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Many sacred traditions teach that this world is 
impermanent and unstable—not solid rock, but sinking 
sand. In his teachings Yeshua used this same metaphor. 
You, of course, might imagine it differently, hoping for 
stability and permanency. But when the world fails us, 
as it inevitably will, we are often taken by surprise, 
sometimes with devastating results.  
 
The contemporary poet Gregory Orr sees the world and 
its changes through perennial wisdom’s eyes. Perhaps 
he is imagining it to be a shoreline in time stretching 
along the vast ocean of eternity where the waves from 
the Infinite come crashing onto the finite shores of our 
world. Along that moving edge there is nothing but 
sand created by the waves and the surges of the sea as it 
presses against the coasts of our reality.  
 
There, along these sandy spits of land where we often 
stand or spend our lives, we experience both the shifts 
and surges. It is there that we can perhaps learn to 
dance along the sea and in the midst of change. What 
we touch here is a kind of terra in-firma of sand that is 
constantly moved by the Infinite ocean that draws it 
always back into itself—that vast oceanic Reality.   
 
What does the sea teach us? What is that reality trying 
to show us? Orr says it is the experience of loss and 
impermanence, which is the way things are in this 
world. Coming into the world we seem to have 
forgotten something we once knew. We have to learn it 
is so all over again.  
 
We may perhaps resist the idea of impermanence, 
trying to create a world where we guard ourselves from 

change, but inevitably we experience loss and 
perhaps reluctantly come to accept its truth.  
 
In the face of impermanence Orr counsels us to learn 
a new skill—to dance on the shifting sand of the 
shoreline of impermanence. Perhaps he is saying that 
we should celebrate the losses or at least learn the 
practice of staying nimble and quick-footed on 
ground that is always moving under our feet.  
 
If you have ever walked along the shore, you have 
experienced this. The shoreline of sand is not like a 
sidewalk. It is unstable and you learn to walk 
differently in order to stay upright and enjoy what 
you are experiencing.  
 
To think about Orr’s analogies in another way, there 
is a joy and a freedom that can be learned along the 
seashore and perhaps nowhere else. The waves come 
in, the water recedes, the sand moves under our feet. 
We are forced to be at a new kind of attention in this 
liminal space. If wish, we can learn to dance and be 
in a different relationship to the world, one that 
entails the spirituality of dance and the freedom of 
the sea.  
. 
 
 
Gregory Orr was born in Albany, New York in 1947. 

He is a professor of English at the University of 
Virginia where he has taught since 1975.  He has 

authored many books of poetry including How 
Beautiful the Beloved (2009) which explores the 
carnal ache of living and loving in this world of 

changes. His poetry is both simple and refreshing.  
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A Place for Notes  
and your Journaling:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Think about your experiences of going to visit or 

stay by the ocean. What has that been like for you? 
Do you enjoy the ocean and its shoreline? What do 
you try to explore there? 

2. What has been your experience of walking on the 
sand by the sea? How is that different from walking 
on a sidewalk? Is that experience exhilarating or 
frustrating for you? Why? 

3. Have you ever danced (or can you imagine yourself 
dancing) along the shoreline? Why would you 
dance there?  

4. What has been your experience of loss and 
impermanence? How has that changed the way you 
perceive the world? 

5. When you think about the world as being 
impermanent and unstable, what is that like for 
you? What are the feelings this thought or 
knowledge generates in you? 

6. What is the wisdom you know now that perhaps you 
did not realize at the beginning of your life? How 
would you explain Orr’s metaphor of dancing on 
the sands of impermanence as a wisdom principle? 

7. Use the illuminations to relive some of your own 
experiences at the seashore. What do you feel when 
you contemplate them? 
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oss and loss and more 
Loss—that’s what 
The sea teaches.  
 
The need to stay 
Nimble 
Against the suck 
Of receding waves.  
The sand 
Disappearing 
Under our feet.  
 
Here, where the sea 
Meets shore: 
The best of dancing floors.  

 
 

—from the poetry of 
Gregory Orr 

How Beautiful the Beloved (2009) 
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