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TIMES ’S RIVER  
GREGORY ORR 
 
Heraclitus said, we live in a river called time, and 
commented: No man ever steps in the same river tiwce, 
for it is not the same river and he is not the same man. 
The river of time passes through our experience from 
the past into the future and on into an ocean that is 
called Eternity. We are also told the time’s river comes 
out of Eternity sweeping past us in this present 
moment, and at each moment we experience it, we step 
into that same river which is ever-changing and will 
never be the same again. How strange this experience is 
for us! We call it history and it makes up our story of 
being in time and in the world.  
 
Each of us dwells at a different place along that bank, 
and though the river of time is experienced by all of us, 
each of our experiences in it is unique and individual. 
Because of these difference, we have stories to tell. 
According to the tradition of Perennial Wisdom, the 
histories we live and the stories we tell are a gifts that 
we will bring into Eternity, treasuries of our own 
personal wisdom both transcendent and practical.  
 
If the narratives were just another litany of events, a list 
of happenings, perhaps the stories would be of passing 
interest, more reports of the day’s new than analysis or 
lessons learned. Instead our stories are ripe with 
meaning, though we may not yet discovered the 
significance here in the midst of the story. Orr suggests 
that the Beloved is with us in the river’s waters helping 
us to learn and to see.  
 
The poet gives us the image of the Beloved One as a 
playful river otter diving from the banks and swimming 
around in the river.  

If you have ever watched otters play you know that 
the flow of the water itself is no barrier to them but 
the medium of their play: they are in and out of it, 
cavorting and enjoying the flow however swift or 
slow. Perhaps the Beloved One invites us into that 
play, that dance with constant movement and flux.  
 
We are also offered the image of the Beloved as a 
heron, poised, still, watching us swim like tiny fish, 
until she swoops us up in her beak to fly away with 
us. Perhaps we break free from her beak, returning 
to the river with another point of view altogether—
from above it. Or perhaps we are swelled entirely, 
becoming one with the Beloved—in either case, we 
are transformed by the experience.   
 
Orr drinks to the river, to the health of our stories, 
and to their poetry as they flow through the stories of 
life that we are living and writing—which will itself 
eventually become part of the greater Book of Life.  
 
He asserts that just one drop from the precious river 
of time not only sanctifies the water of this river but 
also turns it into wine (an image no doubt drawn 
from the Gospel story of Jesus turning water into 
wine found in St. John’s Gospel). Perhaps he also 
draws this image from the sacraments of the Mass, 
where the wine is consecrated by prayer.  
 
 
Gregory Orr (born in 1947) is a contemporary poet 
whose life has been a fulsome story of momentous 
events in the great river of time. 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. At the beginning of this poem, an ancient Greek 

philosopher is mentioned. Who is he and what did 
he say about the river of time? 

2. As you live along the banks of the river of time how 
do you experience its passage? When is the river 
slow? When is it fast? Do you enjoy time’s 
passage? 

3. Your experience of the river is unique to you. What 
makes our experience of the river of time different 
to each of us? What do you feel is unique to your 
story thus far? 

4. Do you agree that your story is a gift? What 
wisdom are you bringing into Eternity from it? 

5. How do you understand Orr’s use of the image of 
wine? 

6. Orr uses two images for the Beloved: the otter and 
the heron. Which image, otter or heron, speaks 
most directly to you? How do you respond to each 
of them? 

7. Contemplate the image used to illustrate this poem. 
How does it affect your relationship with the poem? 
Which parts strike you particularly? If you were 
writing this poem or designing the image, what 
over metaphors might you add? Journal the 
meanings they would hold for you. 
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Lectio divina 
The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

W We poets are always 
Dipping our cups 
In Heraclitus’s river, 
Drinking its health, 
Toasting it with raised 
Glasses.  
        We know 
A single drop of it 
Sanctifies an entire 
Gallon of wine.  
 
We know it’s the deep 
Stream of the world 
And surges through 
Every page of the Book. 
 
We know the beloved 
Is an otter that divers 
From its banks, frolics 
In its swirling currents.  
 
Or bows above its 
Shallows as a heron, 
Ready to seize 
The minnow of us in her beak.  

 
 

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

the illumination 


