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There is a story (or legend) about  a monk by the name 
of Theophane. It is said he once told a retreatant to his 
monastery to leave and spend the whole year writing 
his own Bible. He was to come back only when he had 
finished writing it.  
 
The twist to the tale was that when the retreatant 
returned the next year, Theophane took possession of 
the precious document, looked through it carefully and 
then without warning cast it into the fire where it 
burned. Turning to the crestfallen author, he instructed 
him once again to return back to his normal life and 
start writing his Bible all over again.  
 
This story provides a context for understanding 
Gregory Orr’s poetic wisdom. He sees that we are each 
writing or creating for ourselves a precious document: 
the Book of prophetic and poetic utterances flowing 
past us in the flood of life and in the river of words that 
come our way.  
 
We are swamped, perhaps drowning, in language and 
in words. Much gets lost in cacophony of voices and 
flood of events swirling around us. Some words, of 
course, we hear, some we speak, and a few, perhaps, 
we save. Some leap out from the flood around us and 
hit us in the face so that we wake up and never forget 
them. These, Orr feels, become the Book that is more 
solid than any Rock in the middle of some flooding 
stream. As the floods of events and language pass over 
and all around us, in our world of tumult and chaos we 
can become stable and grounded. All else, perhaps, as 
the old Gospel hymn says, “...is sinking sand!” 
 

In his magnificent collection of poetry concerning 
the Beloved, Gregory Orr counsels us to stay awake 
and alert. Asleep we will never hear the beautiful 
voice or the whispered words that come to us 
secretly from the Beloved One. It is that voice and 
only that voice, he says, that will allow us to stand 
firm and unafraid as the waters of life rise and swirl 
around us.  
 
At the beginning of the Gospel of John we are told 
about the Word, the eternal Logos, which speaks to 
this world and our own hearts. It is often imagined 
that this Eternal Word incarnated a single Teacher 
long ago in the deserts of Palestine. Might we 
imagine instead that this same Logos inhabits our 
own souls and speaks continuously both from within 
and outside us here in our own contemporary 
landscape where the flash-floods come and often 
deluge the desert? 
 
These complex set of metaphors—desert and floods, 
water and dry sand, eternal words and whispered 
longings from the Beloved One—inhabit our 
personal world today. They are alive to us. We can 
stay alert to the Book that is being written from them 
within our own souls.  
 
 
Gregory Orr is a professor of English at the 
University of Virginia where he has taught since 
1975. He was the founder and first director of the 
University’s Creative Writing program and 
continues to publish and write poetry for which he 
has won an Award in Literature from the American 
Academy of the Arts and Letters. He has also written 
a cultural study Poetry as Survival.  
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A Place for Notes  
and for Journaling your Answers:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Gregory Orr is speaking both poetically and 

prophetically. How do his words affect you? How 
do you understand them? 

2. How is your world both a flooded landscape and a 
desert? How else would you describe it? What 
other images might you use to illustrate it? 

3. Throughout your life you have experienced hearing 
something that woke you up or got your attention. 
Reflect on these experiences. Journal what you 
remember and discover.  

4. Why or how do poetic words make you stable? How 
important is poetry in your life? 

5. What have you found in poetry, art, sacred writing, 
and in perennial wisdom that is for you more solid 
than any rock in a flood? 

6. Have you begun to collect them in your own virtual 
or physical Book of wisdom, beauty, and truth? If 
so, can you easily access it? 

7. If you can, share one of the pages from your Book 
with others and let them share theirs with you.  

8. As you view the images and illuminations for Orr’s 
poetry, how do they help you enter the meaning of 
the poem and these reflections more fully?  
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         e alert... 
 
Where you are standing 
So...that you can pluck what you love from the flood? 
 
On the Book—more solid than any rock, 
Rock being only a slower flowing. 
 
And... 
 
Don’t bother to ask for the Book at the library: 
It’s always checked out.  
You’d have to conclude no one ever returns it.  
 
Better to put together your own version: 
The poems and songs you love—the ones that saved you 
When you were young and suffered. 
And also those that consoled you 
When you were older.  

 
 

—Arranged from several poems found in 
How Beautiful the Beloved 

Gregory Orr, 2009  
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