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Challenging Our Fixed Thinking and Gaining Perspective 
Through Facing Our Mistakes 

Erev Rosh Ha-Shana –5780- 
 
When I was flying to Israel this past summer, I turned on a movie entitled Apollo 
11 that was put out by CNN.   The film is a documentary that includes all of the 
footage taken by the NASA astronauts and the engineers during the Apollo 11 
mission.   As I watched the film on the plane, and I saw all of these Americans 
hugging and celebrating the moon landing, I started to cry – I don’t mean one tear 
by the way – I started to bawl – so much so, that the flight attendant asked me if I 
was okay.   Why was I crying?   Well, it just seemed that America was really 
united in those few moments and it made my heart move.   
 
This past July 20th marked the fiftieth anniversary of that Apollo 11 mission, in 
which three American astronauts—Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin and Michael 
Collins—traveled to the moon and back.    
 
Only eight years earlier, President Kennedy had challenged the entire nation.   To a 
joint session of Congress, Kennedy noted, “.…it will not be one man going to the 
Moon – if we make this judgment affirmatively, it will be an entire nation. For all 
of us must work to put him there.”   
 
Historians estimate that over 600 thousand people worked together to ensure the 
Apollo 11 mission would happen.   And then, over 600 million people watched as 
the 30-hour event was televised.  The effect of that television broadcast was 
immensely positive – it brought the world and in particular, the United States 
together. 
 
While going to the moon was certainly hard, bringing this country together – well, 
in 1969, that was next to impossible.   The sixties had witnessed some of the most 
polarizing moments of American history.   From the ongoing civil rights 
movement to the seemingly never-ending war in Vietnam to rising levels of 
inequality that led to riots and unrest, the sixties were a decade in which America 
was deeply fractured and split.  There seemed little hope.    
 
And then, a trip to the moon had everyone holding up flags and feeling proud.   
 
The question is how?  How did the NASA mission unify a broken nation?   
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Have you ever been on an airplane and stared down at the tiny little boxes below 
and started to think to yourself how small the world really is – how much closer 
everyone is than they realize, how much more ordered the world is than it appears? 
As you stare down at the world from 30,000 feet, you gain a new perspective. 
 
Now, imagine such a change in perspective on a larger scale – not simply seeing 
your world from the window of an airplane, but now from the moon.   Apollo 11 
gave the entire world the opportunity to see the very same images from space—
images of a tiny planet far away called earth.    
 
An article in the Christian Science Monitor noted, “From tens of thousands of 
miles away, the Earth looks like the globe on a teacher’s desk. But the political 
boundaries are wiped away, and the blackness around it provides a stark contrast to 
the bright, lively planet hanging in the void of space. The Earth appears as a whole 
system, interconnected and complete.”   
 
The power of this image helped us gain a new and fresh perspective on our lives, a 
perspective that was bigger than the divisive and angry sides we had grown so 
accustomed to – a perspective that was ultimately based on a larger unifying truth.    
 
These days, we are quite polarized, quite fragmented.   What’s worse is that we are 
all caught in these fixed thinking patterns, patterns that have us believing that our 
way, our view, our perspective is the only legitimate one.    
 
These days, we reject the idea that there could be any other way to see the world 
but our own.   And, to make matters worse, we spend our days in places where 
these limited views are protected, defended and legitimized.  
 
The internet promised to help us avoid this kind of reality, since it was full of 
diverse information.  But, we all know how the internet has become quite adept at 
polarizing us ever more efficiently.  Although it is filled with an abundance of 
information and a variety of perspectives, our web browsers, our social media 
accounts, they have learned to organize our data by personalizing it.   The 
advertisements we see, the posts we read, the search results we get, they are all 
meant to be digested by our own particularism, by our own perspective.    
 
The data we digest on a daily level defends who it thinks we are and then it 
codifies our particular world-view – telling us that the way that we see the world is 
the only true reality. 
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The result – In today’s world, everyone seems to be living a different reality.   
We can’t understand one and others’ perspectives because we are trapped in 
our own fixed and polarized thinking.    
 
To make matter worse, we are missing that one single and true unifying 
perspective like that which was created by Apollo 11.    
 
And so, we are more divided than ever.   And these divisions have affected every 
part of lives, making us less trustworthy, leaving us with less meaningful 
relationships and in the end, ensuring that we are all less happy.    
 
This time of year celebrates the creation of the world and specifically, the time 
when those first human beings Adam and Eve were placed in that perfect garden 
called Eden and were told to enjoy everything – well, everything aside from that 
one tree in the middle of the garden.    
 
God tells Adam and Eve that if they eats from that tree, they WILL surely die. 
 
From Eve’s limited world-view, this is not possible.   Everything in that garden 
belongs to her – and no one can tell her otherwise.  Think about it – Eve has never 
had any limitations and she also has never experienced death – from her limited 
perspective, she has lived forever, and will always live forever.  Eve is fixed in her 
thinking and can only see the world from one viewpoint.   
 
And so, what does she do?  Instead of facing a new truth, Eve goes to the biblical 
version of the internet – she talks to a snake.  Yes, I am comparing Facebook to a 
snake.  
 
And, what does the snake do? The snake tempts Eve by telling her that her current 
thinking is legitimate.   Just like Facebook, the snake effectively emboldens her to 
believe her own assumptions.    
 
Originally, God tells Eve that she will certainly die if she eats from that tree.  In 
responding to the snake, Eve changes God’s words.  She says, I might die.   
 
