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STEELING THE HEART 
GREGORY ORR 
 
What is the point of life? Why I am here and why does 
my life matter? These are perennial questions that arise 
over and over again as we pass through the vicissitudes 
of human existence. Some days when we are full of 
hope and joy we never bother to ask them. But then 
there are the days of despair and darkness when we 
cannot help but ask them—seeking answers, and 
perhaps more critically, seeking relief. No one is 
exempt.  
 
Gregory Orr has an answer and begins his poem with a 
play on words. He goes beneath the constantly 
undulating surface of the world where we try to build 
our castles of comfort and security to protect our hearts 
from the world’s pains, down to some deeper bedrock. 
He understands, perhaps as we all eventually come to 
know, that these castles fall, and he thinks that is a 
good thing. He also sees that something conquers all 
our castles, even the ones built in desperation. He 
names the conqueror Beauty.  
 
We cannot stop the questions we have about the world 
and its transitory nature. We cannot save or protect 
ourselves in some permanent enclave of safety where 
we will never feel the effects of the constant change 
and impermanence. There is no safe place in the world 
of space and time that will give us the kind of stability 
for which we often long. But when the castle falls, the 
effect is to steal our hearts away from the imagined 
zone of safety and to put it permanently in the hands of 
the Beloved One who has his or her own purposes for 
it.  
 
 

The castle of the human ego is not a safe place. The 
world we live in eats away at its foundations and the 
castle eventually falls, but in falling the heart 
becomes open to the Beloved One whose strategy is 
to capture it by beauty. The world, the cosmos, and 
the Beloved One are all in on a loving conspiracy to 
steal your heart away from its egoic walls and run 
off with it into a new place of endless spaciousness, 
brightness, and light.  
 
In the midst of this world it is hard to imagine this, 
as where everything is headed. It seems so 
impossible and so hopeless, like a pipe-dream, a 
fantasy playing a trick on us when all the objects of 
our senses are telling us a different story.  
 
Dare we put our trust in the Beloved One’s 
conspiracy? Dare we trust beauty? We catch 
imperfect glimpses of beauty sometimes, but can we 
trust it as a permanent feature of the universe and of 
our future? Perennial Wisdom says we can. It 
describes life’s journey as a passageway through a 
land of darkness that indeed pierces and wounds the 
heart. That is also a permanent feature of our 
experience, more real to us, it seems, than beauty. 
But in the end, this poet believes, beauty wins out 
and heals the human heart.  
 
 
Gregory Orr (born in 1947) is a contemporary poet 
whose life has been full of the admixture he is 
speaking about in this poem. He has taught 
literature for many years at the University of 
Virginia and continues to influence the progress and 
publication of poetry in America today.  
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A Place for Notes  
and for Journaling your Answers:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. This is a poem of almost unimaginable hope. Have 

you ever felt such hope, even for a second? 
Describe that experience. 

2. When you lose hope, what is your experience? 
What does that feel like? Write an example in your 
journal. 

3. How has the impermanence of the world, its sifting 
sands, made you doubt that there is such a thing as 
hope? 

4. What is beautiful to you? What role does beauty 
play in your life?  

5. How has the experienced beauty felt to you? Has 
beauty pierced your heart? Has there been a time 
when beauty broke through your sense of despair? 
Journal your reflections.  

6. Do you sense that everything you are experiencing 
is a conspiracy to affect your heart and perhaps to 
collapse the castle of the ego? 

7. For you, who or what is the Beloved that Orr 
speaks about in this poem? 

8. Which one of the images speaks most directly to 
you or your sense of the world in light of this 
poem?  

9. As a spiritual exercise, seek out and find an object 
of beauty for you. It may be an physical object, a 
person, a piece of music, or an experience in the 
natural world. Spend time with it. What is its effect 
upon you?  
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W   hat is the use of steeling 
Your heart? 
 
It’s already been stolen.  
The Beloved One has  
Already captured the castle.  
 
How can you defend yourself 
Against rapture? 
How can you protect yourself 
When the world and all the words 
In the Book of its Poetry 
Conspire against you? 
 
It is better to surrender.  
The Beloved’s beauty 
Has already pierced your heart.  
 
And that’s its purpose.  
That is the point of it all.  

 
 

—Gregory Orr 
How Beautiful the Beloved 
Copper Canyon Press, 2009 
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