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Ancient Witness: Genesis 3:17-19 
 
How many of you remember the little song and game: 
 

Ring around the rosie, 
Pocket full of posies, 
Ashes to ashes, 
We all fall down. 

 
There’s something strange and ironic to hear little children, the embodiment of life and vitality, singing 
obliviously about the inevitability of death.  “We all fall down.”  Like so many nursery rhymes, perhaps 
this comes from the very adult realities of the plague or famine. 
 
An important lesson about living a spiritual life is the awareness:  “You are dust, and to dust you shall 
return.”  In the Christian tradition, this is what we remind ourselves when we put ashes on our foreheads 
at the beginning of Lent.  Oh sure, we all know this, but we don’t really know it.  I submit to you that 
much of our knowledge is like that of children, singing and dancing, yet not really grasping the full 
meaning of their own words:  “Ashes to ashes, we all fall down.” 
 
As we approach the season of Lent, let me invite you to reflect upon an important paradox of the faith: 
The more we are able to embrace our own death, the more we are able to embrace our own life.  Being 
alive—truly alive—is to discover and to be in full contact with Life and therefore the Source of life that 
lies beyond and within. 
 
Walter Brueggeman says this about the second creation story in Genesis: 
 

The story is a theological critique of anxiety… The man and woman are controlled by their 
anxiety.  They seek to escape anxiety by attempting to circumvent the reality of God… It is only 
God… who can deal with the anxiety among us… Anxiety comes from doubting God’s 
providence, from rejecting [God’s] care and seeking to secure our own well-being.  (Genesis, p. 
53-54) 

 
The more we are able to embrace our anxiety, the more we can find our deepest comfort. 
The more we are able to embrace our finitude, the more we can find our truest hope. 
The more we are able to embrace our helplessness, the more we are able to find our help. 
 
For our hope and comfort come not just from ourselves or our own goodness, but from the Sacred 
Reality, which is love.  As the Psalmist says, “Our help is in the name of God, who made heaven and 
earth.” 
 
The more that we are able to embrace our mortality, the more we are able to embrace the Presence that 
is immortal. 
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The more that we are able to embrace our weakness, the more we are able to embrace the strength which 
is beyond ourselves.  
The more that we are able to embrace our frailty and woundedness, the more we are able to embrace the 
hidden wholeness of life. 
 
A few years ago I heard Cornel West give a lecture at the University of Arizona where he pointed out 
that Plato said the main purpose of philosophy is preparation for death.  By death he means not an event, 
but a death in life.  Because there’s no rebirth, there’s no change, there’s no transformation without 
death.  And therefore, the question becomes, “how do you learn how to die?” 
 
And so the pursuit of wisdom depends upon becoming human.  That is we are beings heading toward 
death.  It depends upon letting go of arrogance and upon embracing our finitude.  To pursue wisdom is 
to become human, the root of the word, “humility.”  It is to acknowledge that we emerge out of the mud, 
which is what the Hebrew word, adam, means.  “Mud creature.”  And it is to the mud we return. 
 
We all fall down.  And when we are able to truly embrace this, we open ourselves to the Source of 
strength and life that is beyond and within.  However, most of us, most of the time, do everything we 
can to avoid this awareness.  In her book, Nothing Special, Zen teacher Joko Beck uses the following 
illustration: 
 

There was once a man who climbed to the top of a ten-story building and jumped off.  As he 
passed the fifth floor on his way down, he was heard to say, “So far, so good!” 

 
We laugh at the man because we see what’s coming up for him in a moment.  How can he say 
he’s doing well, so far?  What’s the difference between the second when he is at the fifth floor 
and the second just before he hits the pavement?  The second before hitting the pavement is what 
most of us would call a crisis.  If we think that we have only a few minutes or days before we die, 
most of us would say, “This is a crisis.”  On the other hand, if our days are proceeding normally 
(the usual job, the usual people, the usual tasks), life may not seem wonderful, but at least we’re 
used to it.  (p. 221) 

 
Beck points out that most of the time we don’t think there’s any crisis.  We say, “So far, so good!”  But 
the truth is we are in crisis.  We’re all falling.  We’re all on the way down, every single one of us, and 
there’s nothing we can do about it. 
 
This is part of the prophetic message.  Every nation, every person is falling.  We’re in crisis. 
 

Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
sound the alarm on my holy mountain! (Joel 2:1) 
 

Remember that you are human; you are not invulnerable.  “Rend your hearts!” 
 
And even though there’s no avoiding the bottom, she says that we spend most of our lives trying to do 
just that.  Most of us spend our waking hours trying to avoid the bottom.  Only we can’t avoid the 
bottom.  We try to figure out how never to suffer through a crisis.   And this, writes Beck, is a complete 
waste of time. 
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We try different strategies such as achievement or success.  We try to be liked, to be nice.  We try to 
handle our lives so that we never hit the bottom, spending our entire lives trying to avoid the 
unavoidable. 
 
And so this leads me to an important point about when we face an unavoidable crisis in our lives: it can 
be a blessing.  As strange as it may sound, there can be something wonderful about getting close to the 
bottom.  What I’m saying is that people who are seriously ill or who face a devastating situation in their 
lives often “wake up.”  And when they wake up and come to an awareness, they are able to live their 
moments with a wonder, appreciation and fullness that escapes most of us, most of the time.  Because 
we’re so preoccupied avoiding the unavoidable.  Beck writes, 
 

Waking up means realizing that our situation is hopeless—and wonderful…We realize that our 
usual maneuvers—worrying about the past, projecting an imaginary future—don’t make sense; 
they waste precious seconds. 

