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Angela Duckworth was 27 when she left a high-flying, demanding job as a management 

consultant for a job that was even more demanding: teaching.  “I went to teach seventh graders math in 

the New York City public schools.  And like any teacher, I made quizzes and test. I gave out 

homework assignments.  When the work came back, I calculated grades.  What struck me was that IQ 

was not the only difference between my best and my worst students.  Some of my strongest performers 

didn’t have stratospheric IQ scores.  Some of my smartest kids weren’t doing so well.  And that got me 

thinking….  In education, the one thing we know how to measure best is IQ.  But what if doing well in 

school and in life depends on much more than your ability to learn quickly and easily?”   

So, Duckworth left teaching, entered graduate school, and began researching what made people 

successful in life.  She observed cadets at West Point Military Academy, participants in the National 

Spelling Bee, rookie teachers in rough neighborhoods, salespeople working at private companies.   And 

what she discovered, she says, is that “in all those very different contexts, one characteristic emerged as 

a significant predictor of success. And it wasn't social intelligence. It wasn't good looks, physical 

health, and it wasn't IQ. It was grit.  Grit is passion and perseverance for very long-term goals. Grit is 

having stamina. Grit is sticking with your future, day in, day out, not just for the week, not just for the 

month, but for years, and working really hard to make that future a reality. Grit is living life like it's a 

marathon, not a sprint.” 

Of course, now that we know the importance of grit, parents are begging Duckworth for the 

recipe for how to teach it to our kids.  How do we instill in them the all-important stick-to-it-ive-ness 

they’ll need to succeed in life?  Duckworth admits that she doesn’t know, but says the “best idea I’ve 

heard about building grit in kids is something called ‘growth mindset.’  It’s the belief that the ability to 

learn is not fixed, that it can change with your effort.  [It’s been] shown that when kids read and learn 

about the brain and how it changes and grows in response to challenge, [when they’re shown that the 

brain is like a muscle that gets stronger as it’s used and challenged], they’re much more likely to 

persevere when they fail, because they don’t believe that failure is a permanent condition.”  Wouldn’t 

that be extraordinary if we could instill in our kids the belief that failure is not a permanent condition?  

Wouldn’t it be extraordinary if we could believe that ourselves?1   

However she may have learned it, the widow in Jesus’ parable believed in her bones that just 

because she hadn’t been successful in convincing the judge to bring justice didn’t mean the ending was 

written, didn’t mean her failure – or, at least, what looked like failure up to this point – was a permanent 

condition.  What injustice was she seeking to have righted?  Jesus doesn’t tell us.  Perhaps, as one 

pastor suggested, “her son had been wrongly imprisoned or her sister abruptly fired.  Maybe she herself 

has suffered age discrimination.  It might be that her brother is being detained at the border or her 

deceased husband’s lawyer is dragging his heels in settling the estate.  Perhaps she has been driven into 

bankruptcy by exorbitant medical bills.  Injustices comes with so many alibis and aliases.”2   

 
1 “Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance,” TED Talk, Angela Duckworth, April, 2013. 
2 “Preaching the Word,” The Christian Century, JoAnn A. Post, September 25, 2019.   



We don’t know what injustice she was fighting for, but we know who she was fighting 

against: an unjust judge.  Or, given that judges are often called “justices,” she was fighting 

against an unjust justice.  It’s sort of like saying “the ignorant teacher” or “the criminal cop.”  To 

his credit, though, the unjust justice is unflinching in his assessment of himself: “I don’t fear 

God, and I don’t respect people,” he admits.  If only all people were so clear-eyed in their self-

assessment.  If only the unjust weren’t so much more likely to hide behind those alibis and 

aliases.   

But in the face of his bald admission of self-interest, the aggrieved widow doesn’t give 

up; instead, she becomes the faithful nag, harnessing her grit, her perseverance in the service of 

something she is passionate about.  And she wears him down.  Asking and knocking, bothering 

and requesting until finally his self-interest and her pursuit of justice align.   

Your prayer life should be like this, Jesus says.  Which is pretty problematic.  Are we 

really supposed to relate to God as an unjust justice, whose self-interest is worn down by our 

nagging?  It’s often preached that way.  But we forget what else Jesus has told us about prayer.  

For instance, a few chapters back, he asks, “Which of you parents, if your child asks for a fish, 

will give him a snake instead?  Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion?  If you know 

how to give good gifts to your children, how much more does God?”  (Luke 11:11-13)  It’s the 

same reasoning here: If even the unjust justice eventually relents and grants justice, how much 

more will God grant justice to those who cry out to God night and day?  So cry out, is Jesus’ 

point.  Cry out in prayer knowing that you will be heard.  Persevere in prayer knowing that you 

will be heard.   

Perseverance.  Perseverance plus passion equals grit.  It equals the ability to believe that 

failure is not a permanent condition, that the way things are now is not the way they always have 

to be.  Grit.  Maybe it’s because we’ve gotten so intentional about teaching our children about 

grit that they are now the ones modeling it for us.  It seems the students have become the 

teachers.  We see it in Malala who in spite of having been shot in the face by the Taliban for the 

offense of attending school continues to fight to grant equal access to education to girls and 

women around the world.  We see it in the students from Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 

School who in spite of the threats and backlash they received from some continue to advocate for 

new gun safety laws after having lived through a school shooting.  And we see it in Greta 

Thunberg.   

Before we talk about her grit, her advocacy, her prophetic voice, I need to share how I 

first heard about her: which was in the comments section of social media.  I think we can all 

agree the comments section is the dumpster fire of humanity, and it was in this case too.  

Commenting on articles and posts about Thunberg’s advocacy work, people took aim at her 

appearance, her facial expressions, her demeanor.  It would have been disgusting in any 

situation, but it felt even more so when directed at a 16-year-old girl with a developmental 

disorder.  So, I couldn’t help but cheer when I read this quote of hers:  “When haters go after 

your looks and differences, it means they have nowhere left to go – and then you know you’re 

winning!  I have Asperger’s and that means I’m sometimes a bit different from the norm – and 

given the right circumstances, being different is a superpower.”   

Thunberg has used her superpower to become one of the faithful nags of our generation, 

continuing to knock down the door of those who have no desire to listen.  Her activism began 

last year when the Swedish girl began spending her school days outside of parliament to call for 

stronger action on global warming by holding up a sign saying, “School strike for climate.”  Her 

international recognition has snowballed in the last year to the point that she spoke at the United 



Nations Climate Action Summit last month where she “made no attempt to ingratiate herself 

with world leaders,” wrote the editors of Christian Century.  “Like a biblical prophet, she was 

angry and her indictment of those is power was withering: ‘People are suffering,’ [she said].  

‘People are dying.  Entire ecosystems are collapsing.  We are in the beginning of a mass 

extinction, and all you can talk about is money and fairy tales of eternal economic growth.’  

Thunberg’s words were designed to disturb us, shake us out of the illusion that someone else will 

fix the problem, and make us see ourselves as we are.”3   

And if, by chance, her words don’t hit that high mark this time around, if she didn’t shake 

world leaders out of their illusion with her withering remarks, I have a hunch that she’ll be back 

at their door tomorrow, knocking and persisting until she wears them down in her pursuit for 

justice.  Amen. 

 
3 “Great Thunberg’s Prophetic Speech at the UN Climate Action Summit,” The Christian Century, October 7, 2019.   


