second most important thing I know about God and the
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world. The first, by the way, is that the sovereign and holy
reality of God is both more profound and more mysterious than
our worthiest concepts.

In my first class in systematic theology I was assigned a con-
tent book report on the first volume of Reinhold Niebuhr’s The
Nature and Destiny of Man. It caught me at a desperately teach-
able moment and threw open all my windows and doors. I
breathed fresh air. I saw that good and bad are not separate
hemispheres but are present and intermingled in all things, save
God alone. Am I a good person or a bad person? Neither. Both.
My glory is that I am, though finite, created in the image of
God. My misery is that I am a sinner. Both are true to my
human reality, and they intertwine in me in a genuine paradox.
This knowledge can save me from exalted expectations of
myself if I accept that I am a sinner, and from despair if I accept
that I am made in the image of God. God is the only absolute.
All else, including me, is ambiguous.

In 1963, Henry Luce invited Paul Tillich to speak at the forti-
eth anniversary celebration of Time magazine. The site was the
Waldorf Astoria in New York City. The audience included 284
subjects of Time cover stories. Tillich sat on the dais next to
Adlai Stevenson, not far from Douglas MacArthur. In that rari-
fied company he spoke on the human condition. He insisted
that it is consistently ambiguous, an “inseparable mixture of
good and evil, of creative and destructive forces.” At both the
individual and social levels “there is nothing unambiguously
creative and nothing unambiguously destructive. They
accompany each other inseparably.”1

This perspective is fortification against disillusionment
because it discourages idolatry of all kinds. Only God is per-
fectly good, completely true. All else exists in the co-mingling
gray of ambiguity and paradox. No person, no institution, no
nation, no ideology, no created thing is deserving of our
absolute, uncritical allegiance. God only is pure light, in whom
alone there is no “shadow of turning” (Jas 1:17, KJV). 
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Surprise Endings

When “bad” things are done by “good” people . . .

•It demonstrates the essential ambiguity of every human being.
•It confirms the biblical perspective that sin is universal and

paradoxical.
•It underscores the mysterious complexity of motives, circum-

stances, and emotions behind every human act.
•It is a reminder than I am capable of more evil than I may real-

ize, and, therefore, must manage my life conscientiously and
reverently.

•It is not necessarily the end of the world.

The Bible is full of surprises, which people discover when
they actually read it, which doesn’t happen very often. Looking
for a safe place to hide your valuables? Try the book of Nahum
in the Old Testament. No one will ever look there. An obvious
sign, though few see it, of our propensity for idolatry is the way
we make the Bible an object of worship instead of a guide to
faith. Fetishism lives.

Unstick the pages and you will find that the “Good Book”
has a serious shortage of good people. There is one, but he him-
self attributed goodness only to God, as a genuinely good
person would. The rest look like us. They are moral and spiri-
tual mongrels, possessing in their depths all the light and
darkness of the cosmos, stretched to near-breaking by the polar-
ities of their opposite possibilities, and confounded by their
own zigzagging between grandeur and shame.

They are not remembered primarily for any goodness they
possessed. Most are remembered for their failure, but their fail-
ure in relation to God’s goodness. They are remembered for the
surprise endings the recreative power of grace fashioned out of
their failures.

Is it possible, when judgment falls like a collapsing build-
ing, that survival is not the only question? Is there a journey
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toward one’s true self that begins in the wreckage of some
failed intention? Can failure, even moral failure, be creative?
When bad things are done by good people, is it the end or a
beginning? 

Note
1Wilhelm and Marion Pauck, Paul Tillich: His Life and Thought,

Vol. 1: Life (New York: Harper & Row, 1976) 273-74.
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