
Wednesday Reflection:  Tortoise 

 

 

As I write this reflection, it is raining and everything in the manse garden is 

dripping wet.   The sky is full of grey clouds and the foliage is heavy and 

hunched over.   Two pots, full of flowering nasturtium, sit on the kitchen steps:  

each flower head comprising five petals of fiery orange reminiscent of 

Ayrshire’s evening sun.  In the corner of the garden, standing on a redundant 

railway sleeper, two resin tortoises have made their home.   For them, each day 

is a day of rest; an opportunity to be still and survey the comings and goings of 

the garden.    

 

In folklore, we are familiar with Aesop’s fable, The Tortoise and the Hare.   In 

the ancient world, the story ridiculed over-confidence and idleness (as portrayed 

by the hare) and saluted sobriety, zeal and perseverance (as portrayed by the 

tortoise).   Tortoise is a member of the turtle family.   In a Hindu myth, Akupara 

is a turtle which carries the world on its back.   With their hard shell and 

scrawny neck, tortoises have not always fared well in Jewish or Christian 

thought.   In the Book of Leviticus, they are unclean animals.   Reptilian 

creatures:  they creep upon the earth like small leviathans.   In the King James 

Version only, in the romantic Songs of Solomon, the young man sang to his 

lover: 

 

   The winter is past, the rain is over and gone; 

   the flowers appear on the earth; 

   the time of the singing of birds is come, 

   and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land. 

 

By contrast, for some, tortoises were the embodiment of evil.   The Early 

Church Father, St Jerome, thought that their sluggishness was a symbol of 

heresy:  heretics weighed down by the weight of their sins.    

 

For me, tortoises or turtles serve as a symbol for Scripture:  a carapace, a hard 

outer shell, protecting the precious life, the beating heart, hidden beneath it.   

However beautiful the patterns on the surface, the life of the turtle is out of sight 

under the shell.   Similarly, with Holy Scripture, however attractive the surface 

or plain meaning of our sacred text may be, its life and truer beauty are to be 

found within it.   In a love letter, the deepest love of the writer is not to be found 

in the quality of the ink or style of artistic handwriting but there, lying silently, 

invisibly, between the lines.   Like love itself, no words can express fully what 

we mean when we speak of God.   The Anglican priest, Mark Oakley, says that 

God is in this world as poetry is in the poem.   In Scripture, God is only to be 

glimpsed when we close the outer eye.    



 

In Sufism, the mystical tradition of Islam, we find favourable treatment of the 

tortoise.   Here, the hatching of turtle eggs, the escape of the babies from the 

beach and their gargantuan struggle to the sea is a symbol of the human soul’s 

pilgrimage to God.   We live in God; God lives in us.   Our pilgrimage is to 

open ourselves to God’s Presence.   The Benedictine monk, the late John Main, 

said that, ‘The Christian life is the ever deeper exploration of the truth that God 

loves us and that Jesus dwells in our hearts, in the deep centre of our being’.   

Our body, our mortal frame, is a carapace, an outer shell:  our Eternal Lover 

lives in the soul.   Beauty and stature are within.   Our spiritual task is to find a 

moment of emptiness, be still and, through gentle silence, let the ocean of God’s 

love flood in and fill us each day.   The next time you see a tortoise or turtle 

think on the carapace of Scripture and God’s love dwelling within you. 

 

 

 

 

 


