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How do we know anything? How do we learn what we 
know? How do we ultimately come to have knowledge 
of love and compassion? Rumi says that there is only 
one way, and he tells us the truth about it: the way is 
not easy, just as living on this earth and learning its 
secret ways are never easy.   
 
If we could talk or argue our way into the knowledge of 
love and compassion, it would certainly be simpler, but 
we have instead to live into it. The doorways into that 
land are not through talking or reasoning but through 
what Rumi calls devastation and death. He teaches that 
the only way to understand deeply and profoundly what 
true love and compassion really are is to live through 
the processes of loss, devastation and dying.  
 
Most of the contemporary love songs we hear are filled 
with some form of nostalgia or even fantasy. The 
scaffolds of magical thinking constructed around love 
are immense. We hear that if we could only recover a 
lost love our entrance into love would become clear 
and unimpeded. We fantasize that if we could for once 
find the right person who would love us completely, or 
love us the way we want to be loved, then we would 
live happily ever after. These are just some of the 
common arguments that are our songs make. They are 
castles built in the sky out of fantasies.  
 
The truth is that we typically experience the collapse 
and death of our fantasies rather than their fulfillment. 
Our dreams are often shattered by harsh realities. We 
are devastated and filled with hopelessness and despair. 
Will we ever be truly loved or find love in the way we 
long for? Rumi likens this death-like experience to 

birds failing to fly and then falling. The startling 
truth is that the only way that fledgling birds learn to 
fly is by failing and falling. They fall out of the 
safety of the nest and—their parental safe-zone—
and into the harsh realities of the world. Certainly in 
fumbling about, in failing to fly and in falling they 
may hurt themselves. But it is precisely those 
experience that teach the lessons of actual flight—
the lift they will need to fly into great freedom.  
 
When you see birds soaring on the updrafts of wind 
in the free space of the air it seems effortless. In their 
miraculous circles of flight, which are so beautiful, 
we forget that their mastery of the patterns of flight 
was honed in their failings and in their falling. They 
can fly in great gyres of freedom because they first 
experienced their failure to fly and their falling.  
 
So it is with the freedom of love. Actual loving 
cannot be learned without the devastation of the fall. 
There is no way to take to the winds of freedom 
without those experiences of devastation and loss. 
We wish, of course, that we could learn without the 
falling and the failures, but love demands this 
strange juxtaposition between life and death, failure 
and freedom, falling and flying.  
 
These are the flight-paths that eventually lift us into 
the love that we seek and the freedoms that we long 
for. Wings are given us, growing out of the 
experience of failure. They are failure’s gift, like 
stripes earned from the hard demands of military 
training. The disciplines of suffering, devastation 
and death will give us wings and teach us freedom.  
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A Place for Notes  
and your Journaling:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Rumi knows there is indeed such a thing as flight 

into love, and a great soaring on the wings of 
freedom, but he is a truth teller, not a maker of 
arguments. What arguments have you made with 
love or about love? 

2. How have you failed in love or been failed by love? 

3. When have you experienced this as a kind of 
devastation and death?  What has died for you? 
How have you been devastated? 

4. The question is, of course, have wings grown out of 
this experience? Are you learning another kind of 
flight pattern as a result? Describe your experience 
of gaining freedom? 

5. If you do not know what Rumi is talking about, 
might you then be living in a world of magical 
thinking?  

6. When magical thinking dies, what happens? What 
is that human experience like? Why might wings 
grow out of that experience? 

7. What does soaring in flight actually mean? What is 
that experience of freedom? Freedom from what? 

8. How does the image expand your understanding of 
the poem? Is there anything that disturbs your in 
the text or the image? Journal your reflections.  
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he way of love  
is not some subtle argument.  

The doorway leads into devastation and death. 
Birds make great sky-circles out of their freedom.  

How do they learn to do that? 
They fall, and in falling they're given wings.  

 
—Jalaluddin Rumi 
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