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We arrive on earth innocent and unaware. We drink the 
cup of life as our journey through a lifetime begins. We 
are certain to experience the mixture of both sorrow 
and joy. It is for us, as it is for all, an unknown and 
sometimes an unwelcome surprise as we taste sorrow 
and joy in proportions we did not expect. Who is to 
say, in the end, what the proportions will or must be?  
 
How does this all occur? Is everything that is 
happening around us simply pure chance, or did some 
process precede our experience here? Are there any 
pre-determined formulas for how life should unfold? 
Opinions range across a spectrum from complete 
determinism and predestination to pure chance and the 
luck-of-the-draw.  
 
In the life of Gregory Orr, the contemporary poet, there 
was an immediate and crushing tragedy that stamped 
his life forever with sorrow. When he was twelve years 
old, he accidentally killed his brother in a hunting 
expedition. Life for him, of course, would never be the 
same again. That tragedy and that sorrow, which 
seemed so utterly unspeakable and random, shaped him 
to the poet that he is today. That burning elixir turned 
his throat into a crystalline cup out of which has come 
the elixir of his poetic gifts for the world.  
 
Orr has made meaning from the tragedy. He has turned 
that furious darkness into a gift that he has offered to 
all. He has suffered and he has learned. He met the 
challenges of his life and brought the sweetness of his 
deep longings forward as a drink that can quench the 
thirst of other human beings. For him poetry became 
the way he could face the tragedies of his life.  

But there are lingering questions about chance and 
determinism. Can we ever answer these definitively? 
Perhaps not, but there are two glimpses of larger 
answers present in our world. The first is the visions 
of those who have had a Near Death Experience 
(NDE) and who tell us that this world is held in a 
larger Reality where love reigns and each question is 
settled by new meanings in some larger, finer 
context.  
 
The other glimpse comes from the ancient teachings 
of Perennial Wisdom which describe our beginning 
in Eternity prior to our arrival in space and time and 
detail our return from our journey here back to our 
origins and homeland. This teaching declares that 
the mixture of sorrow and joy we have experienced 
on earth was not imposed “behind our backs” but 
was a loving choice in which we ourselves 
participated in to set up the conditions for our own 
spiritual evolution. This is a complex answer but one 
that transcends all notions of random chance.  
 
What we can know now, is that our experiences here 
must be lived and borne as we make this interesting 
and difficult passage through time and space, 
drinking the azure elixir from the voices of wisdom.  
 
 
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.  
 

visio divina 



A Place for Notes  
and for Journaling your Answers:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. You have learned something of the biography of the 

poet Gregory Orr. How does his history change the 
way you read this poem? You might want to listen 
to his interview with Krista Tippett in “The On 
Being Project” where he discusses his life and 
poetry.  

2. How would you describe the mixture of the elixir 
you have drunk from life thus far? Journal your 
thoughts.  

3. As you have thought about the causes for sorrow 
and joy, what have been your basic explanations 
about their presence or occurrence in your life? 

4. Which affects you more, sorrow or joy? Describe 
your experience. 

5. What do you think Orr means by the reference to 
the color blue and the crystalline image? 

6. Have you heard any stories related to Near Death 
Experience? If not, it would be good to listen to a 
number online (YouTube is a good source). 
Describe what you have heard or what you find.  

7. One contemporary proponent of Perennial 
Wisdom’s viewpoint is Carolyn Myss’ book Sacred 
Contract. She makes the case for a life prior to 
experience on earth and the decisions we made 
there prior to coming here. Perhaps you want to 
explore this idea further and talk about it with 
friends and colleagues. An ancient document called 
“The Hymn of the Pearl” describes a similar 
narrative. Find and read it if you can.  

8. How do the images speak to your own experience 
drinking from the azure chalice? Does describing 
the cup as a chalice change the way you think about 
the image or the poem?  
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Lectio divina 
The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

L     ots of sorrow and a little joy. 
Lots of joy and only a bit 
Of sorrow. 
        Who can know 
The formula beforehand? 
 
We don’t get to watch 
While it’s mixed. No one tells us 
What’s in it.  
        We lift it 
To our lips—azure elixir 
That burns our throats to crystal. 

 
 

 
—Gregory Orr 

How Beautiful the Beloved 
Copper Canyon Press, 2009 
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