
Upward error, psychologists tell us, isn’t a thing you want to do. We perceive things
at a certain level. Say, for instance, you stub your toe. Now, getting over a stubbed
toe may take a painful minute, but it’s not generally something that should ruin your
day. Yet upward error could make it do so. You might, for instance, curse yourself
for being so clumsy, taking it up a notch. Then you remember how clumsy you felt
on a date or at a speaking engagement the prior night, taking it up another notch.
Then you decide that you have always been clumsy, yet another notch up, and will
always be clumsy, one more notch. The final upward error might be to associate
clumsiness with unlovability, and hence all is lost. For a stubbed toe, a kingdom
was lost. Upward error can kill, and not just in self-condemnation. Sometimes, the
errors are the opposite. One small success can lead to presumptions of bigger
successes to come and, worse, to presuming that the success was from the actor’s
own character rather than the grace or generosity of others. Entitlement, arrogance,
grandiosity, and narcissism all have sources in upward error.

The challenge is to find a counterbalance for
upward error. You see, connecting the dots can be
important. That’s why we do it. Sometimes, a
stubbed toe means something more, like treatable
balance or vision issues. Sometimes, a success does
mean we’re good at something of which we should
do more. But we are all human, prone to pushing
small events, like a friend’s one-time insensitivity,
up the hierarchy into larger meanings. And other
things like fatigue, chemical imbalances, or a
sudden loss, can increase our tendency to make
upward errors. Christians, though, find that
counterbalance in their identity in Christ. Knowing
that one is an adopted child of God can go a long
way toward minimizing unnecessary

self-condemnation. And knowing that one requires the rescue and redemption of
Christ can go a long way toward minimizing arrogance, grandiosity, and
presumption. As Christians, we try to avoid upward errors of both sorts, the
self-condemnation and self-proclamation. Our identity in Christ helps.