We all know what happens.  Eve eats the fruit and gives some to Adam.   
 
But then, something occurs.  For, in eating the fruit, we learn that Eve’s eyes are 
opened – the truth is finally revealed to her and her broken fixed thinking is 
unveiled for what it truly is.   
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The rabbis tell us that the reason that Adam and Eve’s eyes are opened is not just 
God revealing the truth to them.    
 
Their eyes are opened because they take the time to consider what they did wrong.   
They come to terms with the limited nature of their own perspective and come to 
gain a new one.   
 

Simply put, Adam and Eve learn from their mistake. 
 
How many of us face the world with fixed and broken thinking – and when anyone 
tries to challenge the way we look at the world, we do not listen to them, but—like 
Eve--we search for ways to have their words fit our perspective.   We cannot take 
the possibility that we are wrong, and we go out of our way to challenge any other 
viewpoint.  And even when we are proven wrong, and we screw up, we still refuse 
to accept it – we refuse to see the world in any other way than we saw it before.   
 
As we learn with Adam and Eve, it is facing our wrong thinking that ultimately 
allows us to gain the proper perspective.   That’s right – by recognizing our broken 
thinking, by recognizing our own limited perspective, by learning from our 
mistakes, we have our own eyes opened. 
 
Now, there are those who argue that we need another shift-shaping event like 
Apollo 11 to bring us together in these divided times.   We need another trip to the 
moon to see a larger truth – to develop a unifying perspective that reminds us of 
our unity.   
 
But, truth is, we don’t need to travel to the moon to do that.  Gaining new healthy 
and true perspectives is the purpose of these High Holy Days.   
 
These days of awe—which we encounter as Jews every year—are meant to serve 
as an opportunity to do just what Adam and Eve did.   They are an opportunity to 
face our broken thinking, our limited views– and to come to terms with our 
mistakes as a means of gaining a new perspective.   These Days of Awe – they are 
our own Jewish Apollo 11 mission – they are our chance to travel miles away from 
our lives in order to see what is really there, in order to fix our broken thinking and 
to gain proper perspective – in order to see truths that we too often ignore or miss. 
 
Like the Apollo 11 mission, this is difficult – it is difficult to step back and to 
assess whether or not our view of the world is warped.   It is difficult to step back 
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and come to terms with our own warped thinking, to come to terms with the fact 
that we often see this world through completely muddled lens. 
 
But it is that coming to terms with our mistakes that gives us meaning and enables 
us to open our eyes and see the world.  
 
Kathryn Shultz is the author of a book called Being Wrong, which chronicles the 
history of humans not admitting they are wrong.   In the book, she writes, “…in 
our collective imagination, error is associated not just with shame and stupidity but 
also ignorance, indolence, psychopathology, and moral degeneracy.”   This leads 
us, she explains, to avoid the possibility of being wrong and of searching for ways 
to defend our wrongness. 
 
Throughout her book, Schultz makes the point that in facing our wrongness, in 
truly coming to terms with how we think wrong, we can understand better who we 
are.    She writes, “However disorienting, difficult, or humbling our mistakes might 
be, it is ultimately wrongness, not rightness, that can teach us who we are.”  It is 
our mistakes that can bring us a new and needed perspective. 
 
Guess what – ultimately, the success of Apollo 11 was dependent on facing 
mistakes.   That is why it was number 11.   The first ten attempts could not have 
accomplished what 11 did.   
 
And some of those of mistakes were devastating.   Only two years earlier, in 1967, 
a disaster occurred on Apollo 1 that took the lives of three astronauts. What NASA 
scientists realized was that having pure oxygen in the cabin was a problem.   It had 
created an environment that became a ticking bomb.   
 
One might assume that Apollo 1 would just end the space program – that NASA 
would never try again to put men into space or get them to the moon.  But -- the 
culture at NASA was one which recognized that facing mistakes—even deeply 
disastrous mistakes—facing mistakes gave us opportunities to grow and to change 
perspective –The scientists at NASA understood that their own worldview needed 
to constantly be challenged – and that the success of the program depended on 
coming to terms with broken thinking.  What gave these scientists the ability to 
dream was the constant effort to stare down at their mistakes.   
 
Listen – Turn on your television and all you see today is people yelling and 
screaming at each other.  Go out to the grocery store or to community events and 
all you hear is people screaming at each other.   No one has the ability to stop, to 
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pause, and to take a look at themselves – to place their own worldview under the 
microscope – everybody is so busy taking down the other person that they forget to 
do any introspection.   
 
What Apollo 11 reminded people was that the way they were seeing things was 
wrong – it gave the entire world a chance to face their limited view –  
 
And yes, our world needs a similar opportunity to face their wrongness, to see a 
view of the world that is broader and more objective.   
 
This is what our world needs more than ever today – an opportunity to come to 
terms with our false thinking, to face our limited and subjective worldview and to 
come to terms with the fact that our eyes have been closed for too long.   
 
That is exactly what these High Holy Days are all about.   The sound of the shofar 
we hear tomorrow morning – it is meant to be a wake-up call to the reality of our 
distorted perspectives. 
 
These High Holy Days ask us to have an honest assessment of our individual souls 
– to look deep inside and to come to terms with what we have done wrong.    
 
These days call us to challenge the ways in which we think – to open our eyes just 
as Adam and Eve did, and just as those three Astronauts, and a whole host of 
NASA engineers, allowed the world to do over fifty years ago… 
 
L’shana Tovah. 
 
 
 