 
When we find ourselves in the middle of a disaster it can remind us that we are falling, and there’s no 
answer.  There is no solution, no special relationship, no achievement, no security, nothing that can 
make it stop.  This is why those who face the Abyss are, in a sense, cursed but also blessed.  It can help 
us see that life is a crisis, that we start the descent when we’re born, we’re falling each moment of our 
lives.  Whether we’re on the ninth floor or the first floor, each moment is infinitely precious and sacred.  
When we realize we are falling, each moment is a source of joy instead of misery and dread.  When we 
are “blessed by disaster” we awaken to the fragile beauty of this miracle we call life. 
 
Now, I don’t mean to minimize these times of disaster or to say that they aren’t real or painful.  They 
are.  Yet I am saying that they can carry more with them than just suffering. 
 
Sometime ago I read another book by Philip Simmons, called, Learning to Fall: The Blessings of an 
Imperfect Life.  In 1993, Simmons was just 35 years old when he learned that he had ALS, or Lou 
Gehrig’s disease, and was told he had less than five years to live.  He writes early in his book, 
 

My balance is not so good these days, and a short time before I began work on this essay last 
summer, I fell on the short path that leads through the woods from our driveway to the compost 
pile.  I had just helped my six-year-old daughter into the car, and turned to start down the path, 
when I stumbled and went down hard.  I lay stunned for a few moments, face numb, lip bleeding, 
chest bruised, my daughter, Amelia, standing over me asking, quite reasonably, what I was doing 
down there and whether I was all right.  I wish I could have managed an answer such as 
“Practicing my yoga” or “Listening for hoof beats.”  What I was doing was learning to fall. (p. 
9) 

 
Sometimes we realize the importance of learning to fall.  Actors and stuntmen learn to fall.  Athletes 
learn to fall, how to dive and roll.  Dancers and rock climbers also learn to fall.  But mostly, we work at 
avoiding the fall in the first place.  Mostly, we live as if that fall will never come. 
 
Simmons’ main idea is that his “fall,” his disaster, the progression of his disease, helped him learn how 
to live deeply and richly.   He describes this process as a blessing.  Listen to how he describes the 
experience: 
 

When we learn to fall, we learn that only by letting go our grip on all that we ordinarily find 
most precious—our achievements, our plans, our loved ones, our very selves—can we find, 
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ultimately, the most profound freedom.  In the act of letting go of our lives, we return more fully 
to them. (p. xi) 

 
In the act of letting go of our lives, we return more fully to them.  Instead of grasping and trying to avoid 
the unavoidable, we can accept with joy the moment, which is our life.  Instead of desperately trying to 
find a solution, we can experience the fullness of life.  For life is not a problem to be solved but a 
mystery to be lived. 
 
Realizing that he was nearing the bottom became a blessing to Simmons, as it sometimes does to others.  
This reminds me of a Buddhist adage that goes, “Death is too important to be left to the end of life.”  
And what this is talking about, I think, is that an awareness of death—and I’m talking about more than 
just a rational awareness, but an awareness in our gut, in our bones—ironically helps us to truly live.  
This paradox is affirmed by every religious tradition.  There’s a saying by the Desert Fathers:  “One who 
keeps death before one’s eyes conquers despair.”  By becoming aware of the crisis we are in, of the 
descent of life, we realize there is no crisis at all.  Understanding that we are falling and giving ourselves 
over to this defeat is to find victory.  In the Rule of St. Benedict it says, “Day by day, remind yourself 
that you are going to die.”  In other words, “learn to fall.”   
 
There’s this great line by Rumi, the Sufi mystic: 
 

The ego is a veil between humans and God. 
 

And so the primary task on our spiritual journey and as a spiritual community, it seems to me, is to try to 
remove this veil—to drop or shed the ego. 
 
Now I have to tell you, this is a very, very difficult thing to do!  In fact, most of the time this removal or 
stripping away of the ego happens against our will.  And so there are those who say that suffering is 
perhaps the greatest of all spiritual teachers.  It’s not automatic, of course.  In our suffering we can 
become closed off, bitter, defended and hardened.  Or it can open us up to an awareness of the Sacred 
Presence.  It can lead us to new levels of spiritual awakening. 
 
We are—each of us—falling.  We are dust, and to dust we are returning.  Ashes to ashes, we all fall 
down.  People like Philip Simmons have important things to teach the rest of us.  And I can’t say it any 
better that he does: 
 

…what do we fall away from?  We fall from ego, we fall from our carefully constructed 
identities, our reputations, our precious selves.  We fall from ambition, we fall from grasping, we 
fall, at least temporarily, from reason.  And what do we fall into? We fall into passion, into 
terror, into unreasoning joy.  We fall into humility, into compassion,  
into emptiness…We fall, at last, into the presence of the sacred, into godliness, into mystery…(p. 
11) 

 
Friends, during Lent let us follow Jesus in his descent (and the descent of many other spiritual masters), 
his downward journey toward Jerusalem, away from himself, his ego and his desires, his fall toward 
death and yet also toward life, freedom and joy. 
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(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 
manuscript version.) 


